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Modern art is a religion assembled from the fragments of
our daily life.

John Updike

[I will not have anything to do with] the self-satisfied
Leftist clap-trap about “art as substitute religion.”

T.J. Clark
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Sooner or later, if you love art, you will come across a strange fact: there
is almost no modern religious art in museums or in books of art histo-
ry. It is a state of affairs that is at once obvious and odd, known to
everyone and yet hardly whispered about. I can’t think of a subject that
is harder to get right, more challenging to speak about in a way that will
be acceptable to the many viewpoints people bring to bear.

For some people, art simply is religious, whether the artists admit it
or not. Jackson Pollock, in that view, is a religious painter even though
he apparently never thought of his work that way and despite the fact
that no serious criticism of his work has perceived it to be religious. Art
is inescapably religious, so it is said, because it expresses such things as
the hope of transcendence or the possibilities of the human spirit. From
that viewpoint, the absence of openly religious art from modern art
museums would seem to be due to the prejudices of a coterie of academic
writers who have become unable to acknowledge what has always been
apparent: art and religion are entwined.

For others, modern art like Pollock’s cannot be religious because that
would undo the project of modernism by going against its own sense of
itself. Modernism was predicated on a series of rejections and refusals,
among them the 19th-century sense that art—that is, academic art, and
mainly painting—is an appropriate vehicle for religious stories. From this
point of view a contemporary painting of the Assumption of the Virgin
would be in a sense misguided, because it would carry on a moribund tra-
dition of narrative painting last practiced at the end of the 19th century.
It would involve a misunderstanding of what painting has become.

For still others, Pollock’s paintings might well be religious, but there
is no way to construct an acceptable sentence describing how his works
express religious feelings. The word religion, it would be said, can no
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longer be coupled with the driving ideas of art. Talk about art and talk
about religion have become alienated one from the other, and it would be
artificial and misguided to bring them together.

For yet others, the whole problem is misstated because Pollock might
well be religious in some respects and nonreligious or irreligious in others.
There is no monolithic art any more than there is a property called reli-
gious. Some would say that words like those are just too diffuse to do
much work. What matters is the particular life of a particular Pollock
painting. There may be a way to argue that a painting like Man/Woman
sustains religious ideas, but the correct domain of explanation for a
painting such as She-Wolf will necessarily be Pollock’s mid-20th-century
sense of myth, a subject that is a small and specific part of the history of
20th-century religious belief.

And—to add one last point of view—some people would say that Pol-
lock is not the right example to make the case that modernism is not reli-
gious, because abstract expressionism effectively erases explicit symbols
and stories, substituting incommunicably private and nonverbal gestures.
Look elsewhere in modernism, they might say, and you will find plenty
of religious art: Marc Chagall and Georges Rouault are the usual sus-
pects, but first-generation abstract painters were religious or spiritual, and
even artists like Paul Klee made religious paintings. Or just turn to other
abstract expressionists, like Barnett Newman or Mark Rothko: they didn’t
shy away from talk about religion, even if the religion in their works is
private and hard to express in words. Modernism is bound to religion just
as every movement before it has been.

Those are just five viewpoints, each potentially at odds with the others.
My main purpose in this book is to find a way of talking that can take
those five viewpoints on board. A little tale told out of school can show
how deep such differences run. When I was half-finished with this book
the editor of a major religious press asked to see the manuscript. It struck
me that it would be interesting to have the book appear on a religious
booklist, and I sent it to him. After considering it for some time, he
declined to publish it because, so he said, there was too little religion in
it. The art world, as I had represented it, seemed to him to be too much
cut off from religion. A year later, a journal called Thresholds, put out by
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, asked for an excerpt for a spe-
cial issue on religion. An editor of that journal, the art historian Caro-
line Jones, wrote me to say the essay couldn’t run as I had submitted it
because the art world is in fact wholly saturated with religion, vitiating
the difference I was positing between organized religion and the art
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market. Eventually the excerpt ran in Thresholds with a dialogue between
the two of us, intended to help set the essay in its context.1 For one editor,
too little religion; for the other, too much. The two incidents neatly sum
up the problem of finding an acceptable approach to the subject, and it
may in effect be impossible to write on contemporary art and religion in
such a way that the full division of opinions can be fairly rendered.

For people in my profession of art history, the very fact that I have
written this book may be enough to cast me into a dubious category of
fallen and marginal historians who somehow don’t get modernism or
postmodernism. That is because a certain kind of academic art histor-
ical writing treats religion as an interloper, something that just has no
place in serious scholarship. Talking about religion is like living in a house
infested with mice and not noticing that something is wrong. I know, on
the other hand, that some religionists (as academics tend to call believers
outside of academia) will assume I am fallen because I’ve fallen from some
faith.

If you are unsure about my purposes and premises, I ask only that you
don’t take this opening as the confession of a closet religionist or as a
skeptic’s disguised polemic against organized religion. I have no hidden
agenda, unless it is hidden from me. My own beliefs are not part of this
book, and I will not be claiming that modern art is naturally religious,
or that religious values are crucial to it. This isn’t a crypto-conservative
book aiming to reinstate old-fashioned values, and it isn’t a liberal tract
proposing that the discourse of art be freed of its religious burden. My
primary question is abstract: I want to see if it is possible to adjust the
existing discourses enough to make it possible to address both secular the-
orists and religionists who would normally consider themselves outside
the art world. To that end I have tried to write a book of reasonably accu-
rate descriptions, a little Baedeker to a world that is at once thronged with
strong beliefs and nearly silent.

All that is my first purpose. The second has to do with how art is taught
and judged. Straightforward talk about religion is rare in art departments
and art schools, and wholly absent from art journals unless the work in
question is transgressive. Sincere, exploratory religious and spiritual work
goes unremarked. Students who make works that are infused with spir-
itual or religious meanings must normally be content with analysis of
their works’ formal properties, technique, or mode of presentation.
Working artists concerned with themes of spirituality (again, excepting
work that is critical or ironic about religions) normally will not attract
the attention of people who write for art magazines. The absence of reli-
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gious talk is a practical issue because it robs such artists of the interpre-
tive tools they need most. In the past decade, teaching at the School of the
Art Institute in Chicago, I have found that art students often don’t like
to hear words like religion or spirituality applied to their works; and
because of the dearth of conversation on those subjects, students may
even fail to recognize that what they are doing has anything to do with
religion. My second purpose in this book, therefore, is to consider how
best to talk about contemporary art that is reluctantly or even inadver-
tently religious.

I begin by setting out some working definitions, and then I give a
pocket version of the history of Western art and religion. The body of the
book sets to work on the problem of the relation between current art and
religion by setting out five stories, each one about an art student I have
taught. Together the five stories box the compass of contemporary reli-
gion and art: they define its North, South, East, West, and center. The
book closes with suggestions for ways to talk in between art and religion.

I thank Jan-Erik Guerth of Hidden Springs Press for first suggest-
ing I write this book, and Sister Wendy Beckett for a lovely short corre-
spondence. Many things about the manuscript changed in light of some
generous criticism given by David Morgan, Brent Plate, and Caroline
Jones. I thank Frank Piatek for a long and thoughtful response. And if
it were not for my flaithiúlach editor, Bill Germano, this book wouldn’t
exist at all.

It was especially difficult to find a judicious title for this project, one
that wouldn’t make it sound as if religion and art have been secretly allied
all along. The artist Joseph Grigely showed me these helpful lines in a
book by a man named Earnest Hooton: “I am also indebted to many of
my friends and students for suggesting a considerable number of titles for
this book, all unacceptable.” And what did Hooton decide to call his
book? Men, Apes, and Morons. Sometimes the perfect title just cannot
be found.
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First, it might be helpful to define approximately what I mean
by the words religion and art. Religion in this book means a named,
noncultic, major system of belief.1 In the art world, for reasons that

will become apparent, the religion in question is often Catholicism, and
sometimes Protestantism. Rarely it is Judaism. Even more rarely, Islam or
Buddhism. Religion also means the trappings of such systems: the rituals,
liturgies, catechisms, calendars, holy days, vestments, prayers, hymns and
songs, homilies, obligations, sacraments, confessions and vows, mitzvahs,
pilgrimages, credos and commandments, and sacred texts. Religion is
therefore public and social, requiring observance, priests or ministers or
rabbis, as well as choirs or cantors. It involves the family, the congrega-
tion, and the wider community.

Frequently I will set spirituality against religion as its foil.2 What I mean
by spirituality—again, only for the purposes of this book—is any system
of belief that is private, subjective, largely or wholly incommunicable,
often wordless, and sometimes even uncognized. Spirituality in this sense
can be part of religion, but not its whole. Some of the artists and art-
works I will be talking about are spiritual without being religious; they
depend on idiosyncratic, individual, and private acts of devotion or senses
of belief. I do not equate spirituality with New Age beliefs or with any
particular named belief.3

Art is whatever is exhibited in galleries in major cities, bought by
museums of contemporary art, shown in biennales and the Documenta,
and written about in periodicals such as Artforum, October, Flash Art,
Parkett, or Tema Celeste. That way of defining art is called the institu-
tional definition, and it was invented to make it possible to write about
conceptual art, performance art, and other new kinds of work that did
not fit previous definitions. I am adopting the institutional definition in
order to avoid having to say what art should be about, or even what it
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has been about. Notice, however, that the institutional definition does say
something about the content of art, because it excludes almost all art that
is openly religious. Such art is not often found in galleries in large cities,
nor is it bought by museums of contemporary art, exhibited in biennales,
or mentioned in Artforum or the other journals. The institutional defin-
ition, so it appears, is also a description of a group of institutions that
are different from institutions that can make use of openly religious
imagery.

Art depends on the existence of the art world, and here I come to a
crossroads. One way of imagining the art world is to say it is the same
as what I have just identified as art, perhaps with the addition of the busi-
ness end—the buyers, trustees, publicists, auctioneers, and funding agen-
cies. Another way of thinking about the art world is to picture it as a
vast arena, containing art as I’ve just defined it, along with religious art,
tourist art, graphic design, commercial art, and children’s art. From this
perspective, the kind of art I am mainly concerned with in this book is
just one of many activities in the art world. In order to distinguish the
art I am going to be talking about from, say, commercial art, it can be
called high art or fine art. It is interesting that the expression art world
has this ambiguity built into it: either it is what sustains just fine art, or
it is what sustains fine art along with all sorts of other genres including
religious art, tourist painting, and so forth.

This is a crossroads because if you think of fine art as one kind of art
among many, equal to all others, then the problems I am posing in this
book will be empty. Religious art will be one type of art and fine art
another, and there will be no particular problem in the fact that one
excludes the other. They will be separate but equal. There might be some
interesting questions to be asked about why elitist galleries in Manhattan
will not show religious paintings, but basically it will be a matter of dif-
fering tastes and contexts. Contemporary religious paintings will be
appropriate for churches, and contemporary fine art will be found in
museums. A hotel might buy some tourist art for its lobby, and a pub-
lisher will hire a graphic designer; each kind of art will have its place and
purpose. If this sounds about right to you, then you will not have any
great problem explaining why contemporary fine art excludes religion:
religious art is simply a different kind of art, one among many.

But what if fine art is more than a species in the menagerie of art;
what if it is the source of other kinds of art? What if the ideas, artistic
strategies, meanings, and critical discourses of many kinds of art come
from fine art? A hotel-lobby painting, for example, may not catch the
interest of a museum curator, but it is very likely that its composition,
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style, and subject matter can all be traced to fine-art ideas. (Usually the
landscape paintings in hotels derive from French postimpressionist
painting.) Chances are that a stained glass window in a church, repre-
senting the Crucifixion, will not be of interest to someone organizing the
next biennale. But it is probable that the pose of the figure of Jesus, the
lighting, and even the arrangement of the window leading are all derived
from fine-art precedents. (Typically, a modern-looking stained glass
window will derive from a mixture of realism, expressionism, and
cubism.) If these things are true, the exclusion of religion from art
becomes an intriguing problem. It cannot be a matter of taste, or of the
differing purposes of art; it has to be something deeper, a thing that is
endemic to the constitution of modern art itself.

I am unconvinced by arguments that the art world is a collection of
heterogeneous practices, each potentially equal to the others. That argu-
ment ignores the fact that influence usually runs in one direction, from
fine art to other kinds of art. (There are any number of exceptions, but
that is the rule.) When sociologists such as Pierre Bourdieu disallow the
question of influence and try to give equal time to different kinds of art-
making, they are also compelled to omit questions of quality and signif-
icance—and in doing so they cut what is essential out of the concept of
art, making it nonsensical to go on talking about fine art at all.4 This is
a much misunderstood point, so let me say it again a bit differently. The
only way to sustain a sense that all kinds of art are potentially equal, with
fine art in the mix along with tourist art and religious art, is to give up
talk about priority, invention, and history, because nearly any history of
tourist art (for example) will depend on prior inventions of fine art. From
a sociological point of view concepts such as priority and invention are
constructed by and for people who are invested in fine art, so a sociolo-
gist might say it is possible to talk about the mix of all kinds of art without
considering the logical priority of fine-art concepts. But if you give up
talking about invention, quality, and history, you give up so much of fine
art that it no longer makes sense to call it art. Quality, priority, signifi-
cance, invention, art history: these are not contingent properties just
because they are socially constructed to serve certain ends. A truly con-
sistent sociological account of art faces the difficulty that after a certain
point it becomes impossible to justify spending time studying art: all kinds
of other things, from key chains to lumber, should be just as interesting.
The fact that sociologists spend less time studying lumber than art shows
the fundamental inconsistency.

Throughout this book, I will be paying the most attention to fine art
and I will be assuming throughout that it is not just one among a field of
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equals in the domain of art. (The expressions fine art and high art are
not the best, but they are what is available.) I will be using art world to
denote fine art together with its economic support, and usually—but
undogmatically, and with exceptions—I will be excluding tourist art, chil-
dren’s art, religious art, commercial art, graphic design, and all other forms
of art. If you find yourself at variance with these definitions or the
assumptions that lead me to them, then this book may pose a problem
that isn’t a problem for you. In which case I would only say that your
sense of fine art might have been compromised (simplified, reduced) by
the need to imagine that it is different from and equal to other kinds of
art-making.

4 On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art



Once upon a time—but really, in every place and in every
time—art was religious. Eight thousand years ago Europe, Asia,
and Africa were already full of sculpted gods, goddesses, and

totemic animals. According to various accounts there were bull-gods, but-
terfly-gods, bird-goddesses, frog-goddesses, and deities that were nothing
more than lumps of uncarved stone. Neolithic people left offerings, built
altars, and chipped at rocks and bones to make images of gods.

Art was religious, or rather ritualistic, back then, and it remained so
in the earliest civilizations—in Sumer and Akkad, in Hittite Turkey, in
Egypt and Persia. The inception of Christianity did not change art’s reli-
gious purpose. Figure 1 shows a gentle scene of the Madonna and Child
in a landscape, done sometime in the beginning of the third century—a
very early date for a Christian image. A prophet stands to the left, raising
his arms in the gesture that means “Behold!” The Madonna and Child
sit in the shade of a tree hung with oversize flowers. This must have been
a refreshing scene to contemplate for the Christians who worshiped in
the dank Catacomb of Priscilla, beneath the streets of Rome. I reproduce
it here as testimony to the apparently natural relation between late Roman
painting and the new Christian purposes for art.1

Art continued to serve religion throughout the Middle Ages, in Byzan-
tium, and during the Renaissance. What we call art and what we call
religion were inseparable through much of the recorded history of China,
India, and Mesoamerica. The same parallel and compatible purposes of
art and religion can be found in images made by the Incas, the Scythians
and Ife, the Moche and Coclé, Jains and Vedic Brahmans, Parsees and
Phrygians, and even the people, whose name is lost, who built the pyra-
mids at Teotihuacán.

It seems that art has been basically religious or ritual in nature, even
in times and places where there was no word for what we call religion or
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Fig. 1. Roman, Virgin and Child with Prophet. Early 3rd c. Fresco. Cata-
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art. In the 20th century, some writers still told the history of art that
way, as if art and religion were essentially a unity. André Malraux may
have been one of the last; his picture-book called La Musée imaginaire
de la sculpture mondiale (1952–54) doesn’t say much, but when it’s leafed
through it seems to propose a strange and dramatic religious purpose for
the world’s art.2

The history I am conjuring here is indisputably true, given the mean-
ings we can assign to art and religion—and yet there is a problem with
it. Notice that when I was naming the periods of Christian art, I stopped
at the Renaissance. I couldn’t quite bring myself to say that art was reli-
gious through the Baroque, the 19th century, and into the 20th. There
were plenty of religious paintings in those centuries, and even at the begin-
ning of the 21st century there is a tremendous amount of religious art.
But something happened in the Renaissance. The meaning of art changed,
and for the first time it became possible to make visual objects that glo-
rified the artist and even provoked viewers to think more of the artist’s
skills than the subject of the artwork.

This is a much-debated subject. Historians such as Hans Blumenberg
and Hans Belting and philosophers including Jürgen Habermas have
written histories of the West centered on the nature of the change.3 Per-
haps, as Habermas says, modernity—by which he means Western culture
after the Renaissance—is only possible in the wake of the dismantling of
religion. Given Marx’s critique of religion as an illusion of happiness (he
also said religion is the heart of a heartless world, the soul of a soulless
condition, the halo of the vale of tears, an illusory sun, and the sigh of
the oppressed creature—Marx was very poetic on the subject), it can seem
that “any return to traditional values (from Catholic or Islamic funda-
mentalism to Oriental New Age wisdom) is doomed to fail” because it is
“impotent in the face of the thrust of Capital.”4 So Slavoj Zizek puts it
in his introduction to the 150th anniversary edition of the Communist
Manifesto.5

On the other hand, the Protestant Reformation and Italian Counter-
Reformation produced art that remains indispensable for understanding
the 16th and 17th centuries. The Protestant iconoclasm was a religious
phenomenon even if the current academic interest in the subject is driven
mainly by intellectual curiosity about its lingering effects on our current
image culture.6 As art historian David Morgan said, arguing with me on
this point, “Who can think of the Enlightenment without natural reli-
gion? Who can think of American democracy without Jefferson dissecting
the New Testament to extract the moral teachings of Jesus?”7

It is a difficult problem. Yet on balance, more is risked by defending the
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presence of religion in post-Renaissance art than by insisting on its
absence. The best way to get a feeling for the insidious sliding of art away
from religion is to look at individual works. In the Renaissance the newly
discovered theories of art interceded in art’s religious purposes, resulting
in artworks that are mixtures of pious sentiments and exhibitions of the
artist’s skill. Art historians such as William Hood and Georges Didi-
Huberman have tried to understand the delicate frames of mind that led
painters like Fra Angelico to put humanist skills at the service of pious
aims.8 Fra Angelico’s practice was poised between Renaissance inventions
that showcased his skill and what we now call medievalizing practices,
which were naturally bent to religious purposes. In paintings such as the
Coronation of the Virgin in the Louvre, an elaborately foreshortened pave-
ment—already an expected sign of a modern artist’s skill—is juxtaposed
with ranks of medieval-style saints (see figure 2). At the time, the dis-
course on art did not accommodate such issues; now it seems difficult
not to see Fra Angelico’s art as if it were a balancing act, even though he
may not have thought of it that way.9

By the 17th and 18th centuries these differences had become strained.
Diego Velázquez’s religious images can have a certain studied seriousness
about them, as if he were saying all that art can offer to religion is natu-
ralism. I am stating this rather broadly (this is, after all, a very brief his-
tory), but it can be seen in paintings like the Virgin of the Immaculate
Conception (1644), where a breathtakingly beautiful figure of the Virgin
stands on a translucent moon. The moon had been understood to be
immaculate like the Virgin, but Velázquez’s moon has mountains, in
accord with the latest scientific discoveries.10 At first that seems intriguing,
but it is also an oddly artificial way for a painting to make contact with
religious truth; Velázquez’s cratered moon seems to be more a matter of
fastidious naturalism than engagement with religion. In a nutshell, this is
the quandary of post-Renaissance religious art: how much can naturalism
say about the sacred? What else can a painting do except show the glory
of the created world? 

Bible scenes, crucifixions, and paintings of the Virgin and Child were
still common subjects for major artists in the 19th century, but they tended
to be handled differently from secular themes. Ary Scheffer is an example
of a painter for whom religious commissions called for a special sobriety
and professionalism. His St. Thomas Preaching During a Storm of 1823
is an instructive example: it is a remake of Eugène Delacroix’s Barque of
Dante from the year before, but Scheffer’s figures are studiously posed in
plausible positions. They have nothing of Delacroix’s fantasy and in-
vention; it’s as if Scheffer thought that holy subjects demanded strict
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naturalism.11 In 1868 Jean-Léon Gérôme painted a lurid and dramatic
scene of Golgotha, seen from above with the shadows of three empty
crosses falling down and away from us, and a view across a bleak land-
scape, where a procession winds its way under a dour sky (see figure 3).
The painting is brilliantly theatrical, and no more restrained than any
Hollywood movie; but it seems that Gérôme thought theatricality could
adequately capture religious truth, or even that theatricality is religion.12

Thomas Couture, a half-generation younger, made stupendous paintings
of the ancient world, bursting with gold, swags of luscious red drapery,
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spilling cornucopias, and dancing maidens. He tried to apply that same
large-scale ambition to his religious paintings with unconvincing results.13

The art historian Michael Fried has said that in order to paint his Dead
Christ with Angels, Manet had to struggle with the example of Cou-
ture’s religious paintings. (More on Manet’s painting later.) For painters
such as Scheffer, Gérôme, and Couture, religious commissions were a duty
to be prosecuted soberly and honorably. Painting itself—its highest pos-
sibilities and ambitions—was an enterprise that had to be pursued out-
side of religious contexts.

But this is such a difficult subject. Some 19th-century artists were
rabidly atheist (in music, Hector Berlioz is a notorious example), yet many
others, including Delacroix, Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres, and Thomas
Cole, practiced their faiths. The problem is knowing when it is relevant
to cite such facts in order to understand the painting. The German
Romantic painters Caspar David Friedrich and Otto Philip Runge were
both religious: Runge was a pious Lutheran, and Friedrich was a Pietist.
Runge’s paintings called Tageszeiten were intended to be put in a Gothic-
style church that he designed, and one of Friedrich’s first paintings was
an elaborate altarpiece.14 Yet Runge’s work was iconographically eccen-
tric and Friedrich’s was sometimes stripped of the essentials of religious
meaning. Friedrich also experimented with pictures of nature that seem
infused with a nameless, almost pantheistic spirit; and Runge made daz-
zling paintings with idiosyncratic figures that have no straightforward
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religious significance.15 The forms that Christianity took in the work of
19th-century painters such as Friedrich, Runge, William Blake, the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood, and Samuel Palmer, were subjective and often
inimical to ordinary liturgical use. Palmer began his career drawing weird
landscapes where the trees have enormous puffy leaves and the ground is
infested by little bugs with stilt-like legs. A Hilly Scene is a view onto a
field of what—but what a strange field. The stalks are too high and too
closely packed, and their panicles are as big as bunches of bananas. A
moon looms, symmetrically, over a dark hill, and trees bend from either
side, forming the ghost of a Gothic arch (see figure 4). The early work is
clearly visionary and religious in intent, but it is an open question how
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to read such eccentric religious markers.16 Gradually, the most inventive
and interesting art separated itself from religious themes. By the time of
the impressionists, it did not seem there was any room left for religion.
Monet was too preoccupied with light and color; Seurat was too much
bent on achieving the next stage of painting; Cézanne too invested in being
truthful to nature. At the same time, religious themes kept rising to the
surface like half-sunken boats. Van Gogh had very passionate, if obscure,
thoughts about how his art worked as religion. No good account of his
confused thoughts on art, nature, miracles, and divinity has yet emerged
from the literature, and art historians tend to avoid the subject. The book
Van Gogh and Gauguin, for example, skims over the religious meaning
of paintings such as Starry Night in favor of an analysis of the picture’s
geographical location and its secular literary sources.17 At the turn of
the century, painters such as Fernand Khnopff, Edvard Munch, and
Odilon Redon worked in personal, sometimes mystical spaces between
painting and poetry that are especially difficult to disentangle.18 Who can
say what is tempting St. Anthony in Khnopff ’s 1883 painting of that sub-
ject? St. Anthony stands in profile, confronting a gleaming asymmetrical
golden light. No obvious demons or temptresses here, and no allegiance
to a namable religious doctrine.

Now, a hundred years later, it appears that religion has sunk out of
sight. Artists in the mainstreams of modernism, beginning with Cézanne
and Picasso and including the surrealists, were increasingly stringent and
explicit about their distance from religion. Surrealism’s rejection of reli-
gion took a particularly intransigent form on account of Freud’s critique,
in which God is imagined as a projection of fundamentally sexual desires.
It is telling that the major book connecting surrealism to religion, Surre-
alism and the Sacred, is written by an historian of religions and not an
art historian; it has more affinities to an anthropology of images than to
the historiography of surrealism.19

Postmodern art has only made the break more decisive. Pop art, mini-
malism, conceptual art, video, and installation art seem miles away from
religion. Such art can often be read as religion—that’s a theme for later
in this book—but it is not often intended to be religious. If you pick up
one of the surveys of 20th-century art, like H.H. Arnason’s History of
Modern Art, you might get the impression that artists stopped working
for the church around the time of the French Revolution.20 Arnason begins
his book with a lightning review of premodern art from Van Eyck to
Raphael, including Matthias Grünewald’s nearly insane Isenheim Altar-
piece (1512–15, Colmar, France). Leafing through the 800 pages that
follow reveals almost no works on religious themes. There is a photograph
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of Barnett Newman standing rigidly in front of his paintings of the Sta-
tions of the Cross (1966, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.),
each canvas reduced to a severely abstract pattern of “zips,” as he called
them (stripes against a white ground). On another page you will come
across one of Emil Nolde’s religious paintings, the Last Supper (1909,
Copenhagen), painted—along with other scenes from the life of Christ—
when Nolde was in a kind of ecstatic trance (see figure 5). There is also
a reproduction of Salvador Dalí’s Christ of St. John of the Cross (1951,
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Fig. 5. Emil Nolde, Crucifixion. Center panel of the Life of Christ triptych.
1911–12. Seebüll, Ada und Emil Nolde Stiftung. Alinari/Art Resource, NY.



Glasgow), but there you might begin to wonder if the work is really reli-
gious or if it is more a matter of Dalí’s “paranoiac-critical” surrealist
method. After all, the crucified Christ is shown hovering head-down in a
deep azure sky; he reminds me of the enormous spacecraft that floats over-
head in the movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind. (It is curious that
Dalí’s painting hangs in one of the few museums dedicated to religious
art, the St. Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art in Glasgow. It is
given a place of honor there, as if it is an emblem of modern spirituality.)
Just a few other artists out of the thousands in Arnason’s book depict reli-
gious themes: among them Rouault, Chagall, and the English painters
Graham Sutherland and Francis Bacon. Arnason chose one of Bacon’s
gruesome early pictures in which the crucified Christ is replaced by an
animal carcass. A monstrous man in a business suit sits beneath, with an
umbrella to keep the blood from pouring onto him. It is hardly the kind
of religious image that could be placed in a church.

Among these slim pickings there is only one work that is actually in a
church, Matisse’s designs for the little Chapel of the Rosary of the
Dominican nuns in Vence, France (1951). It might be the only example
of 20th-century painting that is both a consecrated religious work and
also a certified member of the canon of modernism. Jean Cocteau’s church
murals in Villefranche-sur-Mer just east of Nice, France, and in the chapel
Saint-Blaise des Simples in Milly-la-Forêt, are often reproduced (though
not in Arnason’s book), but they are not the most important of Cocteau’s
works. Maurice Denis’s chapel in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, outside Paris,
is a fascinating example of modernist Catholic art, but it is seldom con-
sidered alongside contemporaneous nonreligious modernism. (There is
an adjoining museum full of Denis’s religious work; see figure 6.)
Matisse’s is the only canonical modernist example. Toward the end of
Arnason’s book there is no religious art at all. Instead there is page after
page of abstraction and pop art, all of it free of religious motifs.21 (That
is not to say that the book itself is secular. The pages are filled with works
that look as if they might be spiritually inclined—but that is not my
subject yet.)

And then there’s the strange and depressing museum of modern art at
the Vatican, the Collezione d’Arte Religiosa Moderna. It includes paint-
ings by Matisse, Ben Shahn, Graham Sutherland, Otto Dix, and Carlo
Carrà; but it peters out, like Arnason, when it comes to more recent work.
When the museum was opened in 1973, Pope Paul VI gave an optimistic
speech about contemporary art’s “ ‘new sister,’ contemporary art and the
spirit of the age”; but the museum had few contemporary works, and
even those were not representative of current art parctices.22
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Contemporary art, I think, is as far from organized religion as Western
art has ever been, and that may even be its most singular achievement—
or its cardinal failure, depending on your point of view. The separation
has become entrenched. Religion is seldom mentioned in art schools and
art departments, partly because it is understood to be something private
(what I am going to call spiritual), and partly from a conviction that reli-
gious beliefs need not be brought into the teaching of art. When religion
does come up in the art world, it is because there has been a scandal:
someone has painted a Madonna using elephant dung, or put a statuette
of Jesus into a jar of urine.23 Very occasionally an artwork will appear
that presents itself as sincerely religious. Christian Jankowski’s video The
Holy Artwork (2001), in which a television preacher lays hands on the
artist and then preaches about “holy art,” seemed to some viewers as a
genuinely religious work that is also fine art.24 But aside from the rare
exceptions, religion is seldom mentioned in the art world unless it is linked
to criticism, ironic distance, or scandal. Art critical of religion is itself crit-
icized by conservative writers, and it is noted with interest by art critics,
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Fig. 6. Maurice Denis, The Women Find Jesus’s Tomb Empty (Luke 20:
11–18). 1894. Musée du Prieure, Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Alinari/Art
Resource, NY.



but sincerely religious art tends to be ignored by both kinds of writers.25

An observer of the art world might well come to the conclusion that reli-
gious practice and religious ideas are not relevant to art unless they are
treated with skepticism.

And that’s odd, because there is a tremendous amount of religious art
outside the art world. People gather to see miraculous images that seem
to weep real tears, and the stories make the evening news. In the 1990s a
Moiré pattern in the glass of a curtain-wall office building in Clearwater,
Florida, was interpreted as an enormous apparition of the Virgin Mary.
The iridescent image, captured in a snapshot, looks like the outline of any
Renaissance or Baroque painting of the Virgin.26 There are dozens, hun-
dreds, more examples: I remember seeing crowds looking at what they
took to be apparitions in paintings, stained walls, roots, and tin roofs, all
shown on local television in Chicago. In America such reports are much
more common than in Europe. They testify to a widespread interest in
images—I wouldn’t quite call them art—that have religious significance.27

In 1999 Sister Wendy Beckett judged an international competition
called “Jesus 2000” in order to find the best image of Jesus for the mil-
lennium.28 There were over a thousand entries from 19 different coun-
tries. Sister Wendy’s pick for the winner was Janet McKenzie’s Jesus of
the People, a painting of Christ as a Black man (see figure 7). Christ’s
body had been modeled from a woman’s body, and McKenzie painted
three symbols in the background: a halo, a yin-yang, and a feather. (Sister
Wendy thought the feather was a sheaf of wheat or a lance, but McKenzie
intended it as a feather, symbolizing either “transcendent knowledge” or
“the Native American and the Great Spirit.”)29 The contest was written
up in newspapers across the country. One report I saw appeared in the
Corpus Christi, Texas, Caller-Times: it describes a local woman’s entry,
which was a depiction of Jesus as a middle-aged man wearing a baseball
cap, standing on a country road with a dead-end sign in the background.30

The artist explains that she first modeled her figure of Jesus on a home-
less man, then gave him her father’s body, her own hair, and her daughter’s
nose. In the newspaper, the painting is presented as a touching act of devo-
tion, but it is out of the question as art.31

I think the conclusion of this history has to be that fine art and reli-
gious art have gone their separate ways. The distinction can be made vis-
ible in many ways. In Berkeley, for example, the University of California
has a Theological Union and an Art History Department. The members
of the two faculties have amicable relations, but the purposes of the two
departments and their understandings of art are radically different. Stu-
dents in the Theological Union study for religious vocations, and they tend
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Fig. 7. Janet McKenzie, Jesus of the People. 1999. From Jesus 2000, special
issue of the National Catholic Reporter, December 24, 1999, cover.



to be interested in art as a spiritual vehicle. Students in the Art History
Department are preparing for careers as college professors and curators,
and when artworks happen to be religious they take note of the fact just
as they would if the art were politically oriented, or concerned with gender,
or of interest for its recondite allusions—the religious content is just one
more thing to study.

Outside the university, the difference between fine art and religious art
can be seen by visiting people’s homes. An observant Catholic family in
suburban America is likely to have religious paintings, posters, and stat-
uettes around the house, mixed in with paintings and sculptures that are
displayed as artworks. The two kinds of images are thought of differ-
ently and bought in different places. The artworks in the house are likely
to be reproductions of images studied in university and college courses
on art history. A house might have a poster of Jean François Millet’s
Angelus in one place, and a print of the Sacred Heart in another. A few
images cross over and work as both art and religion—especially the pop-
ular painting by Rosso Fiorentino called Musician Angel (see figure 8),
and for an earlier generation, Raphael’s Sistine Madonna (see figure 9).
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A Very Brief History of Religion and Art 19

Fig. 9. Raphael, Sistine Madonna. 1513–14. Gemáldegalerie Alte Meister,
Dresden. Alinart/ArtResource, NY.



Those exceptions aside, the religious images are unlikely to be found in
college curricula because they are not considered part of the world of art.

As a rule ambitious, successful contemporary fine art is thoroughly
nonreligious. Most religious art—I’m saying this bluntly here because it
needs to be said—is just bad art. Virtually all religious art made for homes
and churches is poor and out of touch. That is not just because the artists
happen to be less talented than Jasper Johns or Andy Warhol; it is because
art that sets out to convey spiritual values goes against the grain of the
history of modernism.
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People in my profession consider such things as “Jesus 2000”
untouchable. Some scholars who study visual culture might be inter-
ested in the “Jesus 2000” contest because it is part of a widespread

phenomenon in popular culture. That sociological approach avoids the
problem of the art’s quality and importance in order to consider it, dis-
passionately, as a fact of contemporary life. I can imagine some art critics
becoming interested in McKenzie’s painting because it is “so bad it’s
good”—that is, it conforms to Susan Sontag’s original definition of camp.1

For the most part “Jesus 2000” has no place in contemporary academic
thinking on art.

There are a few art critics and art historians who write about the reli-
gion and spirituality. Suzi Gablik, Donald Kuspit, Joseph Masheck, and
Robert Rosenblum approach the subject from different perspectives, but
they have each affirmed the importance of spirituality in art and the neces-
sity of distinguishing spiritual from religious art.2 Masheck, in particular,
is vexed by the art world’s secularism and by Catholicism’s conservatism.3

It is far more common to find scholars writing as neutral observers of
past religious practices. For a mainstream art historian studying Titian,
the religious content of the painting is a matter of academic interest,
because it tells us something about Titian’s ideas about painting and about
his patrons’ expectations. An art historian would not normally consider
whether Titian’s enormous Assumption of the Virgin might in some sense
be a picture of heaven as Titian believed it to exist. Given the sophisti-
cated and often cynical intellectual climate of Titian’s Venice, it seems ter-
ribly unlikely that Titian could have thought that heaven is occupied by
rows of saints in elegant ochre and vermilion robes. But his paintings do
seem to profess faith, at least in the sense that they are evidence he believed
painting could be adequate to the task of depicting faith. An art histo-
rian would normally say such questions about Titian’s faith are unan-
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swerable, and that what matters is the way that the Assumption was
received and how the subject is handled in the painting. This is not to say
there is a lack of scholarly books on religious art. Books such as Divine
Mirrors: The Virgin Mary in the Visual Arts can be elaborately sensitive
to religious meanings, but they are not themselves religious; they chron-
icle other people’s beliefs with the same scrupulous sympathy and intel-
lectual detachment that you might give to someone explaining his or her
own religion. Hans Belting’s Likeness and Presence, perhaps the best book
on the slow disentangling of art and religion, is not itself a religious book:
it makes no judgments on art or religion.

Religion is even further from art history’s understanding of modern
and postmodern art. I think the people who avoid talking about religion
together with contemporary art are absolutely right. I couldn’t agree more
with the ferocious observation made by the art historian T.J. Clark, that
he doesn’t want to have anything to do with the “self-satisfied Leftist clap-
trap about ‘art as substitute religion.’ ” Clark is right because serious art
has grown estranged from religion. Religious artists aside, to suddenly
put modern art back with religion or spirituality is to give up the history
and purposes of a certain understanding of modernism. That separation
is fundamental for a number of art historians. Karl Werckmeister has said
that even Clark “relapses into a romantic, middle-class penchant for sub-
stituting art for religion”by juxtaposing a story about the modernist alien-
ation of art and reality with a nostalgic glimpse to a previous period in
which religion was preeminent. In other words, just by putting the two
themes together on a page Clark betrays the “middle-class” nostalgia that
he works so hard to think through, if not to finally extinguish.4

And yet there is something religious or spiritual in much of modern
art. Somewhere John Updike calls modern art “a religion assembled from
the fragments of our daily life,” and I can see the truth in that notion,
just as I can agree with Clark. (I’ve juxtaposed Clark and Updike as dual
epigraphs to this book: two irreconcilable polar opposites, temperamen-
tally and philosophically disjoint.) Yet it does seem awkward to be unable
to speak about the religious meaning of works that clearly have to do
with religion. The first generations of abstract painters, for example, were
full of spiritual and religious enthusiasms. Current scholarship on Mon-
drian, Malevich, Kandinsky, and others tends not to focus on their theos-
ophy or their mystical beliefs as much as on their philosophic theories and
their senses of history. But how far is it possible to go without the quirky,
apocalyptic, and messianic notions that drove first-generation abstrac-
tion? Clark does say that he would like to find out how “God Is Not Cast

22 On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art



Down” by modernism (the quotation is the title of an essay by the painter
Kasimir Malevich), but he does not come close to speaking about it.

It has proven difficult to write sensibly about modernism and reli-
gion. The French political historian Alain Besançon, who has written a
history of divine images from the Greeks to Mondrian, tends to draw
on philosophy rather than art history for his explanations. He knows it
is a problem, but it seems inescapable. “It is not necessary to refer to
Hegel and Kant to understand modern art,” he says, but he finds it very
difficult to break the habit, and his book is really a history of Plato,
Plotinus, Augustine, Calvin, Pascal, Kant, Hegel, and Schopenhauer, and
only incidentally Cézanne, Picasso, Mondrian, and Kandinsky.5 Other
writers draw on theology for their explanations: the Protestant theolo-
gian Paul Tillich, for example, saw modernism through the lens of reli-
gious doctrine.

There are signs that the secularization theory of modernity might be
losing its grip. Scholarship on American art in particular has recently
become more open to religious meanings. Sally Promey, Kimberley Pinder,
David Morgan, and others have been exploring religious meanings in
American art, and some European scholars have been following suit.6 One
of the few texts written from a European perspective on the subject of
religious meanings in modern art is Thierry De Duve’s Look, One Hun-
dred Years of Contemporary Art.7 Near the beginning De Duve raises
the problem of looking at work that would—if it weren’t modern—be
considered as religious art. His example is Manet’s painting Dead Christ
and the Angels from 1864 (see figure 10).

De Duve takes note of several religious inconsistencies in Manet’s
painting. A rock in the foreground records a reference to the Gospel
according to John (20:11–18), where Mary Magdalene looks into Christ’s
tomb and sees two angels where Jesus’ head and feet had been. In the
painting, Jesus is still there, and as De Duve notes, his eyes are slightly
open. In art historical terms, the picture is a combination of four moments
that are usually depicted in separate paintings: the episode in John 20; the
Dead Christ, which was depicted by Hans Holden and others; the Depo-
sition, in which the body of Jesus is brought down from the cross; and
the Pietà, in which Mary holds the dead Jesus, sometimes with angels in
attendance. Because Jesus’ eyes are open, the painting also refers to a half-
dozen episodes in which the resurrected Christ appears to Mary Magda-
lene and the Apostles.8 Hence the painting may compress more than ten
overlapping episodes: it is not possible to make an exact count. A list of
the nearest sources would be enough to secure an art-historical analysis
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Fig. 10. Édouard Manet, Le Christ mort et les anges [Dead Christ and the
Angels]. 1864. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art.



of the painting. The Dead Christ and the Angels would be an innovative
attempt to make a single painting out of several religious narratives.

De Duve wants to know what meaning this experiment in religious
meanings might have as painting. “The best modern art,” he says, “has
endeavored to redefine the essentially religious terms of humanism on
belief-less bases,” and he cites Kasimir Malevich’s abstract painting Black
Square on White Ground as an “inoculation” of the Russian icon “with
a vaccine capable of preserving its human meaning” for a period when
the faith in God could no longer sustain human meaning.9 That kind of
formula follows from the observation that “faith, for us, has become a
private matter to be settled according to individual conscience. And reli-
gious practice is no longer the social mortar it once was.” I do not want
to subscribe either to that assumption about faith or to the interpreta-
tion of Malevich that follows from it, because I would rather leave those
large questions open. (In the terms I am setting out here, the “private
matter” of faith is spirituality, and the “social mortar” is religion.) But I
cite De Duve’s assertion in order to introduce the very interesting con-
clusion that De Duve then draws: he says that “only the beholder’s gaze
can bring back life” to this “Christ touched by loss of faith and despair.”
So, leaving aside the possibility that the painted figure is “touched by loss
of faith and despair,” in what sense, exactly, can the “beholder’s gaze”
restore the painting’s religious meaning?

It is certainly true that in the context of the Salon where it was first
shown, Manet’s painting was not religious. It was a work of art,“offered
to the hordes jockeying their way into the Salon to see some art, pass the
time, be seen and flaunt their attire, and, in the best scenario, brush up
on culture a little, maybe even to seek out the soul which the materialism
of modern life has deprived them of—but definitely not to perform their
devotions.” The best of the viewers would perhaps stop, really look, and
begin to “wonder about the Christ in this astounding painting, [saying]
‘Perhaps he’s in the throes of rising from the dead under the wings of
two attendant angels.’ As if the mere willingness to let oneself be visu-
ally touched by the picture were tantamount to an act of faith.”10

That’s it, in that last sentence: the idea that merely looking, and
allowing yourself to be moved, might be an act of faith that answers what
the painting proposes. Such a viewer no longer asks what Manet was
trying to do by conflating a half-dozen particular episodes in the life of
Christ. What matters is only to notice that the painting does not behave
itself in proper religious or art-historical manner; that is enough to signal
that something else is going on, that Manet was trying to do something
in painting, and not in doctrines.
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“Belief or non-belief in the Gospel doesn’t play much of a role in the
judgment of the critics of [Manet’s] day,” De Duve continues. “Cultural
habit and mental sloth, on the contrary, do play quite a considerable part.
We think we’re seeing a church painting because that’s just what it looks
like, and that’s enough to stop us from asking what meaning a church
painting, painted for a Salon, might have.”11 It seems right to say that
the uncanny power of the “still dead gaze which stares deep into our eyes”
provokes a “doubt” about the usual ways of interpreting religious pic-
tures. I am not as sure about De Duve’s conclusion that the doubt
“becomes the vaccine against the loss of faith,” although it does seem
plausible that it might be, as De Duve says later in the book,“the vaccine
for loss of faith in art.”12 What happens, I think, is less dramatic and more
abstract. Looking at Manet’s painting, you realize that the concatenation
of biblical references is not the point; the point must therefore be that the
concatenation itself is intended to provoke the thought that a painting
has to remake religious meanings as painting. “We cannot separate faith
in God from faith in painting . . . as easily for the 19th century as we think
we can nowadays,” and Manet’s painting does ask for an act of faith in
both: the painting makes us ask how much we might have faith in the
painter, or in painting, and that leads, by a subtle thread, to faith in reli-
gious meanings that might be communicated only in painting or only in
this painting.

There is so little writing on this subject that it feels odd to keep going.
Certainly the argument I am extracting from De Duve’s book does not
work as orthodox theology; you can’t make a collage out of a holy nar-
rative and expect that it will result in a truth that fits together. Nor is it
clear what is meant by a religious truth that can be expressed only as
painting. In past centuries, religious truths were expressed in painting,
meaning with the help of painting, or simply using painting.

In order to believe that Manet’s idiosyncratic picture can function as
a “vaccine” against what De Duve calls the “loss of faith,” you have to
subscribe to his assertion that “faith, for us, has become a private matter
to be settled according to individual conscience.”Such a faith could, I sup-
pose, be reinstated by the “vaccine” of painting. Without De Duve’s
assumptions about the erosion of religion and the rise of private “faith,”
the painting cannot operate that way. What it can do is tentative and ten-
uous: it can provoke thoughts about how modern painting might address
religion by putting itself in question. What is the Dead Christ and the
Angels, exactly? It is a modernist painting, but one that risks undoing
itself in order to have something to say about religion through or as
painting. It is not at all clear what the painting does say: certainly not
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“Religion can be continued in, or as, painting.” Perhaps it says some-
thing about how the thought of Christ’s resurrection appeared, to one
painter in the middle of the 19th century, when it came to mind as a single
image. It is terribly difficult to push on from here and say what has hap-
pened to the half-dozen episodes that the painting conflates, or what the
painting may have done to other contemporaneous religious paintings.
(Has it made them seem to be less about painting? Can the Dead Christ
and the Angels also propose what kinds of paintings about religion might
come next?)

You may or may not choose to follow this path, which I will take up
again at the end of this book, but it seems unarguable to me that only
“cultural habit and mental sloth”—and here it is necessary to include
most of the routine identification of biblical sources in conventional art
history—can account for the impression that Manet’s painting is not
problematic, that it doesn’t raise difficult questions of religion and
painting.

I think De Duve’s is the best recent attempt to think seriously about
religious meaning in modernist art. Anything short of it would capitu-
late to easier solutions: “Faith in art is reborn out of doubt,” or “Religion
can be continued in, or as, painting,” or “Art historical studies of Manet’s
sources bring us as close as we can reasonably get to what he intended.”
In Manet’s painting something has happened between religion and art:
the painting has not exactly contradicted religion, or quite absorbed it,
or re-created it, or identified with it. The case is harder to solve than that.

With that I will turn to the body of this book: five stories of my own
students and their artworks. In each case the students had the impres-
sion that they were forging their own paths across the wilderness of art
and religion. I will tell the stories, and then return to each one and show
how the students were not creating new configurations of art and reli-
gion, but rehearsing ideas that were defined long before them. Taken
together, the five students and their artworks exemplify the major possi-
bilities for contemporary art and religion. Each approach has its limita-
tions, and each reflects something of the troubled relation De Duve has
tried to articulate.
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The School of the Art Institute in Chicago is one of
America’s largest art schools, and we are committed to the newest
art. Students don’t apply to our programs if their art is old-fash-

ioned or conservative. The admissions committees for the big depart-
ments, such as Painting, Film, Video and New Media, and Sculptural
Practices, wouldn’t normally admit a student who wasn’t savvy about
Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ or Jeff Koons’s pornographic photos.

Yet we do have religious students, and there is even a Christian stu-
dent’s association. Those students do not often make openly religious art;
either they find ways to reconcile contemporary art with their religious
beliefs, or else they apply only to more practical departments like His-
torical Preservation, Visual Communication, or Fashion, where they can
keep their religious art more or less to themselves while they learn prac-
tical skills.

Kim

A few students each year try to make openly religious work—very few,
perhaps two or three out of two thousand. In my experience they find
that it is better not to bring their religious work to class, especially in
graduate school. Our teachers are not prejudiced, but the religious con-
tent of religious art just does not get critiqued. The work’s religious
meaning is ignored or written off as something so personal it cannot be
addressed. So the few really religious students make some work expressly
for their classes and keep their religious work separate and secret.

Because I am an art history teacher and not a studio instructor, I some-
times see the secret pictures that are not shown to studio instructors. My
first story is about Kim, a Korean student who made large abstract silk
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screens and lithographs. One afternoon she asked if I would like to see
her “real” work.

This was in the Printmaking Department, late on a Sunday afternoon
when no one was around. She brought out a silk-screened image, about
two feet high and a foot wide. It had the commercial-blue look of a blue-
print.

At the bottom was the planet Earth, and above it the deep bluish-black
of outer space. On the Earth Kim had painted a hundred small figures
stretching their arms up into space. Their hands were enlarged and their
bodies shrunk so that the planet looked like a curled-up hedgehog. All
their palms were up, as in prayer, but with the hands apart.

At the top of the picture was a glowing sphere, printed flat white, with
one enormous hand reaching down toward the Earth.

Kim was shy, and her English was not good.
“Is this okay?” she asked.
At first I did not want to say anything about the planet full of praying

figures and the big UFO with its dangling hand. “It’s a really beautiful
print,” I offered. “The blue is lovely.”

“Is the hand good?” she asked.
“Yes, and it’s also drawn extremely well.”
Our Korean students often have superior drawing skills. Thanks to a

national system of examinations that is based on 19th-century academic
art, they can draw rings around most American and European students,
and they often know it; but they also tend to feel uncomfortable about their
skill, because they have come to realize that many of the Western students
don’t really care. Kim’s big heavenly hand was straight out of Leonardo.

“Is the subject good?” she asked. Now there was no avoiding it.
“Well, for you, it’s perfect,” I said, “but I agree that you should not

show it to your studio teachers. They would not understand.”
She nodded. “Why not?”
Kim was in a class of mine on the subject of postmodernism. It was

clear that she could not really follow the readings, although she tried. I
knew she hadn’t been following the classroom discussion.

“Well, in the terms we have been discussing in class, this would be
kitsch, or people would just say it is too sentimental.”

Kim didn’t say anything. I wondered if she had understood the concepts
of kitsch or sentimentality.

“I think sentiment is wonderful,” she said. “It is about feeling and
emotion.”

She showed me a lithograph, which she had made for a beginning lith-
ography course. It showed a cartoon fish happily swimming in cartoon
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waves.A sun shone in the sky. Little lines radiated from the sun. Three cliché
clouds accompanied the sun, each one flat on the bottom and puffy on top.

“This is a self-portrait,” she said.
“That can’t be a self-portrait—it’s too happy.”
I studied the picture, looking for signs that would show it was a self-

portrait. The fish was like ones that very small children draw: a teardrop
shape, one fin above and one below, a big round eye, and a smiling mouth
that ended in a little crease like a parenthesis.

“I am happy.”
“Are you always happy? Aren’t you sad sometimes, or maybe a little

confused?”
“Not in my art.”
I decided to pursue the point. “Remember in class how we talked

about ambiguity and complexity and how postmodern art is often very
difficult?”

“Yes,” Kim said, and like a good student she named the authors we had
been reading:“I read the Roland Barthes, Clement Greenberg, and Michel
Foucault. I understand their ideas. But I am happy like this fish.”

It was time to quit.
“I guess I would say that if you want to make art for yourself, then

this is wonderful work. But if you want to exhibit it in the West, or if
you’re interested in making contemporary art, then you can’t make sen-
timental, happy work like this. And as you know, you can’t make religious
art, at least not art that is really obviously religious like this.”

“Why not?”
From Kim’s point of view, ideas like complexity, ambiguity, difficulty,

the absence of religion, and lack of sentiment were just the ideas of Western
art criticism and it should be possible to make first-rate art that is both
religious and optimistic. I could not find the words to tell her that com-
plexity and the rest are postmodernism, that they are contemporary art.

“Modernism is just like that.” It was all I could manage.

Rehema

Like many boys my age, I once had a belt embroidered with beads, which
was sold as authentic Indian art. The fact that my parents had two 19th-
century Plains Indian beadwork garments, professionally mounted in
double-glass metal frames, did not concern me—at that age, I thought
the belt represented the kinds of Indians I saw on TV, and when I wore
it I felt like Tonto.
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That association did not help me when Rehema, a graduate student in
the Fiber Art Department, took me on a tour of her studio. She made
sculptures covered with beadwork. She showed me a set of small jewelry
boxes that she had entirely covered in beads. Inside were tiny objects: little
figurines, miniature photographs with embroidered borders. Rehema also
“painted” with beads, and her large work that winter was an icon—a
stretched canvas the size of a Russian icon, with a peaked top. She had
sketched the so-called Venus of Willendorf in the middle, where the saint’s
image would have been, and she was in the process of “painting” it by
sewing colored beads. The portion she had finished looked like a mosaic.
Gold beads in the background reminded me of gold leaf, and brown beads
around the edges were reminiscent of a wooden frame. The “Venus” her-
self was done in brilliant magentas and oranges.

Rehema was a middle-aged woman, 30 years older than most of her
fellow students, and she had very strongly formed ideas about her art.

“This is the icon of femininity,” she said. “I am making this piece for
myself and for my friends.”

I asked her what artists she had been looking at.
“Not so much artists, but writers.”She pointed to her bookshelf, which

had several dozen books, more than normal for a graduate painting
studio. I noticed several books by Carlos Castaneda and one by Joseph
Campbell.

“Where did you get the idea to do this in beadwork?” I asked. I thought
she might have seen some of Lucas Samaras’s bead-covered boxes.

“My fiber arts teacher suggested it, in a class exercise. After I read Linda
Nochlin’s ‘Why Have There Been No Great Woman Artists?’ I didn’t want
to paint in the usual way.”

“And how did you choose the Venus of Willendorf?”
“I found her in a book on prehistoric Europe. I’ve been reading about

prehistoric life. The Venus figurines were part of a matriarchy, they were
goddesses who existed before the male gods, before Odin and Thor and
the Celtic gods.”

I wondered how to ask why she had chosen a Russian icon frame for
a prehistoric image, but Rehema had gone to the other side of the studio
and pulled an x-ray out of a folder. She held it up to the light so I could
see.

“This is my breast,” she said, and I saw where a technician had written
her name up in the corner. “I was going in for a mammogram, and I asked
to keep it. I think it can be another icon.”

Those first years in art school, I learned more from the students than
they learned from me. Rehema loaned me several books to read, by
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authors I hadn’t heard of—books about the goddesses of Old Europe,
and about the importance of women’s symbols and women’s art. Back
then I would never have dared ask why she mixed Russian Orthodoxy
with feminist prehistory, or if she planned on putting her icon on an altar.

Brian

Brian draped himself in a chair in my office. He had a night job as the
manager of a club, and whatever energy was left went into his classes in
the art school. He was wearing a tight indigo T-shirt, black pants, black
shoes the size of Frankenstein’s, and cheap red socks: one of the half-
dozen standard art world uniforms.

“I’ve been doing big photos lately,” he said.
I looked to see if he had brought a portfolio.
“I left them out in the hall. They were too big to bring in.”
We walked out to the waiting room, where he had put a roll of enor-

mous Cibachromes. I held on to the roll while he unfurled it, revealing
one of the photos foot by foot. The colors and the detail were aston-
ishing—a sign of expensive film and paper.

“It’s gorgeous,” I said. “These pictures must have cost a fortune.”
“Six hundred dollars each, and three hundred for the ones that are only

six feet long. I took them with an 8 × 10 plate camera, so the detail could
stand the blowup.”

The pictures nearly filled the department’s waiting room. When the
first one was fully unrolled, I had to stand in a narrow space between it
and the waiting room chairs. It was a picture of Elvis, on the cross.

“A friend modeled it for me, he’s a professional model,” Brian said, as
if that would reassure me. The Elvis wore a loincloth and was surrounded
by dangling ribbons, colored plastic sheets, and torn pieces of aluminum
foil. Christmas lights sparkled through layers of iridescent Mylar. Elvis
looked like he was in the middle of “Heartbreak Hotel.”

The next picture was a woman posing as Madonna—as the singer
Madonna, and also the original Madonna. In her lap was a teddy bear
with its eyes closed. The image gleamed with garish purples, reds, and
yellows. One ribbon was stamped with swastikas.

“It’s a Pietà,” I said.
“This I did with the plate back tilted down, so I could keep the whole

image in focus. See the distortion?”
The Madonna was leaning back at a steep angle, but her entire body

was in brilliant focus. Brian had adopted the same technique Ansel Adams
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used to photograph alpine meadows, in order to keep a whole plain of
flowers in focus at once.

I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere talking about the Christs and
Madonnas, but I tried anyway.

“What kinds of reactions have you gotten? Has anyone been offended
by these?”

“Well,” Brian said, pausing either from general exhaustion or because
he was thinking, “one guy was interested in my camera, just because it’s
so expensive. Also the Mylar, they wanted to know where I got it.”

He braced one arm against a wall. “I think for the next set I’m going
to just do Mylar. I love the sort of weird oranges and blues you get, espe-
cially when you mix fluorescent and stage lights.”

I could see there wasn’t much point in talking about religion, or ideas
of any sort. Brian was clearly tired. He began to roll up the photos.

That happened to me soon after I started teaching at the School of the
Art Institute in Chicago. If you are not in the art world, you might be
surprised that an artist can make antireligious art without ever being
against religion, or even giving it a second thought. But religion fits so
poorly with art that just about anything can happen.

Brian went on to photograph nude models, and his pictures became
even larger and more explicit. The last photographs I saw were very sharp
and sexual. He loved talking about those. They were good enough to be
shown in a gallery, and they had no trace of religion.

Ria

My fourth story is about Ria, a student in the Sculpture Department who
invited me see her ceramic sculpture of the 14 Stations of the Cross. In
Catholicism, the Stations are traditionally defined moments on Jesus’ walk
to Calvary. Usually they are represented by paintings and plaques inside
churches, and worshipers walk around, pausing at each Station. Some
churches maintain outdoor paths where each Station is represented by a
sculptural group. I couldn’t imagine what a sculpture of all 14 Stations
would look like.

Ria’s artwork turned out to be a large ceramic church, about two and
a half feet high. She had molded the clay by hand, and the house was
wobbly like half-melted gelatin. It was a big gangly pile, and it reminded
me of a Victorian mansion with corner turrets, gables, and wrap-around
porches. She had poured gray and white glaze over the whole thing, and
the glaze had dripped down like sugar frosting on an angel food cake. I
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walked around it, peering in the little doors and windows. I couldn’t see
the 14 Stations anywhere.

“I erased them,” she said.
I looked into an upper-story window. The fired clay on the floor inside

was bumpy, as if something had been cut or torn out of it.
“So you used to have little sculpted figures inside?”
“And also labels, all the usual stuff.”
“Where were the labels?”
“On the outside. Now they’re buried under the glazing.”
“So now,” I suggested, “it’s really not a representation of the 14 Sta-

tions. It’s like a large confectionery house, a sugarplum fairy’s house.”
Ria didn’t like that. “Well, to me it’s the 14 Stations.”
“Do you come from a Catholic family?” I asked, even though I already

knew the answer.
“Yes, my mother is very pious. I just don’t believe in all that anymore—

the robes, the priests, the church, the idea that the pope is always right.”
“So the 14 Stations . . . ”
“There is just something about them, I don’t know. I want the feeling,

something about it.”
“And now almost nothing is left.”
“I hope it is the real part.”
I thought: real ceramic ooze, real mud and water, no men in long black

robes.
She had piously extracted the religious symbols from her work, hoping

the residue would keep what she really cared about.

Joel

When I visited Joel’s studio in the Painting Department, the walls were
full of pictures of a heart-shaped object. It looked like a cross between a
Valentine’s Day heart and a ceramic jug, or like a simplified anatomical
diagram with one looping vessel at the left and another, cut off, at the
top.

I asked where he had gotten the idea.
“I don’t know, I just started drawing them last year.” Joel was diffi-

dent. He wore his hair tousled and he had a thin teenager’s beard.
“Is it a heart, basically?”
“Basically, but it means a lot of things.” He picked up a notebook and

opened to a page full of symbols. He handed it to me and I thumbed
through it. The pages were filled with symbols and notes. It looked more
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like a scientist’s notebook than an artist’s sketchbook.
I came to a page where the symbols were arranged in a table. “Last

year I was in a Jungian dream analysis group,” he said.
I handed the book back and he turned to the end, where the heart-

shaped symbol was repeated over and over with slight variations. “They
told us to write down all the things we saw in our dreams, and this shape
was one of them.”

On one wall of the studio Joel had tacked up 50 or 75 pencil draw-
ings, each representing a heart or several hearts. Some of the heart shapes
were elongated, others squat. One drawing was stippled, like Georges
Seurat’s moody drawings of Parisians. Another was executed using a soft
pencil in jagged zigzag marks, as if he were practicing the style of German
expressionism. On the back wall he had hung pictures done in oil crayons,
on prepared particleboard. They were thicker, greasy, and colorful, with
smeared indistinct backgrounds. They were clearly all versions of the same
shape.

He had nailed up small pieces of wood, which served as shelves to hold
little ceramic versions of the heart shape. Like the painted hearts, the
sculpted ones were succulent, shiny, and full.

“Have you looked at Jim Dine?” I asked. Dine’s hearts are probably
the most famous examples of the shape.

“I’ve seen them.”
“Did your Jungian group tell you what the shapes mean to you?”
“I’m not in that group anymore. I don’t know really what they mean.

I just know I want to work with them some more.”
“What do you think they mean? Do you have some ideas about what

they might mean?”
“Well, the heart is a universal sign of love and fidelity, and feelings.”

He sounded uncertain and bored, like a student in a language class reciting
a verb paradigm. “Some are a little like mechanical hearts . . . ” he trailed
off.

“So they are not really about love?”
“Yeah, I don’t know.”
I wondered if he really cared about what he was doing. In art school

it is not uncommon to find students who stick to one kind of art even
though they don’t care very deeply about it.

“The thing is, I love drawing this shape. I think about it a lot, but I
don’t really like to talk about it.”

That sounded sincere and a little embarrassed. I walked around the
studio. By the doorway he had thumb-tacked postcards with paintings by
Chardin, the midcentury English artist Ben Nicholson, and the nearly
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abstract still-life painter Giorgio Morandi. A backpack in one corner was
open and inside was a half-eaten sandwich. The floor was scattered with
crumpled papers and shreds of sharpened oil crayons. Clearly this was
his life.

“So they have a kind of private meaning,” I said, “even though you
have not discovered what it is.”

“Yes, to me.”
“And it is not Jungian.”
“I am out of that group now.”
“But the meaning isn’t really related to work by people like Dine, or

Morandi, or Chardin?”
“It is, I mean I hope it is, but probably not.”
Joel kept making paintings and sculptures of his heart motif until he

graduated. I haven’t heard from him since, but I suspect he has not gone
on in art. His work was too personal, not sufficiently connected to con-
temporary art. He seemed to care whether his pictures were good, but I
wonder if the criticism he got at the school really mattered to him. What
mattered was the heart shape, and it mattered that no one could tell him
what it was.

I am going to take the rest of this book to explore and explain Brian’s,
Kim’s, Rehema’s, Ria’s, and Joel’s ideas. They represent the five main
approaches to the problem of making religious art. In a nutshell:

Kim: conventional religious art.

Brian: art that is critical of religion.

Rehema: art that sets out to create a new faith.

Ria: art that burns away what is false in religion.

Joel: art that creates a new faith, but unconsciously.

I think that I can demonstrate that virtually all attempts to combine
art and religion, at least since the end of international modernism around
1945, fall into one of these five categories. Each of the five has a history,
strengths, and weaknesses—and each one goes to prove my pessimistic
point that it is nearly impossible to mix art and religion.
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Kim, the student who made the blue lithograph with God’s
saving hand, was a religious artist. For her religion came first: she
was a Methodist, and she understood that world much better than

she understood contemporary art. The work she showed me could have
been hung in a church, behind the scenes or even behind the altar. (Kim
may have gone on to work for churches. I have had other students like
her who made paintings and stained glass windows for churches.) 

I told Kim that her kind of art might not get good reviews from the
faculty. It would have been more honest to say that she should probably
leave the school as soon as she had learned to make silk screens and lith-
ographs. Sincere religious art like Kim’s has no place in the art world.

On the other hand, religious art is ubiquitous outside the art world,
and modern religious artworks hugely outnumber modernist artworks.
A friend of mine, the art historian David Morgan, has made a special
study of popular religious imagery in 20th-century America. He says that
one of the most popular pictures of the 20th century—far more widely
reproduced than anything by Picasso or Pollock—is the backlit Jesus with
the flowing blond hair, painted by Warner Sallman in the 1940s (see figure
11).1 Once I read Morgan’s account of it, I started seeing it everywhere.
A television talk show called Late Night with Conan O’Brien did a skit
in which Sallman’s picture was modified so Jesus appeared first as Elvis,
then as a girl, and finally as an African American with a 1960s-style Afro.
Sallman wasn’t credited by name, but he didn’t have to be because the
image is so widely known.2

On the other hand, hundreds of churches and temples display mod-
ernist artworks. The Meditation Room at the United Nations Head-
quarters in New York (1957) is one example among many: it’s a small
trapezoidal room with a polished iron altar, lit from above with a cold
blue light. Beyond the altar is a generic-looking cubist abstraction by an
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artist named Bo Beskow. The United Nations Secretary-General Dag
Hammarskjöld, who helped the architect Wallace Harrison design the
room, said that he hoped he “could perhaps virtually do without sym-
bols,” and even “achieve an absolute purity of line and color.”

The Meditation Room was an important and well-publicized prece-
dent, and so it is interesting that the artist, Beskow, is relatively obscure.
Aside from Matisse’s chapel in Vence there are only a few other churches
decorated by well-known 20th-century artists: Mark Rothko’s interfaith
Chapel in Houston, Texas (1971); Louise Nevelson’s chapel in St. Peter’s
Lutheran Church, 54th and Lexington Avenue in New York City (1975);
and Willem De Kooning’s triptych in the same church (1986). Books on
the subject, such as Frédéric Debuyst’s L’Art Chrétien contemporain
(1988), name a half-dozen others, but the list quickly gets obscure.
Debuyst mentions Matisse and Chagall, illustrating a Chagall window in
the Hadassah Medical Organization in Jerusalem—but most of the artists
he discusses are not that well known. A typical example is the “major
contemporary artist” Alfred Manessier (1911–93), a minor follower of
cubism and surrealism.3

It does seem that Chagall is a kind of model in his insistence on reli-
gious meaning and his interest in public commissions. Georges Rouault
would be another example along those lines. A less well-studied example
is Abraham Rattner, for whom painting was mainly a way of “being with
God” (See figure 12).4 His Study for a Crucifixion is typical of a kind of
work that is widespread in Christian churches in North America and
Europe: it is a weakened version of German expressionism, with a cubist
twist. The painting’s style is clearly midcentury modernist in tenor, but
not too obtrusively artistic. The German painter Hans Fronius is another
instance of the admixture of dilute expressionism put in the service of
religious content.5 He is probably at the outer limits of what was accept-
able to midcentury congregations, and most of his works are in private
collections. His Pietà (1965) is haggard and heartfelt and not a very good
painting by fine-art standards (see figure 13). Fronius and his admirers
are quite thoughtful about the obstacles to making religious painting and
the problems of bringing explicitly religious themes into contemporary
art; but that sensitivity has not helped Fronius gain an audience in the
art world.6Another serious defender of modernist religious art is John
Dillenberger, whose Visual Arts and Christianity in America is an ambi-
tious survey of religious painting, spanning nearly three centuries. Sig-
nificantly it contains very little art that is also in art historical textbooks,
museums, or galleries.7 Other books, such as Kathleen Regier’s Spiritual
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Image in Modern Art (1987), pick their artists carefully to include those
who are on record saying they are involved in religion.8

One of the best-known religious writers who was also interested in
modern art was the Protestant theologian Paul Tillich. He admired
German expressionist painting, and when he was working in Berlin in
1919–24 he used paintings by the expressionists Emil Nolde, Ernst
Heckel, and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff to illustrate how art can have spiritual
value. For Tillich, expressionist painting was the best “mediator of the
ultimate reality.” Tillich was adventurous to be teaching the German
expressionists in those years, while there were “fist fights going on the
opposite side of the street” between the advocates of the new avant-garde
and the bourgeois defenders of older art, some of whom were soon to
become advocates of Nazism.9 But Tillich’s writing on the subject is also
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poignant because the representation of “ultimate reality” has almost
nothing to do with the reasons why Schmidt-Rottluff and Heckel are
valued in art history and kept in art museums. It isn’t their potential sig-
nificance as religious artists, but their intransigent rebellion against many
institutions, organized religion among them, that matters when it comes
to their place in history.

I am trying to suggest two things at once: that popular religious art is
a widespread phenomenon, and that it is extremely difficult to claim that
such art has a place in the history of modernism and postmodernism.
Even the list of chapels I gave above is problematic. St. Peter’s Lutheran
Church is known for its patronage of contemporary art; it also has a
dossal curtain woven by the fiber artist Ann Bromberg, a crucifix by Kiki
Smith, and a piece of blown art glass by Dale Chihuly. (The religious value
of some of those works is open to question; Chihuly’s work also deco-
rates the foyer of the Bellagio in Las Vegas.) St. Peter’s Lutheran is hardly
an ordinary church. The Rothko Chapel is not an ordinary chapel at all—
it has no altar and is not consecrated to any one religion.10 In fact few
modernist painters and sculptors took on church commissions, and those
that did tended to practice watered-down versions of modernist styles. A
certain quotient of cubism or expressionism might be acceptable to a com-
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missioning body or a congregation, but if the modernist content became
too strong the work might not be perceived as viably religious. Few tried,
and those who succeeded practiced compromised styles.

There is a problem here for the major religions. Why does a pallid late-
expressionist style do duty for art in churches and temples? The issue is
not complex: it can be stated as Von Ogden Vogt does in a book called
Art and Religion, published 80 years ago.“A spiritual movement,”he says,
“that does not find expression in the arts cannot attain self-consciousness
or dominance or survival.”11 Vogt is a bit histrionic and more than a
little historicist, but from an art-world perspective it is difficult to disagree
about what is being expressed by the belated echoes of modernism in
churches and temples. Because I work in the art world, I feel uncomfort-
able when I am asked to comment on art in churches that has just a pinch
of modernism in it, especially when the artist was emulating art that was
already conservative in 1950. Even the best cubo-expressionist religious
painting cannot compete with current expressionisms in the art world.
Fronius’s pictures follow a kind of expressionism that belongs to the first
half of the 20th century, though it lingered on after 1945, mostly in Paris.
If Fronius’s kind of expressionism is too strong for use in churches, then
it is hard to see how there is much hope for religious painters inspired by
more recent revivals of expressionism, from 1980s neoexpressionism to
contemporary global expressionisms. Religious art destined for churches
and temples remains marginal and uninteresting by art-world standards.

There are, on the other hand, no lack of competitions and exhibitions
on the subject of religious art in the art world. In 1990, I was one of four
jurors for an exhibition called “Revelations: Artists Look at Religions.”12

It was a large show: we had 10 or 15 pieces by well-known artists,
including Mike and Doug Starn’s Christ (1985–87), Andres Serrano’s
Madonna and Child II (1988), and Joel-Peter Witkin’s God’s Earth and
Heaven, New Mexico (1988, figure 14). The other jurors were artists; I
was the only historian. For two days the four of us looked at slides sent
in by artists who wanted to be included. All day long, nine to five, we
watched slides go by. We skimmed hundreds of artists’ résumés, we tried
to decipher their written statements, and we watched films and videos of
performance art.

Most of the submissions were like Joel’s and Ria’s work: enigmatic and
personal, and clearly sincere. We accepted a fair number of those pieces,
enough to fill several rooms in the gallery. Some of the artists submitted
antireligious work. The three other jurors especially loved a little plastic
crucifix under which the artist had glued a sign reading “BEAM ME UP
SCOTTY.” I laughed when I saw it, but the joke didn’t last long and the
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work was not very good. (The work was reminiscent of the Argentine
artist León Ferrari’s Western, Christian Civilization, illustrated in figure
15: it’s a very strong one-liner, and if it works, it works without asking
to be seen again or considered in depth.)

So we had privately spiritual work, like Joel’s heart shapes, and more
or less antireligious work, like Brian’s iridescent Elvis photographs, and
in-between work, like Ria’s ceramic house of the 14 Stations. There were
also a few artists who identified themselves as religious people. One had
painted a crystal palace, tall and gleaming like the outside of Emerald
City in The Wizard of Oz. A dove was flying in the spacious interior, like
a pigeon lost in a Gothic cathedral. One of the other judges liked the pic-
ture, because it seemed to be intentionally quirky, like a pastiche of a cover
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Photo: Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco.
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Fig.15. León Ferrari, The Western Christian Civilization (La civilización
occidental y christiana). 1964. Collection of the artist. Reproduced in Arte
en Américe latina (Buenos Aires: MALBA, n.d., c. 1999), 68–69.



from an old church publication. We were about to accept it when someone
read the artist’s statement: it turned out the artist was a nun, and this
was her vision of Heaven.

“Oh, God,” one of the judges said, and they voted it down. I wanted
to accept it because it was religious, and religion was supposedly our
theme. I was outvoted three to one.

Another artist submitted slides of her paintings of leaves, big and suc-
culent like Georgia O’Keeffe’s. Again we liked the paintings, but the artist’s
statement began, “I am a monk in a closed order in Lancaster, Pennsyl-
vania. These pictures are my meditation on God . . . ” I don’t remember
the rest, but that was enough. The other judges rejected the monk’s work
because it was too sincere.

The only religious work we accepted into the show was an abstract cir-
cular pattern done by a Native American. It was a religious symbol of
some sort, perhaps related to a Navajo ikaah (sand painting) but the artist
didn’t say. We accepted it, I think, because we didn’t know what the reli-
gion was. To us, it was an abstract painting.

In the entire show of almost a hundred pieces, none were made by prac-
titioners of major religions. Kim’s silkscreen would not have made the
cut. At the end of the judging we decided to add some non-Western reli-
gious works, including several 18th-century Hindu Shiva lingams, horse
skulls from the Ibo tribe in Nigeria, and a hunter’s fetish coat and hat
from Mali. Those seemed acceptable because they represented religions
no one knew very well—they could be enjoyed privately, as spiritual
objects.

That experience was what started me thinking about the exclusion of
religious meaning in contemporary art. The art world can accept a wide
range of “religious” art by people who hate religion, by people who are
deeply uncertain about it, by the disgruntled and the disaffected and the
skeptical, but there is no place for artists who express straightforward,
ordinarily religious faith. To fit in the art world, work with a religious
theme has to fulfill several criteria. It has to demonstrate the artist has
second thoughts about religion, and the religious ideas have to be woven
into the work, because otherwise it looks as if art is playing propagan-
dist for religion. It also has to appear that the artist is meditative and
uncertain about both art and religion: ambiguity and self-critique have
to be integral to the work. And it follows that irony must pervade the
art, must be the air it breathes. Kim’s work would also have been unac-
ceptable because it was sincere, sweet, sentimental, and naïve, not to men-
tion openly pious. The mistrust of trust is unfortunate, I think, because
sweetness and sincerity can be intriguing, as Jeff Koons shows. But the
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interest in irony, ambiguity, and uncertainty is not—this is the crucial
point—a superficial proclivity that can be altered by reorienting the pol-
itics or the faith of the art world. The excision of piety and faith from
art has deep roots and is entangled with the very ideas of modernism
and postmodernism.

The Russian artist Olga Tobreluts (b. 1970) is an interesting example.
She uses computers to put movie stars’ faces into Renaissance paintings.13

She took Antonello da Messina’s painting of St. Sebastian and gave the
saint Leonardo di Caprio’s head. In the background, Antonello had
painted a piazza lit with the crystal-clear afternoon light that 15th-cen-
tury Italian painters did so well; Tobreluts decorated the buildings with
posters of Karl Lagerfeld and Jack Nicholson. Tobreluts is a member of
a movement called Neo-Academism, founded by an artist named Tibor
Nomikov. The Neo-Academics follow a Russian line of thought, believing
the West has turned its back on real spirituality. They are not so much
making fun of capitalism and consumerism as they are transplanting it,
moving it back five centuries to its premodern beginnings. Neo-Academic
pictures are a little funny, and they can end up looking a bit like Koons
or Warhol, but they have a serious purpose. “Today nothing is more rad-
ical,” Tobreluts writes,“than painting religious scenes, oil on canvas, with
no postmodernist humor.”14 Her picture of Kate Moss shows her pur-
pose very well (figure 16). It is also taken from one of Antonello’s paint-
ings, the extremely beautiful portrait of Maria Annunziata, now in the
Museo Nazionale in Palermo. Antonello’s painting is as simple as it can
be: Mary’s lectern is turned slightly, impeccably cast into perspective. Her
raised hand unobtrusively shows the painter’s skill. The image concen-
trates the viewer’s attention on Mary’s face, and so does Tobreluts’s ver-
sion. There is almost no difference between Antonello’s original and
Tobreluts’s appropriation, except that hers is printed on watercolor paper
instead of painted on panel, and Tobreluts has put Kate Moss’s face in
place of the Virgin’s. Tobreluts’s picture does not work as contemporary
art, or even pop, and it is not intended to. Neo-Academism does not fit
with current art because it is too sentimental and serious.

Kim’s work might be considered perfectly good as printmaking, but it
belongs to a moribund strain of visual art that is cut off from what is
interesting about current practice. It is a simpler and less challenging
activity than what is now called painting or printmaking. As the German
philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel wrote at the beginning of the
19th century: “it is no help to adopt again . . . past world-views.”15
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Fig.16. Olga Tobreluts, Kate Moss from the series Sacred Figures. 1989.
From Heaven, edited by Doreet Levitte Harten, 186–89. Courtesy Art
Kiosk and Foundation, Brussels.





It may seem I am being too strict. Perhaps there is a problem mixing
contemporary art with established religions like Methodism or Catholi-
cism, but newer faiths might mingle more easily. As I learned in the

years after I met Rehema, the student who made the beadwork Venus, there
are almost as many new faiths in the art world as there are artists.

Michael York’s book The Emerging Network, one of the best guides
to the subject, lists dozens of faiths.1 Here are some, just for the flavor of
hearing so many new and old names all together: neopaganism, animism,
Nordic paganism, spiritual alchemy, the Covenant of Unitarian Univer-
sality Pagans, the Arcane School, World Goodwill, the Pagan Circle
Alliance, the Circle Network, Odinism, the Ancient Wisdom Tradition,
New Thought, Spiritualism, the Urantia Foundation, the Arcane School,
the Church Universal and Triumphant, Scientology, the Process Church
of the Final Judgment, the Human Potential Movement, Synanon, Erhard
Seminar Training, transcendental meditation, the Rajneesh Foundation
International, the Siddha Yoga Dham of America, the Johannine Daist
Community, the Krishnamurti Foundation, tantric yoga, the Arica Insti-
tute, the Friends of Meher Baba.

Collectively, inaccurately, the new faiths tend to be called New Age.
York calls them NRMs: new religious movements. Many are branches of
Islam, Hinduism, and other established faiths. Others are sui generis.
Some descend from Renaissance and 18th-century faiths such as Ficinian
neo-Platonism, Isaac Luria’s kabbalah, hasidism, or Egyptophile cults that
have been present in Western civilization since the fifth century.2 Others
derive from the late Roman Empire, and especially from neo-Platonism,
neo-Pythagoreanism, and Alexandrian Hermeticisim (a faith that is still
popular in its current guise as spiritual alchemy).3 Still others are a mix-
ture of fin-de-siècle revivals of magic, including Victorian practices of
witchcraft, revivals of medieval magic, and kabbalist magic. Generally
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speaking, the NRMs are unrelated to one another except by the coinci-
dence that they all began or were thriving at the end of the 20th century.

The fin-de-siècle at the end of the 19th century also inspired a flux of
mystical faiths, from theosophy to occultism; but the fin-de-millénnium
faiths at the end of the 20th century, which I have just sampled, are sig-
nificantly more diverse. In the art world totemism, reliquation (the wor-
ship of relics and reliquaries), the Wiccan religion, Egyptophile cults,
Celtic Christianity, and even Satanism are blended with astrology, palm-
istry, animism, Santería, and herbal alchemy. During my first few months
teaching at the School of the Art Institute, I was surprised to see the
department secretary on Chicago television, performing a Wiccan cere-
mony. Since then I’ve become accustomed to the proliferation of new
faiths: it is a fixture in the art world.

Rehema’s faith had no name, or none she ever told me. I became
acquainted with her concerns by reading what she read, especially Marija
Gimbutas’s books on the matriarchal, proto-feminist Old Europe, and
Georges Dumézil’s speculative studies of ancient Indo-European culture.
Rehema was interested in Carl Jung and convinced by his follower and
popularizer Joseph Campbell. (Jung is hardly cited in literary theory or
in university art departments, but he is widely influential in art schools
and among practicing artists. The difference between the art studied in
universities and the wider world of art practices can almost be defined
by the acceptance, or rejection, of Jung. Inside academia scholars make
use of Lacan and other post-Freudians; outside it, and in studio practice,
people read Jung and Joseph Campbell.)4 Rehema also read an eclectic
selection of feminists including Suzi Gablik, Hélène Cixous, and Luce Ira-
garay. She found the books through friends rather than classes, and she
used them to build her own sense of faith and community. The “Venus”
done in beads was an experimental icon—a religious test piece, an attempt
to make a viable spiritual image. I do not know if Rehema ever embroi-
dered her mammogram, but I don’t doubt that mammograms have been
used as spiritual images, because I have met several student artists who
incorporated their mammograms into their art. The closest example I
know is an altar image of a picture of a living heart, made by the artist
Kathy Vargas for a friend who had suffered a heart attack.5

In my experience, artists who practice the new faiths tend to be inter-
ested in contemporary fine art, at least more so than professional artists
whose work is commissioned for churches and religious patrons. But
artists involved in the new faiths also tend to be excluded from the gallery
scene even more strictly than artists whose work expresses Catholic,
Jewish, or Protestant meanings. It could be that gallerists and curators
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sense an affinity—the new faiths may seem a little closer to what they
already offer.

The very few academics who consider such art are treated skeptically
by the profession.6 The anthropologist Marilyn Houlberg is an expert on
Voudoun and Santería (the Caribbean synthetic faith, comprised of
Catholic and African elements), and she also has a large collection of Elvis
memorabilia, including—as she is proud to say—the only certified
weeping Elvis painting in the Midwest. Houlberg wears different hats
depending on the occasion: when it’s a show of Haitian religions, she
appears as an anthropologist. When it’s an exhibition of Elvis memora-
bilia, she puts on the campy art-world hat and becomes a priestess of the
Elvis cult. Houlberg is elusive about her own beliefs. She knows her Elvis
painting doesn’t really cry, although its mechanism is top secret. But she
lives with her passions, whether they are Elvis or Santería, and she takes
part in Haitian and African rituals instead of standing back like a good
anthropologist. There is no clear way to speak about her use of images:
it’s not normal anthropology, and it’s not quite art.7

Another example is the art historian Suzi Gablik, one of the rare advo-
cates of spiritual values in contemporary art. She finds spiritual meaning
in many modern and postmodern artists by linking their work to an “alter-
nate mode of consciousness” that she describes as “man’s inclination
toward the mythic and supernatural.”8 She has been a forceful advocate
for prehistoric, ecological, and feminist values. “Numinosity runs
through” Gilah Yelin Hirsch’s nature paintings, Gablik says, “like fire in
a fire-opal. You feel it in the glisten of fermented light, dancing like bur-
nished copper through the trees . . . ”9

Art historians, for several reasons, have not greeted Gablik’s approach
favorably. Her stress on what she calls “re-enchantment” seems to make
sense when it comes to artists like James Turrell, Richard Long, or Andy
Goldsworthy, who create poetic objects in natural settings, but it fits other
work less well. Nor is it clear that Gablik’s villains form a coherent group:
they include the philosophers Jean-François Lyotard and Jean Baudrillard,
the painters David Salle and Peter Halley, the photographers Barbara
Kruger and Sherrie Levine, and Jeff Koons. Gablik’s approach can look
too easy, as if nearly anything could be said to have a spiritual aura if it
is seen from the right angle.

Like my student Rehema, Gablik draws on archaeological theories,
some of them discredited within archaeology, which propose that a kind
of shamanistic religion was practiced in relation to the first European
cave paintings.10 The idea of a peaceful, feminist or nonandrocentric
culture in neolithic Europe, first proposed by Robert Graves and hugely
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elaborated by Marija Gimbutas, remains very popular at the beginning
of the 21st century, and it is represented in a number of books.11

Recently the idea of a matriarchal Old European culture has also been
fueled by the ongoing Celtic revival in Ireland and England.12 This is
despite the fact that Gimbutas’s ideas have been effectively challenged
within archaeology.13

In a sense Gimbutas and writers influenced by her are part of an even
larger phenomenon, the 20th-century valorization of the primitive.“Bran-
cusi’s attitude towards stone,” Mircea Eliade claimed in Art, Creativity,
and the Sacred, is “comparable to the solicitude, the fear, and the vener-
ation addressed by a Neolithic man toward certain stones that constituted
hierophanies—that is to say, that revealed simultaneously the sacred and
ultimate, irreducible reality.” Like his “Carpathian ancestors,” like “all
Neolithic men,” Brancusi “sensed a presence in the rock, a power, an
‘intention’ that one can only call ‘sacred.’ ”14 Maybe, but it is also pos-
sible that Eliade and Brancusi (who shared some of Eliade’s ideas) were
projecting their own thoughts back onto practices whose meanings are
wholly lost. How much sense does it make to use words like “hieropha-
nies”or even “sacred” to describe attitudes people might have had toward
a rock 15 thousand years ago—people who might not even have had
language, not to mention religion?

It does not necessarily matter if a work of visual art is made possible
by a collection of dubious theories. (There is no end to great art made by
artists who had ridiculous and misinformed theories.) What does matter
is that art inspired by NRMs, or even by scholars such as Gimbutas and
Eliade, tends to have a loose relation to the art world. Mary Nelson,
author of one of the best surveys of current American spiritual and New
Age painting, says her book is “a record of the events, almost entirely
mental and emotional, that transformed the lives of people.” She is not
interested in art alone or art for art’s sake, and certainly not in the avant-
garde. Her subjects are “visual artists, healers, channelers and shamans
whose creative breakthroughs were fueled by upwelling changes in con-
sciousness.” The connection between artists’“metaphysical insights” and
shamans’ “metaphysical knowledge,” she thinks, is a “gift of prophecy.”
“I view them all as artists,” she concludes.15 The art Nelson studies may
have coherence from a spiritual point of view, but as art it is poor. It is
derivative, sentimental, sometimes unskilled, often anti- or premodern,
and scattered in its art-world affinities. The artists borrow from expres-
sionism, photo-realism, Dalí, Redon, and many others as the occasion
requires, and exhibitions tend to run the gamut from photo-realism to
conceptual art. As one might expect from such a diverse group of faiths,
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there is no one New Age or NRM style. I will consider just three exam-
ples: the first two from an exhibition held in Aspen, Colorado, in 1989,
and the third from the Norwegian painter Odd Nerdrum.

Ann McCoy’s large drawing called Magna Mater is a vast dream of a
primordial mother, whose image, the artist says, has been removed “by
the priests of Mithras who took over Eleusis, the fathers of the Refor-
mation, and the soldiers of Islam” (see figure 17). In a long and poetic
artist’s statement McCoy conjures some of the drawing’s meaning. The
magna mater, she says,

is not the mother of my childhood inflicting pain under duress. The
goddess comes to take the mother’s place, as Christ comes to relieve
our suffering. . . . My dream ends in the back of the dark cave. The
bears have taken me there like Dante’s Virgil. An old crone lies
wrapped in rabbit fur blankets. She is Corn Mother from my child-
hood, tiny and frail. Her hair falls like spider webs. Her eyes are
covered with cataracts. I lift her up to hear her whisper. She tells
me blindness is not such a bad thing . . . that one can see with the
inner eye.16

Alex Gray’s painting Holy Fire also represents a spiritual journey, but
of a different kind (see figure 18). In the first scene, he says, “the soul-
searching pilgrim arrives on the mountaintop and his inner forces of kun-
dalini energy, the serpent power, begin to ascend.” In the middle panel he
is transformed in a “tantric purification rite,” uniting “his dead phallus”
with “the Dark Mother of time, birth, and destruction, Kali.” In the third
panel, “the hero is now re-assembled and comes down from the moun-
tain to address the people.” Gray’s statement is also long and passionate,
and he presents this and other paintings as evidence of the spiritual meta-
morphosis he has undergone.17

Odd Nerdrum is a more prominent and contested example of an artist
whose themes are broadly consonant with NRMs. He paints postapoca-
lyptic or prehistoric themes clouded by surrealist surprises (mummifica-
tions and amputations, incomprehensible implements) and made wholly
opaque by a lack of consistency and his own silence about the content of
his work. So far his reception has mainly been negative, but the ambiguity
of his themes has probably helped gain him some notice in the art world.
Nerdrum himself has tried to promote his cause by claiming he is revaluing
and embracing kitsch, a move that seems historically accurate given the
work’s po-faced seriousness and its affinities to the mysticism and her-
metic cults of fin-de-siècle painting. But Nerdrum does not mean kitsch

The Creation of New Faiths 55



56 On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art

Fi
g.

17
.A

nn
 M

cC
oy

,M
ag

na
 m

at
er

.1
98

8.
Fr

om
 R

ev
el

at
io

ns
: T

he
 T

ra
ns

fo
rm

at
iv

e 
Im

pu
ls

e 
in

 R
ec

en
t 

A
rt

,e
xh

.c
at

.,
ed

it
ed

 b
y 

D
av

id
 F

lo
ri

a 
(A

sp
en

 C
O

:A
sp

en
 A

rt
 M

us
eu

m
,1

98
9)

,1
6.



as it is historically understood; he redefines it as something that is not
art, but is dedicated to the “sublime,” the “timeless,” and the “eternal.”18

Like Rehema, McCoy and Gray make pictures that function analo-
gously to religious icons. They can look like icons or altarpieces, though
they could never be put in churches. Artists associated with NRMs make
artist’s altars that recall traditional altars, as well as tablets, holy texts,
diptychs, triptychs, polyptychs, mandalas, pseudo-kabbalistic diagrams
of the sefirot, reliquaries, sacraria (places where reliquaries are kept), and
invented ritual paraphernalia. Some of this work is allied to paintings
made by outsider artists: untrained, sometimes socially outcast artists like
Adolf Wölfli and Henry Darger.19 Outsider art and related kinds of art,
such as art brut, naïve art, and self-taught art, are taken to be more heart-
felt, direct, spontaneous, and genuine than artworks by run-of-the-mill
artists who are the products of academic training.20 It is assumed to
embody heartfelt beliefs and not to be tarnished by art-world irony. The
art critic Roger Cardinal, who defined outsider art in 1972, makes a con-
nection between the outsider artists’ low level of technical skill and their
obsessiveness. There are several historiographic and conceptual problems
with outsider art and cognate concepts; for example, it is not clear whether
people who have less training are apt to be more genuine or obsessive. In
the present context an especially interesting problem for theories of out-
sider art is the existence of large numbers of artists who follow personal
belief systems or NRMs. McCoy’s and Gray’s work is technically accom-
plished, so it cannot be claimed to fulfill the criterion of lack of formal
training; but in other respects it fits the common criteria of outsider art:
it is eccentric, iconographically idiosyncratic, heartfelt, obsessive, free of
irony, and it is seldom considered as fine art. By those criteria, it should
be a kind of outsider art, but it is rejected even there.
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(A word, before I go on, about style. The main reason Gray’s and
McCoy’s work is not accepted as fine art is their sincerity and openly
declared beliefs. The same would be true of Nerdrum, I think, except that
his beliefs are kept private. In each case, however, style does play a part.
McCoy’s painting is done in a richly detailed old-fashioned fine-art style
that can be traced back through 20th-century fantasy art to 19th-century
history painting from Paul Delaroche to Puvis de Chavannes and Gustav
Klimt. Gray’s painting has a faint flavor of Tibetan tangka painting, and
seems disconnected from current forms of realism, surrealism, or neoex-
pressionism. Nerdrum has said his style is modeled on Rembrandt, but
he owes much more to Ferdinand Hodler, Franz von Stuck, and other aca-
demic painters of the early 20th century.21 I put these observations in
parentheses because the manner of the painting, by itself, cannot account
for the consistent ostracism that NRM painters experience.) 

Despite its faults, outsider art is a useful category for a number of
artists who make idiosyncratic religious icons and altars. One is the
prophet William J. Blackmon, who has made religious objects that derive
partly from graffiti and aren’t suitable for churches.22 Another is James
Hampton (1909–64), whose enormous altar called The Throne of the
Third Heaven of the Nations Millenium [sic] General Assembly is kept
in the Smithsonian Institution (see figure 19). Hampton’s work includes
some traditional elements found in churches, such as a throne chair, an
altar table, several pulpits, and offertory tables. Other objects in The
Throne of the Third Heaven cannot be identified. Hampton made the
work in his garage, using wooden furniture, tinfoil, gold foil, Kraft paper,
light bulbs, plastic, cardboard, glue, upholstery tacks, nails, and straight
pins. It is an altar, but not one that can be put in a church.23

Among contemporary artists the African American sculptor Betye Saar
is probably best known for making altars (see figure 20). She has been
making altars since 1973, decorating them with objects from “ritual places
all over the world,” as she says—mainly from Haiti, Mexico, Europe, and
Africa. (She doesn’t usually call them altars: instead they have names like
Rites of Passage, The Griot’s Virgil, and House of Ancient Meaning.) One
of her altars is embellished with computer chips. Another is in the form
of a canoe, in imitation of archaeological finds at the Turkish site of Çatal
Hüyük. Kay Turner, author of a lovely book called Beautiful Necessity:
The Art and Meaning of Women’s Altars, quotes Saar as saying that “by
shifting the point of view,” mixing disparate cultures and symbols, “an
inner spirit is released.”24

Unlike Rehema’s work, or McCoy’s or Gray’s, Saar’s objects are imme-
diately identifiable as altars. Some have stands, and some sit on the floor
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Fig.20. Betye Saar, Spirit Catcher. 1976–77. Photograph courtesy of
Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, LLC, New York.



or lean against the wall (as Hopi and many non-Western altars do). Many
are box-shaped or made as tables, as altars are. Viewers from a range of
cultures would recognize them as altars or ritual objects, and I imagine
many viewers would sense that Saar’s altars are invented. The question
of how to worship at an altar that is also one person’s private invention
is already a difficult one, and it is only made tougher by the realization,
in Saar’s work, that the altar is also in an art gallery and has a price
attached to it. When I first met Saar, I thought that the altar-in-an-art-
gallery problem was insuperable, and I was unconvinced by her work. I
thought people could only have half-hearted spiritual feelings in front of
altars they had bought in an art gallery—their responses would be more
aesthetic appreciations than prayers. Now I am more sympathetic. The
sheer force of Saar’s interest in “inner spirit” compels her to keep trying
to make altars even if they have to be seen as art objects with prices.

Turner’s book Beautiful Necessity documents several hundred women
artists who make altars. The Chicana artist Amalia Mesa-Bains has made
an altar to “the secular ‘goddess’ of Chicana art,”Frida Kahlo; Renee Stout
made an altar for fortune-tellers, with a crystal ball and Tarot cards as
altarpiece panels; Barbara Ellmann made a Flower Altar in 1980, with
the idea of centering worship on the universal offering of flowers.25 Turner
illustrates altars to lesbian life, to Aphrodite, to Barbra Streisand. Turner
also writes about improvised home altars, mostly done by Hispanic
women who are not artists, and she does not make much of the differ-
ences between those altars and ones made by women artists to be sold in
galleries. She is an anthropologist, and her concern is the social phe-
nomenon of women’s altars, whether or not they are presented as art.
Like Mary Nelson, she accepts a broad range of work as art. Turner and
Nelson are examples of the wider sense of the expression art world that
I mentioned at the beginning of this book: fine art and NRM-inspired
art are understood as potentially equal because they are equally sincere.
Looking at the results as art, however, raises different questions.

An example of a male artist who creates altarlike sculptures is Michael
Tracy. His work is different from the artists Turner studies because it is
inspired by his experiences in Latin America, where the United States sup-
ported torture and murder in the name of combatting communism. His
enormous Triptych: 11th, 12th, and 13th Stations of the Cross to Latin
America, La Pasión (1981–88) is an ambitious example (it is visible in
the back of plate 27). “My bitter heart-breaking rage and frustrating thirst
for justice exist unquenched,” he writes. The ruined, bloody altars he cre-
ates make bitter fun of the “baptism by blood,” the “sacramental death”
in the name of democracy, and the horror of discovering that “the body
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and blood of Christ ineffably and ironically is our body and our blood.”
I take it as a sign of the danger of treating all idiosyncratic altars as poten-
tially equivalent objects that Tracy’s work, judged just by its appearance,
could be taken as antireligious or even as an experiment in private spiri-
tuality skin to Saar’s.26

Often the line between altar-as-art and art-as-altar is blurred. For the
artist Rose Wognum Frances,“altar-making is a choice to keep your spir-
itual life alive on a daily basis, to surround yourself with it, to immerse
yourself in it and in the beauty of it, the objects of it, the community of
it.”27 When she was a teenager, she made altars of moths’ wings,
pinecones, and rocks. In 1982 she constructed an altar called Mr. Bear’s
Mantle (figure 21). It houses a relic, a cloak for a stuffed bear that the
artist made out of silk, cobwebs, leaf ghosts, and dragonfly wings. For
Frances, the stuffed bear—whose image is on a gold leaf lunette at the
top—represents her relation to her mother, who had given her the bear
when she went to boarding school. Frances says she understood that the
bear was a surrogate for a kind of intimacy her mother could not bring
herself to give. As art, the altar is very much in line with work from the
1980s that used hair, lint, dust balls, and other ephemeral materials. I
have had students in my own classes who made teddy bear artworks with
very personal meanings. One woman knitted a deformed teddy bear out
of uncured animal skins. It looked rancid, and some students in the class
thought it was disgusting, but she loved it. Frances’s altar is kin to that
pathetic, rotting teddy bear, but it is modeled on a medieval Christian
altar with all the trappings: it has a relic, a reliquary with folding doors,
an icon, gold leaf, a lunette frame, a base, and several inscriptions. It is
an altar made as carefully as an artwork, and it is also an artwork in the
form of an altar.

Work done in the name of new faiths is astonishingly diverse. It is
arguably more challenging to study art inspired by NRMs than it is to
study Catholic or Protestant work, because the range of references goes
all the way from hypothetical Old European goddesses to the latest fem-
inist theory. A history of NRM art has yet to be written, but I wonder if
one ever will be. In his book An Art of Our Own: The Spiritual in Twen-
tieth-Century Art, Roger Lipsey says the art he is interested in “needn’t
even be called ‘the spiritual,’ ” because “words of some kind will be found
to describe an intelligence, a vitality, a sense of deliverance from petti-
ness and arrival at dignity that always seem a gift.”28 Definitions that gen-
eralize are apt to escape any survey. An ambitious exhibition in Bologna
in 2000, titled “Shadow of Reason: Exploring the Spiritual in European
Identity in the 20th Century” also proposed a less than coherent defini-

62 On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art



The Creation of New Faiths 63

Fig.21. Rose Wognum Frances, Mr. Bear’s Mantle. 1982. Courtesy of the
artist.



tion of its own scope. The show’s principal curator, Danilo Eccher, asks
if there could be “a shadowy territory, obscured from Reason, a sort of
other side of the moon where thought is clouded due to an uncertain and
indefinable presence.”29 Eccher’s exhibition catalogue is entertaining
because he generously includes essays by some well-known authors who
turn out to be skeptical of the exhibition’s purpose. Umberto Eco’s con-
tribution begins: “Allow me to gingerly admit some perplexity [qualche
cauta perplessità] concerning the title of the exhibition and the group of
artists who are supposed to warrant it.”30 In another essay the philoso-
pher Gianni Vattimo identifies the early 20th-century avant-garde with
the “Expressionist character,” and says that its spirit is “the principle of
chaos, of a breakdown [rotture] of established norms”—hardly what
the exhibition itself seems to imply.31 The show itself ranged from Edvard
Munch to Anselm Kiefer, Umberto Boccioni, Francis Bacon, and Giorgio
Morandi: an eclectic selection with little common ground. Among the
artists are some that could be called spiritual, including Wolfgang Laib’s
installations of pollen painstakingly gathered by hand, one flower at a
time. Laib’s sense of nature draws on Hinduism, pantheism, and late
Romantic nature worship, all put to the service of a personal spirituality.
The same catalogue includes Christian Boltanski, whose principal interest
is the visual scars left in history caused by the Holocaust. If that is the
same kind of “shadowy territory, occluded from Reason” as Laib’s pollen
samples, then the category is capacious enough to admit most of 20th-
century visual art.

Even if it were possible to define the art of new religious movements,
writing its history would demand an historian as erudite and wide-ranging
as Erwin Panofsky, Mario Praz, or Arnaldo Momigliano, scholars of the
arcane symbols of the ancient world and the Renaissance—and at the
same time it would require a writer who can remain interested in the
artistic content of the work (as Turner and other anthropologists need
not), even when the work has low artistic quality or functions more as
illustration than art.
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Brian, the student who made the Cibachrome Elvis crucifix-
ions, is an example of an artist who feels alienated from religion
and wants to use his or her art to stir up some controversy. It’s an

open secret in the art world that the best-known antireligious artists aren’t
really against religion. Andres Serrano, whose Piss Christ caused such a
stir, is a committed but skeptical and conflicted Catholic. His house is
filled with Baroque religious sculptures. The same is true of the Argen-
tine artist León Ferrari (see figure 15), and Andy Warhol’s versions of
Leonardo’s Last Supper are other examples (see figure 22). Warhol was
a devoted Catholic, and the fact that he staged the opening of his exhi-
bition of Last Suppers across the street from the original in Milan doesn’t
necessarily mean that all he had in mind was publicity; it has even been
argued that the paintings are a kind of confession of faith.1

Perhaps the most interesting religious art is critical but open-minded,
or deeply undecided. That is what I mean by “art that is critical of reli-
gion”: not only art that criticizes religion, but art that ponders religion
from a few steps outside it. A few years ago at our graduation exhibition,
one of the school’s students exhibited underwear stitched with beads in
the form of religious scenes, like the ones on large votive candles. At first
it seemed like a deliberate insult, but later I found out the student was
trying to work through issues about the church and sexuality. Using
underwear wasn’t entirely successful, because it could be easily misun-
derstood as a cheap shot at sanctity, but it wasn’t simply antireligious. It
is possible to imagine contemporary art that is critical of religion as a
spectrum: on one side is the work that rails against the church, and on
the other side work that simply asks that viewers reconsider ideas about
religion. The first option is the ultraviolet of antireligion, and it tends to
be heated and combative. The second is the infrared of critique, and it can
be low energy and less definite in its ideology. Brian’s work seems like the
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ultraviolet end of things, but actually is closer to the infrared. Brian was
not emotionally or philosophically attached to his work. His crucified
Elvis seemed antireligious when I first saw it, but it wasn’t, really, because
Brian didn’t care that much about Catholicism. He could have been an
atheist, or an agnostic. He did not say, and it didn’t matter for his art.

Brian’s Elvis and his Madonna-as-the-Madonna photograph were semi-
sacred even in their semisecularity. After all, Elvis is a kind of saint to
some people. The critic Harold Bloom has studied the American pro-life
movement, and he thinks there is a parallel between placards of unborn
fetuses that are paraded in front of abortion clinics and traditional images
of the baby Jesus.2 Both are rallying points, both inspire intense devotion,
both are images of precious lives that needed to be protected. (He also
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Fig.22. Andy Warhol, Last Supper. 1986. ©The Andy Warhol Foundation,
Inc. Photo: Alinari/Art Resource, NY.



makes a parallel between the American flag and the cross.) Bloom is eccen-
tric to think that the fetus and the flag are new religious icons, but he is
not wrong to point out that religious images are always being reinvented,
and secular images can be covertly religious.

The most virulent antireligious thinking hasn’t been in visual art, but
in theology itself. No artist I know is as dogmatic as to say, as the histo-
rian Friedrich Max Müller did in the late 19th century, that religion is
merely a “disease of language.”3 One reason Manet’s Dead Christ and
the Angels is not an illustration of Renan’s naturalized religion is because
it is still clearly about a sacred subject. I do not know any artists who
would bother to debate the proposition that “the whole Divine law . . .
has come down to us uncorrupted,” which is what Spinoza first doubted
in the 17th century; and I have yet to see an artwork illustrating Niet-
zsche’s famous and often misunderstood aphorism “God is dead.”4 The
enormous issues of the past have floated away, and the current genera-
tion of artists is not against anything as large as religion or truth.

Truly antireligious artwork, the ultraviolet kind, is a minority. It
lightens by invisible grades into work that is conflicted about religion, like
Serrano’s, and then it fades into the dimmer shades of work that has nearly
lost its anger and it seems the artist is thinking of other things, as in Brian’s
work. In their apparently careless disregard of serious antireligious
polemic, contemporary artists are following another long-established tra-
dition: the history of learning to ignore religion, instead of railing against
it. In the Western tradition, the Greek philosopher Epicurus was among
the first to do this. He thought the gods had nothing to do with people,
that they lived in “flat” places “between” worlds (he called them inter-
mundia), and that in any case the gods were too weak, too rarefied to care
about what happened on Earth.5 I don’t think Freud wrote about Epi-
curus’s theology; if he had, he might have said that Epicurus had worked
through the psychological dependence on divinity and even through the
rejection of that dependence. Epicurus did not resent the fact that the
gods had gone away. Like forgotten parents, they were neither loved nor
hated. (In that, Epicurus was different from the plangent melancholy of
romantic poets like Friedrich Hölderlin and Gérard de Nerval, who
swooned when they thought of how far away the gods had gone.) Though
Freud decried the dependence on the “illusion” of God, I wonder if he
imagined it would be possible for God the Father to be so thoroughly
divested of power, so absent from a person’s affections or thoughts, that
he might vanish into the Empyrean as the Greek gods did for Epicurus.6

That, as far as we can tell from the surviving texts, is what Epicurus
achieved. It is a parallel road to the one that Brian was on when he put
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his last Elvis on the cross. He was on the way from hating to not caring.
There is a wonderful long word for Epicurus’s achievement (in fact, the
longest word in the dictionary that is not a scientific neologism): floccin-
aucinihilipilification, the act of saying something is without value. It can
be difficult to achieve in the case of religion; most work critical of reli-
gion, from Warhol’s to Brian’s, still has an edge.

Brian was in a class of mine in which we looked at the transformations
of common symbols. It’s a surprising fact that at one time in the ancient
Near East, crosses were made from swastikas. Take a swastika and dis-
member it as in Diagram 1. Rearrange it, shifting each piece clockwise,
and you have a Greek cross as in Diagram 2. This little trick (swastika =
cross) is like Brian’s little trick (Madonna = the Madonna).7 They are part
of the same game of mutable religious symbols. Visual culture is perme-
ated with examples. In a medieval manuscript, a saint is decorated with
three swastikas, each one formed by four axes with their blades touching
(See figure 23).8 The manuscript is the Hours of Catherine of Cleves, and
the swastikas are, of course, entirely accidental. Before nazism, Western
artists shifted indifferently from swastikas to their mirror images, some-
times called sauvastikas.9
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Diagram 1. A Swastika, disassembled.

Diagram 2. A Greek cross.
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Fig.23. St. Matthias Apostle in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves.
1435. Pierpont Morgan Library MS 917, p. 235.



In the class I also introduced examples from non-Western cultures. In
India, the Jain devipuja (devI pUja, “shining worship”) ritual involves
swastikas and crosses, along with labyrinths (See figure 24). Each wor-
shiper pushes grains of uncooked rice into a design that represents the
courses that his or her life may take.10 The designs are slightly different
for each person, but they are built around the swastika, an emblem of
the four possible lives: incarnation as heavenly beings, human beings, ani-
mals, and hellish beings. At the top is a crescent moon, cradling a single
dot: the siddha, resting place of enlightened souls. Jain worshipers also
call the swastika sauvastika or sauvastikayantra, and the whole diagram
nandyavarta or nandyavartayantra (“diagram of the nandyavarta”). The
swastika and this yantra (diagram) are two of eight auspicious symbols
in Jain religion.

If there is one thing that everyone knows about crosses and swastikas,
it is that they are ubiquitous, crowded with meanings, and therefore in
danger of collapsing into meaninglessness. Even when they were not dec-
oration, some ancient crosses, like some ancient swastikas, may have sym-
bolized nothing. Carl Jung thought that the reversed swastika, called a
sauvastika, symbolized ideas tunneling into the unconscious. Müller
thought they symbolized the autumnal sun. In the past, swastikas have
meant goodness, the Third Reich, the spring sun, Jaina redemption, the
four directions, and nothing—either nothing in particular or nothing at
all. That is the condition of religious symbols, as Hegel said; they com-
bine the specificity of “natural” meanings (the cross is also a crossroad,
as in the devapuja rice maps) with many other meanings that are unre-
lated, from the Third Reich to the accidental configuration of hatchets in
the Hours of Catherine of Cleves.11

Brian found that part of the class congenial, perhaps because it gave
him license to play with symbols. Any cross, any swastika or sauvastika,
might also be just decoration, or so I thought Brian hoped. Brian’s game
of transmuting symbols was also religion’s game, except that Brian was
playing the easy part, stressing the fact that religious symbolism is arbi-
trary. He wanted to say something jokey against Christianity, and also to
make a work that would mean different things to different people. His
colossal Cibachromes were not successful art, but they were on their way:
they were better, at least, than the plastic “BEAM ME UP SCOTTY” cru-
cifix. Art that trumpets its discontent with religion can seem too strident,
too superficial. The many shades of gray, the conflicted second thoughts,
are where art begins to happen.

Brian’s art, when I saw it, was working its way out toward the infrared
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of carelessness. There is another mode of contemporary art production
that is antireligious, but is fumbling its way toward something that might
eventually be a kind of faith. An example is the images that have been
seen in the eyes of the miraculous image of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a
miraculous image imprinted on a tilma (a Central American garment) on
December 9, 1531 (see figure 25).12 The story begins with Alfonso
Marcue, who was the official photographer for the Basilica of Guadalupe
in Mexico City. In 1929 he was photographing the tilma and found the
reflection of a bearded man in the image of the Virgin’s eye. Then, in 1979,
José Aste Tonsmann of the Mexican Center of Guadalupan Studies, mag-
nified the Virgin’s eyes 2,500 times (the practical limit of light microscopy)
and discovered the reflections of at least 13 people that, he supposes, the
Virgin must have been looking at on December 9, 1531, when the mir-
acle occurred. Among them are Bishop Zumárraga, who is known to have
been at the scene; the interpreter Juan González; the Indian Juan Diego,
who unfolds his own tilma in front of the bishop; a female Negro slave
who is known to have been in the bishop’s service; and a man with Spanish
features.13
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Fig.24. A Jaina devapuja ritual. From Jyotindra Jain and Eberhard Fischer,
Jaina Iconography, 2 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), vol. 1, pl. VI (a). Used
with permission of Jyotindra Jain.



All that is background. The slow drift back toward faith can be seen
in the work of the American artist Jeffrey Vallance, who took Tonsmann’s
findings a step further. Vallance looked into the Virgin’s eyes on the tilma
and found “over seventy-five simian faces, all looking embarrassingly like
popular versions of Bigfoot or Yeti (Abominable Snowman).” Vallance’s
website diagrams a dozen or so (see figure 26). He says that he was not
sure of the significance of his finds until he discovered that “in Mexico,
the Spanish name for the Devil is the traditional term chango, or
‘monkey,’ ” so that the miraculous Virgin’s vision records apparitions of
the devil, as reported in an early source. Vallance adds that other appari-
tions have also been seen (he does not quite say by whom), including “a
shroudlike portrait of Christ, several profiles of Elvis (either looking up
in adoration, or with eyes closed as if in prayer), . . . an image that looks
somewhat like folk singer Bob Dylan (during his ‘born Again’ experience),
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Fig. 25. Virgin of Guadalupe, detail. 1531. Guadalupe, Mexico.
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Fig.26. Jeffrey Vallance, Simian and human figures in the left eye of the
Virgin of Guadalupe. From http://www.sixty-five.com/jeffreyvallance/.



. . . a diabolical visualization of cult leader Charles Manson, an image of
famed Mexican wrestler and political activist Superbarrio, a profile of
President Abraham Lincoln, and the carcass-imprint of Blinky, the
Friendly Hen.”14 This is all presented seriously, but at the same time none
of it is really meant to be believed.

The usual art world reading of Vallance would be that it’s a snide kind
of camp, a jokey fake-serious send-up of the pole-faced findings of the
official church. There is truth in that, but I also think of work like Val-
lance’s as the tentative beginnings of a new kind of belief. He is making
fun of the church and its acceptance of the reflections in the Virgin’s eyes,
but at the same time he has spent a lot of time finding his own figures
and providing them with elaborate technical and textual justifications.
In the language of the art world, Vallance’s work is simply fun—it’s
campy, quirky, and entertaining to explain. Yet it is also tentative and coy,
because there is meaning behind the playful antireligious veneer. Why
trouble yourself with the complicated history of the Virgin of Guadalupe
if something doesn’t draw you to it? And if you find Vallance’s work funny,
then you might ask yourself why. There is a serious content somewhere
just beyond work like Vallance’s or Brian’s. It cannot be avowed: the only
thing that can be said aloud is that old religious meanings seem ridicu-
lous. But the work is about religion: it experiments with religious mean-
ings, as if it were searching for a way to stay near religion—in Vallance’s
case—or to drift away from it—in Brian’s.

The artworks I mention in this book are just scattered emblems of a
vast territory, mostly unexplored in scholarship. Consider, as evidence of
the breadth of the phenomenon, the exhibition catalogue Faith: The
Impact of Judaeo-Christian Religion on Art at the Millennium—or, as the
cover copy puts it,“This is not your ordinary art catalogue, this is Faith.”
Most of the artists in the exhibition were interested in using contempo-
rary art to say something about religion. There is one of Hermann Nitsch’s
bloody installations (a record of one of his invented rituals); a large cast
concrete model of a church mounted upside down by Nicholas Kripal;
Kinke Kooi’s O, God, an Ed Ruscha-type painting that depicts those
words as if they were a swirl of cotton candy; a painting of the cruci-
fixion, R. Crumb-style, by Manuel Ocampo, overwritten with slogans
including “Invalid forms of inward looking”; a very serious tinted pho-
tograph of Jesus guiding the hand of doubting Thomas, done in profes-
sional-looking style by Bettina Rheims and Serge Branly; a book by Diane
Samuels embroidered with a prayer beginning “Dear God, I do not know
how to pray”; Linda Ekstrom’s table of blood samples on silk, called
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Menstrual/Liturgical Cycles; and many works in minimalist, abstract, and
expressionist idioms.15 Many related works are held in the collection of
the Museum of Contemporary Religious Art in St. Louis, Missouri,
including paintings by Michael David, Daniel Smajo-Ramirez, Michael
Tracy, Bernard Maisner and sculptures by Ann McCoy (see figure 27).16

There is, it seems, no end to the examples.17 A flood of art addresses itself
to religion without quite being religious itself.
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Fig.27. Museum of Contemporary Religious Art, St. Louis. Installation view,
showing work by Michael Tracy (back wall), works by Michael David, Daniel
Smajo-Ramirez, Bernard Maisner, and Ann McCoy. Courtesy Terrence
Dempsey, Director, MOCRA, St. Louis.





Even the best work that is critical of religion is somehow
dissatisfying as art. It feels like painting or photography is being
used for an inappropriate purpose. If the real purpose is to criti-

cize religion—whether the work is moving back toward faith or further
away—then it seems that art is just a convenient vehicle. An antireli-
gious billboard would do as well. Art like Brian’s is out of place when it
is shown alongside art that uses the same media but has no religious
message. Brian may have sensed that when he stopped making wall-sized
Cibachromes with glowing Elvises and turned to wall-sized Cibachromes
glowing with sexual innuendo.

Ria, the student who made the ceramic house of the 14 Stations of the
Cross, was a different case from Brian. She wasn’t trying to poke fun at
anything, or show off her cynicism. She was looking for something in her
parents’ religion that she could accept.

The process, for Ria, was like subtracting small amounts from a huge
sum. Beginning with the total of everything she experienced in Catholi-
cism, she took away the parts she imagined her parents loved. She had
originally sculpted a church, and then she omitted the altar, the chalice
and candles, the flowers, the choir, and the organ. She did away with the
beautiful architecture, the stained glass windows, the paintings, the gilded
moldings, the ribbed roof, and the flowery stucco. There were no pews,
no confessionals, and no font. She did not want to represent any of the
liturgy or the Mass, or the priest or the worshipers. Eventually the sculp-
ture became a wobbly clay church that looked more like the Addams’s
family mansion.

Still it was too literal. She had sculpted little figurines representing the
14 Stations. She pulled them out, leaving scars in the dollhouse floor.
She dumped glaze over her deconsecrated church, ruining its straight lines
and arches. When she fired it, the whole edifice cracked.

Ria’s Story Explained:
How Artists Try to Burn Away Religion



Ria was not sure what she had made, but she hoped it meant some-
thing. At least nothing in it offended her, and in that respect it was true
to what she could believe in. But she was uncertain about it, almost puz-
zled. She wasn’t sure what it was—which is another way of saying she
wasn’t sure how to picture what she believed in.

It would have been easy to just push the clay around a bit more, and
the sculpture would have turned into a heavy block of fired clay and
syrupy glaze. She didn’t quite go that far, because she wanted to retain
an echo of the 14 Stations. She stopped in a strange place, most of the
way along to abstraction, and very far from anything a viewer would
guess was a church. Was that what she was looking for at the heart of
Catholicism, hidden away under the scriptures and brocades?

Ria did not know it, but the Romantics had first adumbrated her
process of subtracting away the trappings of the church. I mentioned the
German Romantic painters Caspar David Friedrich and Otto Philip
Runge, whose work was intended in part to strip away the ceremonies of
the church to get at the living religion inside. The idea that the signs of
religious devotion are like a hard dead shell concealing a living form inside
is an idea theorized by German philosophers such as Johann Gottlieb
Fichte and Friedrich Wilhelm von Schelling, and before them, Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe.1 The idea persisted through the late 19th century
and flourished in the revival of the occult and mysticism that mark much
of fin-de-siècle European painting.

Landscape painting was steeped in meaning for artists like the late
19th-century American George Inness. He strove, as he said, to breathe
“the sentiment of humanity” through “rivers, streams, the rippling brook,
the hill-side, the sky, clouds—all things we see.” For him they expressed
“the love of God and the desire of truth.”2 It isn’t necessarily easy to put
transcendentalist beliefs like Inness’s into words, any more than it is
straightforward to say what Wordsworth thought of mountains or pas-
tures. They felt religiously about nature, without always speaking about
religion. The same kind of observation can be said about many 19th-
century nature painters. The wonderful Emily Carr, a Canadian painter,
thought a great deal about the Canadian pine woods and their relation
to her own sense of God and her understanding of First Nation art.3 These
few, nearly random examples are just the beginnings of an enormous scat-
tered practice of spiritual landscape painting. It has been said that land-
scape, as a genre, has never released itself from Romantic sentiments.
(That is what makes it both strong and old-fashioned.)

The first generation of abstract painters, including Wassily Kandinsky,
was steeped in theosophy and mystical nature worship. The artists studied
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the Russian mystic Helena Blavatsky and read theosophy and occult
texts.4 Kandinsky, Mondrian, and Malevich all read Eduard Schuré’s Les
grands initiés, a grand tour of the great figures of the world’s religions.5

Painters read, or read about, the Corpus Hermeticum, the kabbalah,
Emanuel Swedenborg, Petr Dem’ianovich Uspenskii, and the mystical
writings of Gérard d’Encausse, known as Papus, whose books number
three hundred volumes.6 For some modern artists, abstraction was a
skeleton key to a truth higher than naturalism and beyond mere paint and
canvas. As Rudolf Steiner said, “what appears in painting is a depiction
of something supersensible,” a “revelation of the spiritual world.” Steiner
dismissed mundane interpretations of art, as in this lecture given in 1920:

Generally speaking, what are people’s attitudes toward the arts that
reveal a spiritual world? Very much like that of a dog toward human
speech, actually. The dog hears human speech and presumably sup-
poses it to be a bark. Unless it happens to be a particularly intelli-
gent performing animal, such as the one that excited a lot of interest
some time ago among people who concern themselves with such use-
less tricks, it doesn’t understand the meaning that lies in the sounds.
This is the attitude of human beings toward the arts, which really
speak about the supersensible world we once experienced: We do
not behold in them what they really reveal.7

Painting, from a theosophical perspective, is a remnant of a lost commu-
nication with the spiritual world beyond ordinary vision.

The early abstract painters’ spiritual interests were sidelined by acad-
emic scholarship until the 1970s, when exhibitions such as Perceptions
of the Spirit in Twentieth-Century American Art and later The Spiritual
in Art: Abstract Painting 1890–1985; both exhibitions also revived con-
temporary artists’ interest in the spiritual element in their own work.8 In
my experience The Spiritual in Art remains a watershed work in studio
instruction. (The earlier exhibition Perceptions of the Spirit is not about
abstraction, but rather early to midcentury painting, including West Coast
artists such as Jess and Jay DeFeo.) People are mistaken to say that abstrac-
tion is meaningless. Maurice Tuchman, in an essay titled “Hidden Mean-
ings in Abstract Art” in The Spiritual in Art, states to the contrary that
“an astonishingly high proportion of visual artists working in the past
hundred years” were interested in “spiritual ideas.”9 The question is just
how “astonishingly high” the proportion was, and what else early abstrac-
tion (or abstraction in general) meant.

Some abstract painters, such as Charmion von Wiegand, continued
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their spiritual interests well past World War II, creating a continuous tra-
dition of mystically informed abstraction informed by theosophy and spir-
itualist movements. In 1946 Wiegand read Madame Blavatsky’s Secret
Doctrine, a bible of fin-de-siècle mysticism, and she continued to paint
personal visions of divine truths into her old age (see Figure 28).10 Need-
less to say there are many more abstract painters who can’t be described
as spiritualists, among them Nicolas de Staël, Jackson Pollock, Willem
De Kooning, Phillip Guston, Franz Kline, Pierre Soulages, Frank Stella,
Robert Morris, Jules Olitski, Larry Poons, Sean Scully, Simon Hantaï,
Martin Barré, Antoni Tapies, Cy Twombly, Jean Fautrier, Daniel Buren,
Sam Francis, Joan Mitchell, Helen Frankenthaler, or Ellsworth Kelly. To
understand work like theirs, it is necessary to bring in the many secular
discourses on abstraction and to think differently about the history of
painting, the importance of medium, and the limitations of self-reflex-
ivity. Even within the first generations of international abstraction, mys-
ticism and spirituality provided no unity. It is not always enough just to
look at the paintings: on the surface, some of von Wiegand’s paintings
look like Mondrian’s, but their purposes were worlds apart.

In art history and criticism, the Spiritual in Art exhibition has been
sidelined in favor of the other meanings of abstraction. At least one exhi-
bition was set up as an answer to The Spiritual in Art: it was called The
Non-Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1985–????, and it included mainly
minimalist abstraction. The curator, Kevin Maginnis, wrote that if spir-
itual abstraction works its magic by “silence and alchemy,” his alternate
abstraction would make use of “words and science.” Maginnis is stub-
bornly antitranscendental. “Ornament makes no claim at transcendence,”
he writes, deliberately demoting the high aspirations of the Spiritual in
Art by using the forbidden word “ornament.”11 The Non-Spiritual in Art
is not typical of the scholarship that wants to avoid spirituality, but it
stands for a minority opinion in art practice and a majority opinion in
history and criticism. Steiner’s idea, that painting points to a supersen-
sible reality, is the diametric opposite of the academic understanding of
abstraction. For art history, abstraction is about the society that produced
it and the material and history of painting itself: anything but the “super-
sensible world” that Steiner and some of the early artists thought so much
about. Historians like T.J. Clark do not even use the word “spirituality”
(“religion” would at least sound more reliable): academic conversations
employ the words “transcendental” and “enchantment” instead. That, it
seems to me, is the most sensible way to proceed. Those words do not
beg the question of what is denoted; transcendence has an impeccably
philosophic pedigree, and enchantment hails from psychology rather than
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Fig. 28. Charmion von Wiegand, Gouache #219: The Shrine of Mirror-
Like Wisdom. 1964. Photograph courtesy of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery,
LLC, New York.



theology. The most interesting conversations about modernism’s suspi-
cion of transcendence and the potential for the reemergence or “re-
enchantment” of the world take place in texts that are nearly sealed off
from religious discourse. They do not even appear as religious texts, and
“religion” won’t appear in their indices, but that is the only way forward
when what matters is the art’s meaning in, and for, art history.

(To date the best book on modernism and the renunciation of tran-
scendence is T.J. Clark’s Farewell to an Idea, which provides one of the
two epigraphs for this book. To date the best response to Clark, arguing
for a limited function for “reenchantment,” is Michael Fried’s book
Menzel’s Realism. Fried’s argument turns on just one painting by the
German realist Adolph Menzel, a painting of “a stretch of bare ground
crossed by wooden fences and littered with signs of construction.” Fried
proposes that a “vividly evoked” disenchantment in that scene “turns out
to be a compelling source of fascination, even reenchantment.”Notice the
same word, “re-enchantment,” as appears in Suzi Gablik’s writing, even
though the two are worlds apart: a perfect example of the difficulty of
speaking across the widely scattered discourses on religion in art.)12

If I cast my lot with the “nonspiritualists” it is not because I think
Kandinsky wasn’t spiritually inclined. It is because what gives the art
lasting importance is what it does other than affecting the kinds of spir-
itual communication Kandinsky hoped for. He had elaborate ideas about
his work; he thought, for example, that every acute angle is associated
with a shrill tone, but has anyone read one of Kandinsky’s paintings that
way? There is evidence Kandinsky himself didn’t follow his own rules,
preferring more general interpretations to form-by-form exegeses.13 By
the end of the 20th century, artists had still not decided what spiritual
truths lay beyond painting or exactly how much of religion needed to be
burned away to get at those truths.

A catalogue of modernist attempts to purify religion by unfocusing its
dramas or blending its symbols into abstractions would be as long as the
familiar lists of styles and isms. James Rosen’s Homage to Grünewald,
The Isenheim Altarpiece (1975) is a version of Grünewald’s central panel,
with the St. John and Magdalene blurred. Does the blurring make the
Renaissance original more acceptable as a modern religious image? Jim
Morphesis’s Colmar Variations (1980) is in the shape of Grünewald’s
altarpiece, but it contains nothing but smeared abstract forms. Is that
enough blurring? Writing about Rosen’s painting, John Dillenberger says
“we are psychologically drawn into it in a way the original does not and
cannot do.”14 But if that is the case, why stop there? Why not erase
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Grünewald’s painting altogether, like Morphesis does, or even erase
painting altogether, leaving only the idea? 

In the book of Exodus, Moses asks to see God, and God tells him to
hide in a cleft in the rock. God puts his hand over the cleft, walks by, and
lifts his hand, and Moses sees God’s back. The person who does not look
at God survives, and the one who looks must die. The episode in Exodus
would not make a convincing scene in a movie (How does God put his
hand over the rock while he is walking? What does the divine back look
like?). Even the movie The Ten Commandments avoided it. But it is echoed
in the climactic scene of the movie Raiders of the Lost Ark, where a group
of Nazi soldiers have captured the Ark of the Covenant. They intend to
open it, and they have brought the hero and heroine along and tied them
to a stake. At first they watch, but then as the angels of death emerge from
the Ark, Indiana tells his friend to close her eyes. The Nazis have no such
compunctions and of course they all die. The same idea is secularized in
the movie Twister. In one scene, Jo and Bill spot a tornado, and the sound-
track plays a wordless chorus reminiscent of Carmina Burana to signal
their awe. (Wordless choral music is a traditional signal of the sacred in
a wide range of modernist music and film, from Schönberg’s Moses und
Aron to The Omen.) Jo and Bill hide under a small bridge, and as the
tornado approaches, Jo starts crawling out. “I want to see it,” she says,
but Bill pulls her back and tells her to close her eyes. The tornado passes
overhead, and they survive. The tornadoes in Twister work as religious
objects exactly because their religious significance is never made explicit.
The same camouflaging—light, but sufficient—operates in contemporary
art. The strategy would be to burn away as much of the emblems of reli-
gion as necessary to get at something that is not immediately recogniz-
able as religious, but is—for that same reason—more genuinely religious
than an overt symbol could ever be.

The historian of religion Mircea Eliade calls this “the quest for the
unrecognizable sacred.” He thinks that the “death of God,” announced
in 1880 by Nietzsche, “signifies above all the impossibility of expressing
a religious experience in traditional religious language: in medieval
language for example, or in that of the Counter-Reformation.”15 Eliade’s
idea captures the spirit of Ria’s, Rosen’s, Morphesis’s, and even Kandin-
sky’s enterprise, but I have not used the phrase “quest for the unrecog-
nizable sacred” because even that would sound overblown to some
artists I know. (I don’t know any artists on quests—that is what you
do when you’re after the Holy Grail, or the Ark of the Covenant, or
Noah’s Ark.)
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The idea that the holy must be defaced or camouflaged in order to
reveal itself can be traced to before Eliade, all the way to the ancient
philosopher Plotinus, who thought that religion should be the search for
what he called One (ßν ̂ ν), which exists wholly in itself (§ν ἄλλω), rather
than a collection of rites and rituals.16 For Plotinus every work of art has
something divine in it, but the divine cannot be contained in an image.
His philosophy is nonvisual and even antioptical; he did not agree with
the Stoics and others who identified beauty with symmetry and propor-
tion because he felt that each visible form was only the reflected light of
the One, which he called “the formless.”“This formless form,” he wrote,
“is beautiful as form, beautiful in proportion as we strip away all shape,
even that given in thought to mark the difference between two things . . .
which are beautiful in their difference.” Shape, to Plotinus,“is an impress
from the unshaped,” because “it is the unshaped that produces shape.”17

Beauty, therefore, “must be formless.”18 The eye sees forms because it is
“held by the illuminated object,” but there is also a “medium by which
the eye sees.” Inner light, inner form, is what matters, not outward appear-
ance.19 (Eastern parallels are irresistible. There are incrementally close
parallels to be had in the Kena Upanishad, which distinguishes the eye
from that which permits the eye to see. Its author asserts the difference
between “that which one sees . . . with sight,” and “that with which one
sees sights.”Unlike Plotinus, however, the Upanishad would not have been
known in Europe before the eighteenth century.)20

Plotinus did not write about art, but he had tremendous influence on
Byzantine art, on Renaissance neo-Platonism (with which Michelangelo
was loosely allied), and on modernism.21 An example among many is the
exhibition catalogue called Formless: A User’s Guide, which is concerned
with the heritage of surrealism; it does not mention Plotinus, but it would
be unthinkable without him.22 What has mattered to later generations is
Plotinus’s insistence that the mind approach the invisible, that visible
appearance is not enough, that there is a continuous call to invisibility,
unrepresentability, and the formless.

Kandinsky might have agreed with some of Plotinus’s ideas, especially
the notion of leaving real color and shape behind in favor of the unrepre-
sentable spirit they express. But Ria would not want to describe what she
does in Eliade’s terms, or even in Plotinus’s. Kandinsky comes across as too
literal, too obviously spiritual. Even the word sacred, as in Eliade’s “quest
for the unrecognizable sacred,” is too coarse. The title I chose for this sec-
tion,“burning away religion,” is meant to conjure the feeling that religion
is closed up tight inside its churchly armature. It has to be broken into,
scraped off, burnt away. Saying more than that would be saying too much.
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Let me count down some strategies for finding the heart of a religious
practice as an artist like Ria might imagine it, starting with moves that
leave the religious symbolism largely intact, and ending with those that
render religion into something barely recognizable.

Consider first an elementary part of religious worship, the altar. What
is an altar, in this way of thinking? Not much more than a platform with
an arrangement of objects on top. An altar painting or sculpture could
then be considered as an abstract image. The photographer Ajit Mook-
erjee has taken some unique pictures of altars in rural southern India
that conform to this notion of a stripped-down altar or altar painting. In
one, a village deity is nothing more than an unexpected bulge in the wall,
with two eyes painted on it, as if a face were emerging from the building
itself (See figure 29).23 There is probably no transcultural continuum of
ideas linking Ria with southern Indian altars. What I mean is that the
late 20th-century aesthetic of simplified and partly erased religious forms
found a natural expression in Mookerjee’s choices. (Her book couldn’t
have appeared before the 1960s, in other words, even though simple road-
side altars had been made in India for millennia.) Mookerjee’s pho-
tographs harmonize with the aim of destructions like Ria’s: they show
how altars and church paintings can be as simple as tables, lumps of clay,
and pictures done in rice paste.

A next step would be the dismantling of the church or temple itself.
Again Indian practices provide striking parallels. There are holy men in
southern India who practice a variation on the ancient worship of prana
()ra[, breath) and agni (Aign, sacrificial fire). They sit on the ground inside
a sacred space, which can be limited by nothing more than a few feet of
string.24 The fire itself is given its own enclosure, as if it were an altar
within the sacred space of a church. There is almost nothing left of the
conventional structures of the sacred building, altar, sanctum, and
sanctum sanctorum: in their place are the simplest of distinctions between
the ordinary world and the sacred one—a string boundary around fire,
as fragile and as evocative as the cordon around an artwork.

Another possibility is to search for the sacred outside of churches, in
ordinary life. Since the 19th century, Dutch genre painting has been inter-
preted as a way of representing what is spiritual or sacred in domestic
life. Hegel said as much, although it has proven difficult for even the most
attentive art historians to tease out the subtle religious overtones of
lemons, goblets, rugs, stray dogs, windows glowing in afternoon light, or
women playing spinets.25 Carl Gustav Carus, a friend of the Caspar David
Friedrich’s, said it most concisely: in these images nature is “mysterious
in broad daylight.”26
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Fig. 29. Grama|\-devata\, a village deity. West Bengal, India. c. 1985.
Photo: Priya Mookerjee. From Ajit Mookerjee, Ritual Art of India
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1985), pl. 42.



Consider for instance Frans Francken II’s painting, in which several men
gather at a table in a room full of curiosities (see figure 30).27 Against the
back wall there is a piece of furniture that appears to be an altar, but might
also, in a characteristic double meaning, be a side table. On it are two reli-
gious images, in addition to a cone shell and a whelk, which do not belong
on an altar, and the table or altar has secular paintings all around it.

And what about the table to the right, with the vase? It looks a little
funereal, with the portrait propped against it. Perhaps it is a bier, the kind
of memorial that can still be found in funeral parlors and in people’s
homes during services. But it is not a bier, exactly. Maybe it is what we
would call a coffee table or side table, set up to display the portrait.

The table where the naturalists sit is arranged as it would be in a tra-
ditional Baroque painting of worldly objects, the type called a vanitas
painting. On it is an armillary sphere, used to map the stars, a book, and
a selection of natural wonders. If Francken had just painted this table,
without the “altar” or the “bier,” the painting would have been under-
stood as a vanitas, a message about the transience of worldly things. But
it is more than that, because the various objects also comprise a small
museum—a cabinet of curiosities—in their own right.
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Fig. 30. Frans Francken II, Gallery Interior with Justus Lipsius and
Abraham Ortelins. 1618. Philadelphia, private collection. [P. A. B. Widener
collection]



Altar, side table, funerary arrangement, coffee table, museum: none of
these readings is subtle enough, because the tables are not really altars,
biers, or curiosity cabinets. The painting depicts a collection of art and
curiosities, together with its owners, but that is not quite the whole story.
It is a little museum, but it is a museum with an altarlike table, and a
bierlike table—there just is not any clear way of putting it.

Considering more ordinary interior spaces can further blur the reli-
gious meanings of altarlike furniture. Even common contemporary fur-
niture can refer to religion in a gentle and indirect fashion. I might suppose
the desk in my office is like an altar, but only if I think about it. My com-
puter is front and center, and there is some symmetry to the objects around
it. But the arrangement is only altarlike if I deliberately imagine it that
way, and otherwise the thought never crosses my mind. The nests, files,
and arrays I make of the objects that I own rarely signify anything in
particular. They are very gentle metaphors; if I were pressed to interpret
the way I have arranged my desk, I might realize there is something faintly
religious about it, but life would be unlivable if that association jumped
out at me every day. At the same time, subtle altars abound in our houses
and offices. (That is my principal objection to Turner’s book on women’s
altars: they exist everywhere, just under the level of consciousness.) The
problem for some contemporary artists is how to make the faint perfume
of religion into a theme—how to spell it out without ruining it. A few
contemporary artists use subtle symmetries to evoke religious meanings,
and many more evoke religious meanings without intending to. Like the
quasireligious tornadoes in Twister, contemporary artworks are replete
with religious themes that weren’t thought of as religious at all.

Religious symbols and meanings can be altered, pared away, and finally
evaporated. They can also be burned. Anselm Kiefer’s burned books,
which he has been making since 1969, are the art world’s most famous
examples of charred holy objects. Kiefer has not burned Bibles, exactly,
but he has burned, stained, glued, soaked, and otherwise disfigured a large
number of books. He makes books of photographs and then draws on
them with chalk, paints with oils, covers the images with bitumen, and
adds sand, clay, hair, and lead until the images are nearly, or completely,
destroyed.28 They have been widely imitated. Over the years I have seen
dozens of burned books: it is almost a stage that artists have to go through
if they are interested in books and specifically in the Bible. Last year a
student of mine took sheets of paper on which she had made drawings
and put them in the oven to char them. Then they were soaked in bleach,
dipped in liquid nitrogen, bound into books, and then buried. A few weeks
later she dug them up, untied them, and put the ruined and illegible pages
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up on the wall. Another student gave me a book he had made: a Bible,
encased in a welded iron frame so it can never be opened. It was his way
of thanking me for a class in which I had argued that certain religious
meanings are inaccessible in modern art. Ria’s ungainly mass of poorly
fired clay belongs in this same group. It was ruined as religion before it
was fired, but the firing turned it into a wreck—more or less, I hope, what
she wanted.

Ria’s belief, her faith if she would put it that way, is that there must be
a meaningful portion of older religion trapped inside the dogma, and that
it can be found by discarding the useless practices of organized religion.
But can dogma be burned away, leaving spirituality? Or is it all of a piece?
The meaningful core might be hidden in the fustian trappings, but then
again you might kill something if you burn it. I think Ria was wondering:
can I reject the weekly observance of my parents’ faith, retaining only a
few images, and still keep the essential spirit of the religion? 

This is a problem that has concerned anthropologists, linguists, and
theologians as well as artists. Beginning in the 18th century, shortly before
the origins of the Romantic movement, people began to theorize about
the world’s first religions, and the directions of their theorizing accord
remarkably well with contemporary issues. At one time or another anthro-
pologists have thought that the first religion was pantheism, fetishism,
henotheism (the belief in family gods), ghost worship, and even
monotheism. The 20th-century anthropologist E.E. Evans-Pritchard made
a list of the candidates for the Ur-Religion (the prehistoric, primordial
religion), including “manism, nature-mythism, animism, totemism,
dynamism (mana, &c.), magism, polytheism, and various psychological
states.”29 This search for the Ur-religion spread into linguistics; it was a
concern of the great Sanskrit scholar Friedrich Max Müller, who spent a
lifetime searching for evidence of monotheism in Indian religious writ-
ings. It could be argued that the 18th-century search for primordial forms
of religion survives in the current belief that world religions harbor a
common core of truth. (Every religion espouses the Golden Rule, as we
were told in school.)

Among the post-Romantic explanations of religion are several that
extend the search for the living core into the realm of psychology. Partly
following William James, Evans-Pritchard promoted the idea that religion
is at root a matter of “various psychological states.” Such “emotionalist
explanations” of religion hold that the indispensable element, the pri-
mordial core of religion, is a sense of awe or wonder.30 Other anthro-
pologists have attempted to explain religion as a social phenomenon,
governed by societal conventions, which Émile Durkheim called the mor-
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phologie sociale.31 To the historian of religion Marcel Mauss, Inuit reli-
gion is a function of the season: the cold weather forces people together,
creating the communal life that is essential for religion and promoting a
“continuous religious exaltation.”32 Mauss’s, James’s, and Durkheim’s
social and psychological explanations of religion are another direction
that is compatible with contemporary art, especially because they permit
artists to discard even the transcendental moment and still address their
work to religion.

Before I go on to the fifth and final story, I want to linger a moment to
consider the problem more abstractly. The academic discourse that prefers
talk about transcendence and reenchantment to talk about religion and
belief is compatible with the claim, often made in art history, that con-
temporary art in its most serious and ambitious forms is a matter of the
philosophy and theory of art and visuality. The idea is that religion is
not only beside the point of contemporary art, but that it has actually
become inaccessible to art. The historian Marcelin Pleynet, for example,
has argued that theology is only artificially sustained in art, and that art’s
true source is no longer religion but philosophy.33 A more provocative
formulation is John Berger’s idea that “art object, the ‘work of art’ is
enveloped in an atmosphere of entirely bogus religiosity.” That can mean
two things: either art works are treated with misplaced reverence, or rev-
erence is misplaced when art objects treat religious themes.34 At first it
seems these are separate problems. If an artist makes a sculpture in the
shape of an altarpiece, it might be sacrilegious, or at least religiously incor-
rect, to worship it as if it were an actual altarpiece. But if the same work
is put in a gallery, it will be treated with a respect that can look very much
like reverence, or even worship. The two are aspects of the same problem,
because they are both questions of worship.

Helen Chadwick’s Blood Hyphen (1988) is a typical example. It was
made by opening a ceiling in a church, so that the space divided into a
dark upper portion and a lit lower story.35 She aimed a laser beam at the
floor, where she put a photograph of her own blood. The laser is remi-
niscent of the straight line painted in Renaissance depictions of the
Annunciation: the Holy Spirit travels down the line from God to the
Virgin. The blood is reminiscent of Christ’s blood, and the brilliant upper
floor contrasted against the spectral lower as the light of heaven to the
unilluminated Earth. Even the title, Blood Hyphen, echoes the line, called
a hyphen, between Christ’s first and last wounds—between the circum-
cision and the wound in his side. Chadwick’s piece has the elements of a
sincere religious work, and it was even installed in a church. But knowing
that it was an artwork—it was created for the London Edge International
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Biennale—and knowing that it was not integrated into church services
are enough to throw down a veil between Blood Hyphen and the blood
of the Eucharist.

Is Chadwick’s piece religious? Or would it be better to say it refers to
religion, or uses religious themes, or—in the awkward expression pre-
ferred by art criticism—“references religion”? A good source for consid-
ering this problem is the exhibition called “Contemplations on the
Spiritual” held in Glasgow. Five artists made artworks in and around
churches, chapels, and synagogues. As part of the show Thérèse Chabot
made what she calls “large-scale sacred gardens” in the Garnethill Syna-
gogue and the Glasgow Cathedral, intended to “invite the visitors on a
sort of journey or pilgrimage through various locations allowing them
to reconnect with their inner self.” Doilies, gloves, gauze, and flowers dec-
orated the synagogue, along with a Star of David made of flowers. Alan
Greenberg clothed the pillars of the cathedral cloisters in cotton velvet
and put broken mirrors on the floor of the synagogue lobby. Jeffrey Mon-
grain hung an abstract “stone-like figure” outside the Lady’s Chapel in
the cathedral, and Jo Yarrington replaced stained glass windows with pho-
tographs of hands and parts of women’s bodies.36 The works all refer to
religion, and some seem to conjure a renewed sense of religion; but it is
very difficult to say more. I take it all the artists intended to “speak elo-
quently in sacred spaces,” as the exhibition’s curator says. But there is a
difference between that and discovering, through art, how “venerable spir-
itual traditions touch the contemporary consciousness.” The editor pro-
poses both as the exhibition’s main premise, as if they were equivalent or
at least overlapping. But one is a matter of art referring to religion and
the other is a question of spirituality, which has no necessary connection
to art.37

One way to make progress on this problem is to consider the property
of sacredness, the possession of religious value that causes an object to
be “dedicated” or “set apart.”38 In Table 1, I list three classes of objects
that can be considered as sacred: people, places, and things. In religious
observance, the people might be rabbis, prophets, or shamans; the places
might be temple grounds, altars, or ritual spaces; and the objects might
be books, icons, sacrifices, or liturgical paraphernalia. Notice that this
same schema also works for the art world. In that case the people would
be artists, the places stages, museums, galleries, or installations, and the
objects pictures or sculpture.

This simple arrangement can engender tremendous complexity because
artworks can both symbolize sacredness and be examples of sacred
objects. An image that signifies the sacred might remain secular (for
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example, a picture of a cross in a newspaper) or it might be sacred while
also signifying sacredness (as in an icon of the Madonna). The two modes,
signifying and exemplifying, can mingle. Charmion von Wiegand’s
painting (see plate 28) is at one and the same time a sacred object and an
object that tells us about the sacred. An art object can maintain a certain
distance from sacredness, while at the same time both representing its sub-
ject as if it were sacred and presenting itself as a sacred object. Hence,
the words in the right column of the table reconnect to the left-hand
column, and the entire table turns on itself like a cylinder.

In philosophic terms, that is why it is not quite right to speak of reli-
gion in art, because the artwork and the religious image encompass one
another. This simple fact permits an infinite regression of meaning, so
that the artwork oscillates between being a sacred work of art and a sec-
ular work of the sacred. The postmodernist Victor Taylor has written a
book about contemporary religion and art called Para/Inquiry; he refers
to configurations of doubled and trebled meanings like the ones I am
sketching here as “paralogies,” “pararealities,” “paradiscourses,” “para
Shoahs,” and so forth. “Parasacrality,” he says, is “the ultimate without
centrality, distributed throughout the totality of phrases that comprise
the universe,” and the prefix “para-” itself is “the non-negatable image of
a concept.”39 In a sad, poetic chapter on contemporary cemetery sculp-
ture, Taylor considers sculptures of women with anchors (see figure 31).
The anchor is a traditional symbol of religious faith because it reminds
viewers that the body is anchored to the world even while the spirit looks
upward; and because faith is itself an anchor, fixing the soul in place.
Taylor says some of these figures appear content, and others anguished.
The result is an “aporia,” a state of indecision, a “rupturing of intelligi-
bility.”40 The sculpted women are “liminal”: caught between one state
and the next, one world and the next—and caught, too, between the old
faiths and the empty form of those faiths:
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Table 1. Comparison of Sacredness in Religious Observance and in Art

Sacred object Religious examples Artistic examples

A person rabbi, artist
shaman

A place locus, gallery,
temple ground installation

A thing text, icon, picture,
sacrifice sculpture



The figures are in transition from the body to the spirit, and neither
expression—contentment, anguish—seems adequate to the resolu-
tion of the perpetual liminality here presented. The parasacrality of
the cemetery emerges within this inadequacy as an aporia and an
anguish over the step, the transition to the beyond.41

Taylor attempts to pin down the elusive feeling of abstracted, deferred
sacredness in contemporary culture; it is a pervasive form of the same
cylindrical conundrum of references I just explored. Given the entangle-
ment of signification and exemplification, it can become hard to describe
the religious (or “para-religious” or quasireligious) meanings of art
directly or even clearly.
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Postmodern Religion and Culture (London: Routledge, 2000).



Perhaps the impetus toward abstraction has been taken farthest by the
artist Bill Viola. One of his projects involved recording the ambient sound
inside the Duomo in Florence. Viola has said he was not interested in
Catholicism, but in the hollowness of the sacred space. “It impressed me,”
he observed, “that regardless of one’s religious beliefs, the enormous res-
onant stone halls of the medieval cathedrals have an undeniable effect
on the inner state of the viewer.”42 Viola is a religious person, a practicing
Buddhist with interests in Sufism, Christian mysticism, and Zen. But what,
exactly, is religious about recordings of the ambient noise of cathedrals?
It is a question no one quite knows how to answer.
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Icome now to Joel’s story (he is the student who made
hundreds of pictures of an odd-looking heartlike object). Joel was
really in the process of discovering a faith for himself, even though he

did not even think of it in those terms. It could seem that artists like Betye
Saar and Rose Frances are doing the same when they make altars, but I
think projects like Joel’s are fundamentally different because they are not
conceived as religious projects at all.

Joel’s work did not belong to any religion, it’s true: more important,
he did not understand it as religious or spiritual in any way. The reason
I think it makes sense to speak of his work as religious is that it occupied
some of the same places in his life that religion does in other people’s
lives. His heart shape was his constant companion, his solace, his obses-
sion. It is Joel, even more than Ria, who exemplifies the place of religion
in contemporary art.

Joel’s work is also part of a history, although this time it’s a history
that apparently has nothing to do with religion. It is, I think, primarily
the history of surrealism, woven together with the concept of the 
sublime.

Thomas Weiskel, a literary critic, describes the sublime as an essen-
tially transcendental idea. (Weiskel is, in this respect, very much a part of
the academic discourse that cleaves to words like “transcendence.” In this
case, the word is also appropriate because it is part of the history of the
sublime.) The sublime has to do, Weiskel says, with finding something
beyond the world as we experience it, something transmundane:

The essential claim of the sublime is that man can, in feeling and
speech, transcend the human. What, if anything, lies beyond the
human—God or the gods, the dæmon or Nature—is matter for
great disagreement.1

Joel’s Story Explained:
Unconscious Religion



In the last three decades of the 20th century there was considerable
interest in the sublime and its sister concept, the beautiful; in the 1990s
every few months saw a new exhibition, essay, or book.2 In academic
writing the sublime remains near the center of discussions in literary
theory, aesthetics, and art criticism.

The sublime is—among many other things—an opportunity for
writers in the largely secular culture of the art world to speak about con-
cepts that used to be studied only by theologians. Historically speaking,
the proper venue of the sublime was Romantic painting and poetry.
Friedrich’s mountain ranges and bottomless abysses, his rainbows that
seem to stretch forever from one end to the other, and his placid oceans
that mirror scarlet sunsets: all that was directly and obviously sublime.

As time passed, those grand gestures began to seem unconvincing, and
some 20th-century landscape painters tempered the scale of their sublime
objects. They preferred cloud banks hiding distant views, and they muted
the Romantics’ blazing sunsets to evocative grays and roses. The volca-
noes, primeval forests, icebergs, Niagaras, and deserts of early- and mid-
19th-century Romantic painting gave way to more intimate and
ambiguous views. Hedgerows hid views of the open prairie (in Blakelock,
and before him in Inness); scattered backyards took the place of garden
vistas (in Menzel, and earlier in David); small copses of trees substituted
for an ancient oak forests (in Théodore Rousseau, and before him in
Courbet). Those retrenchments, it could be said, mirrored changes in the
philosophy of the sublime, from the full-blown Romantic concept to a
more pessimistic or tentative version.

Neil Hertz, another literacy critic, has emphasized the “end of the line”
quality of what he calls the “postmodern sublime”: the sublime, he says,
occupies a place at the end of thought, where thinking itself is nearly
extinguished. Hertz illustrates his point using a painting by Gustave
Courbet, depicting a stream flowing out of a cave (see figure 32).3 The
subject is starkly different from Friedrich’s endless plains and panoramas
because the view is cut off, ambiguously, by the mouth of the cave. In
place of the thrilling infinity of Friedrich’s paintings there is an uninviting
darkness: possibly, therefore, a different kind of sublime.

Hertz considers the rocky stream bed and imagines places where a
person might stand. He doesn’t say that a view should imagine a stroll
into the painting—that would be too literal an approach, one that doesn’t
pay attention to the fact that this is, after all, a painting—but he acknowl-
edges that a viewer’s eye is naturally attracted to stable places, places
where, if this were real life, a person might stand. The rocks in the stream
bed attract the eyes for that reason. In a more abstract vein, we can
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imagine ourselves as those rocks, in the sense that the rocks “stand” in
midstream and have a “view” into the cave mouth.

As he stands in front of the picture, Hertz occupies the position that
Courbet once occupied when he painted it; and so, borrowing an expres-
sion from the art historian Michael Fried, Hertz calls his point of view
the “painter-beholder.” When he identifies himself with a position inside
the picture—a rock, in this case—he then becomes a “painter-beholder
in the picture.”4 The relation between the real viewer, outside the painting,
and the focal point provided by the rocks can be depicted as shown in
Diagram 3.

What interests Hertz is the way that the two viewers, the real one and
the imaginary one “inside” the picture, form a pair. As “painter-beholder,”
Hertz drifts back and forth in imagination from his actual place outside
the picture to his place inside the picture. An actual viewer will not always
keep the difference firmly in mind; you don’t always remind yourself that
you’re in a museum looking at a painting, sometimes you just drift, more
or less consciously, into the painting.

Within the painting, there is another pair: the darkness of the rock
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Fig. 32. Gustave Courbet, La Grotte de la Loue. 1864. Washington,
National Gallery of Art. Gift of Charles L. Lindemann, 1957.6.1.



and the darkness of the water. That pair mirrors the one formed by the
viewer in front of the painting and the imaginary viewer, or viewing place,
inside the painting. The second pair, the one within the painting, is
shadowy and hard to keep in mind. The painted water and painted rock
are dark and very much alike, and so is the difference between the
“painter-beholder” and the “painter-beholder in the picture.” This is a
form of the postmodern sublime because there is no way to escape wholly
into the picture, as there sometimes was in Romantic paintings. Instead
the viewer is caught in a dead-end meditation on the impossibility of
escaping.

This analysis has affinities to religious thought. Hertz’s account answers
a specific desire: to occupy and articulate, as far as possible, a place at
the end of thought. Not all thought reaches its extinction in this beau-
tiful, outlandish fashion. But for Hertz, Weiskel, and some other critics,
the postmodern sublime is alluring because it fails: it offers no infinite
vistas, only dark caves and black walls of paint. The postmodern sub-
lime is a place where the exhausted mind digs among the last shards and
fragments of meaning that might point toward something transcendental,
even if pure transcendence, real sublimity, remains out of sight.5

I’ve elaborated Hertz’s model somewhat and made it stand for a longer
history than he intended. The postmodern sublime has become a cottage
industry in literary criticism, and there are dozens of books on the sub-
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ject that treat it in sometimes very different ways.6 What I am extracting
here is an emblematic moment in which the sublime is said to break down.
The postmodern sublime experience ends in uncertainty rather than in
pleasure, and it turns our thoughts back on themselves instead of freeing
them—as Kant said—to measure themselves against the infinite.

An example of recent artwork that draws on this sense of the post-
modern sublime is Tacita Dean, especially her Disappearance at Sea II,
one of two films made inside the light of a lighthouse (see figure 33). In
one version of the film, the lighthouse bulb is visible and so is the sunset
on a distant coast. At one point the light from the lighthouse gently illu-
minates the far shore. The films are about an amateur sailor named
Donald Crowhurst, who disappeared during an attempt to sail around
the world in 1968. Dean’s films draw on the postmodern sublime in very
much the sense that Hertz proposes, in that they look out into a feature-
less ocean and give nothing secure in return. As in Courbet’s painting, we
are asked to look into, or at, an unrewarding stretch of blank ocean and
to imagine our place, or lack of place, in such a landscape.

Disappearance at Sea II is an austere and cold artwork, in contrast to
the actual story of Crowhurst, which was reported in the best-seller The
Strange Last Voyage of Donald Crowhurst. In real life Crowhurst sailed
back and forth in the south Atlantic, instead of heading for the Cape of
Good Hope like the other sailors in the race. Slowly, as the months
dragged on, he formed the plan of rejoining the racers as they completed
their trip around the world and sailing back into England in triumph. To
do that he had to lie about his position, claiming he was in the Indian
Ocean when he was still zigzagging across the south Atlantic. The waiting,
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the isolation, and the strain of his elaborate lies wore him down, and even-
tually he had a psychotic break. A journal he kept, called Philosophy,
records his strange fantasies. The journal was recovered when his boat
was found. Crowhurst himself had disappeared, and it was assumed he
had drowned himself. In his final days, Crowhurst had argued himself
into a state of mind in which he could become God. The entries are some-
times pathetic, especially when he seems to be reasoning with himself
about the “game” he was playing: “Reason for game unsure. If game to
put everything back? Where is back?”7

Dean has been fascinated by Crowhurst for a number of years, and
she has also documented the boat itself, which lies rotting near a beach
on Cayman Brac in the Caribbean.8 The contrast between Crowhurst’s
diary and Dean’s films and photographs is a litmus test of the strengths
and limitations of the postmodern sublime. Disappearance at Sea II is
ravishing, mysterious, quiet, hypnotic, and very, very simple, and Dean’s
book, Teignmouth Electron (the name of Crowhurst’s boat) is austere
and meditative. Crowhurst’s diaries are entirely different. He was not an
especially good writer or thinker, and his reflections before his insanity
are frequently dull and self-absorbed. He is also funny, pathetic, messy,
and even, in his final psychosis, boring. Sublime art, including its post-
modern varieties, pays a high price for its ecstatic view of the world: it
leaves out all the world’s bumps and politely ignores its low comedy.
Dean’s film is moving and supremely well controlled: inhuman, in a sense.
Looking at Disappearance at Sea II, it would be hard to guess why
Crowhurst has become something of a folk hero.

Not all contemporary writers who want to revive the sublime think as
Hertz does, and there is a large literature on the old-fashioned Romantic
sublime. But the disappointment and the modesty of Hertz’s and Weiskel’s
sublime is in tune with the moment. When the sublime is revived in all
its old-fashioned glory, the result is “starving artist” paintings, the ones
with the rainbow colors and tiny awestruck figures standing on precipices
looking out at exaggerated Grand Canyons with rainbows erupting vol-
canoes in the background. To keep the Romantic sublime from choking
on its own luxurious diet, it seems necessary to narrow its scope and
keep it terse.

There are as many kinds of postmodern sublime in painting. Ed Ruscha
has painted sublime, Albert Bierstadt–style mountains, stenciled with slo-
gans that deflate their sublime potential. They are funny, terse, ironic, and
sublime in a postmodern sense. Joel’s funny-looking heart shape is not
impressive like Ruscha’s mountains, or austere like Dean’s video, but it is
a similarly reduced sublime. It is all Joel could manage, all he needed.
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Anything more demonstrative or optimistic would have seemed like false
trumpeting, but anything less evocative or enchanting would have seemed
flat. The little hearts are sublime—but they are a weakened and tentative
sublime: a postmodern sublime.

The sublime comprises a more intricate history than I can recount here;
there is still no adequate book on its history. To describe surrealism, the
other component of the intellectual history that leads to Joel’s work, I
need to return to Hegel. In the Aesthetics, published in 1831, Hegel divides
art into three phrases: symbolic, classical, and romantic. The first stage
produced images of gods that are monstrous, obscure, and unpredictable,
such as non-Western animal gods and totems. The second, classical phase
replaced the arbitrary symbolic forms with perfectly realized human
forms, as in Greek and Roman art. In the third phase, the romantic, art
became thoroughly infused with spirit and no longer needed the confining
symbolic forms of animal-shaped or anthropomorphic gods.

Hegel subdivides the first, symbolic phase into three subsidiary phases:

• In the first stage of symbolic art, no one perceives a discord
between the symbolic shape and the idea: the elephant-shaped
Ganesha is simply accepted for what it is and taken as a benefi-
cent deity.

• The second stage, Hegel says, is the sublime: people are bewil-
dered and astonished by the appearance of the divine. There is a
revelation that the divine, the absolute as Hegel calls it, is inac-
cessible, but can be understood through the symbolic form. The
Shiva lingam, with its disputed iconography, would be an aptly
Hegelian example.9

• In the third stage people understand that the symbolic shape is
arbitrary, but they accept it because they realize no symbol can
be adequate to their idea. The Jain sauvastika (see plate 24) would
be an example: it is a nonrepresentational symbol and is known
to be such.

Hegel’s idea is that art moved through the symbolic and into the
romantic phase, where artists from Francken and Friedrich to Ria work
by creating fluid images of divinity without awkward fixed symbols. But
not all art took that path. Some remained behind. In Hegel’s terms,
Picasso’s interest in African and Oceanic masks would be an example of
a reversion to symbolic art. The most important modernist example of
Hegel’s symbolic art would be surrealism, where as Besançon puts it, art
“offers itself as a religious object in quest of an enigmatic content.”10
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From the perspective of a Hegelian schema, surrealism largely remains
within the symbolic phase. Joel’s odd heart shape is a perfect and typical
example of an “obscure” and “monstrous” object (two of Hegel’s favorite
words). The heart shape points darkly to something beyond itself, an idea
so wonderful and otherworldly that it can only be represented by a weird
invented shape. Whatever Joel was thinking of, it was not a heart-shaped
idea. His hundred false hearts move back and forth among Hegel’s three
stages of symbolic art: at one moment their obscurity is just right (the
first stage); then they light up with incandescent strangeness (the second,
sublime moment); and then they seem hopelessly inadequate to whatever
Joel might have been thinking (the third phase).

Surrealism and the sublime are two links in a chain that tether Joel’s
work to the history and philosophy of art. He was attracted to his funny-
looking heart objects because abstractions, landscapes, and other kinds
of painting didn’t seem expressive enough. That is a fundamentally sur-
realist concern, and it can be elucidated with the help of Hegel and the
sublime.

Other artists akin to Joel take surrealism, “symbolic art,” and the sub-
lime in other directions, especially toward sexuality and medicine. In con-
temporary art, pictures of the body (including hearts) and of sex are
infused with meaning that they did not have in the 19th century. It is not
easy to measure the effect, but it is telling that one of the principal pre-
occupations of academic art history has become the study of gender and
sexuality in art. At one extreme, sexuality and gender can become cen-
tral to the work, and even take on some of the meanings that were once
the province of religion. Dave Hickey, an art critic, illustrates an essay
about the new sense of beauty with photographs from Robert Map-
plethorpe’s X Portfolio, the most explicit and violent pictures Map-
plethorpe ever made. Power, in these images, is centered on sexuality.

The photographer Joel-Peter Witkin is another example. He says that
what he is after in his photographs of circus freaks, fetuses, cadavers,
and congenital deformities is a sense of sexuality that approaches the
sacred. By avoiding normalcy he hopes to approach an inner, mystical rev-
elation of the sacredness at the center of human life. It is essential to his
project that he avoids institutional religion. One of his photographs is of
a penitente, a group in New Mexico who practices crucifixions. Other
photographs show sadomasochistic scenes that are christological in tenor;
but Witkin only makes religious images when he is emulating Old Master
paintings, never when he is after a sense of the sacredness of sexual life.
(Witkin is also a good example of the idea of cracking the shell of reli-
gion to reveal the true spirituality hidden inside it.) As Witkin puts it,“the
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sacred appears … linked to the erotically profane.”11 The garish excesses
and perversities in his photographs are presented in a gorgeous elaborate
arrangement and printed in fastidious, old-fashioned ways, as if the
strength of his “sacred” subject matter requires an equally powerful tech-
nical polish.12

Even at this extreme, where distortions of normalcy are taken to harbor
hidden meaning, there is a connection with Joel’s hearts. I don’t think his
paintings of the little heart are sexual, but they are sensual, full-blooded,
and ripe. There is something a bit obscene about them. They don’t dis-
guise the fact that they are organs. His work is also similar to contem-
porary artworks that are based on biology texts. Such art uses internal
organs, microorganisms, worms, and microscopic organelles as inspira-
tion. Other students of mine have made paintings based on photographs
of organs, histological samples, sperm and eggs, and cell division. This
particular interest in biology can be traced to the late 19th-century painter
Odilon Redon, who admired microscopic forms. In the 1940s Barnett
Newman painted and drew a series of pictures showing seed pods, rhi-
zomes, and underground growth. Newman was following interests devel-
oped by surrealists such as Jindrich Styrsky and Max Ernst. After the
1960s such work would become commonplace.

Sexuality, biology, and the spiritual have been mixed now for at least
a century. In 2000, a student of mine made a video of herself smoothing
and caressing her friend’s placenta in the hospital.13 In the video, she slides
the placenta back and forth across a steel hospital cart, while her friend
watches from a bed in the background. There is no voice-over, just
ambient sounds. Toward the end her friend says, “I think that’s enough
now.” The video was surprising, to say the least, but it was also quiet
and reverential and wholly compatible with the genealogies I have been
sketching.

Joel’s work had affinities with the historical lineages of the sublime, of
surrealism, and of the revelatory body. He was, I think, unaware of those
connections, although he could easily have utilized them. But he was also
unaware that they were the components of an unconscious religious prac-
tice. He certainly would have denied any spiritual or religious purpose in
his work. His little heart shapes seemed “introverted, anti-artistic, anti-
intellectual, apolitical, sentimental, dualistic, ascetic, and in many ways
masochistic,” as Michael Stoeber has said of the late medieval mystic
Meister Ekhart.14 He was—and perhaps still is—a truly religious artist.
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Iwant to bring this little book to an end by proposing some ideas and
words that can help give voice to art like Joel’s and Ria’s. Rehema’s
NRM-inspired art already has a flourishing vocabulary, and Kim’s

religious work and Brian’s antireligious work have all of religious dis-
course on which to draw. But for artists like Joel and Ria it seems there
is no acceptable way of talking about what makes the work religious or
spiritual. At the beginning of this book I said my principal purpose is to
write in such a way that people on the far ends of the question of reli-
gion and art might be able to read without taking offense or feeling
irreparably misrepresented. My second aim is to find words to help
younger artists and their teachers speak about religious meanings. This
section is meant to make a start in that direction by introducing just a
few words and theories that I have found helpful in talking to artists.

In a sense many of the ideas I have explored in this book could be
used to coax conversations about spirituality from reticent artists and
teachers. The sublime and postmodern sublime are useful concepts, based
as they are on an acceptably secular discourse inaugurated by Kant. Sur-
realism, in the particular way that I have described it, is also helpful. It
too can be a way of bringing up religious ideas without straying into
theology. Still, it would be best to have words that are indigenously
religious.

The word numinous is an interesting candidate, and it may be the
closest to a one-word definition of the spirituality that informs some cur-
rent visual art. It means the sudden, overwhelming, and nonverbal pres-
ence of the godhead, surpassing all comprehension or understanding:
the immediate revelation of holiness.1 The word was coined by the Protes-
tant theologian Rudolf Otto in an important book called The Idea of
the Holy, which was an attempt to blend Kant’s philosophy with Otto’s
conviction that the heart of religion is a nonverbal experience. The Idea
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of the Holy is the most concerted meditation on the idea that religion has
to be excavated, as in Ria’s art, to access what matters; and Otto is one
of the best modern thinkers on the idea that whatever counts as truly spir-
itual cannot possibly have an adequate name.

Mysticism itself is another concept that can occasionally be used
without damaging conversations about art. Mysticism has tended to assert
itself in periods when there is a sense that organized religion is ossifying
or becoming decadent, and ours is conceivably such a period. Art is mys-
tical, properly speaking, when it involves an intimate, personal, or private
connection with something transcendental.2 This is the classic definition
of mysticism: a mystic mistrusts rationality and depends on assertion, as
Joel did. Mysticism is also close to spirituality as I defined it at the begin-
ning: mysticism is concerned with an intimate and incommunicable expe-
rience of transcendence. With the remnant of religious experience,
Renaissance mystic Jakob Böhme is an eloquent example of the inelo-
quence of mysticism. His books can be read as a failed but lifelong attempt
to describe his own intense and sudden experience of God, which hap-
pened one day when he was at work. In Aurora and other books, that
initial revelation unfolds but remains essentially dark and inadequately
explained.3 Lessons could be taken from Böhme on how personal, spiri-
tual elements in art can be talked around, but never at or even through.

The numinous and mysticism can be helpful concepts, but in my expe-
rience they are both tainted by their association with the major Western
religions. I have talked to artists who have shied away from them because
they sound too serious or institutional. The best option, I think, is to find
concepts that are at once religious and also removed from recognizable
affinities with organized religion.

There is some talk of atheism and agnosticism in the art world, but I
find those labels are inappropriate. Few contemporary artists who avoid
thinking about religion are rationalists like the 18th-century Deists or the
19th-century atheists, and there is little impetus among artists I have
known to discard revelation in favor of logic. Though people who are not
affiliated with religious groups like to call themselves agnostics, few follow
Thomas Huxley’s original definition of agnosticism, according to which
one must not assert something unless there is “evidence” that will “logi-
cally” support it. Huxley was a determined rationalist, declaring that
agnostics must “deny and repudiate” the “immoral” doctrine that people
should believe certain things “without logically satisfactory evidence.”4

Nor would any nonreligious artists I know bother with refuting the three
medieval proofs of God’s existence.5

It may seem the optimal solution is to remain silent about what is tran-
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scendent. Weiskel said as much in the passage I quoted, and more famous
writers from St. Augustine to Wittgenstein have proposed similar solu-
tions. Art aside, this answer makes good sense. The only reason I am not
content with it is that the subject here is conversation and the possibility
of extending and altering conversations about art. With that in mind I
propose the best answer I know, apophatic or negative theology (theologia
apophatike).6 It was inaugurated by the so-called Dionysius Are-
opagiticus, whose Mystical Theology finds God—or rather, finds what
God is not—by paring away positive attributes and their opposites until
nothing remains except an unknowable negative term.7 Every affirma-
tion, kataphasis, can be undermined, in this mode of reasoning, by an
apophasis. The result is a way of thinking that refuses to remain silent
about what is transcendent. It also refuses to accept any division between
what can be said (for example, God is in heaven) and what cannot be said
(that God has such-and-such an appearance).8 The division itself is broken
down by apophatic reasoning, because the apophatic writer refuses both
the sayable and the unsayable. The result is an evanescent state of mind:
the sense of not knowing, and not knowing what is not known, has to
be continuously renewed by fresh doubt. It is a magnificent way of
thinking—really, trying not to think—and it can have tremendous appeal
for people who are uncomfortable saying anything about religion or even
transcendence.

Negative theology has been reinvented in various times and places that
at first seem unrelated. The poet Czeslaw Milosz reports that in 19th-cen-
tury Russia there was a sect of “hole worshipers,” people who drilled
holes in their walls and prayed to them, repeating the words “My sacred
hole, my sacred hut.”9 In hole worship the image or cult statue was
replaced by “negative space” or perfect absence. A third starting point
for negative theology is Gnosticism, and in particular the Gnostic con-
cept of the “alien god,” the absent “Other.” (Gnosticism is the origin of
the notion of the “Other” that is widely employed in contemporary phi-
losophy of religion.) In Gnosticism, the “alien god” is permanently hidden
from the world and can only be known by negative attributes.10

It would also be possible to explore negative theology beginning with
Indian texts. In the Upanishads, “negative dialectics” (neit neit, neti neti)
is the method of invoking the holy by continuously negating whatever
proposals might be made about it.11 In the Kena Upanishad, the speaker
is concerned at first to say what Brahman (the divinity) is not: “The eye
does not go there,” he cautions, “nor speech, nor mind.”12 The Brahman
is said to be neti neti, meaning for example neither form nor formless-
ness, but a third, unnamed, principle that does not admit contradiction.
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Neti neti is bhedad-anyah medad y “other than difference.” In the
Upanishads, the Brahman is ultimately nirgun. ( ingu[, devoid of all qual-
ities).13 There are various apophatic or negative paths in the Upanishads.
The Mandukya Upanishad proposes four stages to consciousness. The
fourth is the one that “does not perceive the internal, does not perceive
the external, does not perceive them both; and it is not a lump of con-
sciousness—it is neither a consciousness nor its absence.”Natalia Isayeva,
who has made one of the closest studies of this four-stage path of con-
sciousness, proposes that the final stage is like a “vibration,”a “pulsation”
(spanda, sphutarra) that “gradually condenses and darkens in its descent”
and comprises the “foundation for the evolution of the world”: in other
words, the highest state of consciousness is a kind of shimmering that
provides the energy and form for understanding everything else.14 It is
the apotheosis of apophatic thinking.

All these strands—Greek negative theology, the Gnostic alien god,
Russian hole worship, Indian negative dialectics—can be read apart or
together to elucidate practices that would otherwise go unnoticed and
unnamed. In apophatic theology a central metaphor in negative theology
is the biblical story of Jacob’s ladder. As Jacob sleeps, he sees angels
climbing up and down a ladder that stretches up to heaven. Angels coming
down are like metaphors for God, such as Goodness,Virtue, and so forth,
and angels climbing up are like hypotheses about God stripped away one
after another. Dionysius says that knowledge of God has to follow the
departing angels because reason and understanding desert us when we
look toward God:

Ascending, we say, that It is neither soul, nor mind, nor has imagi-
nation, or opinion, or reason, or conception; that It is neither
expressed, nor conceived; It is neither number, nor order, nor great-
ness, nor littleness . . . nor has power, nor is power . . . neither lives,
nor is life . . . nor Spirit . . . nor Sonship, nor Paternity; nor any other
thing that we can know . . . nor any non-existing nor existing things,
nor do things existing know It, as It is; nor does It know existing
things . . .15

To think about “It” is to enter into the “brilliant” or “mystic gloom”
of the agnosia, the state of absolute, helpless unknowing. Dionysius’s bril-
liant gloom is the ancient source for the popular account in the 14th-cen-
tury text known as The Mysticism of the Cloud of Unknowing.16 The
Jacob’s ladder metaphor and the chain of apophatic and kataphatic judg-

108 On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art



ments are interesting models for certain moments in modernism that
depend on successive negations of earlier positions. Without pushing the
parallel, I would suggest that the dissolution of the art object in concep-
tual art and the progressive narrowing and literalization of the object in
minimalism have more than a passing resemblance to the long Western
history of restrictive negative judgments. I hasten to add that apophatic
theology is not a model for explaining minimalism or conceptual art, both
of which have well-developed discourses and are not in need of such broad
and speculative explanatory schemes. But the wider cultural affinities of
practices such as minimalism and postminimalism may become relevant
when it is a matter of finding words to link fields as large, and as deeply
rooted in history, as “art” and “religion.”

Inevitably there are postmodern complications of negative theology.
Mark C. Taylor meditates on “something like a nonnegative negative the-
ology that nonetheless is not positive.”17 More logically, he follows the
French writer Maurice Blanchot in thinking that the best way to name God
is to imagine Him as a “failure of language.” In that case, “the ‘name’ of
this failure is the unnamable and the pseudonym of the unnamable is
‘God.’ ” Or, in Blanchot’s words, “The name God signifies not only that
what is named by this name does not belong to language in which this
name intervenes, but that this name, in a manner difficult to determine,
would still be part of language even if the name were set aside.”18 That
may seem hopelessly abstract, but it is only the result of taking people like
Dionysius seriously. If God is whatever cannot be named when everything
else can be, then God must be similar to what Blanchot and Taylor
describe.

I think these terms or others like them are necessary if we are going to
begin talking seriously about religion in current art. On the other hand,
it is just as important that we don’t plunge into a lugubrious discourse
about absences and failures of language. At the end of his book on art
and religion, Taylor reproduces ones of Anselm Kiefer’s altered pho-
tographs, showing a desert (see figure 34). The photo has been over-
painted and stained, and a small string noose hangs from the top edge.
A desert road crosses the composition. Taylor writes:

On the far side, the Way disappears into, or appears out of, a van-
ishing point. On the near side, the Way fades into a void. No one
follows this way. The desert is deserted—completely deserted. There
is no resurrexit here or elsewhere. Only Ash . . . Ash . . . Ash . . . Night
. . . Night-and-night.19
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Fig. 34. Anselm Kiefer, Flight from Egypt. 1984–85. Museum of Modern
Art. The Denise and Andrew Saul Fund (117.86). © Digital Image © The
Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA / Art Resource, NY.



The rhetoric of disappearance, endings, and vitiated resurrection is jus-
tified to some degree by the image. But Taylor turns the image’s clear sym-
bols into a paean for hopelessness:

To be opened by the tears of art is to suffer a wound that never heals.
“This experience,” Blanchot explains, “is the experience of Art.
Art—as images, as words, and as rhythm—indicates the menacing
proximity of a vague and empty outside, a neuter existence, null,
without limit, sordid absence, a suffocating condensation where
being ceaselessly perpetuates itself as nothingness.”

The end of art: Desert . . . Desertion . . . The errant immensity of
an eternity gone astray is the desert in which we are destined to err
endlessly.20

It is true that Kiefer’s picture is immoderately apocalyptic. The desert is
bleak, and the road (Taylor’s “Way”) does fade into “a void,” if only
because the print has been overexposed. The streaks of paint are flat and
affectless, and the poison pool that replaces the glowing Heavens is cor-
uscatingly gorgeous. The picture practically yells despair.

The question I would ask of Kiefer’s work and Taylor’s meditations
on postmodern faith is their difficulty. If this is an image of inescapable
despair, why is it so lovely? If these ideas are at the end of the line of
religious thinking and depend on difficult texts by Jacques Derrida,
Emmanuel Levinas, Maurice Blanchot, and Edmond Jabès, then why is
the writing so fluent, so pretty? The ease of the prose and the fluency of
the image making are not commensurate with the difficulty of the ideas.
In fact a number of other painters made similar pictures before Kiefer.
Max von Moos’s Götterdämmerung (Twilight of the Gods, 1959) is an
apocalyptic landscape in which the heavens spill down on a ruined
earth.21 Von Moos splashed and smeared his paint just as Kiefer did; his
picture is just as much disillusioned with ordinary brushwork and just as
enamored of empty landscape. Götterdämmerung is also a lovely image
because it is easy to make images of lovely desolation using chemical
spills—Sigmar Polke is another example.22 The experience of despair and
the impossibility of redemption are anguishing, and they are not well
served by texts or images that are this easy, this decorative.

I take Taylor as an example of what is called postmodern theology
because he applies his thought to painting, but he is only one of a number
of writers who have reformulated negative theology to fit it to contem-
porary poststructural religious criticism. There have been studies of
Jacques Lacan’s theology and a number of books on Derrida’s relation to
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religion, including books by Derrida himself.23 John Caputo has written
extensively on the possibility of a poststructuralist sense of religion.24 If
I don’t follow these paths, it is because none has so far had much effect
on contemporary discourse on art. Some of the most important thinking
on religion is taking place in such venues, but it does not represent the
current state of visual art outside a narrow university culture.25 What-
ever visual art will be eventually judged to best embody the state of the-
ology at the beginning of the 21st century, I doubt it will be Kiefer’s,
Pohlke’s, or von Moos’s. So I will close instead with an example from a
very different corner of culture.

The critic Slavoj Zizek, whom I quoted on the subject of Marx’s Com-
munist Manifesto, has a quirky and brilliant analysis of the Japanese
hand-held electronic game called the tamagotchi, which was popular in
the 1990s (see figure 35). Each tamagotchi had a little screen showing an
imaginary pet. By pressing buttons the electronic animal could be fed,
entertained, and exercised. The animal could also signal it was hungry or
thirsty, or wanted to play. If the wrong buttons were pressed, or the owner
ignored the animal’s entreaties, it would die. Zizek says that “God Him-
self is the ultimate tamagotchi, fabricated by our Unconscious and bom-
barding us with inexorable demands.” Tamagotchi, he thinks, is a “purely
virtual” entity that 

lays bare the mechanism of the believer’s dialogue with God. . . . The
charm of this solution resides in the fact that (what traditional ethics
regarded as) the highest expression of your humanity—the com-
passionate need to take care of another living being—is treated as
a dirty idiosyncratic pathology which should be satisfied in private,
without bothering your actual fellow beings.26

It goes without saying that tamagotchi is a form of art: popular art,
certainly, but still art: a little hand-held interactive movie, to be precise.
Zizek’s outrageous analysis shows just how far it is necessary to go—
around the world, literally and theologically—to reconnect art and reli-
gion. But if I have to talk about the tamagotchi to begin a conversation
about art and religion, I will be glad to try.
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Fig. 35. Tamagotchis. Top: four tamagotchi. Top right: white/orange Mesut-
chi (Bunkotchi with Tsubutchi); top left: white/green Osutchi (Bunbutchi
with Tsubutchi); bottom left: yellow/black P2 (Mimitchi); bottom right:
clear blue P1 (Ginjirotchi). Bottom: the “life cycle” of a tamagotchi (Ocean
Tama, U.S. version). 1998. Photo and graphic courtesy of H. Kat Edelin.





It has been a curious experience, writing this little book.
Now that I am finished, my thoughts turn back to my day job and the
many things I have to do—write lectures, teach classes, finish essays.

As I think of those responsibilities, I realize none has anything to do with
religion or spirituality. A university in California has invited me to talk
about science and art; another has proposed the subject of the future of
museums. My teaching for the coming year covers the usual issues of con-
temporary art—visual theory, methods of writing art history, postmin-
imalism. Religion has nothing to do with them, and I won’t be surprised
if I don’t mention religion even once during the course of the year. Clearly
there is something wrong with that situation. Religion is so much a part
of life, so intimately entangled with everything we think and do, that it
seems absurd it does not have a place in talk about contemporary art.

I have tried to show why committed, engaged, ambitious, informed
art does not mix with dedicated, serious, thoughtful, heartfelt religion.
Wherever the two meet, one wrecks the other. Modern spirituality and
contemporary art are rum companions: either the art is loose and unam-
bitious, or the religion is one-dimensional and unpersuasive. That is not
to imply the two sides should maintain their mutual mistrust, but that
the talk needs to be very slow and careful.

I would have loved to end this book with a prescription. I could have
said, as sociologically minded writers do, that religious art and fine art
are equal but different, so that there is no particular problem with the
nonreligious nature of much current art. Or I could have proposed, as
some art historians do, that religion is simply absent from much of con-
temporary art, and objecting to that absence amounts to objecting to the
cultural condition in which we find ourselves. Or I could have argued that
religious meaning is interwoven in all of modernism whether it is spoken
of or not. Or I could have promoted some kind of mysticism or spiritu-
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ality to take the place of religious talk. I could even have followed the
lead of conservative politicians and religious spokesmen and said that
contemporary art is godless and in need of systematic censorship and
renewed faith.

None of those solutions addresses the genuine difficulty of the sub-
ject. It is impossible to talk sensibly about religion and at the same time
address art in an informed and intelligent manner: but it is also irre-
sponsible not to keep trying. To paraphrase the passage from Blanchot I
quoted earlier: the name God does not belong to the language of art in
which the name intervenes, but at the same time, and in a manner that is
difficult to determine, the name God is still part of the language of art
even though the name has been set aside.

That is the stubbornness and challenge of contemporary art.
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