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Any history of “art and religion” does well to acknowledge the deeply
modern and Western character of the subject. Although all cultures
have fashioned artifacts for use in ritualistic practice, it remains prob-
lematic to call the artifacts “art” and the rituals “religion” without
critical reflection on the modern character of the categories. “Art”
only began to emerge as a rubric in the modern sense during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with the rise of collecting, art
criticism and theory, and the hagiography of the artistic genius, most
importantly in Giorgio Vasari's Lives of Eminent Artists” In the
course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries religion came
increasingly to be considered a voluntary concern, suffered as a mat-
ter of individual conscience. While it was widely seen as a necessary
social utility, persecution as a policy dramatically subsided. One’s
religion became increasingly a private matter. But if the privatization
of religion appeared to secularize political culture and social institu-
tions, religion entered the marketplace to find its way back to public
life, especially in the United States. It also persisted in the civil
religion of republicanism. ;

But I am already ahead of myself. There may be many reasons for
the connection, but two of the most important are the tendency in
the nation-state to look to art for a powerful moral effect on the
public and citizenry; and the tendency since to spiritualize art and its

25




26 RE-ENCHANTMENT

experience. Understanding this cultural history is crucial for situating
the rubric of “art and religion” within its proper historical context.
Failing to do so leads inevitably to misrepresenting the connection by
essentializing and universalizing it.

Art and the republic

We are strongly disposed today to speak of “art” and of “religion” as if
they were discrete cultural forms, rather like timeless categories of
human “nature,” each with its own history, each identifiable as such at
any time and in any place. That is the enchantment of nationhood,
which thoroughly colors the modern imagination. Nationhood is the
fundamental unit of cultural measurement, the medium in which
societies organize themselves such that when moderns look back in
time they see nations, speaking of, say, what the French or Germans
did long before there was a France or a German in the modern
sense. Exhibitions, college courses, textbooks, and scholarship since
the nineteenth century have used nationhood as a primary measure
for parsing the history of art and religion.” Before the modern era the
world consisted largely of kingdoms and heaven-sent realms whose
sovereignty rested in the person of the monarch or emperor. In such a
world there were often only two kinds of religion: ours (usually the
ruler’s) and theirs. After the eighteenth century, however, the world
came increasingly to be composed of sovereign nations, that is,
organic units of peoples separated by land, language, history, and
culture. Empires, monarchies, kingdoms, and dynasties gave way to
peoples, parliaments, democracies, and sovereign nations. The ruling
family was replaced by the national family as the touchstone of
collective identity and sovereignty. Artifacts were gathered up and
placed in museums, public institutions formed—as in the most fam-
ous case of the Louvre—from former palaces. The wealth, luxuries,
antiquities, and collected curios of the royal family became patri-
mony of the nation. The state museum became the repository of
national memory and achievement—the people’s record of its des-
cent through the ages.* Religion, like art, was an expression of the
national soul. '
The passage from dynasty to demos was effected by rounds of
imaginative remembering in which art and religion came to stand as
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vital, constitutive agencies of the national ethos. Herder, for instance,
and later Romantic writers inspired by his example, took German,
Czech, or British art and poetry from the status of minor folk or
provincial craft or artisanship to the much grander stature of national
art and style, regarding it as the treasure house as well as in some
cases the patriotic engine of national identity. In his Observations on
the Feeling of the Sublime and Beautiful (1764), Immanuel Kant had
included a discussion of the aesthetic disposition of various European
nations and extended his remarks to include Arabs, American Indians,
Greeks, and Romans.” Each “people” exhibited certain feelings for
the sublime or the beautiful as an aspect of their “national character-
istics.” The premier theorist of German Romanticism, Friedrich
Schlegel, in a series of essays on the history of European painting
published in 1803, assumed that nationality and artistic individuality
were the two enduring frameworks of all painting. Just as each nation
possessed “its determinate physiognomy in manners and lifestyle,
feelings and shape, so also its own music, architecture, and sculpture;
and how could it be any other way?” In the spirit of his historicism
of Geist, or mind (though often translated as “spirit”) evolving over
time, Hegel claimed that every work of art “belongs to its age, to its
nation, and to its environment.”’

Benedict Anderson famously defined nationalism as a form of
imagined community.® To this compelling thesis may be added the
way in which art and religion, conceived in the nationalizing imagin-
ation as discrete forms of cultural activity, become the sovereign
means of expressing the essence of the nation, the people, and there-
with come to play a principal role in bearing nationhood. But the
bind forged between nationhood, art, and religion does not end there.
Modern Western nationhood is deeply tied to modern democracy.
And modern democracies have universally fostered the need for
art—that is, art as a non-sectarian treasury of moral and ultimately
theological capital. Taste—the eighteenth-century notion of a refined
sensibility able to recognize moral and aesthetic worth, to judge
rightly and to act accordingly—was esteemed a public source of
goodness or virtue that needed to be cultivated in the modern repub-
lic in order to benefit a public that was increasingly understood as an
aristocracy of the middle-class. Self-rule, it was widely believed,
relied upon a tasteful body politic. Republican ideology grounded
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civic virtue in a literate, morally upright, tastefully refined citizenry,
and often looked to the visual rhetoric of neoclassicism as the fitting
style for promoting the national ideal of republican taste.” It is no
mistake that this style was used by ideologues like Thomas Jefferson
and city planners such as Pierre L’Enfant. The style eventually fossil-
ized in banks, post offices, and public schools, which stood as the
imprimatur of national authority and continuity, the visual register of
security and reliability.

The search for a collective style to represent national unity in the
sacred spaces of a civil religion had its secular counterpart in the
longing to establish a singular diction and orthography in American
English. Noah Webster tirelessly pursued the publication of an
American dictionary and American common school books to this
end: teaching his new countrymen how to speak and write promised
to deliver the new republic from corruption and tyranny and the
divisive forces of an uneven and locally determined literacy. Liah
Greenfeld has gone so far as to define the modern conception of the
nation as “the idea of a homogeneously elite people.” Nationality, she
claims, “elevated every member of the community which made it
sovereign.”'* To be a national means to enjoy the privilege of native
status. Democracy heightens the status by undermining class distinc-
tions (at least, in theory), making equality a primary value. But this
comes at the risk of exploitation: a society without class is a society
without taste, without distinction, and therefore in threat of vulgarity
and the influence of the lower domain of humanity. Early national
moralists repeatedly expressed this anxiety and looked to the arts, to
public education, and to civil religion as necessary antidotes. This is
perhaps most desperately evident in Revolutionary France, where one
of the great artists of the age, Jacques-Louis David, turned pageant
master during the Revolution, when government ideologues strug-
gled to transform the state religion of Catholicism into a secular
religion of the new state by baptizing public rituals, dedicating the
state to the “Eternal Being,” nurturing a cult of secular martyrs, and
establishing a secular clergy in service to the Civil Constitution."
Even though these initiatives failed miserably in their own regard,
they clearly signal the modern project of art and civil religion in the
service of promoting the cause of the nation-state.

The elevation of public taste was constantly on the minds of the
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writers, moralists, and artists of the early republic in the United
States. The promotion of poetry, literature, and the visual arts was
considered vital in this enterprise. A moral theory of art charged the
work of art with a solemn task of uplift and moral education, a task
that was not unreligious, and became a fundamental part of American
civil religion in the countless monuments, public buildings, and even-
tual public collections of art in the nation’s capital.’” In contrast to
Romanticism’s celebration of folk culture as the repository of soul,
the republican or moral theory of art identified art as a refiner of the
popular soul. Art and letters were necessary for the formation of
a citizenry capable of upholding the ideals of the new American
republic. The modern state has invested handsomely in art in order
to sacralize its rituals, to construct and hallow the memories of its
origins and deeds, to honor the cult of patriots. Civil religion, clothed
and formed in the arts, is an integral operation of the modern
nation."

The civic function of art regarded it as a moral force that was
decoupled from institutional religion. One of the most widely read
advocates of the aesthetic education of modern humanity for citizen-
ship in a state grounded in the Enlightenment’s ideal of human
freedom was the German poet Friedrich Schiller. In the context of
the de-railed French Revolution, a tragic foiling of the European
longing for a democratic state grounded in reason and liberal senti-
ment, as Schiller interpreted it, he argued in a famous set of letters
published in 1795 that humanity could learn to live as free in the
modern world only by undergoing an aesthetic tutelage. “If man is
ever to solve that problem of politics in practice,” Schiller claimed,
“he will have to approach it through the problem of the aesthetic,
because it is only through Beauty that man makes his way to Free-
dom.”™ In a series of sweeping mediations of opposites typical of
German Idealist thought at the time, Schiller reasoned that beauty
combines the two natures of humankind—the sensuous and the
rational—into a higher unity: “By means of beauty the sensuous man
is led to form and to thought; by means of beauty the spiritual man is
brought back to matter and restored to the world of sense.” Class
warfare was mediated by the poet and artist. Freed from the brute
state of mere physicality and force, humanity is enabled to recognize
moral freedom; likewise, beauty reconciles an alienated class of
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bourgeois and aristocratic leaders and owners to the world of the
body and senses. The state or kingdom (he used the political terms
Staat and Reich interchangeably) of force and the state of laws or
governance, naturally at war with one another, are reconciled in what
Schiller called the “aesthetic state,” which constitutes a higher state
of freedom, or play, the domain of appearance or representation. In
this aesthetic state, according to Schiller, humans are “relieved of the
shackles of circumstance, and released from all that might be called
constraint, alike in the physical and in the moral sphere.”*® Art could
teach people how to be free by inwardly reconciling the opposite
aspects of human nature that Schiller felt were the source of enmity
and strife in social life. The liberated soul would, he believed, live a
liberated social existence. Schiller’s hope was that art would elevate
humanity to a true state of freedom one person at a time. If freedom
could not be legislated (and no political setting in the German terri-
tories of his day suggested it could be; matters in France were hardly
more encouraging), it could be realized aesthetically, inwardly, in the
grip of the beautiful.

The spiritualization of art

To do justice to the topic of the modern spirituality of art, one would
have to examine a vast sum of material from eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century France, Britain, the United States, Switzerland,
the Netherlands, Spain, Russia, and Germany. T have neither the
space nor the expertise to do so. Therefore 1 will select a national
tradition in Europe that has contributed greatly to this discourse,
assuming that it is in many respects representative of the larger
development. German philosophers, theologians, poets, art critics,
and art historians from the mid-eighteenth century to the mid-
twentieth century generated a dense and enormous literature that
accorded to the conjunction of art and religion a privileged status and
lead toward the spiritualization of art. Indeed, it could be argued that
for many of them the “spiritual in art” replaced “religion” to create a
new nexus that has deeply colored most subsequent attempts to think
about art and religion.

Friedrich Schiller held up as the model for artistic inspiration the
classical ideal of ancient Greek art, regarding it as “the source of all
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beauty.” In this he followed the example set for Europeans in the
cighteenth century by Johann Joachim Winckelmann, who helped
inaugurate a cult or revival of classical antiquity—appropriately
religious terms—that swept across Northern Europe and the New
World in the second half of the century. The writings of Johann
Winckelmann were perhaps the most widely read and highly
regarded medium in this new art enthusiasm, which is what it must
be called, since Winckelmann and many of his admirers sought to
elevate Greco-Roman art to an unparalleled stature as the model for
renewal of taste and as the object of a way of seeing that plunged
the viewer into an almost ecstatic regard for the works of ancient
genius. Consider Winckelmann’s description of the Laocoon in his
manifesto of feeling, Reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in
Painting and Sculpture (1755). Winckelmann beheld the sculpture as
a model for antique achievement and modern emulation. He picked
out the face and body of the dying Trojan priest for special admir-
ation, describing the figure in terms that recall the attitude and visual
piety of a devout viewer beholding the Passion of Christ, focusing on
the pain and suffering of Jesus, but identifying with his resignation
and sweetness in the face of anguish. His term for the mode of
feeling achieved in the Laocoon and all Greek masterpieces was
“noble simplicity and quiet grandeur.” This “soul” (Seele) was, he
claimed,

reflected in the face of Laocoon—and not in the face alone—des-
pite his violent suffering. The pain is revealed in all the muscles
and sinews of his body, and we ourselves can almost feel it as we
observe the painful contraction of the abdomen alone without
regarding the face and other parts of the body. This pain, however,
expresses itself with no sign of rage in his face or in his entire
bearing. . . . [H]is pain touches our very souls, but we wish that we
could bear misery like this great man."

Winckelmann went on to praise Raphael’s Sistine Madonna in like
manner: “Behold this Madonna, her face filled with innocence and
extraordinary greatness, in a posture of blissful serenity! It is the same
serenity with which the ancients imbued the depictions of their
deities.” In the case of Raphael as with ancient artists, Winckelmann
believed that “the artist had to feel the strength of this spirit in
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himself and then impart it to his marble.” “Inner feeling,” he insisted,
“forms the character of truth” and must be placed by the artist in the
work of art.'® It has been pointed out that this idea of an inner feeling
and a subdued grandeur or sublimity in Winckelmann’s aesthetic of
“noble simplicity and quiet grandeur” was informed by Pietism’s cul-
tivation of an inner state of quiet, keyed to the contemplation of sub-
lime subjects such as the passion and death of Jesus."” (Winckelmann
attended the University of Halle, a vibrant center of Pietist thought
and practice in eighteenth-century Germany.) Pietist contemplations
of Christ’s passion, traceable to Luther and to late medieval spiritual-
ity before him, cultivated an intense inner life, a private devotional-
ism, and empathy keyed to visuality.*

Implicit in Winckelmann’s cult of antiquity was a spiritualized
response to art, an enrapt visual piety in which the work of art
emerged as an expression of genius. The act of viewing became the
epiphany of genius experienced empathetically by whomever had cul-
tivated the taste or aesthetic capacity for such rapture. Winckelmann
inaugurated a strong disposition in European cultural history to spir-
itualize art, to recognize in it a powerful cultivation of inner life and
taste. He regarded the art and artists of his day as degenerate and in
desperate need of refinement, for which he offered his rhapsodic
responses to antique art. Belief in the power of art to redeem a culture
or society attended his sacralization of art and aesthetic experience
and paved the way for the Romantic cult of art.

The impact of Pietism on the spirituality of art was not limited
to Winckelmann. Broadly speaking, Pietism contributed importantly
to German thought in the eighteenth century by stressing feeling as
an intuitive discernment and an autonomous judgment. The phil-
osopher Alexander Baumgarten, who coined the term “aesthetic”
in 1739, had been educated in a Pietist orphanage and university
(Halle). And one of the most important aesthetic theorists of the
century, Karl Philipp Moritz, was raised in a devout Pietist home.
Moritz developed the concept of disinterested contemplation in a
series of brilliant essays in the 1780s, in which he defined the
work of art as something that is complete in itself. Useful things have
their purpose outside of themselves, namely, in the person who uses
them. “But in the contemplation of the beautiful,” Moritz wrote in
1785, “I return the purpose from myself to the object itself: I behold
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it as something perfected in itself, not in me. [This perfectedness]
constitutes a whole in itself, and grants enjoyment to me of its own
will, inasmuch as I extend to the beautiful object not so much a
relation to me as much as my relation to it.”* This perception of what
Moritz called “inner purposiveness” (several years before Kant bor-
rowed. the idea) lead the viewer to a “forgetting” of the self in the
contemplation of the work of art. It was this loss of the self, according
to Moritz, that was “the highest degree of the pure and selfless
enjoyment that the beautiful provides us. In that moment we offer up

“our individual, circumscribed existence for a kind of higher exist-

ence.”” Engrained in this understanding of aesthetic experience is an
cthics of encounter that scems mystical. Aesthetic contemplation is a
form of transcendence and revelation, a communion with a higher
being.

The spirituality of art became one of the primary concerns of
philosophers, theorists, and artists around 1800 in Europe and North
America. In a celebrated series of lectures delivered in 1801 in Berlin,
August Wilhelm Schlegel affirmed the view taken by Moritz and
others regarding the uselessness of art. Its reason for being is not
practical. Schlegel then developed a definition of beauty indebted to
his friend, the Idealist philosopher Friedrich Schelling: beauty is the
infinite depicted in the finite. How can this happen? “Only symbolic-
ally,” Schlegel replied, “in images and signs.” His notion of beauty
hinged on a concept of revelation that rendered the human passive
and disinterested before an experience of the world as unfinished,
restless, and dynamic. “T'he unpoetic view of things is that which holds
everything with the observations of the senses and the determin-
ations of the understanding as settled; the poetic view is that which
forever interprets and sees in all things a figural inexhaustibility.”®
Art is how human beings participate in the divine life at work in
nature. Art is the visualization of the invisible inwardness of all
things.

This idea of a material expression of a spiritual force was taken
up by Hegel and formed the basis of his reflections on aesthetics.
The idea of a Zeitgeist informing a work of art appealed very much
to the Romantic imagination as well as the subsequent historicism
that Hegel did so much to inspire. In the later eighteenth century and
first decades of the nineteenth, art and religion came to be seen as
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powerful and historically distinctive activities of souls and cultures.
An organic theory of art emerged among Romantic thinkers, which
stated that works of art were expressions of the soul; they drew their
unity from the genius of the artist and generated their structure from
within rather than drawing it from without.”* The implications for
the history of the arts and critical thought about the arts were por-
tentous because Romanticism established as a critical norm for taste
the notion that the work of art was sacrosanct. It did not owe its
formal structure to the superficial appearances of the natural world or
to the dictates of taste or criticism or artistic convention, but to the
inner governance of the artistic imagination. This empowered the
work of art as a privileged revelation of genius. As such, the idea
developed that art was a distillation of a culture, a microcosm that
contained the spiritual depth and yearnings of a nation, a society, an
epoch, an entire civilization.

The Romantic theory of art as a self-contained, self-normed
organic structure could lead toward very private self-communion,
where artistic experience was akin to a kind of mysticism, a transcen-
dentalism that sacralized art, resulting in what the art critic and
connoisseur Bernard Berenson called the “aesthetic moment”:

In visual art the aesthetic moment is that flitting instant, so brief as
to be almost timeless, when the spectator is at one with the work of
art he is looking at, or with actuality of any kind that the spectator
himself sees in terms of art, as form and colour. He ceases to be his
ordinary self, and the picture or building, statue, landscape, or aes-
thetic actuality is no longer outside himself. The two become one
entity; time and space are abolished and the spectator is possessed
by one awareness. When he recovers workaday consciousness it s
as if he had been initiated into illuminating, exalting, formative
mysteries. In short, the aesthetic moment is a moment of mystic
vision.”

Such passages are not hard to find in Romantic art theory
extending through the nineteenth century. Arthur Schopenhauer, for
instance, had developed a theory of art that was grounded entirely in
the momentary transcendence of the here-and-now in the contem-
plation of works of art. Schopenhauer’s revival in late nineteenth-
century France contributed to Symbolist thought and the cult of art
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and informed Expressionist art and aesthetics in early twentieth-
century Germany.*® :

In his epochal discussion of the “spiritual” (das Geistige) aspect of
art, Wassily Kandinsky spoke of the “language of form and color” and
their immediate effect on the viewer, operating like music rather than
text or representations.”” The result was a musical dissolution of sub-
ject matter—the material world was transfigured into a dance of forms
and colors, even when features of a landscape or figure in Kandinsky’s
prints and paintings remain discernible. Not confined to appearances,
Kandinsky claimed, the artist works from a sense of “inner necess-
ity.” Accordingly, Kandinsky believed that the artist was a kind
of prophet who leads the larger society upward into greater cul-
tural refinement by virtue of his work, beyond the material vulgarities
of the day. The British art critic Clive Bell echoed both Kandinsky’s
and Schopenhauer’s belief in the redemptive power of art: “Art
and religion are . .. two roads by which men escape from circum-
stances to ecstasy. Between aesthetic and religious rapture there is
a family alliance. Art and Religion are means to similar states of
mind.”*

Religion need not be understood in the institutional sense of an
organized creed and cult, but in terms of the mystical or hermetic
knowledge and ritual practices that occupied many artists in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Occultism and theosophy
enjoyed a remarkable vogue and an artistic influence that has been
clearly traced.”” Many artists believed that abstract art was charting a
path toward the progress and liberation of humanity. Kandinsky is
today the best remembered among them, but art historians have
identified dozens and dozens of figures at work on each side of the
Atlantic. Abstract works by American and European artists were
avidly collected and exhibited by Katherine Dreier during the 1920s
to form the Société Anonyme, which she co-founded in 1920 with
Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray. Dreier, an abstract painter in her
own right, in sympathetic response to Kandinsky’s art, believed that
abstraction was a spiritualization of vision and that, in Emersonian
fashion, seeing aright was the key to spiritual transformation.*

Romanticism spawned several traditions of thought and art that
became part of the genealogy of art and religion. I count at least
five—art’s relation to the spiritual progress or impoverishment of
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civilization; the beauty of nature as the signature of an underlying
spiritual reality; the spiritual in art; the revival of religious art; and the
quest to use art to plumb the national soul. ‘

Hegel's Aesthetics is perhaps the most well known and systematic
presentation of the notion that the arts are indices of the linear stages
of civilization’s advance, arguing, as he did, that they move from the
symbolic mode of architecture to the classical form of sculpture to
the romantic sphere, which begins with painting and is followed
by music and culminates in poetry. The three stages mark discrete
moments in the progressive incarnation of Geist.>’ In the United
States the belief in the progress of the arts informed the thought of
art critic James Jackson Jarves, who cast a wide eye on the world’s
ancient civilizations and broadly summed up the role of sacred art as
either oppressive or liberating:

The art of a nation is at once its creed and catechism. We need no
other literature to reveal its mental condition than the objects of its
religious belief or sensuous delight. With this key to the soul in
hand, the comparative intelligence and progress of races are easily
interlocked. Without the aid of a false and immovable art, as the
easily understood substitute of printing, it is scarcely conceivable
that the popular mind should have remained as immovable as it has
in the East. Wherever art is thus circumscribed we find a similar
result. The object itself takes precedence of the idea, and becomes

an idol.*?

If the Greeks advanced over the Asian by creating a refined and
beautiful art informed by philosophical reflection, it was “inferior
by far to the Christ-love which descended later upon men.”** And
Protestantism, in Jarves’ view, “the offspring of freedom of thought,”
had reached its maturity in the nineteenth century when it was able
to inform the truth achieved in the art of Turner and the poetic
sublimity of Blake and the sincerity of the Pre-Raphaelites in
England and the Nazarenes in Germany (though he conveniently
ignored the fact that many of the last were Catholic or Protestant-
converts to Catholicism).*

Ralph Waldo Emerson is the most important American advo-
cate of the idea of beauty as a revelation of hidden correspondences.
Gazing at the morning sky over his home in Concord, Massachusetts,
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Emerson was enrapt by the vision of the “silent sea” that drew him
into its expansive mystery:

I'seem to partake of its rapid transformations: the active enchant-
ment reaches my dust, and I dilate and conspire with the morning
wind. How does Nature deify us with a few and ccheap elements?
Give me health and a day, and I will make the pomp of emperors
ridiculous. The dawn is my Assyria; the sun-set and moon-rise my
Paphos, and unimaginable realms of faerie.*

Emerson’s enchanted experience of nature meant slipping the bonds
of a finite self in the beauty-born medium of empathy, an imaginative
projection into the landscape in pursuit of what he called the “Uni-
versal Being,” whose currents circulated through him and which he
experienced as a “nothing,” a disembodied eye whose limpid vision
refines the self to nothing but “part or particle of God.” ,

In visual practice, the most influential aesthetic ideal in the spit-
itualization of art has been the sublime. Robert Rosenblum traced
the visual trajectory of an important aspect of the visual aesthetic of
the sublime over the course of the nineteenth century in what he
called the “Northern Romantic Tradition,” running from the dark
and brooding landscapes of Caspar David Friedrich through the
paintings of Van Gogh, Kandinsky, and Mondrian to Mark Rothko
and Barnett Newman.” This plots the development of abstraction as
a spiritually-charged visual strategy that culminates in painterly ges-
tures toward transcendence and sublimity, which dematerialize repre-
sentation and infuse it with a heroic, mythical stature that readily
recalls the theological discourse of the “sublime” by theologian
Friedrich Schleiermacher, the “numinous” by Rudolf Otto, and the
“ultimate” by Paul Tillich.*® A number of artists including Anselm
Kiefer and Bill Viola in the late twentieth century explored similar
ground. Informed by a Romantic concept of the sublime, which
defined self-transcendence as the nature of spirituality, a practice and
theory of painting that stressed self-effacement in various forms
of aesthetic experience—grandeur, darkness, emptiness, solitude—
remains a compelling aim for many artists today.*

If one aspect of Romanticism acclaimed the autonomy of art as a
mode of spirituality, another did not. The appeal of the sublime for
some lay in its ability to create spiritual sensations that were more
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commanding than the constraints and warrants of institutional belief.
The sublime made individual experience the measure of spirituality.
But for others, art that operated beyond the pale of the community of
belief and the tradition that historically informed it, art that indulged
the imagination for its own sake, was not Christian. Art could not be
elevated to an autonomously religious stature, but must work with
institutional religion for the renewal and refinement of the broader
public. For Christian artists such as the German Nazarenes or the
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in England, art and religion were not
equals. Art was the handmaiden of religion, charged with the task of
serving faith, of seeking out and celebrating pure religious spirit. For
other groups, such as Ruskin and William Morris in England or the
artists in France who gathered at the Abbey of Créteuil, art had a
Socialist duty to uplift and revolutionize.*’

A fifth legacy of Romanticism was also readily applied to the
modern project of the nation. This model of art was not simply about
artistic genius but rather the power of art to recognize and exploit
national genius. National character became a guideline for art, which
was understood as an expression of national uniqueness. So Caspar
David Friedrich refused to go to Italy to study the native art and
landscape there, but proclaimed his loyalty to the German landscape.
“I have to surrender to what surrounds me,” he wrote, “unite with my
clouds and rocks, in order to be what I am.”! About the same time,
on the opposite side of the Atlantic, landscape painter Thomas Cole
issued a manifesto on behalf of painting American scenery:

There are those who through ignorance or prejudice strive to main-
tain that American scenery possesses little that is interesting or
truly beautiful—that it is rude without picturesqueness, and mono-
tonous without sublimity—that being destitute of those vestiges
of antiquity, whose associations so strongly affect the mind, it may
not be compared with European scenery. But from whom do these
opinions come? From those who have read of European scenery, of
Grecian mountains, and Italian skies, and never troubled them-

selves to look at their own.*

The sublime grandeur of the national landscape that Cole and others
lauded in their canvases remains a broadly admired body of work.” A
recent examination of the Hudson River School is nothing less than a
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call for national renewal through art. In Knighss of the Brush, James
Cooper diagnoses a national illness and prescribes the regimen for
recovery: “We lost the American paradise not through invasion by
some foreign army, but through our own blindness. The spiritual
beauty of the American landscape resides within the ‘enlightened
eye, the seeing eye, the spiritual optics of the beholder. . .. The
American nation is an ideal, an idea. We need only a better cultural
lens to bring it into focus.” That lens is an art that responds to
beauty, which Cooper finds admirably displayed in the canvases of
Cole, Cropsey, Durand, Church, and their colleagues. It is not a faith
in art he commends, but passionate belief in the medicine of beauty
to heal the national soul. Cooper’s spiritual therapy of art for the
nation returns to the sublime eye of Emerson, who likewise believed
that the rapturous experience of beauty should inform artistic taste
and elevate America.

The subordination of art to religion or nation went against the
grain of art for art’s sake and the spiritualization of art that earlier
Romanticism had fostered. But apparently the greater obstacle to the
moral theory of art was the emergence of the avant-garde in Paris in
the early twentieth century. The problem was not endowing art with
a moral purpose. Careful studies of artists from Courbet to Picasso
have shown that the most advanced art of the age could be deeply
motivated by the quest for liberation, using artistic media to chal-
lenge regnant ideas, to battle against the limits of thought, feeling,
and sensibility imposed by social mores as well as dominant eco-
nomic interests.”” The issue was that religious establishments were
commonly associated with the forces of reaction—oppressive gov-
ernments, constraining customs, reactionary ideologies against which
some artists pitted themselves. Avant-gardism inherited from Henri
de Saint-Simon and the Enlightenment harbors a suspicion of
religion, a belief that it is vestigial, and a corresponding conviction
that modernity is secular at heart.* The task of the artist is not to
take the place of the priests, which would mean making art a substi-
tute for religion, but to champion the role of the prophet, namely, to
speak truth to power. That is surely one reason why many artists
today feel compelled to keep at a distance from institutional reli-
gion and why artists since the 1890s have looked to the images
and objects of “primitive” cultures to renew their art. Whereas the
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modern discourse from Hegel to Jarves purported to measure aes-
thetic progress from the ancient to the modern, Modernism turned
to the primitive in order to stress the break or disruption that would
allow both purge and rebirth.

I would like to close by drawing attention to the fact that “art”
and “religion” are modern constructs that aesthetic Modernism
defined by relying on the artifacts of modernity’s others—the ritual
objects crafted by colonized peoples and collected in ethnographic
museums.”” Moving throughout the discourse of Modernism in art
was a dominant conception of the sacred, one which distanced art
from institutional religion, most importantly Christianity, in order to
secure the freedom of art as an autonomous cultural force that was
sacralized in its own right—in Hegelian terms, the manifestation of
Geist, Mind or Spirit or Genius, the essence of an age or nation
(Zeitgeist). To this end, the discourse appropriated a variety of histor-
ies and cultures, transforming artifacts into “art” and sacred ritual and
story into “religion,” especially from such primal cultures as those of
Africa, Native America, and Oceania, but also “folk art,” Asian arts,
and ancient ritual and ceremonial objects and architecture, particu-
larly Egyptian. Shamanic ritual and ritual objects as well as mortuary
imagery, carvings, and iconographies joined children’s art as influen-
tial appropriations in the quest for identifying cultural resources that
might be transposed into artistic styles. These were to be deployed as
ways of transcending the moral, historical, and aesthetic limits of
a defunct naturalistic representation. “Primitivism,” generally speak-
ing, became the collective nomenclature that signified a variety of
alternatives to naturalism, which came to be associated by avant-
gardists as different as Kandinsky and Picasso with bourgeois con-
ventionality, whose foundation was the disenchanted regimen of
capitalism, industrialism, and rationalism. Institutional religion, that
is, Christianity, was nothing more than the moral conditioning and
increasingly decrepit authoritarianism necessary to regiment the
mass-populations of modernity.

A capacious history of modern art and religion would robustly
excavate these resources of Modernism, demonstrating the powerful
cultural work of “Primitivism” no less than the degree to which
European and American Modernism have rested on a surprising
diversity of non-Western cultures. To be sure, these were subjugated
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in an ambitious cultural imperialism that turned on a universalizing
Modernist aesthetic and a corresponding museology of collection
and appreciation. Yet they remain an occluded foundation without
which Modernism would not have occurred in the way it did. The
relevance of “religion” to understanding “art,” two products of the
Modernist project, could not be more pressing.
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