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The process of modern Western secularization, according to Max
Weber, began with ancient Jewish monotheism and took a decisive
step in capitalism’s debt to Calvinism. “Die Entzauberung der Welt,”
the elimination of magic from the world, is a religious impulse whose
genesis resides in “the old Hebrew prophets and, in conjunction with
Hellenistic scientific thought.”* It was Isaiah, Jeremiah, and a Psal-
mist who denounced “idols” as no more than blocks of wood and
stone: “Those who make them are like them; so are all who trust
them” (Psalm 115: 8). The figures were not. inhabited by spirits or
gods, but consisted only of dead matter. The emptiness of idols was a
way of pointing to the real architect of the universe and human
affairs—the one, true God in heaven whose people was Israel. For the
prophets, the magic-did not leak from carved figures like some vital
fluid; it was never there to begin with. Idols were nothing but the
product of human folly. i

Although there were no gods in water or trees or the moon, the
world of the prophets was not bereft of spiritual power. The moun-
tains still leapt and declared the glory of the Lord. This glory was a
form of speech, a material speech or praise bearing witness to the
maker. Jewish iconoclasm did not invent the idea of handiwork pro-
claiming the glory of the creator, but it concentrated on glory as an
aesthetic category. In tandem with this aesthetic, Judaism developed
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an alternative conception of the natural world that allowed it to stand
as an aesthetic object. “The sun knows its time for setting” and “Thou
didst set the earth on its foundations,” Psalm 104 states, which is a
poetic way of saying that the law-like will of the creator held the sun
and the earth in place, that it governed the operations of all the heav-
enly bodies, which were wrongly worshipped by Israel’s neighbors and
by many within the nation itself. Was that world disenchanted? To
Canaanites and Babylonians it must have seemed like an empty place,
precipitously drained of its divine substance. But not to the new advo-
cates of radical monotheism. For them, the divine was related to the
world not through the mechanics of libation or the rituals of divi-
nation, not as infused in sacred spaces or invoked through magical
incantations. The prophetic understanding of the divine did not see
God acting like that except in extraordinary instances, and those were
locked up in the authority of sacred writ, in the holy narratives of
God’s word, the inspired texts that remembered theophany. This form
of dispensation placed history between divine action and the present,
structured time as issuing from the holy and conveying its con-
sequences into the present, which were delivered and maintained as
the covenant God established and expected his people to honor. The
Jewish deity did not poke holes in time at the beck and call of earth-
bound magi, but relied on time as the medium of revelation, mapped
out in the words that performed his will. Among other things, this
meant that good stories and good story-telling came at a premium. In
the aesthetic logic of time and narrative, timing mattered.

The difference between magic and radical monotheism is the
“de-divinizing of the world,” to borrow the phrase from Friedrich
Schiller that Weber found inspiring. This difference, established in
the prophetic phase of ancient Israel, might be said to have birthed
the idea of nature as a domain governed by laws that inhered in nature
rather than gods, and that what violated these laws was now “super-
natural.” Secularization commenced a long and meandering bio-
graphy in monotheism. It reached a new phase of life when the
“inalienable rights of man” could render kingship “unnatural.” Along
with monarchy went its sacred apparatus, resulting in the separation
of church and state, in theory if not entirely in practice. The rise of
science and technology, hymned by the Enlightenment and exploited
by the Industrial Revolution and the rational administration of
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economy, resulted in the disenchantment of the world, as it was
explained by Weber and has been echoed by many others. Ernest
Gellner succinctly summarized the term’s widely accepted meaning:
“the Faustian purchase of cognitive, technological, and administrative
power, by the surrender of our previous meaningful, humanly suffused,
humanly responsive, if often also menacing or capricious world.”

Gellner captured the plaintive note of Weber’s account. Weber
did not applaud the disenchanted world, but saw in it the prospect
of “mechanized petrifaction,” an inescapable cage that traps moderns
in a regime of spiritless production and consumption. If consumption
had once been moderated by Calvinism’s curbing of acquisition for
its own sake and its prioritization of calling or vocation as the organ-
izing moral structure of human life, capitalism had since acquired
“mechanical foundations” that no longer required the assistance of
Calvinist theology, which had allowed the Puritans to regard wealth
as a sign of divine blessing.” Consumption reigned autonomously,
fully purged of the religion that helped create the social ethic of
capitalism. Others have celebrated the shift and elaborated the
Weberian thesis, even hailing disenchantment as the great contribu-
tion of Christianity to Western civilization. In a fascinating and
sweeping book, The Disenchantment of the World, Marcel Gauchet
has argued that Christianity was the juncture at which the West
undertook “a departure from religion,” completing a long process of
secularization that began with the axial age of religious evolution.*

For Weber, however, the trade came at a price that he felt
unsure was justified. The modern world was haunted: “the idea of
duty in one’s calling prowls about in our lives like the ghost of dead
religious beliefs.” Duty to what? At the end of the day, what does a
pile of money buy one? In the cultural economy of Protestant belief,
the life-long investment in one’s calling had paid off in the coin of
eternal life and divine satisfaction. Though freed from the asceticism,
intolerance, and dogmatism of Puritan belief, modern life had become
like the idols of old—empty and disenchanted. Haunting seems to
happen where enchantment has been banned or suppressed. The
gods are replaced by ghosts and they disturb us with hollow sounds.
Ghosts are not the things they once were, but nagging forms of
memory that refuse to let the past go away. They are unfinished
business, terrifying proof that the past is not yet over.
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Weber rued the present condition of humanity. One finds
Friedrich Schiller doing the same in the poem of 1788 from which
Weber took the idea of “die Entzauberung der Welt.” “The Gods of
Greece” is an elegy that regrets the passing of the ancient gods and
their world of enchanted nature and enchanting art. The haunting
that drives Schiller’s poem is the loss of the gods who ceased to exist
when a different world and deity arose and had no use for them. Now
the gods are only legends, “beautiful beings from the land of fables.”
Weber must have been drawn to the poem because of Schiller’s con-
trast of monotheism and polytheism: “All those blooms have fallen/
from the North’s winter blowing./ That ome might be enriched
among all others,/ this world of gods had to pass away.” Schiller was
taken to task for this by another poet, Friedrich Leopold, Count
of Stolberg, for whom the poem’s wistful celebration of paganism
was an affront to the Christian conception of God.” But Stolberg’s
deeper objection seems to have been his suspicion that Schiller was
embracing the heretical view of the freethinker or infidel. When
the poet proclaimed that the Greeks felt the pleasure of the creator
more closely as it pulsed through their chests, and lamented the
modern creator who reveals himself to the intellect and hides himself
in the clouds, but is nowhere to be found, Stolberg saw Schiller
articulating “the naturalist’s relation to divinity.”® And Stolberg
denounced as “more audacious” (vermefiner) Schiller’s “complaint”
of the enrichment of “the one” God at the expense of the others.”
He missed in the poem what he called “the ideas about God which
our religion puts to us”: the loving Father, the incarnate Son, the
doctrine of immortality and resurrection. “These ideas,” Stolberg
insisted, the true basis of human happiness, “even if he [Schiller]
should have the misfortune not to believe them, appear much more
noble and benevolent than the games of Greek fantasy, whose view of
the gods joins the most vulgar superstition to the most wretched
atheism.”"

Though several writers leapt quickly to Schiller’s defense,
Stolberg’s offense is not hard to understand."” The poem unquestion-
ably regarded monotheism as a fundamental aspect of modernity’s
difference from Greek culture and regretted the consequence. But it
was not monotheism that Schiller blamed as much as an uninspired
and dogmatic Protestantism. In a shortened second version of the
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poem published a few years later, he referred to “gloomy earnest and
sad renunciation” (Finstrer Ernst und trauriges Entsagen), which may
be taken as a less than flattering portrayal of what Weber called
Protestantism’s other-worldly asceticism, perhaps as it appeared
personified to Schiller in Stolberg himself. Schiller’s Protestant tags
stand in withering contrast to the pair of well-known descriptors of
Winckelmann’s representation of ancient Greek art: “noble simplicity
and quiet grandeur” (edle Einfalt and stille Grofie).”? Schiller also
bemoaned the empty, mechanistic world of modern materialism that
Stolberg accused him of celebrating as an infidel’s naturalism. But
Stolberg was not far wrong: Schiller had for several years been engaged
in philosophical reflection about religion and nature that took him
beyond the bounds of orthodox Christian teaching. Although he did
not abandon Christianity, neither was he a conventional believer. As
his Philosophical Letters, published in 1786, show, he was compelled
by monistic thinking about the relationship of the divinity to nature:
“The universe is a divine thought,” Julius, the persona of Schiller,
wrote. And “God and nature are two dimensions that are completely
alike. . . . Nature is a god infinitely articulated.”*® The force that seeks
to return this articulation to divine unity is love. Julius quotes Jesus
and refers to him as the “founder of our faith.” Founder, but not
redeemer." Schiller considered the religious imagination of con-
ventional thinking quite unconvincing. In a contemporary letter to
a friend he pointed out that “the God which I push aside in “The
Gods of Greece’ is not the God of philosophers, nor the benevolent
dream-image of the great multitude, but a monstrosity wrought from
many feeble;, wrong-headed ways of thinking. The gods of Greece,
which I bring to the fore, are simply the endearing qualities of Greek
mythology united in oze way of thinking.”**

The hostile response to the original version of the poem suggests
that Schiller did not need to say more for his contemporaries to
contextualize his verse, for the poem spends most of its time dwelling
on the difference between then and now, the lost world and the
present one:

At that time by the art of poetry/ a picturesque garment clothed
truth!/ Life flowed fully through creation/ and what will never feel
again, felt then./ To press her to the loving breast,/ one gave to
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nature a higher nobility/ Everything displayed to consecrated
gazes,/ Everything revealed the trace of a god.

Where only now, as our sages claim,/ a soul-less fire ball turns,/ in
that time Helios steered his golden chariot/ in calm majesty./ . . .

Beautiful world, where are you? Come back,/ Charming age of
nature’s bloom!/ Only in the fairy land of songs/ does your golden
trace live on./ The fields mourn what has died out,/ no deity shows
itself to my eye,/ Of that life-warm image/ only the skeleton

remains to me.

All those blooms have fallen/ from the North’s winter blowing./
That one might be enriched among all others,/ this world of gods
had to pass away. Sadly I search the starry arc,/ I find you there,
Selene, no more;/ through the forests I call, through the waves,/
Alas! their echo is empty.

Unconscious of the joys she gives,/ never enrapt by her excellence,/
never aware of the arm that directs her,/ never enriched by my
gratitude,/ unfeeling even for her artist’s honor,/like the dead thud
of a clock’s pendulum,/ disenchanted nature serves slavishly the
law of gravity!'

Schiller implies the gods were abandoned because they were no
longer required: “Idly the gods returned home to the land of poets,/

unneeded by a world that outgrew their harness, which steadies itself

in its own wavering.” But what must have bothered orthodox
Christian readers of his day is why the gods’ celebration of life was set
aside: in order to be emancipated tomorrow, he wrote, this dis-
enchanted or, literally, “de-divinized” nature (die entgitterte Natur)
digs its own grave today. Christians deferred their bliss until the
afterlife, missing the joy of the present world, and re-creating nature
after their own leaden image. Schiller mourned the disenchantment
of nature as the Christian deferral of joy, whose accomplice was the
mechanistic science of the day.

Though “The Gods of Greece” might suggest a nostalgic yearn-

ing to escape to a lost world of fabulous nature worship, in fact
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Schiller entertained nothing of the sort. In his Lezzers on the Aesthetic
Education of Humanity (1795), he defined the ideal in art in terms of
abstracting form from the body of a thing. Modern artists were not
ancient Greeks, but they ought to learn from them to recognize the
ideal. Neither should the moderns defer their quest for joy to the
afterlife. The proper aim was to seck the ideal, which was to be
pursued in the imagination: “Nothing need here [in the mind] be
sacred to [the artist] except his own law, if he but observes the demar-
cation separating his territory from the actual existence of things. . . .
[1]t is in the world of semblance alone that [humanity] possesses this
sovereign right, in the insubstantial realm of the imagination.”” The
artist was the lord of an aesthetic realm. A consequence of Schiller’s
strong affirmation of the imagination as a constructive faculty and of
the artist’s creative autonomy was that art became a world of its own,
characterized by its own laws. It was the realm of fantasy, of play,
evoked by the artist and therefore as intricate as the artist’s imagin-
ation. Yet this sovereignty was purchased at the price of strict demar-
cation. The “sovereign right” of the artist’s creation ended abruptly
whenever the artist transgressed the limits of the imagination and
sought to make the ideal work real. Semblance or fiction must remain
what they are lest the ideal be taken for the merely real. Art should
never seek merely to imitate reality, for the result will be a slavish
lack of imagination and an inevitable failure. Rather than craving
for the material world, the artist must develop a disinterested way
of seeing, an aesthetic view, what Schiller called “a disinterested
and unconditional appreciation of pure semblance.”® Art was a
re-enchantment of the world, not with gods, but with the play of
imagination.

Modes of enchantment

By purging nature of gods, Christianity had postponed bliss to the
next world. And by championing artistic imagination, Schiller’s ver-
sion of the ideal circumscribed art within the realm of play, thereby
limiting art’s political power. Each of these compromises banned or
repressed powers that refused to die. The result was the condition for
haunting. Ghosts arise where suppressed needs and impulses voice
objection to their mistreatment. Folklore evinces different kinds of
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ghosts—apparitions, vengeful spirits, poltergeists. Likewise, there are
different forms of enchantment. There is the malevolent animation
of objects or demonic possession of people with spiritual powers that
must be driven out—Dby greater powers. These may be stronger spir-
its, more effective spells—in effect, forms of counter-enchantment.
Or the powers may be trumped by disenchantment, that is, by a
religion that denies them existence or by reason, which explains them
singularly in terms of the operation of psychology or physics or eco-
nomics. Examples will make the point better.

A familiar version of enchantment is the menacing animation
of objects. It is not a happy enchantment, not a successful re-
enchantment, not a resolution of conflict, but rather the agonizing,
uncanny repetition of a violence, a dark ritual that won’t go away."
Things are haunted, such as the painted portrait of the Puritan patri-
arch Colonel Pyncheon in Hawthorne’s House of the Seven Gables.
The portrait remembers its sitter’s guilt in acquiring the land on
which the haunted house was built. The Colonel had denounced a
rival, the rightful owner of the land, and had then sanctioned his
prosecution for witchcraft. The condemned man was executed, but
not before he issued a fatal curse on the Colonel, which came true and
was transmitted to his heirs. The spell was not broken until the patri-
arch’s final incarnation, the latter-day Judge Pyncheon, died in the
seat of avarice and hypocrisy. Hawthorne devoted a remarkable chap-
ter to observing the Judge’s fresh corpse, as if it were an embodied
version of the portrait of the patriarch, which hung in the mansion’s
parlor. The Judge was the product of what Schiller had castigated in
“The Gods of Greece” a self-satisfied, punctilious Christianity,
whose dogmatism had gutted compassion and rendered it a white-
washed avarice. Hawthorne vented his contempt as narrator by speak-
ing to the corpse of the Judge frozen in his parlor chair, taunting
it, cursing it, and thereby exorcising the ghost of the Colonel, who
watches from the filmy veil of his portrait. It bears remembering that
Hawthorne himself was the descendent of a judge at the Salem witch
trials. He ends the chapter with a note of deliverance or rebirth: “We
breathe more freely, emerging from Judge Pyncheon’s presence into
the street before the Seven Gables.” Art has disenchanted the
haunted portrait, dispelled the ghost born of crime, whose legacy had
been passed from generation to generation of the Pyncheon family.
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Enchantment in literature and fairy tales is folklore transformed
into art, a formalization of the pleasure of ghost stories around the
campfire. But enchantment also remains a living part of the fabric of
modern life, beyond the artifice of art. It happens to everyone, uni-
versity professors no less than religious believers and naive princesses.
A case in point is Joan Didion’s intelligent account of her own “year
of magical thinking,” spent struggling to come to terms with the
death of her husband and the chronic illness of her daughter. Subtly,
unconsciously, she resisted the fact of his death. “I was thinking as
small children think,” she wrote, “as if my thoughts or wishes had the
power to reverse the narrative, change the outcome.” She was unable
to give away all of her husband’s shoes since “he would need shoes if
he was to return.””" But magical thinking was not an acceptable way
of being. It was an uneasy transitional state, a form of denial, even
“derangement,” according to Didion, a haunting that needed to be
driven out. Magical thinking was the dark world of grief and mourn-
ing through which she had to pass in order to regain a grip, to return
to the world of facts and rationality that was suddenly taken from
her in the violence of loss. Enchantment, in Joan Didion’s case, is
nothing to pine for, but something to survive.

Sociologist Mark Schneider has argued that enchantment hap-
pens even in the social sciences whenever people lack competence to
explain an event in naturalistic terms.” Smitten by the beloved and
lacking a soberly neurological way to account for the power of the
attraction, the lover will rely on characterizing the power of love
as a “magnetic,” “mysterious,” “electric,” or otherwise irresistible
“magical” force. But this implies that as soon as I acquire competence
in naturalistic explanation, the enchantment will end. In fact, that’s
not always the case. People prefer the enchantment—in matters of
love, fear, hatred, or enjoyment derived from suspending disbelief in
the experience of things as varied as religious miracles, theater, art,
rumors, humor, or the sensation of a scandal or a mystery. We often
favor the incredulous. When there is a compelling emotional or ideo-
logical reason to do so, we may prefer to believe even against solid
evidence to the contrary. For example, walking home at night, I may
pick up a rock or stick to act against the fear that someone or some-
thing is lurking in the shadows, threatening me. Each sound, shadow,
or movement is easily amplified into a predator. The fear’s animation
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of objects is the first aspect of enchantment; the countervailing use of
a talisman is a second or complementary form intended to answer to
and defuse the threat. Disenchantment is another possibility, of
course, but not always a desirable one. I might pause to scrutinize the
blurry shape in the bushes in order to determine that it is nothing
more than a configuration of branches. But the need to be afraid or
the feeling of security or deliverance or the rush of confidence pro-
vided by the talismanic weapon may be more appealing than a
rational explanation of things that go bump in the night. Enchant-
ment has its uses.

Disenchantment takes place as a breaking of a spell, but only
when it can offer something better than what one gains by enchant-
ment. “For disenchantment to occur,” Schneider asserts, “a cognitive
boundary must be formed that isolates certain ways of interpreting
the world and sets them in opposition to others.”” And, we might
add, offers a reward that trumps enchanting belief. Disenchantment
occurs when the way of seeing that accounted for a menace or joy no
longer commands our loyalty. The human mind is very capable of
entertaining diametrically opposed propositions. One can believe in
providence and evolution, God and chance, destiny and fortune at
the same time. Why not, if it helps me get what I need? It is import-
ant to distinguish this phenomenon of enchantment from the psy-
chopathology of magical thinking described by Didion as well as by
grief counselors and psychologists as a common form of dealing with
loss. The grieving need to accept the death of their loved ones in
order to recover an engagement with their lives, but must otherwise
rational adults surrender their belief in UFOs or God or national
destiny? Belief in God has often been used to justify imperialism and
racism, but also to endorse democracy and social justice. Enchantment
is far too valuable to be rejected out of hand.

The larger point here, which encompasses both Didion’s and
Schneider’s accounts of magical thinking, is that enchantment, no
less than disenchantment, appears inherent to human consciousness.
In an early work, the philosopher Lesek Kolakowski argued that
myth, the very substance of enchantment, results from the situation
in which human beings find themselves: “Demanding from itself an
understanding of itself, consciousness also demands that understand-
ing be possible in relation to acts in which it comes to know nature.
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It therefore produces a mythological value of truth and endows with
this value the results of its own labors.”?* In other words, since human
beings are self-aware, they cannot explain their self-consciousness—
and therefore themselves—merely as another part of nature. They are
compelled, Kolakowski argues, to interpret their presence in the
natural world, to look behind nature for their raison d’étre since
consciousness itself appears to transcend nature as a realm of objects
of knowledge. Humans cannot know themselves knowing, cannot be
the object and the subject of knowing in the same instant. Myth
arises in that moment. Humanity is the creation of Allah, Yahweh,
Brahma, or the Great Spirit. A myth is a story or an image that
bestows meaning on the world, which is otherwise incapable of
meaning, is indifferent to the human need for it. Myth sees things
coming from an origin and progressing toward an end. Myth shows
that the things that happen do so for an underlying reason. Myth
is about purpose and the power and hope and social cohesion and
transcendence that such purpose offers human consciousness.

But if that purpose can be liberating and empowering, it can
also saddle human beings with the burden of duties they may find
onerous, even enslaving, especially when myth works to encode social
castes, inequality, and exploitation. Then disenchantments of various
kinds lend themselves to the utility of enlightenment and emancipa-
tion. Therefore, operating with both in hand, enchantment and
disenchantment, broadens the capacity for explaining events and
provides a powerful means of social control when wielded by author-
ities or institutions, but also strategies for overturning the grip of
authority. As rational and technologically progressive as the project
of Enlightenment and modernity has wished to regard itself, many
scholars since the late twentieth century have pointed to growing
signs that enchantment is a fundamental part of the disenchanting
program of modernity. The flourishing of religion is only one of
them. The fervent belief in the power of technology, the millennial
power of literacy and democracy, and the notion that capitalism
exerts a moralizing influence are others.” Churches, militaries, cor-
porations, governments, initiation societies, and universities exercise
both powers. And so does the art world. -

The interpretation of art is rife with enchantment. The things
people say about paintings, photographs, or installations are
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remarkable, even preposterous, and often the product of an imagina-
tive riff or projection, a freewheeling dance with suggestion, an
indulgence of the play instinct described so provocatively by Schiller
as the experience of aesthetic freedom.” Works of art often serve as
scaffolding on which viewers hang their penchants or desires, a loose
framework for free association or intuitive flights of fancy. Even if the
connection a viewer makes is not intended as intuitive, it may look
that way to the baffled person standing next to him. This happens to
me regularly when I visit museums or galleries with friends. But that
is one way to play the game, the pleasurable fellowship of art. From
the banter and contention emerges a felt-substance, a bracing array of
intuitions that leads to larger questions and insights. One’s interpret-
ation of a work may have nothing whatsoever to do with the artist’s
intention; may indeed contradict what the artist had in mind. The
enchantment of art commonly consists of the ways it speaks to you,
mysteriously, directly, out-of the blue, addressing matters you'd only
dimly glimpsed, but which now suddenly rush forward into the
uncanny light cast by the work of art. The history of the reception of
a work of art, especially widely admired ones such as Leonardo’s Las?
Supper or the Laocodn group, demonstrates the vitality and variety of
response.”’” In these instances, enchantment is about the strange fit
between a work of art and the worlds that viewers bring to it. As
such, we might think of the experience of art as a form of enchant-
ment that is useful in rendering a valuable way of knowing the world.
It operates at an intuitive level, possibly in tandem with other ways of
knowing. Artistic experience is a metaphorical way of thinking that
may parallel rational or empirical or biological processes but is not
reducible to them.”®

We can also think of enchantment in art in a more familiar way.
The art world is full of hype and iconoclasm, that is, enchantment
and disenchantment. Artists are sometimes invested in fizz and aura
and their work in a hail of critical attention and promotion that
boosts its price and the artist’s reputation to stratospheric levels. Such
artists, darlings and celebrities, can do no wrong as art makers, it
would seem, until a new star outshines them and their halo quickly
dims. But this species of enchantment has to do with a sort of secular-
ized charisma and its commodification in the relentless cycles of the
art-luxury market.
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Art and varieties of re-enchantment

The sacralization of art took shape from the late eighteenth century
to the end of the nineteenth century. Romantic writers and artists
believed that art and nature could produce a bracing experience of
what was variously called the infinite, the sublime, the timeless, or the
divine. Artists were geniuses who had access to such domains and
needed to be championed against the incursions of bourgeois sensi-
bility, orthodox religion, false taste, and the state. Like many artists
and theorists before him, Wassily Kandinsky added “prophet” to the
artist’s office, claiming that artists were geniuses who propelled an
upwardly arcing movement of spiritual enlightenment that gradually
pulled their societies into the progressive development.? Like Schiller,
he endorsed art as a kind of play, seeing in the imagery made by
children and non-industrialized peoples forms of creative production
inspired by what he called “inner necessity” rather than enslavement
to the external forces of conventional taste or the apish compulsion to
imitate natural appearances. Deeply neo-Romantic, Kandinsky’s art
pursued a fascination with mood and emotional resonance by dissol-
ving objects into increasingly non-representational forms and colors
that he felt were akin to musical effects for their more direct access to
the human soul. If Schiller urged the artist to play in the fields of the
ideal, Kandinsky moved even beyond semblance to non-objective
elements directed entirely by free play. Fairy tales, medievalizing fan-
tasy, folk art, children’s art, the soulful language of form and color—
all were forms of artistic enchantment that occupied Kandinsky and
like-minded artists in pre-war Munich, in part because painting
these subjects in abstract styles quietly transcended a grisly world of
rampant industrialization and militarization.

Kandinsky’s work can appear quaint in light of what followed.
But others have taken up the quest of an art that is spiritualizing in its
effects. An exhibition in the mid-1980s hailed the cause, focusing
on the spiritual implications of non-hard edge abstraction since the
turn of the century.® In 1991, Suzi Gablik published her book
The Re-Enchantment of Art, announcing her disenchantment with
“the compulsive and oppressive consumeristic framework in which
we do our work”; complaining that “we live in a culture that has little
capacity or appreciation for meaningful ritual.” Like Weber, she
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accepted that the disenchantment of the world is the fundamental
character of modern life. The many millions of Muslims, Jews,
Hindus, and Christians in Europe and North America who faithfully
observe religious rites would object to the assertion that they've lost
the capacity for meaningful ritual, but Gablik was not interested in
traditional forms of religion. The modern world of the West had lost
its soul and conventional religion does not appear to have been a part
of the solution. “Re-enchantment, as I understand it, means stepping
beyond the modern traditions of mechanism, positivism, empiricism,
rationalism, materialism, secularism, and scientism—the whole objec-
tifying consciousness of the Enlightenment—in a way that allows for
a return of soul.”®? Instead of traditional forms of religion, Gablik
associated the work of many contemporary artists with New Age
thought, invoking the words of Don Juan as reported by Carlos
Castaneda when discussing the ritualistic performances of a Chicago
artist: “Human beings have a very deep sense of magic. We are part of
the mysterious. . . . Some of us, however, have great difficulty getting
underneath the surface level; others do it with total ease.” Artist Fern
Shaffer was one who did it with ease, according to Gablik, dancing in
a shamanistic manner, dressed in raffia, beside frozen Lake Michigan
with the purpose of healing the earth. “An ancient rhythm takes
over,” Shaffer commented. “T'ime does not exist anymore. We per-
form the rituals to keep the idea alive.”” Art, in the view of Gablik
and many of the artists she discussed, was a way of exercising the
primordial power of dreaming, imagining or envisioning that re-
establishes a connection with a non-rational, mythical domain shut
out by modern science and consumerism. Art can save us; it can
re-humanize us. It can re-enchant us by taking us back to the mys-
terious origins that our modernity has occluded. This notion of
enchantment urges the sacralization of art. Even among viewers who
do not share Gablik’s New Age perspective, art is widely believed
capable of saving a nation’s or a people’s soul, purifying taste, uplift-
ing a vulgar public, transforming civic culture, provoking moral
enlightenment, celebrating what is best in a civilization, providing
access to timeless and universal goods, revealing truths of transcend-
ent value, enabling communion with great minds. Art is intrinsically,
undeniably good. Art bears the sacred and keeps it for the ages.
In this way of thinking, merely to see art, to be in its presence, is an
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indefatigably wholesome thing. So school buses disgorge hordes of
children at museums for a liturgy of art appreciation.

Suzi Gablik’s project of re-enchantment points to a more
broadly shared belief that art is a spiritual good, that it contributes
importantly to the life of a society, to the enduring realm of values
that ought to matter to everyone, even though most people won't be
able to agree on many of what those values are. Whatever else it may
be, if we grant that enchantment is a human way of knowing, we
should not be surprised at the desire among artists and large numbers
of the public to make and appreciate art that involves spiritual mean-
ing. What is perhaps more surprising is that many art critics, art
school professors, and art historians should express contempt for art
that intends to do so and viewers that welcome it. In the quest to
control the profession, they exert a disenchanting influence, limiting
art and its interpretation to their expertise. It is, after all, what profes-
sional guilds do. Medical doctors limn and patrol strict boundaries
that separate their profession from all others, especially those that fail
to meet their rigidly enforced standards of scientific competence.**
It is much easier to ignore or to dismiss with a roll of one’s eyes what
Kandinsky and many since have embraced as “the spiritual in art.”
When art takes on spiritual meanings, it requires of the professional
interpreter an expertise that far exceeds the narrower and more
defensible boundaries of formalist criticism, art-world journalism,
knowledge of artists and their works, and skill at making art and
cultivating one’s career at it. What institution will endorse judgments
about the spiritual valence of art if not the church or theosophical
society or some comparable guild of mystics? Moreover, the gate-
keeping and reward systems of the art world are founded on the myth
of the avant-garde, that is, a historical narrative rooted in the secular
vision of artists as critical opponents of bourgeois respectability and
such reactionary institutions of middle-class authority as church and
state. How could the art world embrace art that was at peace with the
enemy? That may seem like a strange question to ask since the avant-
garde is no longer a compelling reality. But the symbolic capital of the
idea has not deflated. Young artists still dream of overturning the
applecart, fomenting aesthetic revolution, scandalizing respectability,
challenging the political establishment, tweaking the noses of their
elders.
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Even if there is a large market in art about spirituality, the profes-
sional discourse on art will resist recognizing it because it does not fit
the grain of the discourse, which does not run in-the direction of
personal or institutional affirmation of metaphysical commitments.
Those make art into therapy, which of course it is and always has
been, but they preclude the distance of disinterestedness at which the
play of art ideally occurs according to the privileged tradition of
modern aesthetic thought. When art serves a spiritual purpose, it
must leave the sacrosanct precinct of its own autonomy, pulling its
professionals along with it to places they may not wish to go. There
are scholars and writers who will make the journey as scholars, not
believers, but they study something not strictly defined as “art’—the
history of images, visual culture, religious artifacts, the ethnography
of visual practice. Some try to study both—art and the felt-life of
religious imagery—finding the study of art and visual enchantment a
rich intersection for inquiry. Yet, speaking as one of them, it seems to
me such scholars are sometimes caught betwixt and between, neither

fish nor foul.

The book

In the following pages, readers may note the rather little attention
paid to lived religion and its many everyday visual practices. This
book is about theory in the criticism and historical understanding of
contemporary art and the indifference it has often shown for religion.
It would seem that even the contents of this book testify to the
exclusiveness of the art world that James Elkins identifies in his essay
and that precipitated this very project. The bridge-work necessary to
connect the two disparate domains—critical theory of art and the
world of religious institutions, on the one hand, and the popular
culture of religious visual practice, on the other—is not highly
developed. According to many of the essays and remarks recorded
in parts of this book, modern religious visual practice as well as the
presence of religion in modern art would sustain considerable
investigation. But the critical and historical work necessary to make
this case is only just beginning.

A profoundly suggestive beginning may occur in the “Starting
Points” essay by Boris Groys, where he draws our attention to the
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way in which religion has become a mass-medium that both
impoverishes it by reducing it to the status of mere opinion, but also
offers the possibility of becoming a “site of revelation,” an “avant-
garde” that might render the ordinary extraordinary. Yet the issue of
the relationship of art and religion remains deeply conflicted. The
transcripts published here suggest that there is no consensus among
art world professionals. Artist Gregg Bordowitz rejects the claim that
artists are not interested in spirituality. Critic Thierry de Duve wishes
they were not, indeed, asserts they should not be. Kajri Jain faults
prevailing European philosophical traditions for skewing reflection
on the relation between art and religion, especially the way in which
they manacle the idea of “art.” For her part, Tomoko Masuzawa
wants everyone involved in the discussion to think in fundamentally
different ways about the definition of “religion.” Wendy Doniger
widens the register to non-Western religion and art. Taylor Worley
urges broad reflection on religion and the arts among theologians as
well as artists and art critics. David Morgan wonders why there is not
more interest in the visual culture of lived religion among art theor-
ists, and James Elkins urges colleagues in the art world to examine
a taboo that many of them would much rather quietly ignore. It
is a noisy, meandering, unintegrated conversation that does not easily
admit of resolution.

The editors have not aimed to provide a comprehensive, seam-
lessly resolved, or normative model for how to think about art theory
and religion. None is available and, for all of its inconsistencies and
blind spots, that's not what the current discourse needs. There are
serious disagreements to flesh out and some radical differences to
identify. We think these deserve a straightforward presentation,
along with a frank indication of the disarray, even cacophony, which
sometimes makes conversation all but impossible. We are confident
that the transcript registers this state of affairs. In the end, the editors
will consider their efforts amply rewarded if the various parts of the
volume are able to combine to indicate the complexity of the issue of
art and religion in the contemporary world and to invite fresh critical
thinking that might improve the conceptualization of how to write
and talk productively about contemporary att and belief. Accordingly,
we've organized the book in a way that will offer some insight into
the modern history of art theory and religion while also registering
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the considerable dissonance over their relation to one another. Fol-
lowing this Introduction, five “Starting Points” essays seek to provide
a historical and thematic setting for the transcripts that follow. These
historical and theoretical essays focus exclusively on European and
American materials—not because the writers are oblivious to other
perspectives, but because the very framing of “art and religion” is a
fundamentally Euro-American affair that must begin to sort out its
own history if it is to begin to recognize how it must move beyond
itself. The transcript is an edited version of a day-long conversation at
the School of the Art Institute, convened and moderated by James
Elkins. Since no conversation is ever without its limits and myopias,
the editors invited sixty-eight artists, scholars, and writers from
around the world to peruse the transcript and a few additional
materials and to provide their assessments of the conversation. Writers
were encouraged to be as critical or as visionary as they liked.
‘Twenty-nine responded with constructive but unfliiching criticisms
that readers will surely find correspond to their various sentiments.
Finally, two Afterwords present a complete overview of the project,
and a concluding note by James Elkins brings the book to a close.
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