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This book is a philosophical discussion of pictures,
which the author defines as two-dimensional
representational fine art of the Western variety. His
examples make that clear—prominent instances
of the art of European painting over the last five
centuries from Piero della Francesca, Nicolas Pous-
sin, and Joshua Reynolds to John Martin, Frederic
Leighton and James Tissot, among others. And the
categories of the beautiful and the sublime are, of
course, leading themes in the philosophy of art in
that tradition stretching from the Renaissance to
the nineteenth century. The sort of painting that
most interests Crowther in the first portion of the
book is art of the classicizing tradition, which per-
tains to the ideal beauty of the human figure and
to compositions characterized by symmetry and
stability achieved in sound geometrical structure.
The first two chapters might sound like very old hat
at first. But Crowther seeks to do something more
interesting than rehearse the old idea, dear to the
classical tradition, that art is about more than imi-
tating nature. His argument is that we are drawn to
pictures by the force of aesthetic empathy, what he
defines as “a mode of identification with the artist's
way of seeing and representing visual possibilities
of space-occupancy” (5). That last term is not very
poetic, but it gets at something that matters very
much to Crowther: the capacity of pictures, unlike
all non-pictorial art forms, to present to viewers an
extension of their physical world, the place where
they occupy space. In doing so, pictures lure us into
them and in return offer us a metaphysical comple-
tion that we seek by virtue of our nature as self-con-
scious beings. It is this move that marks Crowther’s
contribution to the conversation as a philosopher.
Pictorial beauty, as Crowther calls it, transforms
the objects and spaces of the artist’s subject matter
into something that is more than a repetition of
their actual counterparts. By pushing us beyond
actual objects in space, a picture allows us to
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transcend our own spatial, temporal, and physical
limitations. We follow the artist where he or she
goes with an act of empathy that gives us some-
thing that non-artistic experience is not able to
offer. Art is profoundly important for Crowther and
that has more than a little to do with “the divine”in
his sub-title. This element makes a rather gradual
appearance in his account since he wants first to
establish a few core ideas about beauty, art, rep-
resentation, completeness, and human existence.
But we do not have wait long for the real agenda
of the book to come to the fore: the claim that

art completes us by virtue of its evocation of the
divine.

Crowther’s idea of the divine, it is important to
know for readers of this journal, is not what most
material culturalists of religion and religious studies
scholars have in mind when they examine visual
practices, forms of embodiment, or lived religion.
Crowther is concerned with a philosophical notion
of deity, not the gritty gods of everyday devotional
life. You do not have to be a believer to apprehend
the sublimity of God in aesthetic experience,
according to Crowther, because the intuition of
divine transcendence in art takes place in aesthetic
terms (52). We are not required to believe, only
to experience the idea of something incompre-
hensibly vast. Art promises something higher and
purer than the mere finite circumstances all about
us, including the human being’s finite limitations.
These limits are why the human self needs to
complete itself. As beings that are always more than
the present alone, humans seek out in art, beauty,
and God what lifts them beyond the finitude that
otherwise defines and ensnares them.

In this capacity for the transcendent, Crowther
asserts, human beings are the “image of God."That
sounds like a gesture toward Christian theology,
and it is clear that a monotheistic deity of a biblical
character is what he has in mind when he talks
about “faith” and “the religious believer," as he fre-
quently does, if only to fix his attention on the God
of philosophy. Crowther does not wish to consider
actual religious belief and how believers engage
images. In the final chapter of the book, he con-
siders more explicitly the “religious significance of
the metaphysical aspect of pictorial art” (143). But
this allows him to clarify the metaphysical rather
than the theological thrust of his study. He asserts
that “the very making of pictorial art involves
metaphysical factors that can also be interpreted
as disclosing aspects of humanity’s relation to the
Godhead” (143). This is established on independent
philosophical grounds, not as theological reasoning
or as the testimony of a member of a community
of belief. His philosophical approach works toward
something as abstract as “the Godhead,” which
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means that it has no use for the anthropology of
lived experience.

So Crowther is content to dismiss what he
calls “nonartistic painting” as overlooking the
special aims and capacities of pictorial art and is
therefore lacking the “extraordinary metaphysical
significance” of art (149). Nonartistic painting is
about the transmission of information, not aes-
thetic experience. Pictorial art, by contrast, “shows
something about what we are. And what it shows
is something that exceeds any survival-oriented
instinct ... A self-conscious being is one whose
being ... has a broader ontological role vis-a-vis
the universe” (149). Discerning this relation is a
metaphysical practice that religious believers will
regard as revelatory. But the revelation will not do
for the philosopher, who must prefer an austerely
philosophical diet: “For those created in God'’s own
image, the return to God must be a rational inquiry
that reaches a point where—in order to recognize
God in our own nature—we must take a leap of
faith based on independently established met-
aphysical truths rather than theological author-
ity or revelation alone” (151). Yet one wonders.
Although art, freed from “survival-oriented instinct,’
is supposed to be disinterested, what could be
more existentially urgent and humanly interested

than the empathic quest for completeness? And

as regards transcendence, do not fantasy cartoons
and superhero comic books allow their fans to
surpass their physical limits? For that matter, do not
spaghetti Westerns and pornography enable view-
ers to slip biological constraints and enter worlds of
superhuman performance? Why do these forms of
visually induced transcendence not count? Because
gods do not do porn? Stories about Zeus suggest
otherwise. Perhaps art and non-art imagery are not
so utterly dissimilar as art lovers commonly want
them to be.

This is a book for philosophers of religion and
philosophically inclined theologians who are inter-
ested in fine art. A chapter on the difficult work of
Jean Luc Marion provides a helpful critique. A long
chapter on the non-objective paintings of Barnett
Newman and Mark Rothko allows Crowther to think
beyond representational painting, thus extend-
ing pictorial art to a broader scope. The prose is
readable, the argumentation is clear, and the book
reveals something interesting about the lure of fine
art for religious intellectuals. And unlike many of
them, Crowther knows how to talk about pictures
and he happily engages them in order to speak
more concretely about their appeal and power.
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