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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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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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Fig. 3. Jean-Léon Gérôme, Jerusalem. 1867. Paris, Musée d’Orsay. Alinari/
Art Resource, NY.



 

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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Fig. 8. Rosso Il Fioerntino, Musician Angel. Florence, Uffizi. Alinari/Art
Resource, NY.
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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.

20 On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art



 

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
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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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