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Chapter 3 

Between Critical Displacements and 

Spiritual Affirmations
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Religious themes and motifs appear continuously in the work of artists from different 

periods of the twentieth century. Such presence can be traced on several levels. On 

the one hand, this is a process of secularisation of the religious image, and on the oth-

er, artists often take religion as a subject matter in its own terms. Such artworks inter-

pret religious motifs, but are produced in and for a secular context. Examining the role 

and the status of such references provides an entry point to consider the issue of reli-

gion on a deeper level, with regard to the very articulation of the regime of modernity 

and the self-understanding of art. The way religious motifs are employed in the art of 

the twentieth century fits into a twofold structure. Figurative motifs are largely used 

as tools of criticism of the institutions of art and religion, while abstract art becomes 

the medium for expression of a positive form of spirituality.

 There are many possible accounts of the relationship between religion and art in 

the last century. They can vary according to national contexts, central issues discussed 

and theoretical tools; they can also vary according to the perspective they adopt – reli-

gious or secular. The perspective adopted here traces the transformation of the status 

of religious motifs and their gradual detachment from a situation of religious worship 

and integration into the secular realm of art. Indeed, the focus of my study is not theo-

logical, i.e. considering art as a medium of expression of the divine.1

 This chapter focuses on central moments in nineteenth and twentieth-century 

art, which indicate the gradual re-articulation of the relationships between religion 

and art. To write such an overview is a challenge for many reasons. The immensity of 

material means that there will be as many versions of such an overview, and as many 

authors, each of whom will have their own reasons to highlight different moments and 

choose different artists. He or she will also make different theoretical choices. Such an 

overview might focus exclusively on religious art of the twentieth century. Or, it could 

focus only on popular religious images produced in large numbers, or on a practice 

such as iconoclasm. He or she might also choose to trace a national context, or a spe-

cific religious tradition and its presence in art. 

 The first tendency can be described as figurative. Artists choose to cite religious 

iconography in order to interpret and modify it. In the art of the twentieth century 

there is an inversion in the status of religious iconography. It is usually used as a critical 

tool, because making a critical statement is possible only through citing, reproducing 

Two Tendencies

1 For a theological discussion of twentieth-century art, see: Jérôme Cottin, La mystique de l’art. Art et Christian-

isme de 1900 à nos jours (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2007).
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or otherwise indicating the image or the idea that is being criticised.2 This tendency 

can be explained by the fact that art ceases to be religious in the proper sense of the 

word and affirms its autonomy from the institution of the church. When artists bor-

row religious iconography they are in fact placing it in a context that is autonomous 

and secular. Detached from its initial context the religious motif ceases to signify reli-

gious ideas or content, and acquires new meaning depending on its new context. Such 

motifs will always signify something borrowed.3 

 In general, such a strategy produces effects that are critical, and sometimes even 

perceived as blasphemous. The reference to existing and well-known masterpieces of 

religious art, or formats of religious painting such as the triptychs of Max Beckmann 

and much later the predellas and the triptychs of Bill Viola (1951), occupies the mode 

of criticism of organised religion, as is the case in Surrealism, or is used as a means of 

inventing a personal interpretation of religion, a line present in James Ensor (1860-

1949), and symbolist and expressionist painters. Next to that, the critical mode of ref-

erence to religion, especially in the second half of the twentieth century, articulates 

a self-reflexive moment that problematises the status of images and the mechanisms 

of their circulation and display. In this case, the criticism takes place on the surface of 

the image itself. Such a practice can be considered iconoclastic. Just as the iconoclast 

mutilates the image and, in doing so produces another image, artists borrow religious 

motifs and modify or distort them. Similar to earlier instances of religious iconoclasm, 

such a practice happens on the surface of the image and as a result produces more im-

ages – the result of the mutilation (in the case of religious iconoclasm) or modification 

(in the case of adopting iconoclasm as an artistic practice). 

 The reference to or reinterpretation of religious motifs in most of these cases is 

not associated with a positive expression of religiosity. Precisely when engaging with 

religious subject matter artists remained distant from the church. The clergy, too, 

found such interpretations of traditional iconography problematic. Discussing the in-

creasing complex condition of twentieth-century church art, Dario Gamboni mentions 

the remark of Etienne Fouilloux that the meaning of the term “iconoclasm” in the con-

text of church art in the twentieth century changed. It no longer referred exclusively to 

2 Appropriation and inversion of motifs and images are widely used critical strategies, reaching their summit 

with appropriation art. 3 As Hubert Damisch argues: “Thus it is not good enough to say that the figurative 

work signifies to the extent that it borrows its signs from an institutional level of reality and from preestab-

lished orders of signification (…)What is borrowed has a signifying function in itself, precisely as something 

borrowed: it constitutes a sign in its role of representation, and an image, in its turn, insofar as it represents a 

representation.” A Theory of Cloud. Toward a History of Painting, Trans. Janet Lloyd, (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2002), p. 71.
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the actual practice of destroying images, but to the very “manner of depiction” of tra-

ditional iconography, which in many cases was not acceptable as church decoration.4 

 In the different art movements in the twentieth century, such a practice of bor-

rowing has different results. What is criticised can vary from political circumstances 

of the day to more abstract concepts, which concern the very regime in which imag-

es are produced. There are more personal re-inventions of Christian motifs by expres-

sionists such as Alexej von Jawlensky (1864-1941) and Emil Nolde (1867-1956) – painters 

who were, in fact, religious, but whose art did not find its place in the church, or who 

were fiercely critical in their tone such as paintings by Francis Bacon (1909-1992) and 

the specific effects of appropriating masterpieces of religious art associated with the 

practice of Andy Warhol (1928-1987). The latter was associated not with criticising re-

ligion as such, but focused on issues such as originality and authorship; issues, which 

are not necessarily religious, but internal to the articulation of the regime of art itself. 

The figurative borrowing, or the displaced motif can be read as a “ready-made” image, 

which, similar to Duchamp’s ready-mades, is associated with critical effects that ques-

tion the institutional infrastructure that produces the status of the image. 

 A second tendency in twentieth-century art is found in the association between 

non-figurative art, or abstract art, and expressions of spirituality. Church art in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries became an increasingly problematic category, 

partly because churches could not accept being decorated with “unusual forms and 

images.”5 Gradually it became clear that abstract art was the only acceptable form that 

could decorate Churches, even in the Catholic context. As Gamboni  explains:

Moreover, the introduction of abstract art helped avoid the controversies provoked by ‘unu-

sual images’, and the monopolistic claims of modern architecture tended to reduce decora-

tion to non-objective stained glass that could satisfy Protestant as well as Catholic churches 

and audiences.6 

There are several possible reasons for such a connection. To a great extent they are 

interrelated. The association between abstract art and religiosity has an iconoclastic 

background in the more classical sense of the word – representations of the divine are 

unacceptable. After the Second World War, “...this stage of the reformation of church 

art tacitly resumed the tradition of iconomachy and aniconism that had played a role 

in many episodes of religious reform.”7 Considered from this perspective, abstract art 

appears as the only acceptable alternative precisely as opposed to other images, “un-

4 Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution (London: Reaktion 

Books, 1997), p. 246. 5 Ibid., p. 240. 6 Ibid., p. 252. 7 Ibid., p. 253.
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usual” modernist interpretations of religious iconography. The absence of a figurative 

image removes all controversies as to how religious subjects should be interpreted. A 

substantial part of this controversy is a result of the fact that art, which at the time 

was affirming its autonomy, was invited back into the church precisely as art. This was 

a moment associated with the incompatibility between the institutions of (autono-

mous) art and religion.8 Abstract art, however, precisely as the outcome of a process of 

development that has its roots in Romanticism (itself a moment of reconfiguration of 

the relationship between religion and art), in other words as artistic and not religious 

invention, readily adopts vocabulary associated with purity and spirituality, and articu-

lates its central desire as the search and expression of transcendent meanings in its own 

aesthetic terms. In this sense, abstract art as a spiritual medium is not iconoclastic, but 

iconophile, as it seeks a visual presentation of transcendence.9 In contrast, the result of 

iconoclastic intervention is a broken image, which still remains a (figurative) image. 

 Another reason that abstract art lends itself easily to association with metaphys-

ical meanings is a result of its very condition. It suspended the mimetic relationship 

with the world “to evoke transcendental concepts – ‘feeling,’ ‘spirit’, or ‘purity’ thus 

replacing “one type of grounding, one form of authority with another.”10 This desire 

to find a transcendent guarantee gives some authors a reason to interpret abstract 

art as iconophile. However, in another sense, it betrays an anxiety that abstraction 

can be seen as either decorative or meaningless.11 In this sense, artists had to invent 

simultaneously a new mode of visuality and vocabulary that justifies it. Precisely this 

auto-foundational moment is symptomatic of a desire to ascribe value; and not only 

value, but also one that is absolute, outside of the world, and impossible to prove or 

contest. This in itself inscribes abstract art in the vocabulary of origin and authenticity 

of presence, and, ultimately, spirituality.

 Another aspect of abstract art that is particularly important is the articulation 

of the figure of the author-artist as expressed in the visible signs of the manual pro-

duction of the image. In the context of different discussions, respectively of the Holy 

Shroud and the vocabulary of originality associated with the early twentieth century 

8 As the head of the Orthodox Church phrased it: “art for art’s sake which only refers to its author, without 

establishing a relation to the divine, has no place in the Christian conception of the icon.”, Dimitrios I, “En-

cyclique sur la significaiton théologique de l’icône”, in La Documentation catholique, LIIIV 1988, pp. 323-8 quoted 

after Gamboni who quotes Daniele Menozzi, Les images. L’Eglse et les arts visuels, Paris, 1991 pp. 288-9. 9 Obser-

vation made by many authors, for example Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 356 and Marie-José Mondzain, Im-

age, Icon, Economy. The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, Trans. Riko Franses (Stanford University 

Press, 2005), p. 207.  10 Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, Benjamin Buchloh, Art Since 1900s. Modern-

ism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism (New York: Thames and Hudson), p. 119. 11 Ibid., p. 119.
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avant-garde, Marie-Jose Mondzain and Rosalind Krauss make similar observations on 

the conditions of the early abstraction. While Mondzain links it to the fantasy of the 

spontaneous “birth” of a painting that is “pure, spiritual emanation”, “a manifestation 

of inherent truth” and all the signs of manual production by the painter, what she calls 

“gestural subjectivity”, are erased from its surface,12 a moment that is present, espe-

cially in geometric abstraction. Krauss observes that the vocabulary of originality that 

justifies the practice of avant-garde abstract painters is associated with the concepts 

of absolute novelty and spontaneous creation.13 

 The idea of spontaneous creation as detached from any external reference or 

tradition, together with the claims of authenticity, structurally repeats the condition 

of the group of the acheiropoietic image discussed by Mondzain, which is also at the 

centre of Belting’s definition of the cult image.14 The acheiropoietic image, similarly to 

abstract painting, is exempt from the requirements of mimesis. It is an image gener-

ated by the unique event of a contact, an imprint. By virtue of its very condition and 

the vocabulary that justifies it, abstract painting finds itself structurally close to this 

key group of religious images. A central element of this condition is precisely the con-

cealment, or masking, of the procedures of making the image that goes together with 

claims of truth (in the case of the acheiropoietos), authenticity or absolute novelty (in 

the case of abstract art). This condition is one of the reasons why abstract art becomes 

associated with positive expressions of spirituality. In contrast, the other figurative 

tendency outlined above, associated with the reuse and modification of religious ico-

nography, produces critical effects. 

 Different authors have argued that modernism cannot be simply equated with 

the notions of progress and rationality.15 Modernism incorporates a spiritual impulse 

as an integral part of itself. This form of spirituality, it is important to note, is dissoci-

12 Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207. 13 As Krauss points out: “The self as origin is the way 

an absolute distinction can be made between a present experienced de novo and a tradition-laden past. The 

claims of the avant-garde are precisely these claims to originality.” “The Originality of the Avant-Garde and 

Other Modernist Myths”, October, 18: 1981, pp. 53-4. 14 For a more extensive version of this discussion of the 

structural proximity between modernism, and modernist claim of autonomy, and specifically abstraction and 

the paradigm of the “true image” and in a broader sense the cult image, see my Chapter One. 15 Many authors 

have written on the issue of spirituality in twentieth-century art in their respective ways. Donald Kuspit’s The 

End of Art (2005) valorises the expression of spirituality in art. Alain Besançon’s approach in The Forbidden 

Image is focused on finding spiritual meanings and elements in all the movements of the historical avant-gar-

de. Donald Kuspit, “Reconsidering the Spiritual in Art”, in Blackbird Archive. An Online Journal of Literature and 

the Arts, 2003, 1:2. http://www.blackbird.vcu.edu/v2n1/gallery/kuspit_d/reconsidering_text.htm, accessed 12 No-

vember, 2009.
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ated from organised religion, or from a particular religious tradition. Art, the experi-

ence of making art is itself a private quasi-religious or spiritual experience, which is not 

associated with public aspects of religion. Modernism can be seen as accommodating 

in its construction of two interrelated moments related to spirituality and religion. On 

the one hand, that would be the vocabulary of originality, which structurally repeats 

some aspects of the cult image. On the other, that would be the personal expression 

of spirituality in the practice of artists. The cult element in the modernist work of art 

coincides with devising a personal religion of art. 

 There are many examples of twentieth-century artists who claim spirituality as a 

central element in their work but without being qualified as religious. These artists are 

interested in spirituality as a belief system or in the ritualistic texture of art. In the cases 

of Vasily Kandinsky (1866-1944) or Piet Mondriaan (1872-1944), who were influenced by 

esoteric ideas and theosophy, the experience of making art is conceived as a quasi-re-

ligious or spiritual experience.16 The articulation of a desire to invest their works with a 

positive expression of spirituality is present in their writings, statements and reflection 

on their own work. This spiritual experience forms a distinct tendency in twentieth-cen-

tury non-religious art and abstract painting becomes one of its privileged media.17

 Next to the spiritual element in modernism, a second and less visible point of 

correspondence between art and religion can be discerned within twentieth-century 

art. It is related to the social conditions of display of visual objects, and the ways they 

are invested with value, be it a sacred truth or artistic authenticity. Both the early reli-

gious or cult image and the modernist work of art resemble each other to the extent 

that they are both associated with a regime of authenticity and truth (in the religious 

case) and originality (in the modernist case). Mondzain makes another key observa-

tion. Next to abstract painting, she compares the group of the acheiropoitetic image 

to the art object as the ready-made and a modern medium as photography. The sta-

tus of such objects, however, is not a result of their de facto authenticity, but of con-

cealing (or, as in the case of the ready-made, inverting the concealment) the fact that 

they are indeed a result of a complex series of operations of making. In the case of the 

acheiropoietic image the concealing happens through a series of procedures of its pres-

entation to a public gaze that overpowers the image itself and makes it barely visible. 

An object as the ready-made, structurally similar to the shroud, subverts, or rather in-

16 Martine Bax’s study of Mondriaan demonstrates the theosophical influences of his work, Het web der schep-

ping: theosofie en kunst in Nederland van Lauweriks tot Mondriaan, dissertation, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, 

2004. 17 On the notion of grace and spiritual motifs in high modernism, and Fried’s theo-aesthetic language 

see “From the Form of Spirit to the Spirit of Form”, Randall K. Van Schepen in Re-Enchantment, Ed. By Elkins, 

James and David Morgan (New York: Routledge, 2009).
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verts, such procedures of presentation. It makes a critical statement with regard to the 

institution of art and the mechanisms that invest images with power and value. 

  In the course of the twentieth century, the ready-made taken as a strategy de-

velops into a line of work that engages precisely with the presentational procedures 

and the conditions of display of the artwork. Marcel Broodthaers’ (1924-1976) fic-

tional museum with its Department of Eagles, 1968, can be placed in this line insofar 

as it questions notions of authorship as the origin of the image. Religious motifs and 

themes are not necessarily explicitly present in the work of artists associated with this 

tendency. They critically address the conditions of production of the art-object as a 

public object. The construction of the public status of the object of art, especially in a 

post-Duchampian art context, in which the individual skill or virtuosity of the artist be-

comes less and less important, constitutes a political moment. It touches upon a cult 

aspect of the image, or the work of art, in strong resonance with the key aspect of the 

cult image, which is its public function. 

 Why is such a parallel between a religious object as the acheiropoietos (the rel-

ic belongs to this group) and the ready-made important? In fact the ready-made is 

precisely a critique of the relic, but a critique that imitates it structurally. Such a cri-

tique, through inversion of the criticised object, reveals the institutional infrastruc-

ture, which supports the status of the object.18 The strategy of critique embodied by 

the ready-made and in a larger sense by institutional critique and appropriation art, 

is similar to the cases when artists choose to appropriate and modify religious motifs. 

Such motifs function as “ready-made” images that are embedded in the new artwork 

and address the conditions of the regime of production and display of the image. It 

is important to sketch the main aspects of the process of recycling religious themes 

and motifs in the context of secular art and precisely from the perspective of the pres-

ent-day moment. The artwork itself could be understood as indicating important mo-

ments in the self-understanding and the internal structuring of the entire regime of 

the image. The artwork, however, can also intervene in the way such determinations 

are created and shared.

 The increasingly complex relationship between religion and art in a twenti-

eth-century context is examined from a particular angle: from the position of a “cold” 

definition of religion, as opposed to a positive expression of spirituality or religiosity 

in and through images. The analysis is not focused on a theological explanation and 

justification of the existence of the image and does not focus on the content of, say, 

gestures of expression of religiosity or spirituality. A central point of interest is the 

interaction between an image or an artwork and the institutional conditions of its 

display, and specifically the effects of placing religious motifs in a secular context. Re-

ligion, and, specifically, Christianity is historically the inventor and the main institu-
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18 For a discussion of the mechanism of inversion, see: Hal Foster, The Return of the Real. The Avant-Garde at the 

End of the End of the Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996), Chapter Four “The Art of Cynical 

Reason”, pp. 99-127. 19 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art, p. 232. 20 Ibid., p. 235. 21 Diane Apostolos-Cappado-

na. “Religion and art.” In Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online, http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/

grove/art/T071327 (accessed October 24, 2008) 

tion in which these mechanisms were formed and developed and it is not by chance 

that twentieth-century artists continuously feel the need to come back to it. As a case 

of contrast, some works that express spirituality in a positive way are discussed. The 

overview begins with a case that demonstrated the reconfiguration of the relationship 

between religion and art, as resulting in creating a hybrid, from an institutional per-

spective case – the art of Caspar David Friedrich.  

Religious Art and Church Art

As a background for the discussion of religious themes and motifs in the context of 

secular art, it is important to indicate briefly what is considered religious art proper, 

especially in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when this category becomes in-

creasingly difficult to define. In the nineteenth and especially in the twentieth centu-

ry, together with the changing of the relationships between the institutions of religion 

and art, religious art underwent a profound transformation: 

[...] the autonomization of art fostered in the long run by the Revolutionary transformations 

had a double impact on the further evolution of religious and especially of church art: on the 

one hand, it made it difficult for artists to accept the conditions of ecclesiastical commission 

and liturgical use, and for images produced under such conditions to be recognized as works 

of art; on the other hand, these very difficulties made of church art privileged field for at-

tempts at re-instrumentalizing and re-socializing art.19

 By the end of the nineteenth century, the mechanism of commissioning and the 

reception of church art were in contradiction with the very definition of artistic activity,20 

and by the mid-twentieth century this relationship became an increasingly difficult one. 

 What, then, is “religious art” proper? The popular definition includes the following 

central characteristics.21 Religious art is art that is associated with a particular religious 

tradition and has a clear function in the context of its institutions and ritual; in most 

cases it illustrates or represents the religious narrative associated with that tradition. 
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It can be non-figurative or abstract as Islamic art and it can be displayed in a non-reli-

gious context of the museum and still be religious art. Its content differs according to 

the historical period in which a particular artwork was produced. If power is used as a 

central element of the definition, art acquires the status of a political-religious tool, or 

even propaganda. In such a situation the artist usually has to follow a canonic interpre-

tation of the subject and there is little room for creative interpretation. The patronage 

or the commission by a religious institution can define a work of art as religious, as in 

the case of Henri Matisse who designed all the details of the decoration the Rosaire 

Chapel in Vence, between 1948 and 1951: stain glass windows, ceramics, stalls, stoup, 

cult objects and priestly ornaments. The images are either patterns, or a depiction of 

the religious ritual itself, congregation and priest, but not an iconography of the life 

of Christ; they are detached from the sacred subject proper. In this case the artist de-

signed the space for the communal ritual, and religion is taken as an institution as a 

frame for communal life. 

 Another version of this relationship is when art and religion are separated and 

function independently of each other – in the cases of societies that identify them-

selves as secular. In contrast to religious art, spiritual art usually detaches itself, or re-

sists being associated with organised religion and is characterised by one or another 

form of belief in spiritual issues by the artist,22 while there are many examples of re-

ligious art, or art produced for decoration of church interiors created by artists who 

openly proclaim that they are atheists. 

 In his book The End of Art Donald Kuspit addresses the issue of art and spiritual-

ity in a twentieth-century context. It is worth summarising his argument as he is one 

of the authors who articulates a positive notion of spirituality. He is one of the propo-

nents of the thesis that contemporary art has lost its spiritual impulse. In Reconsidering 

the Spiritual in Art he argues that spirituality in art means an emphasis on the inner feel-

ing and on a special mode of the subjectivity of the artist who is able to articulate the 

experience of transcendence of the material world and belonging to the cosmic.23 This 

“inner feeling” places art in a special position with regard to religion. On the one hand, 

the experience of creating art, and in a larger the sense of experiencing art, is defined 

as a religious experience. Kuspit ultimately defines art as an intrinsically religious medi-

um, insofar as it is associated with the “inner feeling” or the experience of transcend-

ence of the material world. On the other hand, this spirituality is decisively detached 

from a particular religious tradition, or from any concrete ritual basis. Furthermore, 

22 See: Donald Kuspit, The End of Art (Cambridge University Press, 2005). 23 Kuspit, “Reconsidering the 

Spiritual”, Part One, http://www.blackbird.vcu.edu/v2n1/gallery/kuspit_d/reconsidering_text.htm (accessed Oc-

tober 25, 2008).
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such an experience opposes any authority: “…transcendence means inner liberation 

from authority, divine or human.”24 Defined in this way spirituality is quite different (if 

not the opposite to) organised religion understood as a public and social phenomenon.

 For Kandinsky: “it was an artistic experience of religion and a religious experi-

ence of art – a sense of the easy and seamless merger of religious and artistic experi-

ence, their inevitable reciprocity.”25 Kandinsky’s Improvisations rebel against order or 

measure; they return to a “prelapsarian vision of reality—reality with which one is in 

spontaneous spiritual harmony”26 This state before the Fall, before the onset of knowl-

edge, is a return to a state of oneness with the cosmic. In that sense, his painting goes 

against the grain of the modernist program, because it rebels against the material, or 

the rational. An emblematic avant-garde figure as Kandinsky shows how to be modern 

in fact means “regressing” to a vision of creating art that is rejected by ideas of scien-

tific materialism or progress. In this sense, Kuspit concludes, Kandinsky can be consid-

ered an anti-modernist. 

 Alain Besançon’s The Forbidden Image: An Intellectual History of Iconoclasm pro-

vides a detailed analysis of the philosophical discussions around the issue of the figura-

tion of the divine, and their influence and relationship to art. Commenting extensively 

on the art of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he points out that “Christian art” 

is “equivocal expression.”27 His discussion provides a broader definition than the strict-

ly institutional one. Besançon makes a distinction between paintings made for “reli-

gious ends” and paintings made by “religious souls” and non-Christian religious art.28 

There are several categories of religious art: art that was formally commissioned by the 

church, art made by artists who are religious themselves, and art that does not belong 

to either of those categories but refers to religious themes or is spiritually invested.29 

 The first group includes “works commissioned by religious establishments 

for the purpose of worship.”30 The large number of such commissions in France and 

Northern Europe was associated with the growth of cities, which generated the need 

for new Churches. This category includes art produced to illustrate Christian themes. 

Besançon points out that the Catholic Church did not require a personal commitment 

or belief as it did not impose any particular style or aesthetic doctrine, “but it liked the 

reconstitution of the spectacle, the emotive drama.”31 Gamboni, too, argues that the 

growing number of churches and their restoration created need for more church dec-

orations. That demand was met by “...the creation of industrial and semi-industrial 

workshops, which employed old and new means of reproduction” such as photogra-

24 Ibid., Part One. 25 Ibid., Part One. 26 Ibid., Part Two. 27 Alain Besançon, The Forbidden Image. An Intellectual 

History of Iconoclasm, Trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), p. 263. 28 Ibid., 

p. 258. 29 Ibid., p. 258. 30 Ibid., p. 258. 31 Ibid., p. 258. 
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phy and casting, and resulted in substituting art for the production of religious imag-

es on a mass scale. This in turn provoked the protest of both the clergy and the larger 

public.32 The main importance in this category is placed on the institutional commis-

sion and the spatial placement of the work in a church. This is what technically can be 

called “religious art” in the nineteenth century. Besançon points out that the individu-

al religious feelings of the artist did not matter. In a certain sense the art produced in 

such a context is again devoid of a positive expression of spirituality, but based itself 

on the excessive figuration of “illusionist techniques of modern painting” and served a 

“rhetorical program of storytelling and persuasion.”33 

 The second category outlined by Besançon places the emphasis on the sub-

jective involvement of the artist and his belief – a religious feeling that manifests it-

self in the work. Here he makes a further distinction between religious art produced 

by Christian artists and the Christian art produced by non-Christians. Artists such as 

Maurice Denis (1870-1943) expressed their religiosity through sacred subjects and 

enjoyed church commissions. In the cases where they chose profane subjects, their 

works still resonated strongly with a religious tone. The next group identified by Be-

sançon is that of “spontaneously religious art, substantially Christian in tone” creat-

ed by artists that did not “profess the Christian faith” and who, most importantly, 

might not have been fully aware of what they were expressing in their painting, or 

what their audience might see in it.34 Such works were not created in commission of 

the Church. For example “cosmic mysticism” as conveyed by Van Gogh in Starry Night, 

1889, through its raw and spontaneous symbolism, was removed from doctrines of 

his time, but expressed an intense personal religiosity. Finally, non-Christian religious 

art forms the largest category. Besançon places in it – Symbolism, Expressionism, Fu-

turism, Surrealism, and Abstractionism, and argues that their expression of religiosi-

ty was “more intense” than the Christian one. According to him, artists belonging to 

this category “were more Christian than they supposed” because their art expressed 

“pathos which goes far beyond the calm or lukewarm religiosity of sacred painting by 

professed Catholics.”35 

 Next to painting for “religious purposes” and painting by “religious souls” “pro-

fane painting” also has religious overtones. However, the meaning of the word religi-

osity remains very open and easily accommodates a rather large variety of artworks. 

According to Besançon a spiritual impulse determines most of the historical avant-gar-

des. His approach, especially in his analysis of the art of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, is, too, centred upon Christianity, which is the central tradition with regard 

32 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art pp. 235-6. 33 Besançon The Forbidden Image, p. 260. 

34 Ibid., p. 261. 35 Ibid., p. 262, 263.
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to which different types of art associated with religion are defined. This is partly a result 

of the fact that he is analysing a context in which it is the dominant tradition. However, 

there remains an implicit emphasis on Christianity (or even privileging of), which is per-

haps not fully justified when it comes to the categories of subjective religiosity. 

 The focus of this chapter is not religious art proper. It is an equivocal term es-

pecially in the context of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is related to 

several processes: the changing institutional context and the creation of museum col-

lections, which caused displacement of religious art from its original context which 

was the church; the identification of art as an autonomous practice; and the related 

inherent contradiction between practicing art and creating art for church decoration. 

The discussion of religious motifs in a secular art context begins with the art of Caspar 

David Friedrich, whose art abandons the traditional religious iconography and antici-

pates both the redefinition of the status of church art, and abstract art as a medium of 

positive expression of spirituality. 

Caspar David Friedrich: Art as a Religious Practice 

Caspar David Friedrich’s art (1774-1840) personifies an important moment in the 

changing relationship between religion and art in the nineteenth century, when the 

private experience of art gradually replaced organised religion as the site of spiritual 

transcendence.36 His vacant landscapes, meticulous realism and attention to detail 

convey an idea of a divine that is interwoven with nature and create a possibility for a 

spiritual experience that is to be found not in religion or its ritual, but precisely in art. 

Friedrich’s painting revitalised the experience of the divine beyond “the sacred con-

fines of traditional Christian iconography.”37 His search for new symbolism that could 

convey experience of the transcendent “was so intense that it converted almost all ear-

lier categories of secular painting into a new kind of religious painting.”38 Friedrich’s 

art combined a strong spiritual impulse and a tendency towards abstraction evident 

in his vacant landscapes, a combination that was taken up later by abstract painters.39 

36 As Joseph-Leo Koerner observes in The Reformation of the Image (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

2008), p. 9. 37  Robert Rosenblum, Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition. Friedrich to Rothko.  (Lon-

don: Thames and Hudson, 1988), p. 14. . 38 Ibid. p. 32. 39 An issue studied in great detail by Robert Rosen-

blum, who places Friedrich in a line of development that culminates in abstract art. In particular, he explores 

how the gradual evacuation of landscape painting and stripping it to its minimal elements results in abstrac-

tion as in Mondriaan’s case. 
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 Despite the fact that Friedrich’s painting gradually leaves the “confines” of tra-

ditional religious iconography, it cannot be seen as fully detached from the context of 

Christianity. It articulates a sensitivity that can be seen as determined by evangelical 

faith and resonates strongly with the spirit of the Reformation, which emphasises the 

realm of inner faith.40 Friedrich is a painter with a distinct Protestant sensibility who 

claimed to redefine the moral and spiritual meaning of painting. Going beyond the 

limitations of traditional religious iconography is equal to a loss of the “sense of the 

incarnation.”41 His painting substitutes the representation of a “flesh-and-blood Christ 

on the Cross” with a crucifix, a “man made object a relic of Christian ritual.”42 As a re-

sult his painting transforms religion into a subject matter and becomes less and less 

its illustration. It is nature and the representation of its greatness that, as Friedrich saw 

it, has the task to convey a feeling of the divine. His shipwrecks, ice floes, ruins and 

huge mountains present the viewer with an overwhelming imagery that conveys an 

intensely spiritual experience. 

 Cross in the Mountains (1807-8) is a mixture between altarpiece and landscape 

painting and occupies an important place in Friedrich’s work. It depicts a crucifix in a 

mountain dramatically illuminated by sunrays. However, it is not simply a landscape 

painting; its format and frame suggest that it was designed to function in the Chris-

tian ritual as an altarpiece (Fig. 23).43 As Koerner observes, it is a hybrid between a “sa-

cred icon” and a “secular work” that signifies a significant moment in the process of 

the changing of the relationship between religion and art. Koerner writes: 

This was the situation greeting The Cross in the Mountains first public: a landscape paint-

ing enframed like an icon, an easel replaced by a makeshift altar table, an artist’s atelier 

reconsecrated as a church. Not surprisingly this simulacrum of the sacred elicited a mixed 

response. Some joined in as a congregation not merely of the religion of art, but of art as 

religion.44 

This painting articulates a double moment: of gaining independence from the tradi-

tion and, simultaneously, of reinventing art as the medium of a religious experience 

that does not need the church. Koerner concludes that the Hegelian idea of art as a 

secularised religion was rendered consciously as art for the first time in Cross in the 

Mountains. The image is no longer an object of devotional practice; it is an object that 

offers aesthetic experience, but one that is strongly spiritually coloured.

40 Koerner, The Reformation of the Image, p. 10. 41 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 293. 42 Rosenblum, Modern 

Painting, p. 25. 43 Joseph-Leo Koerner, Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape (Yale University Press, 

1995). 44 Ibid., p. 49. 
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Fig. 23 Caspar David Friedrich, Cross in the Mountains, 1807-8
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 The spirituality expressed in Friedrich’s paintings is related to the way he visual-

ly interpreted the Romantic category of the sublime. In the context of Romanticism, 

the sublime, as Kant articulated, provides the closest description of the sensible expe-

rience of transcendence. It also poses the question of representation in a new way. To 

experience the sublime means to experience the shattering of the possibility of rep-

resentation and of its rules. Koerner argues that Friedrich’s art situates itself precisely 

at the heart of this problematic. He did not produce landscapes according to the sys-

tem of classical aesthetics. As his contemporary, the art critic Ramdohr observed, Frie-

drich produced his own system of representation, in which the viewer is deprived of a 

standpoint and  given “neither a firm ground nor a stable horizon.”45 For Ramdohr that 

was a negative feature of Friedrich’s art. However, from the perspective of the Kantian 

aesthetics of the sublime “this indeterminacy can constitute the experience of tran-

scendence … sublimity in art occurs at the moment of representation’s collapse” and 

thus an experience of that, which is greater than representation, of God.46 Precisely 

this moment prefigures the moment embodied by abstract art.

 Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog (1818) provides a particularly interesting moment 

(Fig. 7). Friedrich builds an analogy between God’s creation of the world in fog and 

the painter’s production of the work of art through paint. God is shown only in his ab-

sence, in the image of the consequence of his creation – nature.47 Furthermore, the 

specific painterly manner of the depiction of fog conceals all signs of brushwork, of the 

making of the painting by an artist. This aspect of the image relates the work of the 

painter to the model of divine creation that happens instantaneously and “without 

hands” (acheiropoietos). Friedrich imitates the divine creation by making his painting 

appear as if it is not made by an artist’s hand.48 This is not a reproduction of a figura-

tive religious motif, but a reference to the very model of creation, and of the sacred 

truth of the acheiropoietic image (Veronica’s Veil).49 This logic of instantaneous crea-

tion, and of the concealing of the signs of manual production on the surface of the 

painting appears in the work of abstract painters and is usually associated with a pos-

itive expression of spirituality (in the work of Malevich and Kandinsky but also later 

45 Ibid., p. 100. 46 As Koerner puts it: “…our loss of a determinate relation between ourselves and the repre-

sented nature through the artist’s deliberate disruption of the conventional ‘system’ of landscape’, becomes a 

symbol of a relation to a transcendent order. In Cross in the Mountains, the religious origins of this aesthetic pro-

ject are self-consciously preservEd. The relation between man and God, expressed traditionally by crucifix and 

the Passion story, is transposed here to a relation between self and world, expressed now within the very struc-

ture of represented nature.”, p. 148. 47 Ibid., p. 191. 48 Ibid., p. 192. 49 Rosenblum observes that the visual 

motif of the divine creation is present in his interpretation of the sea horizon, strongly suggestive of the motif 

of Genesis. p. 23.
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Barnett and Newman who, in their respective ways, interpreted the idea of spontane-

ous and instantaneous creation and the sublime). Friedrich’s art can be seen as a pre-

cursor of the tendency in modernist art that binds abstract art and spirituality. 

 His work corresponds to the Hegelian interpretation of the Romantic genius who 

is “wholly individual” and creates his art independently from the tradition; at the same 

time, however, he creates in his art a “mythology valid and binding for the culture as a 

whole.”50 This talent of expressing the deeper tendencies, the essence of culture, finds 

its later re-articulation in the figure of the avant-garde artist who affirms his originality 

and claims to create starting from ground zero and to generate absolute novelty.

50. Ibid., p. 65. 51 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 278. 52 Ibid., p. 279. 53 Ibid., p. 281 (note 108, Hilton). 

Nazarenes and Pre-Raphaelites: 
The Quest for a New Sacred Art

Friedrich’s search for a religious experience of art was contrasted by several movements 

in France, England and other countries in Northern Europe that embodied a somewhat 

nostalgic return to the great examples of Renaissance art and a desire to create truly re-

ligious art. The artists in the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-

1882), John Everett Millais (1829-1896) and William Holman Hunt (1827-1910) strove to 

return through their art “to the pious and ‘natural’ approach that characterized the old 

masters.”51 Rossetti’s Childhood of the Virgin Mary, 1848-9, was a statement for a new 

Christian art with its Renaissance stylisation, multiplicity of symbols and naturalistic 

rendering (Fig. 24).52 Similarly, Millais’ Christ in the House of his Parents, 1850, is saturat-

ed by religious symbols and painted in a naturalistic way, which as Besançon points out, 

endows it with specific Englishness and (Fig. 25). Rosetti and Milais had an ambition to 

create truly religious art with a pronounced moralising message. Their reinterpretation 

of holy scenes in the framework of the everyday life and their saturation of religious 

symbols expressed their desire for “a democratization of holiness.”53

 The Nazarenes were an earlier group formed by painters from Germany, Swit-

zerland and Austria. Johann Friedrich Overbeck (1789-1869), Franz Pforr (1788-1812) 

and Peter Cornelius (1783-1867) studied in Vienna and later moved to Rome 1810. The 

group was initially called the Lucas Brotherhood, a reference to Saint Luke considered 

as the first icon painter and traditionally a patron saint of painters, and later Naza-

renes, a derived title that applied to Jesus of Nazareth, and lived in a convent belong-

ing to Irish Franciscans. They articulated a similar need for a new truly religious and 
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spiritually engaged art.54 All of them were pious Christians whose art was character-

ised by imitation of the older models of Jan van Eyck and Fra Angelico in order to rein-

vent Christianity as a “retrospective utopia” to which one has to return.55 

 In contrast to Friedrich’s painting, the Nazarenes and the Pre-Raphaelite Broth-

erhood were characterised by a desire to create a pious, truly spiritual art that oppos-

es itself to the art of their contemporaries. Their paintings were executed as a close 

imitation of old and highly valued models. This impulse of a return to the purity of an 

older model, and to the simplicity of the scenes of everyday life saturated by religious 

symbols, defined their art as one of a desire for a return to a true religious origin and 

resurrection of a national myth. Both movements were interested in the myths of their 

respective lands and in a definition of a national essence of painting. This aspect of 

their art situated them in a rather conservative position and exposed them to criticism 

related to the stiffness of their imitation of old painting or trivialising of sacred sub-

jects. In contrast, Friedrich’s art articulates a specifically modern moment through the 

empirical observation of nature and the definition of painting as a medium that can 

provide spiritual experience in its own terms. It signifies a movement towards its au-

tonomy, its liberation from the necessity to reproduce Christian iconography. 

54 Ibid., p. 268. 55 Ibid., p. 269.

Faith in Art: 
Edouard Manet’s Dead Christ and the Angels

The interpretation of religious subjects is rare in Édouard Manet’s (1832-1883) oeuvre. 

One painting, however, should be mentioned, as according to Thierry De Duve, it sig-

nifies a specifically modern moment with regard to the changing relationship between 

religion and art at the end of the nineteenth century. Dead Christ and the Angels, 1864, 

is an interpretation of a religious subject, which did not claim to be religious art; it was 

not meant to decorate a church interior and was shown in the secular context of the 

Salon (Fig. 19). It presented its audience with a conflation of several biblical scenes. In 

contrast to the Nazarenes who wanted to resurrect the great models of the Renais-

sance masters and were searching for purity and sacredness of their work, Manet in-

troduced an obvious deviation from older models.

 Christ is half seated and supported by two angels, and his eyes are half open; the 

spear-blow is placed on the left side of his chest, instead of the right. The two angels 

are a reference to John (20:12), the episode in which Mary discovers the empty tomb 
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Fig. 24 Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Childhood of the Virgin Mary, 1848-9

Fig. 25 John Everett  Millais’ Christ in the House of his Parents, 1850
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and sees the two angels sitting where the body of Christ was.56 Manet conflated the 

two successive moments into one scene – the very moment of Christ’s resurrection 

with the scene of Mary and the two angels. De Duve points out that this combination 

of motifs is a reference to older paintings by Paolo Veronese and Francisco Ribalta who 

painted seated Christs and whom Manet allegedly referred to. 

 By consciously introducing an obvious mistake with the displacement of the 

spear blow, Manet “inoculated” the religious faith, which the audience of religious 

painting that time allegedly had, with a small dose of doubt. In this way he redefined 

the religious subject matter as aesthetic where it is under the jurisdiction of the art-

ist.57 Furthermore, the displaced detail invited the audience of the painting to become 

aware of the difference between seeing an image religiously, that is as a support of re-

ligious ritual and faith, and seeing it aesthetically as a work of art, as an image that is 

produced and displayed in a sphere that at this time was becoming increasingly auton-

omous from religion. 

 Manet’s painting is not about the resurrection of Christ, but about the fact that 

we give life to every image we gaze together at. In this sense the resurrection of Christ 

as interpreted by Manet is not a religious painting or a painting on a religious subject; 

it uses a religious motif to thematise the social condition of placing objects on display. 

Being exposed to public gaze they are also given life, in a sense resurrected.58 This is 

key with regard to understanding a specifically modern moment: “modernity is so 

typified by a waning of religion in every field, and art itself has not escaped the overall 

secularization of human relationships.”59 This painting invited its audience to separate 

religious faith from faith in art itself. In this way Manet “infected” the religious paint-

ing with an element of doubt. Precisely by means of manipulating a religious motif, he 

articulated an autonomous space for art. 

 This painting is important to the central claim of this chapter – that it is possible 

to discern two tendencies with regard to the role of religious motifs in twentieth-cen-

tury art. If Friedrich, by investing art with essentially religious faith, is the precursor 

of the association between abstract art and positive expression of spirituality, then 

Manet by investing a religious painting with a “dose of doubt”, is a precursor of the 

other tendency, outlined above. Critical and iconoclastic, it is characterised by appro-

priation and modification of religious motifs. It is here that a crucial moment of the 

movement of art towards its autonomy from religion can be located. 

56 Thierry de Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art, Trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods, (Brussels: 

Ludion, 2000), p. 11-9. 57 Ibid., p. 16-7. 58 bid., p. 14-19. 59 Ibid., p. 10. 
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By the end of the nineteenth century, religious motifs were almost absent from the 

work of the most innovative artists. At the same time, religious themes kept coming 

back, but they were not expressed through traditional iconography.60 Vincent van 

Gogh (1853-1890) was one of the artists who tried to invent a form of personal reli-

gion through their art. As he explains in a letter to his brother: “That does not prevent 

me from having a terrible need of – shall I say the word? – of religion. Then I go out 

at night and paint the stars.”61 Through observation of nature and everyday life Van 

Gogh aspired to invent ways to convey his personal religious feelings in far more sin-

cere ways, than through religious iconography. Rosenblum defines his pursuit of “nat-

ural supernaturalism” and “divinity in nature” as a continuation of the Romantic line 

of Friedrich.62 Such a connection, however, is not based on a conscious relation to Frie-

drich’s painting. For: “…the chances of his ever having seen a work of Friedrich’s, ei-

ther in the original or reproduction, are almost nil.”63 As Friedrich, Van Gogh invests 

nature with an intense feeling of sacredness instead of adhering to Christian iconog-

raphy to covey religious or spiritual meaning (with few exceptions). He took the same 

path as the Romantics in re-inventing art and not organised religion as a medium of 

expression of a spiritual impulse. Both artists were masters in suggesting an intense 

religious feeling through depicting nature and “not the invention of a specific symbol-

ic code that may be deciphered like a Baroque allegory” or that could be stabilised by 

traditional iconography.64 For instance The Sower, 1888, offers a vision of harmony of 

man and nature and an idealization of the figure of the peasant with the sun as a “su-

pernatural power” and “omnipotent deity.”65 The night in Starry Night, 1889, is a pas-

sionate metaphor for the mysteries of the universe. The cypress trees in the shape of 

flames convey a cosmic mysticism (Fig. 26).66 

 This aspect of Van Gogh’s art indicates a reconfiguration of the relationship be-

tween art and religion in the direction of inventing art, or specifically of art as a cre-

ative practice, itself with the role of being a medium of searching and articulation of 

a personal form of religiosity that is detached from practicing religion. Significantly, 

Vincent van Gogh: Personal Religion

60 “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… At the same time, religious themes kept 

rising to the surface as half-sunken boats. Van Gogh had very passionate, if confused thoughts how his art 

worked as religion.”, Elkins On the Strange Place of Religion, 2004, p. 12. 61 Van Gogh, Letter no. 543, (Septem-

ber, 1888), Quoted by Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 94. 62 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 71. 63  Ibid., p. 97 . 

64 Ibid., p. 97. 65 Ibid., p. 91. 66 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 262.
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Symbolism: Natural Spirituality

this tendency is associated with the gradual abandonment of traditional religious ico-

nography and a greater interest in nature as a subject matter. Van Gogh was able to 

convey a landscape with just several lines; to create an image laden with an intense 

presence. In contrast to this type of expression of a spiritual feeling, it is significant 

that Manet used religious motifs to pose questions pertaining not to religion but to 

the medium of art itself.

Symbolist artists rejected traditional iconography and models of religious art and re-

placed them with subjects that express ideas beyond the literal objects depicted. 

Symbolist painting is associated with the personal interpretation of religious subjects, 

which then opens up a possibility taken by later generations of artists for the devel-

opment of personal belief systems and of defining art as an intrinsically spiritual me-

dium. Painters belonging to this movement articulated a desire to create art that can 

immediately apprehend ultimate reality and that results in the invention of a form of 

“painting as coded and ‘abstract’ as a musical score.”67 The main feature of symbol-

ist art is the interest in spiritualism and the neo-Platonic notion that there is an ideal 

world beyond the one of appearances. Symbolism produced “many Christian motifs: 

the Nativity, the Passion, the Crucifix. But it seems that these motifs, with only a few 

exceptions such as Maurice Denis (1870-1943), did not represent the core of a symbol-

ist religiosity but simply a particular efflorescences sprouting against a religious back-

ground that was not stabilized by Christianity.”68

 In France, Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) played a central role in developing the aes-

thetics of the movement. He was fascinated by the religions of the indigenous peo-

ple and his style, characterised by simplified forms and pure colour, was a response 

to their ‘natural’ spirituality. For Gauguin, lines, shapes and colours as such commu-

nicated meaning. The notion of the expressive potential of simplified forms and pure 

colour became a stylistic mark of Symbolism. Gauguin’s message was taken up by a 

group of students: Paul Ranson, Maurice Denis, Edouard Vuillard and Pierre Bonnard, 

who became known as the Nabis (c.1880-1900). They copied Gauguin’s organisation 

of the picture surface and the use of colour fields. The name, Hebrew for ‘prophets’, 

signified their claim of clairvoyant status as artists. They were especially interested 

in the occult and the religious and influenced a number of other artists, perhaps the 

67 Ibid., p. 306. 68 Ibid., p. 308. 
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Fig. 26 Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night, 1889
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most well known case being Edward Munch (1863-1944).

 Symbolist painting is characterised by the evocation of myth, an interest in the 

“primitive” forms of spirituality and emphasising the importance of nature. Biblical 

motifs were increasingly mixed with mythological motifs, for example in the work 

of Arnold Böcklin (1827-1901). Symbolist painters were strongly interested in the reli-

gion of non-western people and in representing the “idols” or interpreting Christian 

themes in such settings (as in Gauguin’s painting). In many cases the Christian motifs 

were translated into highly individual interpretations of spirituality themes. If there is 

a unifying line or tendency characteristic for the symbolist painters, it is the move to-

wards abstraction expressed by large flat fields filled with bright colours. The religious 

element in its positive expression is to be found precisely in art as a practice and not in 

either making religious art or in the liturgical aspects of religion. 

 The symbolist deemphasising of reality by means of simplifications, lack of clari-

ty or exaggeration was taken by many artists. Gauguin and the Nabis were followed by 

such painters as Edward Munch and James Ensor who invested in their art strong per-

sonal meaning, and who became an inspirational source for Expressionism. Kandin-

sky and Mondriaan inherited the interest in spirituality and occultism and this resulted 

in non-objective styles as the best way to depict the spiritual as opposed to the real. 

Symbolist painting provided the platform for the development of a particular associ-

ation between spirituality in its positive expression and abstraction. It is characterised 

by emphasising surface and texture (also characteristic of impressionism and post-im-

pressionism) thus denying realistic space in painting.

Breaking the Religious Image: 
Re-Inventing Religion in Art

The first half of the twentieth century was characterised by a major shift in the mutu-

al positioning of art and religion both institutionally and aesthetically.  When artists 

were commissioned to create works for church interiors, in many cases they com-

pleted them in a manner similar to commissions by other public institutions. The 

personal religious beliefs of the artists in many cases were considered to be of little 

importance.69 On another level, however, religious iconography has a continued pres-

ence within the work of numerous artists in the different movements of the historical 

avant-gardes. These motifs have a very different status when compared to those in art 

69 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 260.
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that are officially commissioned and produced for church interiors. 

 Although the ways artists used and reinterpreted religious motifs varied to 

a great extent, a general tendency can be discerned – religious motifs embedded in 

avant-garde works become the medium of posing critical questions with regard to or-

ganised religion, and with regard to art as an institution; and in a larger sense of re-

flection on social issues. In this appropriation of religion by art, the reference to or 

the reinterpretation of religious motifs within the historical avant-gardes took a 

non-canonic form. Religious symbols or figures gradually became detached from their 

religious meaning. On the one hand, they were strongly modified or distorted and the 

church saw such artistic interpretations in many cases as scandalous. On the other 

hand, there was a tendency to mix Christian and other religious traditions. 

 Symbolist and Expressionist artists were particularly inspired by the encounter 

with “primitive” indigenous religions, while the Surrealists created a mixture of vari-

ous religious and esoteric symbols. While the figurative references to religious motifs 

in most of the cases were quite critical in their tone (whether this was intended by the 

artist or not), non-figurative art can be placed in the category of spiritually inspired 

art. Such a line of reinvention of religion through art can be clearly discerned in ab-

stract painting, which became a medium of positive expression of spirituality that is 

detached from a particular religious tradition. Rosenblum traces the development of 

early abstract painting as a successor of tendencies within Romanticism, in particular 

the desire to discover the divine in nature, and to define art as a spiritual or quasi-reli-

gious practice. On another level abstraction is particularly prone to choosing vocabu-

lary associated with conveying higher or transcendent ideas, as a means to stabilise or 

justify its apparent lack of representational meaning. 

 In the second half of the century, religious motifs embedded in secular works 

lost their more direct iconoclastic resonances, and were used increasingly as a critical 

tool directed towards the institution of art itself. Next to that they were used on many 

levels not all of them necessarily directed at religion. Some artists were directly criti-

cal of Catholic culture as the Viennese actionists whose performances in the fifties in-

volved debasing interpretations of Christian symbols. Others used Christian references 

to criticise the modes of spectatorship as in later performance art such as Chris Bur-

den’s Transfixed, 1974. On this level iconoclasm itself becomes an artistic motif and it 

was no longer an effect of artistic interpretations of religious motifs. In the second half 

of the century, religious motifs are present in art insofar as they are citations, or refer-

ences to other artworks. In these cases religious iconography is quoted precisely be-

cause it was interpreted by the old masters. These types of works fall into the category 

of art historical reference to a much greater extent than art that refers to religion in 

the first half of the century. Later art became much “cooler” in its mode of reference; 



113

not directly related to religion, but precisely to religious art. Such references pose 

many more issues related to the medium of art, than to religion as such.

70 Cottin, La mystique, p. 136. 71 Ibid., p. 136. 

Expressionism: 
Critical Reflection and Apocalyptic Mysticism

The art of the Expressionists succeeds that of Van Gogh, Munch and Ensor, who trans-

lated religious motifs in the terms of their personal crises and whose paintings were 

laden with a mixture of spirituality and tragic feeling. This was exemplified in Van 

Gogh’s art through the expressive use of colours and dynamic brushstrokes and out-

lines; Munch’s work expressed dramatic tensions coming from the psyche; and Ensor’s 

personal reinterpretation of religious imagery and his hallucinatory world of masks. 

The foundation of the group Die Brücke in Dresden marks the founding of Expression-

ism in 1905 by Erich Heckel, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880-1938), Karl Schmidt-Rottluff 

(1884-1976) and Emil Nolde as a temporary member. Their central idea was that art 

had to communicate man’s spiritual condition and to make visible the motivating forc-

es of inner life. They used strong, violently distorted forms and saturated, symbolic 

colours. The other expressionist group, Der Blaue Reiter, was founded in Munich in 1911 

by its main members Vasily Kandinsky, Franz Marc (1880-1916), Paul Klee (1879-1940) 

and August Macke (1887-1914). Similarly to the Die Brücke members, they identified 

their art with the need to express the inner desires of artists in different forms. The 

name of the movement was inspired by the iconography of St. George defeating the 

dragon – a symbol of a spiritual figure who delivers the world of materialism, symbol-

ised by the dragon. The blue colour symbolised, particularly for Franz Marc, metaphys-

ical and spiritual truths.70 Other painters in the movement such as Kandinsky defined 

art as a spiritual practice. 

 Regardless of their similarities, the two groups articulated two different tenden-

cies: Die Brücke was materialist and maintained a realist mode, while Der Blaue Reiter 

tended towards abstraction. The human figure was at the centre of the first, framed 

by religious iconography employed in a critical way, while the second focused on the 

cosmic and the divine as expressions of a mystical union between the interiority of the 

subject and exteriority of cosmic life.71 

 Several expressionists drew inspiration from Christian motifs. The figure of 

Christ was a particularly popular motif, for example Schmidt-Rottluff’s Head of Christ, 
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1919, and in particular his Christ and Judas, 1918, and Alexej von Jawlensky The Young 

Christ, 1919 (Fig. 27).72 Their personal interpretations of the figure of Christ resonated 

with the ongoing process of making faith a personal issue. Similarly to Manet, expres-

sionists emphasised strongly Christ’s human aspect and mortality.73 Precisely at this 

point they touched upon a moment central for Christianity, a tradition that places at 

its heart the death of God. A great deal of expressionist paintings, especially those by 

Die Brücke members, presented a disenchanted and not mystical Christianity. 

 Expressionist art articulates an important moment in the relationship between 

art and religion at that time: art is a public phenomenon displaying a private, in the 

sense of being personal, reinvention of religion, where Christ becomes an allego-

ry of an ordinary man, or of the artist. The presence of religious motifs in the context 

of expressionist art in fact distances it from religion in the sense that expressionist 

paintings became the medium of a critical and precisely not spiritual moment. If it is 

religious in any sense, then the religiosity of expressionist art consists in the resonance 

with a moment deeply ingrained in the texture of the Christian tradition – the move-

ment of the Christian religion towards its own disenchantment. 

  While many expressionists used Christian motifs only for a period around the time 

of the First World War as an expression of their personal anxieties and despair of the 

war situation and the human condition, Emil Nolde drew inspiration from religious mo-

tifs throughout his entire career. He was born into a family of strict Protestants, and his 

art testifies to the need of spiritual expression, a personal reinvention of religion very 

similar to Van Gogh’s. Rosenblum points out that: “the threshold between a secular and 

sacred work is as blurred as it is in Friedrich or Van Gogh” and places his art in a line that 

continues the Romantics.74 Nolde invested nature with pantheistic sensitivity, his lumi-

nous landscapes and flowers were “saturated with the spirit of a supernatural deity.”75 

In his later work he strongly felt the need to interpret Christian subject matter, which 

he did in different paintings and tried to create art that is religious and also expression-

ist such as in Last Supper, Pentecost and Mocking of Christ, 1909.76 In The Family, 1931, the 

painting of a mother, child and a sunflower is strongly suggestive of the motif of the 

Holy Family albeit with the absence of a direct reference to Christian subject matter.77 

72 Ibid., p.142-7. 73  Gamboni observes that: “The figure of Christ remained a privileged object of dispute, 

because of its dual nature and of its association with beauty and eternity on the one hand, with suffering and 

death on the other hand. After the First World War it was it was often chosen by artists to symbolize the tor-

tures endured by humanity…”, The Destruction of Art, p. 241. 74 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 136. 

75 As he phrases: “…Nolde’s like Hodler’s, interpretation of landscape motifs is saturated with a sense of the 

transcendental that borders on the religious.”, Ibid., p. 135. 76 Dietmar Elger, Expressionism, (Taschen, 1998) p. 

116-7. 77 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 137. 
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 The Life of Christ, 1911-12, is a polyptych that depicts the biblical story – the cen-

tral panel depicts the crucifixion, and the side panels different scenes from the life of 

Christ (Fig. 28). Created in the context of a disenchanted world, the piece “realized a 

dream of a late medieval altarpiece” with a pictorial vocabulary consisting of dramatic 

bright colours and crude and simplified human figures with over-expressive faces and 

gestures. Despite its sincere spirituality, the use of bright colours, and the simplified 

and distorted bodies and faces of the characters made the painting controversial in 

the eyes of the Church. It was considered as “offensive to conventional standards of 

early twentieth century religious art.” The Catholic Church protested and it had to be 

removed from an international exhibition of religious art in Brussels.78 What is signifi-

cant in this episode was that Nolde was creating art that was genuinely inspired by re-

ligion and it was still considered as offensive by the religious establishment. His work 

was also included by Nazi officials in the exhibition Degenerate Art, no matter that No-

lde at an earlier moment had joined the Danish section of the party.

 When used by avant-garde artists, figurative religious motifs became the medi-

um of critical and iconoclastic statements, although they were not always intended as 

such. Art and religious institutions grew apart, as the high art of the time did not find 

its way into the church (or at least not easily). Thus, employing religious iconography 

with the stylistic means of expressionism in fact became a tool to separate art from the 

church. Personal faith expressed though art became an inadvertent iconoclasm. In con-

trast, artists who in many cases were not religious produced religious art in the proper 

sense of the word; they regarded commissions by the church as any other commission.

 In contrast to the more materialistic tone of Die Brücke and their critical use of 

religious motifs, Der Blaue Reiter’s cosmic mysticism ultimately resulted in abstrac-

tion. Kandinsky, Marc and Klee were interested, in the way Friedrich was, in reveal-

ing cosmic truths. What is significant for Der Blaue Reiter is that Christian iconography 

was not used at all, and this suspended the possibility for it to be read as offensive 

or scandalous. Kandinsky, Macke and Klee believed in spiritual and symbolic associ-

ations of colour, connections between art and music, and were open to and inspired 

by themes and motifs originating from other religious traditions and esotericism. The 

natural visual outcome of all these ideas was a dynamic abstraction – saturated col-

ours that emanated energy. 

 Franz Marc considered his art to be the means for a revolt against the spiritual 

stagnation of the middle-class and that of organised religion, and of reaching primal 

truths that were “quasi-religious.”79 Marc believed that the purpose of art was to “cre-

ate symbols for the altar of a new spiritual religion,” and to express mystical ideas as 

78 Ibid., p. 136. 79 Ibid., p. 139. 
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Fig. 27 Alexey von Jawlensky The Young Christ, 1919

Fig. 28 Emil Nolde, The Life of Christ, 1911-12
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the inseparability between all living beings, and spirit and matter.80 While for the ro-

mantic painter Friedrich, the central motif that expressed the divine was the vacant 

landscape, for Marc the animal was a mystical figure invested with pantheistic mean-

ing, which repaired man’s “lost contact with the forces of a God-given nature.”81 His 

animals expressed a mystical, and later apocalyptic mood that resonated with the im-

minent war.82 Marc articulated a vocabulary that is more and more detached from its 

material referents and became increasingly symbolic and signified general archetypi-

cal meanings. Although he invented his own spiritual iconography different from the 

Christian one his paintings created “…a convincing new image of supernatural forces 

that can nevertheless recall a Christian past.”83 

 Fate of the Animals, 1913, is a painting of animals in a forest – lions attack horses, 

boars agonise and a blue deer is dying in the centre (Fig. 29). The scene is rendered in a 

fragmented crystalline structure with a dynamic composition in bright colours of red, 

green and blue. The painting conveys the longing for an apocalypse and destruction of 

the world of corruption and its replacement by a world of goodness and purity. Rosen-

blum argues that Marc’s use of the sublime, as related to the depiction of apocalyptic 

scenes of fighting of worldly forces resonates with the Romantic sublime as a feeling of 

the overwhelming power of nature and recalls a “Christian past.”84 Although it is possi-

ble to trace back Marc’s sources of inspiration to Christian ideas and iconography, it is 

significant that he invented, as the other painters in the movement did, his own sym-

bolic vocabulary to express spiritual ideas. 

 Similar to Marc, Friedrich used nature as a central motif. If for Friedrich nature 

became the open temple where the altar is placed, a place of an omnipresent divine, 

for Marc it was the divine itself. Both Friedrich and Marc interpreted religious themes 

without resorting to religious iconography. The religious feeling was conveyed 

through images that resonate with Genesis or the apocalypse, defining a cosmic and 

not a human divine.  Their art gradually lost its visual connection to organised religion, 

and precisely because of this, it could become a religious medium itself. 

 While the interpretations of religious motifs are associated with a critical mode 

and are used as a tool to reflect upon political or social issues, the positive expres-

sion of spirituality is associated with the opposite tendency – a move to the mystical 

symbolism of colour abstraction and detachment of the particular religious tradition. 

Art and religion gradually separated at the beginning of the last century not only be-

cause artists rejected their dependence on the institution of religion, but because re-

80 Marc’s essay “Die Wilden ‘Deutschlands” In: Der Blaue Reiter, Kandinsky and Marc (Munich, 1912), p. 31, 

quoted by Rosenblum, p. 141. 

81 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 139. 82 Ibid., p. 141. 83 Ibid., p 146. 84 Ibid., p. 146.
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Fig. 29 Franz Marc, Fate of the Animals, 1913
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ligion could not accommodate avant-garde stylistic vocabulary and sensitivity. Der 

Blaue Reiter understood this impossibility and conveyed a broader notion of (pantheis-

tic) spirituality through landscapes finally reaching abstraction. They understood that 

art could be a means of expressing religious or rather spiritual feelings detached from 

the ritual and institutional infrastructure of a particular religion, but it was no longer 

a support for organised religion. Religious iconography survived in twentieth-centu-

ry art exclusively as a critical medium – and even if it was not intended as such by the 

artist, it was perceived as such by the (in most cases) conservative religious establish-

ment. On the other hand, art itself became the field of expression of spiritual impulse.

Abstract Icons: 
Vasily Kandinsky, Kazimir Malevich, Piet Mondriaan

While figurative references to religious subjects had critical overtones regardless of 

whether they were intended, abstract art simply could not be read as having a critical 

edge towards religion. On a primarily visual level the consequence of the absence of a 

figurative image was to eliminate any iconoclastic connotation. However, the reasons 

that early abstract art became strongly associated with spirituality are much deep-

er. It is a successor of the Romantic redefinition of art as a spiritual practice. Around 

1900, transcendental ambitions and dreams of spiritual and mystical realms prompt-

ed the development of art that could be freed from depicting the empirical world and 

“these dreams perpetuated the Romantic search for an art that could penetrate be-

neath the material surfaces of things and extract a religious essence.”85 Romantic defi-

nitions of the aesthetics of the sublime as exceeding representation and shattering 

its rules and dreams of mystical truths about art were located before that moment in 

Christian iconography. 

 To understand the negative visibility articulated by abstract painting as an icon-

oclastic position, because it abandons the figurative mode of the image, would be 

to misunderstand the condition and the ideas associated with its development. The 

monotheistic traditions prohibit the graven image and define the divine as inaccessi-

ble and invisible. Abstraction, however, transforms this fundamental invisibility of the 

divine into a non-figurative image. In other words, it is an iconophile art and to a large 

extent the outcome of seeking the most eloquent way to convey a transcendent or 

otherworldly meaning.86  

 85 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 173. 86 See: Besançon, 1994; Kuspit, 1993; Mondzain, 2004.
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 Another reason for the association between abstract painting and spiritual ideas 

is that abstract painters were anxious from the possible reduction of their medium to a 

sheer ornament and sought a transcendent justification of their medium. Many artists 

were discovering the possibility to move away from a mimetic relation to the world at 

the same time, and especially in contexts whose metaphysical imperatives and icono-

clastic impulses had made this path less alien. These developments were accompanied 

by evocation of transcendental concepts – “feeling” “spirit” “purity.”87 Such insistence 

on transcendental truths: “betrays an anxiety that abstraction might be arbitrary in 

two additional senses. First, arbitrary in the sense of decorative … and, second, ar-

bitrary in the sense of meaningless.” Such actual or anticipated criticisms were coun-

tered with “claims of absolute meanings – transcendental for Kandinsky, revelatory for 

Malevich, utopian for Mondriaan.”88 These three key figures in the early development 

of abstract painting were influenced by theosophy, which held that spiritual evolution 

of forms could be evoked by geometric forms. 

  Next to these reasons for the association between abstract painting and 

spiritual motifs, another line can be discerned. There is an aspect of abstraction that 

allows connecting it to the cult image – the alleged reduction or elimination of the 

work of an artist. As Mondzain points out, it offers a field of pure visibility that resem-

bles that of the Veronica: 

Linked to this fantasy of pure, divine productivity, luminous and without a body, is the si-

multaneous birth of a painting that is pure, spiritual emanation, liberated of all gestural sub-

jectivity, and which brings the question of the image back to the manifestation of inherent 

truth. I am speaking, of course, about abstraction such as Kandinsky, Malevich or Mondriaan 

thought about it. But if abstraction naturally follows the acheiropoietic fantasy of photogra-

phy, it turns its back on it in freeing itself from all specular and mimetic constraints. Paint-

ing’s ambitions were never more closely tied to the Veronica than in the abstraction of the 

beginning of the century […]89 

The acheiropoietic image can still be considered as figurative, but its most important 

aspect is that it is not made by the hand of an artist. It circumvents the religious pro-

hibition of artistic images and is associated with authenticity because it is an index-

ical image. Abstract painting retains an element of the cult image in the sense that 

non-figuration can mask what Mondzain calls “gestural subjectivity” – visible signs 

of the work of a hand of a maker. Abstraction, then, translates in terms of art the 

 86 See: Besançon, 1994; Kuspit, 1993; Mondzain, 2004. 87 Art Since 1900, p. 119. 

88  Ibid., p. 119. 89 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207
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very condition of the cult image. Similarly to the relic it shifts the focus from the rep-

resentational value of the image to valorising its presence. 

 Abstract paintings are, of course, painted, but symptomatically enough, as 

Krauss points out, that their creators employ the vocabulary of the origin, of creation 

ex nihilo, of starting from ground zero. In this sense, and on another level, they res-

onate with the sacred image, which is considered an unmediated creation by the di-

vine. As Koerner observes this condition is related to “the dream of an autonomous, 

self-created image, a picture produced instantly in its perfect totality, outside the bod-

ily conditions of human making.”90 In the case of avant-garde abstraction, the origin is 

replaced by a claim of originality associated with the unique creator-artist. In both cas-

es we have a fantasy of spontaneous, instantaneous creation without reference to any 

other model than of its creator. In the first case the image is not an imitation, but an 

indexical trace of the body of God incarnate, and in the second the image has no refer-

ence to any other model or image; it is a trace of the original idea of its creator: “More 

than a rejection or dissolution of the past, avant-garde originality is conceived as a lit-

eral origin, a beginning from ground zero, a birth.”91 If Friedrich defined art as a prac-

tice that depicts the divine creation of nature, abstract painters appropriated the very 

position of spontaneous, quasi-divine creation. 

  Aesthetically, and not theologically speaking, the claim of the image to be true 

or original is a fiction. First because every image is made, it is the outcome of, in many 

cases, a highly mediated situation of making. Second, because the ground zero of 

painting will always be inscribed in the economy of repetition.92 And avant-garde art-

ists not only repeat time after time that their paintings are absolutely new (or the last 

painting as Rodchenko did for instance), but by doing this, they unconsciously re-

peat the religious motif of original, spontaneous, creation. The promise of autono-

my inherent in such a claim, in fact ingrains a religious element in art’s very texture. 

It is precisely because of the fictional status of the claim of originality where religion 

and abstract art, and in a broader sense many artistic practices associated with the 

avant-garde, structurally resemble each other. This fact was well understood by artists 

who engage with institutional critique and deconstruct concepts of originality. 

90 Joseph Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1993), p. 84. 91 Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde”, October, p. 53 92 “Structurally, logically, axi-

omatically, the grid can only be repeatEd. And, with an act of repetition or replication as the “original” occasion 

of its usage within the experience of a given artist, the extended life of the grid in the unfolding progression 

of his work will be one of still more repetition, as the artist engages in repeated acts of self-imitation. That so 

many generations of twentieth-century artists should have maneuvered themselves into this particular position 

of paradox-where they are condemned to repeating.” Ibid., p. 57. 
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  On another level painters such as Kandinsky, Malevich and Mondriaan explicitly 

claimed religious and spiritual inspirations. Their art was saturated by cosmic mysti-

cism and claimed to express the inner beauty of the spiritual life of humankind. By its 

very condition abstract painting opens up a possibility to define the artist as a spiritual 

visionary who creates spiritual worlds ex nihilo: “it is the artist who extracts forms and 

color from nature and produces another world parallel to and different from the ordi-

nary world.”93 

 Central for Vasily Kandinsky’s practice was the internal spiritual necessity of 

making art. He grew up in an Orthodox context and turned to painting relatively late, 

after giving up a successful career as a lawyer. A founding member of Der Blaue Reit-

er, he defined art as a way of expressing man’s spiritual life. It is significant that both 

he and Franz Marc were inspired by, and related their work to, the tradition of the Or-

thodox icon. Such influences are not expressed on the level of figurative motifs, but 

on the level of colour composition – the placing of intensely saturated colours and 

against dark backgrounds. Kandinsky saw art as offering access to a higher spiritual 

world that contains a surplus of truth and beauty. The elimination of the object and of 

representational meaning was “a leap of faith; a salvation of the soul…an entryway to 

freedom, inseparably spiritual and artistic.”94 

 Kandinsky’s abstract compositions were in a sense an immediate consequence 

and were considered “proof” of his spiritually inspired ideas and continued the Ro-

mantic visions of primal cosmic harmony and chaos. But his painting went a step fur-

ther than the vacant landscapes of Friedrich, by presenting an image that suggested 

the very moment of creation, the moment of primal chaos gradually organising itself 

in oppositions between light and dark masses. The title of Composition VI, 1913, sus-

pends any reference to the empirical reality, and instead invokes the model of another 

abstract medium – music (Fig. 30). The colours convey energy and intensity, blue and 

yellow create a feeling of luminosity, and the light in the centre and the diagonal com-

position add to the dynamism expressed in the painting. The combination between 

light and dark areas, dynamically composed, resemble a crash of multiple planes and 

forms. It is visually close to the crystalline structures of Marc and has a similar energy 

and luminosity. If one has to find a referential or descriptive mode with regard to the 

painting it would be a storm in the sea or the sky; a vocabulary that strongly suggests 

the romantic category of the sublime – an overwhelming experience that shatters the 

possibility of representation. In this sense, Kandinsky’s compositions and improvisa-

tions cannot be seen as entirely non-representational. They do invoke biblical themes 

of the major cosmic events beyond the fate of a single human – genesis of Apocalypse 

93 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 353. 94 Ibid., p. 338.
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or the Garden of Eden, blazing sun as a symbol of omnipotent divinity or revelation.95 

These apocalyptic fantasies were inspired by the theosophist, Rudolf Steiner, whose 

new interpretations of the Book of Revelation presented a “picture of universal ca-

tastrophes” from which an “enlightened state of experience would emerge.”96

 What is important in Kandinsky’s case is that he continued the Romantic tradi-

tion of discovering the divine in nature. This eventually gave way to both articulating 

an entirely abstract vocabulary and on this basis the possibility of finding the spiritual 

resonances of forms and colours, and ultimately in art itself. If the Romantics redefined 

the relationship between art and religion, in the sense that for Friedrich religion itself 

became a subject matter (a major motif for him is ruined churches in nature) and not 

biblical subjects, Kandinsky and Marc defined art as an autonomous and spiritual prac-

tice that does not illustrate religion by creating art for church decoration. In this sense, 

the modernist tenet of the autonomy of art and spirituality do not exclude each oth-

er. As Besançon observes, Kandinsky’s art was: “in many respects similar to religion. 

Its evolution did not consist of new discoveries that canceled out old truths. It consist-

ed of ‘a sudden illumination, resembling a flash of lightning.”97 In this sense Kandin-

sky’s painting appears to be the opposite of iconoclasm. While iconoclasm renounces 

the depiction of the divine insofar as its figurative representation is considered to be 

an attack on its majesty, his art, by claiming to create an image of the “fundamental 

rhythms” and “the very pulse of the cosmos”, makes him  “a perfect iconodule” and 

“iconographer in the most rigorous sense.”98

 The other emblematic figure of early abstraction, Kasimir Malevich (1879-1935), 

was born to Polish parents of a Catholic background. Like Kandinsky he took his inspi-

ration from rural life and the Russian icon. Next to his painting he developed highly 

idiosyncratic writing heavily invested with theological ideas. Unlike Kandinsky he re-

mained in Russia and for a period he was a director of Inkhuk (Institute of Artistic Cul-

ture) whose specific task was to produce revolutionary art. His artistic path vividly 

demonstrates the inevitable association of abstract painting with both a spiritual and 

revolutionary agenda, both aspiring to the construction of a new reality. 

 Suprematism, the artistic method invented by Malevich, indicated a desire to 

create a new pictorial realism. It shared something with the cosmic realism of Kandin-

sky and is equally densely conceptualised with a quasi-theological vocabulary. Both 

artists, however, arrived at a rejection of representation through very different paths 

and their political views and destinies developed in very different ways. While Malevich 

95 Rosenblum points out that he turned to the Bible for “themes evoking eschatological ultimates as the Del-

uge, the Resurrection, the Last Judgment and the Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” Modern Painting, p. 146. 

96 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 146. 97 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 338. 98 Ibid., p. 356.  
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Fig. 30 Vasily Kandinsky, Composition VI, 1913
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was inspired by revolutionary ideas and technological progress, Kandinsky maintained 

elitist isolation and symbolist spiritualism.99 Central for Malevich’s work was the cate-

gory of “the universal”, a motif similar to The Blue Rider’s interest in the cosmic levels 

of reality. The square in Black Square, 1915, signified the “zero of form” that was a rejec-

tion of old pictorial convention and established new language on the basis of geomet-

ric forms that floated in an abstract space in increasingly complex constellations (Fig. 

31). It was hanged strategically in the corner of the exhibition 0.10, a place traditionally 

reserved for the icon. The iconographer in a similar way to the painter of Suprematist 

paintings, had to create an image according to a strict system of rules of composition 

and geometric vocabulary that prevented the icon from imitating reality, as that would 

be idolatrous. Such pure geometric language made Suprematist paintings resonate 

with the tradition of the icon also in the sense that it suspended or limited the role of 

the hand of the artist-maker and the visible signs of such work on the surface of the 

canvas, as the icon was traditionally a copy executed according to a strict set of rules of 

the acheiropoietic image whose creator was God himself.100 

 In Suprematism, 1921-27, the horizontal black rectangle and the vertical red one 

form a cross, which appears in many other Suprematist compositions (Fig. 32). Howev-

er, it is not to be read as the Christian cross, and any representational or even symbolic 

reading is inapplicable to Malevich’s paintings. Instead, it expresses the structure of 

the universal. In his painting any figure is reducible to its underlying horizontal verti-

cal structure. Its function is not representational but revelatory – it becomes the rev-

elation of the world’s underlying structure of “the universal.”101 Malevich held that to 

represent something is a limitation and the task of man is to wrest himself from the 

phenomenon or the figurative in order to fuse himself with the mystery of the uni-

verse. Malevich considered every figure or natural object as an indecipherable sign of 

the stimulus, the stuff of the universe.102

 The Black Square and White on White, 1918, articulate a mode, which Krauss puts 

under the sign of the avant-gardist ideology of originality, which claims the model of 

spontaneous, absolute creation that rejects any pre-existing model (Fig. 33). At this 

juncture religion and art resemble each other structurally – they both claim to convey 

through their images a super-reality, precisely not by depicting it, but by being its index-

ical trace. The Suprematist program associated with an idea of creation ex nihilo, aimed 

at the creation of a new absolute and supreme reality through painting, and postulat-

ed that only then the artist will attain his right, which comes from intuition. Malevich 

wrote: “I transformed myself in the zero of form and emerged from nothing to creation, 

99 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 356. 100 On this issue see, Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207. 

101 Yve-Alain Bois, Art in the 1900s, p. 148. 102 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 369.
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Fig. 33 Kasimir Malevich, White on White, 1918

Fig. 31 Kasimir Malevich, Black Square, 1915

Fig. 32 Kasimir Malevich, Suprematism, 1921-7
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that is to suprematizm, to the new realism in painting – to non objective creation.”103 

 Malevich’s texts, which generally have rather a theological flavour, specifical-

ly one of them – “God is not cast down” (1920), were associated with a context influ-

enced by the esoteric ideas of Gurdjieff.104 The text, written in 1920, was related to a 

semi-dissident current of bolshevism “Constructors of God” (Bogostroiteli). It postu-

lated that man created or invented God because he needed a religious ideal, and that 

what is needed is a new religion of humanity understood in its spiritual and material 

progress. Marxism was seen as the last religion. While religion sees God as being, Ma-

levich sees God as being’s beyond. Therefore he cannot be pictured even as his vestige 

is in nature, he is absolutely beyond – being is God and thus he cannot be cast down.105 

In Malevich’s interpretation man is not an incarnation of God, but God himself and by 

reaching toward absolute thought, man constructs god as the goal of life by means of 

religious but also by technological systems. Each of these two systems can be convert-

ed into the other – one seeks spiritual perfection, the other perfection of bodies.106 The 

evolution of art arrives at an endpoint, which is God who transcends all representation 

and can be approached only through the negative path of objectlessness and “all fig-

uration appears in this dark light as an idol.”107  Malevich’s program conflates theolo-

gy and art. Art is displaced from its illustrational position with regard to religion and 

becomes itself a quasi-religious practice. Another question is what is the status of the 

painting itself? Being no longer a figuration of the divine, it becomes very close, or in-

deed overlaps with the status of the cult image. 

 Piet Mondriaan’s art provided one of the most compelling links between the leg-

acy of the Romantic tradition and Friedrich.108 In this case, again, with the emptying 

of painting from religious iconography, religion gradually dissolved into art. The most 

symbolic element of the cross, which is present in Friedrich’s works as a ritual object, 

disappeared from Mondriaan’s art to reappear as a structure that is extracted from re-

duction of landscape, the last being the most favourite subject matter of Friedrich. Re-

ligious motifs are present in his painting and a more general, theosophically coloured 

spirituality is a central motif in his work. 

 Mondriaan was raised in a Protestant family and he had a difficult relationship 

with his father, a strict Calvinist who wanted him to become a priest. His religious up-

bringing made him look beyond conventional religion. Theosophy provided him with a 

comfortable religious framework that described a path toward spiritual perfection and 

access to the deep structures of the universe. He had read Blavatsky and Steiner, and 

in 1909 became a member of the Dutch Theosophic Society. More importantly, the-

103 Malevich, “Essays on Art”, cited in Besançon, p. 365. 104 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 367. 

105 Ibid., p. 370. 106 Ibid., p. 371. 107 Ibid., p. 372.  108 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 173. 
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Fig. 35 Piet Mondrian, Woods near Oele, 1908

Fig. 34 Piet Mondrian, Evolution, 1911
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osophy gave him the specific iconographical clues to describe this invisible domain.109 

Mondriaan articulated the aim of neoplasticism, the method he invented, as an equi-

librium that annihilated individuals as particular personalities and created a future so-

ciety as a real unity. 

 Evolution, 1911, a triptych clearly inspired by theosophical motifs, consists of 

three paintings that depict an enigmatic female figure in a meditative state, against 

a background of celestial blue (Fig. 34). The three figures symbolise the synthesis of 

earth and heaven, and nature and spirit. They are frontally oriented and constructed 

from geometrical patterns. Evolution shows three successive stages from a terrestrial 

one, to an occult one, and, finally, to the one of the spirit. The last stage is suggested in 

the third tableau by the theosophical symbol of the hexagram and a triangle inscribed 

in a circle. In this case the traditional Christian format of a triptych is transformed into 

an icon of theosophist worship.110

 Mondriaan’s pictorial interpretation of flowers, trees, religious architecture and 

the immensity of the sea places his art close to the Romantic tendency of finding the 

“ultimate clue to the structure of the universe” in nature. In such paintings as Chrysan-

themum, 1900, the flower is depicted in “an almost mystical scrutiny.” It is removed 

from other elements of the interior, and staged so as to allow its viewer a glimpse into 

the microcosm of nature. As Rosenblum puts it, the centrality and the magnification 

of these flowers gives them a “symbolic aura that far transcends only aesthetic con-

templation.”111 With Woods near Oele, 1908, Mondriaan sought in the real world a mo-

tif that can connect it to the spiritual one (Fig. 35). The painting shows a forest of trees 

with thin parallel trunks with a moon emanating a halo laden with energy. This scene 

could be a sunset or a summer night, and clearly has a symbolic rather than a realistic 

value – a simplified scene that has an otherworldly quality, evoking “elemental forc-

es and mysteries.”112 Such interest in nature according to Rosenblum “perpetuate and 

revitalize their first quasi-religious inflection in the art of Friedrich.”113 Another mo-

tif, which is also central for Friedrich, is the edge of the sea, the dune landscapes that 

provide a vision of the immensity of nature. Mondriaan gave these scenes a more and 

more simplified, schematic interpretation as in Dune Landscape, 1911. Such images con-

vey, in a manner very similar to the Romantics, the sublime feeling of the infinity in 

nature of a vast engulfing void. They have an intensity that goes beyond the realistic 

depiction of nature and instead convey another world. Such images of the sea and the 

horizon invoke, as in Friedrich’s work, the scene of Genesis, the primal separation be-

tween the heavens and the earth. 

109 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 374. 110 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 177-8. 111 Ibid., p. 178. 

112 Ibid., p. 184. 113 Ibid., p. 182. 
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 Mondriaan’s landscapes were characterised by a simplification of the structural 

pattern of trees, and the vertical division of the canvas gradually became the true sub-

ject of the painting.114 In such a process the influence of theosophy remained present 

and justified the choice of certain master forms as the opposition between horizontal 

and vertical and as signifying the unity of universal principles of the spiritual and the 

material. The logical conclusion of this development is two paintings that finally reach 

a completely abstract vocabulary. The Sea, 1912, suggests its connection to empirical 

reality only through its title. Composition 10, 1915, is already completely detached from 

a mimetic relationship with the world. The horizontals present in the first one are fi-

nally translated into cris-crossing grids in Composition 10 (Fig. 36). 

 In its search of stabilising idea, abstraction actually invented almost by necessity 

the idea of super-reality, which then claimed as the only path. Mondriaan’s desire was 

no longer to translate the visible world into a geometric pattern, but rather to re-enact 

on the canvas the laws of dialectics that govern the world, visible or not. His art became 

an elaborate exploration of the materiality of the painting, itself an analysis of its signifi-

ers. Bois points out that the “dialectical jump from extreme idealism to extreme mate-

rialism is a common feature in the evolution of many early pioneers of abstraction.”115

114 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 375. 115 Bois, Art Since 1900, p. 150. 116 The writing, both philosoph-

ical and literary, of Georges Bataille is saturated by motifs related to religion. His attack on Catholicism still 

maintains something as “inverted” religion, which transposed the high and the low, the sacred and the profane, 

while maintaining the structural distinction. Even the non-concept of the formless, which could be read in a 

certain sense, as the counter-part of the concept of the image, and of the first resemblance, that between God 

and man, can be read as an anti-image, anti-sacred, thus as an inverted one. See: Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind 

Krauss, Formless: A Users Guide (Cambridge Mass.: The MIT Press, 2000). 

Surrealist artists produced works that articulated a modern version of the sacred, and 

at the same time they reworked the traumatic memories associated with the legacy 

of Catholicism. To a large extent the surrealist method involves working with already 

existing images and objects, displacing them from their original context and creating 

mixtures, collages with techniques that mirror the way the unconscious works.116 Max 

Ernst (1891-1976) created collages on the basis of juxtaposing banal objects and imag-

es, and Man Ray’s (1890-1976) photography reframed objects to blur the boundaries 

between real and unreal. In contrast to early abstract painting, which became associ-

Surrealism: Inverted Sacred 
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117 See: Susan Buck-Morss, Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, Mass: The 

MIT Press: 1991). 118 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 323. 119 Art in the 1900s, p. 250, 251. 

ated with spirituality because it developed an entirely non-figurative vocabulary, Sur-

realism could articulate a distinctly critical position towards religion precisely because 

it turned to religious painting as a source of images and ideas to be reworked.

  Surrealists’ interest in the outmoded – objects that lost their use value – opened 

up the possibility for a different use, which Walter Benjamin saw as a revolutionary po-

tential, a possibility to redeem the object by dissociating it from its status of a com-

modity fetish, part of the all-pervasive dream-images produced by capitalism.117 

Surrealists appropriated well-known motifs from painting, including religious motifs 

and created, in almost all cases, an interpretation that can be qualified as iconoclastic. 

In contrast to early abstract work, which harboured a strong element of spirituality, 

Surrealism used the possibility of a radical critique inherent in the gesture of appropri-

ating that which is being criticised and in turning its power against itself. 

  The blasphemous overtones of works by such painters as Salvador Dalí (1904-

1989) or Max Ernst co-existed with Surrealism’s own “piety” and quasi-religious rit-

uals and hierarchies.118 Next to the reference to Christian motifs, a significant part of 

the surrealist vocabulary was influenced by non-Western religious traditions. Special 

objects of interest were tribal artefacts and ritualistic objects. While the ritualistic ob-

ject was associated with a specific cultic power of its own, the surrealist object was its 

modern version – a found banal object that was deprived of its original context. The 

found object transformed the object from a commodity fetish into a fetish-object of 

an impossible desire by combining two incompatible elements or meanings. For in-

stance Man Ray’s Gift, 1921, combined an iron with metal tacks, reversing its function 

– instead of pressing clothes it could tear them. Its association with gender is ambigu-

ous; while most irons are associated with female labour, this one has “penile tacks.”119. 

With its artistic appropriation, the object was liberated from its status as a com-

modity and acquired another life beyond that. Surrealists commented on yet anoth-

er meaning of the fetish, inspired by psychoanalysis, where it is an object-substitute 

of the original object of (sexual) desire. In both senses the fetish always substitutes 

something, a lost object, and its materiality stands, or points to another meaning. 

The surrealist object places two contradictory meanings together creating an inher-

ently ambiguous object. Such strategy, also central to Surrealist painting, allowed 

for engaging, in a rather critical way, with the legacy of religion. In addition, different 

non-Western traditions, which provided surrealists with visual and symbolic material 

that was itself laden with ambiguity because of its long history, and which importantly 

so, was in touch with the otherworldly. 
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Fig. 36 Piet Mondrian, Composition 10 (Pier and Ocean), 1915
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 Max Ernst’s painting Virgin Mary Spanking the Christ Child before Three Witnesses: 

Andre Breton, Paul Eluard, and the Painter, 1926, depicts the virgin Mary punishing the 

infant Jesus whose halo is falling to the floor (Fig. 37). A small window to the left of 

the central scene frames the three witnesses. Breton is turned away from the scene, 

and Eluard is portrayed with closed eyes; only Ernst regards the scene. The monu-

mental format of the painting and the theatrical staging of the scene refer ironically 

to the large formats of Renaissance painting.120 The scene is at first shocking as it in-

volves a rather “paternal” Mary punishing the young Jesus. It is openly blasphemous 

in the sense that it reinterprets, or rather completely inverts the scenes of the Virgin 

and the Child, which are usually peaceful glorifications of maternity. For what Jesus is 

being punished, it is not entirely clear – perhaps an Oedipal desire.121 On the basis of 

the appropriation of religious motifs, many surrealists created images charged with 

contradictions depriving the source motifs of their proper meaning.122 Their paintings 

charged with apocalyptic presentiment maintained similar doses of ambiguity repro-

ducing catholic imagery in the paradoxical structure of dream constellations.

 A certain dose of mysticism was not foreign to surrealists who were inspired by 

and placed importance on automatic techniques of creation, which involved the un-

conscious. Dalí translated images from the unconscious “like the icon painter – he 

paints the motif but what he offers to view is not of this world.”123 The very notion of 

automatic writing, and in a larger sense automatic creation, makes the figure of the 

surrealist artist close to that of a spiritualist medium. However, this aspect remains 

quite different from the definition of art as a spiritual practice as in the case of Kan-

dinsky, for instance. The surrealist work of art is not simply a record of the artist’s con-

tact with her unconscious. It offers to its viewer the possibility to experience a sublime 

state of pure thought, unrestricted by the rationalising control of perception. 

 The Surrealist landscape evokes a vision of the next world – paradise or hell, but 

never of the present world. Dutch artist Melle Oldeboerrigter (1908-1976) painted sur-

real landscapes Veronica, 1959, Assisi II, 1962 and Mater Dolorosa, 1965, populated by 

strange hybrid animals, human faces and figures, with the recurring motif of exagger-

ated genitalia (Fig. 38). This allusion to Hieronymus Bosch, to whose painting Melle 

was comparing his, was a bizarre interpretation of the garden of Eden saturated by 

dream-like creatures and nightmarish events. His interpretation of the naked state be-

fore the Fall and the religious motif of creation was quite different from its theological 

interpretation. Genitalia here have been employed as a surrealist image; they have the 

ambivalent, double meaning of reproduction and creative potency.124 

120 Traces du sacré, Exhibition catalogue, Centre Pompidou (Paris: Éditions du Centre Pompidou: 2008), 

121 p. 238. 122 Traces du sacré, p. 238. 123 Ibid., p. 230. 124 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 323.
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Fig. 38 Melle Oldeboerrigter, Veronica, 1959

Fig. 37 Max Ernst, Virgin Mary Spanking the Christ Child before Three Witnesses: 

Andre Breton, Paul Eluard, and the Painter, 1926
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 In Surrealism appears a spiritual moment that is co-present with a critical and 

iconoclastic moment. Surrealists’ revival of the occult and its use of pagan referenc-

es opposed the hegemony of Catholicism and the related bourgeois morality.125 

Tibetan Buddhism and Zen provided Surrealists with its philosophy of sudden en-

lightenment, later inspiring key notions as “the marvelous” central for Andre Breton. 

So this otherwise critically intended resurrection of the symbolic textures of other re-

ligious traditions in fact resulted in the reinvention of a Surrealist modern version of 

the sacred.126Andre Breton wished to transform everyday perception into unpredicta-

ble experiences – epiphanies of the marvellous by drawing on non-Western traditions 

and understood epiphany as a sudden spiritual manifestation resulting of chance and 

play.127 Such artistic strategy could be seen as remaining close to the Romantic ver-

sion of the mystical-like experience of art.128 By reusing outmoded objects, surreal-

ists demonstrated their potential ambiguity, and by appropriating visual motifs, they 

found their iconic powers to state that iconoclasm is a generative practice rather than 

a destructive one.

125 See: Bram Kempers, De schepping van Melle (Bussum: Uitgeverij THOTH, 2008). 126 Celia Rabinovitch, Sur-

realism and the Sacred: Power, Eros And The Occult In Modern Art (Westview Press, 2003) p. 201. See also the PhD 

dissertation of Tessel Bauduin, The Occultation of Surrealism: A Stuy of the Relationship between Bretonian Surrealism 

and Western Esotericism, (University of Amsterdam, 2012). 127 Ibid., p. 3-57. 128 Ibid., p. 29-33.

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, two tendencies concerning 

the relationship between the institutions of art and religion ran parallel to each other. 

The first is associated with the critical appropriation of religious motifs, and the sec-

ond with the reinvention of art as a spiritual practice. A third tendency that concerns 

this relationship could be discerned within twentieth-century art. It is related to the 

public significance and the conditions of display of images and objects. 

 The work of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) is central to a type of art practice spe-

cifically concerned with the institutional infrastructure of the display of art. He was 

particularly interested in questions around the status of the art object: Who or what 

determines the status of the art object? What are the effects of using the name “art”? 

In 1913, Duchamp presented a bicycle wheel mounted on a chair – Bicycle Wheel. The 

readymade is an ambivalent object, very powerful in its implications. A device and a 

concept at the same time, it allowed Duchamp to pose questions concerning the au-

Readymade: A Fake Acheiropoieton?
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129 As Mondzain argues in “The Holy Shroud. How Invisible Hands Weave the Undecidable” In: Iconoclash 

(2002), Ed. by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel, Karlsruhe: Center for Art and Media. 130 “But the instant the cri-

terion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is reversEd. Instead 

of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice – politics.” Walter Benjamin, “The Work of 

Art in the Age of Technical Reproduction” In: Illuminations, Trans. Hary Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 

p. 224. 131 De Duve, Kant after Duchamp, p. 103. 132 Ibid., p. 115. 133 Ibid., p. 118.

thorship of objects of art, and possibly to unveil their fetishistic aspect. What is impor-

tant and interesting about such objects is that they share a common feature with both 

the cult image and photography to the extent that they (allegedly) minimise the role 

of a skilled manual production by an artist.129 The technical reproducibility of the work 

of art created by the ‘acheiropoietic’ technology of photography destroys the aura of 

the image, the image as an object of contemplation, and art enters the realm of poli-

tics, the status of the object is a result of public agreement.130

 The most well-known readymade object was a urinal signed by Duchamp with 

the pseudonym R. Mutt. The object in question was set on a pedestal and submitted 

as an artwork to the first exhibition of the American Society of Independent Artists 

in New York in 1917. The exhibition did not have a jury so all the works offered by art-

ists were accepted, with the only exception of the one by R. Mutt. Duchamp himself 

was the chair of the hanging committee. After hearing about the rejection of Mutt’s 

piece, Duchamp resigned from his position of chair as a gesture of solidarity with the 

rejected artist.131 By refusing a single work, the Society of Independent Artists in fact 

contradicted its own principle and Duchamp’s response came out a few days after the 

opening of the show in a satirical journal The Blind Man. The article was entitled “The 

Richard Mutt Case” and was accompanied by a photographic reproduction of the uri-

nal with the caption: “The exhibit refused by the Independents.”132 The photograph 

was by Alfred Stieglitz who was unaware of the fact that Duchamp was the author of 

the piece. This was a crucial part of Duchamp’s statement with the Urinal. It had to be 

presented with a photograph authored by the “maker of the American avant-garde.”133

 On a visual level the urinal, an object of serial industrial production, is not relat-

ed to religion; it is not openly blasphemous in the sense of the painting by Ernst and 

it does not claim a spiritual gesture. Yet, it bears similarity with an object-image with 

great religious significance – the acheiropoietic image.  The significance of both of 

these objects is not visual; they are not particularly beautiful images, but public. They 

pose a similar question: Who, or what, has the power to determine the status of imag-

es, and by what means is such power maintained? In both cases the real authorship of 

the object is concealed. In the case of the Shroud it is claimed that it has a divine ori-

gin, which guarantees its status, and in the case of the Urinal the real author is hidden 
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by a pseudonym. But is there at all a question of authorship? For both objects are “not 

made.” In both cases there is an “author” who conceals his true identity and appro-

priates the object to present it publicly. In both cases there is a constellation of pres-

entational procedures and devices that emphasise, or rather produce the importance 

of the object. The Shroud is kept hidden and shown only on special occasions and en-

cased in heavy glass. Similarly, in the case of the Urinal we do not have access to the 

object itself; it was not even shown in the exhibition it was intended for. We have ac-

cess to it through a photograph presented on a pedestal and framed by captions. And 

photography is a medium that allegedly produces readymade images. 

 In a religious context the absence of an artist guarantees the power of the imag-

es. The ready-made is its structural reversal; it exposes precisely the fictional construc-

tion of the status of the object. While in the case of the cult object there is a fiction 

of the absence of the author, in the case of the ready-made there is a fictional author 

(Mutt) of an object that is not made by his hand. A “thing”, situated between being an 

artwork and an object, brought to visibility the “religious” nature of the conditions of 

the display of art-objects, was a line pursued by many artists in the different moments 

in the twentieth century. For instance institutional critique, as a critique of the invisi-

ble power of the art institution, found one of its inaugurating moments in the “inven-

tion” of the readymade. Of course, the story of the readymade, the object of industrial 

production, has to be read from a historical perspective. The relic or the acheiropoie-

tos and the object presented by Duchamp are quite different. The readymade is a crit-

ical gesture aimed at “cult” mechanisms in the institution of art, while the cult object 

incarnates positively a spiritual “truth.” Yet again, both situate themselves outside of 

their respective field, religious art or art, and precisely because of that, they have the 

potential to address or to make visible the very infrastructure of the institution that 

places them on display.

Marcel Broodthaers: Myths of Power

 One of the well-known works by Marcel Broodthaers (1924-1976), a Belgian poet 

and artist, is Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, 1968, shown in the Kun-

sthalle in Dusseldorf in 1972. Broodthaers gave himself the status of museum direc-

tor of a fictitious museum, which brought together some three hundred objects in an 

exhibition entitled The Eagle from the Oligocene to the Present (Fig. 39). Some of them 

were works of art while some were things from the everyday and natural history mu-

seums. But all of them bore the image of an eagle and were accompanied by a sign 
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Fig.39 Marcel Broodthaers, Musee d’art moderne. Department des Aigles, 1968
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136 De Duve, Look! p. 32. 137 Ibid, p. 31. 

saying: “this is not a work of art.”134 The eagle as a symbol of power and the self-pro-

claimed status of museum director addressed the way art institutions place objects 

on display. It can be argued that the strategy of Broodthaers has its historical prec-

edent in the birth of the museum collection, based on a similar operation of taking 

works of religious art out of their original contexts. Their placement in the homoge-

nising, and allegedly neutral space of the museum, transformed the way they were 

seen without changing them as images – they became art. Broodthaers’ “museum” 

occupies a particular place within the history or re-articulation of the relationships be-

tween art, religion and politics. 

 By becoming the museum director, the person who occupies the place of institu-

tional control and power, Broodthaers endowed the figure of the artist with the power 

of the institution, which consists in the “empty” gesture of consecrating this or that 

object as art. Next to being a comment on the Duchampian verdict “This is art!” the 

label stating: “This is not a work of art.” was a comment on Magritte’s “This is not a 

pipe.” thus making visible the inherent paradox in the relations between the image 

and its referent. With this Broodthaers engaged with the issue of how images work, 

with their specific, visual power, and not only with the power of the “empty” frame of 

the institution. As he states: “It can be easily ascertained that I wanted to neutralise 

the use-value of the eagle symbol, to reduce it to its zero degree in order to introduce 

a critical dimension into the history and use of this symbol.”135

 The choice of the figure of the eagle, a symbol of power throughout different 

cultures and contexts, adds up to a gesture with an implied paradox. If power was 

neutralised, then what remained was the image itself to a certain degree liberated 

from its signification. Broodthaers placed under the magnifying glass the relation-

ship between the power of the institution and the power of the image, where “power” 

means both “institutional authority” and “persuasive force of figurative images.”136 

However, he realised that for the artist it is impossible to break up institutions, as he 

or she operates in an environment ruled by a circular rule – “museum is a museum 

of art if it contains art; everything a museum of art contains is automatically art.”137 

The post-Duchampian museum incarnates a similar tautological condition of produc-

tion of the art object as that of the cult-image. The use of the name “art” is not only a 
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matter of consecration, seen as an arbitrary gesture, but this arbitrariness becomes a 

point of awareness for artists, curators and audiences. Broodthaers transforms the au-

thorless gesture of Duchamp into a visible marker of power, by using the very symbol 

of power as a ready-made image.

 If Duchamp’s object structurally resembles the cult-image in order to reveal the 

“consecrational” logic at work in art (Art=Cult), Broodthaers uses the eagle as an im-

age-allegory to address the very institution – museum, and to name the issue – pow-

er. If the art of the painters associated with abstract art continued the Romantic line 

of art practice seen as a spiritual practice, the ironic, critical figures of the pre-concep-

tualists could be seen as disenchanted, inadvertent priests. As Lutticken observes: “Is 

not the work of art the most theological of all commodities, an anachronistic reposi-

tory of cult value?”138

138 Sven Lutticken, Idols of the Market. Modern Iconoclasm and the Fundamentalist Spectacle, (Berlin: Sternberg 

Press, 2009), p. 93. 139 The counterpoint to this high-modernist moment in which painting offers an experi-

ence of pure visuality, in an instant, and verticality (as it addresses the vertical orientation of the human body), 

were different artists like Alberto Burri, Robert Rauschenberg or Lucio Fontana, who still painted abstract 

paintings, but were inspired by the opposite concepts, articulated initially by Bataille: formlessness base ma-

terialism, and horizontality. They tried to develop aesthetics of the low, opposing the idealist and spiritually 

charged high modernism. Yet, their art could be still seen as a pursuit of a low, inverted sacred, no matter how 

rigorously they wanted to exclude any conceptual, symbolic reading of their paintings, and to create with the 

operations of the formless. See: Bois and Krauss, Formless: A User’s Guide. 

The Instant, Sublime Presence: 
Barnett Newman and Mark Rothko

  In the painting of Mark Rothko (1903 -1970) and Barnett Newman (1905-1970), 

the negative definition of representation provided the medium for a positive expres-

sion of spirituality. Both artists were interested in the themes of origin and creation, 

and through their painting, in creating the conditions for the overwhelming expe-

rience of the sublime.139 Interestingly, both artists, in their respective ways, revived 

aspects of the image that characterise the cult-image: the emphasis on presence ver-

sus representation, and in a more complex way, the masking of the procedures of the 

making of the image. 

 The themes of creation and origin are the “only subject matter” Newman “ever 

conceived for his painting.”140 His desire to “paint as if painting never existed before” 
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connects these themes initially to the medium of painting and not to religion.141 Yet, as 

suggested by the titles of series of drawings Genesis – The Break, 1946, The Word, 1946, 

this desire is inseparable from the myth of Genesis and the Origin of the world as it is 

described in the Old Testament. Onement I, 1948, was his artistic breakthrough with 

the invention of the vertical line or “zip” dividing the canvas (Fig. 40). It was a visual 

symbol of the Creation story as Lyotard phrases this: “Like a flash of lightning in the 

darkness or a line on an empty surface, the Word separates, divides, institutes a dif-

ference.”142 Newman manipulated space and colour in order to destroy the chaos and 

the void that existed before the beginning of all things. The painting is concerned with 

the myth of Origin, but for the first time this myth is told in the present tense. The ver-

tical line of the “zip” resonates with the vertical axis of the human body, which is a key 

structuring factor of our visual perception addressing the spectator directly as “you.”143

 In Cathedra, 1951, Newman worked with a very large-scale canvas (243 x 543 cm). 

The excessive size was intended to exceed the visual field of the spectator who was 

forced to give up her mastery over the visual field. Such a strategy resonates strongly 

with the notion of the sublime in which Newman was especially interested.144 His art 

employs a very similar strategy as that of Friedrich, the shattering of the existing con-

ventions of representation and resonates with a specifically romantic sensibility. New-

man, however, had his own interpretation of the concept of the sublime. “The Sublime 

is Now,” 1948, one of his most famous texts discusses and dismisses the philosophical 

theories of the sublime. The excessive size of his large canvases gave the viewer a sense 

of place and of her own scale and presence in the space. For Newman the sublime is a 

feeling of being here and now, of confronting one’s faith without the props of memory 

or myth. In Newman’s painting the spiritual themes are undoubtedly present as an ex-

plicit point of reference. However, its pathos is an articulation of a secular, human tragic 

moment. Newman still invokes the notion of the origin and defines the artist as a trag-

ic figure very much like the Romantic genius. His art does not occupy the iconoclastic 

mode in the sense that it is critical of religion through re-appropriating its images. It is 

still invoked as a myth, as a framework that can inscribe the human experience. 

 An important moment in Newman’s work could be found in the function of the 

concept of the instant in his poetics. In a broader sense the instant is related to the 

temporality of the procedures involved in making images. If an image is produced in 

an instant, it is precisely the brief period of time that we believe does not allow manip-

ulation; it tends to endow the image with a greater claim of veracity (as in the case of 
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Fig. 40 Barnett Newman, Onement I, 1948
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the photographic image). The instant, however, is merely a screen that masks the op-

erations of production of an image and its complex mediated nature. This exclusion of 

the hand of an artist or a maker relates to the status of the religious image, the image 

with a miraculous origin. In the case of abstract painting, the instant is related not to 

the making of the image but to the situation of its perception – an instant revelation. 

The image does not lend itself to attentive perception that takes time, but instantly 

strikes the viewer as a religious experience. As Lyotard writes: 

A painting by Newman is an angel. It announces nothing; it is in itself the annunciation […]. 

But Newman is not representing a non-representable annunciation; he allows it to present 

itself. […] we are being held back from deciphering the painting itself; identifying it on the 

basis of line, color, rhythm, format, scale, materials (medium and pigment) […]It obviously 

hides no technical secrets, no cleverness that might delay the understanding of our gaze145

It appears as something that is not made, a miraculous image. While the message of 

Duchamp or Broodthaers is subversive, ironic, politically constructed and targets the 

conditions of display, in the case of Newman there is a desire to achieve that instan-

taneous revelation – the experience of the sublime, which is a religiously or spiritual-

ly coloured experience. The painting becomes a spiritual icon and the opposite of the 

ready-made as a critical object. Newman’s paintings should not be seen as abstract ver-

sions of religious images, but as a means to reflect upon a human feeling of the tragic. 

 Mark Rothko was raised as an orthodox Jew, but distanced himself from Judaism. 

His painting, similarly to Newman’s, articulated a desire to express profound human 

emotions. In the late 1940s and 1950s, he gradually developed his distinct style charac-

terised by masses of colour spread over the canvas and soft luminous rectangles with 

blurry edges that appear as shimmering, soft edges, and extraordinary colour combi-

nations. In an interview from 1957 he states:

 I’m not interested in relationships of color or form or anything else. […] I’m interested only 

in expressing basic human emotions—tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and so on—and the fact that 

lots of people break down and cry when confronted with my pictures shows that I commu-

nicate these basic human emotions.[…] The people who weep before my pictures are hav-

ing the same religious experience I had when I painted them, and if you say, you are moved 

only by their color relationships, then you miss the point.146 

He insisted on the way the paintings are shown; he meant them as objects of contem-

145 Lyotard, The Inhuman, p. 79, 83. 146 Rodman 1957, 93f.; cited by Barnes 1989, p. 22, emphasis mine.
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plation and was particularly sensitive to the light conditions in which they were exhib-

ited, as he believed that inadequate lighting would make the paintings decorative. 

 In 1964, Rothko was commissioned to produce a series of paintings for a chapel 

in Houston. He painted fourteen paintings: seven black rectangular paintings, two trip-

tychs and seven monochromes (Fig. 41). The chapel has the octagonal form of the ear-

ly Eastern Orthodox churches and Rothko chose triptych as a format. The arrangement 

and the monumental size of the painting make the viewer intensely aware of her size 

and presence in the space and invoke the feeling of an encounter with the cosmic. The 

two black triptychs on the long sidewalls suggest the shape of a cross, and similarly to 

Newman, point to the tragic condition of human existence. 

 Rothko’s work shares an affinity with Romantic such painters as Friedrich or 

Turner.147 Rothko recasts the notion of the sublime in the terms of his medium of ab-

stract painting; he remains very close to the Romantics in the sense that his paintings’ 

overwhelming, monumental size makes the viewer experience an encounter with 

something infinitely bigger. The Romantic painters sought to express religious tran-

scendence beyond the traditional iconographic themes and this new expression can 

be found in the sublime landscapes. The affinity between Rothko and Friedrich can be 

conceived also on the level of the hybridity of their medium. While Friedrich’s altar-

pieces are placed in a secular space, Rothko’s modernist painting finally finds its most 

adequate place in a chapel – the perfect contemplative space. Another detail pro-

vides a ground for an interesting comparison between the two painters. The manner 

in which Friedrich depicts fog and clouds resonates with Rothko’s way to create an ef-

fect of miraculous movement, and flickering and luminosity by blurring the edges of 

the rectangular areas of colour. In the case of Friedrich the soft edges of the clouds in 

their perfect execution conceal the visual trace of the gesture of their making and the 

picture appears as though miraculously created. In Rothko’s paintings the blurry edg-

es create a similar effect; they appear as if they were not painted by the artist’s hand.  

Rothko was very much concerned with issues of the presence of the paintings, and 

their auratic qualities. In this case the gesture of concealing the making and the desire 

147 As Rosenblum argues, Modern Painting. Along similar lines Stoker observes that “there is affinity between 

the Romantic sublime and the abstract sublime of Rothko’s chapel paintings. Both are concerned with the 

sublime as a contradictory concept of fascination and fear. However, there is a difference in nuance, in that the 

‘other’ that breaks through the ordinary in Rothko is the religious transcendent but is not specified any further 

in terms of a specific religious tradition, and in that abstraction causes the sublime to shift from the sublime 

representation to the painting itself as sublime for the viewer. The religious transcendent refers to the depth 

dimension of the world and the human being.” Wessel Stoker, “The Rothko Chapel Paintings and the ‘urgency 

of the transcendent experience”, 2008:68, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, p. 91.
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to create an image of miraculous presence goes together with the positive expression 

of spirituality in his work. 

  Newman’s and Rothko’s paintings refer to religious themes in a much more open 

way than the early abstract painting. Undoubtedly, this is an expression of spirituality in 

a positive form. Still, the reference to the Old Testament and Christian themes in their 

work try to articulate a notion of tragedy that is specifically human, a sort of secular 

rewriting of the religious tradition that emphasises the human existence in the world, 

without reading the religious tradition as a prescriptive set of texts. It is taken as an 

open source of texts, experiences and concepts interpretable in human terms, which 

are directly expressed in the situation of address that they build with the canvases. The 

emphasis is on the here and now, on the highly charged emptiness of the human pres-

ence and its drama. In this sense both painters are religious but they define art itself as a 

spiritual practice and place the artist in a position similar to the Romantic genius.  

Francis Bacon: Atheism in Painting

Francis Bacon (1909-1992) was fascinated by the images and symbols of Christianity, 

yet primarily to unveil their diabolical undercurrent. He was an atheist and his whole 

oeuvre was marked by a very critical stance towards religion.148 Precisely because it 

refers on an iconographic level to Christianity, Bacon’s painting situates itself very far 

from expressing any religious feeling. His interpretations or studies of the theme of 

the crucifixion with animal carcasses and portraits of the Pope emphasise the violent 

side of Christianity. The criticality of his art is conveyed by unleashing the critical pow-

er inherent in the images he appropriated.

 Bacon developed his visual vocabulary on the basis of his study of a variety of im-

ages, paintings, photographs, press images and the studies of figures in motion of Ea-

dweard Muybridge. He often combined elements extracted from this varied sources 

to invent the hybrid, monstrous figures that populate his painting. His Three Studies for 

Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion, 1944, is a triptych (Fig. 42). Each of its separate pan-

els has as its central figure a grey creature with no limbs, a bulbous body and an elon-

gated neck reminiscent of a phallic shape. The right panel shows the creature with a 

wide-open mouth, as if it is screaming. Bacon planned to place the triptych at the base 

148 Bacon states in an interview that “faith is a fantasy” and “religion is a way of disciplining people.” Rina 

Arya, “Painting the Pope: An Analysis of Francis Bacon’s Study After Velazquez Portrait of Innocent X”, Literature 

& Theology, Vol. 23. No. 1, March 2009 p. 33-50. 
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Fig. 41 Mark Rothko, view of Rothko Chapel, 1967

Fig. 42 Francis Bacon, Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion, 1944
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of a large Crucifixion. His interpretation of the Christian subject as suggested by the ti-

tle, features only the three monstrous, demonic figures (representing the Greek Furies) 

and not the crucifix itself. By amplifying the violence of this central Christian image Ba-

con touched upon a great ambiguity inherent in it. Each Christian image, especially 

those of the Crucifixion, has “iconoclasm built into it.”149 Bacon was aware of the para-

dox of an atheist choosing a subject laden with Christian significance. He was deeply in-

terested in the ritual of sacrifice and the instincts of brutality and fear. Crucifixion, 1933, 

is the first painting in this theme, followed by the Three Studies, 1944, which contains 

the visual vocabulary of the distortion of human figures in his later painting. 

 Bacon painted a series of studies on the basis of reproductions of Pope Innocent 

X (Rome, Gal. Doria-Pamphili) by Diego Velázquez. In 1953, he completed his Study af-

ter Velazquez’ Portrait of Pope Innocent X, and in 1965 the Study from Portrait of Pope 

Innocent X. In the earlier version, the portrait by Velazquez is recognisable; he is sur-

rounded by a cage-like structure consisting of what seems to be beams of fluid or light 

hitting the ground with great force. The Pope, surrounded by explosion-like struc-

tures, “emits a scream which shatters the surface of the painting and divests the papal 

image of its power and authority.”150 The screaming mouth and shattered pince-nez 

are based on a still from Sergey Eisenstein’s film Battleship Potemkin, in which an elder-

ly woman is shown in close-up just after being hit by a bullet. In Bacon’s painting we 

have an inverted, deconstructed image of the Pope who is divested from his authority 

and vulnerable.151 Bacon’s painting is an exemplary case of critical appropriation of re-

ligious images. He was well aware that the most efficient critique of religion could be 

articulated only through the medium of the religious motif. This modality, however, 

also implies an ambivalent relationship to religion – a love-hate tension of sorts.
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Body and Performance Art: Reinventing the Ritual 

 Performance art defines the body of the artist as its medium, and confronts its 

viewer with the ambiguity of its position between being “natural flesh” and a “cultur-

al artifact.”153 As a result it breaks with the traditional perception of the artwork as a 

material object and emphasises the theatrical aspect of the situation of perception, 

questioning the relation between the construction of private and collective identities. 

Many body artists explored how the body is signified and even modified by existing 

images and stereotypes, including addressing the long history of religious practices 

(strongly present in Catholicism) that regulate and assign bodily identities. 

 Body and performance art share an intrinsic similarity with a central aspect and 

motif in Christianity, which is the focus on the body. Catholicism provided an imagina-

tive structure, which artists have been able to examine.153 The incarnational formula is 

perhaps one of the central reasons that body art was employed as a medium of pow-

erful criticism of organised religion. Another element inherent in performance art is its 

intrinsic proximity to ritual. In contrast to attaching the conventional situation of pro-

duction and perception of the artwork, body art produces the gesture of the artist as a 

spectacular event.154  In doing so it resurrects a ritualistic mode and opens a possibility 

to re-sacralise art. It is not by accident that many performance artists choose to re-en-

act elements from various religious rituals and restage scenes from religious painting 

– crucifixion, pieta. 

 The Viennese Actionists, Marina Abramovich, Chris Burden, Gina Pane, Michel 

Journiac and Joseph Beuys created performances in which they often exposed them-

selves to physical danger. Such self-sacrificial gestures can be interpreted in most of 

these cases as a comment on the figure of the artist and her relationship to the au-

dience, and in broader sense to society to test the limits of art as a medium of social 

intervention. Christianity provided a legacy of symbols and rituals, what Heartney 

calls the “Catholic imaginary”,155 which were modified, and in many cases literalised 

and thus amplified by performance artists. Because of the nature of its medium, body 

art articulated critique of religious conservatism. The body became the site of the re-

volt against deeply carved traditional values and re-enactment of the tradition was a 

process of reworking of often very traumatic personal histories of the artists (as in the 

case of the Viennese Actionists related to their Catholic upbringing). 

 In their performances Günter Brus (1938), Oto Mühl (1925), Herman Nitsch (1938) 
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and Rudolf Schwarzkogler (1940-1969), active in the 1960s, returned to the theatrical-

ity of ritual and employed the body as a “critical” medium. They exposed themselves 

to danger, and openly referred to religious imagery and ritual. This version of body art 

can be seen as a logical follow on from Expressionism and its gesturality.156 Their per-

formances can be seen as a reaction to the hypocrisy of bourgeois mentality, and the 

repressive Catholic tradition, combined at the time with the heavy legacy of Nazism.156 

The opposition to these power structures was expressed by cult of the sexual body and 

its compulsions, excessive forms of human defilement and the theatrical debasement, 

which was seen as subversive for the bourgeois regime.157 The psychoanalyst Theo-

dor Reik had argued for a connection between masochism, desire for public exposure 

and Christianity. Whoever humiliates himself deeply wants to be exalted; the strive for 

publicity lay behind the early Christian longings to emulate Christ’s passion.158 In this 

sense, the performances of the Actionists preserved in a paradoxical way a religious el-

ement. They defined themselves as self-sacrificial figures that wanted to “redeem” the 

repressive bourgeois society.  

 In his performances Herman Nitsch poured blood-red paint directly onto empty 

canvases as a comment on sacrifice. The modernist flat canvas, the medium of expres-

sion of a positive form of spirituality, was attacked and redefined as a vessel for ritual-

istic gesture with rather critical overtones. His titles – Stations of the Cross, and Triptych 

of the Blood of the Cross – situate the works outside of modernist abstract painting and 

reclaim its access to the spheres of sacred and myth (Fig. 43).159 His series of perfor-

mances in the 1970s entitled Orgies Mysteries Theater attempted to reconstitute the in-

tensity of experience once offered by catharsis in the classical tragedies, Christian rituals 

and Baroque theatre. He employed Christian symbols as blood, wine and the cross, and 

enacted self-mutilation as a means of catharsis from the repressive context of the mo-

ment. By imitating in a pagan way the crucifixion and placing a dead lamb on the cross, 

Nitsch performed an iconoclastic de-Christianization of the blood, which aimed at anni-

hilating its symbolic value in the ritual of the Eucharist.160 The project of the Actionists 

was one of fierce criticism of the social context of the time, and this was possible only 

through using the images, and the rituals of the target of their criticism – Catholicism. 

 In his performances Joseph Beuys (1921-1986) made visible the inherent spiritual 

aspect of performance as a medium. He understood performance as a relapse into 

myth, a form of psychic healing and of exorcism, and created a cult of himself as sha-

man-artist. He invested his performances with a spiritual element keeping something 

of the sacred power of the symbols of different religious rituals that he borrowed. Still, 
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Fig. 43 Herman Nitsch, Station of the Cross, 2009
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his shamanism “under the conditions of the society of spectacle” was criticised as 

“aesthetically retrograde” and dishonest.161  

 With the performance Messe pour un corps, 1975, the French artist Michel Jour-

niac (1935-1995) addressed the fictions and the mythologies that sacralise the body. 

He restaged a liturgical ritual, in which he played the role of the priest, but he served 

a communion sacrament made from the contents of three syringes full of his own 

blood. He borrowed the ritual from Christianity to problematise the quasi-sacrifi-

cial aspects of the figure of the contemporary artist, who as a Christ-like figure has to 

give his own body to society. The American artist Chris Burden referred to, or rather 

restaged, a crucifixion with a performance entitled Transfixed, 1974 (Fig. 44). He was 

fixed to a Volkswagen car with two nails piercing his hands and then for a short time 

driven out of the garage where the car was parked. 

 This performance had a very strong ritualistic aspect and the remnants of his ac-

tion (as the nails) were called relics. Burden himself was from a Catholic background 

and created a number of other performances with Christian themes.162 Transfixed can 

be placed in the line of the sacrificial theatre of the Viennese actionists insofar as it, 

too, explores the ritualistic origins and ethical limits of art. It poses such questions 

as: What can the artist do to himself and the viewer, and when does the viewer in-

tervene?163 Burden addresses the vulnerability of the artist and the inherent violence 

of the public spectacle. Within the practice of these performances the body was re-

claimed from religion and flesh became the site of the revolt against traditional values. 

 By openly referring to religion, these performance works acquire an undoubted-

ly iconoclastic aspect; the artists themselves claim to be critical of bourgeois hypocri-

sy or oppressive context of religion. Yet, because of the very nature of their medium, 

which is the body, they consciously or unconsciously, preserve a religious element. 

If the figure of the artist is central, and especially when the performance involves an 

element of physical danger, the line between being critical towards religion and pro-

ducing effects that are religious is very thin. The self-sacrificial figure of the artist can 

implicate its audience into a sort of a sacred community based on fusion, where the 

individual is controlled instead of being offered a liberatory experience. This was in-

deed an aspect for which the Actionists were later criticised.

 In the 1980s, many artists in the United States, especially performance artists, 

worked with what Heartney calls Catholic imaginary – a result of influences of their 

Catholic upbringing. In some cases artists transformed the influences of their up-
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Fig. 45 Andy Warhol, The Last Supper Cycle, 1986

Fig. 44 Chris Burden, Transfixed, 1974
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bringing into a critical statement in their work (Burden, Linda Montano, Karen Finley), 

while in others the religious motif in their work claimed to be a positive expression of 

spirituality. Created and shown in an Anglo-American context, such works were often 

accused of blasphemy and perceived as offending religious, specifically Catholic sen-

sitivities. In fact some of the artists did not intend them as provocation, and in some 

cases they were even practicing Catholics themselves. For example, the scandalous 

photograph Piss Christ, 1987, by Andres Serrano was part of series of allegorical explo-

rations of the subject of the spiritual dimension of base subjects. Serrano himself states 

that he makes religious art.164 The shock value of these works is an effect of the appro-

priation of a religious motif and its insertion and interpretation in a context that is not 

only secular, but in which criticality is considered to be almost its normative aspect.

Andy Warhol: Pop-Icons, Pop-Relics

 The work of Andy Warhol articulates a shift from questions of the type posed by 

the ready-mades of Duchamp, to the borrowing of existing religious images, them-

selves defined as ready-mades, and reproducing them serially. The gesture of seri-

al repetition, through printing multiple versions of the same, marks an interesting 

moment in the (already troubled) relationship between religion and art. Warhol was 

raised as a Catholic and continued practicing. Later in his career he was interested in 

religion to the point of obsession with the Last Supper and produced multiple studies 

for a work on the basis of the well-known scene from the painting by Leonardo. He 

commented on the commodity fetishism and mass-production, which was compara-

ble to the popularity and mass-circulation of religious art and images. 

 His art and his figure remained ambiguous if not controversial, in their relation-

ship to religion. They certainly lack the abstract disembodied spirituality of Rothko or 

Newman, but they also cannot be seen as anti-religious. Even his “greatest critics have 

acknowledged the presence of some kind of Catholic sensibility in his work.”165 Heart-

ney sees Warhol’s art as its expression. Thus, if we follow her suggestion, similarly to 

the abstract expressionists, Warhol tried to articulate a personal religious moment 

in his work, although with a completely different visual vocabulary, which according 

to her, is related to Catholicism.166 However, it is difficult to make a religious artist of 

Warhol, no matter how personally charged with faith his works could be (and it is very 

difficult to determine that even from an interview of the artist), the result is in many 
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cases a rather critical comment on Catholicism and its use of the image. Yet, it is true 

that an upbringing in this tradition increases the likelihood of it becoming an inspira-

tional source, or an object of comment. Heartney suggests that Warhol is one of the 

key figures in the 1960s who expressed what she calls an incarnational consciousness, 

related to his obsession with the body, physical death and love.167

 The theme of death in Warhol’s car crash series resonates strongly with the 

Christian image focused on the spectacle of death. Death and Disaster is a series of silk-

screen paintings created in the 1960s. The central image is a photograph of an empty 

electric chair in variety of formats. In Heartney’s words:

In a flash a photograph was transformed into a secular crucifixion image, drawing […] a par-

allel between the condemned men for whom the chair was created and the criminalized 

Christ executed with equal righteousness by the court of his day.168

His portraits of glamorous film stars such as Marilyn Monroe, who was recently de-

ceased, transformed her masklike face into a modern-day version of a Byzantine icon. 

The gold background in some of the series as well as the seriality and the execution 

based on prints, eliminates the role of the artists’ execution in a similar way as in the 

practice of painting icons. 

 His last works included several hand-painted pictures of religious themes after 

Renaissance masters. One of them is a version in outline of Leonardo’s Last Supper, 

which is partly obliterated by grossly enlarged logos of brand names. Such borrowings 

can be read simply as recognition of their status as a species of designer label for the 

Catholic Church and cannot be distinguished from his general interest in brand names 

and logos (Fig. 45).169 Warhol’s strategy included allowing ordinary objects to take 

multiple meanings. His interpretation of the Last Supper or the Marilyn Monroe por-

trait sheds light on capitalist aspects of religion and the use of kitschified religious im-

agery to sell the church. Next to the reference to religious painting, on another level 

he commented on the condition of the production of religious images as the icon by 

an artist who remains anonymous, and the resonance with the condition of the mass 

produced image through printing and photography. Warhol’s method of screen-print-

ing photographs on coloured backgrounds amplified further the moment of technical 

reproduction, which suspends further the necessity of manual skill of the artist. This 

has a double effect; it repeats the condition of the ready-made, but brings its ques-

tion further through the serial repetition of the image. From the question of naming 

or consecrating the object as art, it becomes the question of the emptiness of endless 
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repetition, especially that incarnated by the capitalist commodity. Warhol challenged 

the concept of the unique artwork by endlessly repeating images, logos and religious 

paintings until their meaning appeared completely dissolved.170

 Warhol referred to and re-worked religious motifs on several levels. He ap-

proached religious painting as a popular medium and demonstrated that in the very 

definition of pop-art there is something that is intrinsically close to the religious use 

and definition of the image. For Warhol, religion became a source of ideas, symbolic 

texture and tools for a critical reflection on a contemporary reality. Still, his art is not 

a spiritual practice, or openly iconoclastic in its mode; its objects question the condi-

tions of the art-object, and aspects of religious images as their mass-circulation, which 

played a crucial role in supporting the institution of the church.

Re-Staging the Past: Postmodernism

 Postmodernity is the (contested) name that designates the period after moder-

nity, which began in the 1960s. The content of the term has been a subject of much de-

bate, and if there is a possibility to point out an important and central characteristic, it 

would be the renewed awareness of the past and the necessity of its revisiting. Foster 

observes: “There is no simple now: every present is non-synchronous, a mix of different 

times; thus there is no timely transition between the modern and the postmodern.”171 

Postmodern art, in the broad sense of the term, shows a particular sensitivity to the 

past, which is associated with borrowing, citation and appropriation of images of older 

art and of popular culture, as opposed to the modernist privileging of the purity of each 

art form. As Sandler puts it, appropriation is “the primary sign of postmodernist art.”172 

 If for some artists belonging to the early-avant gardes, art became a field of 

spiritual expression, their post-modern colleagues were busy re-examining an (often 

traumatic) religious upbringing and their artworks openly cited religious motifs. This 

disenchanted reworking of religious images and motifs places them in contrast with ab-

stract painters inspired by a broad understanding of spirituality. A central moment for 

the late 1960s and onwards were the theoretical debates around the status of such con-

cepts as author, authorship and originality and of theoretical discourse articulating the 

idea of the death of the author together with the mistrust in master narratives includ-
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ing religion. These ideas are associated with, on the one hand, the mushrooming of per-

sonal, individual forms of spirituality and their expression, and on the other, with rather 

critical revisiting of the role of religion. 

 Criticality was not necessarily a result of the intention of the individual artist; by 

the 1970s it was a normative aspect of art, something that good art had to demonstrate. 

This made it very difficult to interpret works that cite religious images as spiritual. In-

versely, when artists used in their works the figure of the marginalised, weak or fallen 

human, this was read as articulating some kind of positive reference to religion, precise-

ly without using any religious images.173 Another important moment within postmoder-

nity was the advanced condition of technical media, which allowed artists to (infinitely) 

borrow, sample and reproduce existing images including religious art. The image itself 

became a “readymade” and the plethora of copies extensively questioned notions of or-

igin, originality and, ultimately, the very structure of the practice of image-making as 

a religious story. At this moment, religion could become a matter of debate, and pre-

cisely not as an oppressive and conservative legacy, but as the regime that regulat-

ed the production and display of images and image-making. In the situation when the 

copy became a really important matter of debate, the original became a visible object of 

questioning; hence, all the questions of reproduction, transmission and the “true” im-

age, including who has right over the production and circulation of copies.174 

 The so-called “post-structuralist” version of postmodernism is critical as it exam-

ines such central issues as the originality of the artist and of the tradition. It situates it-

self not only in opposition to traditional values of bourgeois life, but also in opposition 

to the modernist narrative that affirms the purity of the medium, and the absoluteness 

of authorship supported by the myth of novelty and originality. “This version is ad-

vanced as a critique of representation in which it is held to construct more reality than 

to copy it and subject us to stereotypes than reveal the truth about us.”175 The postmod-

ernism strategy of “pastiche”, mixing citations of existing works from different periods 

and styles, cannot be seen as a return to any tradition, insofar as it integrates a variety 

of fragments. The fragmented text or image is an opposition to the unitary work, and in 

a larger sense to any totalising narrative that explains reality. One of the central effects 

of appropriation as a strategy is “the deconstruction of ideas of master works and mas-

ter artists.”176 Appropriation as an artistic strategy is associated with a moment of inde-
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cisiveness; it makes the result inherently ambiguous and resists one single reading. In 

this sense the appropriation practice, next to its critical result, poses questions pertain-

ing to the very medium, or a question regarding the status of representation. 

 The reinterpretation of religious motifs became distinctly present in the work of 

many artists in the 1980s and 1990s. They produced works in different media – pho-

tography, video, installation, sculpture and painting. Heartney argues that a variety of 

artists in the United States during this period shared what she calls “catholic imagina-

tion.” Although their works are perceived as provocative (and in some cases blasphe-

mous) some artists as Kiki Smith, Andres Serrano, Joel Peter Witkin or Robert Gober 

claim that this is way of expressing their connection to a religious tradition they were 

brought up in. Their works become a site of contestation not only of the role of religion, 

but of distinctions between high art and kitsch.

Video Art: “Techno-Sublime”

The environments of video installations in the late 1980s and 1990s defined a new 

situation of spectatorship. They invited their viewer to enter into a contemplative 

mode and to see a time-based work, or in a very saturated environment that offers 

an intense experience. Such media environments produced the “effect of spiritual 

immediacy through the means of intensive mediation.”177 This “techno-sublime,” an 

overwhelming or mesmeric experience “is very popular, in part because it aestheti-

cizes, or ‘artifies,’ an already-familiar experience – the mind-blowing intensities pro-

duced by media culture at large.”178 Advanced media environments are intrinsically 

inclined to produce some quasi-miraculous effects not only because of the saturated 

environments that they create, but also because of the possibility to manipulate imag-

es on different levels. They articulate a possibility of a hyper-visibility, which easily pro-

duces “miraculous” effects. 

 Martin Arnold’s (1959) work Jeanne, 2003, explores such effects in film. Through 

re-using Carl Dreyer’s The Passion of Jean of Arc, he creates a highly emotionally 

charged, uncanny image (Fig. 46). The work consists only of the close-ups of Jeanne’s 

face in the trial scene. Projected on a large screen her suffering and overwhelming 

emotions create a very intense image. This method of re-using film footage demon-

strates that quasi-religious intensity is an inherent part of the moving image and of 

technically complex media because of its capacity to create very saturated environ-

177 Hal Foster, Art Since 1900, p. 676. 178 Ibid., p. 676. 
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Fig. 46 Martin Arnold, Jeanne, 2003

Fig. 47 Granular Synthesis, Pole, 1998
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ments. Creating a total image-sound space that represents, but also has the power to 

invoke in the viewer, extreme mental conditions or spiritual experiences is a central 

line in the work of Granular Synthesis, Ulf Langheinrich (1960) and Kurt Hentschlager 

(1961). Their obsessive visual language derived from the performance art tradition of 

direct physical perception evolved towards constructing intense audio-visual live ex-

periences in immersive media environments. With Pole, 1998, they mixed live, looped 

and amplified short samples of image and sound of the singer Diamanda Galas (Fig. 

47). They were projected on five or seven parallel screens, with stroboscopic effects 

and rapidly repetitive hypnotic or numbing visual patterns and sound frequencies with 

low bass tones. This environment created an effect of perceptual overload, a sort of 

perceptual transcendence.179 

 This diffuse spirituality is an element of interest for Douglas Gordon (1966) who, 

in the early 1990s, produced a series of projected works using fragments of existing 

film footage. He manipulated these in order to draw the viewer’s attention to unseen 

details such as the very visual texture of highly charged emotional states. For instance, 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner, 1995, consists of several fragments from an early film 

version of Stevenson’s novel The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde when Jekyll trans-

formed into a monstrous Hyde (Fig. 48). The film is slowed down and projected onto 

two separate large screens, one in negative and one in positive. 

 The effects of such works on the viewer could be placed into two groups, both 

of them related to the experience of the sublime as described by Kant.180 While the 

first one is an awesome experience that overwhelms through immersion in an envi-

ronment constructed of projection of sight and sound, the second group, which in 

fact corresponds to a second moment of the sublime experience, is related to the in-

tellectual understanding of the strong emotional experience, resulting in a feeling of 

mastery of the experience.181 Different artists are interested in invoking in their viewer 

either the awesome or the redemptive experience. While Viola privileges the redemp-

tive aspect, Gordon is obsessed by the hysterical shattering moment, as is Martin Ar-

nold. 

 Another earlier line of development within video art is associated with the work 

of feminist artists who borrow existing religious images (in contrast to the tendency 

described above) to make a critical statement. The artists in this group use and inter-

pret identifiable religious images and motifs as an integral part of their work. The ef-

fect, as in the other instances of borrowing existing motifs, is critical. In Don’t Believe 

I’m an Amazon, 1975, by Urlike Rosenbach (1943), she projects an image of the head 
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Fig. 48 Douglas Gordon, Confessions of a Justified Sinner, 1996

Fig. 49 Ulrike Rosenbach, Don’t Believe I’m an Amazon, 1975
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of a medieval Madonna from a painting by Stefan Lochner and her own face (Fig. 49). 

She shoots fifteen arrows that hit the superimposed image of both faces.182 Her work 

is a reflection on the image of women in (art) history. The image of the powerful Ama-

zon, indicated through the title and the bow and arrows, is conflated with the images 

of the beautiful and frail Madonna, an incarnation of the stereotype of nurturing and 

powerless woman. The arrow hits both images and the artist’s face that is framed by 

them. The work is a comment on the implicit violence of superimposing on women 

the cultural clichés of womanhood. 

 Sylvie Blocher’s (1953) work L’annonce amoureuse, 1995, offers an interpretation 

that reveals the Christian traces in the structure of address, especially in an address 

that conveys unconditional trust.183 Thirteen young actors nominated for the Michel 

Simon prize were asked to look directly in the camera and make a declaration of love. 

The acting of the vulnerable moment of expressing one’s feelings “rewrite” annuncia-

tion as a secular, human and intimate event of address. Some of the more recent work 

by Pipilotti Rist (1962) can be situated along similar lines of offering an alternative in-

terpretation of a well-known religious motif or scene. Homo Sapiens Sapiens, 2005, 

is a feminist re-appropriation of religious motifs. The piece is an audio-video installa-

tion consisting of four projections on a ceiling panel; the viewer is invited to lie on the 

floor and watch the projection on the ceiling. The video is a twenty-one minute loop in 

which the main character Pepperminta finds herself with her sister in a world resem-

bling a paradise; they stroll and play together with the rich vegetation. The work pre-

sents a video re-interpretation of the image of paradise. Similarly to Rosenbach and 

Blocher, Rist appropriates the image of paradise to “give it back” to women. The piece, 

originally produced for the ceiling of a church in Venice, created a scandal and was re-

moved on accusations that it involved  (ironically) too much nudity. 

 In many video and installation works the medium of video enabled a re-media-

tion of older images – both film and culturally loaded iconic religious images, an aspect 

of the medium used in many cases by video artists to invoke or create a quasi-mystical 

experience; or to re-frame existing images and film footage in order to make a critical 

comment on traditional ideas as the feminist artists demonstrated in their work. 

 Perhaps the exhibition Sensation includes most of those who dealt with this is-

sue; they were young at the time and producing works at the edge of the scandal-

ous, Damien Hirst and Chris Offili being the most well-known cases and Gilbert and 

George, the Chapman Brothers, Sarah Lucas, Marc Quinn, Marc Wallinger, Sam-Taylor 
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Wood citing religious painting or motifs in various ways. In most of these cases the ci-

tations are employed as a tool to criticise traditional values or organised religion, but 

that, too, betrays interest to the sensitivity towards and the importance of the status 

of the body, especially in the Catholic tradition. Damien Hirst’s provocative and para-

doxical work, which appropriates and manipulates Christian imagery in quite a few in-

stances, brought him international fame.


