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Abstract: According to the widespread opinion, contemporary art does not seek to express 

transcendent reality. Questioning this view, the author of the article examines two aspects of 

the problem. The first concerns the use of Christian iconography in contemporary works. The 

artists employ it a non-traditional way, usually in the contexts related to everyday life, which 

leads to an impression of secularization. Sometimes such actions provoke protests from 

viewers due to alleged blasphemy. Sztabiński sees the root of the problem in the formation of   

a new sensibility bent on emphasizing the “earthly” dimension of existence, and treating 

transcendence only as a more or less tangible prospect. This situation is defined here as an 

interest in the “skin of transcendence”, in reference to the title of the article by S. Brent Plate. 

Artistic examples enabling the author to clarify the meaning of this metaphor include the 

works of Robert Gober, Kiki Smith, Teresa Murak and Wolfgang Laib. 
The second type of references to transcendence in contemporary art will be discussed here 

in the context of the iconoclastic tradition. The author examines twentieth-century non-

representational art in the light of the book by Alain Besançon devoted to the intellectual 

history of iconoclasm. Besançon described this kind of art as an expression of the desire to 

convey “a truly worthy image” of the divine, as it is liberated from all earthly concerns. In 

view of that, can postmodern artistic practice, involving the reduction of the geometric forms 

believed to express transcendence (such as Malevich’s “black square”) to their banal practical 

uses, be considered to create simulacra of transcendence? The author also reflects on the quest 

for an extra-metaphysical path towards transcendence in contemporary art, as the artists try to 

find it in “abnormal language” and private epiphanies.  

The article concludes with some comments on the necessity of treating what appears to be 

marginal in contemporary art as a valid area of research. The author argues that not only the 

margins of transcendence, but all other artistic margins should be subjected to broader 

scholarly reflection.  
 

Keywords: contemporary art – transcendence – secularization – modern iconoclasm – the 

role of the margins in the study of art. 
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According to the widespread opinion, contemporary art does not seek to 

express transcendent reality. This does not mean that the artists active today 

avoid the use of the iconic themes specific to different religious traditions.   

On the contrary, compared with the activity of the avant-garde, whose 

representatives were trying to renew the languages of art and introduce new 

iconography, postmodernists gladly appropriate traditional imagery, though 

generally without respecting its original meanings
1
. Their work has either 

ludic character (employing pastiche, irony, wit), or is designed to perform      

a critical function in relation to traditional forms of worship, but in both cases 

the reference to transcendence seems to be irrelevant. In the ludic variant, 

religious iconographic motifs are of use because they are immediately 

recognizable, and they easily induce associations and emotions that can be 

artistically manipulated. The original meaning thus becomes subject to 

semantic games. In critical art the assumed reference to religious beliefs or 

views does not serve the purpose of linking the work with transcendence, but 

rather activates the chain of reflections on the social phenomenon of religious 

faith. It does not matter whether the paintings or sculptures with sacral 

content actually direct us toward something beyond or above them, since it is 

the represented set of beliefs and the behavior of the believers that become 

the object of observation. What matters to the artist is the fact that certain 

social groups practice a particular religion in some specific form, that they 

include people of a certain age, with specific political beliefs, more or less 

closely related to religious issues. The works of the artists representing 

critical art are therefore usually indifferent to the questions of transcendence, 

while being strongly involved in the current socio-political discourses. 

The problem of the disappearance of reflection on transcendence in art 

can be examined in the context of the choices made by the artists and the type 

of sensitivity found in the art recipients. Philosophers and sociologists, 

however, try to link these issues with more general characteristics of 

contemporary mentality, manifesting itself in other areas of human behavior. 

In his Postmodern Ethics, Zygmunt Bauman disputes the common belief that 

modern people have become selfish, self-centered and egotistic as a result of 

godlessness and the breakdown of faith in the religious dogmas inherent to 

modern times. He believes that this connection should actually be seen in      

a reversed order. It was not the secularizing trends that caused the dis-

appearance of the sense of transcendence and the breakdown of religious 

faith, manifested both in daily life and in the secular, comprehensive philo-

sophical visions that formerly often suggested the existence of something 

                                                 
1    I do not address the activity of painters and sculptors working for different religious groups 

and carrying out the commissions in accordance with the guidelines received from them. 
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above or beyond the practical, materialistic life. “It is because,” Bauman 

writes, “modern developments forced men and women into a condition of 

‘individuals’, who found their lives fragmented, split into many loosely 

related aims and functions, each to be pursued in different contexts and 

according to a different pragmatics – that an ‘all-comprising’ idea promoting 

a unitary vision of the world was unlikely to serve their task well and thus 

capture their imagination.”
2
 There is no place for transcendence – both as 

conceived by the great religions, and in the secular sense, as a desire to be 

part of the Whole, of a certain superior logical order of existence, to be in 

alignment with the sources of good and sense – in the mainstream of modern 

life to which we all must conform, if we wish to keep up with the changes it 

entails. 

Does this mean that the desire for transcendence has disappeared 

completely in contemporary society, and that there is no place for it in 

contemporary art? I believe it does manifest itself, though in a partial, 

random way. It is not a consequence of accepting a comprehensive meta-

physical system within which it could be articulated. The earlier notional 

systems addressing transcendence are not adequate for the conditions of 

modern life and the character of art created today. The new, post-modern 

philosophies eliminate transcendence from their focus of attention; in 

consequence they lack the concepts that would allow for its identification and 

characterization, and the terminology they use is devoid of any transcendent 

references. The traditional conceptual apparatus of the metaphysical systems 

is unfit for the current random ways of experiencing reality. If modern man 

has any needs relating to transcendence, they remain unnoticed and elusive. 

This also applies to those engaged in art. Their intuitions of transcendence, 

even if still rooted in the great religious or philosophical systems, seem 

woefully fractured, poor and incomplete, compared with the complex visions 

of spirituality offered by tradition. In the world of contingency, seculariza-

tion, practicality, and the variety of problems making up the content of every-

day life, there is a risk that transcendence may be treated as an irrelevant 

addition, taken into account only occasionally.  

The phrase “margins of transcendence”, which I wish to use here in the 

context of art, thus has a twofold meaning. On the one hand, it points to the 

marginalization of what is perceived as existing outside or above the sphere 

of ad hoc and random beings, its marginality in the mainstream religious and 

philosophical traditions in which the topic has been discussed. On the other 

hand, it is meant to emphasize the fragmentary character and the randomness 

of the “excursions” of contemporary artists into transcendence. That fragmenta-

                                                 
2    Z. Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, Wiley-Blackwell 1993, p. 6.  
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tion and randomness means that they are often overlooked or dismissed as 

irrelevant. Creativity in art is thus interpreted as being associated with other 

objectives, often contrary to the intentions examined here.  

 
 
THE SKIN OF TRANSCENDENCE  

 
The title of this section refers to the well-known article by S. Brent Plate, 

“The skin of religion. Aesthetic mediations of the sacred” (2012). Using the 

simile comparing the role of religion to the role of the skin in the physical 

body, the author tries to understand religion through its sensually mediated 

experience. He is reluctant, however, to address the traditional concept of the 

“so-called im-mediate, mystical experience of the gods and goddesses”. He 

questions the practical importance of the interpretation of sacred texts and the 

intellectual exploration of doctrinal issues. Instead, he assigns significance to 

“the sensual sacred experiences of the human in her/his physical spaces”
3
. 

Therefore, this approach emphasizes the role of the senses. The author not 

only asserts their importance (unlike many traditional religions), but he 

suggests that the mundane aspects of religious experience, namely what 

people eat, taste and see in their sacred places, should be given more con-

sideration.  

Plate is aware that his conception amounts to the aestheticization of 

religion, as it highlights the role of sensory factors both in the arrangement of 

the places of worship, the conduct of the rituals, the music, performance and 

props. In his opinion, their role is not limited to the additional stimulation of 

spiritual experience. He believes that sensory factors are inseparable from the 

sacred, claiming that “Religion itself is, in part, produced by the experiences 

formed in these mediated sites betwixt and between.”
4
 He is thus proposing    

a reconceptualization of religion, focusing on the skinscape – a space for 

sensory (and more broadly – physical) experience.
5
 These spaces are different 

for different religions, providing different experiences both as regards their 

character and scope. They were different in the past and they vary today 

depending on one’s faith. They are important for modern man because of 

their potential to expand through sensory experimentation. They are open not 

                                                 
3    S.B. Plate,  The Skin of Religion. Aesthetic Mediations of the Sacred, „Crosscurrents”, 2012, 

June, p. 162. 
4     Ibidem, p. 164. 
5    Plate’s concept refers to the notions of the French Marxist philosopher – Henri Lefebvre, 

expressed in the book The Production of Space (transl. By D. Nicholson-Smith, Blackwell, 

Oxford 1991 [1974]), which garnered considerable interest after its publication in the US.  



THE MARGINS OF TRANSCENDENCE IN CONTEMPORARY ART          61 

 

   

only to different varieties of beauty, but also to the horrible, the sacrilegious 

or the blasphemous, which take the believers to the borderline of the 

experience of the sacred. An important part of the skinscape is art, which is 

not limited to its ritual function, but rather involves endless experimentation. 

As Plate concludes, “The skin of religion is a training ground, and the 

skinscape can be reoriented. But note that the reorientation and reproduction 

of new meanings and identities and communities begins with a trans-

formation of sense perception. Reformation is somehow always about sensual 

renewal.”
6 
 

The concept put forward by the American author could be regarded as an 

eccentric (if only because of the shocking simile) endorsement of the 

attitudes adopted today by many people looking for a kind of “thrill of trans-

cendence” in contact with religion (or many religions). I became interested in 

it, however, because it clearly involves something more than just engaging in 

what might be called religious tourism or folklore. In the opinion of the 

American author, the “sensual renewal” is not confined to the stage of dis-

interested experience
7
. “The skin of religion” is a metaphor emphasizing the 

fact that religion signifies through the physical, the contact between man and 

object. It also suggests that a mystic vision may contain tangible elements, 

giving the impression as if someone or something touched us. Plate uses here 

the phrase “haptic religiosity”. This variety is, of course, not found in the 

doctrinal mainstream of any religion, but elements of similarly understood 

hapticity appear in the accounts of many mystics, and words relating to 

touching, penetrating, or piercing are an important component of metaphors 

conveying the experience of the person experiencing transcendence. Divine 

beings or heavenly light appear to the person experiencing a mystical state in 

a nearly physical manner. However, it is emphasized that the interaction takes 

place outside the realm of the senses and the body. 

The phrase “the skin of religion” may bring us closer to capturing the 

attitude to religion characteristic for our times. People expect a new range of 

sensory experiences in contact with religion, hoping that they will open up 

unspecified transcendent perspectives. Can such an attitude be attributed to 

artists as well? Characterizing the work of the representatives of the 

European avant-garde art of the first half of the twentieth century in the 

context of religion, Eleanor Heartney wrote that they rejected its organized 

forms, identifying them with reactionary and authoritarian forces. Yet dis-

tancing themselves from orthodox beliefs, they still employed “the rhetoric of 

                                                 
6     S.B. Plate, op. cit., p. 178. 
7    For example, the author refers to a passage of Scripture, which says that the senses are to 

be trained to distinguish good from evil.  
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transcendence and spirituality”
8
, in reference to their art. It is difficult to say 

whether this was just rhetoric. I am inclined to believe that such books as 

Concerning the Spiritual in Art by Wassily Kandinsky, or God Is Not Cast 

Down by Kazimir Malevich, along with the work of these artists emerging 

during this period, constitute an authentic attempt to identify new ways to 

transcendence based on the invented languages of art. Heartney rightly points 

out, however, that this quest was based on the abandonment of traditional 

religious themes and focusing on the possibilities offered by artistic abstrac-

tion. This trend continued after World War II, although the relationship 

between the atmosphere of spirituality characterizing the created paintings 

and the concretization of the transcendent references became increasingly 

unclear. The American author gives the example of Rothko’s Chapel in 

Houston, a “non-sectarian sanctuary” – meditative space commissioned by 

Catholic patrons and displaying the paintings of Marc Rothko – a Jewish 

artist. Another example is the work of Barnett Newman, another Jewish 

artist, who made a series of non-representational paintings relating to the 

Stations of the Cross (1958-1964). Perhaps the most radical stance was 

adopted in that period by Ad Renhardt, who postulated the separation of the 

image and the artist from all contexts of religion, iconography, society, etc. 

However, this eventually led him to search for a single principle of life (re-

sembling a religious one), and to attempt to create “pure” paintings (arrived 

at through the process of constant elimination).
9
 

The conception which emerged from the experiences of the avant-garde of 

the first half of the twentieth century, and their continuators in the beginning 

of the second half of the century, was based on the belief that abstract 

spirituality should replace more concrete religious activity (based on faith 

and good deeds) aimed at reaching transcendence. If the artists alluded to 

religious concepts, they usually invoked the quest of the mystics. It was even 

believed that if the mystics had used the medium of visual art instead of 

verbally describing their visions, they would have created abstract paintings. 

All of these ideas can be regarded as strongly contrasting with the notion of 

“the skin of religion”. Transcendence as understood by the abstractionists 

was meant to entail the transgression of the sensory level, which was 

                                                 
8     E. Heartney, Art & Today, Phaidon Press, New York 2008, p. 266. 
9    Reinhardt wrote: „I had been called a Zen Buddhist, a neo-Christian, a Calvinist, a Hindu, 

and a Muslim, simply because there were people that wanted to read the paintings as 

symbolic of those religions [...] but painting really has no relation to any of the religions 

nor ever has.” (Art as Art. The Selected Writings of Ad Reinhardt, ed. B. Rose, University 

of California Press, Berkeley1991, p. 14). This assertion can be understood as meaning 

that, according to the artist, the authentic path to transcendence requires abandoning all 

roads indicated by religious denominations. 
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reflected in their abandonment of figuration and the extreme reduction of the 

shapes and colors in their paintings. If a transcendent being exists above the 

realm of random beings, the proper way to approach it seemed to be the 

rejection of the visual attractiveness of art. The aesthetic criteria were thus 

suspended. Contact with abstract paintings was to put the viewer on his path 

to transcendence by releasing him from the hustle and bustle of everyday life, 

and from the practical objectives and duties to perform there. This experience 

was regarded as richer, more comprehensive, and more radical than the one 

offered by the churches in the ordinary religious life. It was thought that the 

dematerialization of art, or the deprivation of the works of art of visual dis-

tractions, would bring the viewers closer to the intangible transcendent being.
10

 

After the radicalism of the avant-garde and neo-avant-garde’s artistic 

aspirations, the emergence of postmodern art was easy to interpret as a rejec-

tion of transcendence. Postmodern works, both as regards their content and 

form, focused on the material and the visual, and related to specific social and 

political problems. If the works featured any religious imagery, it took the 

form of quoting the most stereotypical iconographic themes, or using figures 

of Christ or Virgin Mary bought in souvenir shops as ready-made com-

ponents. On this basis it was argued that postmodern works are not concerned 

with faith or spirituality, but rather with The Church as an institution and 

religion as a social phenomenon. Of course, in the last four decades, many 

artists have expressed hostility towards religion and dismissed the importance 

of faith. But this should not become a basis for unjustified generalizations, 

especially in the light of the intriguing fact that the authors of the works 

deemed blasphemous and heretical often emphasized the role of education in 

the spirit of a particular religious tradition, and often declared that they were 

now believers.
11

 Heartney mentions such names as Andres Serrano, Robert 

Mapplethorpe, Dawid Wojnarowicz, Kiki Smith, Joel-Peter Witkin. The list 

could be of course further expanded. The American author points out the 

connection of those artists with Catholicism. She believes that this denomina-

                                                 
10   These views alluded (though without invoking antecedents) to the twelfth-century dispute 

between Victorians and Cistercians. Thinkers gathered in the monastery of St. Victor in 

Paris believed that visible beauty is similar to the invisible. The human mind, when 

properly excited by shapes, colors, and scents, becomes closer to the contemplation of        

a higher, extrasensory perfection. The Cistercians believed the opposite. Bernard of 

Clairvaux wrote: “a very beautiful image of a saint man or woman is displayed, and it is 

believed that the greater the saint, the more colorful it should be. People run to it and kiss 

it, they are invited to submit their gifts, and they admire the beauty more than they worship 

the holiness (quoted in W. Tatarkiewicz, Historia estetyki, vol. II, Wydawnictwo Naukowe 

PWN, Warsaw 2009, p. 209).  
11  Cf. E. Heartney, Postmodrn Heretics, http://nbrokaw.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/post-

modern-heretics-2.pdf, accessed on: 30.09.2014. 



64                                    Grzegorz Sztabiński 
 

 

tion, as opposed to Protestantism, focuses on the material, corporeal factors, 

not treated as the opposite of spirituality. She writes that “A stress on the 

physical body has long been a key element in Catholicism. While Protestants 

view the kingdoms of God and Man as essentially separate, Catholicism 

stressed the continuity of the divine and the human. All the major mysteries 

of Catholicism – the Immaculate Conception, the Crucifixion and Resurrec-

tion, the Transubstantiation of the Host into the Body of Christ, the Ascen-

sion and the Assumption of the Virgin Mary – emphasize the role of the 

human body as vessel of divine spirit”.
12

 

Emphasizing the role of bodily, or – more broadly – material factors can 

be associated with secularization. However, as noted by modern scholars 

examining this problem, Catholicism and other religions of the world (Welt-

religionen) approach the relation between man and God unlike the societies 

of old, which combined religion and magic: transcendence is achieved here 

through the mediation of everyday objects. The Bible has many passages 

indicating that reality as a field of human activity does not necessarily require 

magical-religious reverence. However, the general transcendent perspective 

of the Bible provides depth for our experiencing the material world and 

human labor.  

Franco Crespi believes that the secular and the religious perspectives 

usually coexist, and the experience of the divine is possible in both these 

cases. However, they imply different ways of understanding secularization. 

What is seen as secularization from the former perspective, turns out to be      

a different approach to the issue of transcendence in the latter. Crespi 

observes that “While in a secular perspective, man remains immersed in 

reality (…), in religious Christian perspective (though this probably also 

applies to other religions) man is at the helm, foregrounded, distinguished 

from objects that are revealed to him in their ‘vulgarity’, their ‘secular 

character’. It is man in his relationship with God who gives things their 

meaning [...].”
13

 The meaning of objects – be it purely secular or transcendent 

– is therefore dependent on the perspective from which it is apprehended. 

People are shown their freedom, which from the Christian point of view can 

best be understood as the role of a child of God who has been given the right 

to rule over all creation.
14 

 

Is the complex of phenomena referred to here as “the margin of trans-

cendence” associated with the roughly outlined contemporary debate on the 

                                                 
12   Ibidem. 
13  F. Crespi, Proces sekularyzacji: od desakralizacji do religii, Polish transl. by D. Pawłowska, 

in: Ateizm oraz irreligia i sekularyzacja, selected and edited by F. Adamski, Wydawnictwo 

PETRUS, Kraków 2011, p. 128 (English translation mine). 
14   Ibidem, p. 127. 
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issue of secularization? I believe that these issues cannot be too closely 

linked, nor should we consider the former to be an outcome of the latter. The 

issue is much more complex. Thus, we can talk at most about the tendency 

present in different domains to open them to the phenomena previously 

neglected or rejected. When it comes to art, this trend is reflected in the 

artists employing religious motifs and iconography as components of their 

works, combined with secular themes. These combinations can shock the 

followers of a particular religious denomination, and therefore artists are 

accused (and even taken to court) of desecrating the sacred, of blasphemy, 

etc. I am not going to examine the validity of this type of allegations. How-

ever, on the basis of several examples, I would like to consider the diminish-

ing distance (perhaps shocking to some recipients) between the spheres of the 

sacred and the profane in contemporary art. I wish to take a particularly close 

look at the liminal areas, where the reference to transcendence is often 

uncertain
15

, or where the sense of transcendence appears in a margin.  

In the tradition of European art, the reasons for using religious motifs are 

usually quite clearly defined – positively or negatively. In the first case, 

artists use them to attempt a direct reference to transcendence (through mak-

ing images of saints, depicting scenes from the Scripture, etc.), or to evoke 

the sacred through a unique presentation of some selected elements of the 

secular reality.
16

 In the second case, they are used to express lack of belief 

(cf. e.g. Dada and Surrealism, which mocked religious feelings by changing 

the sense of the familiar motifs of sacral art)
17

, or to manifest aggression 

towards the famous works of that kind. The situation becomes more complex 

in the case of American art. This has been pointed out by the authors of the 

                                                 
15   I do not take into account artistic activities for which the use of religious themes is only an 

opportunity to tackle other issues (such as feminist or political). Therefore, I will not 

address the work by Dorota Nieznalska Passion, (featuring elements such as the image of 

male genitals on the cross), famed in Poland due to the charges of offending of religious 

feelings, as the author, defending herself, pointed to the lack of connection of the meaning 

of her work with religion, a strictly immanent character of the message. 
16  An excellent example is the painting by Caspar David Friedrich Cross in the Mountains 

(Tetschen Altar), 1807-08. It presents a large crucifix located on a mountain top partially 

covered with vegetation and surrounded by several trees. The image is a realistic land-

scape, but there is a sense of connection between God and nature emanating from it. 

Symbolic religious motifs are placed only on the decorative golden frame – they are: 

God’s omniscient eye, ears of wheat, and grapes as a reference to the Protestant Eucharist 

in utraque specie, etc. 
17  An example would be a painting by Max Ernst La vierge corrigeant l’enfant Jésus devant 

trois témoins (Mother of God rebuking baby Jesus in the presence of three witnesses). It 

corresponds to canonical Renaissance-Mannerist theme of Madonna and Child, albeit 

converted into ironic and profane, secular representation of mother spanking her naughty 

child. The halo fell from the head of Jesus, and lies on the floor. 
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introduction to the comprehensive book The Visual Culture of American 

Religions. David Morgan and Sally M. Promey emphasize the fact that the 

American society has always been ethnically and culturally diverse. There-

fore, the same motifs, including religious ones, can be interpreted differently 

by different people. One example would be the canonical image of Jesus. For 

some, Jesus is, as they put it, “a visual Platonic Form, an eternal ideal that 

orders the physical universe into a series of copies of itself.”
18

 White people 

regard these images as the epitome of “the reproduction of the original beauty 

of Truth”. In contrast, people of other races perceive them as the embodiment 

of the “white truth”. Even among the followers of the same religion, such 

different connotations introduce substantial additional sense, modifying      

the meaning of the religious images. According to Morgan and Promey,    

this is the source of both the power and the problematic nature of religious 

images in the American tradition. It also influences the present, leading to 

unconventional religious behavior. On Good Friday in 1993, at Freedom 

Plaza in Washington DC, the clergyman George Stallings tore up and burned              

a generic picture of Jesus granting his blessing. This action should be inter-

preted neither in terms of blasphemous, anti-religious behavior, nor in 

connection with the beliefs of the Protestant iconoclasm. The context was 

actually the Good Friday reflection on the real violence inflicted upon the 

body of the crucified Jesus, and the action was set against the background of 

a call to a spiritual “purification” in connection with the link between the 

white “mythological” Christ and the African-American experience.  

Commenting on the event, Moragne and Promey write that, contrary to 

the belief of the Reverend Stallings, who wanted to show that religious 

images are irrelevant compared to deeds, that they are just pieces of printed 

paper, the action is a testament of the power attributed to images. They 

believe that the human effort expanded in the destruction of images, the 

defense of their dignity, or the struggle in their name shows that they do have 

considerable significance and impact. The authors also mention and analyze 

various features of images within the religious practices and behaviors, and in 

many areas of secular life. They point out that one of the aspects of the “life” 

of images is their “death” or destruction. They write that “Iconoclasm is        

a measure of the intensity of feeling and conviction associated with certain 

kinds of images. Iconoclasm is thus part of a larger visual-symbolic 

strategy.”
19

 The acts of destruction are performed not, as preached by Luther 

and Calvin, to prevent the image from becoming an idol obscuring God. 

                                                 
18   The Visual Culture of American Religions, ed. D. Morgan & S.M. Promey, Berkeley-Los 

Angeles 2001, p. 2. 
19   Ibidem, p. 14. 
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Many of contemporary acts of iconoclasm do not result from negating the 

relationship between image and transcendence, or from the lack of faith in the 

power of its social impact, but stem instead from the belief in the existence of 

such links and their significance. The violent actions performed on images 

(ranging from their tearing or destruction, through drastic modifications to 

their appearance) are meant to draw attention to the power of images.  

Margan and Promey formulate a program of research on the material 

culture of religion. In this framework, they want to change the order of 

posing questions. They do not want to start with religion, examining its 

material presence, the way in which material objects illustrate religious 

stories, or function as material embodiments of theological doctrines. They 

propose to approach the problem starting from the opposite end: they wish    

to consider how material objects can constitute religions, participate in 

important religious practices, etc. Thus, they abandon the treatment of the 

material culture of religion as “ancillary to some Platonic reality called 

‘religion’, implying that the world of matter is a lower form of representation, 

a corporeal copy of a higher, spiritual Idea.”
20

 The starting point is what         

I have previously described – after Plate – as “the skin of religion.” This 

approach, called “the material turn”, proposes to understand objects not as 

substitutes for words, but as non-verbal articulations of space, possession, the 

past, present, future, etc. With this approach, it turns out to be less important 

what images are, but more important what they “do”: what effect they have, 

what is done with/to them, how they are used to achieve specific objectives. 

Morgan and Promey write that “Visual culture can be fruitfully treated as 

evidential and not merely illustrational in the historical study of American 

religions.”
21

 

I believe that the same change has occurred in the approach to the issues 

related to religion in postmodern art. The “material turn” in this case entails   

a reversal of the order of the proceedings. Earlier, the starting point for the 

artists (including the avant-garde ones) was an experience transcending the 

boundaries of the natural or the visible, and then they sought the means to 

express it. Today, they start with the observation of images and objects, 

including those associated with religious worship, attending not to their 

canonical, traditionally accepted functions, but to the often unusual contexts 

in which they may occur. The purpose of such treatment may be their 

desecration or blasphemy, but it can also be the desire to find oneself on the 

border of transcendence. While the ritualized forms of religious worship do 

determine in advance the functions of the images and objects used during the 

                                                 
20   Ibidem, p. 16. 
21   Ibidem, p. 17. 
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rituals (they have a clearly defined identity and purpose), one can also 

explore what they can “do”. It is not certain what this exploration will bring, 

but there is a chance one may come closer to discovering what is often 

hidden behind the routine of the formal worship. 

In September 1997, Robert Gober completed his installation called Virgin 

at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles. Its central element was 

an oversized sculpture of Virgin Mary, typical in terms of form, punctured 

halfway up with a six feet long pipe. On the right and the left side of the 

figure, the artist placed large suitcases, with their lids open. Behind the figure 

was a niche in the wall where a steep wooden staircase was visible, onto 

which a cascade of water was flowing, trickling into a nearby hole. This work 

provoked protests from Catholic circles. Particular outrage was provoked by 

the “tainting” of the holy figure – its “desacralization”. The entire installation 

was described as “a nightmare”. There were, however, other opinions as well. 

A woman who identified herself as a “devout Roman Catholic” called the 

installation beautiful and inspiring. Commenting on its disturbing form, she 

said that good art is never comfortable. Another woman, a practicing Catholic 

and a feminist at the same time, voiced her disappointment with the Church 

of which she was a member. She wrote that the installation was “one of the 

most profoundly sacred spaces [she has] encountered in an art venue”
22 

What 

caused such difference of opinion?  

Discussing the work of Gober in his insightful article, Eric Doss examines 

it in the context of the increasing (in his opinion) importance of the matters of 

faith and holiness in contemporary America. He draws attention to the 

various forms which the clergymen of various denominations use to reach the 

faithful (television programs, books about physical healing, personal trans-

formation and religious transcendence, printing on T-shirts, etc.). Gober’s 

installation stands out against this background, because of its personal nature. 

The artist has Catholic roots and is a homosexual; it is well known that the 

Catholic morality abhors homosexuality. The exhibition space was therefore 

filled with various objects relating to the Christian tradition, but also to the 

daily life and the body, and their complex interrelations. The basic arrange-

ment of the installation resembled the layout of a Christian church. The 

transept corresponded with the symmetrically arranged suitcases, the pipe set 

the direction of the nave, and the apse was the staircase with water. The 

figure of the Virgin Mary located in the center, whose penetration with the 

pipe was sometimes interpreted as a rape of the female body or Gober’s 

attack on Catholicism, in the light of this interpretation turns out to be an 

                                                 
22  E. Doss, Robert Gober’s “Virgin” Installation. Issues of Spirituality in Contemporary 

American Art, in: ibidem, p. 144. 
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articulation of the Christian idea of “Mother Church”. Along with the overall 

structure of the work, there are many elements that gradually reveal them-

selves when one approaches it. They have the character of personal narrative 

and are located in different places under the floor of the gallery. For example, 

the seemingly old-fashioned suitcases, open and inviting one to look inside, 

are placed over the sewers, where one can see colorful plastic plants, stones 

and shells. Another opening reveals the legs of a man and a child, shown up 

to the knees.  

The installation is complex and provokes many interpretations. They can 

relate to the relationship of a physically tormented body and divinity, the 

difficulty of connecting the earthly with the heavenly. Also evoked are 

numerous Freudian connotations. From the point of view of the reflections 

presented in this article, however, it is most noteworthy that the installation 

inhabits a liminal space: situated between what is earthly and material, and 

the diverse religious and non-religious suggestions of transcendence.  

Another type of references to Christian iconography is exemplified by the 

works of Kiki Smith. While Gober tries to associate Christian iconography 

with personal issues, Smith sees it as an opportunity to tackle universal 

issues. However, the universalism is deeply rooted in subjectivity. The area 

where what is most general and most personal come together is – according 

to the artist – the body. Therefore, most of her works show its outer shell, as 

well as what is directly below it, and the internal organs. An example of such 

a combination of seemingly contradictory components is the sculpture Virgin 

Mary (1993). It is made of bronze and it depicts a standing figure of a naked 

woman with hanging arms. Such a depiction differs from the traditional way 

of showing the Virgin Mary, but alludes to the portrayals of Christ's body 

after the resurrection, during the presentation of the wounds on his hands. In 

the sculpture by Smith, we see the inside of the hands and forearms, where 

the veins are marked with silver inlay. It is thus not a canonical representa-

tion of any version of the figure of Madonna. At first, the sculpture gives the 

impression of biological naturalism. However, as Heartney writes, perceived 

against the backgdrop of various Catholic versions of femininity, it creates     

a stir by suggesting “the cost of submission to God’s will”.
23

 

Another work by Smith directly exploiting the Christian iconographic 

tradition is Mary Magdalene (1994). Its point of reference is the sculpture by 

Donatello from 1455. In both cases, the former prostitute turned saint is 

depicted in her old age. However, while the Italian artist showed her as          

a haggard, half-mad hermit draped in animal skins, Smith, as Heartney 

writes, decided to restore the traces of her erstwhile sensuality. In the 

                                                 
23   E. Heartney, Art Today, op. cit., p. 269. 
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tradition of Christian iconography sensuality was usually contrasted with 

holiness, especially if it was linked to a radical condemnation of earthly 

values and turning to transcendence. The sculpture by Smith challenges these 

divisions. This applies, moreover, not only to the examples discussed here, 

but the entire oeuvre of the artist. In an interesting conversation with Carlo 

McCormick, when asked by the interviewer about her fascination with the 

mechanics of human anatomy, she said that AIDS had a lot to do with the 

awareness of the body as a social weapon. Clearly, the place of the body in 

our minds has changed; we perceive it now as something important, because 

we have become aware of the body as an organism.
24 

 

Representations of bodies in the works by Smith are accompanied by 

many discourses relating to social and political issues. The artist does not shy 

away from them because they are concerned with the meaning of life, both 

her own and that of most people. They also touch upon spiritual matters as 

the component of various domains of experience. For example, feminist 

divisions into the male and the female, the body and the mind acquire             

a different meaning when approached from the perspective of women’s 

mystical tradition or, as Smith claims, when we begin to wonder how the role 

of Mary – the mother bearing God in the flesh in her womb – affected her 

body.
25 

 

References to Christian iconography, such as the ones mentioned above, 

are not a necessary condition for situating the work on the edge of trans-

cendence. It is extremely interesting to observe the examples of contemporary 

artistic practice in which the transcendent perspective appears as a con-

sequence of the focus on what is completely secular. Material objects of 

nature and man-made creations used for completely practical purposes reveal 

their liminal status in relation to the intangible and not random.  

Polish artist Teresa Murak only once expressly employed Christian 

symbolism, when she presented a large cross planted with watercress at the 

1983 exhibition Znak krzyża [Sign of the Cross] held at the Parish of Divine 

Mercy in Warsaw. Watercress (Lepidium sativum) in different stages of 

growth has been the main creative material employed by the artist since the 

beginning of the 1970s, regarded as her artistic trademark. When this plant is 

regularly watered, it very quickly germinates and grows. Murak used it in her 

“sowing actions” in the form of objects or installations, and made it part of 

her performances. These activities permeate one another in her work and the 

object resulting from sowing cress sometimes becomes a starting point for     

                                                 
24   Kiki Smith, „Journal of Contemporary Art”, http://www.jca-online.com/ksmith.html, accessed 

on: 30.09.2014. 
25   E. Heartney, Postmodern ..., op. cit., p. 8. 
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a performance. This happened in 1974 in Kiełczewice in the Lublin region, 

the artist’s home town. Firstly, she made a 70 meter long cloth and sowed it 

with watercress to be cultivated in a monastery attic throughout the Holy 

Week. Then, on Easter Sunday, the object was ceremoniously moved to the 

church and after the service it was “launched” onto the waves of the local 

river Bystrica.
 
 

Sowing cress (also on the artist’s own body), cultivating it, and observing 

its growth are material activities which evoke significant symbolic connota-

tions relating to the mystery of life, fertility, and growth. These connotations 

often take a secular form, especially when the objects or performances are 

presented in art galleries. Murak’s activity has been compared to the works of 

Ana Mendieta, e.g. by Sebastian Cichocki.
26 

Both artist experiment with 

organic matter referred to their own body, the desire to tap into the hidden 

forces of nature, the sources of life. Similar interpretations have also been 

offered by other Polish art critics. For example, Iwo Zmyślony referred to 

Murak’s work as “feminism of the earth”, claiming that “it shows femininity 

in the archetypal or even cosmological dimension – almost completely 

abstracted from eroticism”.
27

 The artist does not comment on such inter-

pretations of her work; her own concise texts mainly report on the activities 

she performs.
28 

She admits, however, that she was inspired by Christian 

spirituality, and declares loyalty to the tradition and doctrine of the Catholic 

Church. It can be assumed that the immanent, cosmological interpretations 

account for only part of the semantic perspective of her work, located on the 

borderline of transcendence. Murak does not name it, nor does she refer to it 

through overt symbols, but she takes it into account as the highest level of the 

meaning of her work.
29 

 

In the case of the works by Wolfgang Laib, references to what exists 

beyond or above the material appear as though by chance, not fully inten-

tionally. The artist uses ephemeral materials such as pollen (e.g. from hazel, 

dandelion, buttercup), beeswax, milk, rice, stones, etc., to create regular 

geometrical forms, for example circles or cones. These activities appear to 

                                                 
26   www.academia.edu, accessed on: 30.09.2014. 
27   http://www.obieg.pl/print/29069 accessed on: 30.09.2014. 
28   For example, “Cress seed sown, fed with water, begins to swell and burst in the dark. I water 

it every hour, I stay awake, I care for it, I light a candle (quoted in ibidem). 
29   A similar meaning is typical of other works by Murak. For example, Ścierki wizytek (1988) 

consists of authentic, worn items used by the nuns of the convent of the Visitation of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary in Warsaw for the purpose of cleaning. Cichocki described it as “an 

abstract map of spiritual discipline”, but their sight is not associated with resigning from 

the material aspects of life and subordination to a strict rule, work, and humility. Rather, 

rags, thanks to their peculiar beauty, make a bridge between daily work and the opening 

transcendent dimension. 
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combine an interest in the elements of nature and in geometry as a product of 

the human mind. It may seem that the artist is trying to simultaneously follow 

the inspiration of the Italian arte povera and American minimalism. Both of 

these artistic trends of the 1960s were strongly materialistic in character. 

However, Laib’s work creates an atmosphere of secrecy offering, as Sarah 

Tanguy puts it, “a direct apprehension of the divine”.
30 

 

The special character of this apprehension consists in the fact that heading 

toward transcendence we do not give up the earthly, the material, and the 

sensual. Tanguy wrote that Laib’s work “is about embracing contradictions, 

creating a spiritual physicality that combines existentialist practice with 

Platonic and utopian aspirations”.
31

 The artist does not specify the trans-

cendent references. He does not use any familiar symbols to suggest the 

specific religious or philosophical traditions to which he would like to direct 

the recipients’ thoughts. If at times his works do feature forms associated 

with the history of a particular religion (e.g. Ziggurats, or Mesopotamian 

“temple-mountains” in the installation Nowhere-Everywhere, 1998), the 

materials used in their construction (in this case wood and beeswax) change 

their basic meaning. Laib believes that universalization occurs in this way. As 

he has said, “When I show pollen or milk in any country in the world, every-

body knows what they are. And this has nothing to do with German art or 

with European art. It is something so universal any human being can relate to 

without language or explanation”.
32 

The artist sees the basis of the universal 

nature of his work in the ingredients he uses and the geometric shapes he 

gives them, and thus in the material and the sensual. In contrast, the range of 

reference of transcendent works is individual. It depends on the recipient 

whether he wants to concentrate on them or engage in a game of possible 

references between what is real, currently seen, and symbolic. As Heartney 

put it: “he provides meditative spaces and objects that function as z door to 

alternative realities”.
33

  

  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
30   S. Tanguy, Making the Ideal Real: A Conversation with Wolfgang Laib, Sculpture Magazine 

2001, No. 4, http://www.sculpture.org/documents/scmag01/may01/laib/laib.shtml, accessed 

on: 30.09.2014. 
31   Ibidem. 
32   Ibidem. 
33   E. Hearney, Art &Today, op. cit., p. 287. 
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THE ICONOCLASTIC PERSPECTIVE 

  
At various times in the history of art, the major issue in the relation between 

art works and transcendence concerned the materiality of the works. They are 

concrete objects, producing experiences in their recipients due to their 

inherent sensory qualities. In the case of the visual arts, this effect was 

associated most frequently with their ability to reproduce the appearance of 

people and objects. The issue of artistic transcendence (understood in this 

case as going beyond the visible) was related to the question of whether we 

are able to ascend to an extrasensory level while we can only show material 

reality in the works of art. The philosophical answer to this question was 

often negative. For example, Plato believed that the images depicted in 

paintings or sculpture not only fail to bring us closer to the world of Ideas, 

but they adversely affect our souls, driving them away from what should be 

the object of their attention. From this point of view, he thought much more 

highly of geometry. However, in religious art a different position was usually 

adopted. The Christian tradition tended to distinguish between the right and 

the wrong attitude to images rather than to condemn them.  

This problem emerged in the dispute between the supporters of iconolatry 

and the iconoclasts. The Old Testament repeatedly prohibits the making of 

painted images and statues of God, which was meant to prevent the Israelites 

from committing idolatry. It was also to remind people that God is trans-

cendent – beyond the reach of human knowledge and artistic expression. This 

prohibition, however, was not absolute, permitting the use of images in 

temple worship. However, in the New Testament, an important argument in 

favor of the possibility of depicting transcendence is the mystery of the 

Incarnation of Jesus, who – through his birth in human form – became the 

image of the invisible God. This justified the emergence of religious images 

found already in the catacombs and early Christian basilicas. 

The art historians researching iconoclasm tend to focus on its religious 

manifestations. This issue can, however, be seen more broadly and then it 

turns out to be also important for other periods of art, including contemporary 

works. This point of view was adopted by Alain Besancon in his well-known 

monograph on “the intellectual history of iconoclasm”.
34

 He was less interested 

in specific visual consequences of that position, and more in the problem of 

the possibility or impossibility of imaging God as a transcendent being. In his 

book, he adopted a historical point of view. In the successive chapters, he 

presented the history of the dispute on the representation of divinity, 

                                                 
34   A. Besançon, L’image interdite. Une historie intellectuelle de l’iconoclasme, Fayard, Paris 

1994. 
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considering its philosophical and theological manifestations. Therefore, the 

scope of the concept of iconoclasm was significantly expanded. Besançon 

believes that it appeared already in the ancient Greece, where two concepts  

of transcendence collided. On the one hand, the transcendent manifested 

itself in socially acceptable forms, reflected in the arts in the statues of gods 

represented as humans. On the other hand, some philosophers of the period 

considered the attempts to represent the transcendent as senseless and sacri-

legious. However, these objections were elitist in character. In practice, 

sculptural and painterly images of the gods proliferated. The social 

significance of their creation was noticed in ancient Rome; the divine status 

of its emperors predictably spurred the cult of the images of those imperial 

“political gods”. Though their relation with transcendence was weak, the 

persuasive role of their iconic presentations was important. In early 

Christianity, the Jewish prohibition on making images of God met the 

iconophilic Greco-Roman tradition. The combination of these positions made 

it possible to refer to the figure of Jesus, connecting the transcendent with the 

material. At the same time the Church – reinforcing its role – adopted the 

Roman concept of imperial images. Thus religious art began to develop, 

despite the opposition from Byzantine iconoclasm. In the Latin and Catholic 

Europe in the modern era, the production of sacred images was not contested 

and simply flourished. The makers of those images particularly stressed their 

educational and pastoral functions, as well as the opportunities they provided 

for teaching the principles of faith and inspiring piety.  

The second iconoclastic cycle was associated with the emergence of 

Protestantism.
35 

Besançon believes that it was not a repetition of the previous 

one, but was inspired by the new approach to the problem of transcendence 

and the climate associated with the development of science, the decline of 

rhetoric, a new vision of the world and a new type of society. The French 

author examines the spirituality of Kant, hostile to images, as well as the 

aesthetics of Hegel in this perspective. He notes that Hegel placed the 

problem of the divine image in the center of his reflections on the history of 

art. The concept of the “death of art” is interpreted as a kind of iconoclasm 

involving giving up images and replacing them with philosophical concepts. 

                                                 
35  Besançon does not address in more detail the concepts of Protestant theologians. Mean-

while, reflected in their views were very important ideas about the relationship between art 

and transcendence. Sergiusz Michalski writes that Protestants exhibited “fear of images” 

because they considered them an illusion, something false, only pretending to be the truth 

with their external appearance. Supporters of Wycliffe claimed that “that which nourishes 

the eyes, infects the soul” (Protestanci i sztuka. Spór o obrazy w Europie nowożytnej, Pań-

stwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, Warsaw 1989, p. 305). Protestants were convinced of 

the superiority of words on the way to transcendence. Luther even renounced the state of 

ecstatic communion with God, considering himself to be a humble interpreter of Scripture. 
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Besançon’s account of the intellectual history of iconoclasm, which I have 

very briefly presented here, shows that the question of the relationship 

between art and transcendence took on different forms in the course of 

history and appeared in multiple contexts. In many cases, it was instrumental-

ized, serving other goals. This situation also occurs in the twentieth century. 

A good example is the use of references to Christian iconography by the 

leaders of the totalitarian states. In such paintings, the image of God is 

replaced by – for example – Stalin’s portrait in the hope that the connotations 

formed by the tradition of religious art will be transferred onto the 

Communist leader, creating a divine aura around him. In many respects, this 

situation resembles the ancient Roman imperial cult, although today it occurs 

in the context of the overtly hostile approach to religious transcendence.
36 

 

In the twentieth century, Besançon sees the iconoclastic position in the 

works of the representatives of abstract art, especially geometrical abstrac-

tion. He assigns a special place to the works of Mondrian, Kandinsky, and 

Malevich, which he derives from a unique form of “symbolist religiosity” 

from the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as well as the 

influence of theosophy. He writes that the idea of abstract art was created in 

the “womb of a religious, or – to be more precise – mystical – movement”.
37

 

On the one hand it can be assumed that what motivated the work of these 

artists once they abandoned the creation of images of visible reality was the 

belief – typical for iconoclasm – that such images do not bring them closer to 

the transcendent, but even obscure it and distract from it. On the other hand, 

they did not give up art, nor did they proclaim iconoclasm. On the contrary, 

they attributed an important role to artistic activity, under the condition that it 

changed its character to non-representational. The rejection of presenting 

reality in painting was ultimately to result in images becoming a better way to 

transcendence than words, whose advantage over images had been 

emphasized by the iconoclasts. Language, contaminated by being used in 

everyday life, obfuscates the transcendent, just like representational painting. 

Therefore, one must discover new means capable of expressing it. The posi-

tion of the representatives of abstract art, as Besançon points out, is therefore 

the same as that of the mystics, who – having a sense of direct communion 

with God – complained about the difficulty to communicate what they 

experienced. Therefore, the French author writes that we are dealing with 

                                                 
36  The remark presented here on the role of Stalin in the context of the discussed problem does 

not exhaust the complexity of the subject. Boris Groys considers that the total power of 

Stalin could not be restricted by “anyone’s presence even in the transcendent world” and 

therefore he includes the Russian avant-garde in his discussion. (Cf. B. Groys, The Total 
Art of Stalinism: Avant-garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond, Princeton 1992, p. 94). 

37   A. Besançon, op. cit., p. 15. 
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“new iconoclasm, if one takes into account that the abandonment of 

references to ’objects’ and nature does not come from fear of the divine, but 

from the mystic ambition to give it a truly worthy image”.
38 

 

The theme of the iconoclasm inherent in abstract art can be continued 

even further. Byzantine iconoclasts did not doubt the existence of trans-

cendence and only asked the question of the right path to it. However, some 

representatives of the avant-garde reversed this order. This was noted by 

Andrzej Turowski, when he called the work of Malevich “formal trans-

cendence”.
39

 The artist does not seek any new means of expression adequate 

to the perceived content, but instead assumes that the form shapes the 

content, making it tangible for us. Thus, non-representational painting does 

not depict transcendence, but rather creates or reveals it. Malevich is 

primarily a “creator of language”, focusing on how to enable the direct per-

ception of the immaterial. Such iconoclasm (if this term still applies here) 

consists in using abstract forms to access the world of spirituality, trans-

gressing practical life and allowing for the direct experience of the trans-

cendent.
40 

 

The iconoclasm of geometric abstraction in the early twentieth century is 

particularly important from the point of view of the process of simulation and 

the emergence of simulacra, which we experience in the modern world. 

Writing about them, Jean Baudrillard pointed out that they are a radical 

continuation of the very thing that the iconoclasts were warning against. As 

he argued, “this is precisely because they predicted this omnipotence of 

simulacra, the faculty simulacra have of effacing God from the conscience of 

man, and the destructive, annihilating truth that they allow to appear – that 

deep down God never existed, that only the simulacrum ever existed, even 

that God himself was never anything but his own simulacrum – from this 

came their urge to destroy the images.”
41

 The French author therefore 

believes that it is only in our time that the iconoclastic urge can be fully 

explained. If the iconoclasts had only meant, as is generally believed, that 

images should not obscure the idea of God, it would not have been                  

                                                 
38   Ibidem, p. 16. 
39   A. Turowski, Wielka utopia awangardy. Artystyczne i społeczne utopie w sztuce rosyjskiej 

1910-1930, Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, Warsaw 1990, pp. 90-93. 
40  Turowski indicates that a similar approach to the word is found in the declaration by 

Aleksei Kruchenykh published in 1913 in the collection of poems illustrated with alogical 

works by Malevich. The poet wrote: “so far it has been claimed that the mind dictates the 

word , and not vice versa. We discovered this mistake and created a free language – extra-

cerebral and universal. Historically, artists arrived at words through thought, and we reach 

a direct perception through the word” quoted in ibidem, p. 95). 
41   J. Baudrillard, Simulacra and simulation, transl. S.F. Glasser, University of Michigan 1994, 

p. 6. 
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a sufficient reason to destroy them. One can live with the sense of distorted 

truth, or ponder how to rectify it. In contrast, “metaphysical despair” results 

from the feeling that images do not hide or reveal anything, that they are 

created to resemble a transcendent model, but are non-referential and self-

sufficient. According to Baudrillard, this had to be resisted at all costs. He 

also lists the successive stages of the realization of the situation of the image, 

taking into account the views of the iconoclasts as one of the stages. First, it 

is assumed that the image “is the reflection of a profound reality”, then it is 

noticed that “it masks and denatures a profound reality", in consequence, it is 

presumed that it conceals “the absence of a profound reality”; finally, this is 

followed by the realization that the image “has no relation to any reality 

whatsoever: it is its own pure simulacrum”.
42

 The last stage is appropriate for 

the situation today. Myriads of images do not represent anything any more, 

they do not refer to anything, and are themselves a reality, replacing different 

varieties of reality. From our point of view it is important that certain types of 

images replace or “produce” transcendence in our minds. 

Referring to the disputes of the past, Baudrillard writes that the icono-

clasts, accused of contempt and rejection of images, were the ones who saw 

their actual value, realizing that they distort transcendent reality. It can be 

said, therefore, that they forced the artists to reflect on their own activities, 

which resulted in many new avant-garde concepts. On the other hand, the 

French author writes that iconolaters “were the most modern minds, the most 

adventurous, because, in the guise of having God become apparent in the 

mirror of images, they were already enacting his death and his disappearance 

in the epiphany of his representations”.
43

 

Could the above-mentioned activity of the avant-garde iconoclasts stop 

this process at least in relation to art? Perhaps the most radical example of 

this trend was Malevich’s concept of Suprematism. Its basic icon became his 

Black Square, whose form, while not feeding the eyes, not generating delu-

sions, became, as the artist emphasized, a “window” opening to trans-

cendence. Explaining this quest of Malevich, Turowski wrote that he made 

“an attempt to shift the plane of expression onto the plane of content, fused 

the presented with the presenting (the shape disappeared in the concept)”.
44

 

The form, however, still existed and although it was very much reduced, it 

was able to function in art without any connection with immaterial reality 

taken into account by the artist – it was able to become its simulacrum.  

                                                 
42   Ibidem, pp. 11-12. 
43   Ibidem, p. 10. 
44   A. Turowski, op. cit., p. 146. 
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Observing contemporary art, one can note two variations of the impact of 

Malevitch’s Black Square, as well as other Suprematist forms, as simulacra. 

The first variation entails the artists continuing to attribute to themselves the 

power of summoning transcendence. In reality, however, no matter how 

painterly elaborate, the forms do not “dissolve” in the spiritual. At the most, 

they suggest transcendence, or reduce it to a type of sensory aesthetic 

experience. They may not obfuscate or replace it, but certainly their referen-

tial connection to the transcendent is very weak. 

The second variant of Suprematist forms functioning today as simulacra is 

much more radical. It is based on irony and involves destroying the illusion 

that it is possible to create images able to maintain a link with transcendence 

without turning into objects from everyday life. Many examples can be found 

in contemporary Polish art. In 1985, Paweł Susid created a painting in which 

Malevitch’s Black Cross was interpreted as “a design for a table for 4 people”. 

In 2004, Ewa Partum showed the Black Square as a road sign, attaching it to 

a pole in front of the entrance to her property.  

In the same year, Jarosław Modzelewski turned it into a bathroom orna-

ment in his installation Black Tiles, White Tiles. In all these cases, the artists 

did not limit themselves to showing Suprematist forms as simulacra of 

transcendence, but argued that they can be attributed different, more practical 

significance and functions. A slightly different aspect of the problem was 

highlighted in the film by Supergrupa Azorro Rodzina [Family] (2004). It 

shows an average modern family discussing serious artistic issues in front of 

the TV. Meanwhile, the children playing on the carpet make plasticine copies 

or drawings of famous works of art. At one point, the girl takes a marker and 

draws a black square on a white background. This form is one of the many 

shapes she has produced. Since there is no significant difference distinguish-

ing it from the others, there is a suggestion that it was deprived of any trans-

cendent referentiality, even ironically approached.
45 

 

Does the situation outlined here suggest that contemporary art does not 

make references to transcendence, and the artists who presume their existence 

are deluded?
46

 The problem is even more complex, as many analysts of 

modernity emphasize that we live in a postmetaphysical period. Sensitivity to 

anything that transcends immanence has been significantly weakened or 

disappeared. Characterizing the situation from a philosophical point of view, 

                                                 
45   Examples included here, as well as others, are more widely discussed by Miłosz Słota in 

his M.A. thesis written under my guidance: Ironiczne reinterpretacje sztuki awangardowej 
w dziełach współczesnych [Ironic reinterpretations of avant-garde art in contemporary 

works], Łódź 2013. 
46   I am not addressing the issues of religious art, whose representatives create within a certain 

worldview and associated artistic principles.  
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Agata Bielik-Robson writes that “postmodern spirituality is not possible, 

because metaphysical thinking, which is its essential component, is on the 

wane”.
47

 We cannot go beyond the material, rise above the individual. 

Moreover, we do not approach this situation as a state of crisis, but treat it as 

“emancipation from spirituality”. Therefore we can say, referring to earlier 

discussion, that replacing references to transcendence in art with simulacra is 

not experienced as a negative state. Therefore, the strategies of radical un-

masking, dismantling, and deconstruction on the one hand, and of parody, 

ironic revision, or paraphrases on the other are treated as liberating. 

Bielik-Robson also points to two strategies of searching for differently 

conceived transcendence. Their “otherness” lies in the fact that their point of 

departure is not general concepts of spirituality, substance, subject, or self. 

There are no metaphysical assumptions. Nor are there any signs opening       

a road to transcendence. A multitude of private languages and perspectives    

is accepted. The results are unpredictable, the goals are uncertain, and the 

disputes – intractable. However, there is a belief in the “ability to create 

sense”, though often manifested in surprising ways. 

The first strategy described by Bielik-Robson derives from an interpreta-

tion of the views of Richard Rorty. He distinguished between the language 

typical of physics – descriptive, with rules of its use subject to strict criteria 

and the demand that its statements be verifiable, and the “abnormal 

languages” – ones that do not comply with these rules, employed in philo-

sophy, mysticism, poetry, etc. For the latter, it is appropriate to build “new 

metaphors” which do not describe anything, but which are capable of engag-

ing people in different ways. One of the directions of such engagement is the 

domain of the spiritual. Therefore, they can be considered “a substitute for 

the traditional spiritual language, a paraphrase of the metaphysical per-

spective”.
48

 

One might raise a number of objections to such a concept of non-

metaphysical spirituality, pointing out that it is a parasitic form of traditional 

spirituality, though it tries to cut itself off it (through its self-referential 

language), a kind of “game of salvation”, which we will play until it becomes 

boring, and so on. These objections made by Bielik-Robson can be com-

plemented by ones relating to art. Today, it is the work of the post-Surrealists 

that features most original “abnormal languages” . Surrealism itself is also 

often described as an area of new spiritual discoveries. With respect to this 

movement, however, one should remember the insistence of its main 

                                                 
47  A. Bielik-Robson, Inna nowoczesność. Pytania o współczesną formę duchowości, Uni-

versitas, Kraków 2000, p. 267.  
48   Ibidem, pp. 273-274. 
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theoretician André Breton that “surréel” is not the same as “surnaturel”. The 

sureal is contained in the physical, natural, visible reality, and has no relation 

to transcendence.
49 

 

The second postmodern strategy of dealing with spirituality, according to 

Bielik-Robson, may be seen in the reflections of Charles Taylor. She points 

to his Ideal of Authenticity, which he emphasizes is not a manifestation of the 

“right to narcissism” widely accepted today and its resulting superficial 

creations, but an expression of the unique individual self, which can reach 

profound depths. Such experiences, including religious experience, do not 

reveal a universally valid truth, nor are they something given or inherited, but 

they are often random (they do not comprise a holistic metaphysical vision). 

Instead, they have a sense-making value, opening into being and facilitating 

the alignment of the "I" and something beyond it. This leads to an individual 

epiphany, which is always associated with personal vision. It can bring us 

outside of our subjectivity, but that path leads through a particularly intense 

awareness of internal experiences.  

Taylor derived his concept of epiphany from the views of the nineteenth-

century Romantics. This term was also used in relation to twentieth-century 

literature. For example, it was used to describe the moments in James Joyce’s 

novel Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man in which minor events, objects,  

or statements manifested deeper meanings, initially overlooked. The concept 

of epiphany can also relate to the manifestation of transcendence in 

contemporary art. I will provide two such examples below.  

The first is the work of Roman Opałka. The artist described himself as      

a religious agnostic. He wrote: “I do not approach God as a religious 

phenomenon, but as an emblematic, physical and at the same time logical 

manifestation, paradoxically associated with extreme exaltation of spirit-

uality”.
50 

Thus, he did not treat the transcendent as the point of departure for 

his work, but his artistic practices, based on extremely reduced means of 

expression and the strict observance of adopted rules, resembled the rituals 

and asceticism associated with spiritual development within religions. In the 

case of Opałka, his specific practices were not designated by any superior 

instance, but they led – with mental concentration – to individual epiphany. 

The artist did not use the word, he wrote about the “adventures”
51 

that
 
he 

experienced during his process of painterly counting. These adventures, tak-

ing into consideration the nature of Opałka’s activity, could be unexpected 

                                                 
49   Por. K. Janicka, Światopogląd surrealizmu, Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, Warsaw 

1969, p. 192. 
50   OPALKA 1965/1 – ∞, La Hune, Flammarion 4, Paris 1992, p. 18. 
51   Por. R. Opalka, Anti-sisyphos, Cantz Verlag, Stuttgart 1994, p. 175. 
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glimpses of infinity, leading to a singular non-religious feeling of trans-

cendence.  

The second example is one of the new series of works by Jan Berdyszak, 

entitled Reszty reszt [The rest of the rest]. It refers to the earlier work by the 

artist, in which he tackled the problem of the whole. This time, however, he 

focused on the theme of “non-whole, incompleteness”. In sketchbook 158 

from 1999-2004, he wrote that “subtractions, gaps, and uncertainties of 

equivalents must be included in the creative processes”.
52

 The works that use 

them provide the sense of contact with the “worlds abstracting themselves in 

an incomparable way”.
53

 This experience, not associated with any particular 

metaphysics, is an epiphany taking us beyond or above the areas in which we 

live our ordinary lives. 

  
 
CONCLUSION 

 
James Elkins, considering the strange position occupied by religion in 

contemporary art, emphasizes that it is certainly not connected with the main 

trends of current artistic pursuits. He writes: “Contemporary art, I think, is as 

far from organized religion as Western art has ever been, and that may even 

be its most singular achievement – or its cardinal failure, depending on your 

point of view. The separation has become entrenched.”
54

 The American 

author associates this situation with the radical absence of religious themes in 

museums and galleries which define the contemporary institutional “art 

scene”. The curators do not include works that address such subject matter in 

exhibitions, critics do not write about them in professional art magazines. 

However, a considerable amount of religious art remains outside the “art 

scene”. This domain has its followers and responds to genuine demand, often 

tackling the problems by which people are profoundly affected. Elkins 

believes, however, that those who avoid discussing religion and contemporary 

art together are completely right.
55 

To justify this claim, he refers to the text 

                                                 
52   J. Berdyszak, Ze szkicowników, in: Jan Berdyszak. Reszty reszt, katalog wystawy w Galerii 

Sektor I, Katowice 2009, p. 34. 
53   Ibidem, p. 31. 
54   J. Elkins, On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art, Routledge, New York 2004, 

p. 15. 
55  Elkins gives an example of the painting by Janet McKenzie Jesus of the People (1999), 

which at the international exhibition “Jesus 2000” was chosen as the best image of Christ 

at the turn of the century. That Jesus is a black man, whose body was modeled after           

a woman’s body. He is surrounded by the following symbols: Christian halo, yin-yang, 

and an Indian feather. The paiting, as McKenzie emphasized, is to symbolize “trans-
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by Thierry De Duve, who examines the painting by Manet Le Christ mort et 

les anges (1864).
56

 This early modernist work is a combination of four 

distinctive motifs known from the tradition of Christian art, though usually 

presented separately: an episode from the Gospel of St. John, the figure of the 

dead Christ (painted by Holbein, among others), the scene of taking Christ’s 

body down from the cross, and the Pieta, with Mary cradling the dead body 

of Jesus in her lap, sometimes in the company of angels. Jesus in Manet’s 

painting has his eyes open, which evokes associations with further icono-

graphic motifs.  

The innovatory character of the painting by the French artist therefore 

derives from the simultaneous use of multiple religious narratives and their 

transcendence. Is this treatment only an instantiation of a singularly eclectic, 

nineteenth-century approach to iconography? De Duve, followed by Elkins, 

draws farther-reaching conclusions. They believe that Manet’s work re-

defines the religious theme as a humanist one. The religious motif becomes 

an opportunity to tackle secular issues. Christ is viewed as a human. More-

over, the painting was not intended to be displayed in a church, but at the 

Parisian Salon. Manet thus meant to achieve something in the domain of 

painting, not of religious doctrine. Taking this into account, we can say that 

what prevails in the painting is not an expression of faith in God, but of belief 

in painting. A religious truth “can be expressed only as painting”. This shift 

of focus is very distinctive because, as Elkins writes, “In the past centuries, 

religious truths were expressed in painting, meaning with the help of paint-

ing, or simply using painting.
57

  

If one were to agree with this statement, the development of art from the 

mid-nineteenth century has been non-transcendent in character.
58 

This also 

applies to the situations involving references to religious themes. Artists are 

more concerned with faith in art than with religious faith. Interest in religion, 

if present, involves finding specific inspiration in painting rather than the 

quest for a path to transcendence, and sacralization of art rather than a new 

understanding of the sacred. 

The examples of artistic activity of the avant-garde iconoclasts, who were 

looking for transcendence by reforming the language of art – discussed in the 

                                                                                                                    
cendent knowledge” “Native American and the Great Spirit” (cf. J. Elkins, op. cit., p. 16). 

Contemporary religious art sometimes opens to the current issues and is an attempt to 

integrate them. 
56  T. De Duve, Look, One Hundred Years of Contemporary Art, transl. S. Pleasence and F. 

Woods, Ludion, Brussels 2000. 
57   Ibidem, p. 26. 
58   De Duve also mentions the works of Malevich in the article. He notes a reference to the 

tradition of Russian icons, but thinks that the artist takes into account first of all the 

“human meaning” typical of the era when belief in God lost its vitality. 
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second part of this article – can be interpreted in similar terms. As evidenced 

by the writings of some contemporary scholars, they can be also seen as         

a formal revolution with political implications.
59

 However, postmodern activity, 

presented here through the example of selected works by Polish artists, are 

directed not at highlighting the role of art, but at blurring the line between 

visual elements aimed at transcendence, and the banal everyday reality.  

The view on the relationship between contemporary art and transcendence 

I have adopted in this article is different from the two above-mentioned 

approaches. I believe that Elkins’s approach (inspired by de Duve’s reflec-

tions) too heavily emphasizes the dichotomy between art and religion. 

According to this view, the image must be oriented either at painting, or at 

the truths of faith. However, today (as Jean-François Lyotard pointed out 

repeatedly) many phenomena are of a liminal nature. What matters in them is 

what is seemingly incidental – the margins. It turns out that without them the 

understanding of the problem is deformed, reduced to a generalization not 

corresponding to the heart of the matter. It is as if someone wished to reduce 

the view of a mountain to a triangle, believing that the irregularities of its 

outline were just random deformations. I do not want to disavow the value of 

generalization and abstraction with this comparison. I just want to point out 

that many important issues could elude us if we accept the main option while 

overlooking its margins. Indeed, in many important cases the margins occupy 

an increasing amount of space and become ever more important. In this paper 

I have reflected on the liminal states – difficult to classify unambiguously – 

between secular art, sometimes even regarded as blasphemous, and trans-

cendence. I think that a similar gap may appear on the borderlines of visual 

concretism, a phenomenon that exists not only in the arts.  

This article does not address one of the most important aspects of the 

problem signaled in the title: the relation between the body/carnality and 

transcendence. This issue, however, requires a broader discussion, for which 

there is not enough space here.  

 
       Translated by 

Katarzyna Gucio 

 

 

 

                                                 
59   Such interpretationof the Suprematist art of Malevich, including his treaty God Is Not Cast 

Down, is presented by Timothy J. Clark in a comprehensive text God Is Not Cast Down 

(in: idem, Farewell to an Idea. Episodes from a History of Modernism, Yale University 

Press, New Haven and London 1999, pp. 225-297). 
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MARGINESY TRANSCENDENCJI W SZTUCE WSPÓŁCZESNEJ 
(streszczenie) 
 

Według powszechnie przyjmowanej opinii, sztuce współczesnej obce jest dążenie do wyraża-

nia rzeczywistości transcendentnej. Autor artykułu, kwestionując ten pogląd, bierze pod uwagę 

dwa aspekty zagadnienia. Pierwszy związany jest ze stosowaniem przez współczesnych arty-

stów motywów pochodzących z ikonografii chrześcijańskiej, jednak używanych w sposób od-

biegający od tradycji. Różnica polega przede wszystkim na włączeniu ich w konteksty zwią-

zane z życiem codziennym, co prowadzi do wrażenia ich sekularyzacji. Czasami działania ta-

kie wywołują protesty odbiorców ze względu na domniemaną profanację. Autor widzi 

przyczynę problemu w kształtowaniu się nowej wrażliwości polegającej na zaakcentowaniu 

„ziemskich wymiarów”, w stosunku do których transcendencja pojawia się jedynie jako mniej 

lub bardziej uchwytna perspektywa. Sytuację tę, w nawiązaniu do tytułu artykułu S. Brenta 

Plate’a, określa jako zainteresowanie „skórą transcendencji”. Przykładami artystycznymi po-

zwalającymi sprecyzować sens tej metafory są prace Roberta Gobera, Kiki Smith, Teresy 

Murak i Wolfganga Laiba. 

Drugi aspekt odniesień do transcendencji występujących w sztuce współczesnej rozwa-

żany jest na tle tradycji ikonoklastycznej. Autor nawiązuje do książki Alaina Besançona doty-

czącej historii intelektualnej ikonoklazmu. Z tego punktu widzenia interpretowane są przejawy 

dwudziestowiecznej sztuki nieprzedstawiającej. Besançon określił je jako wyraz pragnienia 

dania boskości „jej obrazu naprawdę godnego”, gdyż uwolnionego od tego, co ziemskie. Czy 

w związku z tym postmodernistyczne praktyki artystyczne, polegające na sprowadzaniu form 

geometrycznych uważanych za wyraz transcendencji (np. Malewiczowskiego „czarnego kwa-

dratu”) do banalnego sensu praktycznego, uznać można za tworzenie symulakrów transcen-

dencji? Autor rozważa też poszukiwanie poza-metafizycznej drogi ku transcendencji w sztuce 

współczesnej poprzez operowanie „nienormalnym językiem” i prywatne epifanie.  

Artykuł kończą uwagi dotyczące uwzględnienia w badaniach tego, co wydaje się margi-

nalne w sztuce współczesnej. Biorąc pod uwagę swe rozważania dotyczące marginesów trans-

cendencji, autor wyraża przekonanie, że także inne marginesy artystyczne powinny stać się 

przedmiotem szerszej refleksji badawczej.  

 

Słowa kluczowe: sztuka współczesna – transcendencja – sekularyzacja – nowoczesny iko-

noklazm – rola marginesów w badaniach nad sztuką.   
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