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Dr. Michael Schwartz

 A Brief Exploration Into Art as the Domain of the Spirit

Art.

What is it?

A painting? A sculpture? A sonnet? A sonata?  

These are all forms in which art may reside, but it is separate from these things – and more than all of them.

Art is the presence of Spirit – like a completely open and erotic flirt of the Divine consciousness with mankind.  Spirit is the Divine imprint on consciousness internal to every man.  The awareness of a connection to this Divinity invites an expression of itself.  This is the fundamental basis for the creation of all art.  

Light is a reference to Spirit.  Verticality is a reference to Spirit.  Both are among many others.  Though the form of the visual expression within art– its visual language or syntax, or what Alois Riegl (1858-1905) calls Kunstwollen – has changed across the centuries, its spiritual connection has remained intact.

Though art has many modes of expression and (essentially unlimited) subject matters, it is always for other humans, and is therefore laden with significances and suggestions aimed only at another human being – a beholder.  One wise art historian clarifies this point.  “Embodiment conditions pictoral sense [and] dictates that one’s being-in-the-world is always already spatially oriented. […]  Verticality is the primary axis of our placement in the world, [and] horizontality is the broad dimension with-in which we live.  Whereas the horizontal axes of left-right and front-back change as we move – so that these directions are ‘relative’ – up and down are comparatively constant through one’s movements – so that this axis seems more ‘universal.’  It makes sense then that so many cultures express what is of greatest value through use of spatial metaphors of upwardness. […]  What matters is that we keep in mind the importance of human embodiment as a general condition for the sense of images”  (Schwartz, 31-33).

These spatial metaphors of upwardness within medieval art translate into the concept of verticality.  Verticality is interpreted into the architecture of the age as a visual metaphor for Heaven.  As a result, massive stone cathedrals built during the eleventh and twelfth centuries tower towards Heaven.  Verticality also refers to the framework of medieval imagination in the creation and composition of visual art. Medieval images often show religious personalities reaching upward toward Heaven in hierarchies of divinity (which reflects the Ptolomeic cosmology of the time) descending from God to Angels, the Virgin Mary, the Saints, the Church, and (ordinary) Man.  The Last Judgment scene (1135) by Gislebertus (12th century) at the Cathedral of St. Lazare embodies this form, as do most images of Judgment Day, which was a popular theme during the Middle Ages.  Madonna Enthroned with Angels and Prophets (1290) by Cimabue (1240-1302) was also a popular theme, particularly of altarpieces.  It was painted on goldground – gold was a metaphor for spiritual light – and its compostion was also reflective of this (vertical) hierarchal understanding.

Altarpieces, around the beginning of the thirteenth century, became a standard part of the Catholic Church and essentially constitute the origin of modern painting.  Altarpieces were originally carved out of wood and often gilded with gold, but eventually came to be painted (on wood and eventually on canvas).  Moving from the three dimensional qualities of carving to the two dimensional form of painting presented an interesting paradox – that the more representational form of painting came closer to the reality of the event (depicted) than ever before.  This becomes evident in the altarpiece Deposition (1435) by Rogier van der Weyden (1400-1464).

Medievial art reflects man’s connection to the Divine within the medeival understanding of the stucture of the cosmos (under the influence of Ptolomeic cosmology); however, beginning about the time of the Renaissance, there is a fundamental shift in European identity and the understanding of the cosmos.  Although this shift is not immediate and universal (but in fact unfolds across many centuries), artists, philosophers, and inventors would fuel this shift, from a vertical, otherworldly, medeival structure of understanding to a horizontal, this-worldly, humanistic system of understanding with human reason at its core.


Evidence of this shift can be seen in the first instances of the use of perspective.  “Paintings in linear perspective are thus a species of representation where an individual viewer is the subjective ground of visual objectivity. […] The perspectival viewer is the point-of-view” (Schwartz, 48).  Art begins to reflect its creator’s conscious awareness of (and appeal to) a beholder, whereby a viewer is transformed into the being whose point of view establishes the order of the composition.  “The point-of-view of linear perspective is the ordering principle or ground of the objective visual scene” (Schwartz, 47).  Schwartz futher notes that, as linear perspective establishes an order, its point of origin is outside of the depiction; it, therefore, transcends both the physical world of embodiment and the virtual world of the image.  Linear perspective, he says, can hence be characterized as metaphysical.   

There are three types of perspective: linear, atmospheric, and color persepective.  Linear perspective (including one, two, and three point perspective) refers to a convergence of orthogonals (which define a viewing position).  Atmospheric perspective involves a gradual loss of detail to imply distance.  Color perspective is achieved through the use of (cool) blues and whites to suggest the yonder.  Perspective first began to appear in the early fifteenth century as ‘artists’ and craftsmen like Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378-1455), Donatello (1386-1466), and Fillipo Brunelleschi (1377-1446) were searching for new forms of expression.  Brunelleschi is generally attributed with having discovered linear perspective (Kleiner 577).  One of the earliest masterful uses of linear perspective can be seen in Massacio’s Holy Trinity (1428).  Some believe that Massacio’s use of perspective is so close to Brunelleschi’s theory that they may have collaborated on the project (Kleiner 587).  Another excellent example of linear perspective can be seen in Christ Delivering the Keys of the Kingdom to Saint Peter (1483) by Perugino (1450-1523).  

The appearance of perspective characterizes the early Renaissance, but it is not the only development in visual expression.  “Renaissance painting is representational in that the subject of perspective is the most immediate metaphysical ground of an objective visible order. […]  And yet perspective is not in and of itself constitutive of such depiction.  Instead, it is part of a constellation of figurative elements that includes illumination source-light, chiaroscuro modelling, cast shadows, the decrease or elimination of goldground and goldleaf, an overall “de-materialization” of the image, and other features that are distinctly postmedieval. […]  Renaissance painting [is a] gathering of [these] figurative elements” (Schwartz, 12).  But there are “specific peculiarities of representation in Renaissance painting.  For although the subject is the ground of the objective order, it is finally an insufficient ground.  The medieval cosmology of a closed universe still persists.  Pictoral representation takes place within a metaphysical scheme that has God above as its ultimate principles of order” (Schwartz, 64).

The masters of this constellation of visual elements during the Renaissance – Leonarda da Vinci (1452-1519), Michelangelo Buonarrotti (1475-1564), Titian (1490-1576), and, of course, Raphael (1483-1520) – were certainly a part of this order, which was dominated by the Catholic Church.  Much of the finest work created by these artists still exist today at the Vatican and still perform the same transcendent and spiritual functions for which they were created five hundred years ago (and still represent today the zenith in the attainment of Reniassance ideals).  One of Michelangelo’s masterpieces covers the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, which demonstrate his celebrated mastery over the principles of disegno and colore.  Raphael’s masterpieces (which are many) include The School of Athens (1511), and perhaps the Stanza D’Eliodoro (1514) can be included.  Titian, in his older age, ushers this era into the Baroque, with classical references, as can be found in the Venus of Urbino (1538), and a developing painterliness in the quality of his brush strokes.

Artists most often worked under the patronage of the church or nobility, but with the rise of the wealthy Italian merchant class came an affinity for art for personal enjoyment.  Artists began to work under the patronage of a generous and wealthy secular class.  One of the first paintings of a secular subject matter to come out of the Italian Renaissance was Birth of Venus (1482) by Sandro Botticelli (1444-1510), which used a Classical subject matter.  

Venus, Cupid, Folly, and Time (1546) by Bronzino (1503-1572) is another fine example of the shift from allegiance to Catholic dogma and a revival of interest in the classics (as well as a new humanist interest in the here and now).  This painting, however, comes in the wake of monumental changes in European perception brought about by (primarily) Martin Luther, but also scientists like Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, and Newton.  As European perception changes, so does artistic expression.  As the understanding of the cosmos shifts (supported by science), the understanding of man’s connection with the Divine experiences a shift, and (by proxy) the expression of the Spirit evolves (in this case, into the Baroque).

Georg Wilhelm Frederich Hegel (1770-1831) identifies three different forms of art which display three different relationships with the “Idea” (of the Spirit) and its visual counterpart.  Hegel classifies art in a sort of evolution of spiritual worthiness – in regard to its relationship of the quality of the visual forms in their capacity to express the Idea of the spirit – from the symbolic to the classical to the romantic.  The symbolic form of art employs abstract connections and loose associations, “for the Idea is here still more or less indeterminate and unshapable, while the natural objects are thoroughly determinate in their shape” (Hegel 641).  The expression is obscured by the form.  Classical art, Hegel says, attains a perfect correspondence of shape and meaning (within the context of actuality).  The expression is justified by the form.  The classical harmony of form, therefore, contributes to the fact that the limitations imposed on classical art are self-imposed.  Classical art can express only that realm of spirituality which can be visually personified (because the human form is the most appropriate appearance for spiritual content).  The transformation, however, of art into the ability to move beyond these limitations into a fuller expression of the Idea of the spirit is the gift of the romantic form of art.  The expression is enhanced by the form.  Romantic art maintains a unity which can exist only within itself – as the assembly of its collective parts – and loses its overall significance without the completeness of the configuration.  Romantic art portrays spirituality “as purely absolute and eternal” (642).  This transcendent quality of the spirit back into itself gives romantic art a higher degree of perfection.  It is the spirit’s desire to represent the spiritual, and that celebration of the connection with the Divine is most highly treasured by the Divine.  Hegel concludes that “the general character of the symbolic, classical, and romantic forms of art, as the three relations of the Idea to its shape in the sphere of art … consist in the striving for, the attainment, and the transcendense of the Ideal as the true Idea of beauty” (644).  

Hegel’s observations are augmented by Heinrich Wolfflin (1864-1945), who notes the dynamics in style characteristic of this evolution from Classical to Romantic, or from the Renaissance through the Baroque.  Wolfflin has determined five areas that demonstrate the shift from the Renaissance style of composition to the Baroque.  The perspective of the subject matter has shifted from planar to recessive, and the quality of the lines have shifted from linear to painterly.  There is also a shift in unity and clarity, from absolute to relative, and closed form of Renaissance art gives way to the open boundaries characteristic of Baroque art.  An artwork is said to have closed form when all of the figures depicted in the composition seem fully contained within the picture plane of the artwork.  Conversely, open form is characterized by figures extending far past the borders of the picture plane of the artwork, which captures only the essential.  Other shifts are also present – from the static to the dynamic, the tactile to the optical, and the hierarchal to the interwoven – and reflect the general shift of the culture at large.
With the revolutions in philosophy, science, and religion following the Renaissance, Europe became a very different place than Medieval Christendom.  Following the the Protestant Reformation and the Scientific Revolution, the authority of the Catholic Church weakens, and people began to see their relationship with the world and to God in very different ways.  The spiritual experience in art begins to move from a religious experience (within the confines of Catholic tradition) to a more personal experience.  Though he was generally employed by the Catholic Church, Caravaggio’s (1573-1610) intoduction of his tenebristic style – his dark compositions which seem divinely illuminated – and his use of common, ordinary figures indicate this developing new world perception, and he was widely emulated across Europe.  His exterior panels to the altarpiece at the Cherasi Chapel in Santa Maria de Popolo exemplify his style, in particular, The Conversion of St. Paul (1601).  Many other Baroque artists throughout Europe created artworks for the Church, like the Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), whose work also reflects a greater dynamism and intensified interest in this world.

Others, however, painted for royalty and the aristocracy, especially in the Protestant areas of Europe.  Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669) is perhaps the finest example of a painter whose work retains the spiritual connection in its removal from a religious context.  Rembrandt’s “use of light is among the hallmarks of his style, [which] involved refining light into finer and finer nuances … Light and dark are not in conflict in his portraits – they are reconciled, merging softly and subtly to produce the visual equivalent of quietness.  Their prevailing mood is that of tranquil meditation, of philosophical resignation, of musing recollection” (Kleiner 723).  It is the presence of Spirit (in another man, here on earth).

Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), a philosopher in the wake of Descartes, introduces the pantheistic notion  that everything is an attribute of God, and that radiance and transcendence exists (even) within the mundane.  This exploration of the presence of something transcendent here and now can be seen the stillness and luminostiy of The Lacemaker (1670) by Jan Vermeer (1632-1675), another Dutch painter (like Rembrandt). 

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), as he reflects upon this shift in the view of God as the primary order of things to man as the source of the order of things, he notes that paintings become more subjective as they become more representational, and that subjectivity begins to replace the notion of God as transcendent.  

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Ptolomeic structure has completely broken down, and human reason begins to direct progress through Romanticism into the Age of Enlightenment.  As people began to turn to the world around them – to Nature – to discover the fundamental truths of our existence and spiritual presence, landscape painting began to blossom (even in America).  Romantic painters entertained notions of what Edmund Burke (1729-1797) calls the Beautiful and the Sublime, as a means for attaining spiritual connection.  (A Neo-Classical tradition also emerged looking for this connection within the past, with the French Salon at its center.   Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) is perhaps the premier painter of this tradition.)  By the end of the eighteenth century,  the western world had become industrialized; communication, politics, and economics had become global; and science and reason had gained momentum.  These factors contribute to the development of Modernism beginning in the nineteenth century (and continuing into the twentieth).  

Modernity is characterized by less of a concern in the past and more of a concern with the future and progress, and with a more radical push for originality in art.  (Originality happens when breaking tradition, and in doing so, once each break is encompassed into convention, each break must be outdone – and styles begin to accelerate).  Art has become a completely subjective expression of an artist’s individual connection (and relationship) with Spirit.  As the importance of religion dwindles and industrialization and socialization floods western culture, the interior connection to the Divine grows separate from the external world, and art becomes a residence  for spiritual connection – a ‘placeholder for depth.’

Impressionism develops within Modernity.  Impressionism radically individualizes the point of view, and is a means for an artist to express his individual relationship with his immediate world (perhaps within spiritual contemplation).  With Impressionism, the colors themselves become the experience of radiance, whereby the formal means of  color, shape, and line express and embody emotion.  The impressionist stroke is saturated with the immediacy of time, with movement, with a life-force, with Spirit.  Starry Night (1889) by Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) is a shining example, as is his work (in general), as well as that of other master Impressionist painters, like Paul Cezanne (1839-1906) and Claude Monet (1840-1926).  

Out of Impressionism grew the Expressionism of the French Fauves – one of whom was Henri Matisse (1869-1954).  Matisse declared: “Color was not given to us in order that we should imitate Nature.  It was given to us so that we can express our emotions” (Kleiner 966).  For Matisse (and the other Fauves), color is the transcendent element of expression through which to seek “the connection between the internal states of artists and viewers” (Kleiner 964).  Matisse’s The Joy of Life (1905) uses color to share the expression of his Spirit with the beholder.

If the Renaissance was the beginning of representational art, Impressionism was its end.  With the acceleration in styles, Modernity eventually gives way to abstract and non-representational art (as well as print-media and photography).

In response to the direction of modern art, Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) contends that the perception of art has been transformed from its traditional forms by mass reproduction and by film (both still and moving pictures), and in so doing, it has lost its aura.  The aura of natural objects involves the unique phenomenon of a distance, no matter how close it may be.  Ours is a modern society whose sense of universal equality extends even to a unique object and its reproduction (so that the uniqueness of the original disappears into the mediocrity of the others, along with its aura).  The decay of aura, according to Benjamin, rests on two circumstances: the desire of the contemporary masses to bring things ‘closer’ and the desire to overcome the uniqueness of any situation by accepting its reproduction.  This is precisely what Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) demonstrates in his controversial piece Fountain (1917).  

Modern non-objective art, however, is expressive.  Vassily Kandinsky (1866-1944) offers a redemption of Modernism through Abstraction.  Not unlike Matisse, Kandinsky believed that “artists must express the spirit and their innermost feelings by orchestrating color, form, line, and space” (Kleiner 968).  Kandinsky produced a treatise in 1912, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, in which he discusses the nature of his painting, which he ultimately saw as “blueprints for a more enlightened and liberated society emphasizing spirituality” (Kleiner 968).
Salvador Dali (1904-1989) was a surrealist whose work reinvigorates spirituality in representational art. Dali attempted to transcend our reality and bring to awareness the spiritual world beyond that which we cannot see (but may speak of metaphorically), in creating “dreamscapes” of realistic, yet impossible (and peculiar) events in timelessness, as in The Persistence of Memory (1931).  Another profound work of Dali’s is his Sacrament of the Last Supper (1955) which offers different levels of presence and multiple levels of reality in the same experiential space, inviting the beholder to experience transcendence in a mystical and neo-representational manner, and providing evidence that Art still maintains a residence for our spiritual connection to the Divine.

Art is the domain of the Spirit.  This, Ken Wilber duly notes in The Marriage of Sense and Soul that “as Kandinsky put it, the aim is to ‘proclaim the reign of Spirit … to proclaim light from light, the flowing light of the Godhead,’ all seen, not with the eye of flesh or the eye of mind, but with the eye of contemplation, and then rendered into artistic material form as a reminder of, and a call to, that extraordinary vision.  As the eye of contemplation deepens … forms give way to the formless, and … in the greatest of this art, can at least temporarily evoke a similar freedom in the viewer (which was Schopenhauer’s profound insight about the power of great art: it brings transcendence” (193). 

Great art facilitates transcendence and an awakening of the Spirit – like a cosmic coup to the soveriegnty of the Self – with the revelation that our connection with the Divine is unique and yet universal.
-Stacy Atkins
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