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Neglected Affinities: Religion and Art

When someone announces that they’re going to speak about art – especially if they mean visual art – our first inclination, I suspect, is to imagine that they’re probably going to talk about familiar names in Western art such as Picasso, or maybe Renoir or Cezanne – or extending the range a little, perhaps also about Renaissance and post-Renaissance painters such as Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, or Rembrandt. Well known artists such as these seem almost synonymous with the idea of art and, understandably, it’s often names such as these that first spring to mind when the subject comes up.

 But if we stop and reflect for a moment, and think about the collections we find in major art museums today, or even if we think about the titles we find in the visual art sections of bookstores, we immediately recognise that, of course, the meaning of the term “art” today extends well beyond the kinds of names I’ve just mentioned – that is, well beyond the realms of Western art since the Renaissance. Our own National Gallery here in Canberra, for example, has a substantial collection of Asian art, and some interesting examples of Pre-Columbian and African art; and we know that if we visit major art museums elsewhere in the world, we’re also likely to find collections that include objects from Asia, Pre-Columbian Mexico, Africa, the island cultures of the Pacific Ocean, pre-Renaissance European civilizations such as the Medieval, Romanesque and Byzantine periods, ancient Egypt, and even as far back as Palaeolithic times. In short, a moment’s reflection will remind us that the term “art’’ today signifies much more than the works of post-Renaissance Europe. Today the term “art” designates an immense variety of works from the four corners of the earth and from periods stretching back to the depths of prehistory.
This state of affairs is much more recent than we often realize. If I had made the statements I’ve just made in 1908 instead of 2008, my audience, instead of agreeing with me, would probably have concluded that I had taken leave of my senses. At that stage, medieval art was gradually being admitted into art museums but there was no question of including African, Asian, or Pre-Columbian art, for example, or objects from most of the other cultures I have just mentioned. At that time – not so long ago after all – art still meant post-Renaissance Western art, with the addition of selected works from ancient Greece and Rome – which was the well-established meaning it had had for some four centuries; and the collections in art museums – or museums of fine art as they were then usually called – faithfully reflected that view. We today are quite unfazed to find art museum collections that include, for example, African or Aztec sculptures, but our quite recent forebears – let’s say the great-grand parents of someone my age – would have been frankly amazed by this turn of events.

Why did why did this enormous and relatively sudden change take place? And why did it take place when it did? Those are very important questions, in my view, and ones, incidentally that modern aesthetics has almost completely ignored. And the answer, I should add, cannot simply be that the West suddenly became aware that the art of the cultures in question existed. Because in fact most of these cultures and their artefacts had been known to the West for long periods of time; but the artefacts that we now welcome into our art museums had always been dismissed as the products of barbarian tastes, lack of expertise, or clumsy execution. So we have to suspect that there was something else going on here, and not simply increased familiarity with the cultures in question.
But I want to leave that issue to one side, important though it is, because I’d like to focus on another aspect of the development I have just described, which is more directly related to the themes of our conference.

Under the previous dispensation – that is, when art meant Western art since the Renaissance, plus selected works from Greece and Rome – the relationship between art and religion must have seemed a relatively loose one, especially as the centuries passed. Giotto in the fourteenth century painted nothing but religious works; but as the tide of religious faith gradually receded, other subjects became more and more prominent; so that by the time of Veronese in the sixteenth century, artists who painted religious subjects, such as Crucifixions and other biblical events, could just as readily choose subjects from classical mythology as well. And for artists over the past century or so, religious subjects have become very much the exception rather than rule, most choosing to avoid them altogether. The idea of a crucifixion by say Renoir, Cezanne, or Monet seems very odd indeed. One almost has the feeling that the subject would be incompatible with the very idea of art as they understand it.

That, as I say, is how the situation appears under previous dispensation – that is, if we adopt the perspective of the notion of art that held sway in Europe from the Renaissance to the late nineteenth century.  
But, now, if we think of the concept of art that applies today – the concept which, as we have seen, encompasses the works of all cultures stretching back to the depths of prehistory, how vastly the scene changes! The period I have been describing – four hundred years from about 1500 onwards – was preceded by a thousand years of Christian civilization – the civilization of Byzantium, of Romanesque and Medieval Europe – in which the link between religion and art was very close and, indeed, in which the very purpose of painting and sculpture was understood in religious terms. Then, going further back, and setting aside Greece and Rome where the position is a little more complex, we encounter civilizations such as Egypt and Mesopotamia in which, again, the link between art and religion was very close – and in these cases one is speaking of civilizations which lasted some four thousand years. 
Up to this point, I have been limiting myself to cultures bordering or near the Mediterranean Sea. But if we go further afield – to India, South East Asia, China, or to Africa or Pre-Columbian Central America – we again find cultures in which the link between art and religion – or at least some form of belief in another world – was strong and enduring. And then there is prehistory. Here we enter a more difficult field because while some of the visual art of early non-literate cultures remains, we know almost nothing of the beliefs of the cultures that went with them. But if we can assume that those beliefs were oriented in some way towards a sense of the supernatural or the numinous – a not unreasonable assumption given what anthropology tells us about Stone Age cultures that survived until modern times – then the time span over which art was associated with what we might broadly call religious belief increases by tens of thousands of years.

What am I attempting to prove with all this? Well, let me be clear firstly about what I am not trying to prove. I am not arguing that there is a necessary connection between art and religion, or some similar claim such as, that the only true art is religious art. Any such proposition seems to me quite untenable. But I am trying to alter our frame of reference, so to speak. I think we today – and when I say this I also have in mind various histories of art I read from time to time – we today, still have a tendency to think of art in terms of more limited perspective I described earlier – that is as post-Renaissance Western art and selected works of Greece and Rome. Seen in this light, and particularly if we focus on the contemporary world, we might easily be excused for thinking that in the history of art, religious art tends to be the exception rather than the norm – or if not that, then at least just one option among others. But if we take the much broader perspective I’ve just described – and, remember, this is the perspective we now take for granted every time we cross the threshold of an art museum, or even browse in a bookshop – if we take this broader perspective, then the position is reversed, and religious art seems overwhelmingly to be the norm and anything else very much the exception. To imagine this in a graphic form, let’s suppose that the whole history of art across all cultures and from the earliest times is represented by the full sweep of an imaginary radar screen. In this case, the period of Western art from the Renaissance to modern times in which religious art is just an option, and one that is increasingly rejected, would be a relatively isolated blip on that screen. The history of art in its totality, encompassing all cultures and the full sweep of human history, is in short, overwhelmingly a history of religious art – a history of painting and sculpture produced in cultures governed by some form of belief in “another world”, and linking up in some way with those beliefs. For tens of thousands of years, and in every inhabited region of the globe, art and religion went hand in hand; and seen in that light, our recent Western experience is very much the exception, not the rule.

*** 
How might we respond to all this? Well, one response would simply be to ignore the whole issue, make no effort to find an explanation, and concentrate on other matters. And strange though it may seem, that has in fact been the prevailing response in the discipline that takes as its central aim the explanation of what art is and the part it plays in human life – I mean the discipline of aesthetics, or to give it its alternate name, the philosophy of art. Does that seem a rather harsh assessment? Well, let’s see.   
There are, as I’m sure you know, two main schools of thought in modern aesthetics. There is the so-called ‘analytic’ school which sees itself as an offshoot of analytic philosophy, and which is probably still the dominant approach to aesthetics in Anglo-American contexts. And then there is the ‘continental’ school which has been strongly influenced by thinkers such as Hegel, Marx, Heidegger, and Adorno, among others. Now, given that, as we have just seen, art and religion went hand in hand for tens of thousands of years in every inhabited region of the globe, what ideas do these two schools of thought have to offer about that situation and about possible affinities between the two? 
I can deal with analytic aesthetics very quickly because the short answer – and indeed the long answer – is that it has nothing at all to say about this question. Analytic aesthetics, I would argue, finds itself at a distinct disadvantage when it comes to issues of this kind, which require a degree of historical awareness, because it has what I am tempted to call a kind of phobia for history. Art for aestheticians of the analytic persuasion is understood essentially as an atemporal category – a kind of one-size-fits-all idea, if I may put it that way – which keeps questions of historical change and cultural difference very much at arm’s length. Thus, the analytic aesthetician is usually very happy to talk about certain qualities and experiences that are assumed to be common to art everywhere and at all times – for example, “beauty”, “aesthetic pleasure”, “disinterested judgment”, and “taste”; but questions related to how art may have differed at different times and places throughout human history, are normally very, very low on the agenda. So insulated is analytic aesthetics from history, in fact, that I have yet to find any writer of this persuasion who has attempted to explain the vast expansion in the domain of art that took place around 1900 which I discussed in my introductory remarks – or indeed any writer of this persuasion who even seems to see this sudden expansion as particularly important. A recent commentator has aptly noted, that the disciplines of aesthetics and art history “which would appear to have so much to do with one another” in fact live in different worlds and “pass each other like ships in the night”.
  Given this lack of interest in history, you will not be surprised if I tell you that one will search in vain in textbooks on analytic aesthetics to find any significant discussion of possible links between art and religion. The question is simply never raised. It is not on the agenda. It is a non question.
So in the case of analytic aesthetics we draw a blank. But perhaps the other major school of thought – continental aesthetics – might come to our aid? Key thinkers in this tradition, after all, include Hegel and Marx for whom history plays a central role; and neither Hegel nor Marx, nor most contemporary writers in the continental tradition, accepts for a moment that history can be pushed into the background, and that art can be considered in isolation from processes of historical change. (This, I might say in parenthesis, seems to me one of the major demarcation lines between analytic and continental aesthetics). So, since the question we are facing is one that calls for a willingness to take history seriously, it might possibly be one, we could surmise, on which continental aesthetics has something pertinent and useful to say. Or so, at least, we might surmise. 
 But unfortunately disappointment awaits us. Thinkers in this tradition, I would argue, are heavily influenced by a basically linear, teleological view of history they have inherited from Hegel and Marx – the idea of history as a single progression through a sequence of stages. Thus, when continental aesthetics talks about early phases in human history, or the cultures or non-Western societies – and in general it seems much happier just talking about recent Western history – it has a strong tendency to view religion as belonging to a primitive, unsophisticated phase of human development, and to see any association between art and religion in the same terms. A good example, I think, is Walter Benjamin – a thinker much in vogue at present – who proposes, in effect, a two-stage historical process. Art, for Benjamin, was originally “cultic” and originated in the service of ritual. Today, in what he terms the Age of Technological Reproducibility, art has emancipated itself from its “parasitical dependence on ritual” and, if I understand him correctly, thereby found its true self.
  I don’t think we need to strain very hard to hear echoes of Hegel here, although Hegel offers us three stages instead of two – he calls them the Symbolic, Classical, and Romantic stages. The Symbolic phase is exemplified by early cultures under the sway of strong religious beliefs, such as ancient Egypt and India, which produced art governed by what he terms a “primitive artistic pantheism”. In effect, such cultures represent a kind of awkward infancy of art – a period in which art still has much to learn, and produced painting and sculpture which cannot seriously be placed on equal footing with that of modern times. 
To my mind there are two major shortcomings in explanations of this kind. The first is that the perspective they offer simply does not correspond with the way we view art today – and in particular how we view the art of cultures such as Egypt, India, Africa, and others in which religion has played a major role. Egyptian, Indian, and African art for us today is not merely an early, primitive form of art – a kind of clumsy infancy of art somehow hamstrung by ritual which we moderns have surpassed and left behind. On the contrary, a prime feature of our world of art today is that we place works from cultures such as these in our art museums on equal footing with our Rembrandts, Monets and Picassos, and there is no question of a kind of hierarchy of skill, or a rank order of styles. For us today, Egyptian, or Indian, or mediaeval, or Pre-Columbian art are simply different styles of art. The accidents of history have sometimes meant that larger numbers of major works have survived from one culture than from others – huge numbers of Pre-Columbian works, for example, were melted down for their precious metals. But there is no question in our eyes today of a progress of art – as if, at some point, art had cast aside primitive, faulty ideas and replaced them with superior, modern ones. Vermeer for us is not an advance on Byzantine art; it is simply an art of a different kind. The nineteenth century may have thought in terms of progress and teleologies – and perhaps some contemporary thinkers still do. But in the realm of art at least we have clearly stopped thinking that way. Picasso is said to have commented after visiting the caves at Lascaux: “We moderns have learnt nothing.” The story may be apocryphal but it nonetheless has a point to make. The suggestion is not of course that the caves of Lascaux had somehow said the last word in art, but that we today no longer view the history of art as a progress – a process in which one stage represents an advance on an earlier one, rendering the latter obsolete. In short, linear explanations of art history – such as those of Hegel or Benjamin, and a number of others – simply do not fit the world as we now know it. They jar with our modern experience of the world of art.
The second shortcoming I see in explanations of this kind is that the relationship between art and religion tends to be seen in very negative terms. Hegel, as we have seen, speaks of a “primitive” phase of art, and Benjamin describes a so-called “cultic” phase in which art is “parasitical” on religion. But, surely, if the relationship between art and religion across the millennia is to be understood as one between a parasite and its host, one can only say that this particular parasitical relationship has been an extraordinarily fruitful one! After all, the ages of the major religions of the past produced what we now regard as some of the greatest art in human history – the Buddhist frescos at Ajanta, for example, Khmer sculpture, the art of India, China and Japan, the best of Egyptian art, some magnificent examples of African art, European art of the Byzantine, Romanesque and medieval periods – and the list goes on. Explaining all this in terms of a kind of a parasite/host relationship seems to me to get us nowhere. Apart from the purely negative implications, which seem very much out of keeping with the admiration religious art often evokes today, many centuries after its creation, such explanations gives us no basis on which we might distinguish art from the many other elements which often surround a religion such as ritual, ethical norms etc – all of which, presumably, might also be labelled “parasitical”. 

These brief remarks on continental aesthetics have not attempted to cover the full range of different viewpoints within this school of thought. It seems to me, nevertheless, that if we are to understand the vast, transcultural, or universal, world of art we know today, in which religious art bulks so large, continental aesthetics is of little more help to us than analytic aesthetics. For different reasons, of course. Analytic aesthetics simply turns its back on the past altogether. Continental aesthetics doesn’t do that. But its characteristic view of history as a single, linear process seems to me, for the reasons I’ve given, to place a severe handicap on its ability to provide a persuasive account of the world of art as we know it today, and of possible relationships between art and religion.

There is, however, one modern theorist of art who, in my view, does offer us a persuasive and fruitful account of this relationship, and that is the French writer, André Malraux. Some of Malraux’s works have been translated into English, and you might perhaps have read, or know of, The Voices of Silence or The Metamorphosis of the Gods. In the time available I’m not going to attempt anything approaching an in-depth account of Malraux’s theory of art, but I would like to mention one or two key characteristics of his thinking which, I believe, throw some very valuable light on the present topic.

Malraux’s theory of art represents a major departure from the long-standing traditions in aesthetics – in fact, in something I’ve written recently, I’ve described it as a Copernican revolution in the philosophy of art, and although I expect some sceptical reactions to that proposition, I don’t think it is an exaggeration. The fundamental reason why Malraux’s thinking about art differs so radically from aesthetics as we have known it over the past three hundred years is that he begins with questions of a metaphysical nature – that is, questions about the purpose of human life and the fundamental meaning of things – in other words, from the same starting point that religious belief begins. At no time, let me hasten to add, does he argue that art is a form of religion, and one of the key elements of his thought is the sharp distinction he draws between the two, which I shall explain very briefly in a moment. His basic contention, nonetheless, is that, like religion, art responds fundamentally to a metaphysical reality – to man’s sense of his significance – or insignificance – in the “scheme of things”. He is not arguing, of course, that each individual artist addresses himself or herself to questions of a metaphysical nature. That issue concerns the nature of particular works and some, like those of Fragonard, for example, we might think, are a long way from metaphysical concerns, while others, like those of Goya, often seem much closer. Malraux’s proposition, as I say, however, is not about individual works but about art generally – the nature of art as a form of human endeavour – and at this fundamental level, he argues, all art – whether it be Fragonard or Goya, Dickens or Dostoyevsky, Telemann or Beethoven – shares the same metaphysical objective. Its purpose is not perceptual, psychological, or ideological – such as representing the world, affording an avenue for self-expression, communicating feelings, instantiating “beauty”, providing “aesthetic pleasure”, or interpreting social or political experience (to mention some familiar explanations). Art, Malraux argues, is, like religion, a response to “the fundamental emotion man feels in the face of life, beginning with his own”. What precisely is that emotion? It is, Malraux argues, an emotion closely bound up with the questions “Why does something exist rather than nothing?” and “Why has life taken this form? It is our fundamental awareness of the world as lacking all explanation, as entirely arbitrary, contingent, and ephemeral in all its forms – a world in which man and all his endeavours seem nothing more, fundamentally, than an insignificant piece of flotsam in an interminable, chaotic drift. In slightly different terms, it is an apprehension of life solely in terms of appearance: not appearance in the sense of something behind which one might discover a hidden, enduring reality (the way things “really” are), but appearance behind which nothing is known: or as Malraux sometimes termed it, “appearance in the metaphysical sense”.

In Malraux’s eyes, two of humanity’s principal ways of responding to this fundamental sense of bewilderment and insignificance have been art, and what he terms the “absolute” – the latter exemplified principally by the major religions of the past. But these two responses function in quite different ways, and I’ll outline this distinction very briefly.

Cultures with a strong religious sense, Malraux argues, or even perhaps a strong attachment to a secular ideal, respond to the questions ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ and ‘Why has life taken this form?’ by providing an explanation. The Christian replies that the world is, and is the way it is, because it is God’s Creation. A believer in a secular absolute such as the ultimate perfectibility of Man – a convinced Hegelian or a Marxist for example – might find the explanation in the predestined unfolding of an historical Idea. The specific content of the responses is not important here. The crucial point is that once an explanation is provided (and of course believed), existence in general, including the existence of humanity, is rendered ‘natural’ in the sense of being there, and being the way it is, for a reason. The world is the only way it could be – the way it was ‘intended’ to be (by God for example) – and man is ‘at home’ in it, even if, as Christianity and many other religions taught, the home is only temporary and frequented at times by various malevolent forces. While not exactly eliminating the fundamental sense of a chaotic world of mere appearance, an absolute can at least give it a specific form and character in which it can be grasped and combated. For the Christian, for example, it becomes this ‘vale of tears’ – the ‘here below’; for the Buddhist it is the realm of ‘impermanence’.
  In both cases, it is a domain of snare and delusion, but a domain, nonetheless, to which man is now able to give a name, and against which he can take up arms as he makes his way along the path of Truth.

Absolutes, however, have not been man’s sole means of defence against the fundamental sense of chaos and futility in question. From as early as Palaeolithic times, Malraux argues, there has also existed the creative act that we today call art. Art shares precisely the same enemy as an absolute – the same sense of the fundamental arbitrariness and contingency of things – but it responds in a different way. Unlike an absolute, art makes no claim to reveal the underlying nature of things – the Truth beneath the veil of appearances. Art responds instead by creating another world, a rival world, ‘not necessarily a supernal world, or a glorified one’, Malraux explains, ‘but one different in kind from reality’.
  Different in what way? Different because metaphysically unified. Different because the worlds it brings into being are constructed solely of elements that, unlike those of the world of mere appearances, are the way they are, and are present, ‘for a reason’. Unlike a religion, art does not provide an explanation in the sense I have used that term, but it nonetheless creates a rival world ‘scaled to man’s measure’.
  It ‘wrests forms from the real world to which man is subject,’ Malraux writes,’ and makes them enter a world in which he is ruler.’
  

Now, I’m well aware that is all of this is very abstract and I won’t be at all surprised if, on first encounter, you find it somewhat puzzling. It is abstract because we’re dealing here with the very foundations of Malraux’s thinking, and thus with very broad principles. But I felt it necessary to make these basic points because a number of commentators, who have skimmed Malraux rather than read him carefully, have been apt to suggest that he treats art as a religion, or does not differentiate between the two, or something of that nature. In fact, as we can see, the distinction between the two is a basic element of his theory of art and one that he makes quite clear on a number of occasions.

Moreover, Malraux is not arguing, as one of his early and rather hostile commentators, Ernst Gombrich alleged, that art is simply an expression of religion. Art in Malraux eyes is always an activity sui generis – an activity, as we have seen, with its own nature and purpose. In a culture under the sway of a powerful absolute – let’s say the Byzantine Empire – the artist’s sense of ‘another world’ will quite naturally be the one suggested to him by that absolute (anything else seeming merely vain or even sacrilegious). But art is not merely the “expression” or the “reflection” or the “product” of anything; it is always a specific form of creation – the bringing into being in visual (or other) form of a rival world which does not yet exist. Thus, Malraux writes,

As a creator, the artist does not belong to a community already moulded by a culture, but to one that he is building up, even if he thinks little about it. His creative faculty is not merely the subservient illustration of something already understood, but a link with man’s age-old creative power – with new cities built on the ruins of old, with the discovery of fire.
            

In his everyday behaviour, such as in his forms of worship, the painter or sculptor may well be ‘expressing’ his culture – because he is simply following established practices; but as creator, he is working ‘in parallel’ with it, so to speak, animating it by discoveries, not merely reflecting something already known and familiar. In periods of human history in which religion has played a major role, Malraux argues, art and religion have very often worked together, in a process of ‘give and take’, to defend man against the common adversary – the vain, chaotic world of mere appearance. But art cannot be explained simply as something produced by religion “as apple trees produce their apples,” to quote Malraux characterisation of the expressionist view.
  Art always remains an activity sui generis with its own distinct nature and purpose.  
So, on Malraux’s analysis, it is not difficult to provide an answer to the question discussed earlier to which analytic aesthetics and continental aesthetics seem to have no satisfactory reply – that is, why so much of art history is a history of religious art and why, for so long and in so many parts of the world, art and religion seem to have worked in tandem. The answer is that although art is not religion, all true art nevertheless springs from the same source as the revelations from which major religions have emerged: it is a response to the same primordial sense of astonishment and bewilderment, the same baffling sense that fundamentally there is nothing but a fleeting world of appearance in which all man’s effort are emptiness and futility. Religions, on Malraux’s account, have pierced this veil of appearances – this ‘here below’ in Christian terms – to reveal a scheme of things in which man can know the difference between actions that are futile and those that are valuable and lasting. Art makes no claim to reveal such a timeless scheme of things and in this sense, one might say, all art, in Malraux’s eyes, is agnostic. But art is no less determined than religion to reject the fleeting world of appearance, and to this extent both have something fundamental in common.
This, of course, raises the question of how art responds in a culture like our own which seems to have very little connection with religious belief of any kind. That is a fascinating aspect of Malraux’s thought, which is directly linked to his explanation of the birth of modern art, and his thinking in this context is founded on precisely the same basic propositions I have outlined so far. But there is no time to say anything more about that matter, because I need to bring my remarks to a close and I want to end with some brief, and possibly controversial, reflections about the nature of Western aesthetics in general.

Aesthetics, or the philosophy of art is, as we all know, a child of Enlightenment thought and owes its origins to that vast re-examination of the foundations and scope of human knowledge that took place in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries following the collapse of theological explanations. One important consequence of this, as Ernst Cassirer has noted,
 was that questions about the function of art took their cue from the dominant intellectual concerns of the day – concerns essentially about the nature of human understanding and the contribution the different forms of cognition made to the new, post-religious model of human nature that was coming into being. Where art was concerned, the answers to those questions were, as we know, mostly framed in terms of the concept of beauty, and of a particular form of human response christened “aesthetic pleasure” which beauty was said to engender. The important point in the present context, however, is that at no time did this vigorous debate – which drew in figures as diverse as Shaftesbury, Diderot, and Kant – go beyond these essentially epistemological and psychological concerns to embrace the possible metaphysical significance of art: that is, at no time did it address the significance of art in terms of questions about the very purpose of human life and the fundamental meaning of things. If answers were to be given to questions of that kind – and it’s difficult at times to avoid the impression that the eighteenth century, in open revolt against religion, was doing its best to forget that such questions could even be asked –  art, it seems, had nothing at all to do with them. Art might well throw light on the nature of human knowledge, and man’s psychological make-up; it had nothing to do with questions about the ultimate meaning of life. 

If we doubt this, let us just try to imagine the topic of my paper – “Religion and Art: Neglected Affinities” – as the theme of a symposium for a group of philosophes, taking time off from writing articles for their Encyclopédie around 1750. What would they have made of the topic? For most of them, apart from a minority still clinging to rather pallid forms of theism, religion simply came under the heading of harmful superstition – one of the many forms of prejudice and delusion which were now, they hoped, withering away under the clear, bright light of Reason. If art had any significant contribution to make to human happiness – and most would probably have conceded that it did – what could it possibly have to do with religion, whose principal function was to foster misunderstanding, to confuse and corrupt men, and lead them astray? In short, in 1750, my topic today would, I think, have been a non-starter. Roughly, it would have seemed about as useful and sensible as a discussion about links between art and astrology might seem today.

 These origins, I would argue, have left a deep and enduring mark on the tradition of Western aesthetics, which is why that tradition has had so little to say, and still has so little to say, about links between art and religion – except in the negative sense I discussed earlier in relation to continental aesthetics. The topic is simply not on the agenda because the agenda is still framed essentially in terms of eighteenth century concerns and priorities. As I have suggested, André Malraux’s thought represents a radical challenge to this approach. But even leaving Malraux aside, the time has come, in my view, to ask if this eighteenth-century view of the priorities is one we are still prepared to accept. As I stressed earlier, religion and art were linked not just for centuries, but for millennia, and not just in one or two cultures but in a wide array of cultures in every corner of the globe. Indeed, as I have said, if we survey the whole sweep of human history, periods of what one might call “secular” art are very much the exception not the rule. The aesthetics tradition we have inherited from the eighteenth century offers us no fruitful means of tackling this issue, and this remains the case today, as we have seen, for the contemporary “analytic” and “continental” manifestations of that tradition. As long as we continue to think in these terms, questions of possible affinities between art and religion – together with a number of other crucial questions about the nature of art which are beyond the scope of my paper today – will, in my view, continue to be neglected. It is high time, in my view, that we threw off those constraints and remedied that neglect.
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