Responses to Previous I ssue

Margaret Loewen Reimer, “Mennonites and the Artistic Imagination,” and
Magdalene Redekop, “ The Painted Body Stares Back: Five Female Artists
and the ‘“Mennonite’ Spectator,” both in The Conrad Grebel Review, Fall
1998 (16:3), 6-49.

Susan D. Shantz, Associate Professor of Fine Arts
University of Saskatchewan

TheFall 1998 issue of The Conrad Grebel Review bore areproduction of an
artwork | made over ten years ago, “ Ancestral Spirits: Bed.” | made it when
| was a graduate student, as a study for what | was imagining to be a more
complete and finished work constructed of tidily sewn fabric rather than
hastily cut and taped photocopy paper. During my studies | was challenged
to rethink some of my habits of artmaking, to become more attentive to my
own creative process, less controlling of the end product. | began to see that
this piece was aready complete.

In making “Ancestral Spirits: Bed” the Mennonite spectator in me
was having fun and doing serious thinking about what Magdal ene Redekop
identifies (according to Roland Barthes) asthe“ studium™ photograph. Taking
afamily wedding portrait, two generations removed from me, the model of
“respectability, family life, conformism, Sunday best” (Barthes) and altering
it dightly to reveal what else that wedding and Mennonite ancestral lineage
isabout: areverencefor family ties, continuity, progeneration, and sexuality.
The ancestors as saints, their ubiquitous photographs as household icons;
their sexuality implicit, but suppressed.

Seeing a reproduction of this artwork on the cover of a Mennonite
publication allows me to revisit the time of making this piece and my own
Mennonite youth. In another piece from this series (“Ancestral Spirits:
Wings’) | modified the image of an adolescent ancestor so that her stiff
arms, clad in a heavy Victorian coat, became wings in motion. | wanted to
express, through her, somthing of the complex longings so characteristic of
youth: longings of the spirit aswell as the body.
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When | looked at old photographs to consider using them, | saw
primarily rigidities of posture and expression. While not necessarily the true
character of my ancestors (their sombernessin part dueto the stillnessrequired
with early photographic techniques), the photographs symbolized for mewhat
SandraBirdsell was quoted asidentifying as“Mennonites. . . joyless search
for meaning.” While | imagined my good ancestorsto be in heaven, | had to
invent a heaven where their heavy judgementalism was transformed into
lightness in order to release myself from their watchful gaze. | invested the
inhabitants of thisheaven with thevirtues of compassion, generosity of spirit,
and a bemused, not-taking-oursel ves-too-seriously sense of humor.

The contraditions and paradoxes | was discovering in adolescenceto be
part of aless-than-perfect world compelled meto search for alanguage capable
of expressing such complexities. | found it in the language of art. Margaret
Loewen Reimer states that Mennonites have seen art as dangerous because it
isunpredictable, uncontrollable. But our ancestors-their very deaths—+emind
usthat soislifewhenwefeel itsimpermanences and our own vulnerabilities.
The photographs seem static, still, permanent. It was against such aview of
reality that | was straining when | altered these images. “Which stories are
true?’ Loewen Reimer asks. And adds, “Memory will trick you. Your parents
will trick you. The church will trick you. Look deeper to find meaning.”
Certainly it has been my experience that “imagination can help us face the
contradictions and hold them together within alarger understanding.”

Loewen Reimer’s examples of imaginative art are mostly literary. She
admits that when she encountered visual images in reviewing a book of
liturgical art, she was “bowled over” and suggests that, for a Mennonite
viewer, the book should have contained a warning: “Beware the shock of
encountering the spirit madevisible.” My own experience of first encountering
visual art was in a required class, “The Aesthetic Experience,” taught by
Mary Oyer at Goshen College. |, too, was bowled over—but because | felt, at
last, at home. Here was a language—of spatial dimensions, color and form—
that corresponded to some deep way of understanding and knowing for which
| had previously had no external referent. The sensation was physical,
embodied: | could breathe deeply and freely here. | could relax into seeing
and through it find my way to understanding. Not everything | saw was easy,
not al of itdid | want to call “art,” but often what challenged me, nagged me,
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and clung to my memory proved to “expand [my] experience of reality, to
reveal more angles of the truth” (Loewen Reimer). It is especially
contemporary art with its more “tentative and vulnerable truths” that | have
found increasingly compelling, eventhough | often find myself, when viewing
it, poised like Redekop’s Mennonite spectator “ between fear and desire.” It
isthework of my contemporaries, more than that of the past, that challenges
my own assumptions and the comforts of what | already know, unseating
perhaps unconscious fears which may conceal deeper desires.

In turning her attention solely to visua art, Redekop, also trained in
literature, attempts the difficult task for a Mennonite viewer of theorizing
visual art and imagining how a Mennonite spectator might respond. She
postul ates a decorative element in the work of Mennonite artists, historical
in its origins, that goes against the dominant mimetic grain in Western art.
And she imagines an “ekphrastic response” in the Mennonite viewer as an
extension of the old iconoclasm: that place between fear and desire. In
reconciling my passion for art with my “artless’ tradition, | felt strongly
those emotional dichotomies and needed to distance myself from my culture
inorder towork freely asan artist. Initialy, | too sought the decorative thread
in Mennonitevisua culture: quilts, nineteenth-century calligraphy, decorated
furniture. To an extent they reminded methat visual el ements, an appreciation
of beauty, were not antithetical to being Mennonite. But questionsremained,
despite my appreciation for decorative el ementsand strategiesin art. | had to
serioudly look for these elements: open cedar chests to find the quilts, visit
museums, and read art historical booksto find the calligraphy and furniture.
What surrounded mein my suburban Mennonite homewas not that different
from what hung on the walls, adorned the beds, and filled the T.V. screen of
my non-Mennonite neighbors: mass-produced imagesand products. Visualy,
weren’'t many of our homes decorated with whatever was current in popular
decorating? These items were more easily incorporated into our lives than
“fine art.”l was a generation removed from the hand-made traditions of
necessity, a decade ahead of their nostalgic revival, living in my childhood
during a period of enthusiasm for media and emerging technologies.

Do Mennonitewaysof seeing (or not seeing) visua art contain aresidue
of iconoclasm, Redekop asks. In my experience Mennonites are more likely
to not see art than to seeit, and a distinctive Mennonite visual culture, never
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as strong as aliterary/biblical or musical culture, is muted if not invisible at
the end of the twentieth century. A survey of paintingsin Mennonite homes
would likely reveal the presence of more mimetic renditions (the paintings
of Peter Etril Snyder, for example) than those informed by a decorative
aesthetic; the popularity of paintingsthat “look like a photograph” is strong
in Western culture, as Redekop acknowledges, and Mennonites are not
immune. Decorative elements in the work of the five artists she discusses,
are, | suspect, aresponseto trendsin contemporary art asall of uswork with
awareness of our artistic communities. This may be as much, if not more, a
part of our imaginative framework as is our Mennonitism. Wanda Koop
attended amajor international art show in Venice where she saw the work of
L ouise Bourgeois, an eminent contemporary sculptor. This, along with astay
in Japan, informed her creation of anew piece of art more, | suspect, than her
Mennonite past.

If | am cautious in postulating a decorative Mennonite aesthetic, | am
intrigued by the concept of an “ekphrastic response.” Fear and desire, often
unconscious and two sides of the same coin, are frequently manifest asanger
in many viewers of contemporary art, whether Mennonite or not. Much
contemporary art challenges our very notion of what art is. A surprising
number of contemporary Canadian artists, often in the vanguard of the art
community, come from Mennonite backgrounds. |sthere awillingness, part
of our more distant radical religious heritage, to articulate a personal vision,
despite the weight of conformism that has shaped the M ennonite community
since its visionary inception? A willingness, on the part of these artists, to
dig through to deeper desires, despite surface fears?

In arecent article, Joan Borsa, a curator and art theorist, wrote azbout
thework of Aganetha Dyck and meintermsof a“relational aesthetics.” She
also discussesathird, non-Mennoniteartist, and isnot proposing this aesthetic
as Mennonite, although | was intrigued by it in light of my background.
Borsa acknowledgesthat al of usare “working completely within the forum
of contemporary art . . . yet referencing systems more associated with . . . the
private sphere, the realms of the domestic, the female, the rural, the natural
and the everyday environment.” What interests me is this theorist’s attempt
tofind languagefor the* physicality of thesesituations. . . [which are] outside
of predictable systems of knowledge,” which are not nostalgic but “an
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acknowledgement that something is at stake . . . something is pressing that
deserves our time and attention, that needsto be madeinto art, into discourse
and theory.” Could the work of Gathie Falk, Lois Klassen and Wanda K oop
also be fruitfully considered in terms of “relational aesthetics?” What is at
stake-what art seeks to draw our attention to—is in these examples an
understanding of the deeper parts of our humanity, of what we may belosing
to “the grain of mass-media culture” even as we use these media (Fak’s
recorded songs, Klassen's electrical cords and lights, Dyck’s glass cases and
clothing, Koop'svideo notes, my photocopies) to offer adifferent perspective.

Notes

! The readiness of Mennonites to incorporate popular artifacts into their homes may be as
much a function of class as of historical iconoclasm: “fine art” is often seen as belonging to
the upper classes, not the middle where most Mennoniteswould position themselves. Classism
alsoinformsthe debate asto what can be called “art” and the historical exclusion of craftsand
objectsof popular culturefrom thiscategory. Nevertheless, | want to acknowledge acategory
of art, often called “fine art,” that has moved me deeply and that, as L oewen Reimer suggests,
“gprings from the coming together of the senses, the intellect and the emotions. . . [and that]
can help us bring together the different realms of our experience.”

2 Joan Borsa, “ Performing Interconnectedness: The Cathartic Installations of Aganetha Dyck,
Ann Hamilton and Susan Shantz,” in n.paradoxa, vol. 3, 1999.



Responses to Previous Issue 109

Cheryl Nafziger-Leis,“A-Dialogue with Adorno: So, What About the
Impossibility of Religious Art Today?’ and Phil Stoltzfus,”Performative
Envisioning: An Aesthetic Critique of Mennonite Theology,” both in The
Conrad Grebel Review, Fall 1998 (16:3), 50-91.

Paul Keim, Academic Dean
Goshen College, Goshen, Indiana

My first response to the report of Zwingli’siconoclastic orgy of 1524, with
which Phil Stoltzfus begins his paper, was: “Hey, | grew up in that church!”
Of course at the time we didn’t realize we were aesthetically impoverished.
We just thought we were “plain” and “separated from the world” and
“faithful.” Theirony isthat as we Mennonites have become less distinctive
culturally in North America, we' ve become receptive to many of the“religious
arts’ characteristic of popular and civil religion, from Christian music and
television to the petty, triumphalist pretense of contemporary church
architecture (“ Give ussteepleslikethenations!”). Frankly, if forced to choose
between no art and low art, | prefer plain (note: thisfalsedichotomy isintended
solely as a rhetorical device). But did Anabaptist iconoclasm, ingested
honestly while sucking theological colostrum at the Zwinglian breast, actually
represent the recovery of the supposed anti-image ethos of |sraelitereligion?
Or was it perhaps a late-medieval reassertion of Swiss austerity—a national
trait observable to the present day?

Both of these papers intend to challenge Mennonite biblical scholars
and theol ogiansto reflect on the aesthetic interface between art and religion.
These terms are fraught with difficulty. Cheryl Nafziger-Leis is especially
careful to provide working definitions of the terms that help frame the
discussion.

Thistheme may prove a particular challenge to those of us oriented to
textsand words, who tend to consider the speechlessness of the artsakind of
formlessness, creativity of asecond order. After all, we have Lord Logoson
our side. The music, the objets d’art, the drama, these are considered
supplementary—even subservient—to thetext, beit scriptureor lyric or caption
or dialogue. | went through aworld-class doctoral program in Ancient Near
Eastern (ANE) Languages and Civilizationswithout |earning anything about
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ANE art. The logocentric bias inherent in the program was so profound that
wedidn’t even realize we were missing something. Our aesthetic sensibilities
were exercised only in the analysis of writing systems. We knew but were
not mindful of the implications of the second creation account of Genesis,
devoid of the speech-act, whereinstead of “God said, Let there belight, and
therewaslight,” weread “ Yahweh God formed the earthling,” the language
of the potter, the artisan.

| found an interesting point of contact with Nafziger-L eis's discussion
of Adorno’s “aniconic” orientation, affirmed from his Jewish background.
Thisisan old crux inthe study of Israelitereligion. Why noimagesin Isragl,
when therest of the world seemed to have no qualms about producing images
of their deities and divinized heroes? Circumstantial evidence in the Bible
and extra-biblical sources suggeststhat Israglite tradition perpetuated either
a deep-seated misunderstanding of the use of images in ANE religions (cf.
Thorkild Jacobsen’s article, “The Graven Image,” in Ancient Israelite
Religion, eds. P. Miller et al. [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987], 15-32) or
a radical critique of that cultural practice. Howard Eilberg-Schwartz's
treatment of the issue in his book God's Phallus (Boston: Beacon Press,
1994) connects it with another theme identified in these papers, that of the
corporeality of aesthetic experience, and the estrangement of body and belief
that may result from such aversion to image. Eilberg-Schwartz conjectures
that religious iconography is eschewed in Israglite tradition because any
representation of the deity’s body leads to speculation about the deity’s
sexuality. Whether thisthesishas merit or not, it names part of our discomfort
with the body-liness of religious experience, a discomfort sharpened by
exclusive focus on texts and the neglect or subjugation of art to ideology.

The one exception in that iconoclastic church | grew up in wasalarge
picture of Jesusthe shepherd which hung behind the pulpit (I don’t know the
artist), whereby my first images of the mystery of the incarnation took the
shape of along-haired white man in a bathrobe, a figure neither young nor
old, neither manly nor effeminate. A more historically realistic rendering of
Jesus as a first-century Jewish Palestinian would have scared the children
and left the elders without a clear personification of their authority. In
retrospect | think that even a Catholic crucifix would have been better
pedagogy, in that it reveal sthe passion, the desire, the suffering—and thereby
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the corporeality—of theincarnation. Nafziger-L eisinvitesusto take seriously
(though not necessarily accept uncritically) Adorno’s claim that the use of
art and imagesto depict theineffableisadistortion, perhaps even blasphemy.

If what she concludes as to the tenuous possibility of religious art is
true, then what about our rather glib assumption that religious language is
possible? We say “Yahweh” (instead of “Adonay” or “Hashem”) because
the text, the ur-text, has YHWH, and we do not shudder in awe at its
pronunciation. Sola scriptura, weinsist. But could our constant, unabashed,
naming of God (assuming we know what we mean, and that those hearing
this language used know who or what is meant) be a sign of our confusion,
our presumption, our petulant piety? And if religious language is possible
only in the tentative way she suggests, then perhapsthere are too many of us
to say thelittle that can be said.

On the other hand, language too is composed of the elements of the
arts: the music of its phonology; the visual symbolism of itswriting systems;
the drama of its performance. That texts incorporate these artistic elements
suggests that the aesthetic of hermeneutics (and theology, as Stoltzfus
suggests) and the practice of interpretation need to be informed by abroader
set of senditivitiesthan those of literary criticism, and must be shaped in part
by our immersion in the creative imagination of the arts. Why have we
interpreted the gol demamah daggah of the theophany in 1 Kings 19 as a
“still, small voice,” i.e., as atext, albeit whispered and understated, rather
than, say, asmusic? The Hebrew phrase could just aswell describe afleeting
tone, a faint resonance, an indeterminate setting of the airwaves to dance.
Yet we demand a word.

Stoltzfus says that though Mennonites have engaged in some creative
and even artistic activities, and though some of our ethics and theol ogizing
reflectsan aesthetic (he even findsitin Harold Bender’s* Anabaptist Vision”—
something | somehow missed on the first twenty read-throughs; and why did
I never beforethink of “Vision” ashaving to do with the sense of sight rather
than as a euphemism for doctrine, prescription, normativity?), we have not
devoted much sustained philosophical, systematic effort to areflection upon
the meaning of art, nor madeit anintegral part of our theological articulation,
nor utilized our native artistic instincts in identity formation.
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Perhapsthislack of effort isjust an honest extension of our preference
for unreflective practice, due to the high demands of discipleship and the
dangers of speculative theologizing. But these papers remind usthat thereis
no practice uninformed by somebody’s reflection (cf. that great American
theologian, Bob Dylan: “Ehhhh, you gotta serve somebody”). Part of our
motivation to embracethe artsisto explore the animating spirit of our culture
in ways that lead perhaps to more authentic and vital discipleship, a more
fully realized incarnation, and eventually as meaningful praxiswith its own
inherent value.

These two papers have reminded me of what Parker Palmer, in The
Courageto Teach, calls“the grace of great things.” Asteachersand learners
we gather together around the great things which make up the subject matter
of our disciplines. More and more | find myself drawn to great things which
fall formally outside the texts of my discipline, yet seem deeply relevant to
and resonant with those great things | hold most dear.

But can weform and sustain A nabapti st/M ennonite community around
the more ambiguous great things of the arts? Will they help us to find our
identity as a community, to provide a basis for discerning justice? The
challenge which Nafziger-L eis and Stoltzfus have laid before us should feel
like a casting-off of the ropes of text-based anchorage, a setting adrift from
the doctrinal pier, a departure from the verbalized certainty of firm earth
beneath our feet, afloating untethered upon the sea of hegemonistic culture.
We have proven that we asacommunity can gather around atext and generate
a shared performance (ethics). But the notion of gathering around art as a
basis for establishing any kind of normativity seems absurd. What
performance results? What community results? And if the conventional way
of articulating who we are is ho longer operational, then how do we know
who we are?



