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Editorial

The artist within any society or community is frequently the one who shocks,
provokes, inspires or, perhaps more often, is misunderstood. The work of
Vancouver and Saskatoon-based artist Susan Shantz has alternately shocked
and delighted the Ontario Mennonite community that she grew up in. Her
Ancestral Spirits: Bed that adorns the cover of this issue playfully celebrates
and satirizes such Mennonite motifs as ancestry, progeny, and sobriety. Yet
the cartoon reproductive organs that practically jump off the figures startled
and disturbed some viewers when the piece was exhibited. The work spoke
both about and to the ethnic and religious heritage of the artist. Shantz’s
more recent work, Satiate (not pictured) – an assemblage of household ob-
jects on a massive fibre-glass table, all encrusted in dried tomato paste – is
equally provocative but the linkages to her background are less obvious.

The articles in this issue offer varying perspectives on the overall
theme of the arts and aesthetic values as they intersect with religious culture
and theology. The oft-times tenuous and suspicious relationship between
artist and theologian or between artists and the religious communities they
identify with is not an easy subject of analysis. When the theological
orientation and ethno-religious community is the Mennonites, the
relationship is made more complex by a heritage of iconoclasm, an emphasis
on simplicity and functionality in material life, and general suspicion of those
‘liars’ who create out of their imaginations.

The contributors to this issue – some artists themselves, others
observers of the arts – all come from a Mennonite background. Each has
grappled, at some level, with the place of the arts in a community which
prioritizes the voice of the theologian and pastor. Margaret Loewen Reimer
most directly examines the uneasy place of the ‘artistic imagination’ in the
Mennonite faith community. She suggests that in its tendency to deconstruct
and reconfigure meaning, art is the language needed to revitalize faith in a
world of contradictions. Magdalene Redekop examines the work of five
female artists, all with Mennonite roots. She goes beyond an analysis of the
ways in which their varied forms of artistic expression speak from their
heritage, and intriguingly asks whether Mennonites have particular ways of
‘viewing’ visual art based on that shared heritage. She places herself in the
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role of spectator and suggests that the inherited fear of ‘image’ and its
subordination to ‘word’ has ironically drawn Mennonites in a powerful way
to visual representations, hoping that they might see something of themselves
in the work of art. The spectator thus becomes the specter.

 Articles by Cheryl Nafziger-Leis and Phil Stoltzfus are based on
papers developed for a forum on Aesthetics and Mennonite Theology at the
1998 American Academy of Religion meetings. Nafziger-Leis, in particular,
takes a highly philosophical approach to the question of ‘Is religious art
(im)possible?’ Having engaged in “A-Dialogue” with Theodor Adorno for
the past number of years, she describes a shift in her own position on art as
ideology and concludes that art can be transcendent, spiritual, even religious,
but only if it does not strive to be such. In an essay akin to philosophical art
itself, taking the reader from Bertolt Brecht to MTV to Paul Tillich, Phil
Stoltzfus suggests that aesthetics – “the philosophical reflection upon the
meaning of artistic experience” – has been more problematic for Mennonites
than artistic expression itself. As a theologian and an artist, Stoltzfus argues
against the mutual exclusivity of theological and artistic language. He
proposes a model of performative envisioning in which Mennonite
theologizing draws not only on historicism, biblical hermeneutics, and
ethics, for instance, but also on sensual sensibilities, worldly engagement,
and that which is experiential and improvisatory. In a sense, we are brought
back to a celebration of the artistic imagination theorized at the outset by
Margaret Loewen Reimer. Tuning in to the aesthetic possibilities of the task
may indeed awaken the Mennonite theological imagination.

Two artists offer Reflections in this issue. Growing up in a
conservative Mennonite community, fashion designer Julie Musselman
struggled with personal ideas and ideals about beauty that fit neither the plain
and modest Anna Baptist of her religion, nor the superficial and overdone
Menno Barbie. She observes that her church’s emphasis on not looking
beautiful resulted in an obsession with personal appearance; rejecting the
image became the idol. Musselman’s aesthetic journey ended up with Anna
Beautiful, for whom beauty encompassed much more than the physical. The
second Reflection, by musician/composer Carol Ann Weaver, chronicles a
career of collaboration, where different artistic media fuse together in the
creative process.
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If there is a connection between the articles of this issue and the
Literary Refraction by Dallas Wiebe, it may lie in the nature of the questions
posed. Like many artists, who often turn the doctrinal and historical canon
upside down or accepted ‘truth’ inside out, Wiebe asks whether a Mennonite
can also be an atheist. The Refractions in this issue include poems by Julia
Kasdorf and Jeff Gundy.

In a sense, all the writers in this issue and their subjects are ‘shattering
images.’ While not following the example of some Anabaptists who literally
smashed church icons, they challenge conventions that can be more akin to
idolatry than any creation from the artistic imagination. I hope you are
challenged by these diverse musings on the creative muse.

Marlene Epp, editor

Cover illustration  Susan Shantz, Ancestral Spirits: Bed, 1988.
Used by permission.
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