
Emma’s lap. The two sons are more reticent, one seemingly reluctant to
embrace his mother, the other almost “camera-shy”; he hides behind
Emma’s bonnet as he peers out toward the viewer. The image places
Emma and her children in a specific time and place, but the ideals por-
trayed matter most. In the background we see a glimpse of a home, an
icon of domesticity, a pristine fence enclosing the orchard, suggesting or-
der and division, while trees, grass, and flowers—all signifying fertility and
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growth—surround the Mormon Madonna. A mother preoccupies herself
with her children, and the daughter’s interest in the baby echoes that fo-
cus. Emma is the center as her children seem to swirl around her. Follow-
ing in the tracks of the sentimental tradition, Swindle does not portray
Emma and her children as much as she celebrates motherhood and the
maternal. Instead of giving us a visual representation that resembles
Emma and her children (something she cannot do because she doesn’t
know), Swindle offers us an emotional fiction that teaches a moral lesson
about women, domesticity, and piety.

The Value of Nonobjective Art

The need is for felt experience—intense, immediate, direct, subtle, unified, warm,

vivid, rhythmic. . . . Abstract art is an effort to close the void that modern men

feel. —Robert Motherwell27

While realism and idealism serve many useful functions, they pro-
vide an incomplete view of spiritual experience, and these modes are
problematic for other reasons. Realism risks distancing us from the origi-
nal event, for the image places the event in a remote time and place. By
representing a concept, idealism describes what does not even exist. The
image presents us with an intangible concept or what “should be,” not
necessarily with “what is.” As a result, realism and idealism often reduce
intimacy, confounding the very intentions of their makers and the ex-
pressed pedagogical logic of Church authorities.28

As I noted in my opening example describing the Holocaust Mu-
seum, when it comes to conveying and even transmitting the full range of
spiritual experiences, we need an aesthetic that offers an appealing and
necessary complement to idealism and realism. I am not, of course, insist-
ing that we eliminate attempts to imitate external appearances or refuse to
convey communal ideals. I am arguing that these two modes convey only a
portion of religious and spiritual experience. We are impoverished by the
absence of an aesthetic that acknowledges internal, emotional, and
intangible experiences.

Admittedly, reductivism stares me in the face as I attempt to find a
term that contrasts with idealism and realism. I’m keenly aware that it’s
impossible to locate a definition that encompasses the sheer diversity of
art that does not embrace realism or idealism, for twentieth-century art in
particular is littered with –isms: movements, concepts, and practices that
challenge the assumptions that support objective representations. But for
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ease of conversation, I will use the baggy term “nonobjective art” to refer
to an aesthetic that challenges the imitative and idealistic traditions, an
aesthetic that shifts the emphasis from the external to the internal, from
the objective to the subjective. This aesthetic serves a tradition (albeit ne-
glected) in Mormon thought that the divine is beyond our comprehen-
sion and that our convictions are grounded in extrarational, unarti-
culatable feelings and intense emotions.

That nonobjective art has long been used to convey internal, even
spiritual, experiences should not surprise us. I’m not suggesting that twen-
tieth-century modernists dovetail seamlessly with Mormon notions of the
divine. Admittedly, connotations of “spirit” and “feelings” may differ
wildly from Mormon definitions. However, what these avant-garde artists
and Mormons seem to share is a belief that external appearances often veil
the divine, that non-material realities exist and exert a force, and that per-
sonal feelings are authentic and often convey truth.

For example, an artist like Piet Mondrian explores the mystical im-
plications of vertical-horizontal opposition and the emotive qualities of
formal elements. Kasimir Malevich, a devout mystic, describes the possi-
bility, the responsibility even, of conveying sensations or feelings. The
term he coins, “Suprematism,” describes “the supremacy of pure feeling
in creative art.” He explains that “the Suprematists have deliberately given
up the objective representation of their surroundings in order to reach the
summit of the true ‘unmasked’ art and from this vantage point to view life
through the prism of pure artistic feeling.”29 Along the same lines,
Constantin Brancusi concerns himself with the “eternal type,” for “what
is real is not the external form but the idea, the essence of things. . . . It is
impossible for anyone to express anything essentially real by imitating its
exterior surface.”30 Matisse observes: “There is an inherent truth which
must be disengaged from the outward appearances of the object to be rep-
resented. . . . L’exactitude n’est pas la verité [Exactitude is not truth].”31

Oskar Kokoschka exclaims that “we must harken closely to our inner
voice. We must strive through the penumbra of words to the core
within.”32 Wassily Kandinsky explains how “inner resonance” and “outer
elements” produce a “spiritual vibration”: “It is only as a step towards this
spiritual vibration that the physical impression is important.”33 He also
argues: “This seemingly unrestrained freedom and the involvement of the
spirit arises from the fact that we are beginning to feel the spirit, the inner

resonance, in everything.”34 Sol LeWitt maintains that “conceptual artists
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are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap to conclusions logic cannot
reach.”35

Despite the seeming “shock of the new” and explicit iconoclasm,
this desire to celebrate the presence of an intangible, inexpressible reality
should sound familiar to most Mormons, for Alma 32:21 proclaims,
among many other scriptural passages, “Therefore if ye have faith ye hope
for things which are not seen, which are true.” Surely Mormon notions of
spiritual experiences share common ground with these artists’ desires to
represent or convey a reality beyond the material. These artists and Mor-
mons may disagree about what hides behind the door, but they share a be-
lief that whatever lingers there is more important than what we see with
our eyes.

This shared impulse certainly goes beyond Alma 32. First, much of
LDS liturgy and theology deals with intangible abstractions. That is, the
concepts we encounter most often—forgiveness, redemption, atonement,
guilt, happiness, purity, sin, salvation, love, spirit, eternity, and faith, just
to name a few—are mere concepts that can only be grasped intellectually or
felt emotionally. Of course, we try to express intangible, abstract, spiritual
experience by comparing it to something more familiar by using linguistic
metaphors and images. We translate an elusive, raw, and emotive experi-
ence to a tangible, orderly, and concrete image. We often compare the un-
familiar event with a familiar experience, guiding and assisting viewers in
the process.36 Nevertheless, we are immersed in abstractions, intangibles,
and “unrepresentable essences.” Elder Boyd K. Packer’s well-worn anec-
dote relating an inability to describe the taste of salt while simultaneously
attesting to its flavor should be familiar to most Mormon audiences. The
anecdote articulates a truism of spiritual experience: verbal or visual
language fails to adequately represent spiritual experiences.

In fact, spiritual experiences are often described as extrarational. In
a 1982 address to Brigham Young University’s J. Reuben Clark Law
School, Rex E. Lee, then Solicitor General of the United States and later
BYU president, frames the tension between realism and abstraction by de-
scribing two processes by which we “gain understanding.” Lee argues that
the “rational process” is characterized by the “hard, frustrating straining
of our mental abilities,” while the “extrarational process” is characterized
by “direct revelation from God.”37 Lee maintains that “since the answers
to these questions have come through the only infallible source of knowl-
edge—direct revelation from God—there is no need to resolve them ratio-
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nally.”38 Putting aside Lee’s epistemological naiveté for now, we can easily
understand a need for an aesthetics that attempts to represent this
extrarational approach to knowledge.

Second, we often privilege feelings, and we often equate—perhaps
too sloppily—emotional experiences with spiritual experiences. Church
discourse is saturated with “I feel . . . I felt. . . . ” This tradition is legiti-
mized by a revelation given to Joseph Smith in April 1829. Joseph allows
Oliver Cowdery to attempt to translate the Book of Mormon, but Oliver
fails. In the revelation, the Lord proclaims:

Behold, you have not understood; you have supposed that I would
give it unto you, when you took no thought save it was to ask me.

But, behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out in your mind;
then you must ask me if it be right, and if it is right I will cause that your
bosom shall burn within you; therefore, you shall feel that it is right.

But if it be not right you shall have no such feelings, but you shall have
a stupor of thought that shall cause you to forget the thing which is wrong;
therefore, you cannot write that which is sacred save it be given you from
me. (D&C 9:7–9)

This process has, admittedly, a rational element demonstrated in the need
to “study it out in your mind,” and the passage still flirts with tactile
senses: “I will cause that your bosom shall burn within you.” Nevertheless,
the confirmation is based on “feelings” or what could be called spiritual
intuition or spiritual sensation. Oddly enough, most readers do not
literalize this passage to the same degree as other scriptural passages. We
are more likely to hear phrases along the lines of “My decision felt good,”
or “I didn’t feel good about the situation” instead of any assessment of the
literal warmth of one’s “bosom.”

Third, although the tradition is not as prominent, the sacred texts
Mormons accept do acknowledge that knowledge is always, only, and in-
evitably incomplete, from Paul’s “For now we see through a glass, darkly
. . .” (1 Cor. 13:12) to a recognition that God must speak in our language
so that we might understand (D&C 1:24, 29:33). Moses 1:11, for exam-
ple, talks about the need for a vision, a transfiguration, or a transcendent
experience. For some believers, the intangibility of spiritual experience
testifies to the complexity and mystery of religious faith: the divine exists
in the gaps. The spiritual is beyond language, beyond complete knowing,
beyond articulation. While this way of conceptualizing the divine may
add to the mystery and perhaps power of godly beings, it also challenges
direct experience. We should never be so presumptuous as to think that
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our images, our attempts to confine the divine, can contain anything that
we find around us. Our comparisons are nothing but pale versions,
creative fictions, familiar but incomplete associations.

This shift to the subjective and internal does not contradict Mor-
mon notions of spirituality. In fact, the move toward the internal or ab-
stract would merely articulate a spectrum that already exists. Importantly,
despite their sustained attack on visual representation and knowability,
nonobjective art promotes intimacy, for this refusal to submit to the exter-
nal forms encourages viewers to reflect and engage themselves in making
meaning. Although his commitment to this aesthetic seems fragile, Rich-
ard Oman acknowledges that the best way to engage the viewer is to “let
the viewer be involved in the creation of the work of art.”39 He insists that
personal involvement “requires designing areas of interpretation and
entrée to leave at least some space for viewers to look at and be involved in
that creation and, in the process, achieve intimacy.” As I have pointed out,
Oman cites a portrait of Jesus where Rembrandt’s leaving “the image a lit-
tle open-ended, as in those small areas of the eyes and mouth, provides a
place for the viewer to look at the painting and become involved.”40 This
request to leave an image a “little open-ended” seems very tentative, but
the insight is compelling. Ambiguity, obscurity, indeterminacy—all de-
mand that the viewer become a co-creator with the artist. Viewers don’t
discover meaning as much as they actively generate meaning. This desire
to ask the viewer to participate in the construction of meaning certainly
resonates with anyone familiar with modernist and postmodern aesthet-
ics, from William Carlos Williams’s description of a page as a “field of ac-
tion” to John Cage’s musical performance 4’33 to Roland Barthes’s
notion of “readerly” and “writerly” texts.

Barthes’s theory deserves closer attention here, for he explains that
“readerly” texts are “products” that plunge the reader into a “kind of idle-
ness—he is intransitive. . . . He is left with no more than the poor freedom
either to accept or reject the text: reading is nothing more than a referen-

dum.” A “writerly” text, however, makes “the reader no longer a consumer,
but a producer of the text.” The writerly text is not “unimpoverished by
any constraint of representation (of imitation).” Barthes explains, “In this
ideal text, the networks are many and interact, without any one of them
being able to surpass the rest. . . . It has no beginning; it is reversible; we
gain access to it by several entrances, none of which can be authoritatively
declared to be the main one.”41
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The artist—verbal or visual—offers a field of possibilities, and the
viewer is invited to make meaningful connections. Although Barthes is
describing the process of reading a written text, his insights apply equally
well to the process of interpreting images: like writerly texts, nonobjective
art empowers viewers by encouraging them to share in the construction of
meaning. Mitchell says much the same thing about certain kinds of art.
Although the insight isn’t intuitive, Mitchell points out that abstract art,
instead of suppressing language, actually accomplishes the opposite: “The
fewer verbal promptings provided by the painter in the form of titles, nar-
rative clues, or subject matter, the more demand for the spectator to fill
the void with language.”42 This invitation seems especially valuable when
it comes to religious art where engagement, intimacy, and connection are
so important.

Nevertheless, there is a near-complete absence of nonobjective art in
Church magazines and official Church displays. This decision is not due
to the lack of nonobjective art by Mormon artists. For example, for de-
cades Alexander Darais, M. Clane Graves, Hal Douglas Himes, Antonio
Madrid Hendricks, and Bethanne Andersen, among many others, have
produced a range of expressionist, abstract, and metaphoric work that rev-
erently explores gospel themes. Their work encourages us to examine the
nature of spirituality, personal commitment, and the role of Jesus in our
lives. Importantly, these works encourage a great deal of inquiry and
reflection. We can’t be passive viewers.

Hal Douglas Himes’s Tabernacle is an especially useful example. (See
upper back cover.) The image portrays what seems to be a dead or sleeping
body before a threshold flanked by trees—conceivably the tree of life and
the tree of knowledge—suggesting a passage into another life as well as new
awareness. A white goblet whose stem forms a key-hole of sorts invokes,
perhaps, purity while a goblet half-filled with red liquid implies sacrifice.
The right angle formed by repeating white dots—nearly a draftsman’s com-
pass—invokes a sense of symmetry and circumference. The occasional
checkerboard patterns provide a repeated contrast, perhaps between life
and death, for we are witnessing a moment of transition from one state to
another, especially echoed by the bird imagery which suggests movement
and transcendence. And we can’t neglect what appears to be a white
heart—even a bird and butterfly—that conveys love and a reminder to have
a clean heart.

I neglect many details, of course, but the image engages me, de-
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manding that I pay attention and work to sort out the imagery and make
connections. I establish relationships and write narratives while other
viewers find equally compelling—perhaps even competing—connections.
The painting becomes an opportunity to fill in the void, but the image
also encourages me to reflect on passages, transitions, and death. I’m
partly responsible for the image’s significance and meaning, for I am a
co-creator. This process enriches me. This is not to say, however, that all
will find the painting as appealing or rewarding. My reading of the Bible,
my exposure to art history and iconography, and my experience making
sense of texts all help me construct meaning. But on the other hand, oth-
ers who view the image will draw from their own well of knowledge, will
recontextualize the painting in different ways; and this invitation to par-
ticipate in the construction of meaning is what makes the painting
writerly and active. Put yet another way, Tabernacle focuses on the process
of generating meaning rather than providing a finished product. Like
many contemporary performances, the image is incomplete without us.

Framing Art: Limits, Boundaries, and Authority

Our society is one not of spectacle, but of surveillance. —Michel Foucault43

If nonobjective art can serve religious aims so well, how might we ex-
plain the apparent refusal to display nonobjective explorations of the spir-
itual? Picasso tries to put us at ease when he asserts: “There is no abstract
art. You must always start with something. Afterward you can remove all
traces of reality. There is no danger then, anyway, because the idea of the
object will have left an indelible mark. It is what started the artist off, ex-
cited his ideas, and stirred up his emotions. Ideas and emotions will in the
end be prisoners in his work. Whatever they do, they can’t escape from
the picture.”44

Despite Picasso’s insistence that we are never left with mere abstrac-
tion, Oman offers a reason that many Mormons might echo: “If we move
toward abstraction, we have the potential of sliding down the slippery
slope to disembodying God—to removing him from a historical context
and from the tangible, physical body that he acquired here on earth. Such
attempts can become quasi-agnostic and turn God into an idea or a
strange mixture of pantheism.”45

Oman is careful in his response. Abstraction has the “potential” to
disembody God, and “can” suggest an indefinable notion of God, per-
haps reminiscent of the medieval mystics noted earlier or the tradition of
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the aesthetic sublime that “posits a realm of absolute negation, of radical
otherness and unknowability. The sublime, located in pain, death, tran-
scendence, and the unknowable, is precisely the unrepresentable.”46

While idealism is no less a threat when it comes to portraying a disembod-
ied God, I can also understand why nonobjective art challenges our tradi-
tional notions of the divine. However, they are not the reasons Oman
lists, and they are the very reasons why we should celebrate nonobjective
expressions.

First, nonobjective art celebrates and encourages individualized and
personalized interpretation, not communal myth-making. Admittedly,
nonobjective art encourages individual responses, responses that may
vary from those of other individuals and from traditional narratives and
conclusions. Thus, nonobjective art celebrates the radical individualism
that was evident in early Mormonism; but it is this individualism, per-
haps, that Church authorities want to patrol and contain. We are
supposed to stay within acceptable boundaries.

Second, nonobjective art admits and acknowledges ambiguity and
uncertainty, confessing the inadequacy of representation. In other words,
nonobjective art problematizes the very concept of knowability, remind-
ing us yet again that we see through a “glass, darkly.” Knowledge is illusive,
and faith is an active process of constructing meaning.

For example, consider LDS artist Wulf Barsch’s The Template, a
painting presenting three silhouetted pyramids in the background, a row
of palm trees in the middle-ground, and a series of geometric, architec-
tural drawings in the foreground. At one level, the painting merely repre-
sents an Egyptian landscape, with a nod toward the beauty of planning,
symmetry, and order. (See lower back cover.) And even at a theological
level, Barsch’s painting flirts with spiritual literalism, for Mormon theol-
ogy maintains that the creation of the earth followed a divine pattern, that
the earth was created spiritually before it was created temporally (Moses
3:5). Given that context, Barsch presents us with literal architectural plans
that visually precede temporal creation.

However, Barsch provides an enormous amount of interpretive
room. One could argue that the painting also celebrates form itself—the
pleasure of straight lines, symmetry, systematic relationships, and
cause-effect relations between conception and result. However, the paint-
ing potentially offers much more: A palm tree on the left leans to the left,
pointing away from the pyramids, perhaps suggesting an unplanned de-
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parture from architectural plans, perhaps alluding to Satan’s fall, an im-
age reinforced by the horizontal red line below the tree which contrasts
with the vertical red line on the right. The painting also invites us to re-
flect on the relationship between the authentic and the artificial, the sci-
entific and the natural, human creations and natural creations, and the
concept of convergence itself.

I can continue to spin out possible interpretations, but that’s my
point. By refusing to give us a literal narrative, Barsch encourages us to re-
flect on the notion of templates and patterns, the intellectual and the tan-
gible. He encourages us to become involved in the making of meaning.
We are no longer passive observers, empty vessels in the presence of re-
vealed truth. Instead, the painting engages us, inviting us to share in the
process of generating truth.

While the Church rarely uses nonobjective art in its magazines or in-
structional material, the Museum of Church History and Art occasionally
displays nonobjective art. For example, it has displayed the work of
Darais, Graves, Hendricks, and Andersen, among others. However, the
institution often patrols or limits the proliferation of meaning by using
paratexts. By paratexts, I mean “verbal frames,” additions that include
“names and pseudonyms, titles and subtitles, cover notes, blurbs, dedica-
tions, notes, prefaces and postfaces, epigraphs and ‘epitexts.’”47 Paratexts
function in various ways, from defining the text to defining the context.
The paratext may “enhance the text, it may define it, it may contrast with
it, it may distance it, or it may be so disguised as to seem to form part of
it.”48 While the paratext is “subject to reading and hence to interpreta-
tion,”49 I’m more interested in the way it shapes or mediates our efforts to
make sense of an image.

In “The Loss of a Creature,” theorist and critic Walker Percy ex-
plores this concept of mediation in terms of travel, nature, and class-
rooms. He comments on the way, say, material gathered at a travel bureau
provides a “symbolic package” that mediates our experience of the Grand
Canyon. Percy claims that this “generalized surrender of the horizon to
those experts within whose competence a particular segment of the hori-
zon is thought to lie” amounts to a loss of sovereignty, a loss of openness,
thus rendering us a “consumer of a prepared experience.” Sadly, the plea-
sure of encountering a raw experience is replaced by an experience that
satisfies “by the degree to which the canyon conforms to the preformed
complex.”50 We arrive at some version of, “Oh, I see what they mean. I see
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