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Abstract

This thesis places the Catalan artist, Antoni Tapies (b. 1923, Barcelona) and the

painting Cos de materia_y taques taronges (1968) in critical debates on
contemporary art in order to forge new languages and methods by which to

discuss the spiritual. Notions of reconstructive postmodernism, particularly Paul
Crowther's concept of the iterable, are employed to challenge the hegemony of
deconstruction in current discourses on art.

Using an original interview with Tapies in 1999 with the collection of his writings
and those of his critics, the research makes comparison with some of his peers
of the second half of the twentieth century (Lucio Fontana, Barnett Newman and
Mark Rothko) and other notable artists (Marina Abramovic and Eva Hesse) of the
period who are concerned with expression of the spiritual. In the 20™ century,
painters invented their own canon of spiritual painting, that had less religious
impact than its antecedents; it is this tradition to which Tapies is heir.

Tapies’ work verifies the contemplative potential and articulation of the sublime in
painting that has been suggested, but rarely substantiated, by him as well as his
critics. Meditation and contemplation in the non-denominational traditions of
Buddhism and Christianity are reframed as contemporary manifestations of the

spiritual through analysis of iconography in Cos de matéria y taques taronges.
Further, Tapies is situated amongst artists who articulate the sublime through

expressions of corporeality and process.

Evaluation of date, subject and confrontational style of Tapies’ painting suggests
that it should be considered as at the forefront of the avantgarde of the period,
and ground-breaking in painting because of its disruption of modernism’s pursuit
of purity and expression of non-dualism through the juxtaposition of pictorial
space with matter. Tapies can be placed among a small number of 20" century
European artists whose work is included in the broad tendency of Matter
paintings; the thesis points to significant differences to many of his fellow
painters, particularly in his working methods and use of materials.The thesis
concludes that Tapies’ Cos de matéria y taques taronges is a unique example of
painting of the time, and should be considered as representative of Matter
painting of the period 1950-1970s.
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Preface

As an artist, | seek to emphasise an art practice not subsumed by theory;
therefore, implicit to this thesis, is the notion that agency is crucial for the artist.
Moreover, as someone deeply commited to the possibilities of affecting the
social realm through art practice, | have been guided by the need to show that
the individual has agency. Like many of my generation, | have been greatly
affected by postmodernity, a lifestyle over four cities, numerous friends made
and lost, a sense of fragmentation, as well as feelings of spiritual and cultural
loss. | would venture that this is particularly true for many women of my
generation whose roles have dramatically changed and diversified.

Moreover, in the time | have undertaken this research, | have become
increasingly involved with Buddhism and meditation. Buddhism stresses that the
experiential should take precedence over the theoretical; this has resulted in a
commitment to looking at the spiritual as active processes for an individual. This
has meant looking closely at Tapies as a practitioner, and discussing specific art
works through the experience of viewing them. | have, deliberately at times,
therefore chosen theorists from outside academia who concentrate on the

experiential. | have also wanted to articulate a language that eschews the lack of
precision of the ‘new age’, but avoids verbose theory.
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Introduction: The Spiritual in Art in Cos de materia i taques
tarongest

Yes, | believe it (the spiritual) is a constant in my work. It is like a scenery, a backdrop that | have
in my studio when | am working. It represents this possibility for art. | have in my mind, a type of
art that becomes a mechanism that changes the ordinary human conscience. It is in a way a
technique to modify conscience. Some neuroscientists have a good knowledge about this topic.
It is also well known that one can be transformed when one is under drugs. This vision of a

deeper reality, this closeness to the ultimate mystery requires some effort on our side. It is not
something we have by accident in our daily life (Tapies Interview, 1999:235)2.

The core questions considered in this thesis are; how can the spiritual in art be
discussed today, and, what aspects of the spiritual have enduring relevance?

The thesis’ claim is that the spiritual has great relevance for contemporary art, as
it is central to the human condition. Tapies centrally, and other artists, are
employed to demonstrate the place and presence of the spiritual in the art of the

20™ century and its historical antecedents?,

The case for the spiritual in art is rarely made by historians and theorists of
modern and contemporary art4. While a number of contemporary artists are
concerned with existential issues, few are prepared to discuss the subject using
religious or spiritual terminology. This reticence is less strong, but still evident, in
art theory where few critics have suggested ways to progress the debate.
Disinterest in spiritual expression has meant that little has been written on the
topic in the last fifty years. Aesthetics and the spiritual in postmodern times, as in
the past, are frequently regarded as being in opposition; while artists involved
with challenging boundaries tend to regard religion with suspicion, as doctrinaire.
Moreover, many proponents of religion and the spiritual regard contemporary art

as secular (Laeuchli, 1980:1ff). Yet, for most of Western history, art has drawn
on Christianity for its content, and has relied on ecclesiastical patronage.

1 Hereafter this painting is referred to as Cos de matéria.
2 See Appendix C for interview with Antoni Tapies.
3 See Appendix A for brief biography of Antoni Tapies.

4 In this thesis, the term ‘contemporary art’ is to be read as meaning the period from 1968 to the present.
The term ‘modern art’ is to be taken to mean the period from 1900 to the present.



For the purposes of this thesis, the Oxford English Dictionary captures the
following meaning of the term ‘spiritual’:

... values of or pertaining to, affecting or concerning the spirit or higher moral qualities of the
mind, especially as regarded in a religious aspect, or, of or pertaining to or emanating from the
intellect or higher faculties of the mind (Sykes, 1982).

While this term could refer broadly to moral qualities of the mind or intellect, here
and throughout the thesis the focus is on the spiritual as experienced through the
visual. My notion of the spiritual in the visual arts does not correspond entirely to

the Absolute of Christianity, neither does it correspond to its cultural legacy in
Europes. While Buddhist and Christian traditions, for instance, have spiritual
content, the dictionary definition given above makes clear a secular notion of the

spiritual that may prove to be germane to postmodernity. However, the definition

does not support the relativism and pluralism that tends to predominate in
postmodernity. Relativism has arisen alongside the waning of the collective

religious and social values of the postmodern period; and, where there is an
absence of consensual criteria no ethical prerogatives are acknowledged in
academic debateb. Pluralism accepts that differing, even contradictory,
convictions can exist simultaneously; all views and values being potentially
equal. Relativism and pluralism then are at odds with a traditional Western
culture based on values that are often deemed hierarchical, dualistic and

absolute’. In this thesis, except where otherwise indicated, dualism refers to a

° The Absolute is the term used by idealists to describe the one independent reality of which all things are
an expression. The term, initially a noun standing for the name of God, was introduced in the East by
Gaudapada as early as the 6th century A.D., and in the West (some 800 years later) by Nicholas of Cusa.
In Western philosophy, the term is much associated with the work of Hegel. For Hegel the term is the name
for the capstone entity of his system, the absolute Spirit, which possesses dimensions of absolute truth and
beauty. Hegel defined the Asolute as Spirit; the logical necessity that embodies itself in the world in order to
achieve self-knowledge and freedom during the course of history. In this usage the term entered the
vocabulary of 19th century idealism. Many prominent 19™ century British and American idealists, including
Bosanquet, Royce and Bradley, defended the existence of a quasi-Hegelian absolute. It has been used in
the East in recent years as an alternative term for brahman (primarily by Sri Aurobindo). Kant used the
adjective 'absolute' to characterise what is unconditionally valid. He claimed that pure reason searched for
absolute grounds on the understanding that were ideals only, but that practical reason postulated the real
existence of such grounds as necessary for morality. This apparent inconsistency led his sucessors to
attempt to systematise his view of reason. To do this, Schelling introduced the term ‘the Absolute' for the
unconditioned ground (and hence identity) of subject and object (Hester Reeve, pers. comm., 2004, Reese,
1996:3).

6 The contemporary period has also withessed a rise in the influence of absolutism; for example, seen in
Christian and Moslem fundamentalism.

7 These kinds of value structures are even more evident in Islam and all undemocratic cultures; (for
example, the Indian caste system) but the argument of this thesis focuses on the West and therefore



tendency in Western art to contrast space and its associated spiritual references
with plastic form, as well as matter and its more everyday connotations®.

Before examining allegations for Tapies’ expression of non-dualism, | will
introduce its salient theoretical points. The quest for wholeness is evident in the
individual’s need to deal with the contradictory experience of paradox that both

provides enjoyment and overwhelms (Crowther, 1993:116-122). Dualism in a
scientific world-view attributes the true existence of meaning to all ideas, while

recognising that these have an inferior but opposing principle. Paradox as
experienced in subject and object relations is the basis of dualism (Coleman,

1998: 36-39, 135, Collinson in Hanfling, 1992: 118-120, Macquet, 1986:50-58).
Paradox is, moreover, an inevitable experience of the individual raised within the

Western dualistic philosophical tradition. This is an issue of great importance to

Tapies and is referred to by the majority of his critics.

Theorists, such as Jean Baudrillard, cite problems of verifying the existence of an

underlying level of reality and of intrinsic properties of disparate phenomena. He
declares that all things are simulacra, that nothing distinguishes the authentic or

reference to the East and its traditions is made only insofar as it has affected Western values, for instance,
Christianity and Buddhism are Eastern in origin but have become adjusted and adapted to the West (Prof.

M. Smith, pers. comm., June 2003).

8 Dualism has many meanings that relate to God and creation and their relationship to matter and non-
matter. Dualism within religion generally refers to the othemess and transcendence of God and in the
Westem context the spiritual and the material are generally regarded as being in opposition. In philosophy,
dualism is the view that reality consists of two separate parts, a theory recognising two independent
principles (mind and matter, cf. idealism, and materialism; good and evil in the universe; two personalities
in Christ. Dualism has been an aspect of Western philosophy since the pre-Socratic division between
appearance and reality; the earliest complete metaphysical dualism is noted in Plato. He attributed true
existence to ‘ideas’, but recognised an inferior but opposing principle apart from the world of appearance.
Plato's realm of Being contains eternal Ideas, and a realm of Becoming; the medieval division between
finite man and infinite God. Descartes likewise held to a dualism and described mind and body as direct
and complete opposites, a thinking mind (res cogitans) and extended matter (res extensa). Interpretations
of dualism include Hume's separation of fact from value; Kant's division between empirical phenomena and
transcendental noumena; the epistemological double-aspect theory of James and Russell, who postulate a
neutral substance that can be understood in separate ways either as mind or brain. The doctrine of two
truths, the sacred and the profane or the religious and the secular, is a dualistic response to the conflict
between religion and science. Monistic alternatives to dualism include Hobbe's view that the mental Is
merely the epiphenomena of the material; Berkeley's view that material things are collections of mental
ideas; and the contemporary materialist view of Smart, Armstrong and Churchland that the mind is the
brain. Metaphysical dualism was present in the Eastern paired school of Sankhya-Yoga and Hinduism
where mind, purusa, and matter, prakrti, are recognised as fundamental and ultimate. Other systems, for
example, Advaita Vedanta and Zen claim to have overcome such dualisms (Reese, 1996:182-184).



the true from the surface appearance (Sarup, 1993:161ff). Further, he claims
that attempts to approximate the authentic are suspect. Indeed, the existence of
authentic reality is hard, even impossible, to prove. It may however be possible
to demonstrate the potential for a painting to approximate authentic reality for the
viewer, and to consider how artists seek to address this concept. In particular,
Tapies’ art may demonstrate that all imagery and experience need not be

reduced to simulacra:

Whether or not we believe that there is a place called the unconscious where modern artists can
find inspiration for the ‘authentic’ art work, we are faced with an overwhelming number of artists

who have held this view (Meecham & Sheldon, 2000:83).

Metaphysical philosophers from Socrates, through Kantian ldealism until late
modernism, have espoused belief in a deeper authentic level of reality distinct

from the surface appearance of existence. While authentic reality refers to the
intrinsic and unchanging properties of existence, authenticity refers to the

question of whether phenomena have intrinsic characteristics that can be
experienced by the individual. Modernists drew on Plato and Kant to ascribe
intrinsic meaning to art that could be conveyed to a viewer (Harrison & Wood,
1992:129). While possessing considerable currency, the concept of authenticity
has been fundamentally contested within postmodern discourses, spectacle and

the real cannot be distinguished (Sarup, 1993:165).

The concept of the individual's psyche as fragmented, yet having the potential for
coherence and wholeness through the transcendence of paradox, has been
posited from Romanticism onwards (McEvilley, 1993:11-12)°. The notion of a

quest for wholeness assumed that a mediating God was distinct from the human
realm (Beardsley, 1966: 89ff,105ff). Throughout Western thought until the
modernist period, an individual was deemed able to approximate authentic reality

9 Connection between the quest for wholeness and the absolute is evident in that nineteenth and twentieth-
century idealism interprets the absolute in its original Latin sense as ‘posited wholeness’. Absolute idealism
designated the mental or ideational as key to the nature of reality; it was a term first used by Hegel involving
a synthesis between the subjective and objective idealism proffered by Schelling. Since Hegel a number of
idealist philosophers have stressed the Absolute, most aptly summarised in its original Latin sense of
‘wholeness, unity and completeness of reality, which yet somehow lies beyond the world of our experience’
(Reese, 1996:3, 326-7).
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through the quest for wholeness (Coleman, 1998:71ff)10, Termed ‘ultimate
reality’ by Paul Tillich, he claimed that the individual wished to express
wholeness, or essential unity, as a finite being through a heightened awareness
of the infinite (Tillich, 1987:14-15). There is, however, no immediate relationship
with God, as the individual is onotologically other to him; God is the creator and
infinite, the individual is created by God and finite. Moreover, in theology there is
no distinction in God between essence and existence, in identity and reality;,
Tillich refers to Christ as ‘essential manhood’ because the distinction between
essence and existence is overcome in him. In contradistinction humans are
regarded as fallen, our essence is different from our existence; we are therefore
regarded as separated from God. Furthermore, the integrity of the individual and
their uniqueness is predicated on the fact that we are made in the image of God;
Christianity affirms the ontological integrity of our individuality. As finite beings in
space and time we cannot merge with God in this life, but we can potentially be
with God for eternity. The individual is left purely with the potential to develop a
heightened sense or awareness of God or a feeling of wholeness through prayer
and contemplation. As Christian metanarratives waned, the individual was
deprived of the potential for wholeness through the mediation of God, while
growing industrialisation saw man as removed from the natural. Hence nature
became the conduit to sublime experience and wholeness (Honour, 1981:571f).
Romantic painting frequently employed tensions between the individual and
nature to signal the unresolved paradox seeking resolution (Honour, 1981: 78,
McEvilley, 1993:12).

The last movement in painting to claim spirituality occurred fifty years ago, with
the metaphysical tendency of Abstract Expressionism!l. Today, artists embrace
a plural approach to the spiritual, yet the art establishment is preoccupied with
endgames. Art has become divorced from existential meaning, and while the

10 Relevant here is Heidegger's distinction between dasein (or being there), the kind of being ordinarily
available to us, from eksistenz (once again, authentic being) and "transcending Being" which is akin to the
holy (Reese, 1996:292).

11 Distinction must be made between metaphysical tendency of the Abstract Expressionist movement
(1946-70) and the Metaphysical painting of Giorgio de Chirico (1917) (Sprocatti, 1992:196).



11

new age and counter-culture movements claim spirituality, unlike Tapies they
largely avoid engaging with the challenges of avantgarde art (Gablik in Griffin,
1990:177ff)12. Testing claims for the spiritual by focusing on one artist, Antoni
Tapies, and one painting, Cos de materia (Fig. 2), this thesis offers a way
through the impasse that exists for recognition and analysis of the spiritual within

contemporary art practice (Ward, 1997:45).

Antoni Tapies was born into an educated upper-middle class family in Barcelona

on 13 December 1923, and has been a practising artist since the late 1940s. After
training as a lawyer, an extended period of iliness precipitated his involvement

with art. Studying for only two months in 1944 at a local academy of art, he
established his first studio in the Gothic quarter of Barcelona in 1946 (Catoir,
1991:139). While known primarily as a painter, Tapies has also worked
prolifically in sculpture, assemblage, printmaking and drawing. He has exhibited
worldwide since the mid-1950s, swiftly becoming an arist of international
renown. In Barcelona in 1990 he opened a foundation in his name, with
premises that could house a permanent collection of his work alongside
temporary exhibitions by other artists. The ‘Tapies Foundation’ displays
permanent and temporary exhibitions of Tapies’ works, as well as containing the

archives of his writings together with his exhibition catalogues.

Early in his career, Tapies alternated between figuration and abstraction, while
exploring a range of methods. Although showing affinities with such movements
as Dada, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, Arte Povera and Art Brut, he
adhered more broadly to the international Abstract Expressionist vanguard of
post-war painting (Colombalia Dexeus, 1989:13,23). He was particularly attached
to the Spanish branch, Informel, and its preoccupation with the unconscious and
the irrational.

12 Tapies does not deal with deconstruction, but is aware of its historical precedents. He regards
contemporary art as frequently subsumed to theories (Chapter 2).
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Tapies upholds the spiritual while claiming no adherence to a religious tradition.
Despite his orthodox upbringing in the Roman Catholic Church in 1930s
Barcelona, which fought to keep its cultural and religious heritage, at the age of
nineteen he severed his ties with that church, rejecting its doctrines and all
institutionalised faiths (Colombalia Dexeus, 1989:12). Nonetheless, Spanish
Roman Catholicism has affected him since childhood and he has read widely on
Christian mysticism, particularly the works of the 13" century Spanish mystic,
Raymond Liull. At the same time, the influence of Zen Buddhism on Western art
is to be noted in the visual art and texts of Tapies, as well as in the Abstract

Expressionist movement (McEvilley, 1996:75-80).

THE MATTER PAINTINGS AND COS DE MATERIA

Tapies’ declaration that his work conveys the spiritual is assessed through
readings of Cos de matéria, one of his Matter paintings (Fig. 3 & 4). It is selectea
for its typical qualities, such as its juxtaposition of a coherent plane of pictorial
space with a thick unified expanse of matter (Franzke, 1992:24, Wye, 1991:11)%,
The Matter, or ‘Wall’, paintings (Fig.3 & 4) comprise the body of work for which

Tapies has achieved greatest renowni4, Matter painting reflects a tendency In
late 1940s and early 1950s Europe to use thick paint for two-dimensional work
and for the reduction of depth in sculpture (Franzke, 1992:2,6, Moffitt, 1999:221-
222). Walls have been used with numerous symbolic references in his art since
1953, when he invented his version of Matter painting (Chapter 5) (Ashton, 1995:
31). He was influenced by Dada after World War 1, the Cubist use of
unconventional materials, Brassai’'s photographs of graffiti, and the atmosphere
and architecture of Catalonia (Tapies in Ashton: 1995:46, Catoir, 1991:30-31).

13 pPlotinus held matter to be the final emanation in the series from the One, and approaching non-being.
Aristotle thought prime matter to be a principle of indeterminacy awaiting determination. The Buddhist
Nagarjuna, argued, as did many of his colleagues, for the unreality of matter. Aurobindo argues against
Shankara that reality exists in a graded series, beginning in matter and rising to the Absolute (Reese,
1996:460-1).

14 Tapies believes it is significant that his name translates as ‘wall’ in Catalan (Ashton, 1995:39).
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Tapies began his Matter painting at a time when large fields of contemplative
space in metaphysical painting, understood in terms of layers of colour and
characterised for instance by the work of Mark Rothko (1903-1970) and
Barnett Newman (1905-1970), were regarded as the epitome of the spiritual. It is
against this backdrop that Cos de matéria is examined (Chapter 1)%°.
Throughout the period in which the Matter paintings have been produced there
has occurred a change in the way that the spiritual is construed (Borja-Villel,
1989:iv). This includes a growing belief in the importance of the physicality and
immanence of the spiritual, most notably in terms of the sublime (Crowther,
1993:115ff)16. Indeed, matter and immanence have become crucial aspects of
the sublime for many artists (Chapters 6 and 7). Tapies’ use of unvalued
materials to convey the spiritual is construed as evidence of the value of matter
and immanence. Tapies’ version of Matter paintings, more than for example in
the case of Wols (1915-1951) and Jean Fautrier (1898-1964), involve a range of
methods and the use of unconventional ‘worthless’ materials to compose ‘worn
surfaces’ (Catoir, 1991:29-33, Franzke, 1992:1). His method is characterised by
the juxtaposition of powerful symbols, such as the Christian cross, with mundane
secular references that he has endowed with spiritual significance. Tapies’
Matter paintings draw on spiritual and religious beliefs, interweaving signs

resonant with spiritual, biographic, societal, geographic and political meaning
from diverse cultures. Their simplicity of means has evolved in inverse
proportion to their sophistication of meaning.

This thesis locates the Matter paintings in general, and Tapies’ Cos de mateéria in
particular, within the context of Western European 20th century art in order to

15 See Appendix B for brief biography of Newman.

16 The term immanence is most often used in contrast to transcendence to express the way in which God
is thought to be present in the world. The most extreme form of immanence is expressed in pantheism,
which identifies God's substance either partly or wholly with the natural world. In contrast to pantheism and
panentheism, Judaism and Christianity hold God to be a totally separate substance from the world. In
Christianity, the separateness of God's substance from that of the world is guaranteed by the doctrine of
creation ex nihilo. God may be viewed as wholly transcendent, partially transcendent and partially
immanent, or wholly immanent. In the East, Indian philosophy especially shows this emphasis. Mysticism,
both East and West, has held to the mutual immanence of humanity and God (Kim & Sosa, 1995:235-6,
Reese, 1996:331-2).
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show the singularity of their spiritual expression. Cos de _matéria is a typical
Tapies for its size (162 x 130cm), an easel painting with such specific
iconographic elements as its association with walls (Franzke, 1992:24). Further
iconographic features comprise the use of diagonal crosses, and the
predominance of earth colours with an occasional contrasting colour, in this case
apparent in the use of intermittent orange marks (Ashton, 1995:37,41, Franzke,

1992:7, Kuspitt, 1996:245-7).

The thesis describes the historical precedents for Tapies’ paintings in the context
of Spanish painting, the mystical tradition and Romanticism, and in a broader

context it argues that the representation of the spiritual by visual art in the 20th
century has much in common with what has been termed ‘presenting the
unpresentable’ (Crowther, 1993:156). This historical view includes the formal
and technical considerations of generations of artists, so as to provide a context
for Cos de materia and the Matter paintings within the abstract, spiritual canon of
painting. By referencing other artists’ paintings that engage with the spiritual, the
research describes the concerns and values that Tapies shares with his
predecessors and contemporaries. Cos de matéria, a Matter painting that
possesses typical attributes, is employed because those attributes locate it within
a tradition of individual and shared meaning. Thus the Matter paintings form the
backdrop to the research.

In interview, Tapies claims for art a potential to facilitate spiritual experience.
Although the ability to convey or experience the spi*ritual has been arguéd
throughout art history, contemporary debate is muted (Ward, 1997:45). Thus,
Tapies’ claim remains, in its art historical context, at the juncture between
modernism (c.1860-1950s) and postmodernism (1960s-present) (Meecham &
Sheldon, 2000:5-7, Ward, 1997:6-7)'7. These two periods reflect distinctive art

17 1t is a matter of debate whether postmodemism comprises a distinct period, or whether it describes a
critical approach. Postmodernism has been traced back to the 1870s; in (John Watkins) Chapman’s usage,
postmodernism referred to ‘new (post-Impressionist) art which went further than Impressionism’s attempts
to capture in paint the fleeting appearances of nature (Ward, 1997:6)’.
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critical approaches (Chapter 1). This thesis considers the potential there might
be for the expression of the spiritual in a postmodern era that has not only

declared the ‘death of art’, but generally regards ideas of the spiritual as
retrogressive, even obsolete (Chapter 2) (Crowther, 1993: viii-ix)18,

Cos de matéria was on display at the Picasso Museum, Antibes, France during
the Summer of 2002, and is employed here as a case study that is representative
of Tapies’ Matter paintings (early 1950s to the present). Despite its aspiritual

title, it appears that Tapies has imbued this painting with spiritual meaning. |t
was created in 1968 on the cusp of the modernist and postmodernist art periods,

and at a time when theorists were claiming the ‘death of art’ (Ward, 1997:35). lts
juxtaposition of space and material reflects the juncture of modernism and

postmodernism and is typical of the Matter paintings. With its emphasis on
matter as spiritual, Cos _de matéria challenges deconstruction, a postmodern
stance that calls into question ideas of the metaphysical (Sarup, 1993:54). Cos
de matéria builds on the complex contemporary relationship between ideas and
the spiritual. Its meaning is plural, challenging the essentialist view of the
spiritual as formed by Christianity and modernism. Cos de materia uses space
as in metaphysical painting, yet it disrupts the notion of space as spiritual, that
notion being derived as it is from Judeo-Christianity. Typically in Tapies’ work,
space is juxtaposed with emphatic matter, as associated with both Buddhist-
influenced and non-denominational perspectives (Chapters 3 to 7).

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. In Chapter 1, Painting; Quest for
Purity, through comparison with Light Red over Black (1957) (Fig. 5) by Mark

Rothko and Untitled — Spatial Concept Waiting (1960) (Fig. 6) by Lucio Fontana
(1899-1968), Cos _de_materia is placed in the tradition of modernist spiritual
painting!® 20, In particular it focuses on its roots in Judeo-Christianity, with its

18 Tapies forged a way for other artists, such as Ferran Garcid Sevilla (b. 1949) and Miquel Barceld
(b. 1957), in his conviction of the possibility to approximate the spiritual in the mundane and to convey it
(Moffitt, 1999, 228-230).

19 Fontana's painting; Untitled — Spatial Concept Waiting, hereafter referred to as Untitled - Spatial.

20 see Appendix B for brief biography of Fontana and Rothko.
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pursuit of independence and purity in painting. Chapter 2, The Death of Painting,
addresses Cos de matéria in terms of the alleged impossibility of expressing the
spiritual and meaning after the ‘death of art’. Chapters 3 to 5 examine notions of
contemplation in painting. In Chapter 3, Contemplation; Viewing Space, Cos de
matéria is compared with Light Red over Black, so addressing the purpose of
contemplation in modernism as the transcendence of subject and object, even
overcoming dualism in a ‘quest for wholeness’. Chapter 4, Contemplation; The
Via Neqativa, develops by putting forward contemplative space in Cos de materia
in the mystical tradition of the Via Negativa. The chapter focuses on Tapies’
Spanish and Catalan antecedents. Chapter 5, Meditation; Beyond Self, places
notions of space in Cos_de matéria in terms of Buddhist ideas of the void or
emptiness?!. By discussing the notion of dualism the chapter considers the
potential of this painting to refine notions of the self. The final two chapters place
Cos de matéria in the tradition of the sublime. In Chapter 6, The Romantic
Sublime, Cos de materia is compared to Journey above the Clouds by Caspar
David Friedrich (1774-1840) in order to consider how the relationship of space to
matter links the former painting to the historical tradition of the sublime?2.
Chapter 7, Sublime Process: The Artists’ Body, develops by exploring the role of
the corporeal and process in the sublime by comparing Cos de matéria with
Rhythm O (1974) (Fig. 15) by Marina Abramovic (b. 1946)=3.

21 Emptiness translates in Sanskrit as sunya. Nagarjuna arrived at the concept of emptiness when he
denied both actuality and its negation, thus focussing on the distinctive characteristic of Mahayana
Buddhism. In this view, emptiness as non-dual locates transcendence and eternity in the immediate
moment. It replaces God, provides the possibility of Egolessness and an ethic of selfless behaviour. It is
the concept at the basis of Buddha's doctrine of ‘dependent origination' and his teaching of the eight-fold
path. Masao Abe has provided an interpretation of non-duality in Buddhism centring on the concept of
emptiness which is central to Mahayana Buddhism, going back to Gautama Buddha (560-477 B.C.)

(Reese, 1996:199).
22 5ee Appendix B for brief biography of Friedrich.
23 See Appendix B for brief biography of Abramovic.
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Literature Review

This Ph.D. examines the hypothesis that it is possible for art to enable the
individual to experience the spiritual, indeed to approximate authentic reality in
painting. In Western Europe, the spiritual in art is generally discussed with the
presumption that there are historical connections between religion and art.
Academic discussion of art, religion and the spiritual is most frequently found
within the field of theological aesthetics. Theses that promote a spiritual
perspective on aesthetics have tended to have been written by authors from a
specific denominational perspective, usually Christian (Balthasar, 1983-199I,
Belting, 1994, Burch Brown, 1989, Cope, 1964, Dillenberger, Jane, 1987,
Dillenberger, John, 1986, Dillistone, 1976, Heyer, 1980, Nichols, 1980,
O'Connell, 1978, Otto, 1969, Rookmaaker, 1982, Sherry, 1992, Tillich, 1987, Van
der Leeuw, 1963, Whittle, 1966, Wolterstorff, 1980) and, less frequently, a
Buddhist perspective (Coomaraswamy, 1956, Sangharakshita, 1982). Some
sources include different religions, mainly Christianity and Buddhism, with brief
inclusion of Islam (Apostolos-Cappadona, 1996, Coleman, 1998, Martin, 1990,
Martland, 1981). The majority of these authors do not examine the art and ideas
of the second half of the 20th Century, with exceptions (Dillenberger, Jane, 1987,
Dillenberger, John, 1986, Pattison, 1998). Rowan Williams, by way of a further
exception, offers an overview that brings a liberal theological stance to the broad
arena of cultural iconography (Williams, 2000). Others address the disjunctures
between religion and art from their Christian roots (Laeuchli, 1980). Others,
while explicitly Christian, are neither academic nor discursive, revealing the
idiosyncratic perspective on the spiritual of their authors (Beckett,1992,
Harries, 1993, Rookmaaker, 1973).

Overviews on the two major religions necessitate accounts of Christianity
(McGrath, 1997), post-Christianity (Cupitt, 1985, 1997) and Buddhism
(Sangharakshita, 1987). Other writings stress the experiential over the
intellectual and academic such as an ‘introduction to mysticism’ (Johnston,
1996, Parrinder, 1995), and sources describing Buddhism and meditation
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(Bodhipaksa, 2003, Paramananda, 1996, Sangharakshita, 1995, 1998). There
are a humber of overviews or academic books on Eastern art (Coomaraswamy,

1956, Fisher, 1993, Suzuki, 1959, Sangharakshita, 1980, Zwalf, 1985); the writing
of Coomaraswamy on Eastern and Christian art (1956) is applicable to my
research but out of date. A study of such writing is necessary to understand the
Christian, Roman Catholic and Buddhist basis to Tapies' work, but will not
adequately make problematic the spiritual, in terms of Eastern religious or
Western postmodern viewpoints. The thesis addresses the specificities of the
Spanish Catholic tradition in art as it differs from other European traditions
(Moffitt, 1999).

Writers on modernist art differ in their reading of a relationship between the
spiritual and art. Both Clive Bell and Wassily Kandinsky claim that abstraction is
synonymous with the spiritual (Bell, 1949, Kandinsky, 1947, 1982). While Bell is

one of the first mainstream art historians to link what he terms the mystical with
abstraction, Kandinsky is more idiosyncratic, drawing on Theosophy,
synaesthesia and geometry. This thesis revisits the terms abstract and spiritual
referring to a canon of 20th century art that began in 1910 with Kandinsky and is
preoccupied with the pursuit of purity in painting, the increasing removal of
reference to the material realm. For Bell, a modernist aesthetic is moral, more
than spiritual (Bell, 1949); others propound aesthetics to be spiritual and either

theistic (Ruskin, 1900) or mainly connected to beauty and the sublime (Adorno,
1965). The agnostic stance of Peter Fuller (1983, 1988) draws on John Ruskin’s

theoria (Ruskin, 1900) to argue for the spiritual based in secularisation, but in
the canon of Western European religious art. While the atheist art historian
Clement Greenberg promoted formalism largely as the antithesis of the spiritual
in the middle decades of the 20th century (Greenberg, 1973), his claim has been
countered by theorists who acknowledge links between the spiritual and
formalist abstraction (Cheetham, 1996, McEvilley, 1993, Shapiro, 1995).
Twentieth century overviews on art history barely mention the spiritual (Chipp,
1968, Gardner, 1970, Herbert, 1965). However, esoteric ‘new age’ perspectives
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on the spiritual have emerged in the 20th century (Hinton, 1904, Leadbetter,
1903, Mookerjee, 1975, Ouspensky, 1938).

Some theorists argue for the continuation of the modernist view of the spiritual.
Golding argues for the extension of the modernist prioject, linking the spiritual to
the continuation of abstraction as the developmental path to a new ultimate
pictorial truth, or visual absolute (Golding, 2000). In the 20th century the
spiritual has most firmly been associated with metaphysical painting a tendency
within Abstract Expressionism from the 1940’s to 1970’s (Haftmann, 1965,
Honnef, 1992, Lucie-Smith, 1995, Richter, 1965, Roditi 1990, Wheeler, 1993).
In these accounts the spiritual is located predominantly in the pursuit of purity in
painting and sculpture (Cheetham, 1996, McEvilley, 1993, Tuchman, 1981).
The spiritual is addressed, in these cases, in the work of artists whose work has

a long-established reputation as such, for instance in the work of Mark Rothko
(Ashton, 1983, Chave, 1989) and Barnett Newman (Hess, 1971, O’Neill, 1992).

When this subject is addressed by contemporary authors, it is usually in
subjective, descriptive and non-academic texts (Baynes, 1971, Beckett, 1992,
Cook, 1974, Corlett, 1977, Harries, 1993). Typical of this is Roger Lipsey, who
has made an inconsistent overview of the spiritual in 20th century artin An Art of
our Own - the Spiritual in Contemporary Art. His selection is personal, while his
opinions are largely unsubstantiated, with only a few works after the 1970's
(1997). Others, while more accessible, have convincing academic foundations
(Lippard, 1983, Tucker, 1992). A body of esoteric writing on the spiritual comes
from practising artists and their critics in the late 20th century (Newman, 1952,
Still, 1963, Tapies, 1986). Apostolos-Cappadona’s anthology (1996) and Lippard
(1983) claim cross-cultural connections for the spiritual in art by combining

ancient and contemporary imagery, but they do not address the issues of
postmodernity in art. Linda Henderson, in her Ph.D. The Artist, 'the Fourth

Dimension' and Non-Euclidean Geometry 1900-1930; A Romance of Many
Dimensions (1975) and her book The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean
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Geomelry in Art (1975) linked art with notions of space and a fourth dimension.
However, she deals little with art after the 1950's. One idiosyncratic account
links mental illness to the spiritual (Schildkraut, 1996), another offers a chronicle
of The Shamanic Spirit throughout Twentieth Century Art (Tucker, 1992).
However, these accounts and the practitioners they cite are mainly modernist,
dealing little with the challenges presented by deconstruction.

The charting of literature on the spiritual in art becomes increasingly complex as
the 20th century progresses, there being little systematic study of the spiritual in
art after the 1950s. Philosophical aesthetics have been overtaken by the new art
history (Rees, Borzello, 1986) that challenges modernism’s examination of the
constituent elements of an art object. The new art history supports the study of
context as the notion of post-aesthetics (Osborne, 1991). History has repeated
itself with declaration of the ‘death of art’ or the ‘death of painting’ that has called
Into question the idea that art can convey meaning. In doing so they challenge
the notion that an art object is anything but a text, incapable of possessing
intrinsic meaning (Crowther, 1993). For this reason, the new art history (Fernie,
1995:18-21) disputes the possibility of modernism’s notion of a transcendental
spirituality (Boyne & Rattansi, 1990, Politi, 1990, Wallis, 1984).

Countering the notion of the spiritual in art are the 1968 anti-aestheticisers
(Burgin, 1986, Eagleton, 1990, 1984). Such theorists adopted a social, Socialist
or Marxist stance regarding the history of art (Adorno, 1984, Clark, 1973,
Osborne, 1991, Rees, Borzello, 1986). While Clark paved the way for a social
history of art, Adorno drew on Marx to propose that the art object is an item of
bourgeois determination, hence spiritual expression a modernist myth. The
explosion of new media means art has been more concerned with questioning
the very basis of art rather than spiritual issues. A number of authors propound
the need for a spiritual imperative in contemporary art but proffer a largely early

modernist perspective such as that from a Christian (Heyer, 1980, Martland,
1981) or a Buddhist (Sangharakshita, 1982). There are exceptions to the little



21

writing in postmodern discourses that examines contemporary art in terms of the
spiritual (Berry & Wernick, 1992, Cheetham, 1996, Crowther, 1989, 1991, 1993a,
1993b, 1997, Grniffin, 1990, Lyotard, 1984, McEvilley, 1993, 1996, Osborne, 1991).
Others have argued for a postmodern spirituality but in the context of an art that
assumes social and ethical responsibility (Gablik, 1991, Griffin, 1990). Suzi
Gablik argues that deconstruction avoids addressing the spiritual, or the
possibility of meaning, while espousing an art practice that assumes awareness

of social and contextual issues.

Further authors argue for the continuation of the concept of the sublime, from
the Romantic movement to the present (Rosenblum, 1998). They maintain that
this addresses some of the postmodern counters to the issue of the spiritual
(Crowther, 1997, Lyotard 1984). Within modernist theory the spiritual has been
inked with the sublime (Hartley, 1994, Honour, 1981) and contemplation
(Coleman, 1983, 1998, Shapiro in Tuchman, 1981:313ff). In terms of the
sublime, Lyotard is one of a few authors who champions the continuation of the
sublime project from the perspective of the postmodern. Lyotard argues that an
absolute version of the spiritual cannot be represented as aspired to in the
modernist period, but only demonstrate its existence through signifying its lack
(Lyotard, 1984:77-79). Crowther draws on Kant and Lyotard to form the notion of
an ‘existential’ sublime, one that addresses a common contemporary experience
of alienation (Crowther, 1993). Drawing on phenomenology, he posits the notion
of iterability, that an art work possesses essential meaning, regardless of the
context in which it is viewed.

Thomas McEvilley also argues for an extension of the sublime project; in
contradistinction to the hegemony of formalism, he conjectures that feelings and
the primal can be conveyed and that there is a range of positions available
between standardised modern and postmodern versions of comprehending the
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art object (McEvilley, 1991, 1993, 1996)24. Mark Cheetham argues that the
artist, can either support or challenge the absolutism int}insic to essentialist
notions of the spiritual. He questions the Hegelian interpretation of history,
challenging the quest for metaphysical purity undertaken by abstract painters
throughout the 20th century. In so doing, he intervenes in modernism’s
unquestioned allegiance to a transcendental project, arguing that the pursuit of

purity has continued throughout the 20th century (Cheetham, 1983,1996).

Some authors put forward the idea that the spiritual can be most suitably
discussed with reference to the corporeal and the immanent (Crowther, 1993,
McEvilley, 1993), particularly through philosophies of mind and body and
phenomenology (Kleinmann, 1986, Vesey, 1964), and non-dual perspectives
(Buber, 1970, Chakraborty, 1997, Loy, 1987, 1994). Duality has been widely
assumed within our culture, particularly in philosophy and religious studies. A
number of artists, as well as Tapies, have engaged with the spiritual and have to
varying degrees challenged dualism. They have been used in comparison
throughout the thesis and include; Lucio Fontana, Barnett Newman, Jackson
Pollock (1912-1956), Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman, Eva Hesse (1936-1970),
Frida Kahlo (1907-1954) and Marina Abramovic?s. This challenge to dualism
has been found in their writings, and in their critics’ writing, as well as in their
work, and have included accounts of Rothko (Ashton, 1983, Chave, 1989) and
Newman (Hess, 1971, Rosenberg, 1978). However this challenge has not been
comprehensively assessed in academic terms.

An exception to the dearth of academic discussion on the spiritual in
contemporary art is Michael Tuchman’s five-hundred page anthology exhibition
catalogue that accompanied ‘The Spiritual in Art’ at Los Angeles County
Museum (Tuchman, 1981). This catalogue charts the history of the spiritual,
largely abstract, painting in the 20th century. It is the only comprehensive

24 Rather than a mechanical union of form and content, this suggests an art practice that works from the
meaningful to form and technique (Pateman, 1991).

25 See Appendix B for brief biographies of all these eight artists.
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academic discursive, overview of Western art and the spiritual to be identified as
written in the last twenty years about the 20th century. However, the author does
not deal with issues of postmodernism. No other academic work of the late 20th
century has been found that analyses and makes problematic an artist's work in

terms of spiritual and contemporary debates.

My interview and research on Tapies forms core research material for the thesis.
Extracts from the interview are discussed in each chapter and generate its
direction. The main authority on Tapies’ oeuvre is Miguel Borja-Villel, Director of
the Tapies foundation (opened in 1990) whose Ph.D. thesis on the Matter
paintings (Fig. 3 & 4) offers a social and political analysis (Borja-Villel, 1989).

Examinations of Tapies’ life and work appear in The Complete Works (Augusti,
Works vol. 1, 1943-1960 (1989), vol.2, 1961-1968 (1990), vol. 3, 1969-1975
(1992), vol. 4, 1976-1981 (1996), vol. 5, 1986-1990 (2001), interviews with the
artist (Catoir, 1991), journals, exhibition catalogues and the comprehensive
range of books on him and his work (Ashton, 1995, Colombalia Dexeus, 1989,
Franzke, 1992, Gimferrer, 1986, Moure, 1998, Wye, 1991). The influence of
Catholicism and Buddhism on Tapies' life and work is described in a number of
monographs (Ashton, 1995, Franzke, 1992, Gimferrer, 1986) on the artist and
lesser texts and journals (Peppiat, 1988, Restany, 1994). Most of the literature
on Tapies consists of modernist interpretations of his life and oeuvre
(Colombalia Dexeus, 1989, Franzke, 1992, Wye, 1991). However, the spiritual
In Tapies’ oeuvre is assumed rather than widely debated in most catalogues and
monographs of subjective opinion on his work. Claims are made for Tapies'
work as spiritual (Franzke, 1992, Wye, 1991), and spiritual and non-dual (Ashton,
1995). Tapies’ oeuvre has not been discussed academically, with few
exceptions (Borja-Villel, 1989). While his Matter paintings express the spiritual,
this has been reported by description rather than through academic argument

(Ashton, 1995, Catoir, 1991, Franzke, 1992). Such discussion of his work has
taken place in a modernist framework, while his importance to postmodernity
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has yet to be established. There is no academic argument for his work as
expressing the spiritual and the non-dual, as well as his importance for
contemporary debate in art. Indeed, no in-depth studies appear on a current
artist's work in terms of the spiritual and postmodernity. The work of Antoni
Tapies, and his Matter paintings, provides a means by which to address the

problem of this lacuna.
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Methodology

The primary methodologies consisted of the use of first-hand interviews with

Taples (Tapies Interview, 1999 [Appendix C], and 1995 [Appendix D]), exclusive
texts, and the viewing of images of Tapies’ and other artists’ works. A hinety-
minute interview with Tapies was conducted in June 1999, using a translatorz®.
Questions were prepared in advance with allowances for impromptu diversions,
and extracts of the interview are used throughout the thesis. Portions of the
interview have been selected to head each chapter in order to focus the
discussion and analysis. It was not assumed that the interviews would fully
represent the artist’s views. For this reason, Tapies’ statements are considered

alongside his own writings, and those of his critics.

The interviews were used to test notions of the sublime and contemplation in his
work (see below). The terms sublime and contemplation were chosen because
they have been most frequently used as synonyms for the spiritual in art in the
20" century, and are used in the literature on Tapies. It also helps in tracing the
lineage of the spiritual in art, and to place Tapies and Cos _de matéria (Fig. 2).
The research presents criteria for testing the spiritual by looking at properties of
art that have lasting relevance beyond the modernist period. Indeed, an
examination of Cos de matéria could be regarded as typically postmodern in that
It constitutes a review of traditional perspectives; reframing meditative traditions
and concepts of contemplation and of the sublime after ‘the death of God’
(Crowther, 1993:115ff, Taylor in Berry, 1992: 19-20)%7.

Exclusive textual material mainly comprised exhibition catalogues of Tapies’
work and information on Spanish and Catalan art that had not reached a wide
arena. These obscure texts were chosen because there is little in the English
language on Spanish and Catalan art. Collectively these sources were used to

26 Tapies is Spain's most prominent living artist, yet little information has been gained first-hand by English
speakers. The main exceptions are Dore Ashton and Barbara Catoir (Ashton, 1995, Catoir, 1991).

27 The ‘death of God' was a 19™ century claim, offered first by Mainlander, then made popular to modem
thought by Nietzsche and Sartre (McGrath, 1997:255-6, §30-1).
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position Tapies and his oeuvre in Spanish and Catalan art, as well as in relation
to the international modernism that connects the practices of artists throughout
the world to the current state of art. The Tapies Foundation, Barcelona, was an
important resource because it houses the largest collection of his work and

related books, journals, slides, video and exhibition catalogues.

A further primary methodology consisted in applying the experience of viewing
original art works to analysis of 20" century critical theory. In the study of
Tapies, seminal works were examined at the Antoni Tapies Foundation; works
that are exhibited according to his own specific directions. Works by Tapies
were also studied at MACBA, the gallery of contemporary art in Barcelona and
throughout Spain, the Spanish and Catalan culture and ambience being
essential to his thought and practice. Visits between 1993 and 2002 to the Reina
Sofia Museum in Madrid, and a number of private galleries hosting exhibitions of
his work, provided further context and comparison. The broad study of Tapies’
work having been made, a seminal work on which to focus was selected, Cos de

materia. It was selected because Cos de matéria is neither overtly spiritual as in
the tradition of religious depiction, nor is it typical of modernist spirituality as in
the paintings of Mark Rothko. However, Cos de matéria expresses the historical
idea of space as spiritual, and is further relevant to the thesis because it's
making in 1968 marked a shift to include the material as locus for the spiritual.
At the same time, it is crucial to this thesis because it includes the marks, media,
iconography and concern with the non-dual that are typical of Tapies’ Matter
paintings (Fig. 3 & 4) on the cusp between modernism and the current state of
art.

Finally, a number of artists are cited for comparison, chosen because they have
all been linked differently with the tradition of the sublime and contemplation.
These paintings were selected to support the argument on the basis that they

have already been established as expressing spiritual concerns by critics, and
that they reflected the seminal issues and times for the spiritual in art in the 20th
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century. A number of main areas demanded comparison. Light Red over Black
(Fig. 5) by Mark Rothko and Be | (1970) (Fig. 14) by Barnett Newman express

the spiritual in modernist painting. Further comparison with Be | by Barnett
Newman demonstrates the beginnings of disruption to this 20th century canon.
Comparisons are drawn between Cos de materia and the work of Rothko in
order to position Tapies in terms of the Abstract Expressionist movement, and to
highlight its metaphysical aspirations. Further comparison with Mark Rothko
and Jackson Pollock (Fig. 16) provides historical reference to creativity and
manual work in the Abstract Expressionist movement. Rothko and Pollock
alongside Tapies are distinguished for their methods within the Abstract

Expressionist movement.

Barnett Newman and Lucio Fontana are cited as challenging the preoccupation
with transcendental spirituality, and its Christian legacy. Comparison of Cos de

materia to Untitled - Spatial (Fig. 6) by Lucio Fontana is used to examine the
break with the notion of pictorial space as the main marker of the spiritual in

painting. Fon