early, pionieering abstract work of Mondrian, Kandinsky, and

Malavich, the spirtual in art is still mare or less taboa. Could
we also be reminded that both Barnett Newman's Stafions of the
Cross and the murals of the Rothko Chapel were created without
irony? What prevents mast critics from digging deeper into the spiri-
tual content of Joseph Beuys' work or even Yves Klein's? Mowadays
if art and postry have a religion it Is certainly Buddhism, beginning
with Zen In {he Fifties and now almaost universally of the Tibetan kinds.
Yt spirituality, bacause it is too often confused with the evils of organ-
ized religion; becausa it breaks apart formalist cant and a rigid,
received view af art history; because it is perceived of a5 personal,
subjective, and cerainly unquantifiable; and, above all, because it is
deeply embarrassing—is censored. Spiritual art proclaims that art
must be more than a preduct or an investment sirategy.

N ctwithstanding the known impact of theoscphy upon the

Beth Ames Swartz, whose work of over mare than forty years is
curenily sampled at the Phoenix Arl Museum (thraugh May 12) and
lher in a still smaller varsion this summer at the Comell Museum of
Art, is a spirituality-in-art stalwart.

In February, & new series of paintings called Visible Reminders
was at the Vanier Gallery in Seoftsdale. One painting from this spec-
tacular run is in the judicially selected jewel-ike retrospective. Visible
Rerinders: One Day s, paired at the enfrance to the Museum's
Orme Lewis Gallery with an early earth/fire piece. These "book-ends®
indicate that Swartz began with and has retumed to abstraclion and
that her talent for texture and blazing color has been consistent
thraughout her spiritusl quest. We could, | suppose, just leok at her
work as paint and a myriad of materials on flat surfaces-—somehow
no longer flat, no longer mute—but that would miss the point. A
painter friend, surprised me when [ said | was writing about Swartz:

Beth Ames Swartz
to the Rescue
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Ch, yes, she gets great textures, My feeling is that the “texfuras” are
not ahout beauly or tour-de-force but come from the pressure to
express the normally inexpressible, communicate the incommunica-
bie, and effect the uneffectable. As ghttery or as radiant as her paint-
ings are, they ars from somewhere else; at their best they are scary
and alien. Even the recent work, which is outwardly more contempla-
tive and less convulsive, because of the partially obscured images of
tha Shen Qui paintings and the mostiy indecipherable writings of the
\isihle Reminders painlings, are as original as anything Swartz has
done. They seem ta come, not from Abstract Expressionism, but from
an unknmwn nIvIII;atIm. They are not easy art and thay are a glory fo
behald. Here and there one can make out the partially buried texts of
the painlings at the Vanler Gallery, Should | listen to "isten, lsten/
know when to speak and when not to speak/ listen, listen” or ko "bring
down the light of heaven™?

The refrospective -- a trial-run, | think, for the larger survey
that is clearly required ~ and the Hudson Hills monograph are both
titled Reminders of Invisibla Light, which is a clue to the mystical
content and effect In the beok, curator David S. Rubin's essay
called "Ritual and Transformation” Is a factual and level-headed
survey of Swarlz's development from early Color Field watercolors,
through the burned, torn and buried paper works often based on the
Kabbalha, culminating In her fsrasl Revisited serdes In which
process/rituals she had developed were parformed at sites in Israel
associated with womean In the Old Testament {shown at the Jewish
Museum In New York in 1981); through her Moving Point of Balance
healing Installation of paintings Inspired by the chakras or tradition-
&l tantric energy centers; through her twa Eleventh Hour sets of
paintings; up to her Shen Qui paintings of the late '90s and several
points In between. Arlena Raven's poelic, personal essay balances
Rubin's mors measured descriptions. What is missing is an
ovarview of the spiritual in art, how Swarlz fits in, and some sense
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of her bravery in the face of the art world's fear of the cosmic and
the healing, transformative functions of art.
| have followed Swartz work and commentad upon it since the

First Wastern States Biennial in 1979, | contributed an essay to the
small catalogus for Moving Point of Balance and as DireclorCuralor
of tha Newhouse Center for Contemporary Art at Snug Harbor in
Stalen |sland boaked it in 136 for the historc 1531 Main Hall. I was-
n't easy; all the windows had to be covered, Viewsrs were bathed in
colored light as they stood before each chakra painting; soelhing
sound was also a component; an Indian medicine whael provided the
introduction and 3 kind of stabilizing de-briefing environmenl ended
the choreographied sequence of viewing, which had culminated in the
Erown Chaka, If | remember camacty thers was even at one peint 2
let's-hald-hands-in-a-cirdle cersmony which participants adored but
which embarassed me. But it all worked. It was amazing. People
wept; the comment book was full of eestatic testimonizls. | should
have known, Swarlz did exit surveys at the Szn Diego and Aspen
verwes and found that 93% of the viewers “of all age groups from
broad soco-economic and geographic backgrounds felt relaxed,
uplified, and spiritually moved by their experience.” In some sense
the tabon against the spirtual in art is the same as the faboo against
arl therapy. Even craft apparently now nesds to be divorced from arl
therapy. Art is not supposed o have a use. Show me ihe art that has
no use and | will show you the art that is a monopoly board-piece., In
an effort o protect art from palifical intedference, our predecessors
also protected it from the heavens and in the process, alas, turned it
svar bo he art heathens. In terms of Swarlz's arl we ara enlering dif-
ficult territory, ona that ar history slrategies and medes of crificism
are of lite or no use. Like beauty, the spiritual cannot be quantified.
The spiritual in art is also radically nonformalist: we are no longer falk-
ing about art about art or forms about form, Even beauly - perhaps
beauty in particular - is in service of spiritual ends. Or, a5 some might
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have it, beauly itself is a symplom of the spiritual (although | mysalf
am ot certain of this). Spirtual artis like poliical art in several ways:
spiritual art that causes spiritual states is an a higher plang than art
that just ilusirales the same, just 2= political art that causes political
aclion has to be considered more important than pelitical illustration.
How to diffzrentiate these two modes in both types of art is extreme-
ly problamatic, But poliical art and spiritual art are diffarent in fwo
important ways: beauty is not a political tool, unless one thinks of hair-
lass, sterm-jawed Aryan youth s beautiful. | think not. Or unless ane
thinks of oppressive architecture fram Egypt to Rome fo Wazhinglan
as beaufiful, We don'L Although the very effort might increase com-
mitment, intensify solidanity, and sven clarify beliefs ard positions,
pulitical art is nat in any major way about making the artist mare palit-
ical. Whereas spiritual art often comes about as a pracess that trans-
farms the arlist . There is no quesfion that addressing the spiritual in
art brings us into dificult teritory. New distinctions must be made;
new wocabularies callad into play, Thers is, for instance, the ar that
has a spiritual effect on the maker, the art that effects the viewer, and
the art that effacts both, Whal do wa mean by a spirlual effect? What
do we do with Shaker drawings or mediumistic art in genaral? Are
memory or meditation aids also to be considered? Can the artist be
meraly a conduit and produce spiritual art without himself or hersell
heing paricularly "spiritual™? In other words, as certain major religions
claim, is it really the office and nol the officiatar? It is probably obvi-
ous that images of the Buddha and diagrams such as the
Kabballahist "tree" can communicats spiniteal content or even have
spiritual effact, but what of totally abstract farms? Ware Mondrian and
Kandinsky rght after all? |s a spiritual art work necessarly easily
identifiable as such? Therais in Islam the Path of Blame. And, last but
nat least, if it is truby & spiitual art woek should it be bought and sold
wilh impunity?

Continues on www.nyartsmagazine.com
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In the meantime, Swartz's work keeps these issues alive. The Beat
Generation has been safely put away, the hippies are all stock brokers or
fathers and mothers of same, at least until recently. And although
thousands will come to hear the Dalai Lama and countless artists and
musicians donate their works or perform for free to aid the Tibetan
cause, there seems to be no interest in analyzing what this is all about.
Is it because of the misguided notion that to have freedom of religion one
must keep one's spirituality totally private? We don't want to step on
anybody's toes and, rightfully, don't want to impose our beliefs on others.
The world once again is being tom about by rigid religionists. Beth
Swartz's art says that religion may be one of the problems but the
spiritual is the solution. Also, there may be the mistaken idea that the
spiritual in art was an '80s thing rather than perennial. Suzie Gablik had
her say, but not her way. Even | wrote positive things about Alex Grey
and a few other artists who were engaged in creating art with a spiritual
purpose. Maurice Tuchman at the L.A. County Museum presented a
huge exhibition that outlined an historical overview. Swartz's art proves
that the spiritual in art won't go away. We need not go into the possibly
demonic mediumistic art that the surrealists were enamored of and the
spiritualists included in Art Brut. We need not discuss the automatism
that the Action Painters lifted from the surrealist. Although it is action
painting and then earth art that are Swartz's first inspirations, there is
something more important: Swartz's art embodies the yoga of art,
experienced by any artist when you are truly inspired. Something can
happen when you make art; something can happen when you look at art.
That "something" cannot be explained away by referring to a mysterious
“aesthetic response.” The mystery is deeper.



