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Charlene Spretnak 

Interview questions for Interalia Magazine (UK)                          Answered by CS on 2 October 2015 

 

Richard Bright: Can we begin with you saying something about your background? 

Charlene Spretnak:  I was born in Pittsburgh and raised in Columbus, Ohio, in Roman Catholic family. 

In college I took several courses in art history but later became a professor of philosophy and 

religion at a graduate institute in San Francisco, California Institute of Integral Studies. I became 

intrigued in the 1990s by the insistence of most art historians and curators that modern art is 

entirely secular, having been launched in 1870s as a radical break from religion and tradition. This 

narrative seemed much too simplistic because I knew that several of the most prominent artists of 

the modern era were, in fact, influenced in their art by spiritual interests, usually begun during 

childhood. So I began to look into this. 

RB: Your latest book, The Spiritual Dynamic in Modern Art: Art History Reconsidered, 1800 to the 

Present, aims to demonstrate that spirituality in the history of modern art is not inconsequential, but 

is important and generative. It is what you called in your introduction to the book, ‘The great 

underground river that flows through modern art’. First of all, how is ‘spirituality’ defined in the 

book? 

CS:  My sense of the spiritual dimension of life extends beyond a focus on the self to a sense of our 
embeddedness in the larger context: the exquisitely dynamic interrelatedness of existence, the 
vibratory flux of the subtle realms of the material world, and the ultimate creativity of the universe. 
The cosmos is infused with an unfolding dynamic of becoming and also a unitive dimension of being. 
Spirituality is the awareness of and engagement with that unity and those dynamics. In the book I 
use the following categories of spirituality in the modern era that influenced (Western) modern art: 
Traditional (the Abrahamic religions, mostly Christianity); Esoteric (hugely important to the avant-
garde artists between 1885-1916); Allusive (Buddhism, etc.); and Spirituality of Immanence (nature-
honoring). 

RB: For many years there was the assumption that the narrative of modern art could only be told 

(and taught) in terms laid out by MoMA in the mid-1930s, and in particularly by Alfred H. Barr’s 

exhibition catalogue, Cubism and Abstract Art. Why do you think this assumption was so strong and 

long-lasting? (On a personal note, it was still very much prevalent when I was studying fine art and 

art history in the 70’s, while also writing my dissertation on the ‘spiritual aspect of early 20th century 

art’ – and having many ‘spirited’ discussions with tutors). 

CS: Before the Great War the esoteric dimension of abstract art and much of cubism was widely 

acknowledged in Europe and frequently written about in periodicals and books. There was also a 

social dimension to the esoteric art: many of the prominent avant-garde artists, including all six of 

the pioneers of abstraction, deeply believed that the new art might bring about a new way of seeing 

and hence a new age for society. After the war, however, a mood of pessimism and depression 

settled over Europe because the supposedly grand march of Enlightenment progress had led, in the 

end, to the senseless slaughter of millions of young men in the trenches. Among many of the 

younger artists there was an intense reaction against the esoteric “cosmic wallpaper” of the prewar 

period, which had been powerless to prevent the carnage, let alone usher in a new age. So the 

postwar reaction was to embrace the clarity of geometric design and “rational” social planning. By 

the time Barr made a trip in 1927 to study modernist art at the (late version of the) Bauhaus, the 

heyday of prewar estoteric art and its many explications was thoroughly eclipsed. 
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Also, in working out his own interpretive take on abstract and cubist art, Barr embraced as his guide 
Heinrich Wölfflin’s formalist principles of “scientific art criticism,” Kunstwissenschaft. I’ve always 
found it problematic that Wissenschaft can be translated either as “science” or “the systematic and 
rigorous study of.” Many scholarly studies that are actually the latter are then regarded as having a 
powerfully scientific pedigree. The science of education! The science of art! In any event, Barr 
selected the formalist interpretation over other prewar explications as his touchstone.  

So by the time Barr explained the new art to the American public in 1936 via his exhibition at MoMA, 
the many esoteric writings and declarations by prominent artists in prewar Paris and Munich were 
unknown to most Americans and were passé in most European art circles. The one American art 
historian who was both well versed in the primary source materials of the prewar art and who 
immediately refuted Barr’s thesis – that abstract art was born because the artists had grown tired of 
the exhausted forms of realistic depiction – was Meyer Schapiro. In his famous article the following 
year, “The Nature of Abstract Art,” he (correctly) asserted that the pioneering abstractionists had 
“metaphysical standpoints“: “Not the processes of imitating nature were exhausted, but the 
valuation of nature itself had changed. The philosophy of art was also a philosophy of life.” So true – 
but, as we know, Schapiro did not carry the day. Clement Greenberg did, especially after World War 
II.  

The matter of why MoMA’s formalist, insistently secular framing of abstract and cubist art was “so 
strong and long-lasting,” as you say, is complex. In the Introduction in The Spiritual Dynamic in 
Modern Art, I suggest six reasons – too much to go into here, but it’s a fascinating example of how a 
particular view gets cemented into being the major narrative within a field for 70 years, requiring 
massive amounts of historical evidence to be ignored and denied. Certainly the powerful position of 
MoMA in the postwar Anglo-American art world was, and is, a factor. 

RB: Do you think this is still the accepted narrative in the professional art world? 

CS:  Definitely. I was a bit puzzled when one of the prominent art historians who endorsed my book 

called it “courageous.” After all, I was merely ferreting out and presenting hundreds of examples in 

the artists’ own words of spiritual influence in countless celebrated works of modern art. I make a 

scholarly case using the historical facts. Why would that be “courageous”? After the book was 

published in October 2014, though, I saw what he meant. In the view of most of my acquaintances in 

the professional art world, my taking on MoMA has apparently turned me into a pillar of kryptonite, 

which I find amusing. I do understand that the gallerists hope to sell art works to MoMA; the critics 

and curators hope to be invited to lecture someday at MoMA or, in the case of curators, be hired 

there someday; and the artists hope to have work acquired by MoMA. Contradicting MoMA, even 

with strong historical evidence, seems to be viewed as a dangerous act from which one should 

prudently maintain a safe and silent distancing. On the other hand, art historians who are not 

situated in the power dynamics of the professional art world of New York have had very positive 

responses to the book, such as the review recommending it in the Art Libraries Society of North 

America Reviews.   

It should be noted, by the way, that my critique of MoMA’s narrative about the invention of abstract 
art is not the major theme of the book, only one example of it. MoMA is featured in only three 
spots, and that would have been only one spot, according to my original conception of the book, but 
for a twist of fate. I began working on the book in 1997 and spent years traveling to various art 
history libraries and also interviewing many prominent artists. Along the way two shorter books 
intervened, and professorial duties demanded time, so I had finished the research but was still 
writing the book in the spring of 2013 when MoMA put on its big exhibition on Inventing 
Abstraction, 1910-1925: How a Radical Idea Changed Modern Art. I certainly didn’t expect them to 
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change their tune entirely, but in light of the extensive exhibition at the Centre Pompidou in 2008 
(Traces du Sacré) and the scores of books making the case for spiritual influence in a particular part 
of the history of modern art (these are listed in my appendix), I figured that MoMA would have to 
make some accommodation. Not a bit! I was dumbfounded to see in the curator’s framing essay that 
she briskly sweeps any mention of spiritual influence off the table in the opening paragraphs – and 
then goes on to present a thesis that does not fit the historical evidence at all: that the “radical idea” 
that led to the invention of abstract art around 1910 was the artists’ suddenly realizing that it was 
possible to make a painting with no subject! In fact, the pioneering abstractionists made paintings 
with no objects, but they definitely had a subject: the dynamics of the immaterial realm, the subtle 
plane of existence that informs the material one, in their view. They were fascinated not only with 
esoteric teachings about deeper levels of the physical world but also with the possibility of a fourth 
dimension, non-Euclidean geometry, radiology, and Einstein’s published discoveries of 1905. 
Regarding the six pioneers of abstract painting, Hilma Af Klint painted the invisible realm as cosmos-
scape (beginning in 1906); František Kupka painted the invisible realm as vibratory fields of cosmic 
order (beginning in 1909); Arthur Dove painted the invisible realm as the essence within nature 
(beginning in 1910); Wassily Kandinsky painted the invisible realm as inner necessity (beginning in 
1910 or 1911); Piet Mondrian painted the invisible realm as dynamic equilibrium (beginning with his 
early grid paintings in 1912 and 1913); and Kasimir Malevich painted the invisible realm glimpsed 
through superconsciousness (via his Suprematist paintings beginning in 1913). All of them left 
extensive paper trails about the esoteric subject of their breakthrough art. 

I do want to mention, though, one publication in New York that had no qualms about engaging with 
this subject. The Brooklyn Rail ran a perceptive review of The Spiritual Dynamic in Modern Art in 
their Featured Articles section of the front page in the October 2015 issue.  

RB: There have been other writers and curators – for example, Herbert Read, James Elkins, Sixten 

Ringbom, Maurice Tuchman, Linda Dalrymple Henderson, Robert Rosenblum and Jacquelynn Baas, 

to name but a few – who have ‘made the case’ for the acknowledgement of the spiritual content in 

many modern artworks. The Spiritual Dynamic in Modern Art presents the story in the chronological 

order of art movements. Why did you take this approach? 

CS:  I greatly admire all those art writers you have named who went against the grain and presented 

evidence for the spiritual dimension in modern art. They and many others are all acknowledged in 

my book. Each of their books and articles, though, is focused on one area within modern art or one 

group of artists. My book is the only one I’m aware of that seeks to tell the whole story of all the 

periods and movements within modern art from 1800 to the present. I used chronological order as 

an organizing approach that would be familiar to anyone who’s read the standard art history 

overviews of the modern era. 

RB: What surprised you while researching and writing the book? 

CS:  The number of prominent modern artists whose art was significantly influenced by their spiritual 

interests is far greater than I had any inkling of when I began the research. I ended up with a file of 

material on each of some 150 historical artists of the modern period plus some 100 contemporary 

artists. Surely this is historical information that should be melded into the collective narrative about 

modern art. 
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RB: In her book The Search for Spirituality, Ursula King states that “Dialogue among people of 

different faiths can help to open up and transform…..It can bring about a spiritual renewal. But it is 

important to recognize that creative dialogue about spirituality is not and cannot remain restricted 

to people of religious adherence. It must embrace the secular world to make a difference”. Could the 

same be said about dislodging the stalemate between ‘formalist’ critiques and ‘spiritual’ approaches 

to understanding modern art? 

CS:  I wouldn’t say there is a “stalemate” right now between the Goliath that is formalist analysis and 

the David that is scholarly attention to the spiritual dimension of the art. Also, the traditional 

dichotomy between secular and religious doesn’t quite hold because most of the artists in my book 

had formative spiritual experiences during their religious inculcation in childhood but then almost 

never attended church as adults. Theirs was the common experience of modern people who had, 

and have, little or no involvement with organized religion but maintain, as Carlos Fuentes put it, 

their “spiritual sensibility.” So were they “secular” or “religious”? They simply had an interest in the 

spiritual dimension of life and quietly engaged with it in their own way, in their art. (Two exceptions 

come to mind, though: (1) avant-garde artists between 1885-1916 made active studies as adults of 

esoteric religious teachings, and (2) many contemporary artists have made a study of Buddhism as 

adults.)  

RB: The Spiritual Dynamic in Modern Art draws on direct statements by many leading artists. Are 

there other artists you would have liked to have included? Do you think there is a reluctance with 

contemporary artists to discuss the spiritual aspect of their work? 

CS: Yes, I have files on a few more artists than I was able to include because of the space limits set by 

my publisher. As for the contemporary artists in particular, they are usually quite guarded in art 

world interviews because they know very well that the critics, curators, and gallerists are 

unfavorably disposed to any mention of the spiritual – which is taken to be “not serious,” indicating 

“a collapse into sentimentality.” So I deeply appreciated the fact that the prominent contemporary 

artists who agreed to be interviewed felt they could trust me and the project. They shared poignant, 

moving stories about their lives that illuminate their art -- stories and statements that, in most cases, 

had never been revealed to art journalists.  

RB: How do you see the future of understanding the spiritual dynamic of modern art? 

CS:  I hope there will be a melding of formalist analysis, social art history, and cultural art history (of 

which the influence of spirituality and religion is one stream). It seems odd that cultural history has 

so often been ignored in art history, as it illuminates the zeitgeist in which an artist created. 

Certainly it would amount to a major paradigm shift for the influential curators, museum directors, 

critics, and art historians to accept the historical evidence of spiritual content in works by the 

majority of the prominent historical artists of the modern era and many, many of the prominent 

contemporary artists, but I do see some encouraging signs. For example, the exhibition on this 

subject at the Centre Pompidou in 2008, Traces du Sacré, was huge – 450 works! – even though it 

apparently did not win many converts among Anglo-American art world professionals. Also, the 

common historical pattern is that new ideas are mocked or ignored or fought … and then suddenly 

are not only accepted but are declared by their former opponents to have been known all along! We 

may be at that point now. I used to be told by various art world professionals in New York, through 

gritted teeth, that the entire notion of a spiritual dimension in modern art is thoroughly impossible 

because modern art and the modern project are about the escape from religion. More recently, 

though, the disdainful response to any mention of this subject is “Oh, that! We’ve always known 
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that!” – after which the speaker supposedly proves his point by naming Kandinsky and Mondrian, 

having no idea that there are a couple hundred more prominent artists in the group. In any event, 

I’m hopeful. Attitudes are definitely broadening, if quietly. 

RB: A phrase that keeps cropping up, when spiritual influences in artist’s work is ignored by 

‘formalist’ curators and at historians, is ‘We just weren’t taught that way.’ How has your education 

(and spiritual orientation?) informed your approach to the subject of the book? 

CS:  As a retired professor of religion, cultural history, and philosophy, I approached the subject from 

the other side of the chasm that is perceived between modern art and religion. I had a pretty 

thorough knowledge of the history of modern art (though I certainly learned more during my 

research), but I was free of the formative constraint of being educated in the anti-spiritual narrative 

of the history of modern art. In particular, I was able to bring to this project (1) knowledge of the 

contextual cultural history for each period and art movement and (2) knowledge of the types of 

spirituality and religion involved. In the early stages of the work, I began to grasp that there was 

actually a mountain of (largely unknown) historical evidence, and I realized that it fell into four 

different types of spirituality (traditional, esoteric, allusive, and nature-honoring/cosmological). I 

hope this helps to bring some clarity to the discussion because there is often a fuzzy sense of what 

the different orientations are about and the ways in which they differ from one another. Also, I 

sought to bring some depth of understanding of the particular types of spirituality. That knowledge 

helped me convey the reasons that an artist, working in particular place during a particular zeitgeist, 

found a certain spiritual orientation to be compelling and highly relevant to his or her art-making.  

RB: Interrelatedness plays a central role in all your writings. The aim of this issue of the Interalia 

Magazine is to explore the interdependence and dynamic interrelatedness between Art, Science, 

Mind and Life. What are your views on how this dynamic could be encouraged?  

CS:  Lots of artists today are interested in discoveries in contemporary science – physics, cosmology, 

ecology, and biology. There is a photo in my book, for instance, of Matthew Ritchie’s wall painting 

The Hierarchy Problem, which was in the Guggenheim Museum’s exhibition in 2007 The Shapes of 

Space. His website (MatthewRitchie.com), features photos of many science-inspired art projects. 

RB: What project are you are working on now? 

CS:  I’m fascinated by the recent discoveries in physiology indicating that our immaterial, personal 

relationships affect the condition of our material physicality. Obviously, this pulls the rug out from 

under the mechanistic worldview regarding the human organism. A few years ago I wrote a book 

about this, Relational Reality: New Discoveries of Interrelatedness That Are Transforming the Modern 

World, in which I cite scores of examples of the emerging knowledge. However, much more has 

been discovered since that book came out in 2011, plus my thinking about it has evolved, so I’m 

working on a new book on the subject now, which includes ruminations on the personal and societal 

implications.  


