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DEGENERATE ART, DEGENERATE RELIGION: LANGUAGE OF DISTORTION AND OPPRESSION by
Lanfranco Aceti

The Devil is not the Prince of Matter; the Devil is the arrogance of the spirit,
faith without a smile, truth that is never seized by doubt.
--Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose

After years of repetitive and unheard voices warning against the trappings of artistic censorship in

name of Arelig izftnallys thedfiestrinsernationsl iextarm pée of, the dangers of this new

construct appears and i t coul dnodt have been more timely. As th
being laid out, the need for an example that could explain precisely the role that religions are

playing in the contemporary social arena revealed itself, plain for all to see, in the comments of

the Cardinal Joachim Meisner, Archbishop of Cologne.®> Even more interesting was the setting

within which he was speakingbt he i nauguration of the churchoés Kol uml
that should be, at least in its name, representing a dove: a symbol of peace and reconciliation.

The power of language, its political role and its dangerous usage as a tool of conquest of the
secular space have re-emerged across Europe. These new constructions of oppressive
language, such as religious sensitivity and degenerate art, reveal a particular new scenario of
censorship, restriction and oppression in the field of literary and visual arts. In this new context,
the imposition of a religious moral endorsement on literary and visual arts, imposed under the
framework of respect for religious sensitivities, is allowedd as Huxley wroted by a deference to
religious sentiment.

Deference to religion becomes a tool to exercise, in the name of religious morality,4 a cultural and
political control. Control that is ominously reminiscent of the Nazi language of distortion and
oppression. A language that could easily become not unidirectional but bidirectional, creating the
equation Degenerate Art = Degenerate Religion.

WHEN CULTURE BECOMES DISCONNECTED FROM RELIGION, FROM THE WORSHIP OF
GOD, RELIGION BECOMES RITUALISM AND THE CULTURE BECOMES DEGENERATE.5

Cardinal Mei snerdéds | anguage could easily be reversed.

WHEN RELIGION BECOMES DISCONNECTED FROM CULTURE, FROM THE WORSHIP OF
ART, CULTURE BECOMES RITUALISM AND THE RELIGION BECOMES DEGENERATE.

An argument, therefore, could be made that religions can decay and be decadent, that they can
degenerate in perverse forms of fascist oppression and that as such should not receive forms of
protection that are not equally granted to other segments of society and cultural activities.

Or, if the argument were to be proposed by a fanatic secularist who was to follow the reasoning of
Cardinal Meisner, the opposite rationalization could be made from the declaration arguing for the
existence of a degenerate religion. An argument could be constructed to imply violent and
extremist consequences: that the immorality of religion justifies its censorship and/or violent
eradication from society. The same freasoningothat was rationalized by the Nazis as the basis of
the Entartete Art or Degenerate Art exhibition of 1937, revived by Cardinal Meisner, could be
transported in other areas of cultural expression which may include religion.
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Flgure 1 The Dangerous Game, Lanfranco Aceti, 2007, digital print on paper and ink (40 cm x 50
cm).

The importance of refuting a language that endorses comments such as filegenerated and

fimmoraldis based on the refusal of reintroducing a language of oppression such as that of Max

Nordau. He wrote that #@Ait is not necessary t o measur g
of a painter's ear, in order to recognize the fact that he belongs to the class of degenerateso(17).

This language is such that it can be used to construct, frame and lead to a society where racial,

cultural, religious and gender diversities could be used to create, as it happened in Nazi

Germany, classes of degenerates. What if it was not necessary to measure the cranium of

Cardinal Meisner to decide that he was a degenerate?

The issues that are brought to the arena of academic analysis in this article are based on the

intent of revealing the language of distortion and oppression in the contemporary engagements

between art and religion. It is also an attempt to find a platform of peaceful dialogue beyond the

confrontational framework of decent vs. degenerate and moral vs. immoral. Is it possible to

peacefully engage with absolutist and fundamentalist religious languages by reversing their

constructions and demonstrating their untenability? More importantly, have the literary and visual

arts been attacked by religious censorship in Britai
to reverse and ridicule messages of hatred and oppression?’

If one dayd and no longer as plebeian exception, but as ascesis of the learned,
devoted to the indestructible testimony of Scriptured the art of mockery were to
be made acceptable, and to seem noble and liberal and no longer mechanical; if
onedaysomeone could say (and be heard),
would have no weapons to combat that blasphemy, because it would summon
the dark powers of corporal matter, those that are affirmed in the fart and the

ot

l augh at
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belch, and the fart and the belch would claim the right that is only of the spirit, to
breathe where they list! (Eco 477)

It is this visual and linguistic subversive ability of the arts that threatens both religion and political
power, therefore inviting censors:hip.9 Because abversave quditees amd ability to change
and alter a message, to re-evaluate its basic assumptions and dogmatic paradigms, political and
religious institutions appear to restrict freedom of artistic expression. Restriction of artistic
freedom, first introduced as religious deference, extended its forms of control into censorship and
moral validation through the argument that art that is not religiously inspired is degenerate and
immoral.'’® Cardinal Meister is just one of a series of preachers from different creeds and times
that attempt to restrict the secular space where the rules of engagement are not supposed to be
dictated by religious and moral dogmas, but by ethical secular values.™

AJorge defends his c¢crimes by ar guto thgleatnbdantouldt he openi
transvalue all the values of classical learning and of Christian civilization. It would unleash the

spirit of levity. In addition, it would set going the process of destruction for the entire metaphysical

architectonic upon whichholy 6f ai t h6 has been e 0@asthkedb71a/?). Ittshe capst o
this process of tranvaluation in a transmedia society, which allows the reconstruction and
recontextualization of messages, media and content, that is most feared by a dogmatic religious
structure that seeks to control and enforee the | a
architecture.

In order to enforce the religious control of the transvalue characteristics of contemporary artistic
processes, as well as of the sciences, religion is obliged to require the deference and respect of
its dogmatic tenets. The respect of religious dogmatic structures can only be achieved if religion
is recognized as being entitled to play the powerful role within society of an attributor of morality,
and therefore being able to declare artworks decent or degenerate.

It is the definition of moral and immoral artworks, built on the necessity to control the

transformation of a new digitally transmediated society,”>*whi ch reveals religionsé c
attempts to impose new forms of moral validation for the literary and visual arts as well as the

sciences. The forms of moral validation will not be restricted to the field of aesthetic and art

representation, but will extend from the arts to religious endorsement of moral and immoral

behaviors."

Aldous Huxley, in Ends and Means, moves a series of charges against not religions but deviation

of religions. Huxley implies in his analysis the necessity of a critical evaluation of religion. The

core issue is the choice of criteria that should be applied to evaluate morally evil and degenerate

religions. An answer could be offered by Car di nal Mei sner 6s statement wf
opportunity to scrutinize religion, with the same criteria, namely absence of deference, that are

applied to the literary and visual arts. These criteria should be based not on uncertain canons of

morality, but on universal ethical standards. Religions should be judged, as any other institutions,

without deference and on the ground of universal ethics, and charges should be brought against

violent alrgd obscurantist dogmas that should be met, as Huxley writes, with an uncompromising

hostility.

Toward the kind of religion whose fruits are moral evil and a darkening of the
mind the rational idealist can only show an uncompromising hostility. Such things
as persecution and the suppression or distortion of truth are intrinsically wrong,
and he can have nothing to do with religious organizations which countenance
such iniquities. (Huxley 225)
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Figure 2 The Voice of the Absolute, Lanfranco Aceti, 2007, digital print (40 cm x 50 cm).

The fundamentalist language, as a language of distortion and oppression, eliminates any
possibility of dialogue and all comments and remarks are overpowered by the dogmatic and
absolutistic structure of the phrase. In the visual construction in The Voice of the Absolute
everything disappears from sight and the opposite arguments are overwhelmed by the
entrenched position of each party, where the word filegenerated defines and configures the
landscape and all the arguments are lost. In this approach there is no space left for
communication and exchange. Once the parties have staked on the ground their claims to moral
superiority, a confrontational wall is raised for a conflict that, from the verbal and the visual, is
transferred into the cultural and into the diverse cultural realities of contemporary society.

Aesthetic context was displaced by political, social or pathological categories:
labels scrawled on the walls of the exhibition read: i . . insolent mockery of the
Divine . . .0 iBolshevikg filewishg fi . . insult to German womanhoodq i . . cretin
and whoreg fMadness becomes methodd fCrazy at any priceq fsick minds. .
.a(Konsinski 346)"'

These are the labels that underpinned artworks in the original exhibition fDegenerate Artdoin 1937.

The words define the artworks within a framewor k t
statements unchallenged. The artist is reduced to a fsick mindo or to finsolent mockery,0or to a

sick mind that is producing nothing other than an insolent mockery of the divine.'® But it is the

linguistic label of madness that, based on moral judgement, debases the value of the artistic
critiFguwe.l | f, there was a group of wor ks characteri
examples of abstract arto(Goggin 89).

It is the role of insanity in the artistic journey that becomes the most poignant element,a M{DFFXVH
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