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Editor’s Introduction



The process of relating art with religion or religious vision is both a challenge and a conundrum. The process of determining how and why the works of a particular artist might be identified as religious generally or as reflective of a specific religious tradition, such as Quaker or Swedenborgian, incurs a variety of questions and approaches. The methodological concerns can range from the iconography, that is a particular set of signs and symbols; the attitude of the religious tradition toward the visual, that is iconophile or iconoclastic; the question of patron(age) and the record, if any, of a commission; the function and/or placement of the work, that is for or within liturgical use or an ecclesiastical building; and the relationship, if any, between the artist’s personal faith commitment, or lack thereof, and the work. These questions are central no matter who the artist, what the historical period, and what the religion from Hindu to Buddhist, from Zoroastrian to Islamic, and from Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy to the Reformed Traditions and New Age.

This “knot” becomes knottier when there are major transformations within the larger cultural attitudes toward art, artist, and religion as occurred, for example, between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries in England, Italy, and the United States as evidenced throughout this volume. From the amorphous religiosity of Deism and Enlightenment philosophy to the orientations of Christian Romanticism and Protestant Liberalism to the multiple forms of “spirituality” and “mysticism” that engendered artists and religious leaders alike even unto the late twentieth-century development of New Age spirituality.

From outside the borders of church history, Christian theology, and art history, there are misperceptions that the fundamental question “what is Christian art?” is one that is easily definable. As modern scholarship combines with the discovery of lost texts, archaeological evidence, and missing works of art, there is a recognition that there has never been a simple and direct answer to that question. Rather the reality is that there have always been multiple attitudes, perceptions, and characteristics to Christian art. As the categories even of what should have been the easiest category of Christian art to define, the earliest is in fact a multiplicity of artistic perspectives and visual narratives. The more recent classification of Late Antique/Early Christian promotes not only the diversity of artistic media and styles but also the buffered divisions between these historic identities.

The recent scholarly interests in the categories of visual culture, popular culture, and material culture have simultaneously expanded our disciplinary foci and promoted the role of the arts as forms of evidence for the study of history. The subject matter of scholars and interested readers is broadened beyond the elite class as commissioners, patrons, and aesthetes to include the wider swatch of the other lower and middle classes of the population. This diverse population merges with a variety of theological perspectives and liturgical practices to further incorporate the more current concerns for race, ethnicity, and gender to promote an inclusive response to the query “what is Christian art?”

No one single category name, methodological approach, or artistic medium explains Christian art but rather a recognition of its multiple definitions, descriptors, and modalities. Rather, Christian art is a flexible category which is historically, geographically, and socially constructed; incorporates a variety of approaches and disciplinary methodologies especially as the significance of material culture, popular culture, and visual culture is brought into high relief. A volume such as Variations in Christian Art: Mennonite, Mormon, Quaker, and Swedenborgian then reflects the heuristic reality of the expanding traditional boundaries and vocabulary of what might better be described as Christian cultural history.

The arts, then whether as elements of visual culture, objects of material culture, or expressions of popular culture, encourage and nurture a community identity, while inspiring spirituality and devotion. Further this volume is part of the new ways of coming to know surveying the diversity of the burgeoning landscape of Christian art beyond the mainline landscape of Roman Catholic, Anglican//Episcopal, and Eastern Orthodox. Within these covers, readers can discover variations on the more well-known approaches to Christian art in a series of well-crafted sections which point to the significance of an artist’s iconographic choices and personal religious faith as the initial foundation that emphasizes art as a mirror of the values upon which the process of community identity is built. Throughout this group of collected texts, the contributors and editor employ distinctive approaches and methodologies that will illumine and expand the category of Christian art.

Rachel Epp Buller surveys the history of Mennonite attitudes toward the arts, especially as categorized as material culture and popular culture, most clearly in her discussion not simply of the ”high arts” of architecture, painting, and sculpture but the daily realities of furniture, crafts, and prints and engravings. Heather Belnap considers the evolution of the visual tradition of the Mormon/Latter-day Saint tradition with special attention to the late twentieth/early twenty-first century interests in the human body, delineations of gender, and the meaning of sexuality.

Rowena Loverance excavates the ambiguity toward the visual arts within Quaker history and highlights the variety of media from painting and sculpture to environmental landscapes to the continuing emphases on the inner light and quiet simplicity. Diane Apostolos-Cappadona continues to search for the unique character of the relationship between religion and art that is shaped by and shapes not only theology but further how culture and politics envision distinctive visual vocabularies.

None of these four approaches is singular or definitive but rather all four are heuristic—opening doors for future study and continuing investigations into the nature and character of Christian art in its many forms and articulations.



CHAPTER I

Art Among Mennonites

Rachel Epp Buller


A.  Introduction

Mennonites have a conflicted relationship with the visual arts. As in many other Protestant denominations, the Mennonite faith—one branch of the Anabaptist movement—historically has not incorporated visual art as an integral part of worship. Early Anabaptists denounced imagery in worship for its problematic possibilities of idolatry. Their focus on simplicity and humility led them to see visual art in general as “artificial and pretentious, often dangerous and wasteful.”1 Still today, Mennonite church buildings are often sparsely adorned: choral and instrumental music have been widely accepted in worship, but visual arts have been a point of tension even until recently. And yet in a variety of Mennonite contexts over the course of centuries, art has had a consistent presence outside of worship. Art has documented and reinforced tenets of Mennonite faith; art has emerged in functional forms in Mennonite domestic and educational spaces; and in the last century, individuals from Mennonite backgrounds have made names for themselves as artists, sometimes leaving behind the religious and cultural influences of their upbringing and other times weaving those influences into their work.

There is no single story of Mennonite art. This chapter will be devoted to “art among Mennonites” as it would be problematic, in my view, to make a case that a singular “Mennonite art” exists in any cohesive way. What would constitute “Mennonite art,” after all? If Mennonite churches, from their inception, have eschewed the inclusion of visual arts in worship, what would denote a particular artwork as Mennonite? Or, who might be included under the umbrella of “Mennonite artist”? Would this require a litmus test of theology, ethnicity, or cultural heritage? With a population of over 1.5 million members globally, spanning many countries and particular denominational groupings, Mennonite “identity” is not singular but plural. Indeed, in her recent book, Making Believe: Questions about Mennonites and Art, Magdalene Redekop makes clear from the outset that she engages with art by Mennonites but argues that “there is no such thing as Mennonite art.”2 Redekop argues against an essentialized identity, vital to any nuanced understanding of a minority group. She denies a singular category of “Mennonite art” but seeks instead to consider “how a Mennonite sensibility is sometimes apparent as a part of cross-cultural dialogue,” and to listen for Mennonite “aesthetic accents” held in common.3 Redekop is not the first scholar to consider that an artist from a Mennonite background might not produce “Mennonite art” but might still have something in common with artists from similar religious-cultural contexts: in 1990, Priscilla Reimer curated an exhibition of visual art by Mennonites in Winnipeg, Manitoba and similarly sought out a “Mennonite sensibility.”4

The narrative I have compiled about art among Mennonites follows an historical arc, divided into five sections, and considers ways in which art production has been informed by Mennonite faith, history, and culture. The story begins in the Dutch Republic, looking at how Jan Luyken’s seventeenth-century prints tell of religious persecution among those who believed in adult baptism and refused military service, and how Luyken’s prints continue to function as touchstones for some Mennonites today. At various times in their history, such religious persecution, or lack of religious tolerance, led Mennonite groups to migrate and seek more welcoming climates. The second section then looks at selected folk and functional art traditions that have accompanied Mennonites across migration paths between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries, with particular focus on Russian Mennonite lineages. Despite insular living and a proscription against visual arts in church, elements such as finely crafted furniture, the calligraphic and manuscript art of Fraktur, and traditions of quilting offer evidence of how artistic creativity was prioritized in Mennonite domestic spheres and informed by migratory contexts. During periods of migration, across Europe, Russia, and into the United States and Canada, Mennonites became involved with industries of textile and other domestic trades, but there are no artists identified as Mennonite who came to individual prominence. That changed by the early twentieth century, when North American artists from Mennonite backgrounds began to seek the world beyond their communities. The third section addresses art among Mennonites in the United States who attended art schools and became aware of and heavily influenced by art movements such as Impressionism and Modernist abstraction. Some of these artists, like Warren Rohrer, left behind Mennonite religion and culture as they moved out into the world, while others, like Robert Regier, returned to Mennonite contexts, often as educators, and introduced the aesthetic language of abstraction to their communities. The fourth section surveys a range of North American contemporary artists who, in a variety of methods and media, draw on Mennonite heritage, culture, and artistic forms. Artists like Gesine Janzen look to photographs and heirlooms from generations past as historical inspiration, while others, including Aganetha Dyck and Karen Reimer, evoke connections with their Mennonite forebears by incorporating domestic practices of embroidery, quilting, canning, or felting into contemporary art forms. While it might be tempting to take a nostalgic view when drawing on historical pasts, a few contemporary artists work to acknowledge Mennonite complicity with the injustices of colonialism as they reflect on the migratory movements of their ancestors. Some of the artists in this section no longer maintain involvement with the Mennonite church, but draw on denominational ethics of service and stewardship, peace and justice as they tackle pressing contemporary issues like immigration and climate change. The final section turns to the church itself, addressing ways in which visual art has gained some institutional presence within twenty-first-century Mennonite congregations. Thanks in part to earlier Mennonite artists and educators who gradually, and sometimes controversially, introduced contemporary art forms into worship and church publications, congregations increasingly incorporate visual imagery into their liturgy. Perhaps most significantly, a new Mennonite hymnal now includes a dozen reproductions of visual art, implicitly normalizing art’s presence in worship.

Any historical record is necessarily incomplete, with choices made about what is included and what is not. This chapter is not intended as an encyclopedic survey of all art created by Mennonite artists across history. Rather, I tell a story of some art by some artists who come from some Mennonite communities, looking to trace a handful of ways that different Mennonite religious and cultural contexts have informed art and artists in different time periods. To tell this story, I have selected representative artists and artworks, but of course others could have been chosen. Some of the limitations of the Covid-19 pandemic also directed my choices: writing this chapter during years when the collections and staff members of museums, archives, and libraries were frequently inaccessible meant that I leaned heavily on materials to which I did have access and permissions to use. I extend my gratitude to John Thiesen at the Mennonite Library and Archives; to the staff of Kauffman Museum, particularly David Kreider, exhibits designer, and Rachel Pannebecker, retired director, for their ongoing assistance; and to the many artists and estate representatives who so graciously answered my queries.


B.  Jan Luyken (1649–1712) and Mennonites in the Dutch Republic

The origins of the Mennonite church are rooted in the changes brought about by the Protestant Reformation in Europe. Followers of Swiss reformer Ulrich Zwingli denounced the practice of infant baptism and met in secret in 1525 to baptize one another as adults. These Anabaptists, or re-baptizers, preached their beliefs and gathered followers across Switzerland, Germany, and Austria. Their principles included not only baptism in adulthood, when believers could make a conscious choice to follow the path of Christianity, but also pacifism and a belief in the separation of church and state.5 Because the state church required infant baptism, the Anabaptists (also known as Swiss Brethren) were considered heretics and one of their early leaders, Felix Manz, was executed in 1527. This execution kicked off a century of martyrdom, and longer-term periodic persecution, of Anabaptists across Europe. As the movement spread, however, a Catholic priest named Menno Simons (1496–1561) embraced the ideas of Anabaptism and became a prominent church leader in the Dutch Republic. While branches of Anabaptism grew under several different leaders, the group in Holland came to be known as Mennonites, named for their leader, Menno Simons. This name then spread to groups in other regions as well, although the descendants of Anabaptism also include modern-day peace churches such as the Brethren, Amish, Hutterites, and Quakers.

Many Mennonite groups in Europe and, later, in North America led primarily agrarian lives, often with varying degrees of self-imposed cultural isolation. The seventeenth-century Dutch Mennonites, however, were predominantly urban groups, actively involved in mainstream cultural production, particularly literature and publishing, as well as other scholarly pursuits.6 Dozens of major and minor artists of the day were documented members of Mennonite congregations. Not infrequently, contemporary Mennonite historians have given ink to speculations and conjecture about a possible relationship between Dutch Mennonites and Rembrandt van Rijn, even proposing that Rembrandt may have become Mennonite himself. Art historian Stephanie Dickey, noting the tendency among today’s Mennonites to want to claim Rembrandt for their own, lays out the historical evidence for Rembrandt’s proximity to Mennonites of his era, including extended family members and business associates. Examining the visual evidence of Rembrandt’s subject matter, Dickey concludes that the artist was at least interested in and sympathetic to Mennonite concerns, though not necessarily a re-baptized member.7 Other, now less famous, Dutch artists of the time intersected with Mennonites in more clearly documented ways: Ardis Grosjean notes that artists and art theorists including Karel van Mander, Salomon van Ruysdael, Govert Flinck, Samuel van Hoogstraten, Jacob van Ruisdael, and Jan van der Heyden “were Mennonites during all or some period of their lives.”8 Her survey of these artists notes both the ways in which they were integrated within their societies and the wide-ranging subject matter they tackled, causing her to note her regret that it is not possible “to isolate the specifically Mennonite element, if any, in a particular artist’s oeuvre.”9 These Mennonite artists, in other words, were so assimilated into the broader culture that it appears illogical to group them together based upon their shared religion alone.

1.  Anabaptism and Menno Simons

Jan Luyken was a painter, poet, and printmaker from Amsterdam who joined the Anabaptist religious movement as an adult. Luyken (also spelled Luiken) was born in Amsterdam into a middle-class family. His parents, Caspar Luyken and Hester Coores, were deeply religious; their older children were baptized into the Reformed Church but by the time of Jan’s birth they had joined the Mennonite church so Jan was not baptized as an infant.10 After his formal schooling, likely under his own father, Luyken apprenticed in the workshop of a local painter, Martin Saeghmolen, and then learned etching and engraving from printmaker Coenraet Decker. He also met regularly with a group of friends, who called themselves De Wijngaardranken (The Vine Tendrils), to write poetry. In 1672, at the age of twenty-three, Luyken married Maria de Oudens. Of their five children, only their son Caspar survived childbirth. At the time of their marriage, Luyken joined the Anabaptist movement at his wife’s instigation but he did not fully commit until having visions and experiencing a powerful religious conversion in 1673, following the birth of their first child.

The earliest reference to Mennonite faith in Luyken’s oeuvre appeared in 1681, with a portrait of founder Menno Simons published in the first definitive edition of Simons’ complete works, Opera Omnia Theologica (Fig. 1.1). Luyken pictured Simons as a scholar of old, seated in a classically inspired setting and surrounded by books—stacked on top of his desk as well as below it, placed in shelves behind him, and piled next to his feet. In Luyken’s rendering, Simons pauses in his studies and turns to make eye contact with the viewer outside the frame. With his right hand, Simons points to the Gospel of Matthew, open on the table for his examination, while with his left hand he points to himself. Through this doubled gesture, Luyken invites us to see Simons as a pious figure, one akin to the gospel writer himself, as well as a scholar in pursuit of knowledge, studying further the writer’s words for greater insight. Implicitly, Simons’ gestures indicate the biblically informed nature of Anabaptism: in searching the scriptures for clarity, Simons has uncovered what he and his followers believe is the true path. Indeed, the text below the image underscores Luyken’s visual messaging:



He who never read God’s law, would proclaim the way to heaven

And fed the ignorant people, with swill from human invention.

Then God’s holy word quickly illuminated his splendid mind.

He founded God’s church on the foundation first laid.11


[image: ]

FIGURE 1.1  Jan Luyken, Portrait of Menno Simons, etching, published in Menno Simons, Opera Omnia Theologica, 1681. Courtesy of Mennonite Library and Archives, Bethel College, KS/US.



In the four-line stanza, Luyken implicitly positions leaders of the Catholic Church as those who have never studied the scriptures, peddling false requirements (or “swill”) for how to get into heaven to congregants who know no better. But with exacting study of the scriptures, holy truths channeled by the gospel writer, Menno Simons’ “splendid mind” has been illuminated such that he will lead a new church. Luyken tells us that this new church is built on the “foundation first laid,” an apparent reference to 1 Corinthians 3:11: “For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” Simons’ study of the gospel writer’s text connects him directly to the first foundation, and Luyken’s verse lends inherent legitimacy both to Simons and to the newly formed church.

2.  The Martyrs Mirror and its lasting impact among Mennonites

Apart from this portrait of Menno Simons, Luyken is known primarily in today’s Mennonite communities for the 104 copper plate etchings he produced for the Martyrs Mirror by Thieleman J. van Braght (1685), in which he visualized the many gruesome ways that Christians, including believers in adult baptism, had been tortured and martyred for their faith. Van Braght’s text was an expansion of earlier martyr publications. Already in 1562, Dutch Mennonites had connected their contemporary religious persecution to that of the early Christians in Het Offer des Heeren (A Sacrifice Unto the Lord), a text that was updated and reprinted repeatedly before the end of the century. Seventeenth-century Mennonite leaders like Hans de Ries continued to gather and circulate accounts of religious persecution and martyrdom, and in 1660 van Braght, himself a Flemish Mennonite minister, published a 1,300-page volume with the lengthy title, The Bloody Drama of Anabaptist and Non-resistant Christians who because of their Witness to Jesus Christ their Savior suffered and have been killed from the days of the early church till the most recent times. Including a description of baptism and other aspects of worship as they practice it. Consisting of two volumes, which are an enlargement of the previous Martyrs Mirrors and other reliable Chronicles, memories, witnesses, etc. Although van Braght died in 1664, The Bloody Drama tome was expanded, including the significant addition of Luyken’s prints, and re-editioned two decades later in a volume that became known simply as the Martyrs Mirror.

Luyken’s images of religious persecution, both historical and contemporary, usually picture the moments of most dramatic violence in each narrative. The first print of the series depicts Jesus stretched out on the cross: a guard holds aloft a hammer, poised to strike the blow that will force the nail through Jesus’ feet. Subsequent images show the beheading of John the Baptist, blood spurting from his decapitated corpse while his head is carried away on a platter; the stoning of Saint Stephen as the stones rain down on him; and other crucifixions, beheadings, flayings, burnings, and clubbing deaths of Jesus’ followers. The first thirty-five prints in the book feature martyr stories prior to the early fourth-century Edict of Milan that sanctioned religious tolerance. The majority of the remaining prints date from after the Protestant Reformation, depicting grisly torture and execution scenes from towns around Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Illustrating only a few stories from the intervening millennium, Luyken visually underscored a clear parallel of righteous convictions between modern martyrs and Christ’s earliest followers. This connection might have both lent legitimacy to the beliefs of a minority sect and reinforced a potentially faltering faith in the face of persecution. Sarah Covington argues that, although the Martyrs Mirror existed in a history and context of other popular martyrologies, Luyken’s visual renderings imparted key facets of the Mennonite faith, particularly through a focus on the martyrs’ heroic non-resistance.12 Whether about to be burned at the stake or drowned in a barrel, the protagonists of Luyken’s prints wholly submit to their captors. They do not weep and wail; none of them struggle against their impending doom. Anneken Hendriks, about to be put into a fire with gunpowder in her mouth, raises a beatific face to the heavens (Fig. 1.2).

Maria van Beckum folds her hands and prays for her captors even as they fasten her chains and stoke the flames. Anneken Jans, as she is being led to her death, hands her baby and a bag of money to whoever in the crowd of onlookers will agree to care for her infant child. Prints like this emphasize the family ruptures caused by religious persecution, as well as the ultimate devotion to faith, even above the love of earthly family. To illustrate the story of Mayeken Wens, Luyken unexpectedly chose not the moment of her burning at the stake but rather its somber aftermath with her orphaned children. Van Braght tells us that Wens’ two sons, fifteen and three years old, came together to witness their mother’s martyrdom but the teenager fainted from emotion, missing her final gruesome moments. Rather than visualizing this scene of intense drama, Luyken instead rendered the eerie calm once the deed was done and the crowds dispersed: the three-year-old stands alone, a motherless child, while the elder son sifts through the ashes. No trace of Wens’ body remains but the son searches, as a tragic memento, for the tongue screw that had been affixed to his






















3.  Prints of daily life and emblem literature























C.  Folk and Functional Art Traditions among Mennonite Migrations



1.  Fraktur


















2.  Furniture




















3.  Quilts













D.  Modern Art among Mennonites in the United States


1.  Albert Krehbiel (1873–1945)










2.  Warren Rohrer (1927–95)























3.  Robert Regier (b. 1937)









E.  Contemporary Artists and Mennonite Pasts


1.  Aganetha Dyck (b. 1937)

















2.  Karen Reimer (b. 1958)










3.  Gesine Janzen (b. 1967)


















4.  Randy Regier (b. 1964)










F.  Art and Contemporary Mennonite Churches


1.  Voices Together


a.  Dona Park (b. 1995)



b.  Anne Hostetler Berry (b. 1976)












c.  Michelle Hofer (b. 1974)
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