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Bradshaw: Toward a Mormon Aesthetic

more from the nature of the relationship between the subject matter
and the spirit to be embodied? This may also explain why a subject
rejected on one occasion may be used very etfectively on another.

We do not choose to embody in our art that which we consider to
have no value. In the act of choosing a subject the artist says, *“This
has value that justifies my effort.”” But when the artist is trying to
embody a spiritual gesture, the relationship between the gesture and
the subject will justify the effort and the choice. The subject matter
of art 1s the celestial, and for Mormons, at least, that gives it ultimate
value. Thus art demands a level of dedication and effort not less con-
suming than that of reaching the celestial level in any other endeavor.
Even when the surface of a work of art contains subjects that may
seem trivial or unworthy at first glance the central celestial gesture of
the piece may place those things in an eternal perspective that gives
them significance beyond their superficial character.

This brings up a problem frequently encountered in Mormon art:
Can the Mormon artist deal with such delicate subjects as adultery, il-
licit love, Satan worship, demonic possession, etc.? And can a Mor-
mon audience tolerate such things? Too often the answer is
simplistic: ““These things are ‘dirty’ and if you even think about
them you pollute your mind!"” Too often in artistic efforts they are
dealt wrth in the same simplistic way and the whole experience re-
mains ‘‘dirty.”” But it appears to me that if these things are dealt
with in their relationship to the celestial and 1n their effects upon our
achieving the bright goals we all cherish 1t would be possible for the
Mormon artist to lift his audience to spiritual levels where the con-
templation of such subjects would strengthen against their being
overcome by these evils.

In light of what has been said above, one of the differences be-
tween art and entertainment becomes clear. Entertainment’s primary
concern is the pleasure of the audience. Art, in contrast, seems to
concentrate upon the central values of the human experience.
Although it 1s obvious that there are many gradations of value be-
tween these two extremes, it must also be clear that there are few pure
examples of either end of the spectrum. The artist gets his satisfac-
tion from the ‘“‘celestial kiss’’ that accompanies his achievement of
the embodiment of the spiritual gesture in his place. The entertainer
tinds his satistaction in the pleasure and acclaim of his audience.
Here, also, the pure example is rare, and most artists and entertainers
get satisfaction from a mixture of sources. It thus appears most artists
have a bit of entertainer in them and most entertainers relate to the

artists’ motivations, too.
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What it comes to at its center is still this: The subject of art 1s the
celestial. The celestial provides the spiritual gestures; it inspires our
best efforts; it rewards them with spiritual satistactions. If we settle
for anything less, we are bound to have disappointments.

IDEA NUMBER FOUR: THE ARTIST AND HIS AUDIENCE

Of all the effects of the lack of a Mormon Aesthetic, the most
dangerous 1s the widening gulf between the artist and his audience.
To some extent, this is traceable to the widening of the gulf in
Western society in general. But to find the gulf so wide in a society
where so many values are shared on such a profound level is indeed
distressing.

It is the function of an aesthetic theory, whether explicitly stated
and followed by both artist and audience or tacitly agreed upon
because universally felt, to prevent such a gulf from occurring. The
gulf is really a communications gap, for neither artist nor audience
desires the gulf and many members of each side do not understand
the other. If the beautiful is really rooted in the celestial, and if the
artist 1s indeed trying to embody spiritual things from the heavenly
realms, and if the audience is truly seeking celestial life and glory,
there should be little friction between artist and audience 1n our
society. But it 1s obvious to even the most casual observer that this
relationship often falls far short of the ideal.

Too often the artist 1s caught up in the secular necessities of ex-
istence and must create for reasons other than the embodiment of the
spiritual 1n his art. Too often his technique is not adequate to deal
with the potentials that exist or with the possibilities that are revealed
to him as he gropes through the veil. Too often the ‘‘place inside’
must settle for ‘‘the best I can do at this time’’ when it would be
delighted to have the perfection of the celestial model. Too often the
celestial ideal is not even sought and through weakness or laziness or
lack of preparation (which is laziness over an extended period of time)
its vitality 1s lost.

Too often the member of the audience 1s caught up in his own
prejudices and expectations for the things he already knows. Too
often he is not willing to open up his heart to the products of his
brother’s creativity. Too often he misunderstands what the artist is
offering him and takes it in the wrong spirit and thus is not edified.
The goal of the member of the audience should be the ‘‘bright
cloud’’ and the overpowering experience of the feeling of celestial
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value. Prejudice, narrowness, ineptitude, lack of experience, and bad
spirit all keep him from that experience.

The old idea that in the arts we are entitled to ‘‘like what we
like’’ 1s so completely foreign to any kind of effective communication
that it should be forbidden with the same fierceness we use on tobac-
co. It is a product of the same spirit that seduces us to take offense at
something said by the Brethren, to go fishing on Sunday, to read a
pornographic magazine. It makes it impossible for the artist to reach
his audience; it makes it impossible for the person who adopts it to be
edified by anything, for his loyalty to his stiffened prejudices prevents
any light from penetrating his black attitude.

How then does a Mormon reach his potential as a member of an
audience? This potential is reached by seeking to receive the celestial
gesture in whatever form or guise it may be presented to him. This
means he must not simply allow the piece of art to be in his presence
as he nods in assent. He must take it to his spirit and try it on for
“‘celestial size,”’ seeing if it will produce the same ‘‘celestial kiss’’
that the artist felt when he was embodying the spirit 1n it. He must
see beyond the surface to find that central celestial essence of the
work. When he finds it, he will see that ‘‘he that speaketh and he
that listeneth’’ can reaily be ‘‘edified together’’ (see D&C 50:22).

The artist and the member of his audience are really not op-
ponents in a battle. Rather, they are travelers along a road to eternal
life, both striving toward glory. They have common experiences,
common objectives, common understandings of life and its goals and
processes, and a spirit that they share from a higher source. The art
that they share along that road should be a delight to both of them, a
lift towards the goals they share, a foretaste of the joy toward which
they both aspire. A Mormon Aesthetic should help both of them to
understand this.
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