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Leçons de Ténèbres. Catholic Theological Notes on Adorno’s Art of Redemption [final draft 

version] 

 
‘Adorno ends Minima Moralia with an aphorism, in the form of a seal that bears the messianic 
title Zum Ende, “Finale.” In it, philosophy is defined as follows: “The only philosophy which 
can be responsibly practiced in the face of despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as 
they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption”. Taubes noted that when 
this text, which he found “wonderful, but finally empty”, is compared with Benjamin and Karl 
Barth, it shows itself to be nothing other than an aestheticization of the messianic in the form 
of the as if. This is why, Taubes adds, the aphorism concludes with the thesis, “The question 
of reality or unreality of redemption becomes almost an indifferent one.”’ (Giorgio Agamben, 
The Time that Remains. A Commentary on the Letter to the Romans, 2005)1 

 

In this essay we will develop a theological interpretation of Adorno’s aesthetic theory. Our starting 

point is an unexpected analogy between Adorno’s aesthetics and the Roman Catholic service of the 

tenebrae, and its inherent kenotic ‘economy of redemption’. In line with this, the criticism that Adorno 

would represent an ‘aestheticization of the messianic in the form of the as if ’ (G. Agamben) can be 

reformulated in terms of the old Christological heresy of docetism. At the end, we will point at how 

the analogy of the Tenebrae may open up a standpoint where no interpreter ever would like to have 

Adorno: side by side with the Virgin Mother. 

 

1. Art and Religion. Aesthetic Theory and Theology 

At first sight our approach is blocked from the outset by Adorno’s Theses on Art and Religion (1945), 

in which he clearly opposes both spheres.2 From a sociological point of view, positive religion is 

considered as a supra-individual binding force, a repressive institution that sustains the social order. 

                                                 
1 GIORGIO AGAMBEN, The Time that Remains. A Commentary on the Letter to the Romans, Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2005, 35.  
Our whole essay is in fact a theological attempt to understand and critically assess the famous passage in which 
Adorno sketched the state of critical thinking in 1946 and to which Agamben is referring:   

“The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in the face of despair is the attempt to 
contemplate all things as they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption. Cognition 
has no other light than that which shines from redemption out upon the world […]  
Perspectives must be produced which set the world beside itself, alienated from itself, revealing its 
cracks and fissures, as needy and distorted as it will one day lay there in the messianic light. […] It is 
the simplest of all things, because the situation irrefutably calls for such cognitions, indeed because 
completed negativity, once it comes fully into view, turns into the mirror-writing of its opposite. But it 
is also that which is totally impossible, because it presupposes a standpoint at a remove, were it even the 
tiniest bit, from the bane of the existent […] It must comprehend even its own impossibility for the sake 
of possibility. In relation to the demand thereby imposed on it, the question of reality or unreality of 
redemption becomes almost an indifferent one.” (Theodor W. ADORNO, Minima Moralia. Reflexionen 
aus dem beschädigten Leben, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1951, nr. 153 – English translation based upon 
the  recent online translation by Dennis Redmond: www.efn.org/~dredmond/MinimaMoralia.html) 

2 Cf. TH.W. ADORNO, Theses Upon Art and Religion Today (1945), in Noten zur Literatur, Frankfurt a.M.: 
Suhrkamp, 1974, 647-653. Sixty years later, this brief text still bears some clues to analyse today’s context. 
Read, e.g., how Adorno critically anticipates events like Live Aid and their mistaken claims of political 
relevance. See ibid., 650. 
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Art, on the contrary, is valued as a force of protest, be it at the same time reflecting the very social 

order against which its protests are directed. Further distinction is made with regards to the relation of 

respective realms to magic. Religion is said to claim a direct access to the absolute, which involves 

magical features: it is a way to influence or even control the spell of the divine. Adorno admits that art 

as well has its origin in magic, but it represents a form of enlightenment – the difference with religion 

would consist in the fact that art is at least aware of its own illusionary character. Nevertheless, the 

complete expulsion of magic out of art would involve the end of art. At this point, there remains an 

affinity between religion and art, as far as art preserves a relation to the absolute and magical features. 

  

Against the background of modern secularisation that made religion lose its power and place, the 

affinity of art and religion inspired some intellectuals to call upon art to deliver a spiritual substitute, to 

give ‘“sense” to a culture threatened by emptiness and universal alienation’ (647). Others even hoped 

for a restoration of the former unity of art and religion. Adorno, however, considers every attempt at 

reintroducing religious content or recycling of religious forms in modern art as futile. It would lead to 

the mere self-glorification of the social status quo:  

‘art can keep faith to its true affinity with religion, the relationship with truth, only by an 

almost ascetic abstinence from any religious claim or any touching upon religious subject 

matter’ (649 – all italics in this essay are mine).  

Art and religion share a relationship with truth, which is, for Adorno, closely connected to the 

reconciliation between subject and object, between individual and collectivity, between singular and 

universal, the contingent and the absolute. The relation at stake is not a direct one, but marked by a 

similar ascetic abstinence which is also clear from modern art’s relation to its magical roots: ‘the only 

possible way to save the “spell” of art is the denial of this spell by art itself’ (651).  

 

Adorno’s text from 1945 contains crucial motifs of his later Aesthetic Theory on art, 

truth/reconciliation and negativity. In conclusion of his text Adorno illustrates how art can save its 

relationship to truth through denial by means of a short interpretation of Marcel Proust’s work. More 

than anyone else, Proust is concentrating on the contingent, the singular, and this seems to strip his art 

of any link to the universal or the eternal. In Adorno’s view, it is precisely by focusing on opaque 

details that Proust paradoxically achieves the  

‘materialization of a truly theological idea, that of immortality […] to brave death by breaking 

the power of oblivion […] It is he who, in a non-religious world, took the phrase of 

immortality literally and tried to salvage life, as an image, from the throes of death. But he did 

so by giving himself up to the most futile, the most insignificant, the most fugitive traces of 

memory. By concentrating upon the utterly mortal, he converted his novel, […] into a 

hieroglyph of “O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?”’ (653) 
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The last sentence is a quote from the Bible, in particular from the letter to the Corinthians, in which 

Paul deals with the resurrection of the body.3 In a striking parallel with Paul, the whole quote breathes 

theological ideas like the promise of immortality (not of the soul, but clearly understood as 

resurrection of the body4), redemption from death, transformation of the mortal into the immortal 

body,… At the end of his Theses on Art and Religion Adorno suggests a structural analogy between 

theology and aesthetic theory.  

 

2. Leçons de Ténèbres and the modern work of art 

In the motto of our essay, Agamben recalled the debate on Adorno’s alleged ‘crypto-theology’. Does 

Adorno’s aesthetic theory represent nothing more than an aestheticised form of the messianic? Does it 

come down to a virtual, empty theological gesture? The suspicion was raised by the Jewish thinker 

Jacob Taubes.5 Taubes uses Karl Barth’s Protestantism and Walter Benjamin’s political-theological 

retrieval of Jewish traditions as frame of reference to downplay Adorno’s aesthetics. Contrary to most 

theologians, who are using the same Protestant and/or Jewish theological frameworks,6 my own 

reading of Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory follows an alternative explicitly Roman Catholic path.7 My 

starting point is an unexpected formal analogy between Adorno’s sketch of the modern work of art and 

the traditional Roman Catholic service of the Tenebrae.   

 

a) The ceremony of the Tenebrae 

Tenebrae – or ‘Tenebrae Lessons’ – is the name of a liturgical service that took place during the Holy 

Week, i.e., the week in which Catholics remember the passion, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. Nowadays even faithful Catholics do not practice it anymore in our countries.8 One of the 

reasons why this service lost its attraction may be that contemporary Catholics are marked by a 

                                                 
3 Cf. 1 Cor 15:52-57:  

‘For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. [53] For 
this perishable nature must put on the imperishable, and this mortal nature must put on immortality. [54] 
When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on immortality, then shall come to 
pass the saying that is written: “Death is swallowed up in victory." [55] "O death, where is thy victory? 
O death, where is thy sting?" [56] The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. [57] But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.’ 

4 Adorno recurrently brings to the fore the materialist potential of the motif of the resurrection of the body. Cf. 
ADORNO, Minima Moralia, 470; Negative Dialektik, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1966, 393. 
5 Cf. JACOB TAUBES, The Political Theology of Paul, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003, 74. The German 
original refers to lectures held in Heidelberg, 1987. 
6 Cf. supra, n. 2. Often those approaches are marked by a negative-theological overtone, cf. GERRIT 

STEUNEBRINK, Is Adorno's philosophy a negative theology?, in INE BULHOF &  LAURENS TEN KATE (eds.), The 
flight of the Gods. Philosophical perspectives on negative theology. New York: Fordham University Press, 2000, 
292-319. 
7 As far as I know, the only seminal attempt at a Catholic Adorno interpretation can be found in:  GERRIT 

STEUNEBRINK, Transparantie en transcendentie. De muziek van Olivier Messiaen tussen katholicisme en 
surrealisme, in Tijdschrift voor Theologie 41 (2001) 376-401. 
8 The best introduction can be found in the The Catholic Encyclopedia (1917), freely available on the internet: 
see www.newadvent.org/cathen/index.html Our brief sketch is based upon the lemma ‘Tenebrae’ and ‘Tenebrae 
hearse’. 
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modern mindset which in its unbreakable optimism – positivism – cannot stand the dark character of 

the ceremony. The fundamental tone of the Tenebrae is one of lament, a kind of discourse which feels 

too depressing for people who come to church to find good vibrations. Modern Christians do not see 

how this kind of gloomy service could be linked to the hope of redemption. Interesting enough the 

only way in which this Catholic service survives, is as a form of art: as the ‘Leçons de Ténèbres’, the 

famous concerts of French baroque composers like François Couperin or Marc-Antoine Charpentier. 

 

Tenebrae (Latin, ‘shadows, darkness’) denoted the Matins and Lauds of the last three days of Holy 

Week.9 Those prayer services are held during the night and the early morning. For this occasion the 

church is stripped of its decoration. Moreover, all crosses, pictures, and images in the church are 

covered with opaque black (or purple) veils. It differs from the ceremony of the rest of the year. All is 

sad and mournful, as though it were a funeral service. The Church forbids herself the use of any 

formulas of joy and hope. Psalms are sung without the usual doxology at the end, lessons and chants 

are expressive of grief.  

 

The lessons are taken from the Lamentations of Jeremias, a Bible book which is mourning over the 

destroyed temple. It is composed as an acrostic upon the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. In order to 

show that each verse begins with consecutive letter in the Hebrew alphabet, the Vulgate (the Latin 

translation formerly used in the Catholic Church) chose to explicitly articulate each Hebrew letter, 

beginning every verse with a transliterated Hebrew letter. The Latin translation looks as follows: 

ALEPH quomodo sedit sola civitas plena populo facta est quasi vidua domina gentium 
princeps provinciarum facta est sub tributo  
BETH plorans ploravit in nocte et lacrimae eius in maxillis eius non est qui consoletur 
eam ex omnibus caris eius omnes amici eius spreverunt eam et facti sunt ei inimici  
GIMEL migravit Iuda propter adflictionem et multitudinem servitutis habitavit inter 
gentes nec invenit requiem omnes persecutores eius adprehenderunt eam inter 
angustias  
DELETH viae Sion lugent eo quod… 

Those Hebrew letters appear in the Latin text as a kind of hieroglyphs – Hebrew was a dead language 

by that time. The exotic sound of the Hebrew Alephbet inspired baroque composers to use them for 

melismata full of sorrow.   

 

The most impressive aspect of the Tenebrae is that, as the choir chants, a number of candles set on a 

triangular candlestick are extinguished one by one until only one remains. Then the master of 

ceremony takes the last candle with him and walks behind the altar, which effects a kind of eclipse, a 

short moment of complete darkness in the church. In the darkness a noise is made, symbolizing the 

                                                 
9 Some of the rites associated with Tenebrae are influenced by customs belonging to the Jewish fast day of Tisha 
B’Av. In remembrance of the destruction of the temple, the synagogue is darkened and decorative elements are 
removed; the book of Lamentations is read.  
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convulsions of nature at the hour of the crucifixion. The single lighted candle is then replaced on the 

candlestick, while the final Miserere – first prayer of the morning service is said in a muted voice. The 

theological meaning of this part of the service is that the glory of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was 

brutally obscured during His Passion. The Light of the world became a Man of sorrows. His disciples 

and followers abandoned Him one by one, which is expressed by the gradual extinction of the candles. 

The lonely candle hidden behind the altar would then express the burial of Christ.  

 

b) Analogies in Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory 

Certain passages out of Aesthetic Theory resonate surprisingly well with the Tenebrae Lessons, 

especially when Adorno comments on the negativity of modern art as the only way to remain faithful 

to the truth, i.e. the promise of reconciliation.  

‘The tenebrous has become the plenipotentiary [Statthalter] of that utopia. But because for art, 

utopia – the yet-to-exist – is draped in black [Schwarz verhängt], it remains in all its 

mediations recollection; recollection of the possible in opposition to the actual that suppresses 

it […] Art’s methexis in the tenebrous, its negativity, is implicit in its tense relation to 

permanent catastrophe. […] By their negativity, even as total negation, artworks make a 

promise […] it is possibility promised by its impossibility. Art is the ever broken promise of 

happiness.’10 

Adorno here links the tenebrous character of modern art, its asceticism against color, to its paradoxical 

faithfulness to utopia in a catastrophic context. Moreover, parallel to the veiled statues and paintings 

during the tenebrae, he explicitly refers to the act of draping or veiling. Being veiled is what makes art 

more truthful than discursive rationality, which falsifies the truth because it tries to unshroud it.11  

 

The liturgical extinguishing of the candles finds a further pendant in Adorno’s attention for ‘the 

moment of falling mute […] nothing is so full of expression as what flickers out [das 

Verlöschende]’ 12. The appearance of transliterated Hebrew letters in the Vulgate translation as a kind 

of mortified remainders of the original acrostic text, could be put next to Adorno’s characterisation of 

modern art as ‘a script without meaning or, more precisely, a script with broken or veiled meaning 

[mit gekappter oder zugehängter Bedeutung]’ 13. At several occasions Adorno points to the 

‘hieroglyphic’ features of modern art: ‘The key to art’s enigma is missing, just as it has been lost for 

the writings of many peoples who have perished.’14 Even the Miserere, the first psalm at dawn, has an 

                                                 
10 Theodor W. ADORNO, Aesthetic Theory. Newly translated, edited, and with a translator’s introduction by 
Robert Hullot-Kentor, Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1997 (further abbreviated as AET), 135 – 
italics mine. Orig.: Theodor W. ADORNO, Ästhetische Theorie, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1970 (= ÄT), 204.  
11 Cf. AET, 126: ‘The truth of discursive knowledge is unshrouded, and thus discursive knowledge does not have 
it’. 
12 AET, 79; ÄT, 123. 
13 AET, 78; ÄT, 122. 
14 AET, 127. 
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analogue in Adorno’s references to Psalm 31. When Adorno writes that ‘every artwork, and most of 

all works of absolute negativity, mutely say: non confundar […] The non confundar of artworks marks 

the boundary of their negativity’15, he refers to the verse: ‘In te, Domine, speravi; non confundar in 

aeternum’ (Psalm 31:2 – ‘In thee, O Lord, have I hoped; let me never be confounded.’) Adorno refers 

to the Vulgate, the Latin version, which was typical for Roman Catholic liturgy.  

 

3. The economy of salvation: promise and kenosis  

The Tenebrae lessons cannot be understood without the theological framework in which they are held. 

They are part of a specific ‘economy of salvation’, a specific dynamics by means of which humankind 

is saved. The Christian economy of salvation, or, Jesus Christ’s work of redemption, is based on a 

promise and the paradoxical fulfilment of that promise. Through the prophets, the Biblical God 

revealed to the fallen creatures a promise of reconciliation: God will send a Messiah, or in Greek: a 

Christ, i.e. a Saviour at the end of times. This Son of God is expected to appear in all his glory. 

 

The actual coming of Jesus is a highly paradoxical event, as Paul makes clear in his so-called ‘kenotic 

hymn’:  

‘Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing 

to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 

men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, 

even death on a cross.  

Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above every 

name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 

earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.’ (Phil 

2:5-11) 

In the first part of this hymn, Paul sketches a kenotic movement. The term ‘kenosis’ denotes the self-

emptying descent of the divine Christ up to the point of His self-annihilation. In the hymn as a whole 

there is a specific dialectics at work: descent, therefore glorification. For Paul, humankind is not saved 

by the manifestation of divine Beauty, but by the divine taking the ugly form of a crucified man. The 

divine Saviour performs an act of vicarious suffering: on the cross Christ identified Himself with 

position of the worst sinner. ‘Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse 

for us’ (Gal 3:13).16  

 

In Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory we have a similar dynamics at work – which motivates his peculiar mix 

of utopian thinking and radical negativity. If in a modern context characterised by total coercion, art is 
                                                 
15 AET, 132. 
16 For a more detailed theological and literary analysis of kenosis, see GRAHAM WARD, Kenosis. Death, 
Discourse and Resurrection, in LUCY GARDNER, DAVID MOSS, BEN QUASH e.a., Balthasar at the End of 
Modernity, T&T Clark: Edinburgh, 1999, 15-68. 
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called ‘promesse du bonheur’, this is only possible by a kenotic twist. According to Adorno, 

humankind cannot be saved by the manifestation of the beautiful. As the beautiful is deceiving, the 

promise of salvation is maintained through the negation of beauty. The utopian only appears as a 

promise that is broken. In this regards, Adorno repetitively uses the word ‘Entäusserung’,17 which can 

be translated as ‘relinquishment’, but in German theology also functions as a synonym of ‘kenosis’.18 

Modern art’s tendency towards ugliness and the self-destructive tendencies are part of that kenotic 

process.  This aesthetic kenosis can be found in Adorno’s ‘prospect of the rejection of art for the sake 

of art […] This is intimated by those artworks that fall silent or disappear’ (AET, 53). In this context, 

Adorno mentions artworks which ‘burn themselves’ (ÄT, 265). Aesthetic self-cremation could well be 

the only way to remain faithful to art’s utopian potential: ‘to achieve it [the promise] by casting it 

away’ (AET, 135).  Or, in terms echoing the gospels: ‘artworks have to lose themselves in order to find 

themselves’ (ÄT, 220). Facing the massive destructivity that rules modern society, art only ‘achieves 

opposition only through identification with that against which it remonstrates’ (AET, 133). As such, 

‘Modern works relinquish themselves mimetically to reification, their principle of death’ (AET, 133) 

Identifying itself with the forces of death, art enacts a similar surrender to death like Christ on the 

cross.  

 

4. Docetism and the redemption of semblance 

Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory remains faithful to Minima Moralia’s project of using the paradoxical light 

of redemption as the only way of cognition.19 The economics of salvation at work appears as a 

secularised version of the Tenebrae paradigm. But does it not come down to a mere aestheticization of 

the Tenebrae in the form of the as if? In the Catholic original itself, one can already discern an 

illusionist feature, as far as in the ritual, the flame of the last candle does not really extinguish, it is 

only hidden. The Tenebrae symbolisation of Jesus’ burial as a candle hidden and reappearing, may 

raises the suspicion of an implicit docetism. Docetism, derived from the Greek dokesis (appearance, 

semblance), is an ancient Christian heresy which consisted in the teaching that Christ only appeared or 

seemed to have a body, that he was not really incarnate. This view developed out of the dualistic 

philosophy which considered matter as inherently evil, and held that God, being perfect and infinite, 

could not be associated with the materiality of suffering.  Therefore, God could not have become flesh. 

This denial of the incarnation meant that Jesus did not truly suffer on the cross and that He did not rise 

from the dead. Docetism undermines the very economy of salvation. If the reality of the incarnation is 

                                                 
17 Cf. THEODOR W. ADORNO, Ästhetische Theorie, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1970, 96. 230. 265. 
‘Entäusserung’ is also a key term in Adorno’s theory to articulate the true response to modern works of art. Cf. 
Ibid., 33. 178. 250. 409. 
18 See, e.g., HANS URS VON BALTHASAR, Herrlichkeit. Eine theologische Ästhetik .I. Schau der Gestalt, 
Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1961, 645. 
19 Cf. footnote 1. 
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denied, there is no kenosis, no vicarious suffering: docetism denies the suffering of Christ, and as such 

makes the reality of salvation inaccessible for suffering human beings. 

  

At first sight the doctrine of docetism teaches exactly the opposite of the modern approach to 

Christianity. Indeed, docetists take for granted that Christ is divine; their problem with Jesus 

Christ is not His divinity, but His humanity. The illusion at stake is not that Jesus is the Son of 

God, but that he is the son of Mary. To our surprise, one can find in Adorno straightforward 

confessions of a docetist tendency. Art, he states, ‘feigns the factual existence of reconciliation’ (AET, 

134). ‘Artworks are neutralized and thus qualitatively transformed epiphanies. […] at the price of the 

living incarnation of what appears. The artwork as appearance is most closely resembled by the 

apparition, the heavenly vision.’ (80) Contrary to his earlier appraisal of Proust’s materialisation of 

the theological idea of immortality, Adorno seems to end up with a disincarnated illustionism. If 

Adorno’s kenotic aesthetics is based on such a virtual, or even: fake, economics of salvation, then his 

aesthetic theory would offer a mere semblance of redemption, an illusionist theology. Redemption 

becomes an art, even a trick. 

 

But maybe the accusation of docetism is based on a far too simplistic scheme that opposes real and 

unreal – truth and semblance – as if they were to be understood in a binary dichotomy. Adorno could 

object that critics like Taubes merely repeat the Platonist criticism of semblance, which blames art for 

being unreal. Plato and Taubes would share in a positivist fallacy which equals the real, being, with 

the truth. For Adorno, precisely the difference between the work of art and reality opens up art’s 

critical potential: ‘to awake doubt in the positive omnipresence of being and idea’ (AET, 83). ‘What is 

true in art is something nonexistent […] the fact that artworks exist signals the possibility of the 

nonexisting’ (AET, 131-132). The whole of Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory depends on ‘the question of 

semblance and the rescue of semblance as the semblance of the true.’(131) However, Adorno does not 

get beyond enigmatic somewhat tautological formulas on this topic. ‘It is not for art to decide by its 

existence if the nonexisting that appears indeed exists as something appearing or remains 

semblance.’(83) Adorno’s unfinished aesthetic theory does not decide either.20  

 

5. Madonna in Hell? 

Adorno’s dialectics of semblance is a tour de force, but is not convincing after all. Taubes’ criticism of 

what he calls an ‘aestheticisation of the messianic’ is hard to avoid. Indeed, kenosis without 

incarnation does not save. The work of art appears like a kind of modern stand-in for the Saviour; but 

                                                 
20 Cf. RICHARD WOLIN, Utopia, Mimesis, and Reconciliation: A Redemptive Critique of Adorno's Aesthetic 
Theory, in Representations 32 (1990) 33-49. 
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Adorno’s theory can be easily disqualified as Christological heresy, a vain attempt to make art play 

God. ‘Wonderful, but finally empty’.21 

 

However, at this point the Tenebrae may throw a new light upon this debate. In the 1917 Catholic 

Encyclopedia, it is added that there is an alternative interpretation to the dominant explanation of the 

symbolism of the Tenebrae, which holds 

‘that the centre candle is a type of the Blessed Virgin, who alone believed in the Resurrection, 

while the gradual extinction of the others symbolizes the waning faith of the Apostles and 

Disciples’.  

Similarly, the major presupposition in theological readings of Adorno’s aesthetics (including 

Taubes’s) is that there is an analogy between the work of art and Christ. What if the modern work of 

art, analogue to the last candle in the service, would not represent Christ, but instead the Virgin Mary? 

Adorno’s work of art would then be placed parallel to the Black Madonna, Our Lady of Solitude (with 

her black veil), Our Lady of Sorrows (usually depicted with seven swords in her heart).  

 

To approach Adorno’s aesthetics along the lines of Mariology allows preserving the theme of kenosis 

we developed earlier on. The kenotic patterns in Mary’s life are self-evident – she most closely mirrors 

Christ’s suffering. The figure of Mary is marked by virginity, the attitude of remaining faithful to the 

promise by denial; this is exactly what modern works of art are about, as Adorno states: ‘by virtue of 

their spiritualisation they promise a blocked or denied sensuality’ (AET, 81). Taking Mary as analogy 

instead of Christ for a theological reading has the benefit that the whole charge of docetism would no 

longer compromise Adorno’s aesthetic theory. Adorno’s crucial notion of apparition perfectly fits in 

with a modern Mariological paradigm. Especially in the 19th century, the reaction to the secularising 

world is an outburst of Marial devotion, with a huge amount of apparition stories. (Lourdes is a 

modern phenomenon!) Mary functions in the mode of apparition, not incarnation. 

 

It would lead us too far to defend the thesis that the modern philosophical treatise of 

aesthetics is to be interpreted as a secular surrogate of modern Mariology. I have to admit that 

young theologians like myself are less acquainted with Mariology than with philosophical 

aesthetics. To my surprise, I found out that Mariologists were troubled by similar questions as 

the ones that theologians are facing when reading Adorno: the crux of Mariology is to explain 

Mary’s redemptive role in the economy of salvation.22 The theological explanations remain 

                                                 
21 In line with Taubes, this is further argued in: NORBERT BOLZ, Erlösung als ob. Über einige gnostische Motive 
der Kritischen Theorie, in JACOB TAUBES (ed.), Gnosis und Politik, München: Fink, 1984, 264-289. 
22 Cf. EDWARD SCHILLEBEECKX, Maria, Moeder van de Verlossing, Antwerpen, 3rd edition, 1957, 45-96 

(Translated as: Mary, Mother of the Redemption, New York: Sheed and Ward, 1964.)  



 10

highly paradoxical. If we have to believe the legend Dostojewski mentions just before his 

famous story of The Grand Inquisitor, even the divine Judge Himself was troubled by Mary’s 

role: 

“There is, for instance, one such poem (of course, from the Greek), The Wanderings of Our 

Lady through Hell, with descriptions as bold as Dante's. Our Lady visits hell, and the 

Archangel Michael leads her through the torments. She sees the sinners and their punishment. 

There she sees among others one noteworthy set of sinners in a burning lake; some of them 

sink to the bottom of the lake so that they can’t swim out, and ‘these God forgets’ – an 

expression of extraordinary depth and force. And so Our Lady, shocked and weeping, falls 

before the throne of God and begs for mercy for all in hell – for all she has seen there, 

indiscriminately. Her conversation with God is immensely interesting. She beseeches Him, she 

will not desist, and when God points to the hands and feet of her Son, nailed to the Cross, and 

asks, 'How can I forgive His tormentors?' she bids all the saints, all the martyrs, all the angels 

and archangels to fall down with her and pray for mercy on all without distinction. It ends by 

her winning from God a respite of suffering every year from Good Friday till Trinity Day, and 

the sinners at once raise a cry of thankfulness from hell, chanting, ‘Thou art just, O Lord, in 

this judgment.’” 


