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Abstract

Kitsch is considered inferior art. However, the South Asian Rasa theory, which
places the emotional experience at its center, is able to provide new perspectives on
this infamous phenomenon: works that appear kitschy offer the possibility of an
escape from everyday life, yet, not necessarily in the sense of a simple stimulus-
response scheme, but rather a conscious decision for a temporary dislocation.
Further, they enable the feeling of a special connection with other recipients over
time and space — in other words, a kind of border crossing or meta-emotion. This
experience is also able to teach empathy. Since the experience of any art, even so-
called kitsch art, presupposes a certain state of mind, this can also be consciously
learned and trained, thus, can lead to mental discipline. Accordingly, the
differentiation in “real art” and “kitsch” does not do justice to the opportunities
that kitsch offers and should be avoided as ethnocentric and inadequate.
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Introduction

his article aims at giving a new perspective on the infamous
phenomenon of kitsch by looking at it from the perspective of
South Asian Rasa theory.

Occupying ourselves with this topic was triggered by two recent events:
in a lecture,we showed typical oleographic posters of Hindu deities as
you can buy them at street stalls all over India. “Very kitschy,” was the
reaction of many of the European listeners. The reaction was no doubt
spontaneous and from a personal perspective, but triggered an intense
discussion.

The second inspiration was a coat we encountered in a medium-
priced German clothing boutique. The backside of the coat had been
decorated with leopard and zebra prints and other patterns, and in the
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middle, there was a big picture of the Indian goddess Durga wearing
her red saree, riding on her tiger (Figure 1) — a motif, just as it can
be found at the afore mentioned street stalls. The brand label was
called “Kitsch,” which left us astonished or even shocked: a spiritual
iconography was not only used as a fashion accessory — which is not
uncommon, as Hindu and Buddhist, but also Christian iconographies
are quite popular in so-called “Western” lifestyle-related contexts, be it
wall hangings, tattoos, or clothing — but at the same time also declared
“kitsch,” a pejorative term.

These two experiences led us to the question, if the South Asian
approach to art could offer a new perspective on what people call
“kitsch” and thus, explain if or why works that appear kitschy can be
of personal and spiritual relevance.
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Figure 1: The backside of a coat, designed for the label “Kitsch.”
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The definition of Kitsch

Kitsch is usually viewed negatively. The beginnings of kitsch are seen
in romanticism, which is “without being kitsch itself [...] the mother of
kitsch” (Broch 1950: 62). The etymology of the term is not entirely clear,
it could come from the German term “Skizze” = sketch, i.e. a painting
that is not yet finished. Sketches were sold to tourists at the end of the
19th century. It is also conceivable that it is derived from the Yiddish
word “verkitschen,” which means to sell something unnecessary to
someone. An onomapoetic etymology from the word “kitschen” = to
sweep up mud is also a possibility. It is related to pottery — and this can
again be seen in connectionwith tourist souvenirs.

Emerging tourismis thus considered animportant cause of kitsch (Kulka
1996: 1): works as souvenirs of a journey that may help to indulge in
nostalgia afterwards. The feeling of nostalgia plays a central role here.
The term originally referred to the spatial dimension, which ultimately
cannot be separated from the temporal one: “even Kant and Rousseau
address the fundamental inseparability of these two dimensions of
homesickness, which still plays a central role [...]: the talk about the
‘digital natives” and the ‘digital immigrants,” for example, is between
the same semantic poles” (Schrey 2016: 342f.).

Today, kitsch usually means “artistic inadequacy” (Bennett 2017),
i.e. a contrast to “real” art or a “failed attempt to imitate ‘true art””
(Mihailescu 1997: 51), or even an enemy or threat to real art (Retief
2003: 680 and Greenberg 1938). In the tradition of the Frankfurt School,
kitsch is viewed very critically, it is about the “cheaply tinkering with
affects, by presenting pre-digested formulas for interpreting reality, or
by offering an illusory appeasement for fundamental human needs”
(McBride 2005: 1). This leads to people being distracted from what is
really important, i.e. not achieving political awareness and instead of
fighting for their rights, being satisfied with the status quo (Adorno &
Horkheimer 1947). So, one can summarize: “Kitsch is imitation, easy
to carry, far from sacred, not original, and cheap” (Sunarya 2022: 47).

At the same time, however, kitsch is very present in postmodern
art. Against the Enlightenment worldview, which believed in
the omnipotence of rationality and the progress that followed it,
postmodernism rejects progress optimism and grand narratives
(Lyotard 1984: xxiii). Very heterogeneous itself, postmodernism
is “united by a self-proclaimed commitment to heterogeneity,
fragmentation and difference” (Boyne &Rattansi 1990: 9). It is thus
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about, among other things, the acceptance of cognitive dissonance.
Postmodernism is consequently based on a relativistic worldview in
which a clear evaluation along the lines of “art here — kitsch there”
would be out of place.

In postmodernism, works that seem kitsch can be interpreted in
various ways: one could say there is a recognition of the human need
for emotional exuberance and nostalgia, for the “re-enchantment [...]
of the world that modernity tried hard to dis-enchant” (Bauman 1991:
x), as Zymunt Bauman formulated his definition of postmodernity as
answer to Max Weber’s definition of modernity as “the disenchantment
of the world” (Weber 1919/2008: 35; even though this point of view
may be contestable, see Maltby 2012).On the other hand, kitschy
postmodern works are also often understood as irony, as works that
show the recipient how he or she can be triggered psychologically.
In postmodern, kitschy art, we encounter, for example, works by Jeff
Koons or Pierre et Gilles (Bender 2020). Playing with the concept, Jeff
Koons called his 1988 exhibition “Banality” and made $3 million from
it (Maltby 2012, 71), and as a result, the prices of his objects increased a
lot — which again bridges the gap to kitsch as marketable works.

However, despite the proclaimed relativism, postmodernism can itself
be understood ethnocentrically: “Post-colonial theories [...] might be
seen as instances of a new Eurocentrism. This new Eurocentrism asserts
multicultural values and celebrates diverse cultural identities” (Hogan
2003: 37). This ignores the fact that not every cultural context shares
these values. The problem here is close to the Paradox of Tolerance.
Following on from postmodern relativism, it must be added that the
judgement of “kitsch” is always made from a subjective point of view,
shaped by cultural factors, but also situational aspects, constellations of
character, personal biography of reception, etc.

Introduction to Rasa Theory

Describing all aspects and approaches of Rasa theory here would be
beyond the limits of this article, so we will concentrate on some aspects
relevant to the research questions.

“Rasa” is the central concept of the centuries-old South Asian art
theory (Barlingay 2007; Chakrabarti 2016; Pollock 2016; Schwartz
2004). Literally translated it means an essence, or a taste. Using the
metaphor of taste in the context of art or beauty is not unique to South
Asian philosophy: also in Europe, the term “taste” arose with regard
to the philosophies of beauty, thus, a gustatory metaphor “to articulate
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the appreciative apprehension of art” (Korsmeyer 2013: 258) has
been employed as well, just as in various texts of the Bhakti literature
metaphors of food and drink are used (Wilke 2018: 48).

Thus, Rasacan be said to comprehensively denote“the aesthetic
experience” (Pani 2004: 42), which also carries a spiritual dimension:
it “is regarded as extraordinary and unworldly; the pleasure which
accompanies it is as transcendental” (Chaudhury 1965: 145).This idea
originates from the Natya Shastra, the encyclopaedic treatise on the
arts attributed to sage Bharata Muni, probably between 200 BCE and
200 CE. It describes eight or ninespecific Rasas that can be evoked
by precisely defined emotional triggers. The concept was further
elaborated by the polymath Abhinavagupta around 1000 CE. For
him, immersion plays a central role. Following Abhinavagupta, Rasa
includes “cognitive, emotional as well as moral experience” (Cuneo
2015: 72), however, it is difficult to grasp in terms of so-called “western”
psychology: the recipient“has to undergo a subtracting process as
evidenced by imageries of displacement, through which mundane
time and space are suspended. Along with the suspension of mundane
time and space goes the ego”, and consequently, “the ideal critic attains
the undifferentiated bliss of complete fusion” (Sundararajan & Raina
2016: 802f.).

Kitsch and Spirituality

Itisnotexclusive to South Asian spiritual art, that whatisusually labelled
“kitsch” and spirituality are often linked. Christian iconography, for
example, has also made it to easily reproducible formats and the pictures
are often meant to directly address people’s emotions. Unsurprisingly,
the phenomenon of “kitsch art” in Catholicism has been often criticized
and negatively evaluated: “faith was often held hostage to religious
sentimentality, what we might describe as Catholic kitsch” (Bosco
2015: 7, see also Symos 2020: 43,55). Part of the Protestant ideology, on
the other hand, was giving up the tradition of idol worship. Churches
were sparsely furnished; the divine was to be grasped less through
the senses than through the spirit — even though the assumption that
Protestants were “averse from the beginning to artistic expressions
and aesthetic reflections on beauty and art [...] has been thoroughly
challenged” (Reklis 2020: 1).

Yet, common Catholic iconography can be more easily compared to
popular Hindu iconography, especially the pan-Indian style stablished
by the painter Ravi Varma (Uberoi 1990: 42),a style, that is based



28 Maja Jerrentrup and Ndubuisi Nnanna

on “Western” oil colors and with it takes advantage of the being
able to simulate substances and to capture atmospheric sensations:
“Realism flowing from such material possibilities of paint is a way of
appropriating the world [...]. Itis also a way o appeasing the acquisitive
impulse. This realism is then inalienably related to bourgeois desire,
bourgeois ideology and ethics” (Kapur 1989: 60). Due to its realism,
this style may make it easier to immerse oneself in the artwork. It also
features Christian and other religious motifs (Uberoi 1990: 44). A look
at Rasa theory shows that their programmatic ideas also contain some
overlaps: typical Catholic art e.g. also wants to touch the believers
emotionally, for example by offering them a glimpse of paradise.
Similarly, Hindu deities update representations of saints’” stories that
are familiar to the faithful and trigger emotions — even though, just like
in “Western” upper class circles, the elite nowadays rather disavows
these typical oleographs (Pinney1995: 94).

Just as Hindu deities, Christian iconography is also very present in
popular culture, be it in fashion jewelry, home décor, or tattoos, and is
not necessarily linked to a religious attitude (Jerrentrup 2023). Similar
to the “Kitsch” clothing label that depicted the goddess Durga on a
coat, there are, for example, labels like “Vive Maria” that use Christian
iconography to convey emotions and market their products. However,
this is apparently also about provocation, especially the confrontation
of traditional Christian ethics with eroticism and eventually to address
the ambivalent role of women in the Bible. For the label “Kitsch”
and other depictions of Hindu iconography in “Western” contexts,
however, it cannot be stated if they are primarily meant to address
people’s longing for spirituality, an orientalist impulse, or an ironic
mimicry of foreign beliefs.

It can be stated that certain art styles often connected with “kitsch” are
able to address feelings particularly strongly and are therefore used in
various spiritual contexts, which leads to the next aspect dealing with
opportunities that kitsch can offer.

Opportunities of Kitsch
If we look at seemingly kitschy works from the perspective of Rasa
theory, three central aspects or functions emerge.

Dislocation

The aspect of escape from a possibly unfulfilling everyday life offered
by kitsch has frequently been noted in so-called Western literature.
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However, a negative evaluation often resonates in this context: the
escape into an imaginary world offered by media distracts from
devoting oneself to reality and ultimately changing its shortcomings,
as it is evaluated from the perspective of the Frankfurt School, for
example. Yet, there are milder versions of criticism, e.g.: “For if the
world is indeed a meaningless conglomeration of facts, does not Kitsch
offer us the only escape from the absurdity of man”?” (Harries 1968:
82).However, escape here still means evading real life, even if it seems
almost without alternative.

Based on the Rasa theory, however, this “escape” is rather a
spiritual discipline of dislocationand not necessarily a weak or
hedonisticavoidance, asthe experience of Rasa”distinguishes a work
of art from the emotion experienced in real life” (Cheriyan 2017:
7).Consequently, the reception of works presupposes a certain mindset
into which the viewer can consciously enter. Contrary to any stimulus-
response-models as e.g. suggested by Kulka (1996: 26), this also means
that one does not automatically indulge in an emotional pleasure
whenever the stimulus is presented, but rather when one is or wants
to be receptive to it. Here, situational or contextual thinking becomes
obvious, as explained by Sinha and Tripathi: though values occupy
a high place in the cognitive-emotional structure in South Asia, in
actual practice people “seem to be conditioned by the exigencies of the
situation” (Sinha & Tripathi 1994: 124).Such contextual thinking may be
also connected to postmodern thought, as deviation from the absolute.
However, this does not mean, that perceiving artworks according to
Rasa theory would be primarily an intellectual task: De et al. illustrate
with regard to the Sahrdaya (the ideal critic) that he/she is “not a mere
intellectual cognizer, but an enjoyer of the idealized bliss produced in
his soul by the [...] creation” (De, Gerow & Dimock 1963: 63).

Thus, following Rasa theory, reception of any artwork, including
kitsch,should not take place according to a simple stimulus-response
scheme and is not simply transferred to the everyday world. Works
offer the possibility of an escape or, better, a dislocation into another
world - but ultimately it is up to the viewer to consciously tread this
path.

Experience of Unity

Kitsch is “erasing the singularity [...] of emotional life” (McBride
2005: 10). Which may be meant with negative connotations can be
seen as a specific ability, as it creates a “spiritual union with another”
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(Tolstoy 1930: 227). Leo Tolstoy’s view is all the more fitting because —
as already mentioned — spirituality can play a central role in so-called
kitschy works. According to Rasa theory, a specific kind of unity can
be experienced when one perceives artworks, and one could add,
especially artworks that use common, traditional motifs and forms: on
the one hand, one can experience unity with other people of the present
who see the work and may feel the same way, but also with people
across the ages — in other words, with all of humanity. In classical
Indian spiritual art, as for example in classical Christian iconography,
but by definition also in kitsch, certain motifs are repeated again and
again, and it is precisely the recognition value that can pave the way
to the emotional experience even more easily: the Hindu recipient who
sees a blue-skinned man dancing with a beautiful woman has the story
of Lord Krishna and the milkmaids directly in mind. Anyone who sees
the image of a woman with a blue robe or cloak against the background
of the Christian tradition knows that it is Mother Mary and immediately
has certain connotations in mind.

In this context, the fundamental principle on Advaita plays animportant
role, even if there are different interpretations and schools of thought
on this term alone. Advaita refers to non-duality, because “all duality
of subject and object is lost, distinction of physical time and space are
eschewed, the finite and infinite merge” (Vatsyayan 1998: 168). The
perception of artworks enables people to experience Advaita — and,
one could add that artworks using recurring themes and emotionally
triggering aesthetics may achieve this even more easily. This does not
equal kitsch, but can also comprise very innovative art; nonetheless, it
may also include many common, kitschy works.

If one wants to argue in terms of so-called “Western” psychology,
the concept of meta-emotions comes to mind. A meta-emotion is
“an organized and structured set of emotions and cognitions about
the emotions, both one’s own emotions and the emotions of others”
(Gottman et al. 2013: 7). No matter what feeling the work conveys, one
can gain a positive feeling on the meta-level that one’s own reaction and
emotional world is appropriate. With regard to kitsch, Milan Kundera’s
famous statement can be read like this: “Kitsch causes two tears to flow
in quick succession. The first tear says: how nice to see children running
on the grass! The second tear says: how nice to be moved, together with
all mankind, by children running on the grass! It is the second tear that
makes kitsch kitsch” (Kundera 1984: 251). Further, it can be assumed
that “feeling the appropriate emotion is actually the only way to have
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the appropriate behavior” (Cuneo 2015: 80). This already leads to the
following point of education.

Education

According to Daniele Cuneo, rasa can be understood as a transformative
experience that comprises two aspects: “a beatific pleasure (priti) and
an ethical Bildung (vyutpatti), which ultimately represent nothing but
two aspects of the same sentimental education or educative emotional
arousal” (Cuneo 2015: 82).

Accordingly, it first requires a degree of self-discipline to surrender to
these pure emotions conveyed by art. Of particular importance here
is the exercise of empathy, which is linked to the above-mentioned
dissolution of boundaries. An empathizer is in this context not just
someone who feels the same emotion as the entire audience, but also
someone “one who has the same quality of heart and mind as the creator”
(Sundararajan & Raina 2016: 789). Sundarajan and Raina present that
the so-called “Western” psychology of aesthetic appreciation fails at
this point, for in the Rasa vein it is not an emotion concerned with the
relationship “between self and other in the world of facticity so much
as a ‘we’ emotion in the ideal world, in which the creator and the ideal
critic are one in mind and soul” (Sundarajan& Raina 2016: 789).This
results in a kind of transcendental experience, an experience in which
the ego is withdrawn, “an emotional state freed from all personal
elements” (Cheriyan 2017: 8). Thus, the Rasa experience is a training
of empathy and the withdrawal of the ego. Even though the real Rasa
experience is limited to art, the teachings gained by the experience
of artunder this perspective are not to be seen “in isolation but with
regard to the other aspects of life” (Cheriyan 2017: 6) and e.g. linked to
“dharma-ethical values” (Cheriyan 2017: 6).

In context with empathy, mental discipline is trained: in theatre plays,
for example, the instructions that the actors follow start with a color and
with a deity assigned to the rasa, “which provide a mental map for the
specific rasa in a condensed and metaphoric form” (Wilke 2018: 63) —a
mental map that, also on part of the viewer, needs the aforementioned
mental state requiring discipline and ideally experience and knowledge.

Conclusion

It has to be pointed out to the fact that according to Rasa theory, for
making the most of art, it needs people who are able to skillfully follow
detailed instructions in the creation (Wilke 2018: 56) and “connoisseurs”
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(Bhagavatam 1.1.3b, quoted in Redington) to fully appreciate the
artwork. This may be the fundamental difference to kitsch, which —
by its definition — does not need much knowledge or expertise to be
created and understood, or, even on the opposite, stands in the way
of knowledge. With regard to the aforementioned popular Indian
art, for example, it has been criticized that “the problem with such
(=kitschy) art [...] is that in satisfying the public need for assurance of
the tangible presence of the popular gods it threatens the more truly
indigenous folk traditions” (Spink 1978: 93). However, contemporary
“consumers are not interested in their [= the artworks’] classificatory
position”, even though they may be aware of it, but in “a tangibility
which permits proximity to the Gods” (Pinney 1995: 101), a feeling the
artworks conveys.

Even if these recipients are not connoisseurs in the narrower sense, a
traditionalist attitude underestimates them and the artworks: kitsch
art is made to address emotions — in a way, one could link this to the
detailed advice Bharata Muni has given on how to produce certain
sentiments in the recipient. Therefore, it can also be assumed that
conveying Rasa even works for a quite unskilled eye and mind — that
an “intersubjective universality” (Wilke 2018: 60) can be reached, even
if the unexperienced recipient eventually cannot achieve the same
appreciation and emotional depth as a real connoisseur (Abhinvagupta
cited in Gupta 2017: 110). But even the unskilled audience is not
passively subjected to kitsch: firstly, for most of today’s recipients it can
probably be assumed that they are well aware of the fact that “kitschy”
works are not very elaborately produced, and they may know that
their intention is first and foremost to appeal to emotions and not to
convey further, e.g. political or social messages. This is already shown
by the ubiquitous term “kitsch,” which is by no means only to be found
in the specialist art literature, but has been re-appropriated in the realm
of popular art as e.g. by the aforementioned clothing label “Kitsch.”
Knowing this, also the relatively uninformed recipient consciously
decides to look at respectively indulge in the works. Therefore, one
may not be a “connoisseur” in the stricter sense, but as the term literally
translated means “somebody who knows,” it can be expected that
most recipients at least fit this translation. Further, a certain mindset is
needed, which does not simply consist of a stimulus-response-model
that commonly has been associated with kitsch (Kulka 1996: 26). People
have to be willing to dislocate themselves with the help of the artwork
and to be open for the experience.
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In summary, the analysis of works called “kitsch” through the lens of
the Rasa theory has shown that the impact of such works can go further,
can be seen as a trip to the world of emotion, as a feeling of unity and
transgressing the borders of the individual perception, and as a way
to educate oneself to achieve this state of mind, which is linked to the
feeling of empathy. Thus, such works can even help to achieve spiritual
insights. This does not exclusively apply to spiritual kitschy art, but also
to any other kind. However, the initially mentioned examples make it
particularly clear: even if the complex stories underlying symbolically
dense iconographyas in depictions of deities will not be considered,
these artworks can do their duty and offer a transcending, spiritual
experience. This example also show that it is inadequate to label such
artworks “kitsch” and thus equal them with shallow art and fake
and consequently degrade their audience(even though there may be
artworks that can achieve further or deeper insights for the educated
audience).

Whether to depict such spiritual images on clothing, home décor etc.
that will not be marketed in a spiritual context raises ethical questions
and has to be further examined. For now, it can be stated that first, it
would be necessary to analyze in which contexts these garments etc.
are used and whether members of a faith community find this offensive
(Arya 2020). The motivations of people who buy such things would be
considered as well. Arguing in utilitarian terms, the question arises as
to who benefits and in what way. From the perspective of Rasa theory,
however, one could perhaps argue that the integration of such works
into everyday life offers the chance to benefit from positive aspects of
art perception without much effort, whenever one is ready to do so.
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