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Fig. 1: Tom Herck's installation ‘Holy Cow’ in the former parish church of Kuttekoven in the
Belgian province of Limburg, 2017. Despite its abysmal state, the building’s function as a pre-
vious place of worship is evident. Photo by Erik Jamar. Kindly reproduced with permission of
the artist.

An altar and stained-glass windows were the only religious symbols left in Kut-
tekoven’s church. With the plaster on the walls displaying the results of a merci-
less humidity and without a pulpit, confessional chair or prayer bank in sight,
the building bore all the hallmarks of desertion. In November 2017, however,
this parish church in the eastern Belgian province of Limburg suddenly became
a focal point for Catholic attention. The reason for this sudden interest was an
installation that artist Tom Herck had placed in the nave." It consisted of a mas-

1 “Holy Cow (2017),” Website of Tom Herck, accessed on November 16, 2020, http://www.tom
herck.com/holy-cow-2017.
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Fig. 2: yed ‘Holy Cow’ In church, 2017. The graffiti on the wall
includes religious references and antisemitic symbols; the words “Rex Vaincra™ refer to a far-
right Catholic and nationalist party active in Belglum during the years 1935 -1945. Photo by
Tom Herck. Kindly reproduced with permission of the artist.

protests at Kuttekoven's church. On November 18, an act of arson was committed
at a nearby chapel that housed another artwork by Herck; three days later, Father
Eric and right-wing extremist Robin Vandenberghe smashed a window to gain
access to the church to cut the rope on which the plaster cow hung; on the
night of December 1, Vandenberghe and four friends destroyed the legs of the
cow, created a hole in its stomach and poured acid in it. They also sprayed sev-
eral religious and antisemitic references onto the church wall, including celebra-
tions of Christ, the motto ‘Vive la Croix!’ and a swastika underneath the artist’s
name, FathexErlclaterddendedhlsacﬁonsbyquetymatheamsﬂcvahmof'an
[that brings] no beauty, but only wants to insult and hurt”* Together with the
othaﬁveasaﬂants,hemsubsequmﬂyputwmﬂfmlhedmucdonof
bothKnnekovenchurchandtbelnsmllaﬂon‘HolyWaswellasforaxson.
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ostensibly legitimated by the fatwa that the Supreme Leader of Iran, Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, had issued against all those involved in the book’s publica-
tion.

Although these cases share artistic agency, they illuminate a different rela-
tionship between offences against the sacred (including blasphemy) and acts
of retaliation (including violence). The havoc that the colony of French artists
in Rome wreaked on Catholic ritual and imagery was part of a broader revolu-
tionary turmoil, with attacks on God and his worldly representatives echoing
ideological antagonism and purification attempts on a grand scale. Blasphemy
in this case accompanied a more comprehensive culture of violence. By contrast,
the accusations levied at Liebermann drew on anger at the injurious way in
which the painter was said to have depicted Christ. Here, the faithful both inter-
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