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Art and religion have a long intertwined history of subject matter, conceptualization, representation, patronage, and use.  Few, we think, would question the power of that symbiotic history.  Yet, for many artists and their interpreters, what once was an essential, natural, and organic connection between the religious experience and artistic representation has been all but broken.  The dissolution of that essential bond is not the subject of this paper.  We might however note that the transformation of artistic patronage that has its roots in the Renaissance, the rise of museums, and the fragmentation of artistic tradition all contributed and perhaps accelerated the break.  Certainly, many artists might say that the century we have just passed through has witnessed too much violence and brutality which they believe has its origin in religious intolerance.  They might understand themselves as social critics, as standing in the prophetic tradition of the west, the prophetic tradition which was the implacable critic of a status quo and the shortcomings of social life.  Like the great prophets of the Hebrew Bible, artists have seen something of a world that could be better than the one in which they and we have been mired.  Against the events of this past century, even more than the nineteen century, they have learned to distrust religion, and they have turned their backs upon it.  Or so many artists and their official critics and interpreters would want us to believe.


The problem is made more complex by the nature of the institutions in which artists are trained and the discourses that validate their work.  Many artists are trained in the highly secularized environments of the university and art institute, and thus may have only the most rudimentary familiarity with interpretive languages for understanding religion.  Likewise art criticism, which has often been schooled in the very same environments, may only speak the language of secularism and be unable to recognize or explicate any but the most obvious religious work.  The language of criticism may conceal more than it reveals.  Museums and galleries have until recently not taken religious work seriously.  They might see religious art belonging to folk art and popular culture, but it does not deserve the same kind of serious space and time that other work requires.  One very important example of the renewed and still exceptional interest in religion on the part of museums was the Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art’s 2000 exhibition “Faith:  The Impact of Judeo-Christian Religion on Art at the Millennium.”  One of the curators of the exhibit noted that it was “not a religious exhibition; nor, however, is it a secular exhibition.  It is built firmly on two presumptions, as are the great religions:  that we are, as flesh and blood mortals, transient beings; and that there is a higher order or plan towards which we aspire.  For thousands of years art and religion have mutually claimed these truths as their own, often in service of each other.  Numerous art movements have implicitly or explicitly inferred and implied a close relationship between the divine and the mortal in subject matter, intention, or technique...Over the last thirty to forty years, however, most museums and curators have sustained the notion that art and religion are twain.”
  Religion and art both address the same fundamental questions of existence, the curator believed, but artists would be hesitant to describe their work as giving answer to these questions.

Of course we should not overlook the deep irony in this predicament.  The language of a militant secularism among the artists, the art institutions, and the art critics comes at a time when the surrounding society according to many different indexes is becoming more and more religious.  This means that the artist may have no conceptual language other than his or her work to explicate the connection between the artistic work and its environment and audience.  If this is a roughly accurate characterization, then very nature of what Joseph Beuys described as the “art praxis,” the very real political dimensions of art work intended to transform society, may be stillborn.

Here we will argue that the religious dimensions of contemporary art are more widespread than might be assumed given the cleavage of art and religion that has characterized the last century.  The sacred is present in contemporary art in ways that may be unknown to the artist and the critic.  Of course, our argument takes up the presence of traditional themes and motifs in contemporary art, but often these are utilized in new ways.  Often the modern chasm between religion and art yawns when art is seen to be too critical of religion, where it is seems to profane religion.  But, in these cases, a careful examination suggests that in these crises there is much more at work.  For many, the break, the impasse cannot be overcome.  An alternative language is created to register the content of some art.  Religion is replaced by the spiritual.  Religion is always tradition bound, locked to religious institutions.  Spiritual art is free-floating and combinatory, beyond tradition and institution, and manifests the artist’s freedom to go beyond the norms of theology and the religious normative.  We will argue that such a dichotomy only conceals and does not clarify.  Finally, we will take up a few examples of the work of Christian Boltanski, Doris Salcedo, Wolfgang Laib, Marina Abramovic, and Anselm Kiefer.  Christian Boltanski and Doris Salcedo have explored the meanings of memory in religious experience.  Wolfgang Laib has taken up ritual and contemplation in a series of sculptures using pollen, beeswax, and milk.  Marina Abramovic takes up the most rigorous ritual in a process of bodily and mental transformation.  Finally, Anselm Kiefer has takes up issues of transcendence, the power of the artist to transform and redeem space hideously profaned by Nazism, and inter-play between transcendence and immanence.  All five would perhaps shy away from being described as artists who work with religious themes, but their work contains symbolizations that are central to religion.

1.  Traditional Themes and Not-So Traditional Uses.


The relationships of religion and contemporary art cannot be reduced to the presence of traditional themes in art work.  Colleen McDannell has demonstrated that religious art work belongs to the popular and material cultures of religious traditions.  Contrary to the central theorists of the study of religion who assumed the radical separation of the sacred and profane, the religious art of material cultures exemplifies their “scrambling,” their mixture and synthesis.  She writes that by focusing “on the objects, landscapes, and arts that people use to articulate and shape their Christianity, I see complicated and interactive relationships between what has been called the sacred and the profane.  To focus exclusively on the binary opposition between the sacred and the profane prevents us from understanding, rather than enabling us to understand, how Christianity works.”
  McDannell concludes that there is so much scrambling of the sacred and profane that the categories themselves are useless by themselves.  Art work with traditional religious themes become the pivot of the sacred and profane.


We might illustrate this through the “Manly Jesus” of Warner Sallman (1892-1968) which became the most popular portrait of Jesus ever produced in the history of American religions.  In 1914, Sallman enrolled in a night class on scripture at the Moody Bible Institute in Chicago.  The often repeated story is that one faculty member told him after learning that he was an artist:  “Good.  Keep right at it.  We need Christian artists.  And I hope sometime you give us a conception of Christ.  Most of the pictures I have seen are too effeminate.  I hope you’ll picture a virile, manly Christ!”  [Sallman, “Head of Christ” 1940]  Neither frail nor authoritarian, Sallman’s Christ is unambiguously masculine and yet so enigmatic as to evoke a wide variety of responses.  David Morgan has suggested that for many Christians during the Cold War Sallman’s portrait did symbolize a virile, manly Christ, while for others it embodied a more intimate and nurturing Jesus, a personal savior of modern times.  Sallman’s Head of Christ (1940) became the most popular artistic rendering of Jesus in twentieth-century America.  The key to the Head of Christ’s popular reception is its mercurial quality:  each viewer is allowed, and indeed encouraged, to find in it, as Morgan writes “the mores, theology, social agenda, and ecclesiology” that he or she desires.  Sallman constructed a “manly” portrait of Christ that was so versatile that it could easily be adapted within a modern cultural system of consumer capitalism that is itself constantly in flux.”

Sallman went on to utilize this portrait in literally hundreds of paintings which rendered the life of Jesus, identified Jesus with American culture, and situated him in the nation’s critical events over nearly five decades.  No other popular portrait of Jesus achieved the same kind of canonical position of Sallman’s.  For example, Richard Hook’s portrait of Jesus was popular for a decade and still is reprinted in evangelical ministries for coastal surfers [Richard Hook, “Head of Christ” 1964].  But Hook’s portrait never spread across the religious boundaries between Protestants and Catholics as Sallman’s had nor was it integrated into religious material culture as Sallman’s image was, appearing on among others tombstones, the cover of prayer books, to illustrate miracle stories in tabloids, calendars and clocks, church bulletins, picture frames, and votive candles.

The power of Sallman’s image was that Jesus was accessible.  He could be a friend, and this against the backdrop of a century when no one was painting Jesus in this style.  Jesus was being illustrated for holy cards and Bibles with images from earlier centuries.  German Expressionism portrayed a gaunt and suffering Jesus which reflected the tortures of our century.  A Jesus who was difficult to worship.  Of course, Sallman’s portrait of Jesus reflects the effort to render the authoritative religious narrative in terms that can be recognized, that close the historical gap between, the mythological events and our own time.  This has been a central dynamic in religious art from the beginning.  We might recall the political cartoonist Ron Cobb’s “The Real Jesus Christ” from The Los Angeles Free Press as satirizing these efforts.  Here, he uses the popular television show “To Tell the Truth” in order to capture the different artistic renderings of Jesus [Ron Cobb, “The Real Jesus Christ” 1964].  In 1998, the National Catholic Reporter held a juried international contest to find the image of Jesus which best portrayed the Jesus of the new millennium.  The submitted work as you would expect varied greatly from the work of amateurs to professionals.  However, it was also obvious that the submissions were peripheral to the main work of the artists.  Among the entries were the following:  Robert Silvas’ “The Word Becomes Flesh,” Michael di Nunzio’s “I am the News,” and Marilyn Felion’s “Christ as a Poor, Black Death Row Inmate.”  Each of these and the other hundreds of entries attempted to render the Christ in terms that are recognizable to the contemporary audience and believers, a Jesus fully engaged in the issues of our time and our immediate future.  The winner of the contest was Janet McKenzie’s “Jesus of the People” which perhaps portrays a mixed-race and multi-ethnic Christ that reflects the production of a new global culture.  Such an image would have been impossible for the mosaic and fresco artists of early church architecture or for sculptors of the middle ages or the early modern world.


But compare these works with the work of artists in the Aldrich Museum’s “Faith” exhibit.  Here we include only four examples:  Jaume Plensa’s “Born-Die” in which people participate in a symbolic ritual expression of their own mortality being asked to ring the two large gongs; Petah Coyne’s “Untitled #983” [Mary Marilyn and Norma Jean] in which the artist emphasizes the appropriation of the religious symbol of Mary and the secular symbol of Marilyn Monroe scrambling sacred and profane and sanctifying the everyday; Diane Samuels “Letter Liturgy (for Leon)” in which the artist uses the Hasidic petition of one who has forgotten the words of prayer and can only recite its letters, suggesting that contemporary artist have all but forgotten the impulse of art being rooted in religion; Bettina Rheims and Serge Bramly’s “Doubting Thomas” in which the artists reframe the Gospel narrative in the context of our own gender struggles and in which the Risen Christ is delicate and reaches across the lines of race.  This is a radically different Jesus than Sallman’s popular rendering and in some respects the contest winners of the NCR.  The artists of “Faith” represent a collection of artist who are systematically exploring the sacred in their work.


While these works with traditional religious themes replicate much earlier religious usages, many artists use religious themes in non-traditional ways.  For example, the Bay area artist Seyed Alavi has produced a number of site specific installations which explore the meanings of religious space and the relationships between classical religions and mysticism.  Many of his works explore the Sufi tradition and its poetic mysticism through carefully exacted meditations on water, air, light, word, and language.  For example, in “Garden of Secrets” (1995) Alavi uses Sufi poetry written in beeswax on a translucent paper house.  He then cut three thousand paper butterflies from replicas of Persian Sufi poetry books, coated them with beeswax, and then covered the walls and the ceiling of the gallery. Alavi’s use of the Sufic text locates the work in a specific religious tradition, where the house, the dar is the primordial religious structure of Islam.he butterflies suggest transcendence.  In 1998, he carried a much more ambitious project titled “Canticles of Ecstasy” and made up of five separate but integrated installations using Sufi poetry, the movement of light and shadow, and the theme of longing conveyed through 5,000 glass teardrops fixed to blue walls that surrounded a long table covered by a muslin cloth into which a poem by the 14th century German mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg had been burned.  In another room of the installation, Alavi used small portions of 85 love poems taken from various mystical traditions which were transferred to blue post-its notes.  These were arranged on the walls in a pattern suggesting ocean waves.  Here in this complex installation, Alavi explored a classical element of mysticism in which the self disappears.  Some commentators have called this the “oceanic experience” of mystical union with the divine and the dissolution of the self, a theme that is central in Sufism.

In “Remembrance,” the focal point of this installation was a reflecting pool in the middle of the space constructed of ceramic cobalt blue tiles.  Centered in the bottom of the pool, Alavi inscribed a portion of the 13th century Sufi mystical poet Attar’s “Conference of the Birds” in mirror tiles, set in a black background.  The text of the poem, centered in the pool read:

And there you are suspended, motionless,

Till you are drawn

the impulse is not yours –

A drop absorbed in seas

that have no shores.

First lose yourself,

then lose this loss and then

Withdraw from all

that you have lost again –

Go peacefully,

and stage by stage progress

Until you gain

the realms of Nothingness

A series of overhead spot lights reflected the text in reverse onto the ceiling and walls which were painted in a warm golden yellow and covered from floor to ceiling with a floral design created from dry purple pigment that was pounced through a pattern with holes and resulted in an ephemeral line-drawing which surrounded the space.  When a motion sensor detected movement in the space, drops of water fell from the ceiling disturbing the surface of the water.  The agitation broke the reflected words on the ceiling and walls.  The words reappeared when the surface was again still.  This piece takes up a central notion in some mystical traditions and also Sufism in which the loss of the self is materialized in the drops of water splashing onto the surface of the pool.  This reflects Attar’s idea of seas which do not have shores or limits, much like the very ground of existence.  The viewer sees distinctively the letters and words of the poem which then dissolve into the patterned yellow walls of the installation, much like the self would dissolve into the larger structure of being.


Alavi’s work radically transforms art space into an experience of transcendence.  An art form offers an experience that is absolutely central to religious practice and religious tradition.

2.  The Crisis of Criticism.


Over the past decade and a half, the relationship of religion and art has surfaced most forcefully in a series of crises in which art work was seen as too critical of religion, where specific works of art had gone too far and had offended the sensibilities of religious people.  The critics speaking in the name of religion may define religion so narrowly that they have unwarrantedly positioned the artist as oppositional to religion.  Their attempt to exercise more controls over the artist, through restriction of funding and censorship, may result in more and more artists seeing religion as an oppressive and censoring force.  The possibility for interpretation is stifled.  Perhaps the most famous of these crises was the firestorm of criticism which arose in 1987 when National Endowment for the Arts funds were awarded by the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art in Winston-Salem, N.C. to Andres Serrano for a photograph which would become part of an exhibition traveling to Los Angeles, Pittsburgh, and Richmond.  This took place at the very same time that the NEA gave a much larger grant to the Philadelphia Institute of Contemporary Art to mount the Robert Mapplethorpe exhibition “A Perfect Time.”  In the ensuing battle over federal funding to the NEA the single Serrano photograph and conflated with the much larger and extensive Mapplethorpe exhibit.  The offending photograph measured 60 inches by 40 inches and showed Jesus on a cross in a golden haze through a smattering of minute bubbles against a dark, blood-colored background.  Serrano had twisted and considerably enlarged a small crucifix to where it took on monumental appearance in the photograph.  At first glance the photograph appeared reverential.  But, the title, “Piss Christ” provided the viewer with the explicit reference to recognize that the crucifix had been immersed in urine.


In one of the first attacks against the work, the Reverend Donald Wildmon of the American Family Association issued a statement in June 1989 in which he charged Serrano with blasphemy.  Wildmon was not upset with the photograph in itself, but it was the title of the work; the work was attacked not for its appearance as Wendy Steiner has seen so clearly, but what Wildmon and others construed the title to mean.
  Jesse Helms led the assault on Serrano and the NEA in the US Senate.  Senator Helms said in the Senate’s debate “I do not know Mr. Andres Serrano and I hope I never meet him.  Because he is not an artist, he is a jerk....And he is taunting the American people, just as others are, in terms of Christianity.  And I resent it.  And I do not hesitate to say so....Do not dishonor our Lord.  I resent it and I think the vast majority of the American people do.  And I also resent the National Endowment for the Arts spending the taxpayers’ money to honor this guy.”  Senator Helms saw this as part of much larger cultural assault on Christianity.  Alfonse D’Amato lead the battle in the House of Representatives, saying “This so-called piece of art is a deplorable, despicable display of vulgarity.  The art work in question is a photograph of the crucifix submerged in the artist’s urine...This work is shocking, abhorrent and completely undeserving of any recognition whatsoever.  Millions of taxpayers are rightfully incensed that their hard-earned dollars were used to honor and support Serrano’s work.”


Steiner suggests that the controversy over Serrano’s “Piss Christ” and the Mapplethorpe exhibition is an indictment of the art experts who have failed to explain to the American public not only what art is but why they value it.
  But the controversy also blunted, if not obscured, the insight of the work and how art actually explores religion.  The crucifix immerse in urine recapitulated the radical religiosity of Jesus in the context of first century Judaism.  Jesus, at least according to the Gospel traditions, had broken through the social barriers of clean and unclean, pure and impure.  “Piss Christ” put the sacred in the profane, to use McDannell’s term, Serrano’s Jesus scrambled the sacred and the profane.  The sanctification of the profane is one of the central motifs in Serrano’s corpus.  For example, “The Morgue” series is more than a colorized police documentation.  Serrano sanctifies the dead [Serrano “Rat Poison” 1991], even those who die in the most horrible ways are transformed in one last aestheticized moment.


A no-less vicious controversy broke out in New York City in Fall 1999 when the Brooklyn Museum of Art showed work from the Charles Saatchi Collection under the title “Sensation.”  Among the pieces from the collection on exhibit was Chris Ofili’s “Holy Virgin Mary” (1996) which showed an African Virgin Mary “daubed” with elephant dung.
  In this case Mayor Rudolph Guiliani threatened to withdraw city funding if the painting was not withdrawn.  It was deeply offensive to Catholics; Mary was profaned by the presence of the dung.  But there was another charge in the Mayor’s attack.  British advertising executive Charles Saatchi was using the City of New York and the museum to artificially inflate the value of his collection which he then planned to turn around and sell.  The controversy was immediately injected into early stages of the state’s senatorial election of 2000.  Hilary Clinton charged that Mayor’s response was wrong-headed.  And for his part Guiliani said, “Well, then she agrees with using public funds to attack and bash the Catholic religion.  There is no way out of this.  These public funds are being to used to aggressively bash the religious views of a significant number of people in this city and state and country.  And the question is, can taxpayer dollars be used for this kind of disgusting, anti-religious – in some ways aggressively anti-religious – kind of demonstration.”
  The dung was actually attached at one critical point, on the breast area of Mary.  Ofili had surrounded the image of the Virgin, and this went unseen by the Mayor and his people, with paper-collaged photos of women’s buttocks and vaginas, suggesting the entry of Christ into the world.  The controversy obscured the interpretation that Ofili gave to the Virgin.  She was a source of tremendous power which took on African tribal symbolism in the carefully positioned dung (a symbolic substance that runs through many of Ofili’s works) and the deep theological meanings of the exposed female genitalia around the Virgin.


Robert Gober’s 1997 installation at the Geffen Contemporary of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles received much less national notoriety than either Serrano’s “Piss Christ” or Ofili’s “Holy Virgin Mary,” but was even more controversial.  At the center of the installation was a life-size statue of the Virgin Mary.  Her stomach and womb pierced by a large culvert pipe used to divert and channel water under roadways as she stands with her arms at her sides and her palms facing forward.  She stood over a sewer gate.  The viewer could peer through the culvert pipe to a wooden staircase behind the Virgin.  Water streamed down the staircase from an unknown source in the darkness at the top of the staircase.  The water was collected at the foot of the staircase and flowed into another sewer grate.  On both sides of the Virgin and located near the walls of the installation were large leather suitcases.  In the bottom of each was another sewer grate.  Peering into the suitcases, the viewer saw an Arcadian tidal pool with rocks, seaweed, starfish, and coins fabricated by the artist so as to be larger than life.  Among them are Lincoln pennies and other coins with 1954 as the minted date, the same year that Gober was born.  We should also note that 1954 was a Marian calendar year, linking in time the artist to the figure of Mary.  As the viewer looked into the grate at the base of the statue, another image came into view, the legs of a man and baby, carefully manipulated by Gober to conceal a full panorama of either figure.


The interpreters of the work saw many inter-visual references in the installation.  The concealed man and baby in the tidal pool at the foot of the Virgin might recall Marcel Duchamp’s famous last work, Etant donnés (1946-1966) in which the viewer peered through a roughly cut peephole into a diorama revealing the nude torso of a seemingly headless woman in a landscape.  The organizer of the installation, Paul Schimmel saw deep psychological tropes and other references in the work.  He notes that Gober was raised a Catholic by working-class parents, was baptized and confirmed, and then served as an altar boy.  According to Schimmel, the theatricality of the church inspired Gober.  But there were deep conflicts, according to Schimmel, between Gober’s homosexuality and the Church, and these psychological conflicts run throughout the piece.  Schimmel writes “Gober chose not to ignore the church.  Instead, he cannibalized, reconstituted, and regurgitated the moral system that was at such odds with who he was, yet so inspirational for who he was to become.  He created a spiritual reality that did not exist within the church but in the glories and healing of nature.  He reconstructed a nature to which he could look for redemption from his complex, conflicted, and thunderously agitated vision of his place in Catholicism.”
  So the Lincoln pennies and the coins in the tidal pools represent for Schimmel a meditation on the capriciousness of fortune.  They are coins found randomly on the street and connote hope as well as referring back, perhaps, to the passing of the collection plate, and Schimmel adds, “one must pay to pray.”


But there were still other dark forces at work in Gober’s installation, and here Schimmel did no service to those Catholics who were scandalized by the piece.  Schimmel saw an inter-visual relationship between Gober’s Virgin and Bernini’s “Ecstasy of Saint Teresa (1645-52) in the Church of Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome.  He noted the deeply modeled folds in the robes of Gober’s Mary and how this naturally evoked Bernini’s Saint Teresa.  But even more to the point, Schimmel wrote that “[J]ust as Bernini pierced his Virgin Mary with a phallic arrow, Gober pierced his Virgin Mary with a phallic culvert pipe...Catholics have traditionally conceived the Virgin Mary as pristine, a purity manifested through the seamless wholeness of her body.  She is a ‘closed gate,’ a ‘spring shut up,’ a ‘fountain sealed.’  By contrast, Gober’s Virgin Mary is opened up by a phallic object linked visually to the implied violence of the onrushing water – a substance that is nevertheless cleansing, purifying, and life-cleansing.  Baptismal.  Jesus Christ himself has often been referred to as a fountain of life, of salvation, and water is said to have gushed from him while on the cross when a Roman soldier pierced his side with a spear.  Gober combines the idea of Jesus as a fountain; the staircase as a reference to Jacob’s ladder that links God and man; and the sacrament of baptism, but transforms them through his manipulation of the iconic images.  The foundation of life becomes a raging torrent that prevents any ascent of the staircase.  Instead it faces one down towards what at first appears to be a sewer.  The apparently hellish sewer, however, turns out to be a kind of natural paradise.”

We have simplified Schimmel’s argument.  There are many important nuances that he gives to his interpretation of the installation, and he is able to set it in the context of the larger corpus of Gober’s work.  But, the interpretation begins with the phallic identification of the culvert.  This would do little to help Catholics understand the importance of the work or anybody else for that matter.  While this interpretation might find fashionable resonance within the academic world, it does little to help the public understand the importance of art, and this specific installation.  Schimmel’s interpretation is another example of how the world of art criticism failed the public in much the same way that Steiner has seen its collapse and challenge in what she calls an “Age of Fundamentalism” which seeks to restrict the interpretive canon of art.  This is especially the case here where other and indeed more obvious interpretive possibilities existed.  Gober transforms the Virgin into a cosmic axis in which the celestial world, the world of women and men, and underworld are connected by the culvert, by the womb of the Virgin.  Here, this is not phallic symbolism, but well-known and ancient spatial symbolization.  Indeed, the water is the source of life, and here Schimmel is correct; Gober draws the symbolism of creation, baptism, the death and resurrection of the Savior together in Mary.  Of course, executing this installation in Los Angeles, the city whose patron is Mary, Queen of the Angels, is equally important.  Certainly, the suitcases may conjure the images of domesticity, but also they suggest movement, a movement which is always connected to the source of life.  But they are placed at the periphery of the installation, suggesting the movement from the periphery to the center, to the Virgin.  Perhaps this installation is also about the transformation of Los Angeles into a vast multi-cultural, global city, still under the patronage of the Virgin.  New life is possible in this new world as suggested by the feet and legs of the man and baby carefully hidden in the underworld and tidal pool.  Gober’s Virgin is then not about the subversion of her traditional symbolism, but an extension of it, an effort by the artist to suggest that she still has great relevance for such a global environment.
  While Schimmel and other critics have overly stressed Gober’s alienation and disaffection with his religious tradition, it is precisely this disaffection, we believe, that has allowed him to create such a compelling and theologically rich interpretation of a Mary who is bound to a new heaven and a new earth in Los Angeles.

3.  The Impasse of the Spiritual.


It has become fashionable and indeed popular to distinguish between “religious art” and “spiritual art.”  It is recognized in these arguments that religious art is still created, but it is radically different than the religious art of earlier periods.  Unlike the Christian Middle Ages, for example, the artists who produce true religious art today, so the argument runs, are usually not major artists, and most of their works are not shown in the mainstream museums and commercial galleries.  Contemporary religious art uses images which would be immediately recognized as being central to specific religious traditions; an image of the Christ, a segment of a biblical narrative, a defining moment in the history of a religious community, an event in the mythological narrative of Rama and Sita, or the early life of the Buddha.  These images have power, quite apart from their aesthetic merit, because they touch the core of a religious faith.  One very good example of how religious art continues to be created for contemporary religious space is John Nava’s tapestries “The Communion of Saints” for Our Lady of the Angels Cathedral under construction in Los Angeles.  This is not a small project.  When completed these will be the largest tapestries, religious or non-religious, ever created.

Nava’s work is an example for those who say that religious art must be representational.  Spiritual art does not rely upon the authoritative narratives of religious traditions, but seeks, so the argument runs, to render or represent a sense of the numinous, the transcendent which is highly individualized and beyond any one religious tradition’s formulation.  Spiritual art is highly combinatory, synthetic, and reflects the hybridization which is common in post-modern culture and society.


Those who make this argument also suggest any number of historical causes or long processes which result in the split between religious and spiritual art.  For example, Alan G. Artner puts his finger on the Renaissance.  In the Middle Ages, theological meaning was so consistent and so powerful in providing meaning for artistic works, usually sponsored by ecclesiastical authorities, that the religious and the spiritual were one and the same.  However, the Renaissance with its individualism meant that the vice-like hold of tradition and theology gave way, slowly and grudgingly, to more personal renderings of religious experience and the core elements of religious tradition.  These individual and personal differences took on greater and greater importance and meaning.  “Thus was planted a seed,” Artner writes, “that one day would make an artist’s interpretation of a biblical scene as venerated as the scene itself.  The seed fully blossomed at the end of the last century, when artists interpreted religious imagery in all sorts of ways that departed from specific theological teachings to become broadly spiritual.  In 1905 at the advent of abstract art, spiritual yearning was hand-in-glove with the most advanced artistic thinking.”
  And, Artner concludes, religious art was still linked to orthodox faiths and remained largely representational.


Others might point to the Enlightenment as the moment in which the separation between religious and spiritual art first appeared.  The Enlightenment’s emphasis upon conceptions of a universal human nature or its emphasis upon reason as the final human arbitrator of civilizations advance, and its deep suspicions about religion led artists to formulate their spiritual understandings both in highly individualized forms and forms which ran contrary to official institutional teachings about religion.  Or one might point to the Romantic interlude of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries where even greater emphasis was given to the human spirit.  Some have suggested that Romanticism was a cultural counter-reaction to the universalism of the Enlightenment which spiritualized the cosmos.  Consider Goethe’s understanding of symbolism:  “Symbolism transforms the phenomenon into an idea, the idea into an image, in such a way that the idea in the image always remains eternally powerful and unattainable, and though expressed in all languages would remain inexpressable.”
  The inexpressable is best rendered in the spiritual and therefore symbols are always spiritual.  Goethe could go even further in writing that “the symbol is the thing without being the thing and yet it is the thing: an image condensed in the mirror of the mind and yet identical with the object.”
  The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries also witnessed the decline of official church patronage for art and artists.  Still others might isolate the rise of science, scientism, and technology in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as the root cause for this dichotomy.  And finally, there are those who point to the secularism of this century as the most important factor in generating the seeming opposition between religious and spiritual art.


Of course, easy generalizations about the dichotomy between religious and spiritual art are always subject to exceptions, and those who make them are also cognizant of their limitations.  So, Artner quotes Jeremy Strick (at the time of the writing of his article, Strick was the Director of the Chicago Art Institute), now the director of the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art, who suggests that religious art has been uncommon in the second half of the twentieth century.  Yet, there are remarkable instances of spiritual art which have punctuated the last fifty years.  Strick points to Rothko Chapel and Barnett Newman’s “Stations of the Cross.”  “In both cases,” Strick told Artner, “they are among the great monuments of the artists’ careers.”  Strick also points to the presence of spiritual issues in the work of Anselm Kiefer and how Bill Viola has explored the relationships between art and religion.  The art world might be willing to recognize some art which is used for religious purposes as being religious art.  Other art which utilizes religious themes or symbols, such as the chapel or the Stations of the Cross, for art practice can only be characterized as spiritual art.


Artner continues and underscores that none of the “serious artists” who deal with spirituality would want to be characterized or thought of as religious artists.  The artistic community, Artner notes, is skeptical about organized religion and to identify with any specific doctrinal formulation or religious tradition would seem, so Artner believes, to narrow works when artists seek greater inclusivity.  Of course, this skepticism is not new or a product only of the last fifty years.  The modern art world, certainly that from the mid-nineteenth century onward, when freed from the constraints of patronage by official religious institutions came to see itself as taking on some of the social and cultural functions of religion.  Kandinsky, for example, understood Abstraction to have redemptive powers.  Abstraction, steeped in religious language, would save us from the tyranny of the material world.  The seeming decrease in the cultural capital of religion, so Artner believes, meant that by the end of the nineteenth century the art world gradually saw itself as taking on some of the functions, outward functions to be sure, of traditional religion.  Museums became shrines holding the collections of the new religion of nationalism, sacred environments in which the new national citizens materialized the narratives of who they were and their relationships to the others outside the territorial limits of the modern nation-state.  Artner believes that sophisticated audiences might accept artists as modern prophets and shamanic visionaries.  Like their forebears, artists and their works taught much like a religious elite, but “their teachings proved more comfortable; they were vague, ecumenical, and rarely proscriptive.”


It was not just simply that the “world” became denuded of religious art, the reception of artistic work by real audiences who reflected all the historical factors which had pushed religious art to the periphery became a powerful factor.  Artner quotes Tim Lowry, a Chicago-based painter who believes that specific Christian iconography alienates 50 to 90 percent of the audiences.  “The reason for the alienation,” Lowry told Artner, “is that viewers in the art world want to look at something they can affirm, but hesitate when encountering certainty in the symbolism.”  Lowry may not be alone in believing that work which is “too religious” may drive away viewers.  The supposed “secularism” and skepticism of the viewing public, the museum and gallery-goers now has a much more powerful voice in determining the nature of artistic work.  Few artists can get by with religious art, but spiritual art, so the argument continues, may find an audience among spiritual seekers.


A much more sophisticated exploration of the relationships of religious and spiritual art, and indeed the dichotomy itself is seen in Robert Wuthnow’s forthcoming Practicing Spirituality:  The Way of the Artist.  Wuthnow is one of this country’s most gitfted sociologists of contemporary American religion.  For more than two decades Wuthnow has been charting the transformations of American religions in the late twentieth century and the changing moral and spiritual logics of contemporary life.  Wuthnow began to interview artists, writers, and musicians in the early 1990s and in the end conducted 100 interviews with “artists struggling to express their understandings and experiences of the sacred in their work, and who in turn are creating new ways of thinking about and practicing spirituality.”  Many, Wuthnow noted, have been working quietly within religious traditions, keeping alive traditional arts such as iconography, sacred music, and depicting themes which are rooted in their religious traditions.  Many others, Wuthnow found, “are pushing the edges of religious traditions by asking questions about language and representation, including narratives of brokenness and redemption in their work, and confronting the ambiguities of teachings about God or the sacred.”


The evidence for the resurgence of interest in spirituality can be seen in major exhibits which have been mounted and have prominently featured the spirituality of contemporary artists, not as peripheral to their other major concerns, but central and inseparable from them – exhibits of the work of Joseph Bueys, Lucio Fontana, Shirzeh Houshiary, Agnes Martin, Ad Reinhardt, and Bill Viola.  While these may be the “usual suspects,” they may also only be the tip of the iceberg.  Wuthnow notes that some of this interest in spirituality may be rooted in efforts to embrace greater racial, ethnic, gender, and lifestyle diversity.  Religion in the works of these artists remains one of the most powerful vehicles to expand the human community with equality, irrespective of theological and institutional efforts to narrow the community, both in history and in the contemporary world.  Indeed, the iceberg that we believe is there, demonstrates that rather than being willing to give up on religion, to reject it from deep sources of suspicion, artists are unwilling to give it up, to reject their traditions completely, and demonstrate to us that there is no real place where religion is not powerful.  Yet, it is not just a matter of individuals claiming and reclaiming religious tradition.  Traditional religious organizations (i.e., synagogues, temples, and churches), Wuthnow tells us, as well as convents, monasteries, and retreat centers, are all institutions which now serve as venues to explore the relationships between spirituality and the arts.


Repeatedly, the artists with whom Wuthnow spoke use the term “mystery” as they speak about their work.  Of course, “mystery” is one of the classic ways and terms that religious thinkers have conceptualized the sacred, the transcendent, and the divine.  And their use of the term suggests that the gap, the distance between that which is called religious art and that which is called spiritual art is much narrower, much closer than may be admitted by the common and popular argument we have been following.  “Mystery” is directly linked in Wuthnow’s analysis to the central dynamic of what he calls the “creative spirituality” of contemporary religion.  This creative spirituality does not have the marks of the numinous, of radical individualism, and hybridization.  It is much closer to classic religious questions.  The creative spirituality of contemporary artists is the maintenance of the conviction that life makes sense, that there is meaning in the phenomena of modernity.  Indeed, the artists, musicians, painters, and sculptors with whom he talked are less concerned with identifying aspects of the social world about which to be optimistic or pessimistic than they are in providing small experiences of transcendence that in themselves become reasons for hope.


In each case, Wuthnow discovers by speaking with the artists, not ideas which are outside of the traditional theological concerns of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hindu traditions, Buddhism, and Native American religions, but core religious ideas.  These are not in the domain of the peripheral and untutored.  The creative spirituality of contemporary artists leads them to explore the classic problems of inwardness, of the relationship between the body and the spirit.  Augustine would recognize these.  Maimonides would recognize these.  Al-Farabi and Shankara would recognize these for what they are, religious issues and questions.


How do we explain the current interest in artists’ spirituality?  Wuthnow suggests that it is the result of American culture itself being deeply unsettled.  A very sizeable minority of the American public, Wuthnow deduces from the survey literature, continues to participate regularly in weekend religious services and most Americans believe it quite proper for individuals to make up their own minds about spirituality.  They may hold the clergy in high regard, but they also feel that it is equally important to absorb the wisdom of poets and musicians.  Many people have been sufficiently exposed to other religions and find it hard to believe that their tradition is the unique repository of all truth.  But, perhaps most importantly is the unsettled nature of American culture itself.  The sacred, the transcendent, God is as “up-for-grabs” as any other part of American culture.  In this contest over conflicting meanings God comes to be understood as an “Other” beyond human comprehension, precise creedal formulations cease to be as persuasive as they once were.  This may not be a unique cultural situation and historical moment.  It is like other axial ages in world history whose creativity began with seeming confusion and then sustained the civilizations of the West, of Asia, of Africa, and the Americas for many centuries.  Indeed, personal experiences of the sacred and creative ways of expressing these experiences become more important.  Artists, Wuthnow concludes, “provide models of how to say something about one’s experiences of the sacred when rational discourse may come up short.  Artistic work offers people an opportunity to see the sacred in new ways or to express it more vividly in familiar ways.”
  In other pieces like “Monument:  The Children of Dijon”

4.  The Persistence of Religious Symbolizations.


Wuthnow has provided a powerful critique of the distinction between “spiritual” and “religious art.”  The creative spirituality that he sees present in both the work of artists and their reflection about it suggests that this dichotomy has little utility and fails to render the deep religious concerns that are present in their religious life.  But how is it possible to interpret this creative religious and cultural work?  Here, we suggest that Mircea Eliade’s exploration of the persistence of religious symbolizations in cultural production can serve as a general framework to advance our understanding of the meanings of contemporary art.  One need not accept the fundamental distinction that Eliade himself drew between what he called homo religious or “religious man” and modern humans to explore the persistence of symbolism.  Eliade argued that these persistences are camouflaged in such human activities as historiography, eschatology and apocalypticism, depth psychology, and in the soteriology of Marxism.  Eliade also suggested that we see a persistence of the sacred in the work of artists like Constantin Brancusi and Mark Chagall where ancient symbolisms of a cosmic orientation, of a primordial time before creation or before the differentiation of matter, of material reveries, of magical or shamanic flight, the interiorization of religious symbolisms, and of Paradise have continued to exercise considerable power in the human imagination.
  Here, we would like to consider very briefly the work of six contemporary artists to underscore and point out how we see this persistence evident today.  Indeed, when we include other central structures of religion such as memory, ritual, space, and transcendence we begin to see that contemporary art is not just about the production of secular culture, hermetically sealed off from religion, but that contemporary art can also be an act of religious creativity.  Many contemporary artists are deeply involved in producing religious culture.


For more than fifteen years the French artist Christian Boltanski has executed a series of installations which explore the memory of the Holocaust.  In one of the first of these, titled “Reserve” (1989) he used a half of ton of used clothing arranged in compositions of color and form.  These were heaped and strewn on the gallery floor, suggesting something of a mass grave in which the clothing might represent the presence of those sent to their deaths in the camps.  The French term “reserve” which he used in the title of many of these carries doubled meaning.  As a verb it means to engage (a memory) or to conserve (feelings about a historical event).  As a noun it refers to a stockpile (perhaps the evidence of an atrocity) and also a kind of emotional detachment from the events or crimes.
  In “Reserve: The Dead Swiss,” made up of 2,580 metal boxes and 2,580 black and white photographs, he plays off the phonetic relationship between suisse and juif.  Here he leads us to think of the jokes and sarcasms about the Swiss, consciously chosen by Boltanski to provide an abstraction of the other who is always juxtaposed by another national group.  We almost laugh at the title and then the realization sweeps over us that not so long ago the phrase ‘dead Jew’ was an abstraction as well.

In other installations like “Monument:  Children of Dijon” (1986) Boltanski utilizes biscuit tins to evoke intimacy with those no more, to recreate their presence through the intimacy of daily objects they might have used, objects where they might have placed their own treasures of childhood.  The tins also suggest the way forensic scientists collect evidence.  There is about them a mortuary quality as containers to hold the remains of individuals.  They also provide the facticity of lives.  These people of memory cannot be dismissed as fictions or fabrications, and the boxes and memorial lights become a powerful record of missing people.  These are reliquaries for the missing, but not reliquaries.  They are empty.  He photographs and re-photographs historical pictures, slightly out of focus to create a blurring of memory.  Memorial candles are replaced by electrical cords and simple bulbs, a kind of crude technology which surrounds the faces, the crudeness of a technology gone horrible wrong in putting it to use in mass-murder.  Boltanski may not think of his work religious, but he has completely integrated the syntax and grammar of religion in his work.  Many of his installations are arranged in religious spaces.  They mimic devotional altars.  This syntax and grammar is immediately adopted by those view these memory places.


The last decades of the twentieth century witnessed the brutalization of whole populations in Central and South America.  These are the decades of the murder squads, the disappearances in the night, of torture, of a kind of silencing of all opposition, and secret executions.  The Columbian artist Doris Salcedo works in ways that resonate with Boltanksi.  She takes up intimate domestic objects, primarily clothing and furniture.  She says, “My task is to transform these traces into relics that enable us to acknowledge other people’s experiences as our own, as collective experiences.”  Salcedo’s work has been described as ritual sites for morning and this is perhaps comparable to Boltanski’s work.  Here, in a series of slides we can see how these objects are not only passive places of memory.  They also suggest the activity of mourning.  In “Atrabiliarios” (1993) we see a niche in which a shoe has been veiled by animal skin, sewn into the wall and wood.  In this untitled composition which she worked on for several years (1989-1995) she merges furniture and clothing and concrete.  The concrete serves as a permanence that entombs the clothing of the body.  A room of furniture now becomes the tomb of the “disappeared” whose bodies will never be found.  It is significant to point out the ritual process of her practice.    Salcedo interviews the family members of the disappeared and she becomes a secondary witness to the experiences of the survivors.  She then goes back to her studio and as she works on these labor intensive forms she embeds the narratives of the individuals into the stitches and repetitious weavings and veilings.  The work becomes a commemorative ritual.  In this piece, “Unland – The Orphan’s Tunic” (1997), she has overlaid a table with gauze representing a child’s tunic.  Through the table she has drilled thousands of minute holes, which are like hair follicles and through these she has repetitiously sewn hair stitching the tables together and creating a veil of hair.  The work then becomes a testimonial.  These are not monuments of extreme horror that freeze us to the horror alone.  There is immense hope in Salcedo’s work about the human potentiality to overcome these through the virtue of memory made into action and into material form.


Salcedo’s art practice exemplifies a ritual process which is collective in nature, while the art and practice of Wolfgang Laib present the individual or solitary ritual practice.  Salcedo first advances into the world in order to retreat to the studio.  Laib retreats from the world in order to advance into the world.  Salcedo experiences the sacred in communion with others.  Laib experiences the sacred apart from the world.  In the two are the twin dynamics of religious traditions – acting in the world and retreating from the world.  Wolfgang Laib embodies the artist as a contemplative mystic. His is an art practice, as Donald Kuspit writes,  “that embodies time within the contemplative practice and pace…by retreating to the deepest introversion to recover one’s sense of being real in a world that makes one feel unreal…to recover a sense of true, primary being.”  Laib’s process requires him to spend extensive hours in the natural world, painstakingly collecting quantities of pollen by hand.  Laib’s art practice is measured by rotations of the earth and cycles of growth, as he participates in nature’s life cycle, in a repetitious, ritual behavior that reveals cosmic and sacred understandings of time. The precious material of the pollen, which is symbolically linked to life and resurrection, is re-presented as squares of pure pollen humbly placed, as offerings, on the museum floor.

In his acts, Laib constantly inter-poses the macro and micro.  He constructs large houses and small houses from beeswax.  These forms are houses, and they are also openings, that present metaphorical spaces of access to transcendence.  Laib places his houses in the emptiness of the gallery to illuminate the surrounding space.  As a result, the space, as well as the forms, “stand revealed.”  The numinous groundwork re-sanctifies the space of the gallery.  The gallery space becomes a macrocosm of sacred space — to the art form as a microcosm of sacred space.

Laib’s work exemplifies the contradictory states of being, of immanence and transcendence — immanence, in which the sacred reveals itself in the ordinary world experience, and transcendence, in which the sacred is beyond mundane experience.  The implication of the art and the practice is that only through disciplined action can one gradually experience transcendence.  In Laib’s forms we witness the sacred, or the ultimate, as revealed in the mundane world, while Laib’s process, or action, affords him transcendence.  It is mystics and artists that pierce the contradictions of these two different states.  In Laib’s forms and in his process the distinction is blurred or eradicated.


The religious dimensions of contemporary can also lay concealed in the very description for the art of the past fifty years.  “Installations” are about space and in the hands of Laib, become sacred space.  “Performance” can conceal the presence of ritual.  Not ritual as a kind of metaphor for repeated action, but the kind of rituals which would be described as religious in other places.  In the work of Yugoslavian artist Marina Abramovic the body serves as the primary material and agent for transformation.  Like the practice of religious ascetics, it is through endurance and extreme disciplined activity that Abramovic achieves a heightened state of being which enables her to transcends mundane existence.  In her performance “Thomas Lips” (1975), Abramovic progresses in a ritual act that begins with her eating 1 kilo of honey, drinking one liter of red wine from a crystal goblet that is eventually broken by her hand, followed by the ritual cutting of a star on her stomach and self flagellation with a whip, ultimately making herself lay on a cross made from ice blocks with a heater suspended directly over the cut on her torso.  This ritual is witnessed by an audience.  After approximately 30 minutes the audience becomes increasingly nervous about her situation.  They halt the performance by removing the artist in order to prevent her body from freezing.  In these rituals, Abramovic subjects herself to extreme physical and mental stress, even to the point of sometimes loosing consciousness, to achieve her goal of transcendence.  Here, the work of the artist could be an example of the types of ritual theorized by Jonathan Z. Smith, in which ritual is about paying attention, about idealization, and about the correction of imperfect nature.  Her art is a process is a form of ritual attention in which the end result is a state of “holiness.”

Many commentators write about Abramovic’s art activities are often so grueling and perilous that they propel her to an altered state of consciousness.  She persists until her physical condition is so depleted that some physical sensibilities cease to function.  Many of her early ritual acts were carried out with her partner Ulay.  In “Breathing In/Breathing Out” (1977) they relinquish their autonomy in act of ultimate communion that required them to lock their mouths together, inhaling and exhaling through the other’s, to the brink of near asphyxiation.  From 1980-85 they spent long arduous periods of time in exile in the Australian desert.  Like desert prophets, hermits, and monks on religious quests to encounter the sacred, Abramovic and Ulay themselves through extreme physical disciplines, including sitting motionless and silent in the sweltering heat for hours on end, or eating only ants, lizards and desert rats to survive.  They systematical deconstruct what is to be human.  This self-inflicted retreat into the primordial experience of the desert was an intentional, forced break from what they saw as their dependence on a technological society.  The desert is symbolic and the desert is powerful.  Their desire was to revive their inner-directed natures, transform and release themselves from societal conditioning.

The boundary between religious practice and art practice disappears.  Abramovic believes that lengthy time spent in depriving the body is the only way to restore the spirit.  “The Lovers: The Great Wall Walk” is a ritual practice in which the artists walked the Great Wall of China for ninety days.  Abramovic began at the sea in the cold liquid, Ulay began in the desert in the dry heat.  They each walked toward the center in the manner of a prolonged meditation with the only purpose being to achieve awareness.  In the work of Abramovic, we see art that parallels the religious practices of shamans, mystics and prophets, in which individuals use danger and pain as catalysts for religious transport, and endure solitude, self-mutilation and subject themselves to fatigue or fasts to gain some supernal understandings of the mysteries of life.  As Abramovic states, “To me art has to be disturbing.  It has to ask questions…to have different layers of meaning…Art has to have spiritual value and something that opens certain states of consciousness…”  Abramovic believes the artist is a “servant to society.”  For Abramovic “…art must present the answers”.  There is an urgency in the message of Marina Abramovic, who believes we are living in a world destined for destruction, and while this fate cannot be avoided, Abramovic sees art as a “chance or a possibility of at least dying in union with the earth, at least grasping reality one single time.”  In this profound sense of a fated-doom, her later works, such as “Inner Sky for Departure” (1991), are presented as solitary ritual experiences to prepare the individual for the inevitable end.  The individual is instructed to “Stand under the inner sky; Eyes closed; Motionless: Depart.”  The goal of these works is to still the mind and stir the consciousness so that one’s awareness may at least lead to a state of unity with themselves.


Our last example is Anselm Kiefer who like Boltanski is caught up in issues of the Holocaust.  But he is a German and by virtue of being born in 1945 belongs to that generation of Germans born after the Holocaust who must shoulder its memory.  Many understand his work to be a kind of work of mourning (Trauerarbeit).  But we think it is more than that.  He is a profound religious thinker who uses his art to subvert Nazi space, a mystic who in the end is not exclusively interested in the problem of memory, but also in the relationships of history and myth, and between transcendence and immanence.  In the early 1980s, Kiefer completed the “Margarethe” and “Shulamith” paintings (1981-83).  Both exist in a mythic space.  They appear in different versions.  Typically the “Margarethe” paintings are composed of areas of configured straw, embedded in and loosely covering painted canvases, whose surfaces seem to comprise and magnify into intense detail the thickly encrusted surfaces of his signature landscapes.  “Margarethe” is always a kind of organic and natural collage.  In contrast to this imagry, the “Shulamith” canvases evoke deeply recessional architectural spaces or built environments.

Both paintings refer quite explicitly to Paul Celan’s “Death Fugue.”  As in many of Keifer’s works, the literary text overlies the nonliteral, non-representational painting, and connecting it to a discursive field.  Keifer’s “Margarethe,” who is at once Celan’s and Goethe’s, is a blond-haired (strohbland literally “straw blond”) figure of German womanhood, embodied, corporealized, and metaphorized, in straw.  For the straw is at once the German landscape, in its pure materiality, and, at the same time, strands of blond hair, the conflation pictorially enacting the ideological conceit of Nazism, namely, that German identity was autochthonous, that it was rooted and emerged from the soil and land.  The brilliant colors, the planarity, and highly textured materiality of “Margarethe” (1981), its insistent presence, contrast dramatically with the empty, dark, cavernous space depicted in “Shulamith” (1983).  In “Shulamith,” the space is a vaulted, brick chamber, an exacting rendering of Wilhelm Kreis’s Mausoleum for German War Heroes.  Kiefer has routinely used Nazi architecture and here creates a deeply perspectival recession into the crypt-like depths of the chamber.  The recession leads to a tangle of flames, whose shape and delineation evoke a menorah.  The presence of this transforms this dark and foreboding place into a memorial space.  The German heroes are dead, their torches in the bays of the transversal arch are completely extinguished with blackened cutouts.  The mystery of the life of the Jews replaces them and the meaning of the space is completely subverted.  Lisa Saltzman has brilliantly conceived of the linguistic exchange in the paintings.  She notes the black, sooty ashen residue which covers the upper half of the painting, out of which emerges in the upper left corner, in small white print, Shulamith.  Here in linguistic inscription only, is Margarethe’s other, the dark-haired woman of the Song of Songs, forever transformed by Celan’s verses into an ashen symbol of the destruction of European Jewry, irrevocably absent.  Her placement is important – she remains absent from the chamber.  Yet, the textual linkage puts her in the midst of the chamber.  There is a metonymic representation here, the ashen surface of the canvas is indeed her metonymic representation.


In some respects Anselm Keifer takes us back to the very beginning of our paper.  There we tried to set out some of the reason for why religion and contemporary art seem to be such diametrically opposed cultural domains.  Art in its most profound sense has the power to remake the world.  Kiefer brings together the elements of myth and memory, ritual and space, redemption and renewal.  He confronts the most difficult issues and in this sense his work is an example of what religion does also.
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