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Melancholy and Metamorphosis.  

A theological aesthetic study of works by Anselm Kiefer 

How can life experience as interpreted through art be of theological significance? In her 

dissertation, Leonora Onarheim Bergsjø discusses the relationship between art, life experience 

and theology with examples from Anselm Kiefer’s art and K.E. Løgstrup’s philosophy of 

religion. 

What kind of life experience and conditions of existence is conveyed through the works of the 

contemporary German artist Anselm Kiefer (b. 1945)? In the search for an answer to this 

question, Bergsjø analyses several works by the artist, including the Margarethe and 

Sulamith-series (1981-1983), The Heavenly Palaces (2004-2015), Pietà (2007), 

Zweistromland – The High Priestess (1985-1989) and Barren Landscape (1987-1989). The 

two latter are two of Kiefer’s most important works situated in Norway (Astrup Fearnley 

Museet, Oslo). She finds that there is a tension between the themes of suffering, death and 

destruction on the one side, and life and regeneration on the other. This tension is crystallized 

by Bergsjø in the theme of melancholy and metamorphosis.  

Does the tension between melancholy and metamorphosis in Kiefer’s works challenge or 

supplement our understanding of religious and metaphysical questions, such as the necessity 

of suffering or the problem of evil? Bergsjø discusses Kiefer’s works in light of the 

metaphysical considerations by the Danish philosopher and theologian K.E. Løgstrup (1905-

1981). She emphasizes his work Creation and Annihilation (Skabelse og tilintetgørelse, 1978) 

and his reflections on art as cognition in connection with the German painter Max Beckmann 

(1884-1950). Løgstrup’s analysis of Beckmann is not used to provide answers to the questions 

Kiefer’s works rise, but to discover similarities and differences between Løgstrup and Kiefer, 

and Kiefer and Beckmann, and to shed light on the life experience conveyed in Kiefer’s 

works.    

Bergsjø’s reflections on the importance of life experience in non-confessional contemporary 

art contributes to the relatively new, but fast growing Norwegian and Nordic discussion of 

theological aesthetics within systematic theology. Her focus on the relationship between 

universal, metaphysical and theological themes in Kiefer’s art also gives new perspectives to 

the reception of Kiefer’s art.  


