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Gene Ray

PREFACE

Inheritance is never a given, it is always a ask.

—Jacques Perrida

LACING JOSEPH BEUYS AND TRACING

his impact: these have been and continue

to be surprisingly difficult and divisive tasks. Beuys’ reception while he was
alive was notoriously polarized. That situation is improving, in that critical
responses more nuanced than all-or-nothing denigration or idolatry have now
established themselves in the literature. However, Beuys (1921-1986) still seems
to preveke extraerdinarily strong reactions. Troubled by his private history, his
public persona, or his politics, some observers of postwar and contemporary
culture remain reluctant to admit the impact of his work, and alter nately many
others are still unable or unwilling to be at all critical about the object of their
adoration. For others of us, it seems undeniable that Beuys was all too human.
But it seems equally undeniable that his activities have inspired, enabled, or
enriched important directions of contemporary art production, from what can
broadly be called “history art” to installation, perfermance, and environmental
art, and, in general, artists have been much more willing than critics to acknowl-
edge as much. Whether or not one is prepared to label it “influence” the
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responses to Beuys by artists belong, along with his work and the history of its
critical reception, to alegacy. That still-contested legacy—in all its complexaty
and not excluding its tensions, contradictions, and discomforts—is the basisfor
a place in the history of twentieth-century art and culture.

In his 1993 reflection on the legacy of Karl Marx in the context of a tri-
umphalist, globalized neoliberalism, Jacques Werrida emphasizes that every
legacy isalways plural,always involves mourning, and always places heirs under
a forward-looking responsibility. “An inheritance is never gathered together,” he
writes, “itis never atone withitself.”! Theseare fitting observations with which
to approach the question of Joseph Beuys. For there is not one Beuys, but many.
The lack of consensus surrounding the task of mapping and formulating his
plural legacy atleast confirms the irreducible plurality of that proper name. We
can atleast affirm that for now and for the future, Beuys remains unavoidable.

The essays that follow were presented ata symposium held December 4-6,
1998, at the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art. The essays combine new
research and reflection filtered through a range of approaches and positions.
Considered as a whole, they indicate fairly well the present state of Beuys’ recep-
tion. With three major international symposia havingalready been published
since Beuys’ death in 1986, and with new monographs, studies, and exhibition
catalogs on Beuys appearing at an alarming dlip, one may wonder if there is
reallyanythingleft to say on the subject. But as these essays make clear, certain
themes and topics are still very much alive and open. Beuys’ actions during the
Nazi period and the waryears and the relation between that time and his post-
war activities are still the source of considerable critical discomfort and
exchange. The particular “Germanness,’as opposed to the universality, of Beuys
work, and the question of interpretive methodology were other recurring top-
ics of discussion at the Sarasota symposium.

In hiscontribution, Peter Nisbet returnsto perhaps the most controversial
cpisode of Beuys” biography—the plane crash in the Crimea during the war,
Nisbet reviews the various retellings of the event, its transformation into what
he calls “the Story,”and thehistory ofits subsequent reception, in order to clar-
ify the changing role of autobiography within the emergence and evolution of
Beuys’ persona. Nisbet argues that an important shift in the way Beuys made use
of autobiography took place around 197e, and that attention to such shifts illu-
minates the “historical, diachronic” character of the artist’s evolving oeuvre.

Pamela Kort focuses on Beuys’ studiesand early career through a survey of
constitutive moments in the writing, from a distinctly German perspective, of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century art history. She makes a compelling case
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that Beuys’ identity and formative decisions as an artist were shaped by the
perceived need for a new successor to a standing lineage of artistic masters per-
ceived to be or claimed as Germans. Wilheln Lehmbruck, a pre-Nazi figure
whose political resonance met the requirements of the German postwar cul-
tural climate, was the last to convincingly fill thisrole. But with his appointment
to professorship at the Diisseldorf Kunstakademie, argues Kort, Joseph Beuys
emerged as “the long augured successor who could revive culture in Germany
and lead a younger generation of artists to distinction.”

Joan Rothfuss examines Beuys’ early reception in America in order to explore
a question suggested by Kort’s essay: is Beuys’ work universal or somehow
“inherently German”? Rothfuss argues that Beuys’ perceived Germanness—a
perceplion based largely on misunderstanding and interpretive misfires—in fact
became asticking point with American audiences. Many of the terms and cate-
gories from positions staked out in reviews from the early 1978s were recycled
and rehearsed in the reception to the artist’s 1979/80 retrospeclive al the Solomon
R Guggenheim Museum, in effect ensuring that his American reception would
at that point remain inconclusive.

In my essay, I argue that a consistent pattern of direct and indirect allusions
to the Holocaust can be found across the whole of Beuys’ mature oeuvre. This
pattern should be read as a second project, a project of mourning in parallel to
the declared project of social sculpture, or the “expanded concept of art.” This
second project produced some powerful late installations capable of function-
ing asopenings for mourning or working-through. The indirect or “negative”
strategies by which these works produce their effects can belinked to the rewrit-
ing, in the context of after-Auschwitz thought and theory, of the traditional
aesthetic category of the sublime.

Benjamin Buchloh responds to my argument and reflects on recent Beuys
scholarship in order to revisit the concerns of his well-known 198e Artforum
essay. That essay, harshly critical if not dismissive of Beuys, has attained a kind
of exemplary status, as the most concise and forceful challenge to the artistic
role Beuys represented. In acknowledgmentof its importance for everyone seri-
ously concerned with this artist, it isreprinted in this volume. Buchloh’s recon-
sideration of Beuys in the context of this symposium, nearly twenty years later,
contains some subtle adjustments, perhaps some gualified concessions, and
some thoughtful methodological warnings.

Lukas Beckmann shares his personal experience of the genesis of the
German Green Party to discuss, for the first time in English, Beuys’ role in that
movement and political party. Beckmann also explores in depth some points of
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convergence between the political and economic ideas of Beuys “expanded
concept of art” and the eventual platform of the German Greens, in order to
argue that thosedimensionsremained central to Beuys art-making practice.

Artist Mel Chin, responding indirectly to Beckmann’s talk at the sympo-
sium, presented an extraordinary performative pastiche combining a playful
appropriationof the Beuysian chalk-talk format, a recitation of a poetic hom-
age, and a wide-ranging artist’s slide talk. As a kind of intervention into the
symposium, with its academic conventions and mood, Chin’s deployment of
these familiar but incongruous discursive forms and modes enlivened and
refreshed the proceedings. Alongthe way, issues about persona, self-presenta-
tion and the political roleof theartist, about trauma, memory, and rememora-
tion, and about the deceptions and self -deceptions of interpretation were in
effect countersigned and sentback for further reflection and discussion.

Max Reithmann’s contribution brings a philosophically sophisticated conti-
nental approach to bear on questions of history, memory, and repression in
Beuys’ works and language. Reithmann’s previous studies of Beuys have com-
bined closereadings of some of Beuys’ major installation works with analyses of

» ¢t

the philosophical sources of Beuys “expanded concept of art.” Here Reithmann
confronts for the first time,and not without evidence of struggle, Beuys' relation
to the Nazi period. He analyzes moments of evasiveness in Beuys words and
works and advances Albrecht Wiirer, Paul Celan,and Anselm Kiefer as exemplars
of alternative artistic postures with respect to historyand trauma.

Kim Levin, drawing on her past research and experiences with Beuys,
offers some new observations and suggestions regarding the artist’s intellec-
tual roots in the Nazi period and comments on recent trends in Beuys exhi-
bitions and scholarship.

Finally, readers will [ind the important“Key Experiences” interview conducted
with Beuys by Georg Jappe in 1976. This text, in which Beuys discusses the crucial
episodes of his biography, is offered here for the fivst time inEnglish, in an anno-
tated transiation by Peter Nisbet. The opportunity to include Beuys’ ownvoicein
this volumeemerged when it becameapparent thatStuart Morgan weuld not, for
reasons of health, be able to participate in the symposium or contribute to this
volume. We regret the absence of his views here and wish him well.

To these authors, again my thanks. Their careful research, thoughtful pre-
sentations,and pointed discussionmade the Ringling symposium a stimulating
and valuable event. The resulting essays will,I am certain,advance our under-
standing of a difficult and challenging artist.



Peter Nisbet

1} CRASH COURSE
Remarks on a Beuys Story

OR FEW ARTISTS HAVE PERSONA AND
Fpresence played such an important
role asforJoseph Beuys. Throughout his varied career as a draftsman,sculptor,
performer, lecturer, installation artist, political activist, and ecological cam-
paigner, Beuys’ self and image came to underpin the authority of his work in
ways both persuasive and problematic. In the years since his death, those con-
cerned with “mapping the legacy” have had to confront the implications of
Beuys’ absence, and the effect of that absence on the work he left behind.
Moreover, the removal of the charismaticpersonality allows the biographical
narrative that buttressed the impact of the artist’s actualily, to emerge as an
object of study in its own right. In particular, the changing role of autobiography
in theartist’s evolving ocuvre canbe illuminated as a historical, diachronic phe-
nomenon. This essay does not focus on trying to assess the extent to which
Peuys’ art may have invoked his life-story to varying degrees at different
10oments (or on taking a position on whether that art is best interpreted within
ihe framework of the artist’s individual biography). Rather, it focuses on the
act that Beuys could and did deploy different kinds of autobiography at differ-
ent times in his career. Specifically, it seeks to support the argument that a sig-



This essay derives from ceseanch
done for a larger study of Beuys
(and German art} around 1970
and presents primarily documen-
tary evidence. It is a revised ver-
sion of the talk offered at the John
and Mable Ringling Museum of
Artin December 1998,
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nificantshift in Beuys’ mode of deploying autobiography—and, by implication,
narrcative in general—occurred around 1970. | take as a test case the famous
story of Beuys’ wartimecrash and trace the taleback to the historical juncture at
which it begins to be told. The contrast in content and style between this auto-
biographical fragment and Beuys’ earlier approach to fashioning a chronicie of
his experiences (notably in the Life Course/Work Courseof 1964~70) is crucial.!

o

ANYONE wHO has ever attempted to present the work of Joseph Beuys to an
American audience will attest that the one piece of common knowledge, the one
constant reference, is the story of the artist’s World War II crash and his mirac-
ulous survival in the hands of tribesmen who wrapped him in fat and felt. Such
details as Beuys’ service in dive-bomber squadronsor the identity of his rescuers
as Tartars may or may not factor into the awareness of the audience, but the key
anecdotal elements {crash, injury, fat, felt, recovery) are all but universally
known among viewers and critics in this country. The locus dassicus for thisso-
called legend isthe extended account presented by Caroline Tisdall inthe cat-
alogue of the 1979 Guggenheim retrospective, as if quoted from the artist
himself. Tisdall recounts:

One event was absolutely determining. In 1943 the Ju-87 (i.e., the dive bomber] that
Beuys was flying was hit by Russian flak and crashed ina snowstorm in the Crimea. He
was found unconscious among the wreckage by Tartars.

The passage then continues with Beuys’ words:

Had it not been for the Tartars I would not be alive today. They were the nomads of the
Crimea, in what was then no man’s land between the Russian and German fronts,
and favoured neither side. I had already struck up a good relationship with them, and
often wandered off to sit with them. “Bu nix njemcky” they would say, “du Tatar,” and
try to persuade me to join their clan. Their nomadic ways attracted me of course,
although by that time their movements had been restricted. Yetit was they who dis-
covered me in the snow after the crash, when the German search parties had given up.
] was still unconscious then and only came round completely after twelve days or so,
and by then 1 was back in a German field hospitel. So the memories ] have of that time
are images that penetrated my consciousness. The last thing I remember was that it
was too late to jump, too late for the parachutes to open. Thatmust have been a cou-
ple of seconds before hitting the ground. Luckily I was not strapped in—I always pre-
ferred frcc movement to safety belts. 1 had been disciplined for that, just as 1 had been
for notcarrying a map of Russia— somehow 1 felt that 1 knew the area better than any
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map. My friend was strpped in and he was atomized by the impact—there was almost
nothing to be found of him afterwards. But I must have shet through the windscreen
as it flew back at the same speed as the plane hit the grornd and that saved me, though
Ihad bad skull and jawinjuries. Then the tai) flipped over and [ was cempletely buried
in the snow. That’s how the Tartars found me days later. I remember voices saying
“Voda” (“Water”), then the felt of their tents, and the dense pungent smell of cheese,
fat and mulk. They covered my body in fat to help it regenerate warmth, and wrapped
itin felt as an insulator to keep the warmth in.?

It is this event I would like, for the purposes of this essay, to call simply “the
Story” Thespeed and authority with which the Story established its currency
and centrality can be concisely illustrated by two references, both reviews of the
1979 Guggenheim exhibition. Robert Hughes commented in Time that Beuys’
“wartime experiences have for his followersalmost joined Van Gogh'’s ear in the
hagiography of modern art,”* while Bonald Kuspit remarked laconicallyin the
opening paragraphs of his article in Art in America that,“In general, his fat and
felt works have an autobiographical dimension. Beuys, a pilot in World War 11,
was shot down ... "¢

Indeed, the Story became central not only to the appreciationof Beuys, but
alsoto countervailing critiques. [thas arguably been because of its moreor Jess
scornful attention to Beuys’ account that Benjamin Buchloh’s polemically dis-
senting article about Beuys (published in the journal Artforum in1980) has
itself achieved quasi-mythical status as the definitive explanatory deflation of
Beuys’ status.” Although carrying the disarmingly modest subtitle“Preliminary
Notes for a Critique,” Buchloh’s essay has, in fact, not required any follow-up to
its “preliminary” investigations. The essay’s apparently decisive debunking of
the crash myth has in subsequent decades been taken as sufficiently damning to
stand for the discrediting of the artist as a whole.*

In short, the originary accountof fat and feit has served both as the exeget-
ical key to understanding Beuys’ signature use of these materials-—a use that is
taken to exemplify and summarize hisentire career, as well as the centerpiece of
the prosecution’s case against the artist. That case has come to be made up both
of a dismissive boredom (with the sense that there cannot be much that is inter-
esting about the artist if one Story, in and of itself, can provide a totalizing
explanatory matrix for the work) and of a critical resistance (based on the
notion that the Story is evidence of the artist falsifying history).”

Beuys himself moved rapidly to downplay the importance of the Story
almost as soon as he could see the emblematic significance that it was quickly
acquiring. Already in early 1980, for example, he stressed to Kate Horsfield that

Caroline Tisdall, fosepk Betsys,
Exh cat. (New York,1979), pp-

16 -17. It her author's note, Tisdal}
writes that “vnattributed quota-
tions are from my interviews with
Joseph Beuys, Se pternber—
Ocvwober 1978” (p. 7).

Robert Hughes, "The Noise of
Beuys: At New York’s Guggenbeim,
the Guruof Disss4dor™ Tane
(Novcmber 12, 1979), P 89.

Donald Kuspit, “Beuys: Fat, Felt
and Alchemy™ Arsin Amevica, vol.
68 no. 5 (May 1980), p. 79.

Benjamin H. D. Buchloh,”8cuy»:
‘T'he Twilight of the idol.
Preliminary Notes for a Critique”
Artforum,vol. 18 no. 5 (fapuzcy
1989), pp. 35~43. The Story is
described as a “fable convenue”
that “seems as contrived as it is
dramatic” (p, 18). While Buchleh
does argue that the factual accu-
racy or otherwise of the Stery is
not important, he positions it very
close to outright fantasy or lie.

'To take a randon exemple—
Thumas Crow refers 1o Buchloh’s
essay and its “trencha nt disman-
tling of the Beuys niythology” ins his
Moden Art it the Common Cultutre
(New Haven,1996), p. 93.

lewe this point about the nature
of the opposition to Beuys %o
Ketth Krysinski, a participant in
my seminaron Beuysat Harvard
in sPring 1997.
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1

Kate [Horsfeld, “On Art and
Artists: Joseph Beuys,” Profile,vola
ne.1 (fenuacy1981),p. 20 (tran-
scription ofan ‘mendow of
January 1980). Beuys goes en
specifically te reject acausal rela-
tionship between these war experi-
ences and his use of materials,
arguing that he found his wayback
te these mateaals enly after having
develeped a theory ef sculpture far
which they seemed appiopriate.

André Maller, “Jeseph Beuys,”
Interviews (Hamburg, 1082}, p.38
{interview conducted on 8
February 1980 andoriginally
published in the German edition
of Pentliouse.no.106,198e}, and
Hermann Schreiber, “Jeseph
Beuys,” Lebesslkufe (Frankfuri
am Main, 1082), p. 126 (interview
cenducted on 27 January 1986).

StellaBaum, “Ein Gespriachmit
Jeseph Beuys” Planelicl: und
Unerwartet. Todesanzeigen
{Pisscldert. 198e),p. 172;
Schreiber“Jeseph Beuys”

{note 9).p.1ns.

Schreiber,* Joseph Beuys” (ote 9),
Pp-126. Interestingly, Beuys also
claimed thathe first beeame aware
of his artistic talents at age five
(Birgit Lahann,*Jeseph Beuys:‘Ich
binein ganz scharfer Hase}”
Harsbesuche. Zu Gast bei Kiinstlern,
Stars und Liserasen [Stut :gavt,1985),
p.258 linterview conducted onz2
August 1980 and first published in
Stern, 30 April 98n).

Peter Nisbet b

“these physical experiences during the war—accidents, damages on my body,
wounds and such things—are overrated in regard to my earlier work.”®
However, such disavowals were in vain; the Story stuck and, for better or for
worse, has become the touchstone for debates and exegesis.

Of course, this is not the onlysuch tale Beuys told. The narrative pattern of
describing a rebirth after a near-death experience is deployed by Beuys on at
least two other occasions. One is the relatively well-known account of his nerv-
ous breakdown in the mid-1950s and subsequent period of recovery, including
time spent working on the farm of his friends, the Van der Grintens. In two
little-known but particularly vivid retellings of this progress from collapse to
regeneration, Beuys emphasized how close he had come to dying at the outset
of this experience. He spoke of how his friends looked for him for months and
then broke down the door of the place where he had been hiding and starving
himself, seemingly to death. “I believe that those who found me observed that
they could literally havepulled the fiesh from mybones. That was how far gone
from life I was.”®

A second example of this near-death motif concerns a startling childhood
memory, of ten repeated by Beuys ininterviews and conversations. He claims to
have felt, as a five-year-old child, that he had lived long enough and that it was
time to end his interminable life.'® While it is not clear just whatit was that res-
cued the five year old from the temptation of suicide, there was a powerful real-
ization, as the artist put it in one interview, that “everythinghad to change iflife
was to continue,”!!

Nevertheless, the crash story is unique among such autobiographical frag-
ments for its persistence, resonance, and influence. Thishas surely been because
it alone has offeved itself as an interpretive tool, assigning meaning—whether
existential or anecdotal—to prominent and significant aspects of the artist’s
oeuvre, fat and felt. The detail about the curative uses of these subsequently
sculptural materialsand the specificity of the acL of wrapping the body in them,
have provided a welcome anchor for otherwise confounded audiences. The
explanatory power of the Story has rested not only inthe authority of the auto-
biographical, but also in its provision of an iconographic key.

The overwhelming presence and import of the Story in the reception and
interpretation of Beuys since abeut1980 inevitably provoke more or less chal-
lenging and subversive questions. My purpose iu returning once again to the
Story andits centrality, however, is not to address the obvious question about
its accuracy, nor indeed to assess the validity of any critique.'? Instead, this
investigation has been prompted by puzzlementabout the Story’s prehistory.
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When and under what circumstances did the Story first emerge? This histor-
ical, perhaps even pedantic, question grew out of thesimple realization that
there must have been a longer or shorter period when the Story did not and
could not structure an audience’s responses to Beuys’ work, because it was not
yet known.

Curiosity about the results of tracking the Story to its beginnings was re-
inforced by realizing that, shortly before Caroline Tisdall published her ver-
sion of the Story, the art critic Georg Jappe had conducted an extensive
interview with Beuys about “key experiences,” in which Beuys offers a version of
the Story that is remarkably close to the account presented in the Guggenheim
catalogue—in fact,so close that the former may in some way have been incor-
porated into the latter. But, there remain some key differences. An archaeology
of the Story can begin with an extensive quotation frem Jappe’s interview, con-
ducted in September 1976. Jappe prompts Beuys, “... it is often said that {lying
vest, fat, felt, were all inspired by this crash and the Tartars’ tent where you were
cared for ... wasn't that also a key experience?” To which Beuys replies:

Yes, of course! That lies on the intermediate border between these two types of key
experiences. |Beuys is referring here to the clear distinction he has made between real
and imagined cxperiences.] It was also a real event. Without the Tartars, I would
today not be alive. These Crimean Tartars were behind the front. Already before-
hand I had a good relationship to the Tartars. I often went to them, and sat in thcir
houses. They were against the Russians, but certainly not for the Germans. They
would have liked to take me away, tried to persuade me to secretly settle down with
some clan or other.You not German, they would always say, you Tartar. Implicitly, of
course, 1 had anaffinity tosuch a culture, which was originally nomadic, though by
then partially settled in the area.

When [ then had this crash, and they hadn’t found me because of the deep snow, if
they hadn'’t accidentally discovered me in the steppe while herding sheep or driving
their horses . .. They then took me into the hut. And all the images 1 had then, 1 did-
n’t have them fully conscious. I didn’t really recover consciousness until twelve days
later, by which 1imel was aircady ina German field hespital. But all these images fully
... entered me then, in atranslated form, so to speak. The tents. the felt tents they had,
the gencral behavies of the people, the issue of fat, which anyway is . .. a gencral
aromain their houses. . . . also their handling of cheese and fatand milkand yogurt—
how they handle it, that all practically entered into me: I really experienced it. You
could say, a key experience to which one could ferge a link. But it's a bit more cer-
plicated. Because Ididn’t make these felt pieces to represent something of the Tattars,
or,as others say, to represent something thatlooks like a concentration camp mood,
grayblankets. ., that playsa part of course, that iswhat the material itself brings with
it. Especially when it is gray. But those are all admixtures. Later I took felt and tried

1

For what it is werth, | believe that
the cusrent state of the evidenee
provides an adequate defense
against crilicism of Bevys ascount
as falsificationand fantasy. It is now
documented that Beuys did crash
n the Criraea on 16 March 1944
aud was dclivered thenext daywa
German field hospital, where he
stayed util 7 April (See Franz-
Joachim Verspohl's biographical
¢ty on Beuys in Gianter Meissner,
ed. Satir Allgereines
Kumsterlexikon, vol. 10 [Munich,
¢1¢.11995], B 205). ‘This would have
lefi atleast one day for the Tartars’
mitistrwt ions to the wounded and
almast immediately unconscious
Beuys. At most, Beuys can be
aecused of not carefullyand censis-
tenly eorrecting interviewess and
eornmenlators aboult the yeas of the
incident (oRen given as 1943), about
its actual duration (on those few
oacasions whatiis exeended
period of un@nsgousness besaroe
eonfused withthe length of his stay
with1he Taars), and about what
eertain documentary photoga aphs
actually show (where writees bave
wo quickly assumed that they waxe
intended toshaw this very incident
ot itsimmedtate afieemath). The
plausible chasge that Basys did not
s0 much lie about his expeniences
under the Nazis beforeand during
the war, a inadequately address the
fulltrurh about thern, focms one
¢Oreassumption of aresenit beok,
Frank Gieseke and Albert Markert,
Flisgen, Filz, und Vaterland. Eine
erweiterte Beuys- Biografie (Berlin,
1996), which gathers an enornious
amount of documentory material
about the sociv), institutional, and
milita ry environiment in which
Beuys moved between 1933-45 and
beyond. Theauthors fecus thesr
relentless and largely circurustantial
case on the Nationol Socid ist
¢limension of what Beuys may or
may nat have experienced {and
whathe may haveabserbed in the
wayof Nazi attitudes and thinking).
Their findings must be used with

great care.
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Georg Jappe, loterview mitBevys
iiber Schigsselerlebmisse, 27.9.76
in b wBeuy's Packen. Boxiunenme
1068-1996 (Regensburg, 1996), PP
26610 here PP 2089 (ﬁrsll pub-
lished in abbreviated forin
Kunst Nachrichtem vol. 13 n0.1
[March 1977}, Pp.72-31)- Beuys
goes 0010 describe the circurn-
stances ofthe crash, impact, Lhe
arrival ofthe Tartars, and his '
request for water before blacking
out_-ailin vivid terms closeto the
version Ve by T'Ed..ll], summa-
rizing: «well, all thatjustto mtro-
duee the sequence of events, whyl
survived hat norm 1ly no human
survives” (p. 210). See my anno-
tated transiadon ofthis interview
in this volume-

[ have not been able to wl?sulr al
the Televant S0Urees, especially the
Aull spectiu® of newspaper com-
me orary as it developed aﬁer the
mid.lgéos. {For an extensive bibli
og taphy © fsuch lmi’enais, see
Ingrié Burgbachﬂ'-l\ruplffi,
Prophete Teihis, Prophete loks:
Joseph Bewys [ Nurewberg, 1977],
pp. 109-39). 1LY bethar the
Stoyywas published in a_fotm and
21 adate seriously at vaeianes with
the outline I sketch hiere, If s.,!
would argue that the In fOrma.m 1
publ’whgd insuchanartidedid
notfindits Way'miolhlemo_re
promine ¥ and extasive discus-
sions of the artistto which ) hav_e
bad access- L am teasonably nfi-
dent thatmy survey oﬂfe'rs a proba-
ble account of theevoly mg S_Eatus
of informed art-werld opimion.
For a very useful suovey f .mm'
Views with Beuys.see Mon ika
Angerbauer-Rau: Beuys K_Om pass;
Ein Lexiken 2t den Gesprichicn ven
Joseph Beiys (Cologne; 1998}

Ernst GUnter Engelhard,“Joseph
s-Eingrausarnes
%‘/e';:)z:rigiben” Chr ist und Welr,
vol. 21 tix 3 (3 January 1969}, b 12.
Engelhard goesontoreportan i
areresong exchange about Beuys
attitude o his felt owsoldiers and
wammeservict “There was :?o
doubt {for Beuys] about serving at
the front. The othlers were therel
The young man frem Ie\_/es felt
hirmself pars of the colleciive. Put
thete was one #ifference. In his
opiayon. the best men died They
were t00 UﬂPreg_a;ed 100 p;ous,
They didn’t wasit to sur-
L?:;P; l:;; cost);—like the refined,

Peter Nisbet 0

to literally insertit into theory. Asaninsulating element. That adds a theoretica} ele-
ment, But I probally: would never have come back te felt, without this key experience.
I mean to this material, fat and felt. Just as I weuld also, without my inner condi-
tioning, never have come to these people and to sucha sphere of life. Se one can
trace it all further and further back, but the real experie nce with the ciash, that was
definitely very important for me."

‘There are two things of major importance to say about this version of the
Story. First, Beuys is clearly at pains to establish that his account is not neces-
sarily factually true, thatkey experiences can be composed in part of imagined,
intuited, subconscious elements—in this case, his experiences of images while
unconscious, (It is this clearly articulated position, incidentally, which renders
moot most attempts to discredit Beuys by positivist critiques of discrepancies,
breaks in logic, and other inadequacies in the Story.) The second, quite remark-
able aspect of this account is that nowhere does Beuys claim to have been
wrapped In fat and felt. These materials are mentioned as part of the environ-
ment in which Beuys is saved, but the link to Beuys’oeuvre, while indicated, is
by no means as anecdotal or literal as it was shortly to become. In fact, Tisdall’s
subsequent account is, to all intents and purposes, the first clear mention of the
therapeutic uses of fat and felt. '

i

FURTHER EXCAVATI®N of the Story’s history leads back to a relatively cir-
cumscribed historical period, beginning in late 1968 and extending for two or
three years. The moment around 197e, it seems, saw the public introduction of
the Tartar episode, if only vaguely and, crucially, without the iconographic ref-
erence to fat and felt. Documenting the incremental steps by which the Story
became known, requires drawing on quite varied evidence. Sometimes, this
involves quoting from the published texts of interviews with the artist, at other
times, it involves calling on descriptive passages by writers commenting on
Beuys and hiswork. The followin g concatenation of quotations and citations is
notintendedto be an exhaustive veconstruction of the precisesequence of the
Story’s evolution (in its various manifestations); rather, it attempts to give a
plausible and responsible evocation of the process by which the Story entered
the realm of public discourse.'*

It is important to note here the reluctance and hesitation with which
Beuys approached the telling of the Story. In late 1968, Beuys tells an inter-
viewer that it was his war experience that detoured him from his path toward
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a career as a scientist, and speaks of being found by Tartars several days after
crashing his Stuka dive-bomber in the Criniea. However, Beuys indicates that

»i>

he would say more about this “only unwillingly.”"> Indeed for most of 1969,
this forms the maximum extent of Beuys’ comments. In an August 1969 inter-
view with Willoughby Sharp, Beuys volunteers even less information. In
answer to a question about his wartime experience, the artist affirms, “Yes, 1
took part in the whole war, from 1941 until 1946. I was in Russia,” and speci-
fies that he was not in Stalingrad but “more to the South, in Ukraine, the
Caucasus, Black Sea.” Asked what he saw in the war, he replies laconically
and evasively, “Certainly not art! What can I say? I was a fighter pilot [sic).
cannot talk about the war. There were dead people lying around every-

where "

In the introduction to an interview also conducted in August 1969,
Ursula Meyer reports, “During World War II, while serving as a Stuka pilot on
the Eastern Front, he was shot down and badly wounded,”” presenting
equally little new information.

Another interview that year identifiesthe effects of the war in broad terms as
a basic experience perhaps reflected in his work, or in general statements about
people met and landscapes seen.'® In this same account, the Tartars appear not
as the later Story’s rescuers, but simply asrepresentatives of the “Asiatic,” which
elicited a great fascination.” It is significant that felt as a material is, in this and
other statements of the time, not linked to the Tartar experience whatsoever
(and indeed not to any concrete experience at all), but instead to the artist’s
search for a material to parallel his epistemology and theory.”

Beuys’ reluctance to speak directly about his war experiences continues into
1970. In a major interview of spring 1970, Helmut Rywelski poses the question,
“Hardlyanyotherartist’s past has accumulated so manylegends as that of Joseph
Beuys. The roots of your art have been suspected in yeur experiences in and
after the war. If that’s so, which experiences were they?” Beuys replies:

I'm actually not that interested in addressing right now individual things irom
amongst what has been suggested and what may indeed be correct. It wasn't as if one
individual catastrophic event was the trigger alone, but rather the sum of catastro-
phes, which [ lived through, And 1 lived through a large number of catastrophcs.
Actually, I can say that this surm ef catastrophes is not concluded, I experience these
catastrophes daily.z'

Despite Beuys’ caution, the outlines of the Story are in place by 1971. For
example, by November 1971, the criticJohn Anthony Thwaites writes:

The Beuys legend starts with the war. He was a pilotand served on the Russian Front.
The story, which he is fond of telling {sic),is that his Stuka was shot downand that he

alert, egoistical Beuys.” This is not
theoccasion to pursue the fosci-
naling impiication that Beuys may
have (ckt soroe form of survivor's
guilt and self-anticism fo 7 his wll
10 live, and that this may have
affecied his later carces.
wWilloughby Sharp, "An intecviewe
with Joseph Bewys,” Atforiim, vol. 8
no. 4 (Decernber 1969), p. 42 (the
transcript ofa n interview con-
duxted on 28 August 1969).

Ursula Meyer, “Hosy to Explain
Pictures to a Pead Hare)” Are
News, vol. 68 no. 9 {January 1970),
P. 54 (Quoling [rom an interview
of Auguslt 1969).

Rolf G unter Pienst, Jeseph Beuys:
Interview,” in Noch Kunst. Neuestes
aus deutschen Atefiers (Blisseldord,
1970), p. 3) (transcript of an inter-
view of December 1969).

k shoutd benoledthal Beuys affin-
ity Lo the Tartacs had already been
verbally expressed in a biegraphise)
sketch he prepaeed in 1961, for pub-
licatlon in his frst camlogue:
“Tarsars wared 10 take me into
their families” (Eva, Wenzel. and
Jessyha Beuys, Josepht Bewtys. Bisck
Beuys [Munidu1990], p.19). It is
dezils such as this that rendet even
more implausibie the already for-
feiched suggestion that Beuys intro-
duced his Tartar s1ory in the eaily
19705 10 e&ich the mood of wncreas-
ing night-wing sympathy for the
national minorities in the USSR
{Giescle and Mackert, Fiiegey, Filz
und Vaterland [nete 12], pp.182-83.

20 Tolappe, Beuysasserted in early

1969that hisinterestin felt had
often been misinterpreted as an
interest in its haptic nstead of its
insulating and isolating quahtes
{Bewys Backen [nole13), p. 68, i
nally published in the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, 1 Februawy
1969}, Sint'dlarly, he spoke to Hanno
Reuther on 3 June 1969 of felt being
interesting nol necessarily for its
aged, dusty quadities, bul as a mate-
riol paratlel W leoy

(“Werkstu lgesprich.” broadcast on
WBLR on 1 July 1969, and published
in Kunstmuseuin Basel, Joseph
Beuys. Werke aus der Samiptlung
Karl Styiiher{Basel,1969], p. 38).
1]t Rywelsky, "Hew e ist jeder
Mensch Senncnkénig” faseph Beuys.
Ebuelheiten Art IntenoediaBeck 3.
(Cologne, 1970),n.p.{transnipt of an
nteniovof 18May1970).



,3 johnAnthony Thwaites, “The

"7 Arabiguity of Josef [sic] Bevys”
Art andArtis:s, vel. 6 no.8
(November 1971), p. 22.

23 Geerg Jappe; A Joseph Beuy's
Primec” Studio b wernationdl, vel
182 (September 1971), P. 65.
Another, rather different, example
of how one demil of the Story

eould assume interpretive werghtis

given by Alastaie Mackintosh’s

reporton Beuys’ visit 10 Edinbusgh
in 1976, which eontains ne mention
of the crash or the Tartars, but say's

of the artist’s performance: “Some
saw itas anact of penance (Beuys
was a Stuka pilot), otherses a
highlyGermanic and Rom aq(ic
piece of tawmltheatre” (Alastair

Mackintosh, “Beuys @ Edinburgh,”

Artand Arists vel $1n0.8
[Novcmbsn,m],p.lo).

24 L 3 .
mistranslation for“felt” Jappe’s

German text was originally a radio

salk, broad cast by
Deutschlandfunk on 23 May 1971,
The recently published verswon
indicates that Jappe did speak of
«Eits” (Bewy's Packen [note13).p.
121). One wonders if the reception
ofBeuys would have becn notice-
ablydifferent(n the1970s, ifthe
werd “felt” had appeared here and
interpreters had been allewed to
make the cennection,

Thiss applies also to artictes
reviewing the exhibitions of

Beuys werk that now began ‘o be

meunted by artdealers. See, far
exam ple, Peter Frank, “Joseph
Beuys: ‘the most fascinating of
enigmas™ Art News vol. 72 n0. 4
{Apsil1973),p. 5t

It was in 1958 that Beuys began te
achieve substantial renown, not

=N

2

only asa result of twe major exhi-

bitions (in Ménchengladbach in
1067 and at Documenta IVin

1968), bui also besause his oenflict

with his colleagues at the
Diissel derf Academy was rapidly
intensifying.

&

see Mario Kramer, “Jeseph Beuys:
Auschwitz Bemenstration,
1956-1964,"in Eckhart Gillen,ed.,

Peusschlandbilder: Kunst aus einem

getettien Land (Celegne, 1997}, pp.
2f-71. It wasalsoin this key

peried around 197¢ that Beuys {iest

begen to {ormulate theidea that
later beeeme theexplicit and eft-
repeated notion that the essent’l

The werd “hide here seems tebea

For a fll discussien of this vitrine,

Peter Nisbet | .

lay for ‘some days’ unconscious in the wreckage before beiag rescued by a unit of
. . 2
Crimean Tartars. How much of this is true, nobody knows . .. *

Moreover, the story is beginning to carry symbolic and interpretive weight
by this point, as in this influential formulation by the critic Georg Jappe—
influential because it was published in 1971 in the widely distributed, English-
language journal of the avant-garde, Studio International, under the
authoritative title “A Joseph Beuys Primer”;

As awartime pilot, hecrashed in a snowstorm in the Crimea, and survived in defiance
of all the laws of prebability when the cockpit of his aircraft buried itself in the greund.
He was nursed back to health by Tartarsin a hide tent. There is ne doubt that this was
a keyexperience. . .. Beuys becameaware that the experience of death, and hence the
central issues of existence, could not be comp rehended scientiﬁcally.23

Indeed, Jappe adds a crucial detail. By specifying the Tartars’ hide tent, this
text brings us a step closer to the role played by materials in the rescuing of
Beuys.’* @nly when fat and felt are specified, can the Story go on to acquire
evocative power as an interpretive tool, linking the narrative to Beuys’ actual use
of materials in his art. However, the salient last element in the Story, precisely
this association of specific materials with theaccount of regeneration, does not
seemn to have been added to the Story until about five years later (in Jappe’s
interview with the artist concerning “key experiences”, as quoted above}. This
helps to account for the perhaps surprising fact that commentary on Beuys in
the United States in the mid-1970s makes little or no use of the Stoi'y. Accounts
of Beuys’lecture visit in early 1974, and reviews of his action I Like America and
America Likes Me later that same year are remarkably frée of reference to it.®

&

WHY. THEN. should the Stor'y have begun to emerge around 197e? A circum-
stantialreason can surely be found in the simple factthat, with the artist’s grow-
ing public stature, he was subjected to more interviews and therefore to a
greater demand for biographical information. However, given that Beuys had
himself largely engineered his new-found fame and that he was nothing if not
expertin the careful managing of his public persona, this does not offer a sat-
isfyingaccount.”*

Instead, Beuys was surely rethinking his approach te autobiography during
these years, both in terms specific to his war experience and, more generally, to
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how he could incorporate his life-story in his work. Two instances can illustrate
this point: first, Beuys’ increasingly explicit attention in these years to the fact of
the Holocaust (nota centralaspect of his own biography, ashehad no imme-
diate experience of the genocide), and second, the adjustment in the status of
the Life Course/Work Course, the text that he had been using since 1964 as his
biographical statement.

One of Beuys” most famousensembles is the work thathas come to be known
as the “Auschwitz Vitrine,” now a part of the Beuys Block at the Hessisches
Landesmuseum in Darmstadt. ®fficially entitled “Auschwitz Demonstration”
and made up of fourteen objects dating from 1956 to 1964, this work has been the
subject of much recent critical attention. There is no need to recapitulate the
interpretations of the work’s individual parts and their relation to the overarch-
ing topic of the Holocaust and Beuys’ reaction to it. [mportant here is the fact that
this rare instance of a Beuys piece making divect reference to events of World
War 1l was assembled in its final form precisely in 1968; that is to say, parallel to
Beuys’ tentative public engagement with his own wartime experiences.” Beuys
underscores the unique importance of this thematically specific vitrine in an
interview, alsoin 1968,in which he addresses the heterogeneous, apparentlyran-
dom nature of the worksincluded in the exhibition then on view in Munich:

—It’s just an exhibition of many objects which I have made. It’s not important that

they're lying on tables,and it’s also not important that they're i n vitrines.
— And what of how they're lying, how they're arranged?

—Hew they are lying isalmost not important as well. With the exception of one vit-
rine, which [entitled Auschwitz-Bemonstration’, and the oneabout the concentration

camps—those [objects] havea certain relationship.
—And it’s a matter of indifference whether ene combines or halves the centents?

—The things can be combined, halved, or interchanged. Of course there are always inter-

. . , . 28
esting connections whichemerge when one arranges them first this way, then that,

‘The “Ausch witz-Demonstration” piece is the only one iconographically
fixed with a title, and is here emphatically distinguished from the other
worlcs. It is exempted from Beuys’ refreshingly insouciant attitude towards the
evocative possibilities of random rearrangements of his objects.”®

The circumstances of the Auschwitz vitrine are doubly revealing. Not only
do they point to the artist’s engagement with his war experiences, but they also
pointto a momentoffixing, a finalization. This vitrine formed akeypartofthe
large collection of Beuys’ work that now forms the famous Beuys Block in

cond hions of Ausehwitz somehow
persisted intothe present day. To
Helmut Rvwebski in 1g70, for
eample.h e speaks of his work
deriving from not just one casas-
trophe. but from all the ealasto-
phes he has expetienced, suewing
then that “this total number of
casstrophes is not complese, |
exper wnecthese eatastiophes daily
(Rynvelski, “Heute it jeder Mensch
Sonnenkonig” (aote 21§, n.p.,a
passageimmediately foliowed by
comments identifying the concen-
tration cxmps with such a catas-
traphe). In late 1978, Beuys is more
specific:"[ find for instanee thaiwe
are now expericncing Auschwitz in
its contempotary characeer”
(‘lisdall, foseph Bewslnote 2], p.
23). Although Beuys has been criti-
cized for the glibness of this peint
of view, it is wotth stressing that it
wasby no means an wiusual posi-
tion at the time, Compare, for
instance, Eugene lonesoo’s equiva-
lent formulation, published in 1956
and quoted approvingly by
Herbert Marcuse in a highly influ-
ential teeatise of the mid-1960s:
“The world of theconcentration
camps ... was not an exceptionally
monstrous society. \what we saw
there was the image, and in a sease
the Quintessence, of the infernal
socicty into which we are plunged
every day” (Herbert Marcuse, One
Dimensional Mrsz_ Studies in the
Idevlogy of Advaneed Industrial
Society | Boston, 1964], p. 80l

Inlcrview with De. MilDer, farst
published in Galerie-Spicge!
Momutoruschrif t der Miinchrer
Galerign, no. 1 (July-Aagust 1g68),
and reproduced in part in
Kunstmuseum Basel, foseph Bergrs
(a01¢20),p.35.

1 have argued elscv/here that the
viewer’s imaginative and intuitive
activity inestablishing connections
betuteen two or more disparate
Beuys “objects” (be they drawings,
actions, sculptunes, texts, cle.) is
central to theartsintent”ns,
¢ffects, and ach’ievementsSee Peter
Nigbet,“ In/Tution: A University
Museum Coliects Joscph Beups,” in
Jovrg Schelhnann, ed., Joseph Beuys.
The Midtiples, eighth, English edi-
tion (Cambridge, Mass,
Mirnczpolis, Minn., and Munich,
1997), pp. 520-21. Beuys' later
authority,and indeed his
undoubted genius for compelling
installations of his own wodk, have
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1969

Wood. metal. felt and fat
90%x35%x35cm/35%x14x 14.n
Edition of 50

Sold out

Edition René Block, Berlin

48

Jajaja nee nee nee 1969

22 feltsheets and 32" magnetic 1ape
15X 25%X25¢cm /6 X 10X 10in
Edition of 100. signed and numbered
Price Lit. 200,000 (£135%}
Colophon Arte Moltiplicata, Milan

Available also as an LP record in an
edition of 500 (L. 20,000 (£13-50*) )

Felt suit 1970

Felt

170x 100 c¢cm /67X 39 :n
Edition of 100

Price OM 1,200 (£170%)
Edition René Block, Berlin

1921 Exhibrion of a woundpatched with
tape; Kleve, 1922 Exhibitron of dairy cows
near Kleve. 1923 Exhibition ofa moustache
cup (contenss : coffee with egg). 1924
Exhitition'of heathen children. Kteve.

1925 Documentation :’Beuys as Exhibitor’,
Kleve. 1926 Exhjbition of a s1aa guide,
Kleve. 1927 Exhibition of radiation. Kleve
1928 Exhibstion afa trench. Kleve.
Exhibition 10 elucidate the difference
between loamy sand and sandy loam.
Kleve. 1929 Exkibitios at the grave of
Genights Khan. 1930 Exhibition of heather
and herbs. Doasbreggen. 1931
Retrospective exhibition. Kleve.

1933 Underground exhibition {digging
paralleltotheground}, Kleve. 1940
Exhibition of an arsenal {1ogether with
Heinz Sielmann, Hemann Ulrich
Asemissen and Eduard Spanger), Posen.
Exbibition of an airport, Erfurt North,
Exhibitionofanairpo:t, Erfurt -Bindeisleben,
1942 Exhibition of my friends, Sebastopol.
Exhibition' while aJU 87 is intercepted,
Sebastopol. 1943 interimexhibition (with
Fritz Rolf Rothenburg and Heinz
Stelmann}, Orsnienbura. 1945 Exhibition
of cold, Kleve. 1946 Warm exhibition,
Kleve. ‘Prefile of the Successor’, Union

of Artists, Kleve. Happening, Central
Station, Heilbronn. 1947 ‘Profile of the
Successor’, Union of Aitists, Kleve.
Exhibition forpeople hard of hearing,
Kieve. 1948 "Proiille ofthe Successor’,
Union of Artists, Kieve. Exhibition in the
Pillen house of beds ; Exhibition ‘Kulihaus’,
Krefeld (with A.R.Lynen). 1949 Exhibition
three times in arow. Heerdt: ‘Protile of the
Successor’, Union of Artists, Kleve. 1950
Reading of Finnegan's Wake, House
Wylermeer, Kraneoburg; ‘Giocondolaogie’,
House van der Gzinten, Kranenburg-
Profile of the Successor’, Union of Alists,
Kleve. 1951 "Collection vander Grinten’,
Kranenburg. Beuys : Sculptuse and
drawing. 1952 Exhibitton “Steeland Pig's
Foot' (191h prize), {additionally, a light
balletby Piene), Disseldorf; ‘Crucifixes’,
Wuppertal Museum of Ait. Wuppertal ;
Exhibitian in‘honaur of the Amsterdam-
Rhein Canai. Amsterdam ;'Beuys’
Sculpture’, Nijmegen Museum of Art

1963 ‘Collection van der Grinten”.
Kranenburg. Beuys:painting. 1955 ‘Profile
of the Successor’, Unfon efAritists, Kleve.
1956-67 Beuys works in thefields.
1957-60 Beuysrecovers frem woiking in
thre fieids. 1961 Beuysreceives a ¢csllto
become Professor of Sculptureat the
Disscldorf Art Academy ; Beuys adds two
more chaptsrs to Ulysses st James Joyce's
request. 1962 Beuys: The Earth Piano.
1963 Fluxus, Art Academy, Disseldof :
Beuysexhibits Warm Fat during a warm
July evening while Ailan Kaprow lectures,
2wirner Gallery, Cologne : Fluxus
exhibition. House van der Grinten,
Kranenburg ; 1964 ‘Documenta lil°,

Kassel. 1964 Beuysrecommends that

the Beglin Wall be heightenedby 5 cm.
{better propoitions !); Beuys Vehicle Art" ;
Beuys The Art Pill", Aachen;WHY ?

Felt works and Fat Come:s, Copenhagen ;
Friendship with BabMorfis and Yvonne
Rainer: Mousetooth happening.
Disseldorf-New Y gtk ; ‘The Chief’, Berlin ;
Beuys— Thesitence of MarcetDuchamp
is overvalued”. ‘Brown Rooms’;'Dser
Hunt" {in1he back raem}. 1965 °and in
us...below us. ..undesneathus’, Parnass
Gallery, Wuppertal: ‘Western Man Project’,
Gallery Schmela. Dusseldosd: . . . any-old

Beuys

5¢

rope. . .";'How Pictures Are Explained
toa Dead Hare', Gallery Schmela,
Disseidoré. 1966 ‘and here is already the
end of Beuys: Per Kukeby “2.15" " ;
"Eurassa 32nd Set, 1963. Galiery René
Block, Berlin'; . . . with brown ct0ss’,
Traekvogen, Eurasia, Copenhagen :
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Darmstadt, which was to be acquired by the industrialist Karl Stréher around
this time. A contract drafted between Beuys and Stréher late in 1967 gives a
very clear indication that the artist was conscious of a sense of closing one
chapter in his creative life and embarking upon another. The artist, the draft
version states, “is experiencing a caesura in his creativity, a call to fulfill a polit-
ical plan, the feeling of a pause of perhaps several years, (whether caused or not
by this political plan) beforea new creative path.”® Although this remarkably
intimate wording is not found in the final 1969 version, the phrasing unmis-
takably speaks to an artistic shift of some kind, with politics as a new goal.”!
This reorientation of effort at the end of the 1960s also involved a wider
rethinking of the artist’s approach to autobiography. This can be demonstrated
most effectively with the example of a little known work from 1970 involving the
Life Course/Work Course,that, in the second half of the1960s, served as the artist’s
(partlyironic) official biography for exhibition catalogues.” In1970, Beuys con-
tributed a number of multiples to an exhibition or ganized by the Arts Council of
Great Britain, entitled 3 = oo: New Multiple Art. Along with a conventional con-
tribution of actual objects to the exhibition (including such now-famous pieces
as the Sled and the FeltSuit), Beuys engaged in some stimulating conceptual trick-
ery by designating three parts of the printed exhibition catalogue as actual mul-
tiples. These three pieces included two printed photographic illustrations of his
actions and, significant to this argument, a block of text. This was the English
translation of Beuys’ poetic Life Course/Work Course, which he first published in
1964 and expanded in subsequent reprintings, which allowed him to periodically
adddata until it reached its final form in 1970. The Life Course/Work Courseis a
playful and personal sequence of events transf orimed mostly into “exhibitions” as
a parody of the traditional artist’s biography. For instance, alongside 192, the
year of his birth, Beuys lists “Exhibition of awound drawn together with plaster,”
for1926 “Exhibition of a stagleader,” and so on, through thewar years and up to

FIGURE. 1.1 (OLPOSITE)

Jeseph Beuys {(1921-1986)

Curriculum Vitae and List of Works,1964-7e

letterpress

46 x 4 cm

Editien ef 4,800, published by Arts Council of Great Britain
Schellmann1y

Busch-Reisinger Museums, Harvard University Art Museums

The Willy and Charlotte Reber Collection, Gift of Charlotte Reber
1998.155

resulted in deep respect for the
art'sst’s owi decisions about
arcangements and laycut.
Espeqially after his death, the
authenticity of arrangement has
berome a decisive criterion. These
circumstances have combined to
subsmerge the artist’s easlier belief
in the acsthetic and intepretive
value of muitiple configurations of
heleroganeous objects. This ptob-
lem is bey 1o the proyec: of “map-
ping the legacy”

30 Thedraftistzanscribed in Joseph
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Beuys, Block Beuys (note1g), p.-
399, followed by the text of the
CVL‘nll.lal agreemem‘

T'he turn to polities in Beuys’ tia-
jectory i clear and wellkaiewn,
Dbeginning with the founding of the
German Student Party in 1967 in
Tesponse (o the setting up of the
Marxist §))S and the student
upheavals following the killing of
Benno Ohneserg by the pelice in
RBerlin during a demonstzation
against the Shab of Jran earlier in
the year, Flyis was then followed by
the Organization for Non-Vosers-
Dircct Bemowsacy and oiher peli-
ical initiat'ves into te 197ws.

The Life ConursoN\tork Conrse
(“Lebenslanbt/Werkiauf™) first
appeared in the bodce for the
Fluxusevent in Aachen in 1964,
and in its final authoraad version
in Kunssmuseumn Basel, Joseph
Bewys(note20),pp.4-7.Add mons
(of a markedly moxe proseic kind)
fur theyears 1970-1983/1984 were
made by Beuys’ assismot and
friend, Heiner Bastian, appasently
with the artist’s appeoval. See Karin
‘thomas, "Lebenslanf/Werldau€” in
Beuys vor Beps (Cologne. 1987}, p.
222. One curious anomaly is worts
mentioning in thi's sontext. as it
deals direetly with the continuing
theme of regeneration and tebirth
that underlies the Story. The
English version of the Life

Course, Wark Course published by
Caroline Tisdvill in the catalogue
forthe Guggenheim Museum exhi -
bition does not end with 197e, but
adds: 197 3 Joseph Beuys bernt in
Krixton” (foseprh Bewys (note 23, p.
9),an entry lhat was seerningly
never repeaved. Whatever other
pelsonal siguificanse it may have
had, it does perhaps teflect the
reorientation and venewal around
1970 that is the theine of this essay.
See also Bits and Pieces. A Collecion
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of Work by Joseph Bewys frem
19571985 Assemtbled by Hym for
Carviine Tisdall (Edinburgh, 1087),
p-36,n0.131 (21969 drawings
checklistwith theinscriptioninred
ink: “Joseph Beuys wurde 1973 in
Brixton geboren").

Iborrew thisapt description from
Pamds Kort, who writes of the Life
Cour<e/Work Course \hat “{It] is
actuall ya quasi-fictional narrative
that blurs the borders between
reality and its abstraction. The
LebenslaufisBeuys’ manifesto of
style. Itis a pai nt by point demon-
stiation ef his aesthetisation of the
self, accomplished by turning hus
life into an allegory for his produc-
tion of ait. ... At stakee was the
ordering of Beuys' life and the fix-
ing of hisself. This :s the hidden
agenda of Beuys’ Lebenslaid,
implicitin its construction and
suggested byhis oantinual adjust-
mens o it between 1964 and1979”
(Pamela Kort, “Joseph Beuys'
Aesthetic 1953-1972" in Pavid
Thistlesveod. ed., feseph Beuys:
DivergingCritiques. Tele Gallery
Liverpoel Critical Forum Series,
vel. 2 |[Liverpool, 1995|, p. 65).1am
suggesting that this fixing of the
self was supe1seded afer r57e by
another approach (pechaps enly
pessible ence the ezrlier fixing had
taken place), anappreach that did
nol invelve acsthetisation and alle-
goryin the same manner. In gen-
eral, Kort’s impertant account of
the role of the“retrospective”
installation Arena (frst presented
in 197¢ and then, in i final ferm,
in 1972) neady dovotzils with my
expesition, which can be seen as
entirely complementary to her
estimate of the impeitance of
autobiography in these years.

This subtie and impor tant work
hasbeen averlooked in part
because it has never been satisfac-
torily described in the several edi -
tions of the catalegue raisenné of
the artist’s multiples. The relexant
entry onlylisted and illustrated
the two photographic multiples in
3 ea:Neav Multiple Art(appar-
ently on the basis of a manuscript
notation by the artist Lhat cata
logued only “I: The Chef” and"[I:
How to Explain Paintingé toa
Dead Hare™). However, thisis
clearly an oversight. as the Life
Course/Work Ceurse is presented
in the 157e publicatien in pre-
cigely the same manner asthe two

Peter Nisbet 16

his current activities. This documentis a “point by point demonstration of his
aesthetisation of the self, accomplished by turn'ng his life into an allegory for his
preduction of art.”*®

The unigue and crucial aspect of the document’s appearance in3 = es: New
Muitiple Art (fig. 1.1, which alse shows adjacent catalogue entries), however, is
that Beuys explicitly designates this printed version as a work of art, a designa-
tion not bestowed upon any other versions published before or afterward. The
catalogue entry following the text could not be clearer, in that it adopts the
strict conventions of catalogue data for exhibited works and appliesthem tothe

columns of letterpress:
50
Curriculum vitae and list of works

1964/70

Letterpress

46x5cm 8 x2in

Edition of 4,000

Free with this catalogue

Arts Council of Great Britain, London

The artist has authorized publication here ef this “official” biography asan
original printed multiple.*’ It is the elevation of this poetic autobiography to the
status of artwork that marks its closure, the exhaustion of its utility as an
expanding version of theartist’s life-narrative.

The shift in Beuys’ autebiegraphical strategy, away frem aesthetisation
toward the anecdotal was not mercly one of style, butinvolved content, too. T'he
Life Course/Wark Course actually contains ne mention whatsoever of the
Story.”® This is in striking contrast to the increasingly important place it occu-
pied in Beuys’ conceptien of himself after 1970. Remarkably, the same is true of
another key crisis in Beuys’ life, the nervous breakdown he reportedly suffered
in the mid-1950s. In the Life Course/Work Course, Beuys mentions only “Beuys
works in the fields,” for the 1956—57 period and “Recovery from werking in the
fields,” for 1957—60. This is both evasive and misleading. The two entriesgiveno
hint of a reason for Beuys actien, and at the same time displace cause and
effect. Surely, the work in the fields was part of the recovery process for the
artistand not the event from which recovery was needed. Beuys first acknewl-
edged this nervous crisis (if that is indeed what it was} only in1973, three years
after Life Course/Work Course was retired.”®

Around 197e, Beuys was consciously moving tewards a version ofhislife-story
that would be more firmly grounded in recognizably historical fact. He was
leaving behind the imagistic, almost incantatory poetry and hermetic humor of
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the Life Course/Work Course. Parallel to his move into the public realm of politics,
his own story becomes, on the one hand, more accessible,and, on the other, more
individual, more rooted in his own subjectivity. The relationship between his self
and his audience (not to mention his art) was renegotiated at this moment (ata
time when, in the wake of thestudent rebellions of the late 1960s a1d theirappar-
ent failures, many were reassessing the role of the personal in public life). This did
not involve a radical caesura, but rather ashitting of strategy and empbhasis. In this,
the gradual disclosure of the Story played an impor#ent part. That the Story as it
developed around 1970, together with the decisive interpretive accretions of
1976-78, has loomed so large in the reception of the artist has been unfortunate. I
have attempted to diminish the significance of the Story, paradoxically by focusing
attention on it, and have hoped to illuminate the transformations Beuys under-
wentaround 197e asa way of clearing theground for a more accurate view of his
changing project. Both scholarly analysis and aesthetic appreciation of Beuys’
achievement should not be content with a synchronic synthesis fusing the artist’s
entire career into a coherent whole, but should instead insist on historical speci-
ficity and variety. That is only one of theStory’s lessons.

%
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photogra phs and deserves qual
status. The Joseph Beuys Estate
has now agreed fo a menition of
this third multiple in the notes of
the most recent edition of the cat-
alogue raisonné, See Jaseph Bevys.
The Mdtiplai (note 29). ne.17 and
p-432- 1 believe that, str'ily speak-
ing, all three are, in fct, scporate
multiples

This peint has been badly obscured
by setious ougransbyions in the
English versions of the Life
Course/Work Course. indud ugthe
one in fig. 1.1. For 1942, Beuyslisted,
using the sancept of “exhibition”
that runs through document,
“Sewassopol Austellung wiahrend
des Abfangeus einer Ju-87." The
werd “Abfangen,” which refers
specifically 1o the moment of
pulling out of the borber’s stecp
dive, has been mistranslated as
“intereeption” (by Careline Tisdall,
Joseph Bewyslnole 2), p8-.
“Sebasiopol. Exhibition during the
weweption ofa Ju-87") and as
“eaprure”(by Patricia Lech in Gézz
Advany etal., Joseph Bevys Lifeand
Works [NewYork, 1979).p-15),
thereby encourapiing the assoc’ 12
tion with Beuys’ crash caused by
Ross'tan anti-asreraft fire, The oor-
rect meaning of “Ahfangen” in this
centextisactually explicated in the
German edition of the latter book,
both in the original 1973 edition (p.
14) andin the revised and
expanded edition of 1994 (p.16).

Thai the cnisis was ficstmen-
tioned in the original edition
(t973) of Gotz Adriani,ct al,
Joseph Beuys{noie 35) was
pointed out by Rhea Thong's-
Strigaris, “Denke an dic
Kenstruktion cincs
Spezialgehirns’ Zu eincm
Dokument der Krise™in Ing#
Letenz, ed., foseph Bewys
Sympositm, Kranenburg19%%
(Bascl.1996), pp. 59-66. An
equivalent point con be made
about Beuyy’ childhood experi-
¢ences, notably the report of feel-
ing profoundly tired of Life at age
five. Thu's seems to have been fiest
alluded to (if rather obscurely) in
an inderview of s March 1973. See
Axel Hinrich Murken, Joseph
Beuys und dic Medizin (Milnster,
1979), pp. 43 and 148.






Pamela Kort

2} BEUYS
The Profile of a Successor

HE CULTURAL LEGACY OF JOSEPH

Beuys (1921-86) is a crucially defining
element in contemporary art and criticism. However, no serious mappingof this
legacy can take place without a considered look at thetangled bequest that Beuys
himself inherited as a young artist. Rather than ignoring fraught issues belea-
guering the establishment of modern art in Germany around 189e and its abro-
gation during the 1930s, Beuys reached back to this problematic heritage and
made its unfulfilled promises the spearhead of his aesthetic mission. The task he
took up was Herculean: despite a widespread feeling of national humiliation in
post—World War 11 Germany, Beuys formulated an aesthetic embedded in the
rich cultural and intellectual heritage of his country. He adopted this strategy at
a moment in history when it was almost unthinkable to excavate inherently
Germanic traditions, when artists and critics preferred to focus upon the less
burdened aesthetic arenas of France and America. Beuys grasped that Germany
needed—more than ever after 1945—what it had lacked practically since the
death of Albrecht Disrer: an artist-theoretician able to make work that was both
indigenously German and internationally significant. Only such an aesthetic
leader could reestablish the nation as a place of cultural preeminence.
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The attempt in Germany todiscover such an individual dates back to the last
decade of thenineteenth century, more than thirty years before Beuys’ birth. By
1946, when Beuys entered the Diisseldorf Kunstakademie, the need for an
instructor who could bring about an enduring modernist aesthetic svas even
more urgent. Three factors converged: the censorship of modern art under the
National Socialists, the encumbered legacy of Expressionism, and a series of
aesthetic disputes around the construction of an appropriate image of man.
Beuys deftly navigated these turbulent waters by subtly aligning himself with
certain “untainted” fathers of modern German art. Chief among them was the
sculptor Wilhelm Lehmbruck (1881-1919). Beuys’ interest in Lehmbruck first
surfaced in a résumé that accompanied the portfolio of photographs of his
work, with which he successfully applied te become Professor of Monumental
Sculpture at the Diisseldorf Kunstakademie in 1961 It was from this platform
that he began to establish himself as Germany’s long-sought artistic helmsman.

Protetypical Nordic Educators: Rembrandt and van Gogh

IN THE LATE nineteenth century, a book was published that discussed the
importance of identifyyng artist-educators who could reinvigorate the flag-
ging spirits of a fledgling German nation. This inexpensive and widely read
publication (twenty-nine printings of the book in a single year were necessary
to meet demand) appeared in 1890 under the title Rembrandt als Erzieher
(Rembrandt as educator). From 1900 to 1920, the number of teprints steadily
increased, necessitating the production of an illustrated popular edition and
arevision in 1922. It was not until 1944 that the book went out of primA1

This eccentric and deeply pessimistic book, written anonymously “by a
German,” appealed particularly to painters and sculptors on two grounds: its
upholding of individualism and its insistence that only artists could lead the
nation to a brighter future. The book’s author, Julius Langbehn, singled out
Rembrandt (1606-69) as both the greatest individualist and the most univer-
sal of all German artists.” Never mind that Rembrandt was Dutch; Langbehn
turned him into a German, arguing that he embodied the spirit of
Niederdeutschiand (Lower Germany)—incidentally, the region with which
Beuys identified throughout his life.”

Given Rembrandt’s widespread popularity in late-nineteenth century
Germany, there was nothing novel in Langbehn’s touting his name.
Furthermore, his designation of Rembrandt’s successor, the Swiss-born artist
Arnold Bocklin (1827-1901), was also unsurprising: in 1890 Bécklin was at the
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height of his acclaim in Germany. However, just four years after his death,

Bécklin began to fall from favor, largely because of Julius Meier-Graefe’s Der

Fall Bicklin (The case of Bocklin). This 1905 book was eagerly devoured by the
art world at large, generating widespread controversies around Bocldin’s effect
on the birth of modern German art. For Meier-Graefe, the case of Bécldin was
that of Germany; his work could not be discussed as modern, because for the
past century Germany had lacked an up-to-date art tradition. [t was not long
before this viewpoint prevailed, effectively dethroning Bocklin as
Rembrandt’s heir apparent and making room for another successor. Meier-
Graefe had no doubts about who this might be: the German painter Hans von
Marées (1837-87). A few years later, in 1909 {as Langbehn’s book went into its
forty-ninth printing), the first part of a three-volume monograph on Marées
by Meicr-Graefe went to press. In it he argued that Marées had not only
assimilated Rembrandt’s achievement, but had taken it to a new level, thereby
unquestionably making himself the earlier artist’s successor. When the book
appeared, Marées had been dead for more than twenty years.

In 1911, controversies around modern art in Germany took an odd turn.
That year the Bremen Kunsthalle acquired Vincent van Gogh's painting
Molmfeld (Poppy field, 1889/90), a purchase that caused a group of conserva-
tive artists to publish Ein Protest deurscher Kiinstler (A protest of German
artists). This antimodernist nationalistic tract was answered by the pamphlet
Im Kampf umn die Kunst {The struggle for art), rapidly compiled by Wassily
Kandinsky(1853-9e) and Franz Marc(i880-1916). As it turned out, Eir Protest
deutscher Kiinstler backfired on its initiators, for it inadvertently directed
attention to van Gogh'’s importance to young German artists such as Marc.* A
decade later, in 1921 (the year of Beuys' birth), Meier-Graefe published a two-vol-
ume book on van Gogh that began with this statement: “T'nis is the modern
Germanic contribution to the development of European painting, the only
indispensable contribution of the nineteenth century, and perhaps even since
Rembrandt.”*Of course, van Gogh was no more German than Rembrandt.

Lehmbruck’s Rightful Successor

FOLLOWING THE CL®SE of World War II, in a climate of confusion and shame,
Germany was in greater need of an artistic educator than ever before. Indeed
the urgency of keeping alive the thought that an “empty throne awaits the per-
fect man” was the theme of another enormously successful if extremely cynical
book, published in 1948, Hans Sedimayr’s Verlust der Mirte (The crisis of art).*

4

-
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FIGURE 2.1

Joseph Beuys
Lebenslauf Werklauf (Lifecourse Workcourse), 1964 Archive Edition Hundertimark, Cologne.

Even if Beuys did notread the book, he was certainly familiar with it, for it soon
went into numerous editions and by 1955 had been issued as a paperback.”

Make of it what you will, but in 1946, the year Beuys entered the Biisseldorf
Kunstakademie, he situated a phrase that appears more often than any other in
the Lebenslauf Werklauf (Lifecourse workcourse) that he drafted in 1964.2 Tt
reads “Kleve Kiinstlerbund ‘Profil Nachfolger'” (Kleve Artists Association
“Profile Successor”). There was indeed an artist’s society with which Beuys
began to affiliate himself in 1946, but it did not incorporate the word Nachfoiger
(successor) in its name. The organization he joined was reactivated in 1947
under the name Niederrhe'inischer Kiinstlerbund Kleve after a group founded
in 1936, the Kiinstlergilde Profil’

Beuys, who throughout his artistic career had a sharp ear for the sound and
meanings of words, may have intended the designation Profd Nachfoger—
accentuated by his placing it within quotation marks—as in evocation of him-
self as a potential heir. In 1951, at the conclusion of his training as a master stu-
dent of Ewald Mataré (1887-1965) at the Kunstakademie, the designation Profi
Nachfolger vanished from his Lebenslau f Werkiau . It reappeared only one more
time, in 1955, as “Ende von Kinstlerbund ‘Profil Nachfolger”(End of tlie artist’s
association “profile successor”). Beuys could not have meant the dissolution of
the Niederrheinischer Kiinstlerbund Kleve, because that remained in existence
until 1987.!° Instead the entry seems to relate to the temporary loss of belief in
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his calling during a year when Beuys was experiencing what he later described
as an “upheaval in his artistic development.”"

Here, then, Profil would mean an abbreviated portrait of Beuys, the candidate
smdent. In his first euphoric student year, and over the next four years during
which this term reappeared in his Lebenslauf Werklauf, Beuys seems to have envi-
sioned himself as the augured successor, who had long been sought but was not
yet found in twentieth-century Germany. It was the promise of this legacy that
Beuys kept in mind as he embarked upon his artistic career.””

Beuys’ aesthetic is embedded in the ideas of alignment, perpetuation, and
addition. Rather than advocating invention, he believed it was the artist’s task
to discover connections and expand upon them. Not surprisingly, one of
Beuys’ heroes was van Gogh." Beuys’ admiration of the Butch artist was cer-
tainly bound up with the central role van Gogh played in facilitating the birth
of modern art in Germany. Furthermore, the reception ef the very artist
whom Beuys credited as having inspired him to beceme a sculptor, Lehmbruck,
was also deeply linked to the idea of a legacy, but in this sase one not yet mined.
Already in 1919, the year of Lehmbruck’s death, Paul Westheim brought out a
monograph about his work that began with this line: “Lehmbruck’s work has
remained a torso!®> What Westheim meant was that the rich promise of
Lehmbruck’s work, cut short by his decision to take his life before the age of
forty, awaited fulfillment. One of the first German artists to attain interna-
tional status, Lehmbruck had been the only German sculptor invited to exhib-
it in the 1913 Armory show in New York City. By 1939, his work had come to
be seen in America as standing for the free art of Europe. That year the exhi-
bition “Art in Our Time,” mounted at New York’s Museum of Modern Art
included several Lehmbrucks. Among them was the Kwmende (Kneeling
woman), described in the exhibition catalog as one of the “masterpieces of
modern sculpture.”'®

Though Beuys referred several tumes to the importance of his initial encoun-
ters with Lehmbruck’s work between 1933 and 1941, it was not until 12 January
1086, a few days before his death, that he publicly discussed Lehmbruck’s signif -
icance to him in depth. On that occasion, in connection with his acceptance of
the Wilhelm Lehmbruck Prize in Duisburg, Beuys delivered a speech that began:
“I would like to thank my teacher Wilhelm Lehmbruck.” Beuys had been a mas-
ter student of Mataré at the Diisseldorf Kunstakademie between 1947 and 1952,
where Lehmbruck had studied forty-six years earlier. His decision to open his
talk by thanking this fictional teacher was not merely a polite gesture. It also
reveals Beuys’ concern with aligning himself with the legacy of Lehmbruck as a
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FIGURE 2.2
Joseph Beuys, Toter Hirsch (Bead Stag), 1952, pencil, 38.1 x 49.8 cm, Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin.
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FIGURL 2.3
Franz Marc, Sterbendes Reh (Dying Deer), 1908, pencil, 12,1 x 12.5 cmi. ©2002 Artists Rights Society
{ARS}, NY / VG Bild-tanst, Bonn.
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puissant educator. Beuys continued his award talk with a description of his ini-
tial encounters with Lehmbruck’s work, his rescue, most likely on 19 May 1933, of
a “photograph” from a National Socialist book burningathis school; and his dis-
covery of what he cryptically referred Lo in 1986 as a “little book™ that he came
across while at the Reichsuniversildit in Posen (during a break from military
training during World War I1) in the years 1948~41."

It is likely that the little book was August Hoff’s Wilhelm Lehmbruck, pub-
lished in 1933 as part of the popular junge Kunst series.'® The first sentence of
Hoff’s text is worthy of note: “As the German-Rembrandt wrote his strange
book, in which he expected the artist to lead humanity back to ‘unity and free-
dom, to soulfnlness and introspection, the glowing flame of a lonely van Gogh
was extinguished”” The “German-Rembrandt” (Rembrandtdeutsche) is an epi-
thet {or Langbehn, whose text appcared in 189, the year of van Gogl's death.
In pointing out this coincidence, Hoff sought to underscore the struggle to
identify an enduring figure who could metivate a younger generation of
German artists toward a goal not yet achieved, a mission that Lehmbruck did
not live long enough to fulfill, but whose work pointed the way.

The Troubled Heritage of Expressionism

BEUYS  ART HAS LITTLE in common visually with Lelimbruck’s. Instead, the enig-
matic images of a primeval world that Beuys brought to paper during his student
years are reminiscent of Franz Marc’s. On the most obvious Jevel Marc’s and
Beuys’ art may be connected by their deep sympathy with the uncorrupted
world of animals increasingly imperiled by modern man. As Marc put it:
“Quiteearly in life, [ began to feel thal man was ugly; an animal seemed to me
to be more beautiful, more pure.””® For Marc, animals belonged to a holier,
more primordial world than humans. Some ffty years later, Beuys discussed
the motif of the dead stag in certain of his drawings as being the “outcome of
disgrace and disregard.™" His equation of a dead stag with an image of Christ
also suggests that,like Marc, he venerated dying animals as something sancti-
fied and spiritual*® Finally, the fugitive animals frequently encountered in
Beuys’ early work underscore another conviction he shared with Marc: that
theirs is a short-lived, expiring world. Only after the end of human history in
its present form could a new history of man be attained.”®

Despite these parallels, Beuys seldomly mentioned Marc. To understand
why, one need only look al what was written aboul Marc after the war.
Adversaries of medern art, such as Hans Sedlmayr, criticized Marc’s work as
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dangerouyly nihilistic>* Unfortunately, Sedlmayr was half right; Marc’s art
had subtly suggested an irrational willingness to die. On the other hand, those
proponents of modern art who championed Marcdid so primarily in nation-
alistic terms.” There were also those who, while appreciative of his work,
viewed it as “problematic” for opening “domains that since have become the
bartleground . . . of particularly modern art in Germany.”**To cap things off,
Marc’s early death in 1916 left his work tangled in the snarled debates around
Expressionism, from which it never had the chance to escape.

Immediately following the war, a number of exhibitions were mounted
that attempted to rehabilitate Expressionism. Nevertheless, many artists,
Beuys among them, were reluctant to overtly affiliate themselves with the
style, because of the stigma attached to it. As is well known, Expressionism
began to run aground in 1919, when infighting over its aims caused many
artists to renounce their commitment to the genre. Even more consequential
for the reception of the style in Germany was Georg Lukics’ 1934 essay,
“‘Grosse und Verfall” des Expressionismus” (Expressionism: Its significance
and dectine). Lukdcs criticized primarily Expressionist writers for abstracting
reality. To him their decision to weed out “its inessential elements,” corre-
sponded to Fascist methods, an accusation that remained particularly virulent
in postwar democratic Germany.?” In any event, the National Socialists” brief
flirtation with the style (despite their ultimate denouncement of it) certainly
did not add to its allure. [n the end, however, as Lukdcs noted, the central
problem with Expressionism was not its formalqualities, but the plurality of
styles subsumed under the rubric, Expressionism, which left it open to attack,

‘The desire of many postwar artists to steer clear of any affiliation with
Expressionism also had geopolitical dimensions. As early as 1946, Leopold
Zahn—the editor of Das Kunstwerk (one of the most powerful postwar mag-
azines in Germany jJ—was quite unequivocal: “While the formal equivalents of
surface and line [qualities considered typical of Expressionist art] are the con-
stitutive characteristics of Eastern art, the plastic and spatial values count as
essential to occidental art” Zahn’s placcment of this comment at the begin-
ning of an article defending “painterly painting” as the essential impulse of
Western art, implied that the potential for the rebirth of such painting could
have nothing to do with Expressionism, let alone with Soviet art.”® Moreover,
by turning away from Expressionism, many artists also indicated their alle-
giance to the prevailing line of thought that it was their task as “free” artists to
fnd forms that would lead to a less anxiety-ridden future.?® In brief,
Expressionism was not only too political, but also too German at a time when
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Germany was tryingto pry itself loose from its own cloudy heritage.

It was this climate of unease that helped fuel interest in Sedlmayr’s bleak
Verlust der Mitte. A rabid enemy of modern act, Sedlmayr conceded that at
least contemporary sculptors were somewhat more serious in attempting to
make images that might preserve the “dignity of the human race.”® The
debate around what constituted an “appropriate” image of man culminated in
an exhibition ®as Menschenbild in unserer Zeit (The iinage of man in our
time)} and a three-day conference “Darmstadter Gesprachs” (Darmstadt dis-
cussions). The conference, to which Sedlmayr was invited, was packed with
people who had come to watch a “public debate.. . . hardly imaginable in any
other epoch” about the “situation of art in our time.”*

Throughout the 1950s, German painters continued to have trouble coming
up with an artistic iniage of man, not least because of controversies surround-
ing abstract and figurative art. Predictably, the fate of those who chose to work
in a ligurative style was similar to that of the few artists who chose to align
themselves with Expressionism. Neither group was particularly successful on
the open market, partly because of the general perception that figurative art was
in league with conservative political ideologies. An abstract (i.e., democratic)
style of painting came to the fore duringthe 19505 and continued to dominate
throughout the 1960s. Of course, in this genre the image of man was not of par-
ticular importance. The responsibility of constructing an unblemished image of
man was left to the more traditional medium of sculpture.”

Plastik: A Greek and German Legacy

THOUGH BEUYS HAD ALREADY opted to concentrate his energies on sculpture
two years before Sedlmayr’s book appeared, his growing desire to be perceived
as a sculptor must be considered within all these contexts. Nevertheless, as late
as 1964, Beuys’ reputation was still based upon his draftsmanship. In that year
he was invited for the first time to participate in Documenta 3. Although ini-
tially he was requested to submit only three drawings, Beuys lobbied until he
was granted permission to also show several of his sculptures.®

Beuys seldom referred to his three-dimensional work as sculpture, prefer-
ring instead the term Plastik (plastic). Given the fact that he claimed to have
arrived at art through language, his decision to designate his work as Plastik
is signiﬁcant.“ Whereas Plastik derives from Greek plastikos,and describes the
activity of modeling, Skulptur (sculpture) derives from a Latin word (sculpere)
that indicates the process of reductive carving.*> Beuys’ awareness of this dis-
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tinction is suggested by these comments made during a 1964 discussion about
his work at Bocumenta:

In my opinion, Plastik is a concept which has not been sufficiently grasped. . .. That
was not the case in earlier epochs; for example during the Greek period, when the
entire human being was an expression of Plastik itself . . . when Plastik stemmed not
merely from the need for decoration and adornment, but wasan example, amodel,a
guiding light for what the Greeks understood to be the human form and creation of
man as he might be.’

Such an assertion not only informs Beuys’ “expanded concept of art,” but
also subtly alludes to the ideas of the German philosopher Johann Gottfried
Herder, who contended that the beginnings of language, partly preserved by
Greek mytls, are the actual source of the plastic ideal. Immediately after his
1986 Lehmbruck Award speech, Beuys told a journalist that Herder’s concep-
tion of the “human being as a sculpted column” lay behind the tlieory of
Plastik articulated in his talk.”

Beuys’ understanding of Plastik as language, as something one hears before
it is seen seems indebted to Herder’s 1778 essay entitled “Plastik: Einige
Wahrnehmungen tiber Form und Gestalt aus Pygmlions bildendem Traume”
(“Plastic: A few perceptions about form and image from Pyginalion’s pictorial
dream”.) There one reads: “We approach a sculpted column as if it were in a
sacred darkness. ... The morenaturally we approach the work . ..the morethe
silent image will speak to us.”*®

Herder regarded mythology as the figurative language of a poetic soul,
capable of generating a rich trove of images, which, like ancient Greek
sculpture, embodied fundamental human energy. Te his mind, sculpture is
both a mouthpiece and a declaration in and of itself.”*These ideas, as well as
the title of Herder’s essay, could not have escaped Beuys, and its point would
have been obvious to him: the text was a brilliant argument for the
supremacy of sculpture over painting. For Herder, sculpture was truth,
whereas painting was merely a dream.

Leopold Zahn recapitulated this maxim in an essay entitled “Zum Thema
‘Plastik’™ (@n the theme of plastic) that appeared in the first issue of Das
Kunstwerk in 1946: “Painting is essentially illusion; Plastik is concrete being.
Painting is illusory space; Plastik creates space.”** Twelve years later, in 1958—
the year Beuys first applied for the professorship at the Disseldorf
Kunstakademie—Werner Hof mann published Bie Plastik des 20 Jahrhunderts
(Twentieth century sculpture), which the eager candidate hardly could have
overlooked. Hofmann began his book by distinguishing between the arts of



29 BEUYS: THE PROFILE OF A SUCCESSOR

sculpture and painting, citing Herder’s arguments. He then traced the linguistic
difference between sculpture and plastic. The introduction closed with the
remark that the hour for sculpture was once again dawning, a momentthat had
been predicted by Lehmbruck, with whose hopeful statement Hoffman con-
cluded the booK’s introduction: “I believe that we are once again approaching a
period of truly great art, and that we shall seon find the expression of our era
in a monumental style appropmate to our time.”"!

Curiously enough, though originally Lehmbruck had been just as deeply
identified with Expressionism as Marc, the reception of their work eventually
took completely different paths. Following Lehmbruck’s death in 1919 (three
years after Marc’s) his chroniclers chose to concentrate upon the meaning of
his work for the future of modern art in Germany, rather than its
Expressionist qualilies, as they had in Marc’s case. Further, Lehmbruck’s lega-
cy was perceived as Jurgely untapped, a state of affairs lamented by Hoff in his
1933 booklet: “Lehmbruck has remained without an immediate successor. . . .
Perhaps he will only find the proper succession in a coming generation.”*
Moreover, while Marc’s achievement was ambivalently received, Lehmbruck
was unequivocally appreciated as one of the “great European sculptors of the
twentieth century” whose work fulfilled the promise of the most Germanic of
styles: the “secret Gothic.” These assertions, made in 1913, headed an essay on
Lehmbruck written for the catalogue that accompanied the 1985 exhibition
German Art in the Twentieth Century at the Royal Academy of Arts in London
(October—December 1985).“The significance of the show foran international
appreciation of German art did not escape Beuys, who singled out for praise
three artists included in it during his November 1985 lecture “Reden iiber das
eigene Land: Deutschland” (Talking about one’s own country: Germany).
Beuys’ decision to omit Marc’s name and mention instead Lehmbruck, the
Swiss-born Paul Klee, and the Russian Wassily Kandinsky in this prestigious
lecture about “one’s own country” must be considered with this history in
mind. ™

Within this context, Beuys ambivalence concerning his teacher Mataré
also begins to make sense. Beuys’ deep adimiration of Mataré—one of the
most successful artists in Germany during the 194es and 1950s—Is attested to
by the number of works he made during those veryyears that strongly resem-
ble his instructor’s art. Moreover, the critical reception of Mataré’s work in the
early postwar years may have suggested to Beuys a means of sidestepping dis-
putes around figurative and abstract art. In 1948, the same year that
Sedlmayr’s book was published, a short article appeared in Pas Kunstwerk
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FIGURE 2.4
joseph Beuy's, Glisernes Hornvieh (Glass-fke Horned 8east), 1956, pemcil, 11.3 x 17 cm. ©2002 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), NY / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

FIGURE 2.5
Ewald Mataré, Liegende Kul (Lying Cow), 1946, wood, 4.5 X 12 x7 am

about Matar€’s sculpture, “Bie Kuh des Mataré” (Mataré’s cow). Its auther
evaluated Mataré’s accomplishment in these terms: “Art is not nature; it is its
essence. . . . To recognize the sculpture of Matar¢ .. . one needsa clear-sight-
ed internal perceptual facility.”* For the reviewer, Mataré’s talentlay in his abil-
ity to depict the “essence” of the cow, rather than the animal itself. Never mind
that this had been Marc’sachievement too; in the 19405 Mataré’s reputation was
not burdened with the ideological baggage that had by then beceme part and
parcel of Marc’s reception.
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After his appointment to the Diisseldorf Kunstakademie in1961, Beuys sel-
dom mentioned Mataré. In later years, Beuys praised Mataré for his clearly
defined theoretical approach to art, but not for his actual work.* Such a
stance suggests that Beuys wanted to eliminate the possibility that he might
be considered Mataré’s successor. Already in 1958 Hofmann had criticized the
impulse of Mataré’s work as becoming ‘urreasingly ornamental ¥ A little
more than a decade later he had come to be perceived as a minor, if quintes-
sential, Rhineland artist.

Beuys’ Application Portfolio of 1961

BEUYS INITIAL FAILURE to securethe professorship at Disseldorf in 1958 was
for the most part due to Mataré’s effective blocking of his appointment.*®
Undoubtedly, this provoked Beuys’ decision to present his work this time in the
form of photographs.He also included in this brief résumé of his life upon his
second bid for the professorshipin 1961. Thisrésumé isthe firstinstance in which
Beuys mentions the debt his work owed to Lehmbruck’s. Apart from Mataré and
Joseph Enseling (with whom Beuys had briefly studied), he referred to no other
artists in this short written statement.* The mention of Lehmbruck’s name
within the eontext of his application for a professorship at an art academy that
had generated an artist of Lehmbruck’s stature was certainly not incidental. ™
Beuys carefully considered which of his works to include in this photograph-
ic portfolio. By then he had acquired a thorough knowledge and appreciation of
photography.” Indeed, as he made clear in the accompanying résumé, it had been
his encounter with “reproductions” (clsewhere termed “photographs™) of
Lehmbruck’s work thathad been of decisive importance to his becoming a sculp-
tor.” Nevertheless, Beuys seldom took photographs. For this reason he asked his
friend Fritz Getlinger to make them for him. Getlinger, who did press work for
the Rheinische Post and Neue Rhein/Ruhr Zeitung, had published several photo-
graphs of Beuys and his work during the 1950s. Undoubtedly Getlinger (and
Beuys as welt) was aware of Constantin Brancusi’s (1876-1957) conviction that the
medium of photography offered the most truthful commentary about a work of
art, emancipating it from the vagaries of verbal or textual interpretations.
Coincidentally or not, in 1958, the year that Beuys initially applied for the pro-
fessorship, Carola Giedion-Welcker published the first important German
monograph on Brancusi, with sixty-five photographs the sculptor had taken of
his work and given to the author shortly before his death. In the foreword to that
monograph Giedion-Welcker describes these photos as “first-rate artworks. . . .

5

52

2 Octaber 1961 extubition
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FIGURE 2.6
Joseph Beuys, Grofler Generator (Large Generator) (Himme! und Erde), 1941, slate, 6o ¢m. Here
on Tisch (Table), 1953. 2002 Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / VG Bild-Kunst, Benn.

FIGURE 2.7
Jeseph Beuys, Tisch {Table), 1953, weed. ©2902 Artists Rights Seciety, NY / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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FIGURE 2.8

Jeseph Beuys, Himmet und Erde (Heaven and Earth),1949, slate, 22.3 X 27 c. @2002 Artists Righ ts
Society (ARS), NY / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

They lead us directly to Brancusi’s interpretation . . . we immediately perceive
the work as Brancusi felt it and also as he wanted it communicated—from the
genuine perspective and interpretation of their creator.”>* This was exactly
what Beuys desired to achieve with the more than forty photographs of his art
that he ultimately presented to the application committee: he wanted to allow
his work to speak for itself.

While Beuys determined which works to include in his application portfo-
lio, it was Getlinger who decided how to photograph them. His documentation
of Beuys’ sculptures in their momentary studio settings, often positioned upon
ready-at-hand objects, resembles Brancusi’s photographs of his own work.
Getlinger’s photograph of the second version of a 1949 sculpture, Himmel und
Erde (Heaven and Earth) iitled grosse (Himmel und Erde) (generator, Heaven
and Earth, 1952) is a good example. By placing the piece of etched slate upon
Beuys’ 1953 Tisch (Table) it was displayed to its greatest advantage. Indeed, the
asymmetrical positioning of the slate plate against the irregularly shaped,
incised black surface of Beuys' fisci makes it seem as if the incised image itself
is flying away. Getlinger’s truncation of the lower end of the table also yields the
impression that the entire slab is about to slide into the realm of the viewer.
Such juxtapositions produce momentary cennections that turn out to have an

s3 Cerola Gicdien-
Welcker, Constantin
Brancusi (Basel: B.
Schwabe, 1958), 7.
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FIGURE 2.9
Joseph Beuys, Okne Titel (Untitled ), 1951, pencil, 20.8 x 29.7 cp1. ©2002 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), NY /VG Bild-Kunst, Bona.

FIGURE 2.10

Joseph Beuys, Okne Titel (Plakorentwurf) (Untitled (Poster Besign}), 1955, watercolor {hare blood)
over pencil, 10.9 x 14.9 cm. Collection van der Grinten, Kranenbusg. Joseph Beuys Archiv
Schlof Moyland des L.andes Nordhein-Wesialen.
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unexpected, almost classic, durability. Ultimately, the photograph presents the
etched piece of stone as inseparable from its studio environment, suggesting
that like Brancusi's work, it is a kind of total work of art.>*

The final portfolio included shots of Beuys’ sculpture as well as of his
prints and drawings. There were few recent works: the majority dated back to
the late 1940s and 1950s. Almost without exception their motifs, media, and
style were traditional. A number of them resembled Mataré’s work. Beuys’
decision to include several pieces that evoked a primordial mythic world, such
as the first version of Himmiel und Erde made in 1949, also suggests his inter-
est in positioning his work within one of the mostheroic themes taken up by
post—World War [] artists: that of making visible the eternal powers of nature
and myth through the medium of art.

The date of the first version of Himmel und Erde, 1949, was also the year a
book appeared that is today in the Beuys archive: Jean Gebser's Ursprung und
Gegenwart (The ever-present origin). It may have been there that Beuys first
came across the idea that it is the artist’stask to make manif estthe “diaphanous”
structures that lie behind things and thoughts. Gebser argued that the monster
of cultural pessimism spawned by Oswald Spengler in Der Untergang des
Abendlandes (The decline of the west; 1923), and nourished by Sedlmayr’s 1948
book, could only be vanquished by wielding the scythe of “aperspectival” vision.
To see “aperspectively” meant to operate in an in-between realm: to make visi-
ble the veiled as a sign of the “contemporaneity of the future.” This thinki'ng
transmuted Sedlmayr’s cynical conception of the “loss of middle” into the gain
of an entirety that takes place at a between point™ It is this in-between site—
in which something otherwise unfigurable takes on form—that is most explic-
itly referenced by the image and title of both versions of Himriel und Erde.

Beuys' inclusion of a photograph of each of these etched pieces of slatein his
application portfolio suggests the importance of these works to his aesthetic,
His preoccupation with its theme is also attested to by an untitled 1951 drawing.
It is highly probable that by then he had at least thumbed through the19s0 cat-
alogue Das Menschenbild unserer Zeit, (The image of man in our time.) in
which one of the authors argued for the importance of Gebser’s ideas to con-
temporary sculplors‘sﬁ In 1955 Beuys made another drawing connected to the
theme of these three works. The deep significance of the motif to his theory of
plastic is further attested by Beuys’ use of it some thirty years later in connec-
tion with his most ambitious sculptural project, 7000 Eichert (7000 oaks).

The symbolism of both the drawn and etched works is deeply intertwined
with the conceptof “above and below.” While the higher realm of the gods con-

54 Sce Thilo Koenig, “Fritz
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i
FIGURLE 2.11
Joseph Beuys Roundtable discussion atthe Kunstakadernie Biisseldorf, circa 1967

notes a masculine engendering principle, often symbelized by a bird (winged
creatures appear in both versions of Himmel und Erde), the lower realm is that
of the feminine earth, suggested by the incised globular forms. In the 1955 draw-
ing a female form stands within the globe of the earth, while a set of wings hov-
ers nearby. Exactly at her midpoint Beuys inscribed his own name. In so doing
he set forth the idea that for him the productien of artwork was a kind of air-
borne cngendering. The etched slate plates contain at least three more levels of
meaning. To begin with, they cvoke the condition of flying, the very slate in
which Beuys claimed to have decided to become an artist. That same vyear,
1949—the year the first version of Himmel und Erde appeared—is when the
split between East and West Germany became decisive. Finally, both titles refer
to the attempt during the late 1940s to anchor art in the “godly, in the middle,
as part of the demand that it embody positive values.””’

Seven months passed after Beuys submitted his portfolio in 1961, were to
pass before he could jubilantly write to Getlinger that their work “was not in
vain,”® This time Beuys’ candidacy for the professorship had been a success.
The way was now open for him to become the long awaited successor who
could revive culture in Germany and lead a younger generation of artists to
distinction. Today this is indeed Beuys’ legacy. [tis one of the ironies of histo-
ry that Mataré obstructed Beuys’ appointment in 1958 with the argument that
Beuys would certainly fail as a teacher. For it was fromthe platform of his pro-
fessorship that Beuys bequeathed to posterity what he considered his greatest
work of art—his teaching.
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3} JOSEPH BEUYS
Echoes in America

N THE FLOOR OF THE BASEMENT

Oroom Joseph Beuys lay rolled up

inside a swathe of rough felt. Near his head was a copper rod, alsowrapped in

felt; a second rod was propped against a wall. Two dead hares—one at his

head, oneat his feet~—were stretched out on the floor, extending the line of his

body. Several small fat sculptures had been placed around the room, and a

lock of hair and two fingernail clippings were affixed to a wall. An electric

cord snaked across the tloor, connecting Beuys inside his felt roll to an ampli-

fier that leaned aguinst the wall. The room’s only doorway was blocled by
boards nailed across its opening.

This was the sctting for Beuys' action BER CHEF/THE CHIEF, Fluxus
Song, performed December 1, 1964, at René Block’s Berlin gallery. Beuys lay
motionless from 4 v.st. until midnight, signaling his presence only through
amplified sounds made with the aid of a microphone hidden inside the felt
roll. One viewer described them as “very amorphous and strange, there was
very little human about them.”" Audience members watched through the bar-
ricaded doorway.

According to the poster, Beuys’ performance was to be synchronized “to
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FIGURE 3.1
Jeseph Beuys, DER CHEF/{HE CHIEF (Fluxus Song), gallery view, 1964
Photograph: Jirgen Miiller-Schneck

FIGURE 3.2
Invitation te joseph Beuys 1964 action BER CHEF/THE CHIEF {Flusus Song)
Photograph courtesy of B Uwe M. Schneede
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the second” with a performance of the same work in New York by Robert
Morris. Beuys recalled later, “I wrote everything down for him. I drew him a
sketch with the dimensions, gave him all the instructions with regard to space
and all the elements involved™* Wolf Vostell, who wrote about the action for
a Berlin daily newspaper, imagined Motris’ performance as “an echo” and
mused, as Beuys ended his action in Berlin, “I wonder whether Bob Morris
was just crawling out of his roll. .. . What was he thinking in New York, and
what was his audience there thinking?”?

&

WHA'T WAS 115 AUDILNCE THINKING? The question is one that American
critics may have asked themselves when considering Beuys’ great renown in
Europe, for America has not emibraced Beuys wholeheartedly. Our public dis-
course on his achievements has been defined by exiremes: apologists who
interpret and spread the ideas, and censors who denocunce the man and the
work; a great deal of puzzlement lies in the middle. Many recent commenta-
tors have noted that a balanced critical reading of Beuys work is still in the
early stages of development. As his death recedes further into the past and the
power of h'ispresence fades, this reading will necessarily be based on the
objects he made and documentation of his performances and other activities,
rather than on festimonials from eyewitnesses.

It is those eyewitness accounts with which this essay will concern itself in
an attempt to examine the notion that Beuys' oeuvte is both “universal” (a
claim made by Beuys himself) and “inherently German”(a phrase used by
some early critics). If Beuys’aims were universal—concerned with the human
condition outside a specific historical moment—then what might it mean for
those aims to be “inherently German™ at the same time? Could the two char-
acteristics coexist in one body of work? Perhaps; but if the “inherently
German” is contained within the “universal,” why haven’t Americans given
Beuys a warm receplion?

Such questions suggest that national identities can be described for politi-
cally defined entities such as Germany or the United States, and that they can
be extended to all spheres of activity including artistic practice and critical
reception. To construct a face-off between the two countries over the work of
Beuys is not my goal and doesn’t seem especially useful. What's interesting is
not that a rift has occurred between an artist from one country and an audi-
ence in another, or that it occurred between these two particular countries,

2 Quoted by Willoughby Sharp in
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but that the reception of Beuys’ work has been so polarized, and that the
terms of the debate have remained weirdly unchanged over the past thirty-five
years. Even if this is only because Beuys’ ideas were unusually consistent (an
assertion that also could be debated}, it still seems significant that some of the
same objections to his work were raised in 1998 as in 1963.

How much of Beuys did Ammericans have access to in the early years of his
career, and what was their reaction? Which of his ideas seem to have been
understood, and which elided, in discussions ef his work? Was early reception
in the United States irreparably warped by Beuys decision to present himself
and his ideas but to withhold his objects until 19747 A first step toward answer-
ing some of these questions might be a close examination of Beuys’ early pres-
ence in America—exhibitions, performances, collaborations with American
artists, and press coverage. I will focus on the years 1963 through 1974, a period
bracketed by his introduction to the Fluxus group and his first trips to the
United States. 1t was an especially fertile and active period for him: during this
time he fleshed out his “social sculpture” and “expanded concept of art” theo-
ries; was fired from his teaching position amid a national controversy; per-
formed most of his important actions; produced hundreds of powerful sculp-
tures, drawings, and multiples; and eshibited widely in northern Europe.

Despite the volume, variety, and notoriety of his activity, until 1974 he was
known in the United States only through sporadic coverage in the art press,
personal contact with Americans artists who traveled to Germany, and--
beginning in 1970—minimal presence in a few, scattered exhibitions. And
although they were based on a trickle of information, often secondhand,
many early assessments concluded that his work was either “universal” or
“Inherently German.”

o

S®METIME IN THE EARLY 19605 Beuys wrote to the Wuppertal dealer Rolf
Jahrling explaining why he could not accept Jihrling’s invitation to exhibit in
his gallery. Among the reasons he gave: “For two years I have been working on
forms that produce no images and no sculpture—FLUXUS.”*

Beuys had been introduced to Fluxus in 1961 through the Korean artist
Nam June Paik, who in turn introduced him to George Maciunas, a
Lithuanian immigrant to the United States who was temporarily living in
Wiesbaden and was the self-styled leader and curator of Eluxus activities.®
Beuys was immediately attracted to Fluxus, a loosely knit, multidisciplinary
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group of artists experimentingin film, performance, poetry, music, and the
visual arts. He found in Fluxus a pecr group that, as he later recalled, showed
him that “anything could be art.”®

Certainly Fluxus artists embraced all manner of activity as art, but they
wereespecially interested in stimulating people to examine the unremarkable
and quotidian more closely. “Concerts scrve only as educational means to
convert audiences to such non-art experiences in their daily lives,” wrote
Maciunas.” Once one had seen a performer make music by slowly, deliberate-
ly crumpling a paper bag into a live microphone, the hope was that one would
thereafter crumple one’s own paper bags with a new consciousness of the
value and interest of the sound and, thus, of one’s own life in all its minutiae.
A key aspect of this idea was that Fluxus compositions could be performed by
anyone, at any time, thercby divorcing the ego of the artist from his or her cre-
ation. Maciunas was a passionate advocate of artists in all disciplines who
were experimenting in this vein—including composer LaMonte Young, per-
former and filmmaker Yoko Ono, poct Emmett Williams, and visual artists
Robert Filliou and George Brecht. By 1962 Maciunas had decided to promote
their work by producing a publication, to be financed by revenues from a
series of concerts, the first of which would take place in Europe.?

When he met Paik, Beuys had not yet begun performing, and it can be
argued that it was this early contact with the Fluxus group that stimulated the
development of his actions. His first two actions, Siberian Syniphony, Section
+ and Composition for Two Musicians, were performed at the Festum
Fluxorum, a two-day concert held at the Dusseldorf Kunstakademic in
Fcbruary 1963.° {See Plate 3.2} The two pieces were vastly diffcrent. Siberian
Symphony was a composition for piano with a provocative conclusion in
which Beuys removed the heart of a dead hare; he later said that the aim of
this piece wasto find a contextual, or symbolic, way to aliude to primary expe-
riences such as birth and death." In contrast, Composition for Two Musiciars,
performed as a kind of entr’actc between two other pieces, was direct and
playful in the classic Fluxus style: Beuys simply wound up a tin toy of adrum-
mer and cymbalist, and let it play until it wound down. It was over in twenty
seconds. Beuys later said, “The V'luxus people felt that [Composition for Two
Musicians] was my breakthrough, while the event of the sccond evening was
perhaps too heavy, complicated, and anthropological for them. Yet the
Siberian Symphony, Section 1 contained the essence of all my future activities
and was, I felt, a wider experience of what Fluxus could be.”"!

Despite his immediate understanding of the fundamental differences
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between their approaches, Beuys performed his next two actions—Prano
Action (March, 1963) and Kitkei, akopee-Nein! Brown Cross, Fat Corners, Mode!
Fat Corners (July, 1964)—in the context of Fluxus events.” The Banish artist
Eric Andersen said that he and the other Fluxus artists considered Beuys' work
at this time to be “very symbolic, expressionistic, and traditional. It was very
much concerned with the concept of Selbstdarstellung (self-representation) as
a personal interpretation of the world. It was absolutely not an anonymous
work. It was a personal work socially oriented in a spect fic sense. . . . In 1964
he was very marginal in Fluxus and very few of us had anything to do with
him.” Andersen goes on to describe what seems to have been Beuys’ final break
with the group, at a Fluxus concert in Copenhagen in September 1964. “The
people taking part were Emmett Williams, Arthur Kepcke, Wolf Vostell,
Tomas Schmit, Beuys, and myself among others. We started fighting about
aesthetic and philosophical questions. Beuys and Vostell were kicked out of
the festival because we totally disagreed with their position. My friends and I
were 5o angry that we just told them to get out of the country.”

tod

SOON AFTER HIS BRIEF ENCOUNTER with Beuys in Diisseldorf, Maciunas
relocated himself and “Fluxus headquarters” to New York, running the Fluxus
mail-order business from his loft in lower Manhattan and staging Fluxus per-
formances at varisusvenues around the city. After the move he did not invite
Beuys to participate in Fluxus concerts that he organized, nor was Beuys
included on the extensive mailing lists Maciunas prepared to distribute his
“Flux Newsletters.” Maciunas’ defsnition of Fluxus (and the roster of artists he
deemed acceptable as collaborators and participants) was a work in progress,
but in this statement of 1964 he enumerated some of the characteristics of
Fluxus as he understood it: “Fluxus is against art as medium or vehicle pro-
moting artist’s ego, since applied art should express the objective problem to
be solved not artist’s personality or his ego. Fluxus therefore tends toward col-
lective spirit, anonymity and anti-individualism—also anti-Europeanism
(Europe being the place supporting most strongly and even originating the
idea of —professional artist, art-for-art ideology, expression of artist’s ego
through art, etc.).”

QObviously, Maciunas’ use of the word “Europeanism” as a negative cannot
be read as a rejection of European artists—Maciunas himself was Lithuanian,
there were many Europeans involved in the group (including the Swiss-born
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Ben Vautier, to whom Maciunas referred as “100% Fluxman”), and Marcel
Duchamp was counted by most Fluxus artists as one of their most important
predecessors. instead Maciunas let the term “Europeanism” stand for a set of
values about art that Fluxus artists rejected: the counterimage, so to speak, of
Fluxus. Perhaps he was thinking of Beuys when he wrote the phrase “art as
medium or vehicle promoting artist’s ego.” If so, it was a misinterpretation of
Beuys’ work, but one which, as Eric Andersen’s comments reveal, was not
uncommon in Fluxus circles. In any case, it is important to note that Fluxus
rejected Beuys as a Fluxus artist, not as an artist per se, and because they were
a self-consciously international association, they do not represent a distinctly
American point of view. Nevertheless, their objections to Beuys’ practice
became the paradigm for the reception of his work in America years later.

For his part, Beuys continued to use the term Fluxus to describe his activ-
ities, pinning it to actions, exhibitions, and even, in 1968, renaming his
German Student Party “Fluxus Zone West.” In a letter to Maciunas dated
October 8, he wrote, “In Germany, and as far as I have heard and seen, [ secm
to be the only one who has spoken for Fluxus after your departure from
Europe.” He went on, “I don’t understand how differences of opinion, which
by definition are present always and everywhere (see human nature)—
Maciunas-{Jackson] Mac Low, Maciunas-{Dick] Higgins, Maciunas-Tomas
[Schmit], etc.—have led to this separation. Certainly differences of op'inion
exist between you and me as well. Vostell even says, “Maciunas rails against
you." Which doesn’t stop me from havingto further develop my own view of
things. Which doesn’t stop me from loving Maciunas.™’

In suggesting that he and Fluxus might yet find common ground for work-
ing together, Beuys may have been alluding to the utopian visien that he
shared with Maciunas, their belief that art could be used to help solve real
social and cultural problems, and ultimately te transform society. (Maciunas
often sought to spur the mostly apolitical Fluxans into activism and had once
written to Emmett Williams, “Our aclivities lose all significance if diverced
from socio-political struggle going on new.”)* But Maciunas was apparently
notinterested and, despite the overtones in Beuys’ letter of both meekness and
missionary zeal (love thine enemies, spread the news), he remained unswayed.

In 1970 Beuys responded to Fluxus' charge that his work reeked of
“Europeanism.” He issued a three-part multiple that could be read as an indirect
criti'cism of the social disengagement of Flwas (which recalls his famous criti-
cism, in 1964, of Marcel Duchamp’s silence). One element was a text, stamped
“Hauptstrom,” “Fluxus Zone West,” and “Deutsche Studentenpartei,” proclaim-
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ing that art with political aspirations must be aimed at the concrete rather than
the theoreiical. Another was a broadside, signed by Beuys and his students Jonas
Hafner and Johannes Stiittgen, urging people to exercise their free will against
“sham democracy” and refuse to vote for established political parties.

The third element was based on a Fluxus “manifesto” Maciunas had pre-
pared for the 1963 concert in Diisseldorf at which Beuys first performed.
Maciunas cut up a dictionary definition of the Latin word “ftux” and added
his own text, which read, in part, “Purge the world of bourgeois sickness,
‘intellectual,’ professional and commercialized culture, purge the world of
dead art, imitation, artificial art, abstract art, illusionistic art,—purge the
world of ‘Europeanism.” These manifestos had been duplicated and tossed
into the Diisseldorf audience as part of the performance of Benjamin
Patterson’s Paper Piece. Beuys altered Maciunas’ manifesto by changing it to
read, “Purge the world of Americanism.”

Thus rectified, it became the third element in the multiple, which was
issued in an edition of twenty-five and tossed back, so to speak, at Maciunas
and Fluxus and, by implication, the rest of America.”

The history of Fluxus was writ by Maciunas in 1973 in his Diagram of
Historical Development of Fluxus and @ther 4 Dimentional, Aural, Optic,
@ifactory, Epithelial, and Tactile Art Forms {sic]. The chart lists Beuys, along
with Vostell, Paik, Charlotte Moorman, Vienna Aktionism, Gutai, and
Happenings, as a direct descendant of “church procession, medieval fairs,
Roman circus, Versailles Super Multi Media Spectacles, Wagnerism,
Expressionism.” On the other side of the page (literally) was Fluxus, whose
forebears—~and those of Yoko Ono, John Cage, Piero Manzoni, Robert Morris,
Anna Halprin, and Conceptual Art—included Bauhaus, Duchamp, Dada,
Futurism, Constructivism,and vaudeville."® This somewhat Cartesian bifurca-
tion suggests Beuys’ work could be aligned with the mystical, the sensual, the
ritualistic, and—if one goes from Wagner to Hitlee—perhaps even the sinister;
“true” Fluxus, onthe other hand, was intellectual, rational, socially engaged, and
playful. Mind vs. body, Apollo vs. Dionysus. Fluxus vs. Beuys. Was Maciunas
also implying America vs. Europe?

s
A BECADE FARLIER in Berlin, Wolf Vostell wondered what Robert Morris was

thinking when he crawled out of his felt roll in New York, but, in fact, there
was no American version of Beuys’actions. Some time during the month afier
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his return from Disseldorf, Morris had decided against going through with
the collaboration and he apparently did nothing related to DER CHEF/THE
CHIEF Fhuxus Song that evening."” When Beuys asked him about it later,
Morris answered that he hadn’t believed that Beuys could actually pull off a
performance of that length, and didn’t want to try himself **

While Beuys made an attempt in BER CHEF/THE CHIEE Fluxus Song, to
collaborate with Morris, and signaled that intent with a bilingual title, the
action actually marks a major shift in Beuys’ performance practice (Beuys
scholar Uwe Schneede has even designated this action as the inception: “It all
started with THE CHIEE.”)*' Among other things, it marlced a significant
move away from the collaborative; it was the first action that he performed
alone, outside the context of a larger Fluxus concert (though he used Fluxus
in his title), and the first time he rigorously controlled the performance spacc,
adding sculptures and other objects to the room and boarding the entrance to
keep spectators in a prescribed relationship to him. The length of the per-
formance gave it the aspect of a physical challenge, which in turn introduced
the shamanistic, Ubermensch overtones that so many Americans have found
distasteful in his work. Beuys’ desire for total control—extending even to what
Morris would do in New York (“I wrote everything down for him. I drew him
asketch ... gave him all the instructions.”)—musthave ruined for Morris any
sense that they were engaged in a collaborative venture, Instead, Beuys had
taken the lead. Morris, no Echo, did not choose to follow.

Beuys did one performance with the San Francisce-based conceptualist
Terry Fox, which seems to have been somewhat more balanced, if not, strict-
ly speaking, a collaboration; according to Fox, they worked “simultaneous-
ly, although independently, but frequently came together, particularly in
relation to sound.”” The event took placeon November 24, 1870, in a base-
ment room at the Diisseldorf Kunstakademie; Fox had prepared a work
entitled fsolation Unit and Beuys performed, in the same space, a work
called Action the Bead Mouse.”” Beuys wore a prototype of his Lielt Suit mul-
tiple and carried a dead mouse in his hand, presenting its body to the spec-
tators as he moved about the room. Fox washed his hands in a basin,
smashed glass windowpanes with iron pipes, carefully smoked a cigarette
without inhaling the smoke, and formed a cross of napalm-like cooking
jelly, which he set aflame. Lighting was provided by a burning candle and a
bare light bulb, sounds were the resonant tones of the pipesbeing tapped en
the concrete floor, and the high-pitched ring of fruit seeds being spit into a
metal bowl. The proceedings were documented in photographs taken by Ute
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Klophaus and on audiotape.**

Fox had traveled in Europe during the late 1¢6es and had come across
Beuys” work in books and journals, particularly Vostell's de-coli/age.® He
sought out Beuys in 1970: “I came to Diisseldorf and 1 wanted to do some-
thing, to make an action, and I didn’thave the space. So I went to Beuys and
met him the first time and he showed me all the rooms of the Academy where
it was possible to make an action. Then we went to the cellar and it was won-
derful there: so I decided to make my action there ¢

It is not surprising that Fox was attracted to Beuys’ thinking, given Fox’s own
focus on the artistic possibilities of sound, and his preoccupations with such
Beuysian themes as illness, healing, and ritual (not to mention, as Brenda
Richardson has pointed out, the absolute seriousness of both men’s approach-
es).”” Beuys’ ideas clearly resonated for Fox in a way they had not for Morris; per-
haps it was related that within a decade Fox had moved permanently to Europe,
where there was strong interest in his work among curators and critics.

&

LEST WE SEEM TO BE edging toward a generalization about German solemni-
ty vs. American playfulness, let us not forget the high seriousness of
Conceptualism as it developed in the United States. In summingup the era of
Conceptual art, Lucy Lippard wrote, “On a practical level, Conceptual artists
offered a clear-eyed look at what and where art itself was supposed to be; at
the utopian extreme, some tried to visualize a new world and the art that
would reflect or inspire it.” During its time, she says, even though most of the
art was apolitical, Conceptual art looked and sounded radical because of its
anti-object, anti-status quo stance; this in turn aligned it with the political
activism of the day. “Non-object art” she writes, was a response to “the need
for an independent art that could not be bought and sold by the greedy sec-
tor that owned everything that was exploiting the world and promoling the
Vietnam war.”?*

Despite the fact that, in this stridently anti-object moment, Beuys continued
to produce objects by the thousands, his ideas could easily have been absorbed
into Lippard’s “utopian extreme,” with its debates on the reorientation of art
within society, the reform of the art distribution systei, the decentralization of
information, etc. Beuys’ actions, too, were consonant with the development of
body art and process art, and, indeed, he was embraced by some of the leading
American critics and curators involved with Conceptual art. In 1970 curator
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FIGURE 3.5
Cever of Avalanche #1, 1970. Cellection of Walker Avt Center, Minneapelis.
Phetegraph: Shunk-Kender

Kynaston McShine purchased the important multiple Sled for the Museurn o f
Modern Art’s permanent collection and later that year screened Beuys' film
Eurasia Staffin his important sw-vey of Conceptualism, Information. That same
year the inaugural issue of Willoughby Sharp’s New York—based journal
Avalanche bore an iconic photograph of Beuys on its cover (the magazine con-
tinued to give him extensive coverage during its brief life).

Beuys also merited a couple of dozen entries in Lippard’s influential 1973
book Six Years: The Bematerialization of the Art @bject, and he was (with
Mario Merz) one of two European artists included in Grégoire Miiller and
Gianfranco Gorgoni’s book The New Avant-Garde, also published in 1973,
which traced an interdisciplinary strand in contemporary sculpture.””

Asurvey of English-language jburnal literature on Beuys between 1864 and
1873 gives a sense of viewers’ unmediated reaction to Beuys’ ideas and work
during the early years of his presence outside continental Europe, In reviews
of his first exhibitions in both Britain and the United States, he was called a
“neo-dadaist” and an heir of Duchanip, a fundamental misunderstanding
that led both writers to a point of frustrating mystification.’® Beuys’ state-
ments were found to be in conflict with his practice: one writer noted that,
though he claimed that “everyone is an artist,” Beuys’ performances were “par-
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adoxically, very much one-man shows.”™" Detractors found his work polemi-

cal, maddeningly vague, simplistic, and pretentious; the few positive notices
used words like “utopian,” “revolutionary;” “intense,” and “fascinating.”

But by far the most consistent reaction to the work, especially from
American critics, was that it felt too German. In what seems to be the first
review of Beuys’ work in an Enghish-language journal, a review of Documenta
1V, the writer praised Beuys’ contribution but noted that it “may be a puzzle to
the foreign visitor” and concluded that it remains “a typically German phe-
nomenon.” Roberta Smith, in a review of Beuys’ drawings, found him “fairly
impressive,” but represcntative of “an all-encompassing, romantic view of
things which seems very Furopean or German.” Reviewing the Guggenheim’s
exhibition Amsterdam-Paris-Diisseldor f (which included only one sculpture and
one multiple by Beuys), Carter Ratcliff found in him “the paradoxical case of an
artist of international reputation whose work seems to have been emptied out
in the process of crossing national borders.” Even the positive assessments of
Beuys’ work sometimes had to concede the point: Lizzie Borden, in an insight-
ful 1973 review, concluded somewhat wistfiily that Beuys “seems to have little
effect on American and English students.” And, in 1972, when Sharp’s Avalanche
printed a lengthy excerpt of Beuys’ public discussions at Documenta V, the edi-
tors made the extraordinary choice of setting the piece ent1rely in an old-fash-
ioned, nearly illegible German gothic typeface. Perhaps this was an acknowl-
edgment that, even when translated into English, Beuys’ ideas remained deeply
colored by their origin in German culture and history.*”

The German issue had been pushed to a near-hysterical level in a 1971 arti-
cle by John Anthony Thwaites, who questioned the whole of Beuys’ practice,
chiefly for the chasm between his utopian ideals and what he perceived as
gross self-aggrandizement. He then aligned Beuys with “neo-Marxians” (a
perception Beuys fought all his life) and ended by accusing Beuys of aestheti-
cizing politics in the same manner as Hitler had.”

While equating the aesthetics of Beuys and Hitler may seem over-
wrought, the pairing is indicative of the discomfort feltin the United States
and Britain with Beuys' relationship to Nazi politics. This has been and con-
tinues to be an extremely conflicted issue with American audiences, in large
part because the subject has not often been discussed without either censure
or apology. As scholars have recently begun to demonstrate, a large part of
Beuys’ artistic project seems to have been an attempt to heal the postwar
German psyche. However, by refusing to approach the topic of the war
openly in his discussions about his work, Beuys left himself open to criti-
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cism for his role in it

Beuys had refused to visit the United States while its forces were deployed
in Vietnam.” Perhaps as a result few examples of his sculpture or drawings
arrived in the States before he did, and he was included in only a few exhibi-
tions before the last American troops were evacuated from Southeast Asia in
March 1¢73.% His first solo exhibition in the United States took place in June
1972 (during Beuys' boycott) at the Harcus-Krakow Gallery in Boston; the
gallery worked solely through Beuys’ dealer René Block and had no contact
with the artist.”” Appropriately, the exhibition consisted entirely of multiples,
works of art that Beuys conceived as traveling vehicles meant to carry his ideas
beyond the reach of his physical presence.

American critical response to Beuys before 1974 was thus based largely on
exposure to his ideas (through the published exegeses of Willoughby Sharp,
Ursula Meyer, and Georg Jappe and by secondhand accounts of his actions)
and less on personal encounters with his work. Americans were introduced to
Beuys in installments; this perhaps meant that they could never see his work
as a synthesis of language, object, and action. Confronting it for the first time,
reviewers were for the most part disappointed, deeming his objects—most
often multiples—“by-products of his interest in politics and philosophy,” or
“almost meaningless and indeed, confusing and sinister, exhibited outside
Beuys’ life,” or “cold and often rather meaningless documents robbed of the
life and associations of the activity which created them.”*

This reception must have disturbed Beuys, who made multiples precisely in
order to communicate with the viewer in absentia, and whose methods of pro-
duction rendered them hybrids that should haveserved to repair the very break
that these critics mourned—the gulf between the artist’s time and space and
that of the audience. True, Beuys’ multiples were mass-produced (sometimes
even mechanically reproduced), but often by Beuys himself; many also borethe
marks of his hand—signatures, stamps, drawings, or handwritten texts—that
give them the character of personal messages from art'istto viewer. Other edi-
tions had been worn, eaten, or hand-picked by the artist. The multiplesthus had
an intimate connection to their maker thatshould have allowed them to retain
Walter Benjamin’s celebrated aura. Instead, these traces of Beuys’ presence seem
to have served chiefly as reminders of what was missing, of an ever-widening
rupture that could be filled only by the artist’s presence.

Beuys visited Ainerica for the first time in January 1974 and returned only
twice thereafter; Uwe Schneede has proposed thateach of the three visits had
a distinct character and contributed toward an ultimate effect that was quite
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calculated by the artist. The first was a three-city lecture tour “to prepare the
ground theoretically with talks and discussions.” He returned five months
later to perform ! Like America and America Likes Me—it mus¢ have been
titled with more than a touch of irony—which was meant to serve as a kind
of object lesson for the conversations that had preceded it. He waited over five
years before making his final trip, in the fall of 1979, to prepare his retrospec-
tive at the Guggenheim; Schneede calls this “the culmination of his encounter
with America.”**

Beuys’ visits in 1974 generated curiously little media attention. The first, a
lecture tour with stops in New York, Chicago, and Minneapolis, seems to have
fallen flat despite a good deal of publicity and packed auditoriums in every
city. His presentations were long, sometimes rambling, explanations of his
aesthetic and political ideas, delivered in his competent, though heavily
accented, English. Few published responses were positive, and even fewer con-
tained considered critiques of his ideas. Instead, the level of mistrust was high:
some reviewers were embarrassed by Beuys’ earnest utopianism; some were
insuited when what had been advertised as a dialogue played out more like a
monologue; and others were simply baffled by his insistence on cloaking his
objects with ideology. A breakfast meeting in New York with prominent fem-
inist artists came off as patronizing and only angered the women with whom
he had hoped to establish solidarity.* And Beuys’ “coyote action,” performed
during his brief, second visit just four months later, went almost unnoticed by
the art press.

The floodgates of A merican criticism opened five years later with Beuys’
huge retrospective at the Guggenheim. With access now to the full range of his
work, as well as to a comprehensive presentation of his ideas in English by
Caroline Tisdall, the number and variety of commentators increased dramat-
ically and their assessments became much more nuanced. At the same time,
they were more strident at both ends: some writers fairly swooned while oth-
ers were withering in their dismissal.

But theterms of the debate hadn’t really changed. Rather than “too German”
Beuys was now “profoundly German” or “quintessentially Germanic,” but his
German-ness was still an issue and some writers even drew brutal, extended
parallels between Beuys’ practice and Nazi ideology. As Fluxus had rejected his
art as too egoistic and self-referential, many critics now sniffed that he was far
too masterful at self-promotion and media manipulation; even his supporters
wrinkled their noses at the “cult of personality” that overshadowed the true aim
of his work. His position in art history was still being plotted in relation to

39 Schneede, “Beuys & Block,”

p- 7. Klaus Staeck and Gerhad
Steidh Beuys inAmerika
(Heidelberg: Edition Staeck,
1987) documents the January lec-
ture tour and Caroline Tisdall,
foseplt Beuys: Coyote (Munich:
Schirmer/Mosel, 1976) the
action. Documentation on
videolapeincludes Staeck and
Steidl’s “Beuys in America” (1974)
and Willoughby Sharp’s “Joseph
Beuys' Public Dialogue™ (1974),
which documents the lecture at
the New School for Sodal
Rescarch. A videotape of his lec-
ture at the Minneapolis College
of Art and Design een be found
in thatschool’s library.

Only leremy Gilbert-Rolfe, in
“Public Dialogue with Joseph
Bevys,” Artforum 12, no. 6
(March 1974), p. 69, debated the
content of Beuys’ lecture. @ther
responses include Douglas Davis,
“The Man from Disscldorf,”
Newsweek 81, no. 3 (January 21,
1974), p-100; Edit de Ak and
Walter Robinson, “Beuys: Art
Encagé,” Artin Ameriea 62, ne. 6
(November~Deccruber 1974), pp.
76-79; Peter Plag rens, *Peter and
the Pressure Cooker,” Artfor
12, 0. 10 (June 1974), pp. 28-33:
and April Kingsley, “New York
Letter," Arz [nternational
(Lugano) 18, ne. 3 (Maich 1e74),
pp- 49-50. Some of the wonren
artists who met with Beuys in
1974—including Mary Miss and
Dorovthea Rockburne—partici-
pated in a panel discussion on
the subject during the sympo-
sium “Considering Joseph
Beuys" at the New School fer
Social Research, New York,
Apnl 3-8, 1993,
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Some two dozen asticles abeut
the Guggenheim 1etrospective
appeared in 1he American press;
positive assessments eutnum-
bered negative Faverible picces
included John Russell, “I'he
Shaman as Artist," Nav Yerk
Turies Magazine (Octeber 28,
1979); Jehn Perreault, “Belt
Ferum,” Soho Weely News 7, no.
s (Nevember 1-7,1979); Jack
Burnham, “Gétterddmmerung at
the Guggenhe'un,” I%he New Art
Examiner 7, no. 3 (December
1979); Stuart Morgan,”Joseph
Beuys,” Flash Arr 94-95
(January-February 1980); Kay
Latson,*Jeseph Beuys: Shaman,
sham, or onc of the most bril-
liant actiss of eur time?”
AnNews y9,no. 4 (April 1980);
and Deaald Kuspit, “Beuys: Fat,
Feh and Alchemy,” Art i
Amenca 63, ne. 5, (May 1980).
The most famousty negarive was
Renjamin H.D. Buchloh’s, deliv-
ered in two texts: “Beuys:
Twilight of the Idel/Preliminary
Notes for a Critique” Artforunt
18, no. 5 (January 1980) and, with
Rosalind Krauss and Annette
Michelson,“foseph Beuys at the
Guggenheim,” October 12 {spring
1980). Kim Levin, in“Toseph
Beuys: TheNew Order,” Arts 54,
no. 8 (April 1980), feund his
work redelent of tarnished
Germanic ideslogie.s and, though
intended (0 heal, ultimately“100
witter a pill for usto swallew.”

Joscph Beuys, “Talking abeut
®ne’s Own Ceuntry; Germany,”
in In Meinoriam Joseph Beuys:
@bituaries, Essays, S pecchres,
trans. Timothy Nevill (Bonn:
Inter Nationes, 1986), p. 5.
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Duchamp (for some, he was fatally distant from that center). Many dismissed
his utopianism as harmless and silly, comparing him unfavorably to fellow
German (and, by implication, truly radical) Hans Haacke, whose politics had
resulted in his being kicked out of the Guggenheim in 1971. A significant num-
ber of writers---despite a comprehensive installation conceived as an exegesis
for Americans and supported by an English-language catalogue and
Acoustiguide tour—still found Beuys’ work enmeshed in a history, culture, and
language so foreign that they were unable to connect to it.*! For a decade or so
after the Guggenheim retrospective, public dialogue about Beuys in this coun-
try remained static. The artist himself did not return to the United States, and
Americans had to wait until 1993—seven years after his death—for another
stateside museum to mount a major exhibition.

&

IN HIS MUCH-QUOTED FINAL PUBLIC SPEECH “Talking About One’s Own
Country,” delivered at the Munich Kammerspiele in 1985, Beuys made an illu-
minating assertion about the basis and orientation of his work. Forty years
after the end of World War 11, he said, Germany still faced the difficult task of
bringing about its rebirth. He proposed that this “resurrection” could be
achieved through “the fountainhead of what we call the German language”
and outlined the path his own work had taken through language into tangi-
ble form. He went on to state that “tRe concept of a people is elementally cou-
pled with its language.”*

The latter statement has long been understood (and even exploited by col-
onizing nations including Germany), but Beuys’ claim that his work is funda-
mentally language-based is suggestive. Certainly he explored language and
sound as sculptural forms in their own right, but his entire oeuvre also func-
tions in some ways as alanguage: it is a closed system whose components have
meaning independent of their material form. Those meanings are learned
through reiteration and repeated use in many different contexts. There is no
one signature work to which a viewer can turn for a concise presentation ol
all of Beuys” ideas: understanding comes gradually, like mastery of any lan-
guage. Beuys seems to have been attempting nothing less than the creation of
a new language that, through its intimate connection to Germany’s history,
culture, and mother tongue, would be a restorative {or his country.

With this analogy it becomes somewhat easier to understand the obstacles
Beuys’ work might present to American viewers; it also becomes possible to
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make a case that the work is “inherently German.” Beuys’ final speech suggests
that the healing aspect of his practice was not meant to function outside
Germany. There, the language he invented (a synthesis of his objects, actions,
and words) could actively bring about a change in cultural identity (which
itself is a synthesis of language, history, and culture). After his death, his
objects might continue to speak, but perhaps only to those who understood
what they were hearing.

Does the work also qualify as “universal™ To say that it does weuld be to
accept Beuys’ implication that, while his work was aimed specifically at healing
Germany’s debased postwar condition, this condition was only one case of an
illness that had also infected the rest of the Western world; and, further, that
his work could be used to treat the American version of this disease as well as
the German. If this is true, and the undeniable impact of his werk outside
Germany suggests that it is, then his objects are apparently able te detach
themselves from the rest of his linguistic system and Hind meaning on their
own. If not, his work will become trapped in a self-referential loop like the
Beuysian hare that gazesat its own reflection. For ittakes a lot of effort to learn
a new language, and only the enraptured speak in tongues. {See Plate 3.1}
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4} JOSEPH BEUYS AND
THE AFTER-AUSCHWITZ SUBLIME

N ONE OF HIS LAST MAJOR PUBLIC
I addresses, delivered at the Munchner
Kammerspiele in November, 1985, as part of a lecture series entitled “Tatking About
One’s Own Country;” Joseph Beuys reflected on his decision to become an artist.
After beginning studies in the natural sciences, he concluded that his “possibility”
would notbe realized within the confines of a narrow scientific specialty. His“gift”
was “to initiate all-embracingly with respect to the task that the people had.” He
turned to art and developed a notion of sculpture that began with language and
concepts, because that enabled him to produce “forward-looking images.” But his
decision had also to do, he continued, with his realization thatsuch an art,linked to
the German language and to the people who speak it, “was also the only way to over-
come all the still racially-driven machinations, terrible sins, and not- for-describing
black marks, without losing sight of them for even a moment.”

The project, which fortwo decades wasboth thesubjectand the asserted goal
of Beuys’ public discourse, and which is now firmly assoctated with his name,
combined an ambitiously programmatic “expanded concept of art” witha deep
engagement with the cultural tradition. While the first part of the project, striv-
ing for social transformation, was purported by Beuys to be“the end of moder-
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Joseph Beuys, “Reden iiber das
eigene Land™ in Hans Mayer,
Joseph Beuys, Marga rete
Mitschertich-Nialson, Albreelat
Schonherr. Raden iber das eigene
Land: Dcuixchitand 3 (Munich: C.
Bertelsmann, 1985} and reissued
as loseph Beuys, Sprechers iiber
Deutschiand (Wangen/Aligdu:
FIU Verlag, 1995), pp. 10-11:“Dafd
dieses auch der einzige Weg sci,
um alle mocb im Rassistischen
treibenden Umitriebe, schreck
lichen Siingeo, nicht zu
beschreibenden schwaraen Male
2v Gberwinden, ohne sie auch
nur einen Augenblick aus dem
Blickfeld zu verlieren, lieB mich
entscheideu fur die Kunst.”

In this context, “schwarze
Mule” carries the additional pos-
sible meaning “black/dark/'dirty
times.” There would also seem 10
be a subtle difference between
“ unbeschreibiioh™ (“indescrib-
abla/enormous/staggering®) and
“nicht zu bascineibenden™ (literal-
1y, “not-for-describing/not-to-be-
described”). Taking into account
the semantic posstbilities which
the German holds open, licuys



seems te imply,or acknowledge,
that these “black marks,” related
to “still racially-driwen machina-
tions” and “terrible sins™ are net
to be talked about among the
German people, eratleast can
only be ref erencedindirectly.
Hence, as strong as the werding
1§ ncithertheJews nor the
Holecaust is named. And yet it is
cllear that this “tiberwind ent”
{“overceming”), without losing
sight of, belengs te the “Aufgabe”
(“task™) of the German people.
Cf. Timethy Nevill's Engl 1th
trans. in foseph Beuys, “Tatking
abeut @ne's Own Country:
Germany” in Wilf:ied Wiegand et
al,, In Memoriam Joseph Beuys:
@bituaries, EXays, Speeches (Bonn:
Inte1-Nztiones, 1986, p. 37.

Beuys, Sprache ier Peutschland,
p-13; “Talking about One’s Own
Country: Gernwzny,” p. 38.

What is called “life” here can only
Dbs the sum of Beuys’ public pos-
tures and ur-erances, including
seif -interpretaions and his own
acoount of his intentions. In gen-
eral, both admirers and den’igra
tets have accepted e rejected
Beuys’ life and a1l togethex,in an
all-er-nething approach. The
number of citics whe have
acknewledged a disjunciion, or the
possbility of one, between the
works and Beu¥s’ werds about
thent remains small I count Edit
de Ak and Walter Rebinsen,
“Beuys: Art Encagé. Art in
Amevica (Nov./Dec. 1974): 78; Kim
Levin, “Joseph Bettys: The New
@:der,” Arts Magazine (April1g8o)
and 1¢printed in Levin Beyond
Madernisn: Essays on Art frewi the
705 a2l 80s (New Yeck: Harper &
Row, 1988}, p.176; Thierry de
Buve, *Lederitier des proléwires,”
Art Stud'r0 4, Speaial Issue (1987)
and trans.as “Joseph Beuys, or The
Last of the Proleterians,” @crober
45 (Sunumer1988}: 38.59; and
Armin 2weite, Jose ph Bereys: Natur
Materie Form (Digselderf:
Kunstsammiung Nordrhein-
Westfalen; Munich:
Schimner/Mesel, 1991, pp. 37-39.
In so #eX as the objects beax
werdsand the actiens include
speech, one cannot always distin-
guish clearly between Beuys’ ait
and his discourse. Still, the distinc-
tion i$ a crucial one. At the very
least, any artist’s sclf-interpreta-
tions must be tested against the
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nity, the end of all traditions,” the second would seem to have rehearsed, in
accordance with Ezra Pound’s famous dictum, well-established modernist strate-
gies for “making it new.” The tension betwween the pull of tradition and the need
to break with it fueled an enormous material production: drawings, sculpture,
multiples, monumental installations, Beuys’ objects are relics of his utopianpro-
gram—of the publicpersona, the unceasing pronouncementsand provocations,,
the lectures and actions, the challengingexhortations to create a new social order.
But they are also relics of a conflicted relationship between the two parts of the
project. Arguing for a conception of art that weuld take society and the whole
world as the materials of a vast collaborative Gesamtkunstwerk, he nevertheless
supplied the better known art world institutions with a highly individualized
and stylistically coherent body ef objects. The much-repeated claimthat Beuys’
life was his art, or at least that the two are inseparable, assumesthat Beuys’ stated
intentions were always successfilly realized in the works. As a few critics have
noted, the reality is more complicated”’

As if that were not enough, there is alongside the “announced” project
another one which theartistfor the most partleft unackiiowledged. This par-
allel project’s gaze was fixed somberly on the catastrophe and genocide of the
Naziperiod and encoded the production wi th another, grimmer level of mean-
ing. Evoking and avowing the Holocaust through various strategies, Beuys’
piecesand actions can also be read as objects and gestures of mourning. As the
cited passage makes clear, it wouldbe wrong to say that Beuys never acknowl-
edged this other project.* Buthe never emphatically asserted it asa project per
se,in the way he did tirelessly on behalf of the “expanded concept of art.” It is
clear from his words that he preferred to speak of the future and of the “for-
ward-looking” aspectof his activities. However, on this occasion at least, Beuys
acknowledged that the “task, which the people had (die Aufgabe, die das Volk
hatte),” was inextricably linked to the legacy of the war years. But if his art—per-
haps,as he implied, through the role the German language—carried the capac-

)’) «

ity to “overcome (iiberwinden)” “terrible sins (schrecklichen Siinden)” and
“not-for-describing black marks (nicht zu beschreibenden schwarzen Male),
Beuysnevertheless chosein this regatd to let the objects speak for themselves.”

This choice has proven fateful to Beuys’ reception as an artist. Critics have

focused on the announced project—on the expanded concept of art and the
engagement with tradition—to the virtual exclusion of the second. Kim Levin
had already remarked on this state of alfairs in her perceptive review of Beuys’
first Guggenheim retrospective. “There is,” she wrote, “asecret narrative in Beuys,
of which no one dares speak. Autobiography is now anaccepted content forart;
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the atrocities of Nazi Germany are not.” She went on tosuggest thatmanyof the
piecesinstalled by Beuysas “stations” descending the Guggenheim’sspiral ramps
couldbe seen as allusions to the Holocaust, and in a later essay, she suggested that
this “secret narrative” had been uncovered and accepted in the wake of the ret-
rospective exhibition.” In fact, the analysis of Holocaust references in Beuys
which she implicitly called for has never materialized. If Beuys’ second proj-
ect—the project of mourning—nhas any place at all in the literature, it is a mar-
ginal one, unsupported by any systematic reading of the worksas a whole.

The reasons for thisare complex and in America perhaps wereexacerbated by
widespread critical unease in the wake of Benjamin H.D.Buchloh’srhetorically
forceful attack on the mythical foundations of Beuys” public persona.® In focus-
ing on Beuys’ asserted project and in accepting the purported unity of his life and
work, critics have restricted themselves to a general depéhdencc on Beuys’ own
discourse andself-interpretations. Such sources are of course primary for art his-
torians seeking to reconstruct Beuys’ intention or the genesis of particular works.
But critics, too, whether discussing an action, interpreting an installation, or
analyzing Beuys’ theory of social sculpture, have followed the leads and bor-
rowed the terms provided by the artist himself. “®ne isalmost helpless,” Rosalind
Krauss bemoaned in 198, “without the explanations supplied by the artist.”’
This s to say that the contexts by which the works are explained have been the
biographical and the art-historical: private history and art history.

- The Holocaustdimensionof Beuys' work only becomesvisible, however, in the
light of a different context: that of major or public history, and in particular the
massively-traumatic public history of the yearsfrom 1933 to 1945.Indeed, only by
bracketing the distractions of the artist’s still-charismatic afterimage and of art
world fineages and rivalries do Beuys' avowal and evocation of the genocide
emerge. @ne needs to look not to the story of the Crimean plane crash or to
Beuys’ personal wounds and war experiences,but to the shared, publicly-available
facts and images circulating around that time."’ Beuys’ words alone do not suffice
to establish the existence of a project of mourning. Any capacity for a“mourning
effect” will have to be found in the objects and actions themselves. But if one
works one’s way through Beuys’ oeuvre attentive to this dimension, then what I
have called a “second” project will come compellingly into view. Once it has, it
may be impossible to look at Beuys in the same way again.

This is not at all to imply that the announced project is unimportant, or
that Beuys’ objects do not mean what he and critics after him have said they
mean. Uncovering the project of mourning as it is coded into Beuys’art will not
negate the established interpretive approaches so much as deepen them. It gives
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production itsell. Ultimately at
steke here ace issuves of intentional-
ity and the generation of meayning
which are, within a general shifi: in
intelleciual focus from production
to reception, still mach-contested.

Numerous published siatements
and interviews evince Beuys’
usual reluctance to speak of the
Holocaust and his teudency to
deflect direct questions aboat it
into discussions of the present or
future. See, for example, his dis-
cussions with Cacoline Tisdall
induded in the eatalog tothe
Guggenhewtn's 1979480 Beuys’ ret-
rospeciive: Caroline Tisdall,
Joseph Beuys (New York: The
Solomon R. Guggenheun
Museun, 1979), pp. 21-23. The
few impertant exceptions will be
discussed at the end of the essay.

Beuys, Sprechen tiber [ewuscliand,
p. ie. See also note t above, Alain
Berer concludes from th'isthal the
Jews tepresent a “dirnension spir-
ituelle absertre” in Beuys' thinking,
Bores,“Déploration de Joseph
Beuys,” in Fabnice Hergsn and
Martion Hohlleldt, eds, fescph
Bauys (Pasis: Edivons du Centre
Pompidou: 1994), . 29. Boer’s
exsay for the Centre Pumipidou'’s
1994 Beuys catalog has now been
trans.,, with seme maodifications, as
“Beweinung des loseph Beuys” in
Lothar Schiviner, «l, joseph Beays:
Eiie Werktibersicht, 19451985
(Munich: Sch'irnice/Mosel, 1996}
and in English as“A Lament for
Joseph Beuys,” in Lothar Schirmer,
ed., The Essentiatoseph Beuys
{Camberdge: MIT, 1997). See p. 29,
beth editrens.

Levin, op. Cit., p. 176,

Levin. “introduction™ in Carin
Kuoni, ed., Energy Plan for the
Western Maut: Josepts Beuys i
Amaica (New York: Four Walls
Eight Windows. 1990), p. 2.

Benjanun (1.0, Buchloh, “Beuys:
The Twilight of the [dol,
Preliminary Notes for a Critique,”
Artforuns (Jan. 180) ond reprint-
ed in this volume, pp. 199. On the
influence of this texr in America,
see Chrisiopher Phillips, “Back to
Beuys,” Art it America (Sept.
1993): 9% and David Levi Strauss,
“Amerisan Beuys: | Like Amcriea
and America L'keg Me?” Parkerr 26
(Bcc. 1990): 524 Buchleh's essay
alse looms large behind the struc-
ture of the Tare Galiery
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Liverpool's 1994 critical forum on
Beuys. Ste Lavid Thistlewood,
cd., Josephi Beuys: Brverging
Crititjtees (Liverpool: Liverpeol
University Press and Tate Galery
Liverpool, 1995}.

Benjamin }.D.Buchloh,
Rosalind Krzuss and Annette
Michelson, “Joseph Beuys at the
Guggenheim," October 12 (Spring
1980): 17.

Interpretations aitempting to put
Beuys “on the couch™ in order o
argue that hisart enacts a per-
sonal catharsis of the war years
have be¢n, in my opinion, mere
speculation, reckiess moce often
than not, and of very slight
value. Cf. Donald Kuspit, “Joseph
Beuys. The Body of the Actist,”
Artfortm (Sumimer, 1991) and
reprintedin Thistlewood, ed., op.
Cit., pp. 95-105.

In Western aesthetics, the sub-
lime has traditionaily been asse-
ciated with four names: Pseudo-
Lengtnus, Nieolas Boileau-
Despréaux, Edmund Burke and
Immanuel Kani. My phrase
“after-Auschwitz sublime™ marks
the return 1o this tradition in
postwar continental thoughtand
theory, especially in the writings
of Jacques Detrida, jean-Luc
Nancy, Jean-Frangois Lyotard
and Slavoj Zizik, and links that
relurn w the critical reflections,
more familiar in this context, of
‘Theodor Adorno. For an orient-
ing discussion. with citations, of
this trend and its relalion o
Beuys and postwar art, see the
“Introduction” and “Concluston”
s my “TheUse and Abuse of the
Sublime; joseph Beuys and Art
after Auschwitz,” Dissertation
(Coral Gables, Fiorida, 1997).

Faorthe generally-accepted
chronology, see Gotz Adriani,
Winifried Konnertz and Karin
Thomas, Joseph Beys (Cologue:
Dumont, i9y4). The challenge te
Beuys'account of the war vears
began with Buchloh's 198e
Artforums essay, already cited. For
the latest version of that chal-
lenge, see Frank Gieseke and
Albert Marlect, Flieger, File, und
Varerland: Eine Erweiterse Boups
Biographie (Berlin: Elefanien
Press, 1996).
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us, furthermore, an explanation for the force of Beuys’ major works. At its best,
Beuys’ material productien—the objects and installations that have outlived the
artist himself—retains a power to strike, astonish and disturb us for which the
biographical and art-historical explanations cannot account. In the history of
aesthetics, there is a name for these effects: the sublime."

In what follows, [ will review whatcanbe called Beuys’structural relation to
public history, and then turn to the small number of works and episodes which
deal explicitly, through content or title, with the Holocaust.

&

THE GENERAL SHAPE OF Beuys’ biography is well known. Only a few major
markers of its chronology need be reviewed here, in order to establish Beuys’
position in relation to public, (as opposed to private) history. Born in Krefeld in
1921, Beuys grew up there and in Kleve and was twelve in the year Hitler came to
power. After 1936, he belonged to the Hitlerjugend and, after the outbreak of war,
wastrained asa radioman, gunner and later asa pilotfor the Luftwaffe. Beuys flew
combat missions on the eastern frontand was wounded numerous times. Late in
the war, he was transferred to a paratroop division on the western front. After
incarceration in a British internment camp at war’s end, he returned to Kleve and
in 1947 began formal studies at the Staatliche Kunstakademie in Diisseldorf. The
precise details of Beuys’ war career have been the subject of much speculation and
dispute.'? But there is no contesting the fact that Beuys belonged to what some
cultural critics have called the “perpetrating generation.”

That is tosay that as far asweknow, he played nodirectrole in and did not per-
sonally benefit from the Holocaust, but did nothing either to actively resist it.
How much Beuys may have known about the genocide at the time, or what
options would have been open to a twenty-one year old ai rman in the Luftwaffe,
do not effect the basic relation to the Holocaust which history imposed upon him,
Without knowing what Beuys felt or thought about the Holocawst at the time or
in retrospect, it is perfectly clear that he,like every German veteran of his gener-
ation, had an inescapable relation with that catastrophe. Structurally, it makes no
difference at all whether Beuys acknowledged this relation or was even fully aware
of it. Nor did that relation change when Beuys became an artist. He remained that
which public history had marked him: aveteran of the military forces of the Nazi
regime. Issues of intention aside, then, his artislic production necessarily and
inescapably relates tothe massively traumatic events of that time. Whatever their
relation to Beuys’ private history may have been, hisart actions and objects also
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relate to the Holocaust. Even if they did not refer to the Holocaust at all, thcy
weuld still, so to speak, refer to the Holocaust. They mustby virtue of the fact that
their maker had served in the Luftwaffe while Jews and others were systematicaily
murdered in Europe.

Reviewing that brutal fact will give no pleasure to many. But it does Beuys no
credit to pretend that the situation is otherwise. If I have seemed to labor this
point, it isonly because the analysis of Beuys’ project of mourning cannot get use-
fully underway until that relationhas been formulated in the clearest possible lan-
guage. Having done that, it can be seen that what Beuys personally knew, thought
and felt about the Holocaust and to what extent he consciously, deliberately made
it a theme of his art are questions that raise further issues. What is plain from the
basic fact of hisassociation with the Nazi period, isthatwe, as spectators andcrit-
ics,are right tolook in his art{or such a content. Wearejustified in asking,are per-
haps obligated to ask: what do these objects have to say about the Holocaust?

1t can be quickly answered that they say a great deal. Beuys’ strategy for evok-
ingand avowi ng the Holocaust became one of indirection. The strongest works
function through formal resemblance, material affinity, and allegory, rather
than through direct representation or confrontation. But there were, early on,
projects and actions which were explicitly concerned with the Holocaustand its
place in public history; others alluded to the genocide biuntly and unmistak-
ably. The analysis of the project of mourning must begin here.

&

IN 1957 AND 1958, Beuys participated in the first round of an international com-
petition for a memorial on the site of the Auschwitz II-Birkenau killing center,
west of Krakow. Although mention of Beuys’ participation in this juried compe-
tition can be found in the literature,” a fuller picture of the episode has only
begun to emerge in thelast fewyears. Two works en paper relating to Beuys’ pro-
posal, now in Schlofl Moyland, were published with atext by Franz Josephvan der
Grinten in 1995. * One of those was exhibited with eight more related drawings
in Berlin in 1997."* Another work on paper and two wooden models can be found
in the Beuys Block in Darmstadt,'® The work on paper, a fold-out, panoramic
photograph of the Auschwitz camp complex over-drawn by Beuys, was origi-
nally part of the application materials for the memorial competition. It is now in
the vitrine Auschwitz Demonstration 1956-1964,in the company of thirteen other
separately titled and dated objects, including a portable stove used by Beuys in his
action at the 1964 Festival of New Art in Aachen. In a valuable and insightful

3

1

See, for example, Tisdalt, op. ciL,
p- 2l

Musitetent for Auschowiez (1958)
and Desigi for Ausclivitz
Mesnoriaf (1957), in Franz Joseph
van der Grinten. “Beuvs Beitrag
7am Wettbewerb fir das
Auschwitzmonument,” in Inge
Lorenz, ed, Josepit Beuys
Syntpositon Kranenbiog 1995
(13asdl: Musewm Schlof Moyland
and Weise Vrlag, 199s), pp.
199203 The first had been pub-
lished previously as ig. 71 in
I'ranz Joseph and Hans van der
Grinten, foscph Beuys:
Wasser(arben/Watercolonrs,
19361963 (FrankfurtMain, 1975),
Pp. 48-49; and as §ig. 31 1
Tisdall, op. cit., p. 22

Figs 2,-ga—f. 286, 281 and 282in
the exhibition catalog Edkiart
Gillen, ed., Deutsctlandbiider:
Kunst uas cinem getetleen Land
{Cologne: Dumont, 5997). stmul-
tancously in English as German
Art from Beckemann 1o Richer:
finages of @ Divided County
{Cologne: Dumont,1997), pp.
272-273

In the Hessisches Landesmuseum,
Darmstadt: Auschwigz (1957), an
vver-drawn biochure fragraent,
now in Auschwisz Besonstration
¢Vitrine 4, Room s);
Transformatson Sigi(1957). a pine
construction nowin Vitrine,
Room §; and Titde Unknewn, a
smauller nutwood construction,
now pirt of the cabinet assem-
blage Scene frons theStay Hinr
1961 il Room 2. Sec Eva, Wenzel
andl fessyka l3eays, foseph Beay:s
Block Beuwys (Munich:
SchirmerfMosel, 1990), pp. 182-
185, 158-161 and 40~73, respeciive-
Iy, A third model, of pewter and
zing, Untitted (Table with Crysal),
is i a private collection but is
reproduced asfig 18 in Trosit
Joseph Beuys: Plastiscie Arbeiren
1947~1985 (Krefeld: Kaiser
Wilketm Museum, 1991}, p. 54.
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Mario Kramer, “Art Nourishes
Life—Joseph Beuys: Auschavitz
Demorwstration, 1956-1964,” in
Gilien, ed., op. cit., pp. 261-271.
The debt my discussion oswes at
this point to Krainers careful
essay, originally a lecture g ren at
the 1995 Beuys symposium at The
New School in New York, will be
obvious. 1{is essay should be read
in parglel with my abbreviated
acsount here. Aswill be seen,
however, part from Kramer's
eendusions tha t Bewys’ position
with respect to the Naz period is
“wery clear and unambigueus™ (p.
270) and that Beuys' early wock
can unproblematisally be read as
“atype of catharsis” (p. 261).

The winning desigh—a stark,
picreed granite ramp by a team of
Polish sculptors and archisects led
by Oskar and Zofia Hansen-—was
not aceepted by the Committee
and was never built. A cernprom’ise
monument was dedseated in 1967.
Robert Jan van Pelt and Debérah
Dwor k. Auschwi'tz, mo to the
Prescnt (New Haven/london.: Yale,
1996}, PP 375~378 and Jochen
Spicimann, *Auschwie Is Debated
in Oswiecim: The Topograpby of
Remembranee,”in james E. Young,
The Art of Meniosy: Holomust
Menorials in History (Munich:
Prestel; New York: The Jewish
Museuin, 1944}, pp. 169-173. CE
Adriani, op. cit., p. 42; Kramer, op.
cil, pp. 261262 Schirmer, ed., op.
cit, ] 230: Van der Grinten, op.
cit,p. 199

Four documents relating to
Beuys' particiipation are now in
the archives of the Auschwitz-
Birkenau State Musewrn: the regis-
teation of his enry. dated s
March 1958; 0 ficia) confisTmtien
of its receipt, dated 15 Apnl 1958, a
technical description of the pro-
posal; and a photograph, marked
“K283,” of the two models, one of
wood and one of pewter : nd 2inc,
submitted with the entry package.

“Wealirzeichen,” in the writtem text
accompanying Bevys’ preposal,
queted in Van der Grinten, ep.
cit., p. 200,

Ibid. Franz van der Gr'wnten has
n01ed the relation of the bowi-ferm
tothe Berglamp drawings and
sculptures (op- civ, pp. 200-2m).
Kramer, op. cit., p. 261

The corresponding titles (trans )
and dates are-. Fish, 1956; Srorage
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essay on this vitrine, Mario Kramer neatly establishes the chronology and rela-
tions between these objects and events, thereby clearing up incomplete and some-
times conflicting accounts in the literature. V

The juried competition for the Auschwitz, memorial was announced in 1957 by
an association of Holocaust survivors calling itself the “Comitéc international
d’Auschwitz.” The British sculptor Henry Moore chaired the jury, and the
Austrian resistance fighter Hermann Langbein acted as secretary for the com-
mittee from Vienna. Beuys wasone of 426 artists who submitted proposals bef ore
the March, 1958, deadline.'® His design consisted of a series of three elevated geo-
metric forms-— “landmarks,” Beuys called them'—tracing the way from the
camp’s main entry gate to the site of the gas chambers and crematoria. There, a
polished silver bowl-form would have been positioned to catch and reflect the
sunlight. The three landmarks, each repeating the same slab-like, asymmetrical
quadrangle in diminishing scale and each elevated on twopillars, were meant to
function as additional gates along the infamous railway and ramps to the silver

“monstrance.”?®

According to Kramer, Beuys produced some two dozen sketches
and reworked photographs, in addition to two wooden models and one pewter
andzinc model, in the processof developing his proposal.”*

The Darmstadt vitrine Auschwise Demonstration included sculptural objects
acquired by Karl] Stréher and was arranged by Beuys in its present configuration
in 1968. In addition to the overdrawn fold-out pages from the competition
materials already mentioned, the vitrine contains a bronze or brass plate, cast
from a delicate wood relief; a corroded and discolored metal disc with a blood
sausage and sausage fragments tied with string; the two-burner portable stove
used in the Aachen action and two cast wax blocks; two straw-filled wooden
tubs, one containing a mummified rator field mouse and the other, a manipu-
lated folding carpenter’s ruler;a crucifix modcled from clay and an old wafer or
biscuit in a shallow soup bowl; a pencii drawing of a traumatized girl; four
rings of shriveled, discolored blood sausage; and a centrally-positioned object
group consisting of two medicine phials, a third bottle, a pair of sun lamp gog-
gles and an aluminum tag on a string # Kramer has ably discussed these objects,
and in his essay in this volume, Max Reithmann offers additional insights into
the related pieces in the Darmstadt Beuys Block.

Three other early and unambiguous references to the Holocaust comple-
ment the objects in Auschwitz Demonstration. Death and the Maiden, now in the
Ludwig Rinn collection,isa 1957sketch in thinned paint on theback of a manila
envelope.” Theenvelopebears two ink stamps, prominently visible to the right
of the girl's head: one reads “Comitée international d’ Auschwitz”; the other,
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VIGURE 4.t

Joseph Beuys

KZ= Essen 2, KZ=Essen 11963 (1998 vitrine inswmllation view)

Plaster, painted can (KZ=Essen 2); painted percelain dish, fingernail brush (KZ=Essen 1),¢c. 6 x10
cm (KZ=Essen 2);¢. 4 X 21 em (KZ=Essen1).

Neue Galerie, Stastliche Museen, Kassel

© 1999 Artists Rights Seciety {ARS), NYNG Bild-Kunst, Benn

“Hermann Langbein, Wien 10, Weigandhof 5.” As Kramer notes, the stamps
from the Auschwitz memorial competition mark this watercolor as much more
than the recycling of an old art-historical fgure. Finally, two spare object groups
now in Kassel echo the Last Supper in the Konzentrationslager theme from
Auschwitz Denwonstration. KZ = Essen 1 and KZ = Essen 2, both from 1963, gather
together a shallow bowl, a nail brush, a bit of plaster and a painted tin can.**

These pieces, then, represent a consensual core of works for which the
Holocaust is accepted, for reasons of title or indisputable documentary evi-
dence, as the primary referent. But while the directness of their titles may be
unique in Beuys’ oeuvre, the strategies by which the objects themselves evoke
the catastrophe are not. Working from the linkages and material codes estab-
lished here, general rules for reading such strategies across the rest of Beuys’
ocuvre will soon be drawn. First, though, it is necessary to turn to the portable
stove from Beuys’ July 1964 action.

BEUYS PART IN THE ¥LUXUS-INSPIRED Feslival of NewArtin the Audi-Max
at the Technische Hochschule Aachen marks a crucial point in Beuys’ emer-

23

24

Battery (Sausage), 1963; Hear
Sculpture, 1964; First Rat,1957;
Lightuitg, 1964; Cross 1957, Sick
Girl with Ambslance i
Background, 1957; + - Sausage,
1964; Bottle with Fat (Sofid), 1962;
Bottle with Fat (Liquid), 1962;
lodinc {Bottle),1962; Sun Lamp
Goggles, ig64; Non-tdent: fiaation
‘lag (Alursymum), 1960. Eva
Beuys, op. <1t pp. 182-187; and
Kiamer, op. cit.

PL 40 in Ann Temkin and
Bernice Rose, Tlunking Is Forme:
The Drawings of Joscph Beuys
(Philadelphia: Philadelphia
Museum of Art; New York:
Museum of Modera Art,1993), p-
150% pl. 48 in Schitmer, ed., op.
cit.;and pl. 59/e81. 151 in Zweite,
op. cit.

1n the Staatliche Museen, Kassel,
and pls. 72, 73 in Schirmer, ed.,
op. cit. In general usage, which
Beuys has followed, as well as in
wartime SS documents,

“ Konzentrationsiager™ is a blanket
term encompassing what histori-
uns have come to distinguish as
two different kinds of camps:
prison/labor canmps,
Konzentrationstager in the styict
sense. and killing centers, or
Vernichtungsiager—literally,
“extermination camps.” [ leave
this title in the German because
esser does notforee a chéice
beiween its three possibilities:
“food.” “meai” and. more active-
Iy, “eating.”
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The leng title of Beuys' action,
indicating its planned cempo-
nent sequences, is Kukei, akopee-
Nein!, Brown Cross, Fat Corners,
Model Fa: Corners. The clearest
account of the Aachen cvent is
now Adam Qeller’s “Fluxus at the
Border: Aachen, July 26,1964,"in
Gillen, ed., op. cit., pp. 200-_97.
The standard account of Beuys’
actien remains Uwe M.
Schneede, joscplt Bewys: Die
Aktiones {Siuttgait: Gerd Hatje,
1994}, actionl 4, pp. 42~56.

The event was not originalky con-
ceived 10 take ptace en that date,
sut carly on the date'ssignifi-
canee was seized upon by student
organizers. Theeleven participat-
ing artists were informed well
ahead of time, and scveral of
them “consciously integrated
aspects relatable to July 20in
their works” Qeller, op. cit.. p.
206. Cf. Schieede, op. cit,, p. 42.

Adr'iani, ep. cit,, p. 62. Cf. Oeller,
ep. it p. 203: “Beuysteek a packet
of Rama mavgarine from one of
his bexes of materials and dropped
itinte the partially filfed,already
warmed bex of {at.” See alse
Schneede, op. cit., p. 47, who
emphasizes the mimisyg of heat
rather than theactual melting,and
Heiner Stachelbaus, vwhe in foseph
Bewys(Biisscldorf: ECON, 1901),
Pp-165-166, has Beuys melt the fot
whik Breck recizes the text of
Goelbel’s speech.
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gence as an artist.>> it is the occasion of the first appearance of his “Life
Course/Work Course,” the testual self-presentation that would become the
basic document of his public persona. And it resulted in the famous Heinrich
Riebesehl photograph of Beuys with blood streaming from his nose which,
widely published in the press, transformed the struggling artist into a media
personality. Yet for all its importance, the event is only now emerging from
clouds of confusion. The measure of that confusion can be taken by noting
thatalthough the eventtook placeon the twentieth anniversary of thefailed July
2eth attempt on Hitler’s life, the participating artists themselves have publicly
disagreed about whether that timing was intentional or accidental *®

The event began with a performance by Bazon Brock, which included the
repetition, at high volume,of'the pre-recorded rhetorical question from Joseph
Goebbel’s infamous 1943 “Wo you want total war?” speech at the Berliner
Sportpalast. Reportedly, the mostly-student audience of about 800 immedi-
ately became loud and abusive. Beuys then began the first sequence of his
action,a progressively distorted piano accompaniment, while Brock wes still on
stage. Beuys ritually revealed and displayed anumber of objects thatnight, but
what concerns us here is his use of the portable stove. Buring the Kukei
sequence of his action, he activated the stove’s two burners and mimed the
increasing heat with open hands. By his own account, he then melted some
blocles of fat and warmed a zinc Fat Box.” Buring another sequence with a felt
wrapped copper staft some time later, a flask containing acid was knocked over,
apparently by audience members who had stormed the stage. One, claiming his
suit had been splattered, attacked Beuys and struck him in the face.

Both the July 20th context of the action and the knee-jerk response of the
audience suggest that the meltingof fat on the burner wasa blunt allusion to the
crematoria of the Holocaust. Beuys’ later inclusion of the stove and two blocks
of fat/wax in Auschwitz Bemenstration confirms this view. In the artist’s own
self-interpretations, fat and felt are ambiguous, but ultimately benign and
redemptive materials. Theyare discussed in the literature as the reportedly life-
saving substances with which he was rescued by Tartars after the Crimean plane
crash—the episode Peter Nisbet, in his remarks here, has aptly called “the
Story.” Sculpturally, fat is said to signify its capacity to change its form in
response to changes in temperature. The fat corners and boxes, introduced in
July of the previous year, enact this passage back and forth between solid and
liquid, form and formlessness. Butitmustbesaid unequivocally that fat first of
all refers to the body and to the vulnerability of the body to fire. Beuys could
have demonstrated the sculptural principle by simply using wax. There was no
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FIGLRE 4.2

Joseph Beuys

Mein und meiner Lieben verlassener Schiaf (My and My Loved Ones’ Abandonded Sleep), 1965
{installation view)

Woeden rack and feltshects, 158 x 152 x 62 an

Beuys Block, Roon 2, Hessisches Landestnuseum, Darmstadt

@ 1999 Artists Rights Socicty (ARS), NYNG Bild-Kunst, Bonn

need at all to use or name fat and involve the inevitable links to the body. That
fat marks not just the body but the body of the holocaustal sacrifice is clear
enough, but the implications have not been drawn in the literature.®

Felthas aneven more specific historical referent tliat has nothing to do with
the plane crash. It is a gruesome and unpleasant fact, but one that is not
acknowledged in the published Beuys reception, that after 1942 the hair of
Holocaust victims was shorn and collected at thekilling centers and shipped to
German-owned factories, where it was processed into felt.?’ This felt was used
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[ cannot agree atall with Caroline
lisdall that the juxtaposition.of
fat with the burney in Auschowitz
Demonstration is “ambiguous.”
(Tisdail, op. cit., p. 21.) Holocaus:
historian Andrzej Strzelecki tells
us more than we weuld wish to
know about fa1 and the
Auschwitz crematoria: “The fat
that dripped from thebodies
burned in pits oron pyres was
collected in ditches dug fer that
purpose near theincineration
sites,then used as fuel [or the fires
that burned the bodies. This
practice was especially common
on rainy days. From timeto time,
the bodies of new airivals were
throvn into the cremosoria with
the bad'ies of emadated veteran
prisoners so that body fat from
the healthier new arrivals made
the burning proeess more effi-
cient." Andrzej Strzelecki, “The
Plunder of Victims and Their
Corpses,"in Yisrael Gutman and
Michael Berenbaum, eds.,
Anatonty of the Auschwitz Beath
Cantp (Bloom'mgton: [ndiana
UP; Washington, D.C.: United
States Holocust Memorial
Museum, 1994), pp. 261-262.

lo iy knowledge it is mentioned
just once: Geiseke's and Markert's
brief 1996 discussion {op. cit., p.
63), however, is tucked inte the
margins of a still-untranslated
book that has been largely
ignored by mainsiream Beuys
scholarship. There has been no
discussion of the bair-feli link as
far as [ know in the published
English-language ceeption.
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Strzelecks’ op. cit,, pp.259-261.
Cepies of numereus S decu
ments r¢porling the quantities,
destinaty’'ons and uses are on dis
play m Bleck 4, Room 5 of the
Auschwhl2-Bickenau State
Muscum. SSinstruciiens and
direciives 10 the camps.dating
frem 1942 and 1943, have been
published as Nusemberg docu-
ments 511- USSR and 3680-PS. A
1943 report of quantitres shippu:d
from Auschwitz has been pub-
lished as Nuremberg document
1257 and trans in john
Mendelsohn, ed., The Holocaust:
Selected Documents it Eighiteen
Volumes, vol.1 2 (New Yerk:
Garland, 1982), pp.197-200. |
thank Steven Luckert for his
timely help with these soupce
ma terials.

Beuys himself came verynearto
fhingering this link in a1g70 inter
view with Bernd Kliiser and Jorg,
Schellmann. Asked why he works
ma inly with “anomalous, giay
materials' Beuys launched into a
defense of the colorlessness of felt,
in the course of whiclyhe made an
unprompied, albeit vague, refer-
ence to the Holocaust: “People sre
very short-s'ghied when they
atgue that way, when they say:
Beuys nukeseverything with felt,
he's ry\ng w0 say something about
the coneentration samps. Nebody
bothers w0 ask whether imight not
b e more interested i nevoking a
very colorful anti-image
Gegenbild) inside pesple withthe
help of this element, fel1.” Jorg
Schellmann,ed., Je%ph Bewys
Multiples: Catatogue Raisonné of
Multiples and Prints, 1965-1985
(Munich: Edition Schellmann,
1985) and now issued in English ay
Joseph Beuiys: The Mulnples
(Cambridge: Busch-Rcisinger
Muscum, Harvard; Minneapolis:
Watker Art Center; Munich-New
York: Edition Schellmann,i997),
p- 11 Assuggestivcas this utier
ance is,one must conclude fram
the context that Beuys rclirs te the
lack of color and hape assaciared
with the camps, rather than the
linak ef hais.
Mcin und meiner Licben ver-
lassener Schlaf, in Eva Beuys, op.
cit.pp. 90-91iand pl. 74in
Schirmer, op. cit.

In Bleck s of the Auschwitz-
Birkenau State Museum.
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FIGURE 4.3

Phetograph taken shortly after the liberation of Auschwitz II-Birkenau, showing seven 1ens of
human hair packed for shipment to facteries for precessing into fclt

Collection of Archives of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Poland.

for a range o f wartime products, including slippers for U-boat crews and stock-
ings for railway workers. Seven tons of human hair, packed and ready for ship-
ment, were discovered at Auschwitz when the camp was liberated in 1945.>°
Whatever Beuys’ personal experience of this pressed material may have been,
and whatever its sculptural properties may be, felt has a place in the history of
the Holocaust that cannot beerasedor avoided.”

&

BY THIS POINT IT SHOULD beclear that anew and reoriented reading of Beuys
is both possible and necessary. The darker resonance of felt and fat needs to be
read back into the specific deployments of these materials across the whole of
Beuys’ oeuvre. Both materials are used extensively in Darmstadt. Lclt is espe-
cially prominent in Room 2, where Scene from the Stag Huint is kept cempanyby
felt piles and rells, empty felt skins and suits, and felt-wrapped rods and angle
beams. Near the center of the cenfigured reom, My and My Loved @nes’
Abandoned Sleep, frem 1965, is a five-tiered rack bed constructed of crude
wooden boards and filled with layered sheets of felt.”* No one who has walked
through the block houses of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum will fail te
think immediately of the squalid racks where the prisoners of the work brigades
slept under thin gray blankets. If felt and copper can function, as Beuys’ self-
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4.4

Recreated prisoners’ room on exhibit in the surviving block houses at the Auschwitz 1 camp (1998
installatien view).

Collection of Archives of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Poland.

interpretations would have it,as generators or batteries of energy, that energy is
not simply benign. Indeed,thedominant tone of the Darmstadt installations is
that of desolation.

In Room 5, in which Auschwitz Demonstrationis theonly titled vitrine, the
barrage of glass cases full of groupings of scarred, impoverished, quietly auratic
objects powerfully evokes the museum exhibits now en view at the former site
of Auschwitz I. There, similar glass cases display similar and even identical
objects as evidence of “terrible crimes.” Whatever the particular history and
significance of theobjects in Beuys' vitrines, they must evoke, for anyone who
has visited the site of the Auschwitz camp (or the U.S. Holocaust Memorial
Museum in Washington, D.C.), the countless bowls, brushes, leather shoes,
suitcases and plundered personal effects from the so-called “Canada” ware-
houses at the killing center.” These tokens, each eloquent in its particularity,
power{ully evoke their murdered owners through that mode of rememoration
that Kant referred to as “negative presentation”*: inthe presence of these per-
sonal traces, the absent victims are called to mind by the very fact of their
absence. Beuys and others after him, like Christian Boltanski, would use this
“negative” strategy of evocation to forceful effect, but the direct precedent and
models for it have been sitting in the museum at Auschwitz since its establish-
ment in 1947. Beuys’ vitrines have been usefully compared to those of anthro-
pological and natural history museums. To our understanding of the

34 Kant'snodon of* negarive

Dearsteltung” is in the “Genera)
Remark on the Expoyition ef
Aesthetic Reflective Judgrents,”
in the "Analytic of the Sublime™
of the 1790-3 Criticjue of
Judgenent. There, he makes the
‘amous reference tothe
Bilderverbot of Jewish Law.
Theodor Adorno implicitly
poinied to this noton as the bacis
for an ethicsof repeesentation as
early as 1961. See his "Trying 1o
Understand Endganie” n Notes 10
Literature Volume One, ed. Rolf
Ticdemannand trans, Shierry
Weber Nicholson (New York:
Columbia Univesity Press, 1991},
P- 249 and Negative Dialectics,
trans. E.B. Ashuon (New York:
Centinuum}, p.380. In anather
centext, Jean-Frangos Lyotard
has also indicuted the rich peten-
ual of this notion. See his “The
Subleme and the Avan-Garde,”
(1984) and “Newsman: The
Instant,” (1985) both in L veard,
The Infiuman, G. Bennington and
R Bowlby, trans. (Stanford:
Stanford University Press,1991).
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Reconstructed gas chamber at Auschwitz 1. Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Poland.

Darmstadt “Beuys Block,”hewever, we now need to add the real glass cases of
the prison blocksat Oswiecim.

Ranging further, one is struck by the frequency with which Beuys wrapped
himself in felt or wore it on his feet in his actiens. THE CHIEF Fluxus Song,
from 1964, and I Like America and America Likes Me,from 1974, are only the two
best-known examples. Again, the standard interpretation has been that Beuys is
rehearsing, with these gestures, his rescue by the Tartars. I would suggest that
they have as much to dowith the old Christian ascetic tradition of donning a
hair shirt to mortify thebody and atone for sins. This is the sense as well of the
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FIGURE 4.6
Rack beds in prisoners block houses on the site of the former Auschwite 11.Birkenau killing center.
Cellection ol Archives of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, Poland.

famous Felt Suitsof 1970. And in Block 6 of the museum at Auschwitz, the gray
suits of the prisoners are displayed high on the wall, just as Beuys often hung his
Felt Suits.® In his 1978 installation Hearth I, in Basel, Beuys piled more than
sixty felt suits, most of them worn by members of the “Alti Richtig” clubduring
carnival in the same year, directly on the gallery floor. This gesture, which
evokes the mountains of confiscated clothes at thekilling centers, reverberates
through the whole double installation Hearth I (1968—74) and Hearth II. For
seen in the context of the Holocaust, the numerous rods and smal! wagon of
Hearth I'visually echo the small wheeled car on rails which fed the bodies to the
ovens in the crematoria.® This sense is only reinforced by the German title of
Beuys’ piece: Feuerstdtte, which literally means, place or scene of a fire.

The full force of Plight, the great 1985 felt environment now in Paris, can
finallybe mapped. There,stacked columns of felt fine the walls, floor to ceiling,
of two rooms connected in an “L’-shape. In the dead end of one, a ther-
mometer and an empty chalkboard marked for musical notation lay on top of
a closed concert piano. The feeling in the silenced rooms is densely funereal
and claustrophobic. Ranked along the walls, the felt columns place the two
interior spaces under a kind of intense surveillance. This surveillance can now
be named as the haunting of victims evoked by negative presentation. Should
there be any doubt of that, there is in Block 4 of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State
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In the 1970 interview Kliiser and
Schellmann cited above, Beuvs
scorafully evaded direct ques-
tions about the resemblance
between the Felr Seiitand “con-
victs” uniforms. Whatever else
the suits may denote, the evasion
was [ar from successful.
Schellmann, ed., op. cil., p. 16,

One s pamfully veminded of this
scene al the reconstructed crema-
torium on the site of the
Auschwitz | camp. Moreover,
walking into the gas chamber
(here, litdarkly by bare hanging
bulbs, one thinks of the dark,
leaden space of Beuys’ 1983 envi-
ronment Aqirn Room (pl. 146 in
Schrimer, ed., op. cit.).
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The Soviets filmed the room of
hair to use as evidence in the
coming war crimes trials. The S§
did not,in this case,have time to
destroy the hair, which was ready
for shipment tofactories. An
enlargementofthe photograph
can be seen inRoom 5, Block 4.

Rabrice Hergolt has counted 284
in the Paris instellation (Hergott
and Hohlfeldt, eds., op. cit., p.
233}. Arthony d'®ffay, in whose
London gallery Lhe piece was first
installe'd, has writ:en that forty-
three groups of seven columns
were used, which would have put
the total aumber of columns at
31 Joseph Beuys: Ideas and
Actioris, Exhibition catalog (New
York: Hirsch & Adler Modern,
1988), pp. 104=105

The silencingofmusic, rom early
objects reczllingbrokea phono-
graphs te the fell-wrapped pisnos
and cellos, censtitutesa line of its
own within Beuys’ oeuvre. That
line feadsdirectly te Plight.
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FIGURE 4.7

Joseph Beuys

Plight, 1985 (detail, 1990 instalation view)

284 felt celumns, pano, blackboard, theememeter, total dimensions31e x 8908 x 1813 cm.
Collections Mnam/Cci, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

Pheto: Phetothéque des cellections du Mnam/Cci

©1999 Artists Rights Seciety {ARS),NY/VG Bild-Kumnst, Bonn

Museum, a blown-up photograph of a storage room taken shortly after the
camp wasliberated. Itshows the seven tons of human hair packed tightly into
293 column-shaped sacks strikingly near in size and form to the felt columns
of Plight’” (The total number of feit columns used by Beuys has been variously
given as 284 and 301.%%) The silenced piano encountered under the relentless
gaze of the columns, and under the weight of the thermometer alluding to the -
crematoria, asserts the impossibility of conventional human art, even in that
most abstract medium of music, to represent this catastrophe for mourning
and rememoration.”® Beuys’ piece becomes a staggering allegory of ineffabil-
ity thatresponds to Theodor Adorno’s famous 195t dictum: after Auschwitz, no
more poelry.An art thatwould offer itself as an object or gestureo f mourning,
even more the art of a German of Beuys’ generation, must refuse both the
beautiful and the direct or “positive” modes of traditional representation. It
must, like Beuys’ art at its strongest, produce its effects according to different
rules—those of the sublime. ®nly an art in that register, an art which evokes
and avows, which strikes, hits and hollows, can hope to honor the major
trauma of the historical referent. The link between ethics and aesthetics is
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confirmed in the English title: “plight,” as most commentators have remarked,
signifies a danger or risk as wellas a duty.

&

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EVOCATIVE strategiesat work in Plightcan
be traced from numerous other works roughly contemporaneous with
Auschwitz Demonstrationthrough to their most forceful and effective forms in
the major sculptural installations of Beuys’ last decade. Here, | can only indicate,
in an all too cursory manner, some recurrent motif sand vehicles of allusion and
negative presentation. To gether, they constitute the lines of a symbolic and alle-
gorical network that hovers grimly over this body of work.

Fatis shaped, melted, rubbed, flung, and spread acioss Beuys’ oeuvre. The rela-
tionto the victims’ bodies and the crematoria established in the Aachen actionand
acknowledged in the Darmstadu vitrine resounds through allusive sculptural forms
which generate meaning through visual metaphor and metonymy. In the famous
1963 Chair with Fat, the seated human figure which the chair’s form so strongly
evokes is absent, but reappearsstubbornly, in a kand of ghastly afierimage, in and
through the wedge of fat Beuys has substituted for it. The mammoth, block-like
forms of Tallow, cast in Miinster in 1977 and now in Berlin, recall, through several
degrees of abslraction, the forms of the trains and unloading ramps of thekilling
centers. {See Plate4.1} The resemblance emerged from Beuys' eenfigurationof the
piece as “Station 23" at the bottom of the spiral in the 1979/8e Guggenheiﬁl retro-
spective. It is clearly, if startlingly, visible in published photographs of theinstalla-
tion, the effect intensified by proximity to Tram Stop.* And if the familiar fat, felt
andflashlights on sleds of The Pack (das Rudelf"* have beenseen as so many rescue
or care packages, they must also be read, as they spilt out of the back of the “car of
the German pcople,” as the multiplying funeral sleds of the victims themselves,
damned to the night and ice of oblivion.

The fires of the crematoria are evoked in numerous objects. The small 1948
bronze Torso was combined unmistakably with a 1950 work called Oven.®
Another Oven, now in a private collection in Munich, was madein 1970.” This
direction culminates in the two versions of the great installation and object
group Trawni Stop, created for the 1976 Venice Biennale. {See Plate 4.2} There, in
the German pavilion rededicated with Nazi regalia in 1938 by Hitler himself,
Beuys actually gives us an abstracted model of a functioning killing center.
There is the railway to bring in the victins, there are the camp buildings dom-
inated by the smokestack, tlirough the opening of which the pained head of the

40 S¢e, for example Hergottand

Ha

Hohlfeldy, eds., p- 345.

F1om 1969, now in Kasscl, pl. 107
inSchirmer, ed.. op. cit. A single
example of the sled-pack is i
\ittine 8, Room 7, in Darmstady,
strikingly juxtaposed 80 an object
group titled Bathtub, 1961, and
eonsisting of a small tub with
electric immersion eoil and a
lar@e fist of faton asheet of feli.
Eva Beuys, op. cit, pp. 266-267.

Now in a private eellectlon, but
reproduced in Eva Beuys, op. cit.,
P.357. The same assenblage, cast
in bronze and combine-d with a
smzi] tub-formandan electric
immersion coil, becomes theigsq
broaw Baidiub for a Heroine:
ibid., p. 387: and pl. 20/cat. 55 in
Zweite, op. cit. That these and
other “avens” can convincingly be
read as representations of the
glchemical crucible does not
effect the hotocaustal dimension
of allusiow.

43 Pl.198/cat 392 in Zweite, op. Cit.
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Pl 130 in Schirmer, ed., op. cit. It
nust be seid that Kim Levin, ina
line tucked intoherreview of the
1979/80 Guggenheim retrospec-
tive, hit the nail right onthe head:
“Besides the purely auzobio-
graphical childhood memories
mentioned inthe catalog, Tram
Step—with a head protruding
from the end of the cannon—
suggests the end of theline al the
concentration camps.” Indeed.
Levin,"Joseph Beuys: The New
@rder,” p.176. Cf. Tisdal!, op. cit.,
Pp.242-247; and RiejaBrouns,
Joseph Beuys:
Strassenbahmbalresteile (@tcerio:
Kraéllec-Miiller Museum, 1994). If
the Venice version avews, subse-
quentconfigurations, now in
Ot:ecle andBerl wnin whichthe
cast iron canon hasbeen
uprooted and razedto the hori
zontal, continue to rememorate.

Now in Room 30f the Beuys
BlockinDarmstadt.See Eva
Beuys, op. cit., pp. 106-107.

Now 1n Vitrine 4,Room 7 in
Parmstadt. bid.,pp- 256~259-

Torse,dated 1949-51,discussed as fig,
2in Pamela Kort, Leinnbruck/Bags<
(Calegne and New York: Mishael
Werner,1997),n.p.

Pls. 144,145 in Schivmer, ed.. op.
ct.

@£ the four wisiens,oneisin
Frankfurtand anotherisin
Philadelphia. Cf. Mark Rosenthal,
Blitzschlag nut Lichtschesit auf
Hirsch (Frankfurt/Main: Museum
fir Mode rne Kunst, 1990), p- 32.

in Berlin, Disseldorf, London
and Munich.

“In seinem positiveu Gegenbilde”
in the original German Ms. tran-
scription, trans. as “une contre-
image posisive."Max Reithmann,
Joseph Beuys: Pay ia préseitte, je
wapparticyss plus a Part (Paris:
L’Arche. 1982), p. 121-122. This is
the place for a special thanks to
Max Reithmann, whese helpful
suggestions and ongoing mudita-
tions on Beuys have been invalu-
abte 1o me.

“also insof ern ist diese
Auschwitzvitr we eigentlich en
Spielzeug,” trans. a5 “Clest
porquoi ‘tavitrine d' Auschwitz’
est en réalité qu’un jouet.” Ibid,
pa22
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victim is squeezed, exhaled as ash through the dragon’s teeth and thrown, as
Paul Celan putit, “to a grave on the breezes.”**

Themaidens, gls, stags and hares whichare wounded, hunted or killed repeat-
edly in Beuys” work constitute a targeted community the fate of which echoes the
wartime genocide. Notably, hare fur is also commonly used to make felt. From the
dismembered body of the 1961 teakwood sculpture Virgin® to the fantastically
threatening hare in the rifle sights of a toy soldier in TTie Unconquerable, from
1963, to the famous actions with dead hares, the process by which these symbols
of innocence are Iransformed into hated alien objects is reenacted. If Tram Stop
evokes a killing center, Stag Meworials, created in the Martin Gropius Bau in Berlin
as part of the 1982/83 exhibition Zeitgeist, recalls the forced labor camps. Areund the
looming central slag heap, the violent potential of the pliers,hammers and numer-
ousother worktools was evinced by the dismembered torso-form of an abstracted
female body held in a vise.*" A spindly wooden pole overlooking the scene sported
not aflag but a blood sausage of the type used in the Darmstadt vitrine.*® The cast
bronze and aluminum elements of the spin-off object group Lightning with Stag in
its Glarerelate to the folding carpenter’s rule from the same vitrine.*

Beuys’ ability to find precisely resonant sculptural materials and to embed
themin intensely evocative forms and visual allegories is forcefully at work in the
four versions of The End of the Twentieth Century, from 1983, {See Plate 4.3} The
manipulated basalt columns evoke the human body by their scale and resem-
blance to stone sarcophagi and portrait mummies, and they recall disastrous
human history by their resemblance to the fallen columns of a ruined classical
temple. The funerea) pieceexecuted inthe traditional medium of rememoration
allegorizes the genocidal catastrophe at the same time that it counters the
pompous monumentality of traditional history art.

&

THE FIRST 1$3UE P@SED by areoriented reading of Beuys concerns the status
of what I call a“project of mourning.” Cenfirmation of such a project in Beuys’ own
words is,as evidenced here, somewhat slim.In addition to the 1885 Munich address,
threestatements by the artist can be read asacknewledgment of a project parallel to
and bound up with, yet importantly distinct from, the aims expressed by the
“expanded concept of art.” In a much-cited 1982 interview with Max Reithmann,
Beuys asserted that the horror denoted bythe place-name “Auschwitz” cannot be
“tepresented in animage” Thus, he never sought to represent that horror in his art,
but to “remember” it through what he called “its positive counter image”* This
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notion is far from clear, but can be read as arefusal of direct, positive representations
in favor of what [have called negative presentation and other strategies of evocation
and avowal. However, both Beuys’ conclusion that Auschwitz Demonstration may
therefore be seen as a kind of “toy” ** and his glib suggestion that consumer eepi-
talism must be seen as a contemporary Auschwitz* seem to me disturbing and
regrettable; they simply subvert the gravity of his other statements.

In earlier discussions with Caroline Tisdall, Beuys again explained that the
objects KZ=Essen arcnot meant to “represent catastrophe,” but to explore “the

content and meaning of catastrophe.”**

He implied that they could fuinction
therapeutically, by“healing like with like” in a homeopathi c healing process. But
here aselsewhere there is a rapid shift to the present tense, with an assertion that
“the human condition is Auschwitz.” In a less-cited 1980 interview published in
Penthouse, Beuys acknowledged the deep personal shock which came with his
firstrealization, after the end of the war, of the full extent of the genocide. That
shock, he said, “is my primary experience, my fundamental experience, which
led me to begin to really go into art.”®® Together, thesestatements are as near as
Beuyswas willing to go toward an unambiguous acknowliedgmentof a project
of mourning. In themselves, they would hardly be enough. But as confirmation
of what can be read in the objects themselves, they suffice. Indeed, the consis-
tent pattern of visual and material linkages | have pointed to does not need
any confirmation at all from the artist: the links are there for anyone to see, trace
and feel. At this point, the argument makes contact with an ongoing and still-
contested contemporary analysis of the role of artisticintention.

We cannot know what Beuys actually felt and believed about the Holocaust. We
simply do not have access to that knowledge. Moreover, Beuys himself may not
have been able to know or understand his own deepest feelings about the Nazi
period. In this sense, Beuys’ own words cannot be taken as infallible guides. Given
Beuys'relation to that time, we would expect that a personal confrontation with it
wouldhave been acutely painful, but we cannot know for sure if that confrontation
took place or, if it did, how deeply it probed and with what effect. Further, we do
not know for certain whether Beuys intentionally coded his ob jects with Holocaust
references or whether that enceding was largely unconscious. Beyond that, claims
by way of answer to this dilemma devolve into speculation. What we cansay is that
the objects do evoke and avow. When viewed in the correct context, they indeed
generatesuch meanings. We can also say it was entirely possibie that Beuys knew
of the relevant facts and images pertaining to that context. He may have first
encountered them while doing vesearch for his 1958 proposal for an Auschwitz
memorial. Kramer has noted thata major war crimestrial in Frankfurt in1963and

bU)

Beuys may have been alluding 1o
‘Theodor Adorno, who linked
Auschwitz to the logic of identity
un'mversal ized under Jate capital-
ism, most famously at the end of
the 1966 Negative Bialecrics. Bus
whathas force and autherity
withina sustained and complexly
nuanced ph:lesephical critique
became, in a few careless words
(rom a German who feught for
the Third Reich, painfully imap-
propriatc.

Tisdalt, op. cit., pp. 21-23.

“Joseph Beuys,” in Penthouse 106
(198e): 98, and cited in Kramer,
Op. cit., p. 261.
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Kyvamer, op. cit., pp. 262,269,

Thebasic elements of this thesis
were advanced by Theedor
Adorne in Was beder. “et
Aufarbeitung der Veigangenheir
{Frankfurt/Main: Suhrlemp,
1959), trans, by T.Bshii and G.
Hartman as “What Boes Cenling
Te Terms with the Past Mean?,” in
Geeffrey H. Hartman, ec.,
Bitburg in Moral and Politi cal
Perspective (Bleomingten:
Indiana UF, 1986), pp. n4-129.
Thethesis was developed and
elaberated aleng mere technically
Freudian lines by Alexander and
Margarete Mitscherlich, Die
Unfahigkei zu travern,
Grundiagen kollektiven Verhaltens
(Munich: Piper, 1967), trans. by B.
Placzek as The Inability to Mourn:
Byinciples of Collective Behavier
(New Yotk Greve, 1975).
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1964 had created, at a crucial time in the development of Beuys’ art and persona,
the first public occasion since the war and the Nuremberg trials for Germans to
confront and discuss among themselves details about the mechanics and logistics
of thekilling centers.” Beuyscould at that time have ceme into contact with addi-
tional information about, forexample, the use of human hair, He could havebeen
shown or been exposed to the relevant images—photos, for example,taken by a
visitor to the Auschwiwe-Birkenau museum. In the strictest sense, the facts and
images had been in public circulation since Nuremberg. One does notneed tobe
an uncritical Freudian (with respect to the unconsciows) or a missionary
Derridean (with respect to intention and iterability) to realize that Beuys’ works
could function at one level as objects and gestures of mourning with or without
Beuys’ clear intention or full apprehension.

There are, then, two possibilities. Beuys may not have grasped how consis-
tently and intensely his objects oriented themselves toward the Helocaust. That,
though improbable, would most simply explain the relative paucity of clearer
statements from the artist himself. Alternatively, Beuys may have known per-
fectly well what he was doing, in which case the pronounced evasiveness of his
statements on the subjectwas no accident. That is, he may have wanted to avoid
the association of bis art with the too-facile “art about Auschwitz” label. He
may have wanted to prese1-ve for the objects and actions an opportunity to have
their effects without the interference of such assumptions and expectations.
There would have been good reason to do so; the eftects of the sublime depend
in large part on a certain openness or vulnerability on the part of the spectator.
The expectation that one was about to view“Auschwitz art” would have func-
tioned for many asa proteétive shield or barrier against the hit of the sublime.
It would also have blocked any reflection on the “expanded concept of art.”
That would have been a major concern, since Beuys clearly did not want the
spectator’s reflection to end with or come to rest at Auschwitz. The issue is
finally undecidable, but if the public evasions in fact reflect Beuys’ deliberate
strategy, then 1t must be said that the strategy worked too well. The myriad
autobiographical banalities were readily seized on as iconographic certainties,
and the “expanded concept of art” construed as the primary content of his
work. Auschwitz was moved to the margins, whereithas remained.

The question then becomes one of the effectiveness of the project of mourning.
Much has been made of a purported German “inability to mourn.” Instead of con-
fronting and working-through national guilt for Nazi crimes, Alexander and
Margarete Mitscherlich have argued, Germans of the perpetrating generation threw
themselves into theless-painiul labor of economic recovery”” While there is perhaps
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some truth to this analysis, anyone whohas spent tune in contemporary Germany
will recognize it as a broad and problematic geneclization. Work ing-through the
Holocaust and mourning its victims is a slow, ongoing precess that takes place across
generations and on many levels. The Slovenian theorist Slavoj Zizek has made the
point that the weakness of the major discursive analyses of Nazisin carried out by
Frankfurt School and posistructuralist theorists is that their focus on the levels of
imaginary and symbolic identification misses the deep, “pre-symbolic enjoyment”
which the Nazi fantasy activated. Merely rational critiques of Nazi fantasiesof purity
and omnipotence are ultimately ineffective in so far astheyleavethis deeper level of
enjoyment untouched. To “go through the fantasy” is only possible at the end of a
movement which first reenacts it, which puts its symbols back into play in order to
call back and confront that deepest and most persistent level of support.®

Beuys may have inluited something similar, or have been onhis way toward
such an intuition. This may well be what he meant by his talk of a “homeopathic
process.” We can at any rate observe that after 1964 he avoided the kind of
directly confrontational allusions to the Holocaust that are still more likely
than not to provoke reflexive and unproductively defensive reactions. Whether
he knew it or not, Beuys found a way to evoke and avow the genocide by means
of subtler strategies of indirection, opening up the way to what Zizek calls the
“traumatic kernel.” And as one nears the irreducible kernel of catastrophe, one
is exposed to the sharp and disturbing punch of the sublime. An occasion for
mourning and working-through is created. There is no guarantee that Beuys’
works will have this effect. One may argue that whatever their potential, the his-
tory of Beuys’ reception indicates that they did not.I am not so sure. My own
experience is that the force of the late installations is quite palpable.

The risk of the sublime is always that its hit not be followed by an adequate
interpretation. An adequate interpretation, in the case of Beuys, would include the
patient establishment of links to the Holocaust. That is the task of the critic. Only
in the clarity of such links can one grasp Beuys” importance asa postwar European
artist at the cuttingedge of a new modeof history art. With respect to the project
of mourning, only throughsuch diligent linking can the“terrible sins, and not-for-
describing black marks” bekept in view and not lost sight of “even fora moment.”

The greatness of Beuys’ work comes from its strong, simultaneous engage-
ment with both the past and the future. The way out of the transgressive and
traumatic past is the way into the redemptive future. Healing enables the cre-
ation of a better world, But it is no overstatementto say that the very dignity of
Beuys” message of hope hangs upon the struggle and hard work implied in the
posture of perpetual remembrance. Without that, the message—-in all its ethi-

s8  Slavaj ZiZek, The Sublime Object

of Idealogy (London: Verso, 1989),
pp. 87~128. Ziiek is inflecting
tenns, such as “fotissance” and
“Ihe Real” from Lacan’s 1964
scminar, first published in 1973
and later in Fnglish as The Foar
Fundamental Concepis of Psycho-
Aunlysis. Also useful in ths
regind ere Ziek’s For Dhey Know
Not What They Bo: Enjoymient as
a Potitical Factor (London: Verso,
1991); Tarrying with the Negaire:
Kan, Hegel, and the Criti que of
ldeology (Durham: Buke, 1993)
and his defense of the “post-
punk” group Laibach 1 a 1994
interview trans. and od. by
Andrew Herscher in Assesnblage
33 (Aug. 1997):60—63.
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FIGURE 4.8

Joseph Beuys

Hinter dem Knochen wird geziihli/SCHMERZRAUM (Behind the bone will be counted/P AIN
ROOM), 1983

Sheet lead lining free-standing con:truction of steel girders and sheet metal, two silver rings,
Light bulb, 545 x 735 x 295 cm

Collection of Contemporary Art Fundacié *la Caixa’, Barcelona

Photo courtesy of Dorothee Fischer, Konrad Fischer Galerie

1999 Artists Rights Society {ARS), NYNG Bild-Kunst, Bonn

cal and political dimensions—becomes less convincing. If the sins and marks
Beuys spole of seem to have slipped from view inthe published reception, the
corrective is available. As Beuys seems to have implied, it may have been too
early, even in 1985, to “talk about one’s own ceuntry” directly, with clear words
and place names. It may have been too early to makethe more brutal linkages
I have made here. @ne trusts itis not still so.



Benjamin H.D. Buchloh

5¢ RECONSIDERING JOSEPH BEUYS
Once Again

WOULB LIKE TO THANK GENE RAY
for inviting me to the symposium.
I'm obviously an outsider in the school of ever-increasing believers and pas-
sionate advocates of Joseph Beuys so I appreciate the invitation all the more.
And I will try to make good on some of the mistakes I made twenty years ago.
I was morespecificaily asked torespond to Gene Ray’s presentation today. 'm
inavery peculiar difficulty of critiquing what I found deeply moving and inmany
ways convincing, and yet I have to voice my doubts and critical counterpositions.
Having written a lengthy critical essay on Joseph Beuys on the occasion of
his first major exhibition at the Guggenheim twenty years ago, I have had,
since then, many occasions to think about my motivations to critique Beuys
in the scathing manner I did. I've also had occasions to reflect further on the
furor that the essay generated among admirers of Beuys in the United States
and, more importantly, on the rage that my essay engendered in Germany.
And finally, [ have also had many occasions to reconsider the work in subse-
quent large exhibitions in Europe.
There are of course several factors to be reconsidered, and I am glad to
have the opportunity to share these critical self-reflections in the framework

~
e
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of this syimposium. First of all, the thinking and the writing about postwar
European art history has undergone tremendous changes in the last twenty
years. And Gene Ray’s paper today is indicative of one such major change. The
first of these changes is the common realization that it’s not longer scan-
dalous, but almost de rigueur, to situate an artistic practice such as that of
Beuys’, in a critical historical framework. You can now say that the earlicr
Beuys interpreters wanted to construct him in terms of a transhistorical
genius by arguing that his work could be most adequately associated, and
compared with, figures such as Leonardo Da Vinci or the tradition of German
Romanticism. While these interpretive models are still operative, they have
now given way to an almost exclusive concern with Beuys as the first German,
if not the first European artist, to have incorporated reflections on recent
political German history. More specifically, the German responsibility for the
Holocaust in the Second World War. It is apparently Joseph Beuys who intro-
duced these issues into the field of cultural production or postwar European
reconstruction culture. Recent developments in the field of criticism of art
history have, in fact, accumulated into the field, initiated by Dominique
LaCapra and others, that we now call“trauma studies” or, i1 this specifi.c con-
text of German postwar history, “Holocaust studies.” And it is quite evident
that these methodological repositionings have had a tremendous impact on
reading art history in the postwar period.

In atext by Enzo Traverso, the Italian scholar now working in France, called
L’ Histoire déchirée (The torn or lacerated history) Traverso points out a remark-
able aspect that most of us might have been unaware of. He observes that with
two exceptions—the German-Jewish émigrés who returned to Germany
between the late 1940s and early 1950s and those who remained in the United
States such as Hannah Arendt and Theodor Adosrno—Europeans did not
acknowledge the Holocaust as the major caesure of the twentieth century, the
catastwrophe after which all cultural, critical, and philosophical projects had to
be rethought in a new way, until the mid to late 197es. He points out in great
detail that it is only in the writings of Adorno and Arendt that the Holocaust, as
a divisive moment, initiates discourse, a changing discourse on cultural history,
on the possibilities of culture, on the production of avant-garde art. Arendt and
Adorno place the Holocaust as the irreversible caesura from which one will have
to rethink culture at large. Clearly, therefore, it should not surprise us that the
readings of Beuys, layered as they now are (one could almost speak of the neces-
sity of an archeology of the Beuys literature at this point), gradually shift fur-
ther and further in this direction, and that Gene Ray’s essay constitutes possibly
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the first major successful example of such a reorientaiton in the field.

One of the problems that social art historians (those art historians who
reflect upon, if not develop, evidence of the interrelated interaction between
ideology, social formations, and artistic practices) have witnessed and con-
fronted throughout the last twenty years (when this methodological model
was formed) is precisely the insuperable question of understanding why
modernism failed when it comes to the question of the destruction of bour-
geois humanity, bourgeois humanism, and bourgeois subjectivity, at the
hands of Facism in the 1930s and 1940s. The subset of these questions would
be parallel to addressing the situation of the Russian and Soviet avant-garde,
where scholars in the field have to contront the peculiar difficulty of under-
standing why the most eminent figures in the Soviet avant-garde in the 1930s,
with some exceptions, were willing and ¢ager to collaborate in the totalitari-
an efforts of Stalin’s propoganda ministry. And why artists, prominently
placed, eminently visible, central in the definition of avant-garde practices in
the 1930s and 1940s, neither reflected upon nor responded either prior, dur-
ing, or after the immediate discovery of the destruction of European Jewry in
both European countries and the United States. Looking at the project from
this perspective, modernism is a failure. Neither Mondrian nor Schwitters,
neither Albers nor any of the other artists that we know as key figures of the
historical avant-garde, found it possible or considered it necessary, to make
adjustments or reposition themselves as artists with regard to the emerging
catastrophe that they barely escaped from. All of them insisted on a more or
less uninterrupted continuity or more or less unaffected development of their
project that began,and continued until well after, the experience of the great-
est historical catastrophe of human history. Whether one approves or disap-
proves, this is the very calamitous condition of writing the history of mod-
ernism. It has passed—ignored, disavowed, repressed—in almost all instances
{and of course there are some exceptions, the most notable one would be John
Heartfield); in fact, most obliterated or ignored preciscly the very threat, the
very destruction, of that model of subjectivity, that model of human emanci-
pation, with which artistic practices are supposedly centrally engaged.

Speaking of the changing models of interpretation, [ would like to focus en
the various shifts we have witnessed in the recent literature. These changing
tides of interpretive projections, in the context of Beuys, are not necessarily to
be construed as an indication of the work’s inherent instability, for the oppo-
site could also be true. But they cannot easily serve as indications of a guar-
anteed wealth of meaning and the work’s evident complexity. What the inces-
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sant projections and interpretive desires generated by Beuys’ work do indicate
is a much more profound instability, not to say a crisis, in the spectator, read-
er, and institutional apparatus with regard to the production of the meaning
of culture after the Holocaust. Specifically with the problem eof how the artist,
as a subject, can be repositioned in the role of artist and in relation to society
at large. This problem isuniquelyembodied in the case of Beuys—cult figure,
stag leader, as he called himself, Hirsch Fiifirer (the word that associates him
most directly with theinfamous German term for theleader) shaman, healer,
and redeemer, as well as producer of an extraordinary array of drawings and
objects whose value has multiplied by hundreds in the lasttwenty years alone.
And now, we are tcld Beuys is the exemplary mourner as well, the one who
came to terms with the past fer all Germans, absolving us frem guiit by his
acts of cultural commemeratien.

Butseveral aspects of these rapidly changing interpretive approaches to the
work of what is undoubtedly one of the most significant postwar German
artists, are not necessarily easily reconciled or even compatible with one
another. Can one, for example, be concerned with the legacies of Auschwitz
and at the same time, with the legacies of Leonardo? Can one reconcile the
deep commitment to the continuation of the project of German Romantic
culture and be an active participant of Fluxus? And, in fact, if this were possi-
ble, does this multiplicity of interpretive demands and desires that positions
the work and pesitions the artist in the place of histerical superiotity not
place him also in a relationship (hat dequalifies or declassifies artists who do
not share such universalist claims? The perimeters of their works might have
becn so narrowly defined that now, from the perspective of Holocaust
Studies, of postmodern muitiplicity, such work could be easily misread as
work that sufters from severe historical limitations.

Thus, I accept some of the interpretation of Gene Ray’s paper on Beuys, that
establishes him as the first, if not the only, artist of the 1950s and 1960s in
Germany, if not in Europe te actually have addressed the conditions of cultural
production after the Holecaust. And, in (act, to have been the first artist to have
pointed to the necessity of building an “Ars Memorium.” But if 1 accept both this
paper and Ray’s position that Beuys is also a pioneer of ecological art, I have to
faceat least two methodological problems. The first demands that 1 accept that an
arti'st at theend of the twentieth century could, in fact, credibly and productively
be engaged in a repertory that would span the gamut from the political, to the
ecological, to activism, to a profound reflection on post-Holocaust culture, to a
profound commitment to the development of a mnemos'c art. The second, and
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for me perhaps the more important, question is the result of a comparative
approach. If I accept such a model of the artist at the end of the twentieth centu-
ry, where does this leave other artists—the work of Robert Morris, the sculpture
of Richard Serra, both contemporaries of Beuys” and working side by side with
him in the early to mid-1960s? Their work then seemingly appears to be about
nothing, or very little, or, if anything, only about the specific discourse of restric-
tions of a particular discipline within which they have chosen to work—the lega-
cies of painting and sculpture after the Second World War. Those legacies were
marked, particularly in the German context, with the legacies of Weimar avant-
garde.Itisoneof the tragic indications of how difficult it was to rebuild and refer-
mulate cultural practices in postwar Germany that it seems to have had an
absolutely binding effect on all of the artists to disavow, to ignore, or to clearly
repress the legacies of Weimar Germany. Pamela Kort’s paper here shows us to
what degree the dialogue with Expressionism was crucial for the repositioning of
Beuys. What has always interested me more was to what degree it was crucial {or
Beuys to deny and disavow the specific legacies of the postexpressionist avant-
garde in Germany, namely the German Dadaists, and importantly Kurt Schwitters
and Hannah Héch. 1 think what [ have argued elsewhere in discussions of
Gerhard Richter can clearly be incorporated into discussions of Beuys’ work as
well. He would have learned about the techniques and the strategies of a refor-
mulated object and collage aesthetic, not from looking at Schwitters’ work, but
from looking at the Parisian examples of a recent retranslation of the legacy of
Schwitters in the work of Arman. In the same manner Richter would say that he
never saw photomontage work anywhere when he was in Dresden or after 1961 in
Ditsseldorf, but that the discovery of an exisiting historical model called pho-
tomontage-aesthetic was a direct outcome of his encounter with Robert
Rauschenberg. Clearly this is a reception condition that one should not underes-
timate when it comes to understanding the edology of Beuys’ early formation.
Secondly, what is imumediately evident in this history of reception is that
Beuys, as much as Yves Klein who was his closest historical colleague in the
formation of reconstruction culture, was struggling with the ghost of Jackson
Pollock and with the preeminence of American Abstract Expressionism that
had been reestablished in Europe in numerous exhibitions from 1952
onwards. The pervasiveness of that model of abstract painting, the pervasive-
ness of the claims made for that painting, clearly forms one of the back-
grounds against which Beuys’ work had to be formed. One of the implications
of the models of artistic meaning as they were purported by Abstract
Expressionism, was precisely to found, or fo lay the foundation of, formalist
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thinking. Formalist thinking, with its antecedents in the first decades of the
twentieth century in both the Russian and the English context, made incor-
porating the specific criteria of seeing, writing, and making into the interpre-
tive approach to the works of art an integral part of artistic production and
critical writing about artistic production. Therefore, the fundamental dis-
crepancy between a European and an American approach to postwar art in
general and 196es art in particular, is not just a matter of individual historical
formation, but precisely one of those differences, to what degree one has
accepted those differences that were established by the artistic tradition devel-
oped over several decades in the American postwar context. These are pro-
found disagreements in the conception of how aesthetic meaning canbe pro-
duced and interpreted. What are the criteria? What are the modalities of its
functions? Inherent in this discrepancy is of course the question of how aes-
theticexperience and how the conception of the viewer/reader can be related.
That is, whether the artistic project recognizes that fundamental changes have
occurred in the course of the twentieth century in the determination of the
subject of viewing and reading and whether the work of art recognizes, incor-
porates, and furthers those transformations or whether, in fact, it attempts to
obliterate them, revert them, and reestablish the earlier problematical modes
of viewing and reading.

One aspect that formalist thought from the Russians onward insisted
upon, as had its subsequent reincarnations in a much more diluted and dif-
fused form in the writings of Clement Greenberginthe United States, and the
writings that followed his, was the assumption that the contemporary specta-
tor would share the conditions of advanced perceptual self-reflexivity and
advanced forms of self-determination and linguistic competence with a self -
conscious artistic producer. This assumption alone, and there are many oth-
ers, would make it difficult, if not impossible, to maintain more traditional,
not to say outright mythical, forms of representation, metaphorical forms of
speech, and traditional forms of narrative within the production of contem-
porary artistic practices. If this were not enough of an obstacle to the rein-
vestment of artistic production with narrativity and traditional representa-
tion, a second caesura has to be inserted at this time. It is the caesura pro-
nounced by Adorno In his often quoted 1952 statement that the continuation
of the project of poetical writing is obscene after Auschwitz. This prohibition
on speech, this prohibition on representation, this prohibition on particular
types of representation was, in fact, the crucial factor that added to the already
existing critical opposition against traditional narrative in the postwar peri-
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od. As early as 1953, for example, in Adorno’s texton coming to terms with the
past, where he very critically assaults various recent attempts to address the
questionof German responsibility for the Holocaust, and to make the process
of addressing that responsibility an active act of disavowal and repression in
order to get over the historical past of recognition. In that text Adorno had
alreadyestablished that 1 is a question of individual responsibility rather than
socially collective political forms of addressing history. I'm pointing backward
specifically to the moment of the mid 195es to remind listeners that Beuys'’
project is of course not at all an isolated one but one that positions itself with-
in an already existing debate that had been developed as the sequence to
Adorno’s text.

Now to go back to the specific, what I would call epistemological, questions
of how arlistic meaning can be produced. In whateverhistorical context of artis-
tic production we want to consider Beuys, be it that of French Nouveau
Réalisme, specifically the work of Yves Klein and Arman whose importance for
Beuys cannot be overestimated, after 1963 with the encounter with American
Fluxus, or whether it would be by 1965 within the context of minimalism and
postminimal art, it is evident that Beuys is an extraordinary player in as much as
he anticipates and adjusts newly developed strategies for his own project. One
such aspect that would allow us a critical distinction is precisely how does the
artist present himself or herself to the public? In what role doesthe artist appear
in public? What are the types of interactions—perceptual, cognitive, psycholog-
ical, social—that the artist’s performance engenders. Both Morris and Serra rep-
resent the American case. What is the case? The case is, in fact, the question of a
very specific definition of performativity. What does performativity mean in the
wake of Jackson Pollock, and the various readings and misreadings that his
works has generated. It had in fact emerged as an irreversible condition that the
artist’s procedure, the artist’s performance of the execution of the work of art,
could or should become an integral feature of the work itself. The most devas-
lating consequences of the presence of Pollock in France, most devasted conse-
quences rather, would be a Agure like Yves Klein, who would take Pollock’s
emphasis on the performative dimension of painting literally as a license to
transform the act of production into a public spectacle. That is a very French and
very typical postwar [rench misreading of perfounativity in the context of
painterly production. As it happens, the spectacularization of performativity,
French at first, and then expanded and elaborated upon and invested with
numerous totally incoherent and contradictory narratives, would become Beuys’
point of departure, Performativity in the work of Pollock, Morris, and Serra,
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however, did not focus on the public display of the artist as a subject nor did it
focus on the public display of action as spectacle, as theater, as substitute for the-
atricality. Performativity actually pointed to two aspects that were crucial in the
reformulation of pictorial and visual practices after the war. First of all it point-
ed to the linguistic nature of painting and all visual practices as units—structur-
al, formal procedures that were defined by thcir own inherent iterativity. That is,
they were acts, practices, moments that were part of a linguistic system, of a dis-
cursive system, that at each time could be redefined and repositioned in regard
to both spectator and participant-practitioner. Clearly that definition of perfor-
mativity is at the very opposite end of the spectrum from which the artist asheal-
er, the artist as shaman, the artist as public performer would emerge. It is the
emphasis in performativity that situates the spectator at the very center of the
production of subjectivity in analogue to the very production of subjectivity that
the artist performs.

It becomes evident then that Beuys from the very beginning has insisted on
folding formal parameters that artists of both the historical avant-garde as
much as those of the postwar neo-avant-garde had defined as formal, as struc-
tural, as antimetaphorical, as antinarrative, back into the parameter of the
mythical. What had been developed as the semiotic, as the phenomenological,
as the linguistic, as the psychoanalytic model of meaning is now metaphorical-
ly reverted backward into humanism. As an immediate consequence of this, one
would have to recognize that whatever models defining artistic spectator and
producer might have been valid in Weimar Germany, specifically models such
as collective production in the worker’s photography clubs, modcls such as
Heartfield’s complex reconstitution of narrativity in the photomontage aes-
thetic, whatever models had been valid in Weimar Germany and were now
reconsidered in the reconstruction culture of postwar Europe and the United
States, the role model that Beuys reestablished did not only defy those advanced
forms of structural-formal self-reflexivity traditionally identified as mod-
ernism, but also defied those of the artist as a highly secularized figure, an artist
who would work in analogue to the scientist, an artist who would participate in
the differentiation of public visual, perceptual, cognitive experience as a mem-
ber of an advanced model of the public sphere. And Beuys opposed this model
in favor of a renewed foregrounding of the artist as a privileged being, a seer
that provides deeper or higher forms of transhistorical knowledge to an audi-
ence that is in deep dependence and need of epiphantc revelations.

This condition had been one of my initial difficultiesin response to the work
of Beuys and it remains my primary critique. But in the meantime it also has
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become one of my major difficulties with Beuys’ adamant interpreters, and |
have therefore to confess it is one of my difficulties with Gene Ray’s paper as
well. The problem seems first of all to be one of method and epistemology,
mainly in ascertaining the perimeters and the timis of interpretation. The ques-
tion is whether or not oneagrees on the need for art historical writing to criti-
cally reflect upon its own premises and tools just as much as one still aspires to
certain standards of critical method when it comes to the writing of history at
large. Or whether one accepts what some writers on Beuys consider the quin-
tessential condition of postmodernity-—the multivalence, the multiplicity, and
ultimately the randomness and arbitrariness of the interpretive projections to
which Beuys’ work lends itself.

Directly refated to this question is a second one that I will call the under-
standing of art as discursive formation. That is, to recognize it as an element
in the historically determined ongoing process of positions and counterposi-
tions. What Roland Barthes once called the theater of intellectual and artistic
displays that fully acknowledges at the moment of its formation that it is only
one of many possible positions to be taken. One that does not appear as a
claim for transhistorical truth, one that does not look for deeper, more pro-
found meaning, one that does not appear with a claim for social hegemony of
the artist as the revealer or the redeemer or the therapeutically homeopathic
feeler of the social, but one that very specifically recognizes the field, the
perimeters, the framework, within which the aesthetic can and will be placed.
Can and will be read.

One of the many virtues that has been attributed to Beuys is to have escaped
from the specificity of the reflection on the discursive frameworks of art. And it
is not always evident and it doesn’t necessarily make it better whether this is the
result of his ignorance of the history of artistic practices or whether it’s the
result of an intentional misrecognition on his part. One outcome of under-
standing these differences then, and one of the methodological discrepancies, if
not a problem with Beuys and his interpreters, is that Beuys is considered by his
interpreters as a universe of his own. All of the papers we have heard, and this
is clearly not coincidental, have established him as the figure of centrality, the
figure that forms his own legacy, the figure that takes on thelegacy of the great
figures of the past, as it were. Paradoxically, he is not measured or compared, in
almost all of the literature with which I am aware with those closest to him both
in terms of location and generation—that is, Yves Klein and Arman in Paris or
subsequently figures in the United States. In all instances of such a comparison,
if, in fact, it is made, comparisons that compose themselvesby evidence of con-
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text, by evidence of structural analogy, by evidence of morphological similari-
ty, the inevitable conclusion of that comparison would aiways have to be to
acknowledge first of all that Beutys' model of meaning exchanges specificity of
perceptual structure and formal organization for generality, that s, verifiable
conditions of procedure, matter, material, and formal organization for unveri-
fiable pretences for the works, more or less infinite range of readings.

To clarify my point, the historical legacy of Dada or, more specifically, the
- legacy of Pada and Puchamp, had become prominent in the immediale post-
war period in Paris earlier than in New York, and certainly earlier than in
Piisscldorf. The manifestos, activities, and works of the Nouveaux Réalistes
much prior to the official declaration of the new realists as a group would give
indications of the intensity of that dialogue. Beuys, of course, living in
Dasseldorf, was intimately familiar with all of the activities of the Nouveaux
Réalistes in Paris since paradoxically and quite significantly the reception situa-
tion of the Nouveaux Réalistes was much more developed in Disseldorf than it
was in Paris itself. Yves Klein, for example, showed his monochrome paintings
in 1957 to inaugurate the Alfred Schmela Gallery where Beuys would soon be
showing his own work. Arman weuld exhibit his first Poubelle at Schmela’s
gallery in 1960 and the exhibition was so successful with the local collectorsand
museums that Iris Clert would instantly offer Arman an exhibition in Paris after
that. Paul Wember, then the director of the most important West German
museumn devoted to contemporary art inKrefeld, Beuys” hometown and an old
bastion of Jower Romanian Westfalian Catholicism and entrepreneurial patron-
age for modernist culture, was one of the centers where Nouveau Réalisme was
celebrated. Typically enough it was in the mansions that had been build by Mies
van der Rohe for the local patrons Esters and Laughnger that the Krefeld muse-
um would eventually hold these expesitions of centemporary art. Wemberg was
a central figure in establishing a postwar contemporary culture on the institu-
tional level in the Rhineland. The second figure, and only slightly later, would
be museum director Hans Claris. Their acquisition and exhibition policies con-
tributed in a central way to the founding of West German new avant-garde cul-
ture. It is, however, one of the great ironies of that West German reconstruction
culture of the mid-1650s, early 1966s that, as international as it was in scope, as
shocking and provocative as it was in comportment, it enacted a prof ound need
to internationalize itself on the background of the destruction of its own his-
torically contaminated Weimar avant-garde. It is no longer a secret that the rad-
ical devotion of West German collectors, museums, institutions, curators, and
writers of the mid-1950s to early 1960s to both American and French interna-
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tional new avant-garde culture was an integral part of the historical process of
disavowal and repression that we have encountered in all other contexts. That
means of course making the situation even more complicated so that the moti-
vation and the interpretive investment of that histoxy, as is evident in the case
of Paul Wember, would distort or disfigure in a major way the actual produc-
tions of the art of that generation. Thus it was that Paul Wember, for example,
who in the early 1960s claimed in all earnestness that the work of Yves Klein
should be seen as an example of how Catholic mysticism could now find anew
articulation in the work of the Parisian Rosacrucianists. But, even more impor-
tantly, by positioning Klein as a new artist with deep links to religion and mys-
tical experience he established the license and legitimacy for the reformulation
of the artist as public figure. The artist as a mediating figure between the pres-
ent day secularity of experience and the audiences’ desire for any kind of tran-
scendental cxperience to escape the banality of German reconstruction culture
and its recently established models of accelerated consumption. What Klein
embodied for both Wember and for Beuys was an artistic response to the spir-
itual crisis that attempted to dissimulate rather than to reflect upon the increas-
ing entanglement of neo-avant-garde culture in the conditions of an emerging
culture of spectacle.

Beuys, ever eager to position and promote himself, and gifted with an almost
uncanny capagity tosingle out the artistic trends of the moment, to internalize,
transform,and transmute them for his own artistic project would have learned
several lessons from the presence of the Nouveaux Réalistes in Diisseldorf and
Krefeld. First of all that there was such a thing as a dada tradition, not the tra-
dition of Wieland Herzfeldc, not the tradition of Raoul Hausmann, not the tra-
dition of John Heartfield. It was the dada tradition of Weimar that was deeply
contaminated—the project of a politicized avant-garde that was clearly
unthinkable and clearly unmentionable in the immediate postwar years. It
would have been clearly inopportune to have been associated with that legacy.
The reemergence of that legacy in the work of Arman and Yves Klein, now
specifically associated with a new type of spirituality, would be a fully desirable
model for Beuys. Arman’s projects, which Beuys encountered equally in
Diisseldorf and Krefeld at that time, allowed him to recognize that the ready-
made itself had been historically transfigured. Now the readymade appeared as
the mere serialized organization of found objects in which the ready-made was
subjected to potentially infinite devalorization and falsification—a future that
Puchamp himself had predicted. What was important, however, in Arman’s
treatment was thatall objects, regardless of structure, relation, and internal tex-
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ture, could qualify as ready-mades. Arman’s embrace of refuse and trash as fully
accomimodating objects for hisaccumulations and for his Poubelles was, in fact,
another license that Beuys would have taken at that time. The difference, how-
ever, the profound difference in Arman’s project was that objects that were seri-
alized, multiplied, and devalorized never took on meaning, atleast no meaning
other than the structural transformation of the ready-made model itself.
Neither iconographic nor metaphoric nor representational narratives could be
spun from looking at Arman’s work. This was one aspect of Arman’s postwar
authenticity and epistemological specificity that set his work totally apart from
Beuys’ subsequent reinscription into the aesthetic of trauma and trash, of
garbage and shambles, with an infinity of spectatorial interpretive projections.

Gene Ray does in many ways provide the most courageous attempt to go
fully into the direction of a historically charged specificity of Beuys' objects
and materials. Even in comparison to Mario Kramer’s detailed account of the
Auschwitz Vitrine, it is the first attempt to my knowledge in which issues,
speculations, and desires thathave been lingering around the particular mate-
rial in Beuys’ work are specifically pronounced.

All of Beuys’ materials are no doubt derived from the shambles of postwar
Germany, in the literal sense of a culture in shambles, a culture of debris. All of
Beuys’ materials, however, are also signaling their derivation from a certain
regional subculture, the peculiar transitory moment of the lower Rhine regions
suspended between artisanal and industrial forms of production embedded in
an agricultural or rural environment that still permeated everyday life into the
postwar period. Beuys’ use of sausages, brown paint, domestic and medical
objects, the peculiar hybrid between the wounded corporeal matter and the
industrial object, can be, and have to be, situated in that historical framework.
It isimportant to recognize,and Gene Ray clarifies this for us, that it is unthink-
able to envision materials of this kind in the context of postwar Paris. Yet it is
also important to recognize that it is precisely the conventionality with which
Beuys, or shall we say his interpreters, reinvests in the gesture of the found
object, reinvests in the gesture of the serialization of the ready-made, the mat-
ter, the procedure, and repositions them in nodes of metaphorical meaning that
makes Beuys and others of national superiority. Or if one wants to flip that
argument, I would say that makes him an artist of regional interest in the way
that Antoni Tapies is a painter of regional interest by comparison to other fig-
ures of his generation.

One other example in which this distinction can be clarified is Beuys’ rela-
tionship to Fluxus. Joan Rothfuss has given us a detailed and wonderful account
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of that complicated relationship, and 1 only want to add a few remarks that 1 had
prepared before T came here. Fluxus defined the Buchamp legacy in a way that
is verydifferent from the Parisian redefinition of Duchaimp as much as it is also
an historical expansion or continuation of that project.I think there is a distinct
chronological sequence in Beuys acceptance of the Nouveau Réaliste aestheticas
the first layer and his acceptance of the Fluxus aesthetic as the second layer, and
they have to be seen in context. Fluxus’ definit'on of the Duchampian legacy of
the ready-made could be described as follows. The object is in a state of total
control in its commodity status. The object as commodity can no longer be the
point of departure for artistic intervention. What the Fluxus artists introduce is
the level and dimension of performativity as viewer-spectator participation
thereby resuscitating the object as commodity from its fetish status and reliber-
ating the object as a historically atrophied miodel of the Duchampian ready-
made and bringing il back into a completely new circuit, into a completely new
discourse, into a completely diff erent type of viewer-author exchange. The object
acquires the condition of the ludic interactive model in which participant and
producer are equals. Thereby the object as performative object defies theatrical-
ity, denies the possibility of hegemony and hierarchy because its quintessential
finction is to abolish the narrative, the mysticism, the hierarchy that perform-
ance in the traditional theatrical narrative has embodied. The radicality of the
Fluxus aesthetic once again was either deeply misunderstood or profoundly
ignored or deliberately misled and deviated by Beuys’ obsessive concern with the
reestablishment of precisely the type of hierarchical relationships between spec-
tator and author that Fluxus had set out to destroy. Beuys” entanglement with
mythical forms of experience is of course a multiple one; for example he literal-
ly reinvested the aesthetic with the dimiension of ritunl and cult precisely revert-
ing the very development that since the 193es had already been discussed by
Walter Benjamin as the fundamental tendency of the work of art under the con-
ditions of modernity. The liberation of the work of art from ritual and cult was
the key question of the twentieth century. But we would certainly want to remain
open at least for the time being to the historical possibility and the credibility to
re-engage artisitic practice within the domain of mythical experience. And cer-
tainly Gene Ray’s proposal that Beuys work was perhaps less involved in the
reconstitution of myth as in an attempt to produce public acts of mourning
would necessitate such a reconsideration.

But there are other aspects of Beuys’ perpetual attempt to reposition the
work of art in the perspective of spirituality and transcendentality that 1 find
problematic. First among them is a persistence to situate his work within an
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explicit invocation and exploration of Celtic and Christian mythology and reli-
gion at the very moment in Germany when Christianity has publically mani-
fested its complete fallure to confront let alone avert the destruction of
Eurepean subjectivity under the impact of the Fascist regime. The insensitivity
of Beuys’proposal thata Christian mons(rance be placed as a monument at the
center of Auschwitz is reminiscent incidentally of the recent attempt of the
Polish government to place a Catholic monastery near the site of Auschwitz.and
is an indication of the problematic implications of Beuys” approach. But even in
this respect Beuys seems to have looked across the Rhine as I have pointed out
already. What Rosacrucianism and the attempt to reinvest artistic practice with
transcendental mysticism had been for Yves Klein in his relationship with Max
Hendel, would Anthroposophy and Rudolf Steiner become for Joseph Beuys. In
both instances we can say that the loss of the grounding ol culture in ritual and
hence the destruction of the legitimacy and credibility of religion, specifically
the religion of Christianity in Europe, were compensated now by an artistic
reaction formation that attempts to reinvigorate the ritualistic dimension of
artistic practicesand performances by imbuing the artist with the public role of
the priest, the shaman, the redeemer of spirituality. Even if I grant Gene Ray's
point that it is more likely that Beuys wanted to engage in a public discourse of
mourning, 1 have to make one objection: each and every member of that soci-
ety—including its authors, its writers, its critics, its artists—needs to experience
the process of mourning individually; it cannot be taken away or performed in
public and in substitute by artists. Another paradox is that neither Beuys nor
Klein understood to what extent the processes of mourning and memory with
which they claimed to be deeply engaged would be instantly transformed, and
one can say, perverted into other forms of spectacularization, which they would
serve very well. To the very degree that these artists have claimed to be engaged
with the resurrection of the ritualistic dimension of artistic experience, they not
only place themselves within a perspective of myth but they also recognize that
it was the advanced conditions of spectacle culture that would now determine
who makes art, in what context, how art will be used and for what function. In
fact, it is precisely this uncanny duality that since then we have secn explode in
the work of Anselm Kiefer and more recently in the work of Christian
Boltanski, where the project of mourning is in and of itself becoming the mat-
ter that is transformed into spectacularization, which is the deepest enemy and
the total destruction of memory and mourning. To what extent Beuys needed
to publically perform the role of the artist as a travesty of the role of the
redeemer or as a travesty of the Fihrer and the leader, the hero, the cult figure,
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the one that claims the legacy of the great figures of the past, becomes instant-
ly evident if one compares other artists of hts generation who disappear com-
pletely behind their work and whose work publically defies the transformation
of the artist into the so-called public persona. The same duality exists within the
formal structures and the procedures of the work itself. What Beuys kacks most
of all is the understanding that artistic languages are public entries into the
symbolic order, and as such they are both historieslly overdetermined and
socially constructed. What makes an artistic formulation communicate even if
it is structured around the principle of hermetic refisal or instrumentalized
communication, is ultimately the result of a complex process that constitutes
itself successfully precisely at that moment that the artistic formulation recog-
nizes the degree of external overdetermination as its matrix and the moment
that it recognizes the extent of its communicability as being dependent upon its
more or less conscious positioning within those myriad dialogic relationships
with the practices of predecessors and peers. The bands of influence and dis-
tanciation, of acceptance and defiance at all times, does not seem to follow first
of all the Qedipal principle of hierarchy—of higher, greater, stronger, better,
bigger fathers. It is not the dance of rivalry and displacement but rather the
compulsion to differentiate precisely the register in which speaking artistically
at this particular moment would be possible at all. Undoubtedly Beuys histor-
ical situation was peculiar in terms of its historical demands and restraints. It
had to articulate its message system from within the shambles of a destroyed
avant-garde culture and against the social-political background of a nation state
that had not only destroyed avant-garde culture but had brought European
humanist subjectivity to the threshold of total extinction. Thus the literal his-
torical grounding of Beuys' work is dramatically different than, for example, the
grounding of the work of Robert Morris. But here the difficulties begin. Does
this fact necessitate or justify the application of profoundly different models of
reading and interpretation? Or to reverse the perspective, is it then precisely the
local, regional, and national specificity of Beuys’ culture that would justify the
interpretations of his work in terms that we would otherwise no longer admit
into any other context, any other theorization, into any other interpretation?
Can territories and strategies of artistic meaning—the spirituality of the work
of art, the artist as healer and transcendental redeemer—can these be reclaimed
at will or are artistic practices successful and relevant precisely at that moment
when they recognize that these concepts of transcendentality and metaphysical
experience have been wrenched from our hands?
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When some people take adim view

of humanity, I have to ask:

Of whomdo they take a brighter view?
—Joscph Beuys

N NOVEMBER 1978 A TWO-DAY EVENT
was arranged in Kassel under thetitle Do
We Need a New, Ecologically Oriented Party? Joseph Beuys and Rudi Butschke, a
leader of the student movement, were scheduledto participate 11 the panel discus-
sion. 1 drove to Kassel with a friend, but the event never took place. We were the only
guests. Germany was covered by snow. Trains and flights were cancelled: the roads
were impassable. Only later on the second day did Joseph Beuys himself arrive: it
wotdd be my first personal encounter with him. Beuys had just come from Vienna,
where he had been off ered a guest professorship. “After the first interview, I was still
uncerta’n whether | should do it,” he laughed, “thien 1 went into a café,and 1 knew: 1
won'tdoit.” He described how the waiter had demanded he remove hishat, because
they would not serve guests wearing hats. “That settfed itfor me,” Beuys said.
We talked for about half an hour. Beuys wanted to intensify the cooperation
between the Free International University (Freie Internationale Universitaet) and
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the Aktion Dritter Weg (Campaign for a Third Way).  had just completed my
studies in Third World sociology at the University of Bielefeld. We agreed to mect
to work together in Duesseldorf. “1 have a great work space for it there,” Beuys
said. I, in turn, had a typewriter and a few ideas about politicsin the Third World.
During that conversation with Beuys, 1 was not yet aware that a few weeks previ-
ously he had won a case in Federal Courtoverturmninghis dismissal from the State
Art Academy in Duesseldorf, and now had the lifelong right to use his former stu-
dio, Room 3 in the Academy in Duesseldorf. From where he had been evicted six
years earlier. We agreed towerkon the “Interentwicklung” (Interdevelopment)
project of the FIU. We wanted to bring together ideas from developing nations
and industrialized nations, to develop a financial and legal basis for a new rela-
tionship between developed and lesser-developed nations, in order to set a new
direction for domestic political work. Room 3 became the headquarters of the
FIU in 1978 When I entered the room with Beuys, it was filled with utensils of
weod, metal, and rolls of felt. [t was all covered with a thick layer of dust.
“Everything looks great,” hesaid,and only then did I realize that he had not seen
this room since his dismissal in October 1972.

During the transition period, I would have to sleep in the office as well, so I
tooka couple of mattresses along. As soon as I had unpacked, the police were at
the door: the janitor had called them, because he thought he saw signs that
Prefessor Beuys was planning to occupy the university again.

&

IN THE AUTUMN OF 1978, anational ecological conference took place in Troisdoif,
near Bonn. Here, too, the central question was the future of the environmenta}
movement and the necessity of a parliamentary arm for a non parliamentary
movement, In December 1978, the Frank furter Rundschau newspaper offered
Beuys the opportunity to write an article expressing his basic principles of social
politics and his ideas for a new type of party. Beuys used this opportunity to write
“Appeal for an Alternative’( Aufiufzur Alternative ).

{n early 1979, Beuys came into our office with a newspaper article and was
pleasantly surprised to see that a number of smaller ecological parties and
regional Green parties had already agreed to participate in the first direct elec-
tion of the European Parliament in the summer of 1979. “Our party system is
very stable,” Beuys said, “and if this train takes off without us, it will be some
time before we have another opportunity like this one. We have to join them.”
We formulated a letter to the president of the GAZ {Gruene Aktion Zukunft;
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NGLne 6.1

Jeseph Beuys at a peace denonsuation for nonviolence and disermament in Born on June 9, 1982,
the day before American president Ronald Reagan’s wisit.

Phote: Lukas Beckmann.

Green Campaign for the Future}, Dr. Herbert Gruhl, and Beuys indicated that
the FIU and the Campain Third Way were interested in working to form a
Green party for the European election. He sent another letter to the AUD
(Campaign Coalition of Independent Germans}, which also took part in the
founding of the Green Party. In October 1976, Beuys had alreadystood as can-
didate for this group in thestateelection for the Bundestag. At the center of the
program were a “unified Germany,”“the creative freedom of the individual and
social security for all,” a “free culture,” “free schools and universities that are
independent of the state” as well as “democratic financial laws” seen as a “legal
form of money to serve the free development of people’s abilities “ and “the
introduction of petitions and referenda”

In March 1979,alongwith 19 other representatives of the FIU, Beuys became
a founding member of the Greens. He was a candidate for the European
Parliamenl. {See Plate @.1} In June 1979 the Party won 3.2% of the vote, falling
short of the 5% needed Lo gain representation. In the Bundestag election of
October 1980, Beuys was the leading candidate on the Green Party’s list for the
state North Rliine-Westphalia. With 1.5% of the vote, it was not enough to enter
the parliament. Still, in the years that followed Beuys used every opportunity to
work within the framework of the Green Party for social reform: in television

debates, at events,and through campaigns. In October 1980, Beuys took part in

2

From the Archiv Gruenes
Gedacechtnis of the Heinrich-
Boell-Foundation in Beriin.
‘taken from a pamphlet by Joseph
Beuys for the Federal election in
W6
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mGurE 6.2

joseph Beuys singing “Senne sstt Reagan” {Sun instead of rain/Reagan] with the rock greup BAPin
front of more than 50,600 people at a peace demonstration in Bonn on june 10, 1982

Photo: Lukas Beckmann,

the occupation of the Westdeutscher Rundfunk (West German Radio) in
Cologne, because the station refused to let the Greens participate in television
advertisements for elections as other established parties did. Inthe early eight-
ies, he took part in numerous demonstrations by the peace movement against
the stationing of new atomic weapons in Germany. In June 1982, the day before
a state visit in Bonn by the American president Ronald Reagan, heled a protest
againstthe military dictatorship in Turkey. He used a branch to draw the initials
NAT® in the dripping blood that demonstrators had poured in front of the
Turkish embassy. Later that day, he took part in a demonstration in the section
of Bonn where the government buildings are. With enormous photographs of
Martin Luther King and Mahatma Ghandj, the participants called for nonvio-
lent policies for both East and West. That evening, he appeared as a singer for
the rock group BAP, then the most popular German band, and in {ront of
Bonn’s main train station before a crowd of 3e,eee he sang the song called
“Sonne statt Reagan” {SunNot Reagan/Rain ). He also appeared the next day in
{ront of see,eee demonstrators from the peace movement.

[n the Federal election in 1983, Beuys was not selected by the Greens to
stand for state elections. He was very disappointed. Beuys was a political per-
son. He was never a politician. That was precisely what made it possible for
him to have an essential, substantial influence on the momentum during the
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FMGURE 6.3
Joseph Bzuys at the feunding conventien of the Green Party in Karlsrube, January 12, 1980.
Photo: (ukas Beckmann.

founding era of the Green Party. Beuys was convinced that politics had to be
overcome: Social Sculpture, a design process that spanned all of society by
means of human creativity, would have to replace it. His goal was a social and
economic one, and, unlike the Greens, his demands did not begin and end
with “conservation of nature” and the use of natural energy sources like sun,
wind, and water. “The Greens have a hard time seeing,” according to Beuys,
“that ecological politics calls for a concept of creativity and culture that truly
embraces human beings and makes them aware of how the whole can be con-
ceived. @nly then a convincing power is generated: this is a path that will not
only bringus energy that doesn’t harm the environment, but will also raise up
ourselves. It will bring us into a new state of power and energy. It is not just a
question of conserving nature, but creating nature: theidea of human beings

as creators gets such short shrift from the Greens.”

JOSEPH BEUYS WAS BORN on 12 May 1921 in Krefeld, Lewer Rhine.On 12 January
1986, he won the Withelm Lehm bruck Prize of the city of Duisburg. There he
gave his final public speech. He died eleven days later.

In his “Lehmbruck Speech,”4 Beuys thanks his “teacher” Wilhelm
Lehmbruck (1881-19:9) and asks, “How can a dead person teach me something

“Inzerview mit Joseph Beuys:
Erlacuterungen zur
Honigpumpe,™ Spuren {January
1985).

InMemoriam Joseph Beuys:
Obituaries, Essays, Speeches.
Translated into English by
Timothy Nevill. Bonn: Inter
Nationes Bonn, 1986, Page §7 ft.
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like that something decisive for my life?” He tells how he found “totally by
chance in a little book™ a sculpture by Lehmbruck. For Beuys, the work touches
upon a “threshold situation in the concept of sculpture.”

“When I thought of a sculptural form which could comprehend both phys-
ical and spiritual material I was absolutely driven by the idea of Social
Sculpture” This experience was the origin of Beuys’s realization that “Every
human being is an artist.”

Beuys says, “Thinking is sculpture. A thought is the product of human cre-
ativity. I would liketo make this thought, and the process of its creation visible
to people in a way that I treat it asan object. A thought that is born of creativ-
ity isalready a work of art, a sculpture.”

There is another important aspect to the Lehmbruck Speech that is of deep
significance for Beuys's lifework. “One day,” as he told the audience, “I found in
a dusty book shelf Rudolf Steiner’s appeal ‘An das deutsche Volk und an die
Kulturvoelker’ (Tothe German Nation and the Civilised Peoples,1919).”

In this appeal, shortly after the end of the First World War, Steiner (1861-1925)
detailed the importance of atripartite structuring of thesocial organism and most
of all the independence of cultural life, which would be crucial for the peaceful
coexistence of human beings and peoples. Beuys found that Wilhelm Lehmbruck
was listed in the appeal asone of the first committee members.

Beuys’s engagement with Rudolf Steiner’s ideas had a lasting influence on
him. In his private library—according to his son, Wenzel Beuys, who is active in
the Beuys archive in Duesseldorf—Beuys had well over a hundred books by
Rudolf Steiner, many of which are heavily annotated.

For Beuys, the sculptor Lehmbruck’s work casts light on the development of
the individual, his or her creativity and artistic powers. And i1 Steiner’s
“Threefold Social Organism” Beuys sees the basic form of a society that is
founded in liberty in the world of culture, equality in the world of law, and
solidarity in the world of economics.

“To form a social order likea sculpture, that is my task and thetask of art.”
In this transmission of the principle of sculpture, as Beuys put it in his
Lehmbruck Speech, “Wilhelm Lehmbruck passed the flame to us. [ have seen it.”

BEUYS WAS BIFFERENT in many ways. I heard him give speeches in which he

tatked for more than two and a halfhours in front of over see students; yet
when he was finished, he continued the discussion for two more hours.
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Although the doors of the auditorium were all open, no one lft earty—an
intensity I never experienced anywhere else. Beuys gave a direction to his think-
ing that made it possible to see reality in a new way. The phenomena of the life
of humankind and nature brought him into a future whose laws are already
reality today. They could already take effect, if they were recognized, respected,
and understood. In this sense, Beuys was working with a future that was already
present. In thinking, this future becomes the focus of a Social Sculpture, which
has yet to take shape as a society suited to humankind. Beuys was a messenger
of the future, a mediwn between the realities of the everyday worid and the phe-
nomena of a future age that are already active in the present. This mediation
between two worlds—between two “qualities” of reality~—makes it difficult,
even today, for many people to understand Beuys. Beyond mere sense percep-
tion Beuys saw a reality in ideas as beings.”’

Beuys’s creativity worked from a source of true inner perception that was
often hidden from his audience, yet they intuitively grasped how profoundly he
had developed the particular within the context of the whole.

°

IN THE Bo@k Globalisierung: Eine Satellitenaufnahme, William Knoke, the presi-
dent of the Harvard Capital Group (aninternational investment bank), writes“The
suppression of the work force by technology creates new problems. Roughly two
thirds of all jobs in industrialized nations (some 95% percent of all jobs world-
wide) are characterized by constant repetition and could thusbe automated.”® In its
most recent“World Employment Report 1998/1999,” the 1LY writes, “From the cri-
sis in Asia alone,10 million people will be unemployed by the end of 199878 It
assumes that at year end some 150 million people will be unemployed worldwide,
and 30% of the world’s three billion workers will be underemployed.

Beuys confronted the consequences of globalization even before the term
had been invented. He saw that worldwide social problems would be the
inevitable consequence unless the reality of the interrelations of work, property,
and income could be understood in a new way. The following questions were
always primary for Beuys:

*  What s the task of the government? What should be its limits?

* The essential capital of a society ishuman creativity. Art=Capital.

* How can a currency system be created that recognizes that fact and develops
abilities rather than maximizing profits?

~I

Wasist Geld ? (Wangen: FIU
Verlag,1991).

Glsbalisiering: Eine
Satellirenaufialime (Frankfuct:
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeilung
GmbH [nformationsdicnste,
1997}, P.31.

Inernational labour
Organisation, a special organiza-
tion of the UN.

Frankfuiter Alfgemeine Zeitung of
24 Seplember 1998, page 17.
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*  Whatis money?

* How can production, consumption, and trade work together in a way that
results in ajtruism?

* Whyis it possibletebuy landeven though no one has produced it and no one
hasinvested in its creation?

*  Whyare things turned upside down when the government subsidizes the economy?

*  Whatis the task of the government in education? In which of its tasks should it
be limited? Why should the goal be independent, self -geverning schools and
universities rather than private ones?

Beuys always emphasized that our economy and its law