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JOSEPH BEUYS, TOGETHER WITH Marcel Duchamp and Andy Warhol, are the artists one must turn to in order to understand the present shape of art – the Founding Fathers of contemporary sensibility. But whereas Duchamp and Warhol are widely discussed and frequently shown, Beuys has somewhat faded from contemporary awareness, and seems to belong to an earlier era. Perhaps this is because the subject of his art, not to mention his own personal myth, seem internally related to the Second World War and the period of German reconstruction afterward. Or with the particular political unrest and protest that defined the German mentalité of the 1960s and the politics of the cold war. His politics and to some degree the ritual aura that invests his art somewhat distance us from him. Duchamp was apolitical, and while Warhol had definite political convictions, his art is anchored to the popular culture that continues to define present consciousness. The two of them remain as presences in the art scene of today. This is a good time, accordingly, that Beuys be summoned from the shadows through a fresh set of essays like the ones that have been gathered here, and to which I offer this as a foreword.

Beuys is often thought of as if he were someone influenced by Beuys. In 1992–1993 he was identified, for example, as ‘the most prophetic voice’ for the public art programme of Sculpture Chicago, called ‘Culture in Action’, which consisted of eight distinct undertakings by groups remote indeed from the institutional world of art professionals and their typical audiences: people in public housing, or on welfare, or coming from ethnic communities on whose maps museums and galleries have no location. ‘In his concept of “social sculpture”,’ the critic Michael Brenson wrote, ‘everything was art, and every aspect of life could be approached creatively, with a sense of inventiveness and ritual … “Everyone is an artist,” he said, in one of his best-known statements.’

Certainly this seems like a self-exemplifying characterization, Beuys being only one of the examples of an artist who makes art out of anything, who approaches every aspect of life creatively, with a sense of inventiveness and ritual. In Chicago, members of the Bakery, Confectionery, and Tobacco Workers’ International Union of America, Local No. 552 – how much further can you get from the curatoriat? – produced a candy bar named ‘We Got It!’ It was art and candy-making was art-making and confectioners were artists. A collaborative group, Haha and Flood, produced, with a group of volunteers, a hydroponic garden, distributing the vegetables to feeding places for the AIDS-afflicted. ‘A Coalition of Chicago Women’, with the performance artist Suzanne Lacy, evolved a ritual celebration of Chicago women by means of granite markers bearing women’s names around the city. A candy bar (emulsified fat, after all); a vegetable garden; a ritual exaltation of women: these could hardly be more in the Beuysian spirit. But nothing done in ‘Culture in Action’ looked at all as if it could have been done by Beuys. What is overlooked in treating Beuys as if he were an example of someone influenced by Beuys is the unmistakable style of the Beuysian object, so that even an object not made into art by anyone as yet can look unmistakably enough Beuysian that were anyone else to appropriate it as art, they would look derivative, like someone walking around in a fisherman’s vest, wearing a felt hat indoors, which constituted Beuys’ signature costume.

What makes Beuys an artist, and indeed an artist by the standards of the art professionals to which enterprises such as ‘Culture in Action’ turn their backs, is his style, whether in his costume, his stories about himself, his language, or the objects out of which exhibitions of his work are made. This is certainly true of his drawings: they are unmistakably his, blobs and blots in sepia or brown, on throwaway paper, and connected by some desultory scribbled lines. It is consistent with this style that the medium should be such substances as hare’s blood or vegetable juices. What would be inconsistent would be if the medium were made of the finest pigment painted on Fabriano-Tiepolo watercolour paper especially ordered. There are dissonances like this in Beuys’ make-up: the hats were of the finest quality – Stetsons – always bought in London. His wife recalls that Beuys had been the snappiest dresser in the Academy. Thomas Messer tells us that when Beuys was the Guggenheim’s guest in 1979, he rode around in Cadillac limousines driven by chauffeurs, and dined on caviar. These strike a dissonant note in the way the discovery that Heidegger was a connoisseur of grands crus is dissonant with his peasant pretensions, even if wine comes from the Earth. I am not out to criticize, merely to indicate the structure of consistency and inconsistency which go with having a style. There would be no dissonance in the fact that Motherwell was devoted to luxury, or that the philosopher Pierce were a connoisseur of fine clarets.

A few summers ago, I visited an installation of Beuys’ work at the Guggenheim Museum, given an alcove of its own in an exhibition of post-war art called ‘The Tradition of the New’. The wall text at the entryway identified him in his own terms as a ‘social sculptor’, whose works are in effect ‘remains’ and ‘traces’ of lectures and performances. This is true and false. There are remains and traces which are works of art, but many which are not – and there are works of art that are remains or traces in no stronger sense than any work of art. The second gallery of the alcove memorialized a lecture Beuys gave in Vienna in 1980, with blackboards covered with chemical formulae, which we also see in some photographs of Beuys, wearing his unmistakable costume, speaking to rapt students, seated on the floor. There is also a typescript, urgently overwritten, of a discussion between Beuys and some sceptics who evidently attended the performance. The photographs, and even the holograph, for all its overwriting, are not works of art though they are traces and remains: so only certain remains and traces are properly art, even in the extended sense of the term given by Beuys. The blackboards, on the other hand, are remains and traces that qualify as art, I think. The main formula is for alkali – sodium carbonate – made of the ashes of plants. But Beuys has written, like a good teacher, certain words – base, acid (Sauer), soap (Seife) – and has drawn a heart. The heart is meant to connote a moral fact, regarding the warmth we feel when we wash with soap, which springs evidently from the fact (Beuys claims) that soap is colloidal, we are colloidal, and hence (the syllogism is incidentally invalid), we are soap. The blackboard is the trace and remains of a curious discourse in mystical chemistry, and, as visitors to the exhibition of Beuys’ drawings curated by Bernice Rose and Ann Temkin recall, these blackboards were considered drawings, or even as works which straddled a boundary between drawing and sculpture. One of the blackboards at the Guggenheim, with the same formulae and vocabulary (and heart) is furiously calligraphic and expressionist enough to be art by the narrowest of criteria: it is so elegant as almost to be dissonant with the style.

In truth, the style is partially defined by qualities that fit smoothly with the idea of the trace and the remnant. It is the style of left-over, broken, dated objects, distressed and discarded – objects which have fallen out of what Heidegger calls the Zeugganzes of the average everydayness of life, of no use anymore. And Beuys uses them for the expressiveness of their fallen usefulness, I suppose the way Joseph Cornell used objects from the vanished inventories of variety stores for the evocativeness of their fallen banality. Typically (I hasten to acknowledge: not always and not universally) Beuys’ Vitrinen (of which there were two at the Guggenheim) display objects which appear to be worn fragments of once useful objects, scarred and patinated by grime and time. La Lotta Continua – a disabled linotype machine – is an almost monumental example, given that linotype machines, by 1980, had rather little by way of supportive Zeugganzheit in the world of electronic data processing: most printing plants had long since abandoned their use, though the powerful printers union in England made them a point of resistance to electronic typesetting, and lost the battle when publishers moved to Wapping. The heavy coat of fat Beuys poured over the keyboard merely underscored the truth that no one was any longer going to hit them to shape lines of type: La lotta e finita. There is a question, not to be resolved here, or at least not by me, as to whether the vitrines themselves, considered apart from their odd contents, are works of art in their own right. What is unmistakable is that they are coherent with the overall Beuysian style. They have, for instance, a certain touching hand-made quality, and seem to be made of left-over lumber by means of rough carpentry, as contrasted with cabinetmaking. The window is held in place by screen-door hooks, and the glass is fixed in its frame by thick hand-applied putty on the outside, as if by a not especially skilful hand. Beuys himself, with his wide brimmed hat, his huntsman’s garments, his incantatory language, his medieval facial features, seems himself to belong to a forgotten form of life. Embodying the aesthetic of his characteristic objects – ‘traces and remains’ – Beuys is like the third brother, the simple son of the fairy tale, who keeps picking up and pocketing, as if treasures, objects for which no one has a proper use – the handle of a broken pitcher, for example, or the wing of a dead bird. Indeed their only use, in the fairy story, is the help they give in solving the puzzles of a perverse princess. Displayed as they are in the vitrines, the question for critics is what riddle it is these are to help us solve. Beuys’ greatness as an artist perhaps consists in convincing us that there is a riddle for which his works serve as partial solutions.

The Vienna lecture, from what I could gather from the wall texts, seems to have begun with some sort of joke about soap and laundering, which, despite ours being the age of feminism, he characterizes as the work of young women. It then ascended through some natural associations to salvation, for which, I suppose, cleansing is a natural metaphor, and from the young women to someone to whom he refers as Die Jungfrau – The Virgin – who will save us. For whatever dark reasons only a virgin will do. Die Jungfrau will save us. And I thought at this moment of Heidegger, of his 1966 interview in Der Spiegel, in which he says ‘only a God can save us’. Here is the passage in full:

Philosophy will not be able to effect an immediate transformation of the present condition of the world. This is not only true of philosophy but of all merely human thought and endeavor. Only a god can save us. The sole possibility that is left for us is to prepare a readiness, through thinking [Denken] and poetic creation [Dichten], for the appearance of the god or for the absence of the god in time of foundering [Untergang], for in the face of the god who is absent, we founder.

Save us from what for what? There is no simple, certainly no short answer for Heidegger, but his masterpiece, Sein und Zeit (Being and Time) is dense with allusion to Gefallenheit, for which the ‘trace-and-remains’ aesthetic of the Beuysian object is in candidacy for illustration. And Heidegger speaks of the ‘Call to Conscience’ (Ruf des Gewissens) which summons us to authenticity, which perhaps he had grown pessimistic about that happening by 1966, and thought only about divine intervention – an odd idea for what was meant to be a secular theology, a text on salvation without a saviour.

I have no thesis on influence to offer here: I don’t claim that Beuys read Heidegger, or read philosophy at all. One of the vitrines at the Guggenheim had what is clearly a mint copy of a paperback edition of Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft, on which the artist had stamped in red: ‘BEUYS: Ich kenne kein week-end’. This is a boast, as I read it: ‘I have no week-end to spare to read Kant’s book in’. Or: ‘I never take time off’, which may indeed be true. In any case, I am speaking in the mode of ascribing an affinity between German souls, one of which denkt and the other of which dichtet, and both of which do this in the spirit of saving humankind from a crisis for which the crises of politics, of morality, of economics, of art itself, are but manifestations. It is a crisis of the human soul, and neither Heidegger nor Beuys have faith that thought or art will suffice to pull us through. Rather, thought and art are modes of prayer, appeals to a god or a Jungfrau to do what we at our best – as thinkers and as artists – are unable unaided to do.


INTRODUCTION

ART HISTORY HAS TAKEN on formidable tasks in the post-war era. Primary among them is a thoroughgoing redefinition of the canon of modern art, made necessary by the appearance in the USA of another distinct direction in art production: postmodernism. American critics and art historians have been occupied in delineating these new developments, which are said to extend the development of visual modernism into the critical postmodernism of late-twentieth-century art. Yet, while it connects with modernism, postmodern art is also determined to distinguish itself from the modes and processes of modern art in specific ways. Some modern artists, such as Marcel Duchamp, are now understood to find a better fit in the criteria that have been established for postmodern art. Picasso, on the other hand, is definitively modern. Artists of the historical avant-garde, of the Soviet Union (Constructivism), of Germany (Dada) or of France (Surrealism) have been determined to belong to an historical moment that has irretrievably passed. Canons are reformulated around such shifting definitions of modern art and postmodern art, like sorted with like. Some artists are illuminated in the process; others are relegated to the shadows of neglect. In the meantime, West German art history was also involved in its own revision of the canon of modern art, which was certainly impacted by postmodernism. In addition, revisionist art histories in the post-war Germanys struggled to take into account the course of German history in the twentieth century and the enormous ruptures and losses inflicted by the Nazi regime, many of which also extended into the realm of culture.

In art history’s encounter with certain artists, objects or texts, the process of canon revision seems to lose its clarity. These unruly artists or objects seem not to fall neatly into established categories and classifications. They instead fall into a kind of art historical no man’s land akin to the optical occurrence of the penumbra, the edge of shadow – or part-shadow – that is observed around full shadow. In this unfocused, grey area, stark categories – of light and dark, of progress or regression, of avant-garde or hoax, of modern or postmodern – are cast into doubt. Certainties are suspended, and an opportunity to reconsider and revise presents itself.

Joseph Beuys (1921–1986) is in this sense an artist of the penumbra. During his lifetime, he was simultaneously celebrated and lampooned by fellow artists and by the international art community; since his death he has been lauded as heroic by some and condemned as a dark figure of German fascism and totalitarian impulses by others. He is among the most controversial artists of the late twentieth century. For these and other cultural-historical reasons, the disciplinary apparatus of art history in the USA has been hesitant to take up Beuys’ direct connection with the engaged tradition of the modernist avant-garde. This engagement has made his art difficult and unfashionable. Faced with Beuys’ increasingly visible presence in art institutions, from the Düsseldorf Academy to the Documenta exhibitions to German museums, as well as in the German media, German critics and art historians found it more difficult to ignore his art.

Strangely, a number of commentators – critics in West Germany and abroad – found themselves in agreement with the judgements of the West German mass media and even with East German party functionaries in portraying Beuys either as another example of the corrupting influence of the bourgeois dealer-critic system or in dismissing him as a ‘charlatan’. (The latter charge was also made by many of Beuys’ colleagues at the Düsseldorf Academy.) Furthermore, a common assumption lingers among American commentators that most if not all German writing on Beuys was and is celebratory and largely uncritical.

The contributors to Joseph Beuys: The Reader include critics, art historians and artists, some of them influential American and German commentators on Beuys’ art; the collection also includes more obscure critical reviews and art historical studies written in North America. These latter essays point to the early interest in Beuys’ practice on the part of many women artists and critics, and not only from those who were his students. This volume foregrounds the complexity and scope of Beuys’ oeuvre, which not only encompassed his well-known work in performance, drawing, painting, sculpture and multiples, but also included conversations with visitors in museum installations, media interviews, activist appearances as a German Green Party candidate and his influential encounter with East German artists. We do not, however, claim to offer a complete survey of Beuys’ oeuvre, nor an all-inclusive collection of critical writing on Beuys, nor to serve up definitive readings or interpretation. This volume means to mark a widening of, and not the conclusion to, an international discussion of Beuys’ art. We do not mean to imply that it is necessary or desirable to reach a critical consensus on Beuys’ hyper-ambitious art practice. In introducing readings of Beuys’ art that are new to an English-speaking audience, we hope to move beyond the sometimes dismissive readings of Beuys’ art that may have squashed further debate.

We also intend to address readers who are not familiar with Beuys’ work but have a true curiosity about him, perhaps generated through his mass-culture celebrity. Our intent is also to offer a point of entry into Beuys’ difficult art practice. As is often the case with difficult visual art, and especially with Beuys, the most accessible entry point is routed through the methodology of biography. Beuys himself bowed to this. But he also seems to have realized that making his own life story the basis of his art’s meaning severely limited its possibilities as art, as Peter Nisbet has convincingly argued.1 Our strategy in this book is to present Beuys differently, and through more diverse and recent methodologies of art history. Our book is, therefore, a response to Johannes Cladders’ call to integrate Beuys within art history, and to place his art within the context of contemporary art practice.2 The point of entry we offer is through art history’s recent and various fashionings of ‘Beuys’. We did not want to privilege biography and its limitations in this book. For those readers who desire a more basic introduction, the biography/ timeline in the Appendix provides a listing of the key exhibitions and details of Beuys’ life.

As we discuss below, for various reasons that include Beuys’ own statements, readings of Beuys’ art that are biographical in nature have become dominant both in the USA and in Europe. The exact and explicit relevance of Beuys’ biography to the meaning of his artworks is, however, still a matter of contention. A number of publications have presented a chronology of key events, exhibitions and dates in the artist’s life. One of the best introductions remains Caroline Tisdall’s 1979 Guggenheim catalogue, Joseph Beuys, though it obviously does not deal with Beuys’ late works; Heiner Stachelhaus’s Joseph Beuys (1991) is a good biography. An old standard, Joseph Beuys: Life and Works by Götz Adriani, Winfried Konnertz and Karin Thomas (1979) is poorly translated and not recommended, except in the original German edition. These chronologies are not to be confused with the complex and important document/fiction that Beuys presented as his ‘life course/work course’ and which recapitulated the basis for his art practice from the late 1950s to 1972. Pamela Kort has foregrounded the ‘Life Course’ as the document central to unlocking the meaning of Beuys’ practice.3 As is the case with almost all aspects of Beuys’ life and art, however, the Lebenslauf has been the object of speculation.

Other critics and historians have considered the relation of Beuys’ art and biography in a critical manner. Donald Kuspit has read the ‘problem’ of Beuys’ life story in a most sophisticated manner, through a psychoanalytic lens; he has also addressed the particular position occupied by other Beuys critics, including Benjamin Buchloh and Robert Storr.4 Peter Nisbet’s ‘Crash Course’ traces Beuys’ own efforts – and his later decision to steer away from – foregrounding his own life story as a basis for meaning in his practice.

Joseph Beuys: The Reader brings together essays from the distinct and co-existing discourses on Beuys’ art as they developed in North America and in both Germanys, dating back to Beuys’ emergence to prominence in the key year of 1972 and ending after German reunification in 1990. The volume opens with a foreword by Arthur Danto, who poses the not inconsequential question of what continues to make Beuys significant within twentieth-century culture. Divided into six major sections and an appendix, the texts and investigations of The Reader foreground critical discussion of specific artworks by Beuys, the dialogue these works have created with those of other artists, and how Beuys’ art contests the operative assumptions of visual modernism or exceeds its boundaries as they are currently delineated. The Reader includes two discussions with Joseph Beuys himself and sixteen significant art historical studies and discussions of the last thirty years on Beuys’ art, some well known. In outlining these separate discourses and literatures on the artist, and in recognizing Beuys as
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