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INTRODUCTION

At a time when Europe melts its nations under the veil of

unity, the time seems te have came for me to came to

berms with my identity in the ceantext of my national

origin.

Being born german to german parents in the small

industrial town of Schweinfurt, Franconia in Nevhtern

Bavaria, I have lived almost twenty years of my life

happily beside 'Gastarbeiter", knawn to be called

"Auslander" by same racist Germans.

lohave alsa warked with pecple af other ethnic origins in

the local industry. And I have had nothing but good

experiences with these pecple, mainly fram Turkey, Italy
and Yugoslavia, who have been attracted by the aconomicad

wealth of Germany, and the jeb-offers in the World-

capital of Ballbearing manufactures Schweinfurt in

particular

Alea part of my life was the presence of American

soldiers, based in the American Army barracks im town,

part af what was known as the "American Sectear" after

World War II.

Yet the Americans very Successfully distanced themselves

from German saciety and e.unumy, and have their own

village within the barracks, protected by barhed wire.





f= I said "quite happy myself", I was still very critical
of Germany's social and political situation including

the abuse af cheap labour of foreigners) Sea in 1989 I

decided to leave Germany te ga te Ireland and study in

Sliqn for a year.

tvs been mare than three years now that I have stuck to

this country and spoken its language.

While T have been experiencing a goed time with very few

preblems in Ireland, in Germany problems have been

growing. Great political changes, like the fall af the

Berlin-Wall in October 1990, have created social and

eceanomic problems. With unemployment, neanfasciem is on

the rise amongst a young generation.

Three years of physical distance from my heme country

however, seem toa have only proved a mental band with

"qerman" trademarks.

lThave been labelled "typical german" in situations where

have taken strong apinions on @.g. environmental issuesI

like refusing plastic bags in shape and insisting on bin

separation in a shared household.

For more than three years now have been a "eurepean"

foreigner in Ireland. Here I found myself already in the

middie of investigating the value of the label "Made in

Germany", when I decided to investigate german tradition

in the context af art.
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However ~ they say "Eurcpe"" will change the labels in

future, when the importance of identification with a

the

particular national origin will be questioned.

Being an artist - and same call it "german" I feel

respansibility towards society. And I believe it is
attitude which helds together a German art tradition.

&

this

I intend tea trace this in my first chapter, cancentrating
on the 20th Century. T would like shaw scme cases

German history where politics and art develcpment are

directly linked. As one of the mast obvicus examples

AM Going to lock at the Nazi period af World War IT,
art was used for propaganda and therefore supported b

the leadership, whereas art outside this interest was

being strangly repressed. want toa show hew canstan

breaks in the chronological development af art histear

reinforced new, fresh starts in a sense of social

cane lence.

Twould like ta reasen the importance of the break fr

in

I
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¥

I
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"sainterly"" traditions with conceptual art in the 1970's

especially through the work of Beuys to then lead int

the 1980's towards the end of my first chapter. The

eighties embody a return ta painterly traditions

mcluding a return of objects into an abstract field
the ongoing painting practises of the internationally
yespected New York Scheaol of Art since the 40'
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The subjert of the BO's - a reflection of german

tradition and the question of identity itself in the

field of art - art which has the ability te crmes borders

through a ?universal' language I would like to discuss

in more detail in my second chapter.
Iwant te look at the artists of the post war generation
ie Kiefer, Baselitz, Lupertz, Immenderff, FPenck...and

their role in society, and responsibility towards it,
including the media reaction and its importance in

ennmection with the subject matter of the new german

painting. want ta investigate the influence ofI

criticism on art and its rele in ascribing Social values

In chapter three I cansider the "real" value of a

painting in itself, beside its social function using
Anselm Kiefer and his work aS am example. Towant toa pic

t :

up same af Eiefers themes amd lock al them in & german

canmtext. T would like to emphasise the visual impact of

the artworks instead of giving an intellectual analysis,
Iowould like toe emphasis the visual impact af the art

warke, which I believe anstruct this abstract language.

In this thesis I wish to place the two values 'artwark?

and 'sacial fumetion' om a kind af weighing scales. The

result oof which will be in the angle one is looking at

it.
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20th CENTURY GERMAN ART
IN ITS SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

German artists always had difficulties dealing with their

fixed position in society. & review of German history
shows how the artist's independent development in style
is constantly being repressed or interfered with. In the

struggle af the artist and in the variety of new attempts

after some complete wipe cuts of art as constructive part

and independent mechanism of society, Nes the very

qerman tradition itself, the contradictory fact of

cantinuity in rapture. In the following I would like ta

trace this phenonema in german art tradition specifically
in the 2Oth Century.

This german art tradition parallels the politics of the

country. The war years are the gaps in the development

of art histery. The ruins of the wars bury the trail of

a tradition that was split inte two by a wall and

remained sa far nearly five decades.

The struggle of the German artist, however, had reached

its peak during World War il under Hitler's Nazi regime.

Art was being split into "good" and "bad" and the term

'degenerate art" was introduced.

"T naw began ta examine carefully
the names of all creators of unclean
products in public artistic life"
~ Hitler 13





On July the 18th in 1937, the "House of German Art",

built in Munich under Hitler's instructions, apened with

the evhibition "Entartete Kunst" - "Degenerate Art".

Far the show, 200 works from 25 museums all aver Germany

had been collected ie. confiscated, including works fram

Dix, Kirchner, Ernst, Nolde, the Dadaists etc. Fig. 1D

The main impertance of this exhibition was the victory in

the field of art rather than the display of artworks,

which was being ridiculed by writing over and arcund it

on cluttered walls ©) (fig.2)
This example shows how the power of a corrupt regime put

cantemporary art inte a 'bad light'. But net anly was

the light bad, but art and artist were also campared with

mentally handicapped an the accampanying cataloque.

The introduction
-

explains Germany's cultural and

therefore political decline threugh "se-called art'. Art

that was distorting form and misusing colour. > Fig.l)
The artists were alse accused of disrespect tc leadership

and race.

This was making a powerful statement about aesthetics and

the ability of the painters involved.
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On the other hand or in a "goed light" the regime praised

the skill of representational ""realistic" painters like

Arco Breher, Joseph Therah, Fichard FElein, Ziegler,

emphasising beauty and glorifying the German race.

Fig.)

The "bad art" had tea be burnt, beautiful art was being

enceuraged for a beautiful society. The "bad" artist had

ta leave the country in fear of his life.

One of them was Hans Heffman wha emigrated ta America

where he helped ta develop ber abstract expressionism at

the N.Y. school of art. N.Y. became the centre of art.

From there Abstract Expressionist ideas were prameted all

over Europe with the support of the American Gavernment.

The expressian of
jsenses threugh shape and celour freed

the abstract expressionist mavement fram national

boundaries, making it transferable intca every situation

and language. The painting now was a painting in itself
and for itself and it seemed-at least in the eyes of the

inventers and prameating critics - that art had reached

its final purity.

Yet not all the consequences of the disaster
were negative: the visual arts, for example,
suffered a decisive transformation, and were
at the same time given completely new
opportunities, New York ¢ ) what happened
there during the war was to set the tone of
the post war epoch." Lucie Smith, Edward ¢4)
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At about the same time the german Hans Hartung and Wels

(Alfred Otte Wolfgang Schulze) were painting in Paris

under the "Ecesle de Faris" of Jean Bazine and Foaqer

Bissier. The ideas emanating from Faris were an emphasis

on gestural and spontaneous translation af psycplegical

experience inta painting. Wels' work fram 1946 - 13951

shows a nervaus sensibilitdy in watercolours and

drawings, revealing Angst and depressicn ©). fig.4)
His abstract lines, shadings, splashes and farms almast

represent objects and seem te express neurotic forces and

existential fear.

One of the artists wha remained in Germany was Emil

Nelde. AS ao victim of censorship he suffered the

canfiscation af LOS2 pieces and was stamped "decadent

artist". His secret sketches and watercolours-"Ungemalte

Bilder" ¢ "pictures I did not paint' fig.) - fram

1933-1945 witness the repressian of painterly expression

in fearful respect for the regime.

Maybe the end «af the war in 1545 made an official end tea

the repression, yet Hitler was kept alive for the German

population.

German oaciety suffered under the weight of the past

which it had consciously made ai taboe. The post war

generations were brought up in quilt, overfed with war

mavies from America.
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But same painters in West Germany were working in

private, behind the back of seciety, almost as if they

were developing a strategy to then errupt in the 1960's

and shack with the conceptual art of artists like Joseph

Beuys. Art became an alround event - A ""sacial

sculpture" Weuys). Happenings and installations tock

aver and pushed painting inte the background. The idea

was to move the art out of the galleries in order tea

canfrant the public.

Changing the meaning meant changing the means-qrease and

haney were the matrix of Beuys's sculptures. fFig.6,

Fig. 7). Art became political, aware of social and

enviromental issues. It was making statements, aiming

for international goals. Practically the anly reason for

art was toa be critical. Being loud seemed tc be the anly

way ta survive. The conceptual art of the 1960's and

1970's tre-) acted like a vast explesicen almest in

revenge for what art and artist' had to suffer under the

Nazi era.

It was tne same time that alternative political parties
were formed. On the cantinent and in America minority

graups claimed their political right toa participate in

the democratic system. In 1967 Beuys founded an

crganisation for demacracy "Organisation fur direkte

Demokratie durch Volksabstimmung" which he promoted at

"Documenta
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Beuys embeadied revalutionary power. The artist himself

task on the image of a leader. American Youth liked

Beuys. AS a quru he fitted into their cult of the 1970's.

"T like America and America likes me" (7) a statement

which Beuys did net have ta make, if it was not for a

strong anti-american feeling among the German population

after the war. American critics liked Joseph Beuys for

his critical approach the German past. Heuys, who was

bern in and had experienced World War = as a pilot,
dealt with the past as a reason for his activities.

Joseph Beuys addressed his complaints abcut sacial

circumstances directly ta the public. This cutspaken

attitude, showing confidence and criticising Germany from

within was admired in America as a liberating mavement

far the rights of mincrities. Beuys' individual appeal ~

away fram the painting market - did nat set any danger tea

painterly activity still centered in N.Y.

Out af this provocation of aesthetics and attack an

saciety and international politics, and cut af the gap in

German cultural tradition after the war, grew a new

national awareness. It now seemed te be the duty of the

artists of the post war generation toa raise the question

about their position in saciety, about the value of their

tradition, To question and te find reasen fas in

images), the "new painters", which are Kiefer, Lupertz,

Fetting west? Penk and Baselitz feast) ta name just a

few, had ta qa back in time ta follow up the track.
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They had to recanstruct their histery, and this net just
in the painting tradition, but alec in politics which

parallel and affect the painterly tradition. Tt alec

meant a return to paint and adapting the achievements of

abstraction, yet reintraducing the representational

object. Literary imagery was used fram myths for

universal understanding, partly words were included far

their readability and suggestive quality. (Fig.8). The

intention was met sea much the use af intellectual

background as the attempt toa create a new reality. One

of predicting quality. This was to lie in hetween

abstract senses and real life issues.

The new painters are painting themselves inta a position

within society by painting about painting that seemed ta

have lost meaning and tradition. They are searching for

their identity threcuigh their art and historical

development. This means the artists exclide themselves

from an international mavement. Their ceanmcerns are more

lacal. They question their mational identity and the

lack af omfidance in the German tradition. They rewind

history and follew up traditian by apening up taboos,

thus stating their independence.

Strang abjections araw cut af a neglected pas af the

German culture fig.)

1é





Images of the Nazi-past in the new painting insult not

only the eye af the conscious German seciety, but alse

spark off international media attentican.

The international media attention as a result of general

mistrust makes the German new spirit in painting appear

mare "nationalistic" than any other mavement.

Art and Artist partly were cansidered fascist for their

scurce - the German past. But nevertheless painting

partly has te be judged on its historical development for

canstructive criticism. And whe could therefore blame an

american art critic like Kuspit far relating the swastic¢a

to the past it comes from? Or even acuse him af being

over-imaginative in his interpretation, or being prene tea

false suspicions?

"Te is nat just nationalism that this exhibitian
Mecumenta 7, 1982) is proclaiming as the new deqma
of artistic understanding, but German nationalism -

a canstellation of ideas usually associated with
German culture C2" (4)

But beside the readability af the "new" German images,

there is alse the american point of criticism te

consider. This is from ai point of view of its awn

tradition, Aa very new one qiven the short existance ot

the United States and the freshly qained status as art

centre in the 1950's),
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Emerging from World War II as victer and saviour of

Eurcepe fram German Dictatorship, America can look at the

past with the pride of a hera., The american gevernment

is full of mistrust and fears the competition in its
status as the western art centre.

"The reference ta expressionism in contemporary West
German art is the natural move toa make at a time
where the myth of cultural identity is ta be
established specifically against the daminance of
American art during the entire period af
reconstruction". Buchloh 3)

Meanwhile however, the international movement seems ta be

the return ta national interests. A cammon search for

identity independently based on national cultures and

ethnic origins.

Selfexpression and individual experiences are the general
meatives within an international "national" mavement.

Ta the same extent "nationalistic" as the German art -- in

the pure sense af the word - is the italian "arte cifra"
and the american "new image painting". Yet obvicusly
based oan different "national" tradition and therefore

less likely ta be interpreted as "nationalistic" as in

"fascist".

For the Italian painters it was almost a farce to return

back ta painting with all that historical evidence arcund

them.

18
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The most radical example fer the return to easel and

paint in Italy is prebably Salve, whe previously had been

active as a conceptual artist fig. 19). The artists of

the younger , Italian generation include Francesca

Ciemente, Enzacn Cucchi, Mimme Faladina, Sandra Chia.

The main difference from the Italian new painting to the

German is a mediteranean light and the fey of colour.

Artists likewise vwark in a variety of styles, finding

identity in individual ways. Sane af the Italian

painters now pick up the themes of ald masters again,
sometimes even campositien, yet add a new dreamlike

demengion. It is a very new personal appreach of the old

masterpieces which in their multiplicity provide multiple

inspiration.
The artists now want ta say something; the figure becomes

& symbeal for contemporary life replacing an icon af

religious significance. 'ig. 11

In America there is mot strictly ai areup of painters
committed ta the "new spirit" as there is in Germany or

Italy, vather concerned individuals. Julian Schnabel is

considered ane af the main representatives, wha had

actually been accused of being "ten eurapean" by American

art critics. fig.l2/Fig 15)

"T think it is mare a generational than a national
issue". i

ig





the Sept./Oct. issue of Artscribe, and further referring
Schnabel in a 1986 interview with Mathew ollings in

Kiefer and Clementes

"ef. Qur work is very different in many ways but
in all of it there's a feeling that these things
were in the world already and that they were
deformed". 113
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Exhibition installation "Entartele Kunst"
including works of Baum, Belling,
Campendonk, Dexel, Felixnuller,
Eugen Hoffmann, Klee and
Emil Nolde, "Last Supper", 1909.
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2. Exhibition installation
"Entartete Kunst" - the Dadaists
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Exhibition installation
"Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung"
(Great German Art Exhibition),Hitler visitins, Kunstfithrer.
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5. Emil Nolde,
Ungemalte Bilder
"The Spanish Woman".
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Fat felt sculptures, 1963.





7i Beuys action
disrupted by right-wing students,
Aachen, July 1964.
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JIRI GEORG DOKOUPIL
"2 Harrisburger", 1982.





10. Salvo,
"Factory", 1981
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Mimmo Paladino,
"Crib", 1982
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"St. Patrick", 1993.

|

|

is





DEALING WITH A NATIONAL TRADITION

THE ART OF THE 1980's

Lets take the quote af the American contemporary Julian

Schnabel as a starting point fer my investigation of the

German "new" images of the 1990's.

"Coed GuY work is very different in many ways but
in all of it there's a feeling that these things
were in the work already and that they were
deformed". 13

Julian Schnabel is making a valuable statement about

cammon issues in the painting of national movements

cansidering same American critics cauld only spot the

differences in national histories at the time.

Schnabel is talking about "things were defearmed". What

are these "things" that the paintings of different

nations have in commen, accerding tea Schnabel, cr even

mare interesting: What dees he mean by "deformed?"

Point of discussion is: "Deformation" by man, which the

artist paints about ar "Deformation" by the artist.

Fig. 14)

I doubt whether "deformed" is the right word ta use in

cannection with art And applied ta German arts
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To me this brings up dark memories of the "degenerate

art" fig.i/Fig.2) cor is that where we are? Back in

Nazi-Germany?

Whe is responsible fer ai painting like "Sulamith"?

Kiefer oar Hitler? Ta what kind of reality da these

fields," ploughed by tanks" belong? @?) fig 16% Is it

the historical past haunting us in pictures cr is it

present? Have Nazi times caught up with us?

Admittedly the spirit af my question is itself

characteristically 'German'. Ferhaps an aver-sensitive

reaction to the unpleasant confrontation with a taboo
zone. About German art criticism the American art critic

Bazon Breck in 1981 noted that:

"There is a gradually increasing awareness
that the campaigns against "degenerate art"
did not cease with the end of the third Eeich,
nor are they limited tc obscure circles ¢ 3

This attitude about "degenerate art" has, in actual
fact, been kept alive'. (3)

At this occasion I weuld like ta describe an experience

that I had at school in 1998:

When my art teacher came to cover the time of the Nazi

Regime in art history, he spent an hour getting really

excited about censorship of art under Hitler.





He was showing slides, giving examples of what was

considered "geod" and "bad" art at the time -- and with

the occasional ironical remark, he had us all convinced

in the end:

Good was bad and bad was qed!

This is when I first discevered the influence of "taste"

in art through education. A most absurd awakening. An

example -- "german" in its origin, but possibly not

uniquely German.

Back toa Schnabel:

As Schnabel says "things were in the world", this is

where different national movements connect, this is the

canmon element within painting, or even cammaon toa the

Ywaces ae? and would like to push this points there is

a black sheep in every family.

I

And there is indeed this element of "black" throughout

the German histery of painting: the interest in the

negative, the truth behind the mask af beauty. German

artists have been concentrating an criticising discarders

in seciety whilst they found themselves again and again

in positions that were rather "nutside" society.





Under Dictatorship they were pointed at as creators of

such negative images whereas they saw themselves as

reflectors of existing preablems.

'Tam net like Mastisse cr Delacioix 6..2, German
painting is far mare concerned with light and dark
Values". - Kiefer fe

Such is the character of the myth that Kiefer deale with:

black or white, good or evil, Sulamith and Maraqarethe.

fig. &

One thing has always been the task of the German painter:
to expose the weak sides of ai "strong mation". To

canfrant saciety with its ugliness. Dix and Grosz for

example, part af the social realism after Werld War I,
blacken the black. fig. 17) A reflection of saciety in

14

cfar icatures.
é

Their attempt can be compared with Immendarf''s wha in the

early 1980's attacks the war-taboos of German society.
Cafe Deutschland fig. 18) - a series on the theme. The

search for the truth this time seems te lie in the search

for a tradition, a german identity.

Consistently painting "black" herein lies the tradition.

Flaying such a neqative role, traditionally, shows

responsibility in the activity of the German painter
Within society.
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Secial awareness, come dedication ta paint in order ta

socially change, was cause fey artistic defeat at a time

when there were na ather powers toa influence the thinking

patterns of german saciety but the one: the master of

speech himself - Adealf Hitler.

Yet there is no defeat of such a strong german tradition

that is indeed fed by its dewnfalls, yes even gains

strength within for a new outbreak.

The new start in painting through the young painters of

the "new spirit" in the eighties -- delivering a healthy

variation in individual styles therefore must not be

dismissed as a revival of past painterly traditions

cantradicting the end and logical conclusion of all

painting with the abstract expressionism, but sheuld be

Given credit as a fresh approach. Fig. 3).

"athe reinvention of the rale af the naive or
primitive artist ®enck) Fig. 19); an
mprovisational technique intended toa produce the
impression of spontaneity Gaselitz); apocalyptic
imagery tImmendearff}} an obsession with death as
redemption Cdupertz); a melodramatic earking through
of what is over and dane with "Kiefer... - ther
German Remantic heritage. Yet irony is primarily an
alibi for overindulgence and cemplacency, and for an
undisquised nostalgia far when the Germans vere
German..."

Craig Owens here accuses the "new" German painting af

being a revival in a let of different aspects.





He reads painting that refers ta the past in painting

style and imagery as "revival af the past"; te put it

bluntly, his views might be re-stated as the equation of

nec-expressionism with nec-fascism.

I agreed earlier on judging an art movement en grounds of

art develepment/art history. A mavement may alse be

infermed by social and political circumstances at the

time. roenalogically mevements in art surely lead tea

new movements. Political and secial farces influence

mavements tac, Yet at their present time nat from the

past. The use of images from thé German history in the

new painting is not ai reaction to German histery, but

informed by cantemporary saciety's problem with a past,
that has become taboo. The German art of the eighties is

& reaction tea the existance oaf the taboo, mot its
content, its oarigin in the past. At the same time this
reaction toa the circumstances in the eighties is the

character of German painting traditisan - its pracf, its
survival!

'Baselitz, Kiefer, Immenderf, Fenck, Lupertz and
their colleaques are mot lecking back; they are not
nec-expressiaonists, nea-fauves ar neo-anything.
Their work makes us discover aspects in the
Expressianists ar Fauves that could mat have been
perceived befere their work began to exercise its
effect en us". G)

Now would like toa further lock at Italy ~- an aspect of

Eurapean criticism.
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Italy which has ai long and smocth painting tradibian

which is carried by the heritage af skill. And alan

Italy which has had a fascist past like Germany, yet

quite a different attitude towards it. Fainting in Naly
never really has been a sacial or political issue but

rather means of creating beauty. The Italian painting ofol
the 1980's is therefore more in the sense of reapplying

such skill.

"Wad it's possible tea nck at paintings again
few A painting is not just an object. It has an
aura again. There is a light arcund the work. It
is a miracle, in a way. A total, cancrete, physical
miracle. Fainting is made with heavy things -

stretchers, canvas, paint - heavy things -

stretchers, canvas, paint - heavy dirty things. But
they became light". - Sandra Chia (7) W®ig.2o)

The Italian art critic Achille Benite Oliva writes about

cantemporary Italian art:

"The trans-avantgarde spins like a fan with a
torsion of a sensitivity that allows art to move in
all directions, including the past." (83

Oliva there is backing up the present mavement in the

italian art scene. But can we still apply a statement

like this to international cantemporary art in the

1980's?

Or is "freedem of direction" a bonus for Italian art

only? Oliva's criticism lacks comparison with other

national movements.
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His attempt at criticism is net toa put Italian art inte

an international context.

His beck "The Italian Transavantagarde" from which the

quote is taken, acts purely as a taste guide for the new

Italian art. Still he is relying on the internaticnal

reputation of Italian tradition.

The presence of cultural treasures displayed in Italy's
historical buildings surreounds Italian painters. With

such rich physical evidence a spiritual return toa the

skills seems naturally reasened, justification a piece of

cake.

Nevertheless, it seems ta be a different piece af cake

for the German artist, whase new generation has last

faith in German culture. A "black forest" in which the

German art (presumably) lost track. fig. 21)

A new start with old images or a new method'? All these

matifs that are sco familiar: Swastica and Hitler Salute,
Cafe Deutschland and Schwarz-FRot-Gold... figs. 9/1B/21

& 22) We knew where these came from -- it does not need

any explanation. Or is that judging toc quickly ance

again? This time 'againd ta the disadvantage «af the

creators.

eh
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Createars of an imaginary reality that lies somewhere in

between abstract planes and recognisable objects figs.)
some spiced with the treasures of real life: straw,

earth, lead... All that prejudice.

But all these images! Or in the end: have they na

meaning at all?

"The object expresses mothing. Fainting is nat a
means tea an end. On the cantrary, painting is
autenamous. I said to myself if this is sa, I must
take what is traditional painting - on the level af
matif - that is tc say a landscape, a portrait, a
nude, and turn them round and paint them upside
dewn. It is the best way round and paint them
upside dawn. It is the best way of emptying what
one pains of its content". - Baselitz (3) fig. 23)

Is prejudice really ta the disadvantage of the painters?

They are well aware of what they painted themselves inta.

Figs 24-26) They Mew carry a great social

respansibility by stepping cut inte the limelight,

screaming for attention with appauling painting styles
and images. The echa of the media has them

selfconsciously receiving the volume of their voices.

Where lies the intention? Is their intenticn an honest

critical appreach and $canfrantation with taboos,

"society and general prejudice in their perseanal search

for national identity, oar is it just another gimmick of

cantreaversial artists far the sake of media attentian?





"The reference te expressionism in contemporary West
German art is the natural move toa make at a time
when the myth of cultural identity is tc be
established specifically against the dominance af
American art during the entire periad of
reconstruction". (oO)

Maybe same critics did mot see as much in common amongst

the artists of different nationalities as Schnabel did.

Some of them rather cancentrated an the nationalities te

find a difference in the sutliocnk and use of motifs, but

alsa their origin and therefore mainly in their past.

American criticism in defence of New Yark's ownership af

the "western art center" - status clashes with German

Anti-Americanism, assaciated with the desire «af the

german artist to free himself fram the weight of the past

and the generally accepted American predominance in the

art world.

A german art rebellion for any price? Even if it is an

insult to german society?

As I have mentioned earlier, the german people have

suffered for a lang time - and still da ~ fram the "Dan

mention the war" - Syndramé Anywhere abroad the german

citizen tends te call himself maybe "Bavarian" ocr

'Prancanmian" (like myself) or else "fram Germany". As if
these places just happened te be part of Germany, i.e.

the person accidently and "unfortunately" was born there.

44





There is in fact moat much pride there amongst the german

population Cignering the mincrity of recently fashionable

nec-fashists) and in a rather unhealthy way, Germans are

not just mistrusted by other Eurcpeans and Americans for

their past, but far more dissapointing is they mistrust

each eather. This shews for example in German anti

fashist mavements, which are in fact stranger in

organisation than nee-fasKhist movements.

This is werth crediting since these moavements dan

underlie amy specific political ideals in themselves, and

are purely based on the comman aim of their participants

toa counteract other's frightening strong ideals.

Quite oabviously however the majority of the german

population suffers from bad memories of the historical

past. The result is a lest identity rocted in quilt.

Now the suspicious German always asks questions: Why? Is

it not over yet? Want they let us forget?
The reaction toa the shecking images of a taboo, revealed

by a greup of rebellicus young German artists.

Shack is one "Methed" ta ensure an "Effect". Ir

connection To weuld like ta place the cantemporary artist
inte madern sacietys
In reference to Hilten Eramer's essary "Sign of Passicn"

in Zeitgeist dll T am going tea use ""diverce" and "re-
fom4 ud





maryviage" as possible definitions ta describe the fast

moving maderm culture. Thus reflect it entea modern/past-

madermh art. A culture of short attention that lives in

sudden changes needs to part from one idea, condition te

yemarry another.

Applied to "nec-expressionism"" if yeu like: it

proavides the agsaciation with divarce in several aspects.
The first ane is the aspect of style: a divorce fram

abstract expressicanism to remarry with & new?

figuratian; Farting fram canceptual art with the

intreduction of a variety af materials inte painting.

Further fream the taboos of the past: contemporary

pelitical and Secial issues unite with images of mazi

past and myth. And last not least: Divorce from America

4s leader in international culture,

America's idea of its position in the art world is ane

kind of nationalism - German past anether cone,

A few years later now it is possible ta lock at eurcpean

and american art simultanecusly, spot uniting ideas

instead of splitting differences. figs. 9-29)

"Yet finally, if only in the last few years, New
York has suddenly became sca receptive to lacking at
European artists, that a German oar Italian passport
is almost a guarantee of success rather than failure
in the New York scene". a3

A new fashian ~ successful as long as antroversial?
-46 -





Multure ferms myths like Sulamith, images like swasticas,
beliefs like America's and taste - as a subjective
reaction. Your awn preferences alonq with the trends of

a traditican.

"fo one were ta call upon the nations af the
earth toa chaose the most excellent custome from all
that exists, each would give the matter careful
theught and then choase its own in preference to all
the others, so convinced is every nation that its
ways of life is the best".

If 7, as a German, personally doa appreciate the German

spirit more than maybe an American critic would in the

first place, and therefore am defensive about it, is thi
sa because af my awn traditicn. And in the end surely
it's only a matter of taste.

And sametimes toc, a matter if "selling"' - German culture

sald ta America, if you wish.

"Kiefer" mnewadays is a best seller label in America and

(nat) surprisingly half of EKiefers work is in possessican

of Jewish collecters. Did the myth of alchemy change

lead inta geld?

Yat it is monly since America "Reaight " it (nen

expressicnism) that I can appreciate it as a product of a

nation rather than a work of art? At last being educated

in taste threugh a German tradition in which non-

existence I tended tm believe.

i?





Remains the question:

Where is the artist in all that discussion? It seems now

that art is purely an event in the media, restricted by

criticism.

Where within the secial function of the artist lies his

freedam?

"relation between self and the warld is nat merely
ene of affinity, but one of identity"

Have these young artists of the "new spirit" found their

identity in the battle with the mediaY Kiefer as Hitler

ar Neraoy (Fig. 30)

"Something may be legitimate in art which weuld not
be ma elsewhere, something which cccasionally
approaches madness and crime". dS)
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15. Anselm Kiefer

"Your golden Hair, Margarethe", 1981.i





16, Anselm Kiefer
"Nurnberg", 1982.
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17. Otto Dix,
Metropolis, 1928
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Jorg Imnendorf*,
"Cafe Deutschland, shake/raise", 1984
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20, Sandro Chia,
"Two Painters at Work", 1982.
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21. Walter Dahn/Georg Jiri Dokoupil,"Deutscher Wald", 1981
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Markus Liipertz,
"Schwarz-Rot-Gold dityrambisch"
(Black~Red-Gold), 1974.
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Georg Baselitz,
"The Bricke Choir",
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Helmut Middendorf

(While Painting) 1982.
"Im Malen"
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25. Gerhard Richter,
"Vermalung"" 1972
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Anselm Kiefer,
"Resumptio", i974.
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23. Julian Schabel,
"Ethnic Tpyes No. 15 and No. 72" 1984
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39.

Mentpellier

Anselm Kiefer,
"Besetzungen"
(Occupations), 1969
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THE "VOICE" OF A VISUAL LANGUAGE

- ASPECTS OF KIEFER'S WORK

Ta leck at the appraach te a subject, which is within the

works of art, I would like tea further cancentrate oan just
one artist - Anselm Kiefer. One style amongst a variety
ef styles as different means of interpretation within a

cammon spirit - the "New Spirit" in painting.

Qne side of a story, one example to try and come close,

closer tea a paint in terms af my persenal investigation,
which is the relationship of artwork, artist and saciety
based on a tradition. Cleser alsa ta the artist, in his

investigatican oF German past, his traditional part in

saciety and his identification as tuch. How is this

realised in the actual paintings? want te look at the

importance of the painting itself in its value of

reflecting persenal identity beside it sccial function.

"ET de mat identify with Nera or Hitler, but I have

I

ta reenact what they did just a little bit in order
to understand the madness" - Kiefer (ld Wig. 303

The artist first of all takes his personal choice of

subject matter. Thus the painting roasts in perscnal

concerns. The subjectivity of choice in theme then

interacts with the readability of the chosen images,

based on historical facts and narrative myth.

6B8-





"Ta chacse a style, a reality, a form af truth
together with criteria for reality and rationality
ig to choose samething man-made. It is a social art
and depends on a historical situation"
Feyerabend. (2)

Eiefer's inspiration does mat came a long way: living in

Buchen near the "Odenwald" Kiefer is physically close tex

the Nibelungen-Strasse;3 the mythical path the

Eingbrothers went ta see their sister Kriemhild, widew of

Siegfried, ta never return from a death-bringing event.

Te is in the ferest nearby Eiefer's home where a leaf
fell fram a tree toa land on Siegfried leaving his bady

vulnerable for death in the one place. And in that place
he then was stabbed by Hagen.

Nearby alsa -- Bayreuth: associated with Wagner,

celebrated with the "Wagner-Festspiele" every year. And

the "Walhalla" - the Victory Hall, where Ludwig IT put up

tarsi of famous Germans. (3G) (Fig. 31)

All these names and places seem te need more explanation:

"had off are they whe da mot know or want tea know"
(4),

according ta the responsible exhibiter af the Naticnal

Gallery in Herlin about Eiefer's work.

Yet - de we have te learn about German myth and histary
before we can leok at Kiefer's paintings? Dees their

Visual language depend on literary devices?

69





have locked at Eiefer's paintings first: ~ and read

them my way. Still I felt the urge te find cut about all
these characters and images EKiefer uses. I did the

af

necessary research and I featnd out:

There was na need ta find out - the characters are

symbolic, transfereable images which describe just one

viewpoint at a time, tenis to construct a set. Add the

physicality af paint, canvas, straw, hair ete:

A mew creation, mot just in its originality as a

painting, but in a spiritual sense! (Fig. 16)

Based an this experience I decided not te recall the lang

list of matter of fact information.

But ta reach the spiritual level, the painting needs

interpretation, it needs a persanal approach.

Kiefer gives the still of a set. The "characters" are

part af a narrative outlook. Yet, the painting has te

came alive. And this is where the viewer has ta act:

associations - line of theught - possible canclusicn,

sparked «ff by the artist.

The four elements - painter (s creator), painting 'as

seti, charakters 'as narrators), viewer '(as director)

create a new reality. It is up te the viewer to give a

painting spiritual dimension.

-





Tf I am te act as a directer mow, I want toa make sure,
that this can only be understood as my personal point of

view. A very subjective approach which is mot te be

generalised, moat ta be taken as final and certainly not

as "German".

The artist gives his side af the stary:

"S11 the painting, but also all the literature and
everything assaciated with this is merely an attempt
at describing something inexpressible, like a 'black
hole' or ai crater, the centre af which cannot be
reached. And whichever theme is seized upon will
anly ever have the character of a little stone at
the foot af the crater - oar road markings in a
cirele which I trust is continucusly appreaching the
centre" - Kiefer )

Here is my side af the steary:

Sticking ta the German aspect, yet concentrating on the

individual How does Kiefer identify with his pictures?
What is his intention and in whew far dees he succeed?

Kiefer - who is making "these attempts ta became a

facist". 6)

"There are basically two methods: Your can proceed
fram the general ta the precise, or you can proceed
fram the precise to the general; and this is what I
dae. To usually adopt a very trivial or even vulgar
point of departure'. - Kiefer (7)

Toa travel around the "crater", I have chosen Kiefer''s

early work as a vehicle and I would like ta stress again:

my cheice of starting point is out of the infinity of

poants on a4 circle...

i





Let's follow up Kiefer's procedure in the making of the

painting, follow with him the histeary and German

tradition inte contemporary art. Let the work be a

narrative example, a myth almost in itself.

"ccupations" (fig. 30)

A sequence af photegraphs, helding memaries of past

times, half a century age - the Hitler salute, re-enacted

im 1969 by the artist Anselm Kiefer. Fosing in front of

Various war menuments an a tour around Eurape. And last
but mob least in the series: an high racks, facing cut to

the sea, looking aut to ai future. Yet we knew this

constellation. Quite familiar seems the set - an

imitation/interpretation af Caspar David Friedrich's

"Wanderer above the misty seal. fig. 33)

Romantic nastalqia for the German past, nostalgia
associated with the medium af the photegraph?

The three stations of aur journey are abvicus, three

stations in time... @arly nineteenth century, the

Woamantic' im art histery within the recenstruction of

Friedrich's painting, the Nazi past in German histeary,

embodied in Kiefer himself, taking an Hitler-identity,
linked with Kiefer as createar of the artwork in

contemporary context.

7





Iowould like ta lock at Kiefer's relatian to the three

stations in histery in chronelegical order. Starting off
with the early nineteenth century and the Famantic

painter:

"Cisse your physical eye sa that you may first see
yeur picture with the spiritual eye. Then bring tea
the light af day that which you have seen in the
darkness sa that it may react upon others fram the
cutside inwards".

~ Caspar David Friedrich «)

The german romantic painter dreams of a better future, a

"gealden age" as a result of his social environment. The

citizens of Dresden twhich has been occupied by the

French army in 1813) are in despair. Romantic painters
wie believe in liberation and german unification are

maptimistic.

The remantic painter wants ta be inclided in the

cammunity in his act of being a painter. He has realized

his importance and wants to be as such: a "part af the

whole",

AS a Foamantic painter Maspar David Friedrich takes an an

individual approach to landscape painting. With the

brush he creates dreamlike dramatic sceneries. Nature is

af great importance as it beholds the patterns of life,
according ta Goethe:

erotean forms derive from a small number af primary
shapes".

ma
wed





Man beholds the vain idea as a creater in himself, the

drive te rule over nature and others, the obsession ta

rise. ate climb up high onte the racks - symbol of

faith, transcend the herizan ~ the border between real

life and dream, the wanderer come viewer - locking out

inte a future, over the sea - the romantic expressian af

Yar ningdees

Creating a spiritual world like this, Hinting at the

"'goldenage", Friedrich stills the yearning a little for

himself.

The viewer af the painting is witness as he is encouraged

to look, to identify with the viewer an the racks, the

painter himself.

The view over ai landscape into ai spiritual world is

translated inte Kiefer''s photograph. The basic idea

carries oan, the persanification in the viewer changes,

the vievpaint remains the same. Man wants to rise, man

wants te rule, man wants to change.

Hitler incerporates such an example in history. Kiefer

"incorporates" Hitler - he adapts an identity, plays a

role, "in order to understand the madness".

This is where Kiefer brings the past back to us, inte the

present and encourages us to have a look. A look back'





He asks us to identify - as he shaws us - with the viewer

in the picture, in erder to understand:

The urge of man te rise is within his nature and

therefore within curselves.

This is where the viewer takes objection: Identify with

Hitler?

This is where the German observer would deny any commen

grounds, for they cauld be identified as "specifically
German".

Denying the universal drive of man ta rise din a materal

werld' - a characteristic Friedrich acknewledged lang

befere Hitler ~ dismissing it in asscaciation with german

past, means mat just ta dismiss "german" identity but

identity as man, part of nature, part of the whele.

Kiefer like Friedrich is creating a new reality by

transcending the hearizan. Friedrich's spiritual reality
lies along a horizon which is dissolved in mist, the mist

of the dawn between day and night.

The security af reality in daylight on one side, the

mysterious might on the other in between a vague line

suqgestive cantact with another world.

The landscape, nature, is where we are closest to a

spiritual world.





Kiefer continues the use of landscape. Nature is scenery
for his performances. He recognises the environment as

candition for and of human life. 'iq. 34)

Patterns in nature are echoed in patterns of man's

nature. Nature is the scurce for all life. But the

rules of nature man wants to overcame, tearing fields
with tanks, invading space with planes, challenging

gravity, challenging the sciences. Man wants tea rise,
man wants tea rule, man wants to change. Fig. 16/Fig. 35)

Kiefer wants toa change. Not facts, not the past, but cur

fnan-) perceptian of it. Kiefer wants to break with a

taboc, He wants ta free fram the quilt cver the past,
threugh which German saciety hopes to reduce the impact.

"Will - that is what the liberater and the bringeraf joy is called thus I have taught yeu, my friends!
But mow learn this as wells the will itself is
still a prisoner. Willing liberates: but what is
it that fastens in fetters even the liberator?
Tt was': that is what the will's teethqnashing and
mast lonely affliction is called. Powerless againstthat which has been dane, the will is an anary
spectater of all things past. The will cannmet will
backwards; that it cannot break time and time's
desire that is the will's mast lonely affliction".

- Nietzsche's Zarathustra

As Nietzsche lets speak Zarathustra, Kiefer lets speak

his paintings.





Icons af the past serve as patterns for the future. Yet

even in their failure, things cannot be changed in the

past, but reused tas examples? in the uture, they may

liberate us.

Kiefer's symbolic use of icons may have the power tea

liberate German saciety fricun a past. Nat by

distinguishing it, but by confronting a taboaa,

identifying with a problematic past and accepting it.

Kiefer - as does Friedrich - identifies as a liberator

from earthly restriction by opening a new world, opening

up taboos. Juxtaposition of past and present, abstract

and real life, create a spiritual reality in which we are

free to identify.

"iefer eliminates 'the German psyche's) arrogant
structures by decampasing them, turning them against
themselves, sa that a fresh start can be made toward
the creation of a new human self".
- Denmald Kuspit

Fram here I want tea mave aon ta part WT af my steorys

therefore I would like ta intreaduce "Icarus". 'Fig. 36)

tLaaking up at the mighty sky and feeling a dual awe
before; on the one hand the infinity of starry space
and on the other the maral law".
~ Kant cle)
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The myth of Icarus, who wants te rise, who wants ta fly

high wp in the sky - against the nature of his creation,

against the law of hie physicalities. Icarus makes wings

of feathers and was. He flies, flies tan high, tac near

the sun. The wax melts and Icarus has ta fall.
_ Another image in Eiefer's work. Again, man's rise

wet fall. Qut of disrespect fer the nature of things,
the law of gravity, Icarus had to fall. And sa did

Hitler, in his selfish goal ta make this world a German

one, disrespecting all except the favoured Aryan race.

We asseaciate Kiefer's use af "Icarus' with Hitler's rise
and fall. This we may de. For Kiefer choses ta ''set?

the spectacle aon German agrcunds, on "Markische Sand" (se

the inscription in the painting). But at the same time

this choice af set for a performance of mythical origin,

proves am independence in location.

The show can travel, the metaphor can be applied ta other

situations. And again applied ta the spectators: Anyone

in a capitalist oaciety who denys the existence of one's

desire ta "fly" and otherwise 'the laws and patterns of

mature, anyone ta deny the past, which can serve as a

worthwhile example within a repeating pattern, will fail

in the ceanstruction of a future. Man must identify with

nature, acknowledge the patterns. Hitler is a prime

example, an example Kiefer uses in search as his identity
7R
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" german example in search fer ai german identity.

Identity results fram pricr experience. Kiefer believes

the truth lies within us. Its roacts are in a deeper

a

ground, a pattern of mature within us.

Kiefer creates cruel realities ta serve himself and us as

an imaqinary staqe. His pictures have a dream like

quality.

Actually, a persen whe is awake only realises that
he is awake threugh the rigid and reqular web of
concepts, and hence an occasion, if the conceptual
web is tarn, he may come to think he is dreaming".
~ Nietzsche

Kiefer is tearing thinking patterns, suggesting a new

reality: the "unreal" combination af abstract senses and

real life issues. The autleck is a reality, defined on a

spiritual level by the viewer. These realities, or even

Nightmares', are created tea question. They challenge,

trigger imagination. They de mot solve anything and they

doa nat want to solve.

Maybe Kiefer helped save a tradition, but surely he is

not the saviour of the world or eaciety. His part is tea

set the stage aon which we may act to our own perception.

& set designer in a world af new realities, camposed by

images of myth and historical past.
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Qur tradition may conditian us, but the role we are given

we are free te perform upon cur awn beliefs, oansidering

ourselves part of the whole, the set that surrcunds us.

Kiefer as a painter decided to perform in publics

"Paintings have never been created in order tea
change things in a social sense. They dea indeed
succeed in bringing this abeut, But net in a
preaqrammed manner". - Eiefer d's)
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32. Anselm Kiefer,
"Operation Seel&we"
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33. Caspar David Friedrich,
"Wanderer above the misty sea", 1826
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34. Anselm Kiefer,
"Hochspannungsmast""
(Telegraph -ole), %°4/85
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36. Anselm Kiefer,
Tearus-Markischer Sand", 1981 °
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CONCLUSION

After all my research, where I came ctress varicus

subjective views on art in general and on the "New Spirit
in Painting" in more specific, I want the reader of my

essay toa bear in mind:

Mine, as no many others, is just a personal approach, set

to fulfil my own intentions. Nene of my sugqgestians

jntend, te be taken as THE truth.
i !

Looking at the recent. german art history of the Oth

Century there is a repeating feature within ai rather

rupture) development: the german artist is traditionally
social contious, politically aware and reactive. Having

established this criteria oan the basis af the 2Oth

Century german art, it has alsa proved part of early

german art, like the Ramantic which I have researched in

context with Kiefer, whe gains knewledge and inspiration

from Kasper David Friedrichs work in particular.

At a later point in German history, the "new spirit" of

the eighties, german tradition has become ai subject

itself for a post-war generation of artists. When

dealing with the subject, german painters recognised the

impact of censership cf art during World War IT as a

turning point for traditional values. With the fatal

B8-
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loss of german idemtity mot only the art has suffered a

gap in its historical development, but german people have

been suffering from ai guilt complex that was trying tex

deal with the past by apologising for personal national
mrp iqin.

Ta heal the wound that has scared society, artists in the

aOo%e ripped it open to get ta its cause, They canfranted

Germany with its past. The international media played an

important part to the autcame, Intense criticism brought
art to the attention of a broader audience. Media acted

ae a megaphone, Beth the artist and critic have used

each other ino order to evoke changes in 0acial and

political conceptions.

Yet the very abstract idea of art - which defines for me

AS A Spiritual language that cannet be put inte legical
terms of intellectualism - seems to be contradicted in

the interaction of painterly values with media reality.

Under this aspect I feel that public criticism can be

dangerous as it may intend to and Buc ced in canvincing.
Arguments may be treated as logical facts in the mind of

the thinker. Thus art criticism is in danger of

manipulating the spiritual value of art. FPioy ane a tea

influence the artist in his work through materialistic

values, secandly te shift the meaning of the work te suit
p oy





national politics, interpreted threugh publication in

media. Taday the establishment of values within western

democracy lies ma more in the power af government but in

the hands of the media.

"denying the necessity of the critic, he (the
artist) denies his cwn necessity. The nathingness
of art and the artist withcut the glance of critical
consciousness ta make them truly self conscious
becemes evident". - Danald EKuspit ib

I de not abject te criticism. I would aon the contrary

enceurage to be more critical towards media criticism as

it may be abused ta defend or promote personal ideals.

As we can gee at the example af the "New Spirit in

Fainting", criticism, i.e. mis-interpretation had its
effect: The "New Spirit" got vast media attenticn.

Critics accused the artist of being fascist. But never

mind misinterpretation:. Sensationalism is an cold recipe

for fame!

After the battle with the media the painters of the "New

Spirit" emerged as victors. Faintings sold for large

sums millions in Kiefer's case - thus put the artists
inte a new eacial cantext. They are now helding a

pr iviledged position. But semehow I doubt that this

'pr iviledged' pesiticn keeps painters in touch with

saciety, reality, yes even their own beliefs. Isn': it
- -3U
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just too easy at this stage to paint 'for' the media and

the market maintaining the image and the money- flow?

This mow is the other side of the coin: Ne matter how

heanest cr "true' a painting is in itself, it wants to be

cald. "OR SALE" a painting needs te goa cub inte the

public and any painter whe denies this, acts cGutside

oaciety, dismisses his 'part of the whele'. Making art

fay art's sake has sc far always been sald out.

One has toa identify with his picture, and therefore with

his nature. To identify means met only with one's

nationality but with man's desire ta rise. This means tea

acknowledge the possibilities of maney as part of a

materialistic society.
And this dees mot only apply ta the free market of a

capitalist saciety. Government - employed artists in

former East Germany demonstrated against a reunification

in fear of insecurity in their "materialistic" future in

a competitive West.

Whether pra or contra the value of painterly ideais, the

personal use or abuse af this knowledge however is, up ta

the individual painter himself.

No matter whe has the power of Social influence, artist
or critic - we still have a painting and cur awn

~31-
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tastebuds te analyse the ¢kill af the cook. We are

eaciety.
If a painting is cemstructed to reflect us, I believe the

true "Spirit? lies within curselves.

Througheut my third

tao give ao visual
chapter I have tried the impossible

impression af Anselm Elefers woark

threugh literal quidelines. The illustrations [ cansider

a vital part af my

their spiritual power.

research, as the answers lie within

I have not found a way yet te

describe how and why I identify with Eiefer's work in a

german Gense.

Ki1e fer's win de has

recanstructian and

fractured the visual

important ta complete

Still - it is very

persanally, on values

Values are result of

evoked manations in TES a Its

the reasoning of motifs has eanly

images. Tllustraticons therefore are

the subject.

hard to judge ar conclude, even

as they are in themselves personal.

interpretation. Anyane who believes

his own interpretation as the anly truth will have te

fall. Man has to yealise his subjectivity and leave

mathers roam fear their awn interpretation. Ne judgement

man be final or unique.

My investigation 1s as perecnal as any

investigatian of a

multiplicity of ways.

And this I want to say again:

artist's

subject matter - ai choice in a





Different identities are all an the way of gearch for a

truth. A painting - like myth can only shew one aspect
at a time and has te leave room for other viewe on the

paint.

Finally this my research only fulfils its intention if I

wee it te reflect my cwn personal outcome: In this trea~?}

search... aif mathing else, have found identity. Iocan

naw adapt my German background as reason for the outloack

I

af my paintings.

As it happened camecne asked me recently whether I was

painting "about cancentratian camps", having just
glanced at a 'blackness' in my work. If this persan had

Visually studied my wark and came te this canclusian - I

would be open toa accept this as a personal interpretatian
and Io would answers: yes ~ if it ig te you. But if a

Judgement like this 'Cagain? is purely based on a 'qlance®

combined with the knowledge of my nationality I dean''t

HT a Iowill probably just be very disappointed about

the lack of use of one's visual senses...

C1) Kuspit, Gonald B, "Civil War - Artist cantra

critic", Oct 1580, Artforum.
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