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INTRODUCTION

Joseph Beuys stands as one of the most influential milestones in

the course of contempory late twentieth entury are. Through the

radical nature of his theories and ideas on the nature of art,
his expanded oncept of art, his belief in the healing,
transformative and unifying powers of art.

His legacy has proved rich and provocative involving as it did,

spirituality, politics and proposals for social change and

production.

The influence Joseph Beuys has had on the work and ideas of

Anselm Kiefer cannot be underestimated. Though Kiefer was never

formally one of Beuys's students, he can ertainly be onsidered

as one of his proteges. Kiefer did see Beuys to discuss his work

in a series of critiques and discussions over a period of months

between 1972 and 1973. The relationship between the various

aspects of their work ideas, themes and outlooks, can be

highlighted, revealing underlying similarities and parallels,
though subject to the highly individual philosophies of both.

Central to the work of both is the notion of art as a

transformative power, with the role of a dialogue between it and

society.

"Beuys freely mployed the myths, metaphors, and symbols of
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various cultures, and created his own from the renching

personal experiences he had endured in World War II. No

material or approach was anathema to him. erhaps more

mportant, Kiefer learned bout conscience and integrity
from Beuys, and he doubtedly gained from him an enormous

sense of mission and mbition. That is the wish to grasp

great regions of human history within the boundaries of his
art. 1

Art for Kiefer, like Beuys, is a unique exploration of history
and art, a system of thought, an expression of philosophy, a

dialogue between art and life.

'To my mind, art is the only possibility of making a

onnection between disparate things and thus creating a

meaning ....' 2

Kiefer has not been the only one of Beuys artistic rogeny to

reach widespread recognition. Sigmar Polke, Imi Knoebel and

Blinky Palmero have all stablished themselves, however it is
Kiefer who:

"Since Beuys's death came out of hiding to claim his

teacher's public mantle, while his work, particularly his

photo-collages, look more than ever like Beuys's drawings -

at once "povera" and piss-elegant.'

2





NOTES; INTRODUCTI

1. Mark Rosenthal: Anselm Kiefer; Philadelphia Museum

of Art, 1987 p. 14

2. Armin weite: Anselm Kiefer; The High Priestess,

Anthony D'Offay Gallery and Armin

Zweite, Thames and Hudson, London,

1989 p. 98

3. Robert Storr: Beuys; Art in merica,

March 1988
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"In true Herculean manner, Beuys defined his ow biography

as a sequence of "works" and made all historical reality
disappear behind a elf-created myth of the rtist-hero.
This self-mythification begins with the crash of Luftwaffe

pilot Beuys in the Crimea and his cceptance by a local

group of Tartars, who shelter him with fat and felt the myth

ontinues in the invention of state and society. In the end,

Beuys's udience is presented with a system of

interconnect ing links and matually support ing

interpretations and efinitions that no longer permit a

onsideration of anything outside the system. This system

can only be understood through its own carefully onstructed

"evidence";....."1

Beuys's efforts to construct a private and hermetic personal

mythology, removed from the events of history, eventually

developed into an integral part of Beuys's overwhelming cult of

personality. The reation of this cult of personality, the role

of artist hero which Beuys played indicates a large willingness
on his part to play that role and ontributes to it. Central to

this mythology of ourse, was the Crimean plan crash from which

Beuys claimed to have been saved by Tartars. The subsequent

photographs of the event and the discrepancies between the

several versions of this story that Beuys has given serve only to
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further doubt about the actual events. The post-war economic boom

and prevailing aterialism allowed for the creation of a gulf
between them and now the past had to be forgotten for the sake of

materialism.

Benjamin Buchloh observes that:

Beuys "myth of origin" like every other individual or

ollective myth, is an intricate mixture of facts and memory

material rearranged ccording to the dynamics of neurotic

lie: that myth creating impulse that cannot ccept for

various reasons the facticity of the individuals
fd

autobiographic history 2

radoxically this event in Beuys career might have been far more

believable had there been no photographic evidence, without which

Beuys in this instance remained ecariously balanced between the

events of history and the need of mythology. Claude evi-Strauss
proposed that:

'While western society, ...... has repressed this mythic

mode of thinking into the unconscious mind, it hasn't been

totally estroyed. Myths, as perceived by Levi-Strauss, are

attempts to come to terms with the fundamental, but

disagreeable, ontradictions of human life. Their meaning

is bsorbed consciously, because they are subtly
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structured structures which allow the expression of

aspirations and hopes that are incompatible with onscious

experience. This meaning is not to be found in the elements

of myth but in the way that they are ombined. Myth, which

functions on a symbolic level, manifests itself in motional

terms, but its fundamental power is intellectual.'

Beuys myth of origin then can be read in terms of survival, in

near death experience, mental and spiritual trauma, the means of

rescue and healing offered by a primitive tribe, morally and

spiritually whole against the fragmented dillusionment, sickness

of modern society. This act of survival re-occurs again and

again in Beuys's work. Out of this experience Beuys adapted the

role of shaman with his characteristic fisherman's vest and

shaman hat. The shaman was central to euysian philosophy and to

his expanded theory of art which was sentially about language

and mmunication, with the shaman as focus with his ability to

move between many different levels, human, spiritual and natural.

mediating between those worlds. Illustrating this Karen Berqvist

Lindegren note:

"His work ... oncerns the most fundamental relationship of

people to myth and magic, a relationship that has been

bscured by modern science and technology. His entire

creation ppears to be an heroic attempt to bridge the split
between atavism and scientific omination which is reality

6





threatens to devastate the ontemporary world. He still has

the courage to believe in the capacity for thought of free

individuals and in the transformation and integration of

archetypal ideas into the world of thought today'4

The onstruction of such a hermetic system of ideas and myths,

ecessarily leaves Beuys vulnerable to the bvious

inconsistencies with history and art history inherent within such

a system, Annette Michelson notes for example that Beuys's

knowledge and use of electricity, onsciously primitive, stops

around 183@ with Faraday.5 The iconography within that system of

ideas and myths can often seem elusive and mbivalent, this is

especially so in linguistic terms. Language was central to

Beuys's whole system of myths and ideas. Beuys was oncerned

with the widening of language specially through drawing, using

signs and symbols in order to reach eeper levels of

understanding "counter-pictures" - pictures of a mysterious,

powerful spirit world.

'For me, it is the word that produces all images. It is the

key sign for all processes of molding and organisation. When

I use language, I try to induce the impulses of this power

the power of evolution. But language is not to be

understood simply in terms of speech and words. Beyond

language as verbalization lies a world of sound and form

mpulses: a language of primary sound without semantic

qT
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content but laden with mpletely different levels of

information.' 6

The theme central to the chief for instance was this exploration
of language and levels of mmunication beyond human semantics by

"appealing to atavistic and onstructed powers.

"Such a performance always has a theory behind its partitur
or score, which gives information without information.

coustically its like using just the carrier wave as a

conveyor of energy without loading it with semantic

information. The wave carried the kind of sound found in

the animal kingdom. The wave is 'unformed': semantics would

give it 'form' (Theory of Sculpture). The sounds I make are

taken nscientiously from animals. I see it as a way of

oming into contact with other forms of existence, beyond

the human one'7

This action also illustrates Beuys's complex relationship with

the natural world and with animals, who have always played an

mportant function in Beuys's personal mythology. Hares, deer,

horses, swans and so on are part of that personal menagerie,

usually representing or expressing problems of language, thought

and onsciousness, areas we may not be able to deal with except

through the special powers and personifications endowed on these

animals, ccording to Beuys.
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"The animals bespeak mmortal natural process becauze they

in euys's words, "pass freely from one level of existence

to another .... (and) represent the incarnation of the

soul or the earthy form of spiritual beings with ccess) to

other regions' .8

Reinforcing Levi-Strauss's of analysis of the primitivism of myth

Caroline Tisdall quotes Mircea Eliade on shamanistic beliefs in

Siberia:

'The presence of a helping spirit in animal form, (or)

dialogue with it in a secret language ....is another way of

showing that the shaman can forsake the human ondition, is
able ina word 'to die'. From the most distant times all
animals have been onceived either as psychopomps that

company the soul into the beyond, or as the dead persons

new form. Whether it is the 'ancestor or the initiatory
master', the animal symbolizes a real and direct onnection

with the beyond. In a onsiderable number of myths and

legends, all over the world the hero is carried into the

beyondby an animal ....'9

Beuys in his guise as shaman can be symbolized in the role of

psychopomp, mediating between us and the animal world, or

unknown, spiritual powers but specially as someone who is able

11





to pass into the world of beyond onfronting death, acting as a

link, more specifically in a German ontext, a link between the

material world and the spiritual, the here and now and the events

of the past. Beuys is only is only effective in this role as an

outsider, a visionary, distanced or apart from those events while

attempting to transformation and evolution eyond the onditions
of human existence.

"Mythology permits the artist to style himself as a creator

who is unbound by historical conditions and is able to shape

the world ccording to his own desires.'10

Thus Beuys's personal mythology, particularly his myth of origin
can be read as working through the scans, mental blanks and

repressions caused by the resulting involvement of Germany in

the war. It can further, be read as an attempt to constitute
the annihilated cultural memory, in Jungian terms Beuys is
attempting to heal the feelings of 'alienation from a sense of

purpose and fulfilment' through the role of shaman by

reconnecting us with archetypal myths and symbols enabling us to

unlock a spiritual dimension to urselves and society.'

Myth and mythology are also key to the iconography of Kiefer, but

Kiefer uses myths quite differently to Beuys. Similarly though,

Kiefer deals with the trauma of the past, the nsequences of war

and fascism:
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.... Whereas Beuys derives his symbolism from direct

experience of the war, Kiefer enacts an imaginative drama

which fuses his bservation of the landscape with a matrix

of symbols culled from history and mythology.'12

Kiefer assembles myths and mythic fragments in order to exploit

the different structures and levels created and achieved. It is

only when fused together in this fashion that the new mythic

drama acts, creating a new myth rather than illustrating old

ones.

"Kiefer then engages mythical tradition - in modern art as

well as German history - only to construct it to show how

estionable and fragmentary it is today.'13

By constructing and then reconstructing elements of myth,

Kiefer indicates the misuses and failings of myth in its past

ontexts, or more ccurately, the abuses and misunderstandings of

myth or tradition. This applies particularly to German myth and

tradition but also to modern art. Myths then are used for their

symbolic power in Kiefer's work but are prevented from becoming a

glorification of teutonic ideals by distancing irony. In the

Wayland series, for instance, Kiefer sometimes eliberately
onfuses the German words "Lied" and Leid", the former meaning

sorrow, the latter joy. This punning also ccurs with

13
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Nibelunglied and Herzeleide. The painting 'Icarus - March Sand'

1981 indicates some of the problems Kiefer ncounters in using

myth and history. The winged palette in the painting, flying
above the north German landscape can be seen as representing the

inescapable onflicts between art, myth and history. The winged

palette seems about to crash into the ground below because the

fires there, like the sun in the Icarus legend are melting the

wax from his wings. The landscape is that of the Brandenburg

Heath, the focus of many battles in the German history, the

inged-palette seems caught against the high horizon of the

painting, unable to escape and therefore unable to escape the

fate of history. Kiefer acutely expressed the terror of history
and how myth is linked to that history and never really escapes

it. The palette too, of ourse, representing creativity signals
an allegory of modern painting with Icarus the painter eemed

against the pull of history yet attempting to transcend it though

the mythic.

'Painting crashes, Redemption through painting is no

longer possible, mythic vision itself is fundamentally

ontaminated, polluted, violated by history. The stronger

the stranglehold of history, the more intense the mpossible

esire to escape into myth. But then myth reveals itself as

chained to history rather that an history's transcendent

order .14

15





The mythology Kiefer creates must finally be seen in the ontext
of a personal mythology not a national tradition or identity.
Of ourse Kiefer is questioning that identity and fragment ing
that tradition.

"Kiefer does not and cannot offer a perfect olution, but

can point to its relevance and necessity. By designing

ways, ossibilities and onjunctions, he prepares the

climate for change, and in so doing, he joins the footsteps
of old and ontemporary system-makers in the same purpose:

that of gnosticism, cabala and the so called cience-
fiction.'15

Both Kiefer and Beuys have developed their own myth systems to

confront and work through the trauma of the past. In Beuys case

it is through his role as shaman indicating the necessary rituals
and beliefs for survival, while Keifer oints out the hollowness

of certain aspects of myth in German history and uses myth with a

greater egree of irony.

"Like Heidegger, Beuys attempted to regain a tragic world

experience and a historic greatness that is surrounded by

mythology. This is also at the core of Kiefer's work'. 16
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HISTORY AND HEALING

'Kiefer offers art as a theoretical antidote for the terror

of human history and the failure of mythic figures. It had

served a similar function for Beuys, who has imagined it to

have enormous, restorative power: "Only art is capable of

dismantling the repressive offsets of a senile social system

that ontinues to totter along the deathline".1

Both artist were oncerned with art as a dialogue with history,
in Kiefer's case a sustained reflection on the events of history.

By no means a straightforward narrative intended to relate

historical incident in a onventional fashion, instead in

Kiefer's work we see it dissolved and composed, then re-

articulated into a new synthesis. Kiefer establishes a rhetoric

between art and history focusing on historical figures, on

fascism, on wartime operations, on architecture, on the

Holocaust and on landscapes. Kiefer is also doubtedly reviewing

the German character and what it must mean to be a modern German,

working as he does through some of the most aggressive and

frightening episodes of German history. Donald Kuspit observes;

"By articulating German megalomania in profoundly bstract
fantasies he reduces it to the symbolic fiction it always

was. The "episodic" character of his works reflects the

20
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historical episodes that onstitute the fiction, in effect

membering it, denying its hesiveness. With that loss

of unity, the "German" evaporates into a series of

discontinuous dream sequences, a narrative "tale told by an

idiot'.2

The watercolour "To the Unknown Painter" 1980, the first of a

series oncerned with the dialogue between art and history, using

monumental onfrontational images of fascist architecture. In

this series Kiefer suggests parallels between the artist and the

soldier by substituting an artists palette for an eternal flame.

Implicit in this seems to be a romanticism of artistic genius,

possibly Kiefer's. This creates an ambiguous and uneasy

relationship with the overpowering facist architecture ominating
these paintings, inviting a negative reading of the relationship
between art and fascism in this series.

"Here then is the dilemma: whether to read these paintings
as a melancholy fixation on the dreamlike ruins of fascism

that locks the viewer into mplicity, or instead, as a

critique of the spectator, who is caught up in a omplex

web of melancholy, fascination, and repression' .3

These morbid interiors, open to the heavens, seem to symbolise a

onnection between earth and heaven through the medium of art

represented by the artists palette. An indication maybe of art

22





attempting to escape the ruins of fascism, the renewal of

painting in the shadow of the violent past. But the melancholy

fascination of these paintings and of the painter with their

almost romantic evocation of the past, recalling the Nazi

ostalgia and romanticism of the past, would seem in the German

cultural ontext to be exerting a rovocative influence on German

collection of the past,, onfronting it with some of the more

'alluring' images of that buried past. Some sense of irony too,

it seems Kiefer is mocking the modern artistic identity in light

of the bankrupt pretensions of the past, In doing so Kiefer

seems to be denying, the uniqueness of the modern German

identity. Kiefer's ontention then is that the German identity

and character somehow became unbalanced, was too aggressive and

materialistic and did not know how to control these impulses.

Kiefer bviously oesn't intend to alter or orrect these faults

in the German self but rather he clears the ground for such a

renewal to take place indicating that a wilfully sustained

reflection on German history and traditions as well as an attempt

to understand what it means to be German, must take place in

order to work through the past, so often repressed. The emphasis

though is not on the political or conomic but the artistic as a

means to effect that transformation:

',..he shows what the German will to artistic power has

always, at its best arisen from: an encounter with the

concept of the genuinely German, as reified in the German

23
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landscape, the German people, and German history - in German

insularity' .4

This effort of transformation can be seen in a painting like
'Shulamite' 1983, the title a direct link with the Paul Celan

poem 'Death Fugue' a metaphoric escription of Auschwitz.,

centering on two women, Marguerite and Shulamite. Celan was

himself a survivor of the oncentration camps and this poem is
the inspiration of some of Kiefer's most powerful paintings. The

setting for Shulamite is a blackened, vaulted interior, a hall
at the end of which burn seven memorial flames, reminiscent of a

jewish menorah, in memory of the victims of the Nazis. mplicit
in the low, ppressive and blackened interior is the memory of

the gas chambers. More ccessfully than in the 'Unknow

Painter' series, Kiefer succeeds in subverting the meaning and

intention of this piece of facist architecture. The

transformation is from the morbid glorification of the Nazi death

cult to the sombre remembrance of facism's victims. It is
Kiefer's view that Germany maimed and lost part of itself when it
set about estroying its jewish population and this painting to

some egree honours both the jewish loss and the German one.

Looking at images like this in Kiefer's work one feels like a

deer caught in the lamp of history;

"yet isn't Kiefer's powerful analysis of the deadly elements

in. German culture outweighed by the pleasure one takes in
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the heavy pathos of his paintings? It's mpossible to

escape the painterly intensity of these works. Yet at the

same time uneasiness gathers. The underflow of Kiefer's

cultic sites drowns spiritual or esthetic, distance. The

motionality, the monumentality, the gloomy pleasures of the

flaming hearth in the close, vaulted rooms congeal Kiefer's

subtle mbivalence into a theatrical shudder of horror'.5

Kiefer's 'subtle mbivalence' his use of a fascist iconography as

well as his attempts to deal with and exorcise the ghosts of the

German past are undoubtedly highly problematic, and have brought

him much criticism specially when his work is read out of

ontext. But Kiefer reminds us that the relationship of modern

Germany to its past is a close one. This was highlighted during

a conservative turning in German politics during the mid-eighties

buy a reactionary historical debate known as the

'Historikestreit'.6 The debate by right-wing historians was an

attempt to 'normalize' the past, the events of the Holocaust and

ermany's fascist past, by 'historicizing' those events. The

attempt it seems was to salvage the past or create a "usable

past" for the benefit of the right-wing ideological agenda.

Kiefer's work, however deals with history in a uble-edged
fashion, there is degree of the ironic, even of humour in his

work, lead wings, flying palettes, toy tanks or battleships ina
bathtub and works like 'The Flooding of Heidleburg' and
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'Occupations':

'Kiefer quite directly mocks most of his thematic material,

historical and mythic theatricalizing it into bsurdity. In

the process, some very serious, barely sane, erhaps

poisonous meanings are released as an intoxicating poetic

vapour .'7

In many ways it might be said that Kiefer is cultivating the

ground already cleared by Beuys. Kiefer however does so by

orking through the issues of German history and identity. Beuys

by ontrast was almost ahistorical working within a political and

revolutionary framework.

Kiefer is efinitely not a history painter, rather he establishes

settings in his paintings which may be historically based as in

the case of his rchitectural paintings and which specially in

the case of his landscape paintings functions as an historical

stage upon which the various mponents, historical, mythical,

cultural and so om are arranged into an anllegorical form or

composite structure which is then altered and constructed.

"(Kiefer) .... changes the contest of paints mployed in

order for them to function differently in their new role or

in the new plan.'8
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The need for an allegorical reaching or interpretation of

Kiefer's work though can lead to an over literal interpretation

of ossible subtexts, not really addition to any nderstanding of

a work of a work or its framework. An overly esthetic response

on the other hand to oncentrate on the purely visual Kiefers

intentions. The references in Keifer's work need a careful and

balanced reading to achiever a meaningful equilibrium in the

understanding of image, language, myth and so on.

' they are not to be bstracted from the "text" of

the picture surface. Their function as references lies in

their mbeddedness in that surface, not in their

translateability outside it. This the relative autonomy of

the achieves onfiguration not the literary romance of

Keifer's images which give the work it critical character' .9

But does Kiefer, as is claimed actually expiate German historical

guilt through his work and how does this related to his much

fated position as the greatest ontemporary European painter.

'By the provocative and varied nature of his work, it is
evident that Kiefer ccepts and mbraces the notion of the

modern artist who stands outside society, taunting it, its
history, norms, aboos, myths and ideas about art craft'.10

ertainly Kiefer is a painter who raises troubling issues about
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German history to which he can offer no solutions but only
indications of what is needed. Kiefer like Beuys realizes that

forgiving and forgetting are not the same thing at all but

Kiefer's need for a healing solution is artistic whereas Beuy's

was motivated by wider social oncerns. sBeuy's work therefore

was less overtly about the Holocaust or fascism though this could

be read as mplicit. The particular post-war ontext of euys's
work and ideas is mportant. Germany had just passed its 'ground

zero' and was focused very intently on economic rebuilding, not

cultural or spiritual which would have carried with them the

taint of the mmediate past.

'The historical ontext for Beuy's hypotasis of individual

creativity can be determined in a more specific fashion.

ost-World-War II West German ideology has been

aracterised by e-historicization and oncentration on the

labour power of the individual. In an attempt to repress

the memory of fascism, all historical context was bscured

and all energies were directed to 'Wiederaufbau'

("Reconstruct ion"). In this rspective, the economic

restration ppeared as a 'Wintschaftswunder' ("Economic

Miracle"), and the work of the individual assumed mythical

status'.11

Beuys was keenly aware of the striving for post-war prosperity in

Germany, his work mbodied that wareness with a ertain sense of
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irony, using everyday objects, materials of nor real value, many

of his sculptures or the remains of his performances seeming like
leftovers from a uasi-scientific experiment, and anthropological

investigation or a series of archaeological remains unearthed.

Beuys in fact seemed keen to break any direct limbs with the

historical in his work by endowing his work with a primitive,
archaic ahistorical aura. In a discussion of Beuy's work at the

Guggenheim Benjamin Buchloh argues:

"Historical thought an any level - whether general

historical thought, art - historical thought, and attempt to

acknowledge the specific onditions of a historical
situation - is rejected by Beuys altogether. The history of

post - Second-World-War ermany which is Beuys's om

historica situation: the history of an emerging

onomically powerful society; the histories of specific art
forms all of these are ignored, falsified, or mythified".12

It can be argued that Beuys was using this clectic election of

history and its influences to remove himself from the mmediate

responsibilities of history in the aftermath of the Second-World

War through his persona of shaman and healer Beuys has been

paralleled and superseded in this role by Kiefer. Beuys

attempting to work through the framework of ociety but outside

and apart from history, Kiefer ddressing history rather than

ociety. Beuys attempted to attach himself to the themes of

30





German Romantic culture instead, cruelty, death, nature and time.

'I think I belong to this cultural tradition. But the

historical ontinuity of the German Romantic tradition - the

tradition of Novalis, and in paint Goethe - was broken by

the positivistic oncept of science with which which man

carried out the industrial revolution. However the method

I've taken up is not te same as relationship between man

and transcendal powers, rather than that between man and

matter! .13

There is some irony in euys's attachment to the Romantic in view

of the immediate post-war situation of Germany and its subsequent

economic drive. Donald Kuspit mments;

"Viewed in the ontext of ontemporary German society,
Beuys's is a penitential art reconstituting and

consecrating the German mentality, restoring its
umbilical onnection with romantic nature'.14

Beuys's view of art was as a grandly utopian deology, creative
and having enormous therapeutic potential. Art was also

sentially a language, a means of mmmication with his fellow
man. Beuys was not only interested in renewing societies
"connection with romantic nature" but also with renewing man's

spiritual relationship with himself. Beuys's fundamental thesis
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was of course that "Each man is an artist" and this is repeated

and reflected onstantly throughout his work.

But although euys's work can be seen as ahistorical there are

ontinuous references echoing through his work to the atrocities

and notions of Germany's wartime past. In part his work can be

seen as a homoeopathic rocess initiated against the trauma and

horror of the past.

'Beuys's octrines as well as his objects can be seen as a

onscious parody, critical revision, er mbivalent

reflection of early exposure to Nazi teachings. He himself

has laid hints for such a reading, stating that "the human

ondition is Auschwitz" and preparing, on the wentieth

anniversary of the attempt to assassinate Hitler, to raise

the Berlin Wall by five centimetres. His art is indicating

the specific traumas of a specific time,a nd it is doing so

by subtle mimicry'.15

The elements of many of Beuys's sculptures, fat, blood, toe-nail

clippings, moulds of teeth, bones, dear, hares, and images of

skulls and the stags skeletons, all remnants of suffering or

death. 'Tram Stop' (1976) for instance recalls the trains to the

concentration amps with its odd of head and control suggesting

the brutality of the 'final solution'. In 'Bathtub' 1966 Beuys

suggests the piece is about birth, but qually the tub ontains
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sticking-plaster and fat-soaked gauze, the parallel here,

cleanliness is again reminiscent of the 'final solution' the

victims of the Nazis were after all fooled into believing the

gas-chambers were showers. Beuys has said

"The wole thing is a therapeutic process. For me it was a

time when I realized the part the artist can play in

indicating the trauma of a time and initiating a healing

process ".16

Beuys was speaking here in the late 1940's of his post-war

mpulses to become an artist, a therapeutic process for the

artist as much as society. Beuys's 'Theory of Social Sculpture'

was very much about process, change and evolution, every thing is
in a state of change. Transformation of substance is central to

Beuys's theory, it is the precursor of transformation taking

place mong people. 'Tallow' 1977 is about the transformation of

substance. wenty tons of fat in five huge segments slowly

melting, it is easier to read it though as past transformation of

people into their basic substances rather than the future

transformation of people through the liberating, spiritual

creativity of art. Beuys' said;

"Similia similibus curantur, heal like with like, that is
the moeopathic healing process".17
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Is Beuys trying to reenact history, transforming tragedy into

someting less serious that can be ccepted. The inexpressible

horror of history mediated through art, suffering and trauma

before a spiritual wakening;

"Chacs can have a healing character, oupled with the idea

of open movement which channels the warmth of chaotic energy

into order or form".18

Beuys was working with a past both escapable and mpossible to

deal with ccessfully. Kiefer like Beuys makes no obvious

judgements in his work ealing with the past bsessively
exploring a fascination with northern myth and Romanticism as

well as with the traumas ad ideologies of the fascist past.

"The taboos which Beuys illuminated in a subliminal fashion

have been brought into the limelight by Kiefer, with a

distancing of another generation".19
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EMANATIONS AND ALCHEMY

'Thus everything manates from God only to be omprised in

him at last and to be revoked in him'.1

During the mid-eighties Kiefer became more interested in the

themes of alchemy and jewish mysticism, moving away from

specifically German themes. But Kiefer ontinued his

explorations of themes of myth, the eternal and of sacred time.

With this change in focus came a change in approach, from the

pening of old wounds to be healed, the exorcising of old ghosts,

to the transformation of the physical in which the search is for

a mythology of the future. The transition is from the landscapes

of northern Germany to more cosmic landscapes, settings for the

exchanges between heaven and earth. In 'Emanation' 1984-86. just
such a relationship is made physically manifest where a torrent

of hot lead pours from the heavens into the sea.

"A flowing from heaven to earth is escribed both in jewish

mysticism and in the writings of Dionysius the Areopagite.

In the latter, the heavenly hierarchy is invisible to man

until the ppearance of the 'Divine Ray', the light that

omes down and "restores us again to a higher

spiritual ondition". Likewise, the sixteenth-century jewish

mystic Isaac Luria escribes God's manation; the

outpouring of His attributes, as given in the ten sefiroth,
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are revealed as divine lights flowing into primeval space.

As the lights rain down humanity attempts to catch them in

vessels and thereby gain the benefit of these divine

characteristics; evil, however, is included amidst the

good. The vessels are understood to be flawed, and in the

end there are more lights than the bowls can hold. The

vessels shatter, loosing good and evil on earth. With the

"Breaking of Vessels", there come still other worlds.' 2

In 'Emanation' 1984-1986 the top of the canvas, the heavens from

which the lead pours,is burned and charred, below the lead are

photographic agments, images of fire, stablishing the

relationship between heaven and earth. The lead ray from heaven

may be read as a metaphor for spiritual transformation, the

flaming heaven signalling that transformation, mirrored below on

earth by the photographic fragments of fire, maybe the spiritual
attempting to transform the material. A similar work, 'Pouring

(Ausgiessen) 1984-85;

suggests a possible source of inspiration: the once

common New Years customs of Bleigiessen {'lead ouring'),
where molten lead is dripped into a ontainer of water and

the esulting shapes are interpreted to augur the events of

the coming year. Bleigiessen, a variant of ceromancy, was

one of the many German folk customs that never really
recovered from being officially' discouraged' under the

41



om
ahi "a CaS

Be a) De ia

Ke ty ad Fe oy
ey

2 ewe
ee

hes
fs ao AS. cont

Ea A iF. =o E.: a* ay ras}
de teh

We - if epee
C3

7,
* xd poe AG ard,a i S aes

Bs:
xe

x.
ah NV omae TEs z

Oi

SF, wo" eredHa) bee Br, ror, bepur
ay: Che Ny Cisa

Pe at RR oh a ib Re. ey
rr
ar fy? 'hale apy ae Bits

3,
bee

ABares:ale fee 3 me: i oui M 'a
Nani at se CATEPsta fy on

o4
Cs a

4? nul, Joo rd Sy oF Ed se
bi

ia one oh a be 2h y)
¢3 be?

ves ca Faye= 'WE: let td
WERE mae. begOe fe AG

Bae oe owt Pas
a,x Ay

1 Spe
"4 4:

vo ay© ipa
oe

te vA
ray oss ta "igi Lae Ra Ve

vay
fi aia Ayae, id pe oid 4."

eu y os ey?
fei, ee ay

Gia ae
Na REA it <8ay}

at vo
wiath fy

ee weaay pa ee lew ae
ba iy ES) Varo sa

ay
Xe, t w er ay

# J ig) Sian
spss et se ¥;se we a wo. Yer i, Me iae

oe et Wibe & eeaTu.
a

He. Same aN oe ee.
Hy

i) aS aie BS5 ioe C4 ii ae: BR. igAGS an,

Fahl
ay:

"2 oi) Re +S Can Naren KANes he A. olsed se ar!oh 2
2

we De ia SH ae AY i
y

ee he, et if a
%

ot hai & '4
Wicki ASaw ii a7st UE te re oe)i Asie aot ey = Nat a x nie

ae met

re 2,
i 'A ie a%Wil Pas x ie Neat fist

ofwh 1

h sya wet ait wn 1p Ma

4
er mr, ae ai

¥\ ar Wa rm) oe
in

%G sa)I a
aft

fya? ty
ty

ty i! me

8, a Sw Gh Dy
on a nm

he o Oy nf
ate fe tS area 1g, 1B "i aTid a io

[roaasd, LP Fe
ek

4) oFi } fd at | aad© i = ¢ FS a
Pacae?ata

he

Aan ee 4

ads,
aayLy (ee e if Se: Pe ee

mo)a, ig
os iSned an waeaN Sy rt pt i aneintel 4 |ay

wt
phen wo Poa a Ay

Smb+ yf Bs
* 7 cas

Kt ag (P)
-2 Ma

ty re
ay. Btint

7 a Vise. ed fay,We, ae riser cyl aa ye, a realFone
ad ye)

ry
Bi a

megy
os aoe i ig apy pi

is
may wes

pee ot
2 see £2 ir 75 je ory 0)

n \y wt ra Cd
Be gee Se,gah

"at aangay ey
neIga C3] as aE } &, q fe

va
vt

ot.
sg

wy Tae Ss Bon byf re Le car wf er! rat Us i
Te,

NigetA ied aN Games ee. t ti i ne) wal aR Ry RF -
BY
aay4

gg
ew hi

at La
os <

2 ee: 'ei +
n Be

a
By

ff
rN

a
'Gi et

uN

5 He ¥ a eei %, Beet i
te

4 i & 7
iig oe Mes

me

1s fo
' 4 orpt at by!

w5 by A rh hal cet
ws

v ERS, "AY Pkt
weeRyRA 8,

ae
a EY ay bye"f Rs: re ye |

eat ae flint?yah he Ea

. e
|

1s »
on

Bl

& aeFa AY eee oeot4 Pat | ay ay nex fs : vk ee & ia
ire tt 1

OY
af aH vty!

gy oseaC
ft

ty a an foe, ee ot er.
vo fFBY

,* alg &e
wl
~4 Ky ata 4 i

"|
é

ust enceAg
ae

ad ay 4 2 a i
M4

cH)

th ~~ a rca

Now oY eo2
'wo

om ot oN,sy Dy; Ne
gue at * ~~:

1s it of ae a Lae on she 7 JN Gefan
ft Se

waysEa ty
oh'y ord Re Se ee4Beaw ne

fe iv J Fj ie,
te

"ht ae
oi Iie e se FJ

Sakate,i WK,
a Ly ye PERLea qi Fug ot a= an

tw Pou Se i >
oa

ac

AS he He i ' Piste &

ay "g
ny iy 4 iz HE AY

a ~t ia -
¥a id ey

» Ss Ss NY a 7h
ee ) a > &at Mi

ay
1 geata iM 3 b.

Lb
Py

y "OM. a ferryeye, & +e. i a fe be Ss 'cada ae{ a, a i wt fs i ow:
Wk) ae ee ow

peiH+\ on Se
3sent we ee

et ee
& nay

* be[B E : £4 ig rT Bay | Py) Ms 953 om WSisiect | thr.
Sate244 4 ra dr © as:fe ml

tl), me en) adAye a y/ VE 4 go . tt "Sh qNA si
ae

e "GE he a aaa ed
244ure Rik: = cet ofS3 ae 3

hor Ri | iy ta a

oN pis ei i ite i Sag
Biss pee 'a in

1 Voy
Mm

Ld
shined

we
Fae

nid f "et a} ue
4p no ns py oe

it with vt
aM ord

rf
Me ' 2pVe ateyn

St
wa

isa Ye et ea a 3 asad A ne
G5, a! 3

i ber 4h Day
Pay

sey
s | St Ais ®

RL
=H

~
Ray) Uh

a
« 2X a i a oe

a
Ss 'he 2

ay Yan af a # ay xa if
ae a A, rea

gs,

en kt "dl
ey *eCd tg" ae i: Ah as,

tod 5. = eee nFpe AE
rs ir tad i>

a
ee oH and

bs oseaa PEN lt sil1 e 2 Wh a = ES, eager
boat 7 laa

"
Xi
ienet Gra he|a BX uf ba Ae ty sf io Cala

ae eo 1%
pe

"y
ete yg ee oa Ava +f

ai peter
ant ihr erin 4 tH

A a '
hy Bau. oH By ap

doh Cf (ksleet ' ae x eS,od
iy by atahy

tu Rey ys. 1a cae aaar oo)

*y Tie
rs "if eg ster tis ee

<n
cana

id
ft f- Be

wht ae ae pt wr S* 4 fe
A, hg As

38 iiy "gy & ty fit, a, u ty
Ry

ays
ante of, WA at 24 | ee ay ail

aan
ah ns Me i sa

ih
ae

oa
aes

ne
a A". ti

pm)

Fete
Be aks ee x

iy agli LORIN 4 We ry
ay ifH- '' od SM.

aye ~ r
a

| ye Bnet "F i r so
mi Ee

V2 ¥ ge iat oars Beeet le 'b- se f®&: yor ee faYs te ile 4 it
Le ¥ may nS

nike - ig 4 ae
hes Lt Ney a " ™

he
+S Vv ce | @:Beai Cay

aw an, i fF hy Pay er ail Pstysig ate ied L, \ coe vi
Py

v he
a EN baa er *,

RS 1

as sty
Sey x i at e

ch aa? "# Buy i ri
ie

theyi, uot he +4 gt +e

d
: Fa

Bi a
4 te

Nie a : in fey im
athtas A

Ni asf
iy," Se a te oo a 4

ond 'BEA "2
Al we Sy iwi nN PR

iB A!
na eg

me eg a7 ist wv

Aug xf ' ~~? gf %. 3 xa vf
: 4 alau

+

Sa, +%
Vr

cae A 4 is '4
are a ate o TES

ei ;
fate cr

aed bg
oe er"Ea aad rs

ba&
as) 0a Peed

ie
P x mhg.af ie BEY ov if&ag Fd

¥x,
aa

ef he Sear >,

43 a
(end,

a
aH

rectal
pe A. aMh as rae

we A ea eeact a
m%+

ay aad cs eye wh ets Ee queee if
ead{

aaEs ibi et it ie wuaeInthe oe by ute By

Mg 4 ae BR
Preceve:

ie he ahs
We

ionat "
ngeh, saihas TaN AC fo

hd ?
ha x

+H iy fe oaraif ara
eae aha eat

iF
a ¥ i vaA}

_ al
my yey ey Ls asts 7 ree

oe



Third Reich. '3

This is one of only many associations lead has in Kiefer's work,

at other times it is used with heavy irony, lead aircraft and

propellers representing spiritual transcendence not so easily
attained. It also has associations with magical talismen and in

'Women of the Revolution' 1986. It is used to preserve dried

flowers against further change, at times in Kiefer's work it also

serves to remind us that lead is resistant against the effects of

radiation. Kiefer quite effectively combines the idea of lead's

protective ualities with Egyptian myth in 'Osiris and Isis 1985-

87. The basic myth relates death and dismemberment of Osiris by

his brother Set who then dispersed throughout the world, the

fourteen dismembered parts. Isis wife of Osiris scoured the

world to recover all the parts which she did except for one, the

penis. Isis replaced this with an artificial one which was then

attached to the reassembled body in order to restore Osiris to

eternal life.

The parallel is with nuclear fusion, the setting for which in the

painting is a huge stepped pyramid, wired to seventeen pieces of

china. At the heart of this is the idea of dismemberment and

reunion. As with 'Emanation' 1984-86 Osiris and Isis, 1985-87

there is a relationship established between heaven and earth, the

spiritual and the material. The tiers of the pyramid can be

understood to symbolize different levels of a spiritual
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hierarchy, with the china shards representing Oisiris's body

waiting spiritual regeneration.

Transformation of the spiritual and the material were also part

of Beuys vision.

"My intention is to stress the idea of transformation

and of substance. That is precisely what the shaman does in

order to bring about change an development; his nature is

therapeutic.' 4

Important in Beuys's sculpture are self-transforming materials

such as fat or felt. (felt is "inert chaos"), materials that

orrespond to spiritual change.

'I am interested in transformation, change, revolution -

transforming chaos, through movement into a new order'.5

In 'Warm Time Machine' 1958 this is monstrated, in the

transformation of material, the generation of warmth, the

roduction of energy. All these are necessary parts of the

revolutionary process;

a necessity for any evolutionary process.

Transformation of the self must first take place in the

potential of thought and mind. After this eep-rooted
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change, evolution can take place. There is no other

possibility in any understanding, and this was perhaps too

little onsidered by Marx, for instance. The idea of

revolution oming from outer onditions, in the industrial

field or the so called reality of economic conditions, can

never lead to a revolutionary step unless the transformation

of soul, mind and will power has taken place'. 6

Rudolf Steiner's spiritual philosophy anthroposophy was eeply
influential on the development of euys's theory of sculpture and

of his spiritual outlook.

"Beuy's ideas about the onstruction of the trichotomy of

the body, soul and spirit, about reincarnation, about

evolution, the mportance of the rucifixion as a historical

event, his theories about birth, death and rebirth, about

intuition as the highest form of reason, power of will and

the otential limitless knowledge - all have onnections

with Rudolf Steiner' .7

euys's theory of sculpture, his onception of chaotic matter

transformed into ordered form through sculpture movement and

similarly warmth into cold;
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chaos order

undetermined determined

organic movement crystalline
warm cold

expansion ontract ion 8

In his 'Lectures on Bees' given in 1923 Steiner expressed similar

theories with honey, pollen gathering and comb structures.

central to Beuys's Theory of Sculpture, is the idea of warmth to

cold, a theme linked with metaphors of natural and social
behaviour and analogies of social and spiritual production.

Steiner in his ectures on Bees had discussed this in terms of;

two formative processes: the "crystalline -

anorganic" onstruction of the honey ombs, and the "organic
- energetic" production of warmth within these combs. By

analogy, Beuys ould eclare state and society (or, as he

called them in a telling biologistic metaphor, the "social

organism") to be works of sculpture. In this fashion

artistic practice was the paradigm of all human activity,
and creativity was presented as a means to shape and change

society'. 9

Beuys proposed this through social revolution and evolution of
the self achieved through spiritual transcendence.
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"but creative power must be released from its bondage to its
own materials, and for Beuys this magical release of

creative power was heralded by alchemy, at once the truly
modern and spiritually archetypal art'. 16

Beuys art is alchemical in that it a search for a wider

nderstanding of art, the effort to transmute the artistic and

the personal through the seemingly incompatible ideas of both

social and artistic revolution, through creativity. In this,

Imagination is creative power imagination takes

recedence over all. Resolute imagination can complish
all things' 11

Beuys was sentially alchemical in nature himself, change and

transformation being so central to his philosophy. describing

this rather nomically Beuys said" I am the hare", the hare

representing a sign of alchemical transformation and chemical

change. 12

The alchemical art is then for Beuys a transformation of the

material into the spiritual with art as the emonstration of the

spiritual in material form.
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"The whole aim of alchemy, as Paracelsus notes is to

articulate" the inherency of a thing, its nature, power,

virtue, and curative efficacy, with any foreign

admixture' 13

Beuys's alchemical motivation is that of the philosopher or

the poet, synthesis of knowledge, spirit and form.

'The alchemist and the artist share the same mbition: to

make in order to know, and to know in order to transform

both themselves and the world Alchemy and art aspires to

become a system of knowledge and an instrument. of

transmutation' 14

Beuys's interest in alchemy is as a oherent part of his

overall philosophy, and expansion of his theories of

sculpture and transformation. Kiefer also mployes

alchemical, cabalic and gnostic influences in his work,

though he is not so much interested in them as belief

systems as in the idea that they explore ommon truths. In

explaining the nature of these ideas Kiefer also provides

personal insight into the nature of Beuys work.

"I do not portray despair. I am always in hope of spirtual

purification. My work is spirtual/psychological

(geistig/psychologisch). I want to show the conjunction of
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the spirtual and psychological in a total environment.

Beuys was a total idealist, he wanted to change people. I

want to show something, and then things may change . eople
think Beuys's work was dark, but this is to misunderstand

it. He shows us the truth, which is one part of life. He

gives us the truth to enjoy. His art is joyous.' 15
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CONCLUSION

Both Kiefer and Beuys have been remarkable for the breath of

their efforts to establish a oherent synthesis in their

respective ownes, a synthesis of history , myth, spiritually,
philosophy and so on. Remarkable especially for their ambition.

Since his death in 1986 the cult of personality that had grown up

around Beuys has diminished onsiderably, to be replaced by a

more level-headed appraisal of his work, action and ideas. Beuys

himself claimed that his best work was his expanded oncept of

art.

"If one is willing to enlarge art - the oncept of art- to

such an extent that is would also omprise the oncept of

science, and thus the whole of human creativity, then it
follows that change of the onditions is a matter of human

volition, ...... which means: If man realized the power of

self-determination, then starting from it he will one day

build emocracy. He will bolish all non-democratic

institutions simply by practising self-determination'. 1

To achieve this Utopian self-determination was Beuys aim,

something he attempted through his efforts with the Free

International University. Beuys does not seem to have been

sufficiently aware politically, the idea of self-determination

largely being dependent on economic and social factors. Rather,
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this can be understood in terms of attempting to prove moral and

spiritual values which Beuys attempted to prove were intrinsic to

things.

"In his welding of socialism and mysticism, Beuys reveals

his roots in German omanticism, a reaction against the

analytic investigations of Kant in favor of ideas which

compassed the spiritual life as well. He shares the

romantic ideal of knowledge seen in the poetry of Goethe and

Schiller, expressing man's position in nature, part of the

inner unity of all things, the sublime and exalted. euys's
belief that every person is an artist is similar to Novalis

philosophy in "Heinrich Von Ofterdingen", which postulated

that poetry is the innermost essence of all things that

every man is a poet, and that the mystical nature of the

word reveals the nature of the world'. 2

Ultimately though it will be the sculptures and the remains of

actions that will speak most eloquently bout Beuys and his

theories. Beuys will always have to be understood in the light
of the ontext from which he emerged, war-torn Germany. The role

of artist which Beuys attempted to redefine so radically will be

one of the most mportant uestions of his legacy and ome of the

keys to understanding Beuys. Kiefer has proved himself just as

provocative in terms of his relationship with history and art

history, his questions of himself and of those who view his work,



questions of identity, historical location and of culture. Like

Beuys, Kiefer is interested in overcoming the fatalistic aspects

of German history and culture.

"Kiefer's paintings efinitely open up the hornets nest of

German repression of history, and this achievement must be

stressed. Yet to reduce the work to such "politicum" will
not do. etween bunker and floating palette, between

scorched earth and Wagnerian temple for the unification of

art, between the catastrophic end of culture and the great

creative vision, the painter battles for the life of

painting for art's resurrection.' 3

Kiefers use of material on the painted surface, shellac, straw,

oil, lead, sand and photographic ollage recalls the link in

Beuys work between idea and material. And like Beuys, Kiefer
seeks to transform disorder and chaos, the chaos of the past into

order through distillation into a purified spirituality.

Painting is that means then because painting quals burning, and

the message is as much ersonal as cultural, the burning fire of

the spirit overwhelming the past, trial by fire to temper art.

""Scorched earth" is a technical term used by the army.

Troops in retreat burn the area they are leaving behind so

that the enemy will not be able to produce on this land
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anymore. When applied to painting, this does not mean that

I want to illustrate a regular military peration, but

that I wish to portray the present day problems in the art

of painting. If you wish, you can view it as the new

beginning which each painting must make again, everytime.

Each rtwork estroys the one that precedes it. The earlier
artworks still exist, but no longer for the artist. They

live on in the museum and take on a different character'.4

Kiefer's outlook however is fundamentally different from Beuys,

Kiefer is of a younger eneration struggling against the guilt
and responsibility of something he and his eneration was not

responsible for, hence a strong sense of mbivalence bout being

German in Kiefer's work. Beuys's work was ssentially about the

individual, primarily Beuys himself. His work expressed itself
in terms of suffering, survival and transformation.

'and yet Beuys remains a challenge to other artist, not

because of the success he has had in creating a cult of

ersonality, but in his sense of art's mission, which the

cult of rsonality is a distortion of. Baudelaire once

worth that artist had to face the choice of "art for arts

sake" or " inseparable from social utility". Beuys, with his
half-shamant istic, half-scapegoat stance, is trying to

created a mmunally and personally useful art, redemptive

of communal and social possibilities'. 5
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Within a German ontext then, Kiefer being mongst the most

historically minded of his generation seems to have assumed the

privileges of primogenitor since Beuys death, but Kiefer has a

different agenda in mind as his recent development shows.

Nevertheless Kiefers art has many points of ommon reference in

Beuys''s art not least the uestion of being German and what that

means.
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