DISCOURSES:
CONVERSATIONS IN POSTMODERN ART AND CULTURE

LD BY
AUSBELL FEAGUSOMN, WILLIAM OLANDER, MARCIA TUCKER.

arnn KAREN FISS

FOREWORD Y
MARCIA TUCKER

A PHOTOSHARMIE BxTCHEO0S 0¥
JOHM BALDESSARI

THE NEW MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART, nw vone
THE MIT PRESS. caspaDdof, sassBicwuBiTTh. LONDOMN, EMOLAND



-

JOSEPH BEUYS

Kate Horsfield & Lyn Blumenthal =5

KATE HORSFIELD: ‘Were members of your family invelved in any pursuit of
creativity when you were a child?

JOSEPH BEUYS: No, | could never find out an interest in creativity. Perhaps there
was one forefather from the Dutch roots of my family who was interested in science,
but never could [ find an interest in ar.

HORSFIELD: When you were a small child, did you have a direct imerest in ar?

BEUYS: No, this idea never came 1o my consciousness then, but if 1 look back, 1 find
that what | did as a child had a lot 1o do with an understanding of an, from which 1
later developed this so-called “enlarged understanding of an” that has o do with the
theory of social sculpture, the radical wansformarion of the world. $o, what T did as a
child—what I experienced in the fields, in nature and also in the industrial pan of
human activity, in small factories—had a kind of character which people can now see
in the Guggenheim Museum pieces, for instance; but this is only apparent through a
refllection about my interests as a child and the work 1 did then; and surely, not only
what I did as a child, but also what | felt and what 1 thought, what I experienced and
what...yes, imagined.

HORSFIELD: Can you talk specifically about some of these panicular kinds of
feelings or experiences?

BEUYS: Yes—one of my most important general feelings during that time was that |
felt myself, on one side, in a very beautiful environment; but from the side of social
behavior, 1 felt that everything was in a very big debacle. 1 felt a dramatic contradiction
in my life and when [ was five years old, 1 felt that my life had to go to an end
because 1 experienced already 100 much of this contradiction,

I had the feeling that another kind of life—perhaps in a transcendental
area—would give me a better possibility 10 influence, or 1o work, or to act within this
contradiction. So, this was my general feeling: on the one side, this beautiful
undamaged nature from which | ook a lot and had a let of possibilities for
contemplation, meditation, research, collecting things, making a kind of system; and
on the other side, this social debacle that [ felt already as a coming dilemma.

Yes, as u child | was aware of it, but later | could analyze the debacle. During my
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childhood, 1 was confronted with the nature of this behavior but didn't analyze the
root of such a debacle; nevertheless, surely, this is an intuitive comprehension that
already a child can feel; that in such a condition, the root must be in the behavior of
the peaple.

You must see this as a very compheated thing insofar as I cannot accuse a single
person to have been the cause of this debacle, this single person against me, and in no
way do | intend to criticize cerain people of my neighborhood in their behavior
toward me; but | saw the relationship berween people, | saw their thoughts, | saw
their kind of expressionistic behavior in every difficult siuation. 1 saw all the time the
unclearness in the psychological condition of the people. You know, that was the time
called the “Roaring Twenties” and 1 felt that this expressionistic behavior, this
unformed qualiry of soul power and emotion of life...] saw it, that it would lead 1o a
kind of catastrophe. That was my general feeling.

HORSFIELD: Before you made the decision to be an ariist, you were following some
early interest in science and you had made up your mind 10 be a scientist 1o a cerntain
extent....

BEUYS: That is true,

HORSFIELD: What goals did you have as a scientist, and, then, whar made you stop
science and lock more closely wward an?

BEUYS: Yes..I stanted from this positive point of the environment, where things in
nature were undestroyed, relatively undestroyed, and | began already as a child w
work with a sort of circus and theater, a methodology and system which were related
to natwral phenomena: animals, insects, plants,

When 1 was seven or eight, I got interested in research already done. 1 had
teachers who were also close to this interest and | had a kind of laboratory all the time
until fifteen years of age, when 1 developed really and factually a laboratory which
was involved with physics, chemistry, zoology, botany and such things and 1 decided
to study natural sciences. Then it was already near the time when the Second World
War began and that activity was stopped by my call wo military duty.

During the war, when 1 was 2 soldier, | had the privilege from my commander,
when we were situated in a town where there was some academic activity, to go in
my free time to the University. And since we had kind of a resting time in Poland, 1
had the opportunity w visit Poznan University. 1 think 1 had an event there, during 2
discussion with a professor of zoology about the whole theory of natural science,
when 1 found out that this could not be my ability, to become so specialized in such a
positivistic, materialistic field; these rwo terms came to my consciousness then, you
know. It was a kind of methodology of the materialistic understanding of the world.
So, | realized that the necessities of the so-called exact. natural sciences were a
restriction for my specific ability and | decided o try it another way.
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Then, during the rest of the war, | was pondering this problem. 1 had 1o make a
decision about such an established understanding of research of the world and 1 had
to think of a methodology 10 bring up my specific ability to cooperate with other
people, simply to say..not to bring up very, very important things, that was not in my
mind. In my mind was the guestion: how to cooperate with other people in a more
meaningful way, to overcome not only the dilemma which 1 experienced in my youth
already and from which the consequence was the Second World War—and this even
stronger dilemma which 1 was mixed up in during the war. 1 thought about the
necessity 10 come 10 a decision, (o reconstruct, to renew the whole problem of life,
labor, work of the people..yes, this was for me the question after the crucial point of
humankind's creativity and its implicasens: freedom of peaple in their creative work
and how 1o develop from this necessity a kind of social order. another understanding
of science and 1o try it with an. So—then—1 tried it with an.

HORSFIELD: One thing I'd like to ask is what was the an climate? What did you see
about art as a field, you know, where could you attach your notions of
experimentation and what kind of goals could you have?

BEUYS: Yes, sure, it's a very imponant question because there wus almost nothing 1o
be seen, to be hopeful for in this field. The only hope I had was when | saw one day a
photograph of a sculpture which was put away during Hitler's time. It was a sculpture
by Wilhelm Lehmbruck, a German sculptor of expressionistic style. This was perhaps
the only example, Lehmbruck, between my sixteenth to nineteenth years in which 1
saw a possibility for art to be principally of interest 1o innovate some things, instead of
writing a very boring, naturalistic repetition of what is already done by nature,

That was a time, one must know, which was very isolated, generally, in Germany,
during the fascist era and even more specifically isolated in that region where nobody
was interested in an. That was a kind of tradition there, not because people were
uncreative, but their professions were mostly agricultural and as far as the industrial
impulse of the last century also had its traces in that area, they were workers,
employed in factories. Within such a population, almost nothing existed culturally,

It was simply that they didn't know how 1o work in this specific field and also
because of their involvement in the religinus tradition—a Catholic area. 5o, when 1
saw such examples, one by Lehmbruck and also then some paintings, when | searched
for interesting materials, 1 felt a possibility for art which would be better for my ability.

HORSFIELD:: At this point, were you studying art?
BEUYS: Yes.

HORSFIELD: What kind of people were your teachers and how did thev influence
you at this time?
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BEUYS: | started 1o prepare mysell wo enter a state academy. It was difficult during that
time because all these institutions had been destroyed and they were all functioning in a
kind of improvised roofing and only a few students could have the possibility 10 study.
So, immediately after the war, after my time in prison, 1 began to work on some examples
of what I felt could be a kind of proof of my skill, my ability and with this stuff 1 went to
the Academy of Dusseldorf and they took me, which was a wonder during thar time. 1,
mysell, was very astonished that they took me in this chaotic condition.

I started the university with a teacher who was very academic, | had nothing else
to do than 1o copy models in a nawralistic, almost medical, way. He was pointing out
to me where every muscle had to be, had 1o be observed, reproduced, and | made a
lot of anatomic models until 1 felt very bored with this repetitive character of doing
and again [ feli that it was a kind of science rather than ar. [ felt the parallelism with
science and the influence that a materialistic understanding of it had on art. My
professor appeared o me like a surgeon in a hospital with a white coat and he had
some tools in his hreast pocket like a doctor, when he came for correction, 1 felt like
in an operating room, you know, and the work was exacily the same. | felt very upset
and came in difficulties with this teacher who personally | loved very much because
he wis a generous person, a very noble character; but | came in difficulties and lefi
him to try with another teacher.

This teacher, Ewald Matare, was well known during that time in the area. He had
a style of his own, an understanding of an which was really a kind of innovation for
me during that time. He had an autonomy in the understanding of am, but with a
medieval methodology. He was a believer in the "Bauhutte™ idea, he was an admirer
af the ornament, of what we call in Germany “Masswerk ™! the
geometrical... “rechifertipung was beisst rechifertigung™ 3. He was convinced that
geometry and omament should be the basis for all decisions in art. Then 1 was surely
with a very good teacher, an autonomic character, but again | came in difficulties with
such a dogma—with such a strict belief in an older concept of an, coming from the
Middle Ages, which brought me 10 a contradiction and discussion with him. He used
to pay attention to my experiences with forms in different materials, and through his
observation, he declared me, simply, crazy. He didn't say that 1 was unable, no. He
was saying that perhaps I was his most able student, but at the same time he felt it his
duty to inform officials about the impaossibility 1o take me later, for instance, as a
teacher, because | was crazy—in his mind, completely crazy—a mad man.

This was a time when I spoke a lot about the necessity to find a secure basis for
further doings; | came to realize that it wouldn't lead to a solution of the problem to
take, for instance, Buddhistic concepts, or Middle Ages “Bavhune” concepts, or o take
Tao things or other Eastern wisdom, 1o recreate spirituality within humankind. 1 was
intensively involved with a kind of...yes, epistemology ar that time and this was a
reason for him to discard my work. He believed that an artist has 1o do the things, has
not to speak too much, not to get so confused in such complicated stuff like historical
analysis, and has not 1o brood upon these things. In his eyes 1 was a brooder,
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brooding on problems which humankind would never be able o solve, and from this
point of view it appeared to him as a kind of madness,

It was already the beginning of my coming away from the traditional art world,
getting more and more in connection with people who were interested in
interdisciplinary research, and so | had more friends and more discussions with
scientists again, and because 1 already had a scientific background and vocabulary, it
was always a very intensive relationship with scientists of different fields. This is now
the time from 52 until the next point in my life—this point was a kind of breakdown
of everything.

HORSFIELD: Let me just insen one guestion before we go 1o that
BEUYS: Yes, sure,

HORSFIELD: To what extent were vou imterested in aesthetic solutions in the actual
physicality of anmaking?

BEUYS: Say it again, please.

HORSFIELD: To what extent were you interested in aesthetic solutions and in the
process of making an?

BEUYS: Again, i's very imponant to understand the question and | didn't understand
it clearly, therefore, please, say it again.

HORSFIELD: O.K., as a confrast 1o an as a carrier of ideas, how interested in the
aesthetics of solving a problem were you?

BEUYS: That was not a point at all for me. The word “aesthetics”™ does not exist for
me, | found out during all my time in an official institution, a state academy, thar this
use of the word aesthetics meant nothing, in my understanding. | couldnt locate this
meaning of aesthetics, which was a very nebulous, undetermined idea. I couldn’t put it
in any real and concrete way in my work, my problem, my view. But later, after what 1
said was the next period in my life, 1 stated my understanding of it: human being is
aesthelics. Aesthetics is the human being in itself,

HORSFIELD: You mentioned something carlier, before we staned discussing your
education as an artist, about being called imo the war, during which period you were
a pilat. I'd like w0 ask you about that time, and what were some of the incidents that
happened to you, how they affected your concept of ant as a social oo, and how it
began to manifest itsell in works of an?
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BEUYS: Sometimes those things are looked at in a false way; these physical
experiences during the war—accidents, damages on my body, wounds and such
things—are overrated in regard 10 my later work.

HORSFIELI»:. How were they overrated?

BEUYS: People look at it in wo simplistic a way. They say that because | was in the
war with Tataric tribes, for instance, and came in comact with these families, which
took me in as a kind of family member 1o give me perhaps the possibility 1o desen the
army, or when | was badly wounded such wibes found me and covered my body with
a kind of fat, milky stfl, and even felt, that this would be the reason why 1 used such
mdterials later in my work

HORSFIELD: s that true?

BEUYS: True is this event during the war, but not true thart that was the reason o ke
this swff later for my sculprure. IF this were wue, then [ ask why did [ come so lawe 1o
use such materials?

The proof of why this cannot be tue, and is not true, is that before 1 did these
things, 1 built up a theory 1o which these materials seemed the most appropriate, to
make clear a theory of sculpwre, a theory of social order, a theory of the action as
living sculprure and so on.

S0, | came to elemems, theoretical elements, of isolating materials, raw materials,
organic materials, 1 didn't take these things just as a kind of immediately dramatical
means because [ was in a dramatic situation during the war, no, not at all; 1 wasn’t
interested in that, but later on, when | built up a theory and a sysiem of sculpture and
art, and also a system of wider understanding, anthropological understanding of
sculpture being related 1o the social body, and to everyone's lives and ability, then
such materials seemed 10 be right and effectful tools 1o make clear this theory and o
bring impulse in the discussion during the actions and the performances. But yes,
surely, 1 remember the period of war, surely this time was very imponant for my
whale life, and it is a very interesting point that the same material was involved in this
emergency vondition, personally and for the whole world during that war. So that was
later also a very useful element 10 make clear how to overcome, one could say, the
wound of all of us, not only mine. These elements appear as a kind of secret affiniry
in my life, but this relationship was not the motivation for me to use them.

HORSFIELD: Would you say that these materials were chosen by you at a later time,
developing out of your theory of sculpure?

BEUYS. Yes, you see they are dearty developed, and there weere a ket of forerunners urdl [ came:

1o the simysle decision 1o take such materials; and tking these materials, afier my thoughts on the
mevessity of building a theory, 1 saw, then, the nterssting relation they had wo my biography.
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HORSFIELD: “Were you surprised?

BEUYS: No, 1 wasn't surprised, because 1 told you already that, during my childhood,
I made such things instinctively, and from the creativity of 2 child, seeing the things in
the same way as now. | worked with machines, one could say simply, that worked
without fuel, without so-called physical energy, which would function with concems.
And now, | am slowly on the point to develop such machinery to work without
physical energy, and as 1 can remember that already as a child T did the same things
this made a significance in my life, that parallelism of past and future.

HORSFIELD: How do you approach deciding to do a piece of an, or in cenain cases
an action, what comes up to you before you start o do 7 What do you know about i1,
and how do you proceed?

BEUYS: 1 know a lot before | stan an action. | know a lot about the necessiy of the
general idea of sculprure, but T don't know anything about the process in which the
action will run, When the action runs, my preparation works, because 1 am prepared (o
do a thing without knowing where it goes. You see, it would be a very uninteresting
thing—it would have nothing to do with ari—if it were not a new experiment for which
I have no clear concept. If 1 had a clear concept of solving the problem, 1 would then
speak abouwt the concept and it wouldn't be necessary 1o make an action. Every action,
every an work for me, every physical scene, drawing on the blackboard, performance,
brings a new element in the whole, an unknown area, an unknown world.

50, | never have a clear concept for 2 performance; | only make a decision about
tools, for instance, but 1 dont determine the run of the action, or the character of the
action at all, | never make actions to make actions, as a kind of innovation in the art
world, as a new style; but I must say that the nature of the actions as a possibility to
arrive at an understanding of an, for the most pan was wranslated into an official
modern art style, and again became restricted 1o the enclosure of an ivory 1ower,
reduced 1o a traditional view of an as a history of formal innovations without being
seen as 2 possibility to innovate the whole social body. You see that is the dilemma in
the an world—but [ try to overcome that situation as much as [ can; nevertheless, the
problem always reappears, and | am always confronted with the tempration of the
system to destroy such an impulse.

HORSFIELD:  1'd like 10 ask you in terms of people panicipating in your work, the
audience for example, whether you want to refer to the audience at the actions, or the
audience in Europe, or at the Guggenheim. A lot has been made out of the fact that
people have to rely so much on verbal or written interpretations of your work, in
order to understand the symbaols and the quality of the meaning behind it. This seems
1o me, in 2 way, 1o be a contradiction with the imention of reaching out acrass society,
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BEUYS: If it were true, then it would be a contradiction; but you see, it isn't true.
That is ransported by 2 lot of unclear sources and unclear positions by people who
are involved in this whaole difficulty. Journalists, critics, and an historians, they are all
building up this misundersianding, that one must have interpretations for the
phenomena of the production. It isn't true, simply It isn't true. People could work
without interpretation, and they still can work without imterpretation, but perhaps it is
also interesting.... Let's stop on this point, so as not o blur it out.

1 never preserved a tool, or a pan of my laboratory, one could say, 10 avoid this
term "artist.” Because this is already an allusion to a kind of traditional understanding
in a restricted way which wouldn't work on its own form, or the relationship berween
form, material and so on. Sometimes appears such a thing, and such a tool, which
doesn't work withour interpretation, but 1 would never give it as an example of my
understanding of sculpwre, or as a stimulating phenomenon 1o see something about
the problems involved. 5o it is not necessary 1o have such an interpretation,

One of the mas imporant stternents of the enarged understanding of an is that noc only
materials—formed, or in chacs if nevessary—has 10 do with sculpure. Thought is 2 saulpoural
process, and the expression of the thinking forms in language is also an. This toulity of
humankind's creatvity, beginning with feelings and thoughts, and their expression in a special
rraterial, the language material, for which you need your body and physical 1ools, your tongue,
barymix, hungs, the air, the sound waves, the ear of the other person, all have © do with the idea of
sculpure in the furre,

There i on one side the physical consequence of the thought: the forms being realized in
buildings, in architecrure, in agriculiural forms, in so-called soulprures because they have a special
form, they imply a special imagination rather than being only a repetition of the given. It is
possible for people 1o see those wols, the resull of a process; they can see, one could say, the
“hardware” character of a process. But from this poing we should look ar the source, where the
sculprural process sans, and it is the thought, the thinking power and its consequence:
informeation, which means for me bringing form in material conditions.

Alreacty when | speak | need my own body, the physical, flesh; it is a kind of day 1o form
intoy, and [ need my lungs, 1 need my wols here, existing in my anatomy, | need the physical
conditions of other forms of life, in my brother or my sister. | must at once eliminate discussions,
interpretations, misunderstandings, deviations of the problem. 1 have to put everything in this
process (o bring up as much as possible the germ, the point of development in a special
direction, to bring up a reasonable basis where new culure in the funre could spring off.

5o, that is the second part of the problem; that the language, the thinking on the
problem is a more imponant sculprure even than the end of the process existing in
tools or in paimings, or in drawings, or in carvings. This transcendent character of
information, in an invisible world, gives us at the same time the proofl and a clear
knowledge that we are not only biclogical beings, materizl beings, but first splritual
beings, not existing on this planet—that we are only partly existing on this
planet—and being involved in wood, in feli, in fat, in iron, in rubber, or whatever
resources of this planet,
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That is for me the reason to speak, and it is the dignity of the speech. Otherwise,
if this phenomenon, this reality, is not clear, then the consequence is that every speech
is bla-bla, no social power exists, everything is chaos. And the other consequence is:
let them do what they do, let the government do what it wants to do, | go ow, | go
apart and try to survive during my life time, and every language, every expression of
human beings is bla-bla. If you don't find the necessity to speak, then surely the
language is bla-bla. That is why 1 stress the necessity o find clear episiemological
reasons to go on with an, which begin in humankind's thinking powers 1o mold, and
1o bring up the quality of what traditionally appears as the form of a thing. w0 impulse
the world with a radical other understanding of culiure.

In the past, it was the special spiritual authority of the high priest, the leader, or the
pharach, or the wibal collective, the chief of the tribe, then later it was the capitlistic
dependency on money power and state power, and now it has 10 deal with the world
which is built up by pecple, people’s creativity, but this will only be possible if people
get slowly clear abowt the power they have, which stans in the thinking. the molding
character of the thought. And the transference is in language forms, and other kinds of
language, as in the an work where sculptare in its special physical form means also
language—one must not have such a limited understanding of language

That is for me the reason why [ have o speak, and | have to speak more ofien
than 1 do so-called arnt work. You see, the complication is that 1 have to use
something...] have 1o use a raditional determination for ideas, so when | speak abow
art, ! can only say that there are two kinds of an: the traditional art, which is unable 10
bring up an at all, or 1o change anything in society or in the ability and the joy for life,
and then, there is another kind of an, which is related to everybody's needs and the
problems existing in sociery, This kind of an has 10 be worked out a1 the beginning. it
has to sart from the molding power of the thought as a sculptural means. If this
sculptural agent is not active in the beginning, it will never lead 1o result in any
physical form, er the physical form will only be pollution for the world, and will only
enrich the whole rubbish of production we already have. That is my meaning,

—January 1980
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