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Reactions to the work of Joseph Beuys (-) alternated between
interest and suspicion, and very often both at the same time – that is, a
suspicious interest. This initial attitude of critical reserve towards an oeu-
vre that met with a highly controversial reception continues to affect our
understanding of Beuys’work: it enables a certain distance from what could
otherwise be seen as a fascination or an endorsement of the status of leader
in matters artistic, moral and political that Beuys fashioned for himself at the
same time as his theatrical persona of public artist. In this respect, this atti-
tude responds to a difficulty imposed by the very nature of Beuys’ approach:
in his desire to turn sculpture into a potentially totalising medium capable
of engaging with the long history of humanity as much as with Germany’s
recent past, he also assigned himself a central role resembling that of a hero,
an arbiter of the post-war political conscience. In practical terms, the chal-
lenge Beuys set himself was to reassemble the scattered fragments of a soci-
ety that had been torn apart by years of Nazi rule and war and sundered by
its division into two opposing ideological camps since . To achieve
this, he sought to use sculpture as a means of allowing social space to exist
as a forum in which to reconstitute collective identity. The construction of
the role of the artist as master game-player can be seen first and foremost
as the result of this mission: indeed, how is it possible to intervene at the
deeper levels of social reality and reconstitute public space without directly
implicating oneself, and, consequently, theatricalising the figure of the
artist? And by the same token, how is it possible to overcome the effects of
spectacularity and authority that such a theatricalisation implies?
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The way in which Beuys responded to this challenge is certainly
ambiguous, and prompted a host of conflicting interpretations. Depending
on the line of argument, he was variously described as a reactionary, a rad-
ical democrat or a Romantic; as a descendent of Duchamp, Kurt Schwitters
or the anthroposophy of Rudolf Steiner; as a spiritualist, a revolutionary,
an inheritor of the Bildung tradition, a capital theorist, the creator of an
opaque body of work based on silence and contemplation, or, alternatively,
a verbose, babbling artist with symbolist tendencies. From whichever
angle his work is approached, the subject of World War II proves to be
divisive, polarising opinions into those who accused him of represent-
ing a dubious post-Wagnerism and maintaining the collective repression
of Germany’s past, and, conversely, those who defended him as the archi-
tect of a monument dedicated to the memory of the th century.

However, helped along by the intervening decades, we have reached
a point at which this contentious aspect has largely dissipated, allowing
us to examine Beuys’ trajectory from a fresh perspective and to see the mul-
tiplicity of directions in which his work evolved as an interesting attrib-
ute – as a symptom to be interpreted rather than a problem to be resolved.
Even if he has done so in a highly unconventional manner, Beuys has
secured his place in the history of post-war modern art: he has even come
to be regarded as a pivotal and revered figure. The flip side is that he has
also become a figure of the past, consigned to an era that is no longer ours.
Perceived rather like an ancestor whose lifestyle and way of looking at the
world we have trouble imagining (one thinks of Beuys’ childhood in the
Rhineland countryside in the s and his episode of severe depression
in the s, not to mention his experience of the war itself), his sensi-
bility belongs to a world that no longer exists. Yet certain aspects of his
work have clearly escaped this relegation to the past: its aesthetic consis-
tency, his highly-skilled manipulation of three-dimensional forms, his
sensitivity to materials and their combination – all qualities that the
debates over his work have largely ignored, and which can therefore
finally be considered in their own right. But what also survives, in all its
alterity, is Beuys’ insatiable desire for public engagement: he expressed a
determination to take political matters into his own hands, but without
ever leaving the artistic domain – something that seems strange and unfa-
miliar to us today, but which reminds us of the possibility of treating art-
works as interventions and the creative process as a form of activism. In
an era today when contemporary art is co-opted and absorbed by art
institutions, at times seeming to be reduced to a decorative function, in
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which public debate is hijacked by modern society’s drive towards spe-
cialisation and everyone is brought back to where they belong (or to
their presumed ignorance), Beuys’ brazen, confrontational attitude and his
ability to break through barriers cannot help but resonate with us. Sartre
said that an intellectual is someone who meddles in things that do not con-
cern him; we could posit that Beuys’ definition of sculpture reflects a
similar viewpoint: sculpture involves precisely that which is not its con-
cern, which includes history, money, teaching, democratic institutions, the
media and modes of production. Beuys’ famous injunction that “every-
one is an artist” is of less significance in terms of the consensual ideal of
the democratisation of art that underpins it than for its political corollary:
all members of society have the capacity to redefine what society is, to cre-
ate it through tangible acts, even if this capacity is denied them due to a
perceived lack of legitimacy.
The following pages seek to re-evaluate the trajectory that that gave rise

to this equation. This requires returning to the way in which Beuys
engaged with a particular period of history: through him, we can simul-
taneously explore an aspect of the political legacy of the decades follow-
ing World War II. Viewed from this perspective, Beuys’ practice is of
particular interest because it enables us to counter over-simplified views
of this period: because Beuys inhabited a number of different artistic and
political periods in his lifetime, and because he is associated with a dark
era of modern history, he enables us to unravel a certain mythologised
vision of the s and s as an idealised time of political struggles.
Basing our discussion on Beuys’ anomalies and deviations, his conception
of assemblage and performance, and the highly specific logic of meaning
he constructed, the aim of this essay is to delineate the general contours
of a method according to which sculpture, history and politics are inter-
woven together in a highly singular manner.

A journey through time

Joseph Beuys’ oeuvre stands at the centre of an intersection that qualifies
as unusual, to say the least: a sculptor who started out in drawing and
studied his “trade” under a leading German expressionist and who
defended the Romantic influences in his work (Goethe, Schiller, Novalis),
he quickly came under the influence of Duchamp and the Dada ethic,
encountered the Fluxus movement and gravitated towards performance
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art during a climate of protest in the s and s, while increasingly
seeking to politicise his practice, before finally making ecology the touch-
stone of his artistic-political engagement. What comes across as atypical
here is not so much Beuys’ career path in itself, but rather the underly-
ing process of amalgamation that governs it, his particular way of com-
bining a range of antagonistic references: his encounter with the work of
Duchamp in no way eclipsed his expressionist inspirations, it simply added
to them; performance did not replace his sculptural practice, but, instead,
led him to reformulate it; his political activism did not cancel out his
formal investigations, rather, it reframed its semantic content. Even if he
steered a delicate course between contradictory elements, and even if he
rewrote the history of his appropriations to his own advantage, Beuys
chose not to relinquish anything, preferring to integrate seemingly incom-
patible practices and attitudes together.
The result is a kind of puzzle that is as difficult to interpret as its geneal-

ogy is hard to pin down. Compounding the problem is the highly dis-
cursive – if not metaphorical – nature of a body of work that appears to
have already constructed its own framework of interpretation. As well as
being problematic to locate historically, his works are laden with inten-
tions that complicate their reception. The question arises, therefore, of how
to situate an artist who sought to involve himself in all spheres of activ-
ity, and interpret an oeuvre that presents itself from the outset as an inter-
pretive machine.
One way of approaching these problems is to begin by setting aside

Beuys’ own discourse on his work and focus on the work itself, starting
with its most obvious visible attribute, which is directly expressed in the
sensory properties of his works: the instability of its engagement with
history. Indeed, what strikes observers of Beuys’work is the artist’s deci-
sion to incorporate materials with archaistic connotations and outdated,
even ahistorical, references within an avant-garde modus operandi: felt was
combined with performance, mythology with assemblages of industrial
objects, a rural aesthetic with an examination of political economics.
Rather than utilising the newly-discovered synthetic, impersonal mate-
rials of consumer society, Beuys favoured media that belonged to a dif-
ferent historical stratum: wood, animal fat, stone, bronze, wax, clay, oil
and honey – all of which evoke an undefined past era, but were framed
within decidedly modern practices. Even the industrial objects he utilised
bear the imprint of time: his electric hot plates, a child’s bathtub and
pumping systems seem to belong to a moment in history that has already
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been forgotten by modern technology. In the same way as he backdated
events in his artistic career, it seems that his works consistently approach
temporality as a complex patchwork of overlapping elements, as a way of
bridging gaps or in terms of antinomies, as though the works evolved
out of a crisis of historicity.
This curious articulation of age-old materials and modern syntax is

systematic enough to be considered as one of the hallmarks of Beuys’
work. However, it should not only be seen as an idiosyncrasy of the artist,
but also as the consequence of a broad historical context. Beuys’work is
the fruit of a twofold displacement in time. The first aspect of this dis-
placement is biographical, brought about by the war: born in , Beuys
entered the art scene relatively late in life and his sensibility is that of a man
who had grown up in the late s-early s, who became in the
s a contemporary of artists who were ten, and sometimes twenty,
years younger than him. Due to his own life experience, it was impos-
sible for Beuys not to import into this new post-war world the preoc-
cupations and sensibility of the decades of fascism and war, a period that
consumer society preferred to brush aside. The second displacement is his-
torical: Beuys initially inherited a cultural legacy that was particularly
lopsided due to the absence of continuity in the German avant-garde
movements. For him, training as a modern artist in the s essentially
entailed attempting to reconnect with the “degenerate” artists of the pre-
vious decades, with whom the flow of communication had been vio-
lently and enduringly interrupted during the Hitler years (we must
imagine a Germany in which such names as Raoul Hausmann and Kurt
Schwitters had simply disappeared from cultural life). His efforts were
further complicated by West Germany’s cultural politics, which were
marked by the presence of the Allied occupation forces until the end of
the s and almost entirely oriented towards international art (in par-
ticular, the Paris-based movements of lyrical abstraction and surrealism),
as if to avoid questioning its own past. As a result, Beuys’ pursuit of his
project of cultural reconstruction frequently took him on roundabout
paths: he came in contact with the legacy of the ready-made via (and
filtered by) the nouveaux réalistes; his encounter with the Dada ethic
was channelled through (and, again, filtered by) the Fluxus movement. His
artistic appropriations were thus constantly marked by a belated, deferred
reception and a desire to make up for lost time. And precisely because he
was German, Beuys reclaimed these historical precedents less as a living
reference source than as debris from a past from which he had been
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excluded: his appropriations are seldom complete, often borrowed, tinged
with incongruities and, at times, a certain brutality, as though he had
missed out on particular connections, transitions and crossover points.
Indeed, putting into practice an effective combination of expressionism
and an assemblage of industrial objects implies the invention of processes
of mediation, both aesthetic and doctrinal: yet these processes are con-
sistently absent in his work, resulting in all sorts of ambiguities surrounding
the juxtaposition of elements (Romantic, Wagnerian, anthroposophical?)
on which his approach is based.
In this sense, the process of bricolage within modern art undertaken

by Beuys, allied with his curious relationship with history (and every-
thing that falls into the category of his artistic persona) can be seen as a
reflection – if not an image – of the cultural context of West Germany.
Beuys’montage of diverse references without establishing transitions is ulti-
mately an allegorical evocation, not only of the forced dismemberment
of German modernism, but also of his attempt to put together the pieces
of his own past. Beuys was able to make his mark on the West German
cultural scene in the first place because he presented this attempt in its raw
state, with a combination of tenacity and black humour – that is, in a
way that was fundamentally unreconciled. The fact is that his efforts to
overcome this disarticulation (the Beuysian voluntarism, his desire to
define a universal artistic ideal, which was interpreted by some as crypto-
Wagnerism) only confirmed the impossibility for him to connect the
threads of this past: it is as though striving to reconstruct a totality was to
reach for the unattainable, and this is undoubtedly why history is repre-
sented in his work in an encoded, mythological and anachronistic form.
His need to invent biographical fictions, just like his abounding theoret-
ical discourse, clearly function as a form of artifice (if not as symptoms):
they reveal an attempt to fill in the gaps, to invent an original (if a little
ungrounded) narrative and theoretical framework that enabled him, even
when it was unsuccessful, to reflect upon his place within a greater whole.
Considered in retrospect, this symptomal character of his work is not the
least of its qualities, since it offers – in a backhanded way – an opportu-
nity to interpret a highly unconventional cultural trajectory that extends
beyond the artist’s own personality.
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Sculpting modern life

While this unstable temporal scenario reflects the confused situation in
Germany, it also serves a strategic and inherently artistic purpose. The
use of materials with archaistic connotations has the most direct effect
of placing the modern teleology that had been embraced by the first
avant-garde movements at a distance and providing a counterpoint to
the ideology of progress at a time when it was seen as an instrument of
capitalist domination and no longer as a rallying cry for revolution. It is
less important, in the context of the s, to analyse Beuys’ use of anti-
quated elements in itself than it is to observe its effective collision with
the emergence of the empire of the new market-oriented model. In this
way, the rudimentary, old-fashioned and generally achromatic aspect of
his materials (also seen in the photographic documentation of his work:
it is striking to note how often Beuys was photographed in black and
white), as well as his particular attraction to ash and charcoal as recur-
ring elements in his repertoire, are set in opposition to the polished,
colourful and seductively appealing surface of images of consumer soci-
ety. His reaction was to make use of a catalogue of materials that are not
exactly obsolete (since they are still in use), but which propel us back
into the history of humanity, in order to offer a detached viewpoint that
could lead to a defamiliarisation of the present: when juxtaposed with blan-
kets, snow sledges or dead hares, commodities appear as totems that can
only be understood from an ethnographic perspective.
Rather than acting as dehistoricised references, the archaic compo-

nents in Beuys’ sculptures thus express a desire to counter the dynamics
of post-war capitalism with a series of dissonances, incongruities and
points of resistance that are imbued with a profoundly tangible evoca-
tive power. His intention was to use concrete, physical substances as a
way of denouncing the iconic force of the society of the spectacle. This
approach is situated within the broader context of a strategy of repre-
senting the social sphere, a new “painting of modern life”, which, from
the late s, was also adopted by the Independent Group in Great
Britain, pop art in the United States and nouveau réalisme in France, all
of which utilised objects and images from consumer society as their field
of experimentation. Their various projects were initially an attempt to reach
beyond debates over abstraction without necessarily returning to repre-
sentational art, but subsequently focused on opportunities for social trans-
formation that emerged in the post-war period, positioning works
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alongside (or in opposition to) objective, external indicators represented
by commodities. Because of sculpture’s formal proximity to the world
of objects, it was directly implicated in these issues, and the practice of
assemblage consequently took on key importance. Whereas in the paint-
ing-dominated art world of the s and s, the Duchampian ready-
made was considered a curious poetic outsider, the s saw the use of
industrial materials embraced as an essential platform for exploration,
within which “painting” and “objects” frequently merged together (as
in the work of Johns and Rauschenberg) instead of remaining in oppo-
sition. The new experimental possibilities opened up by this process pro-
vided a fresh perspective on the interlocking of capitalism with modernity,
which was expressed in works in a sometimes literal, sometimes oblique
manner.
In this context, the approach taken by Beuys is again seen to be hybrid,

to say the least. It entailed accepting the process of appropriation inher-
ited from the ready-made, but without adopting the ambiguous manip-
ulation of mimetic references characteristic of pop artists and the nouveaux
réalistes, or the antagonistic attitude of proponents of minimalism. He
utilised assemblage as a process of experimentation that was strictly (and
almost innocently) sculptural, indiscriminately incorporating raw mate-
rials and manufactured objects that were placed next to each other, or on
top of each other, in a way that short-circuited their incompatibilities
– as though the objects themselves became the raw material for the meta-
field of production that is sculpture. Beuys constructed his assemblages
according to a consistent, sophisticated yet undemonstrative process
marked by a simplicity of organisation (three slabs of wood covered by a
felt blanket, a bone placed on a vinyl record, a metal cabinet containing
a piece of cobalt and platinum). This simplicity allows the exhibition
space to resonate and gives substance to emptiness (even in the case of
installations that occupy the space, but without swamping it); but it also
highlights, through its emphasis on a certain starkness, the expressive
value of the materials employed (wedges of fat, logs of wood, metals,
animal horns, and so forth). The purpose of the Beuysian assemblage is
not so much to challenge the reified status of objects as to liberate their
sensory qualities, to make them into sense-oriented (rather than con-
ceptual) vectors and to ground them in a specific locality and temporal-
ity (rather than isolating them from any form of localisation). The resulting
works are somewhat unique in that they function as mental propositions
that, at the same time, remain raw and elemental, aiming to achieve
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expressiveness through their powerful physical presence. This expressive
dimension, which is tactile as well as relying on sound and smell, produces
a sense of reality in the works that reaches its climax in the artist’s use of
macabre and repugnant elements (dead animals, sausages, garbage, charred
objects), which were clearly intended to contradict the gleaming fresh-
ness of brand-new objects that serve as their own promotional tools. The
Beuysian object is understated, humble, crudely fashioned, worn out,
entirely devoid of the glamorous notion of exchange value, and as such
stands in stark contrast with the notion of abundance that critics have
associated with nouveau réalisme and pop art.
While its impact may be negative (if not aggressive), Beuys’ concept of

assemblage is not grounded in negativity. His objects, employed as pos-
sible tools for creating, rather than abolishing, sculpture, reverse the func-
tion of their Duchampian ancestors: Beuys does not dismiss the
functionality of objects – it is, on the contrary, accentuated, even if some-
times in a burlesque or farcical manner. In this sense, his approach is
closer to the utilitarian aesthetic developed by Brecht than the Duchampian
ethic; or, more precisely, it is as if one modality were superimposed upon
another, as the game of wits mediated by the work’s title results in a util-
itarian aesthetic rather than a parody of it. Beuys thus seems to reinter-
pret the act of appropriating the ready-made as a method for cataloguing
the fundamental technical heritage of humanity. Through a process of
inversion that is characteristic of his practice, this appropriation applies more
to rudimentary tools than to industrial innovations: these tools are seen
as already made, already present, already utilised and always available,
even if they are more or less obsolete. Moreover, Beuys directs his atten-
tion to that which is of use in his own emotions, distancing himself from
any concept of “use value” (which could be associated in the writings
of Brecht with an idea of emancipation through technical development)
to focus on the issue of need, or vital necessities. Here, the object is
underpinned by anxiety rather than desire. Even a modern industrial
product as banal as margarine is scrutinised as a primitive object of basic
necessity. Beuys’ way of looking at these materials can be considered to
span many centuries since it projects our current situation onto an age-
old story of survival (let us not forget the hunting jacket Beuys consistently
wore, as if to suggest his distant connection with the hunter-gatherers of
Palaeolithic times).
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Sutures of the present

As we know, Beuys conceptualised this notion of survival in his “mythi-
fied” autobiographical account: his plane crash in Crimea during the
war, his rescue by Tatar tribesmen, the renaissance of a man indelibly
changed by this dramatic experience in which felt and animal fat played
a life-saving role. Yet beyond the implications of hero worship in this
narrative (the life, death and resurrection of Joseph Beuys), it is not dif-
ficult to see that the issue of survival also draws on a broader discourse.
The question of need remained in many ways deeply-rooted in post-war
German society. Indeed, viewed in hindsight through the prism of the
“thirty-year boom” and the German economic miracle in particular, we
now consider this period as the beginning of an era of abundance with-
out seeing what this abundance replaced: consumer society only emerged
so strongly in the European consciousness on account of the stark con-
trast with the years of deprivation that immediately preceded it. In this
way, Beuys’ felt blankets, basic food products and primitive utensils evoked
unpleasant memories, reminders of the close historical connection between
past years of fascism and war and the seemingly peaceful years of con-
sumerism. To this was added another source of anxiety: Beuys’ materi-
als also called attention to a current conflict – the cold war, with its
mindset of imminent apocalypse creating the sentiment that the world was
perpetually on the edge of a precipice – as though delivering a warning
that the question of survival follows humanity like a shadow. Indeed,
even more than the subject of World War II, the opposition between
East and West was, in many respects, at the heart of Beuys’ concerns.
Through his theory of capital and his ideas about “direct democracy”,
money and work, Beuys strove to formulate a third alternative that
explored the dialectical interplay between these two opposing modes of
production.
In an even more forthright manner, Beuys’ choice of rudimentary

materials also made it possible to express the sense of renewal in the post-
war era through that which this period chose to relinquish – that is, the
world of agricultural societies that were progressively being eroded by
the various aspects of economic modernisation in Germany. Like
Van Gogh before him, Beuys was caught in a paradoxical situation of
being a “modern rural”: in his view, urban life presented more of a prob-
lem than a promise, while the world of peasant farmers (in which he had
grown up) offered him a critical perspective on modernity, precisely
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because modernity was seen as an external force. Beuys’ work consis-
tently expresses a desire to capture the spirit of his era through its most
neglected, marginal, and at times most moribund, aspects. His evocation
of the ever-present spectre of this former world can be interpreted less as
a defence of this world than as expressing a desire to dialectically repre-
sent the emergence of consumer society via that which it evacuates – in
other words, as a passage from one world to another. The child’s bath
covered in sticking plaster, the roughly-hewn chunks of wood used in
his installations and the chair made of fat serve as reminders that soci-
eties function in temporalities that can never be unified, that technolog-
ical innovations exist side by side with ancient continuities – despite, and
precisely because of, the fact that they are on the verge of disappearing.
This demonstrates how the abrupt juxtaposition of disparate references

in Beuys’work also articulates a commentary on history, or, at least offers
a way to bring it into view, specifically the junctures of history that are
the most loosely held together – in this case, the points at which Nazism,
consumerism, the cold war and rural life co-existed. Because his assem-
blages operate in an undefined temporal space, and because they are not
presented as traces of a past that no longer exists, the evocations they
generate are blurred and indistinct, like memories and omens. Their sig-
nificance lies precisely in the ambivalence with which Beuys articulates
these diverse – sometimes nostalgic, sometimes threatening – associa-
tions. For, at the same time as bearing witness to a loss and a (real or
potential) catastrophe, his objects are loaded with a positive political force.
In his hands, they can become signs of a possible utopia or remnants of
a non-proletarianised culture: they represent the vestiges of technical
knowledge (that of indigenous peoples and rural societies) that has lost its
significance over time, but has the capacity, due to the fact that it evolved
to ensure maximum self-sufficiency in times of adversity, to evoke an
unexpected, perhaps unwelcome, image of its existence. Displaced into
the context of the boom years of prosperity, these relics of an economy
of scarcity acquire a new value: they enable us to imagine a sovereign
power that had been swept away by the changes wrought by the pro-
duction process, an ideal of knowledge that is not undermined by the
social division of labour. As antiquated objects that represent the past,
they can therefore also be seen as harbingers of a future world freed from
exploitation. We can see in Beuys’ almost programmatic interpretation of
this former world the way in which he distances himself from the ironic
or cynical appropriation of objects – that is, from an ever-increasing
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emphasis on reification – to focus instead on a positively political utili-
sation: because he uses this to expose the tools of society and their asso-
ciated values, he also questions the technical intermediaries that determine
the labour system and, consequently, the relationship between the mod-
ern individual and the production mode on which he depends.

A utopia of meaning

It is important to unravel this multiplicity of meanings in Beuys’ works
in order to call into question the assumption (which frequently takes the
form of an accusation) that his works function metaphorically, or that
their conceptual framework is primarily defined by a heavy-handed sym-
bolism that obscures its meaning. Beuys the shaman, the therapist or the
mediator of the German political conscience certainly provided a kind of
grid of analysis for interpreting his practice, pointing out, here and there,
an event or traumatic experience or particular value with which to asso-
ciate certain elements. It is also true that his oeuvre is built around a jux-
taposition of elementary, or binary, categories – such as dryness and
wetness, hot and cold, insulation and conduction, softness and hardness,
cleanliness and dirtiness, visibility and invisibility. However, the simplic-
ity of these oppositions (and the possibility of nominalising them, as we
have done here) does not produce Ideas that can be projected from the
outside onto the works. Indeed, criticism of Beuys’ reliance on symbol-
ism implies that there is a distinction – with idealistic overtones – between
thought and practice, form and content, a work and its intention. Yet
nothing could be further from the truth. Whatever interpretations may
be attached to Beuys’ practice, it remains viscerally grounded in materi-
ality, focusing first and foremost on the sensory qualities of his objects.
Beuys was less concerned with adding meaning in an authoritarian man-
ner than allowing pre-existing meanings (“ready-made”meanings, so to
speak) to be expressed through materials: elements such as fat, felt, cop-
per, honey and electricity are already highly-charged with dense and
complex values and polarities. There was little need for him to make his
materials “say” anything: his media were themselves communicative since
they were already freighted with many layers of cultural significance and
a multitude of connotations. In fact, what Beuys sets up closely resem-
bles a citational strategy: he “cites”, as it were, the materials of felt, wood,
fabric and fat rather than manipulating them, per se. The aim was to
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allow their properties to react in space and time, to open up and explore
their wide-ranging evocative possibilities rather than close them down.
Even if he does this in a most unusual manner, his approach can be seen
from this perspective as rather classically formalist: materials are empha-
sised for their inherent sensory attributes without serving as a support
for anything else (such as a figure, a drawing or a motif). The focus is
therefore on setting up associations rather than blocking perception (and,
consequently, interpretation) by an overly-dominating discourse.
Far from simply tacking extrinsic ideative content onto his objects,

Beuys strove, in reality, to do the exact opposite: to establish a relation-
ship of inner necessity between matter and meaning, to reconnect with
significations within the actual “being” of things. This is no doubt what
shocks the modern sensibility – the fact that, despite a certain degree of
negativity, Beuys remained true to his organic conception of meaning, to
a kind of completeness between an object and its significance, between
an individual and his experience, as if he were circumventing the meta-
physical schism ushered in by modernity just as much as the reification
that capitalism imposed on all manner of things. For Beuys, the aspect of
meaning occupied a space that seems to have remained relatively intact,
even when he penetrated this space: the austerity of his approach does not
signal a retreat into silence – on the contrary, it is the world of material
things that expresses its voice. Indeed, the underlying semiotic dynam-
ics of such a strategy brings to mind the medieval world of analogies and
divine “signatures”, as well as that of alchemy and the notion of the direct
connection between matter and meaning that was passed down through
the creative imagination of the German Romantics. Through his inter-
est in casting techniques, crystallisation and textural similarities and con-
trasts, each form effectively invokes another, and “responds” to it,
completing or transforming the other’s state (such as the states of solid and
liquid in the case of animal fat). This methodology reveals a material
world in which physicality and meaning are inseparable, from which
emerge values that emanate directly from sensory qualities and their inter-
actions.

Because the reasoning behind such a conception implies an anti-nom-
inalist stance, it can also be interpreted as fundamentally anti-modern,
and, by extension, anti-Duchampian: unlike Duchamp, who experimented
with the highly speculative dimension of meaning and value, Beuys sought
to identify these constructs within sensory attributes, which serves as a
gold standard of meaning in his work. It is presumably this Beuysian “real-
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ism” (his anti-nominalism) that invites such an accusation – his desire to
challenge the arbitrary nature of signs can effectively be construed as
regressive. It is inevitable for such a semiotics of elemental forces to come
across as strange and out of step with reality when viewed in the context
of modern rationality. But it is also significant that this was not a naive, com-
placent endeavour. This is partly because by transposing this world into to
the field of modern practices, he does not leave it unaffected. Through his
literalistic approach and the simplicity and harshness of his assemblages,
Beuys strips away their esoteric dimension (as well as the kitsch aesthetic
associated with it): the poetics of materials that emerges is more a prod-
uct of an artistic process (an inherently sculptural savoir-faire) than a neo-
auratic aesthetic of Mystery that implies processes of initiation, decoding
and a transmission of occult knowledge. It is also partly because Beuys
is more concerned with a lack rather than an excess of meaning: his instal-
lations clearly explore notions of emptiness and immateriality (as is the
case in the phenomena of conduction and transformation of matter), while
his assemblages allow for free-flowing connections, with the associations
they generate merely sketched out. In this way, meaning is revealed
through an effect of “almost presence”. As Jean-Philippe Antoine has
noted with regard to Beuys’ performances, the apparent abstruseness of
his work is chiefly due to an absence of symbols rather than their presence.

The viewer thus navigates between the powerful sensory presence of mate-
rials, the incongruity of their associations and their lack of semantic or
narrative resolution. This contrast inevitably sets up expectations that the
works cannot fulfil, rather like a parable that has been cut short. In other
words, it is as if Beuys, in his efforts to produce systems that were incom-
plete, ensured that the arrangement of materials remained below a certain
symbolic threshold after which they cross over into discourse, while
nonetheless continuing to evoke this discourse as a possible future hori-
zon. This is why Beuys’ semiotic theory ultimately leaves itself open to inter-
pretation, able to function as a hermeneutic vehicle: it documents its era
by catching hold of its outer edge, remaining both strange and estranged
from it, while at the same time allowing us to reflect upon it.
It should also be pointed out that however anachronistic this semiotic

process may seem, it nonetheless finds a way of critically engaging with
its historical context. Indeed, set against the backdrop of consumer soci-
ety, we cannot help but observe that this materiology mirrors an oppos-
ing phantasmagoria of meaning, namely the process of commodity
fetishisation: like the materials employed by Beuys, commodities are also
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highly communicative objects that, as if by magic, are able to “speak” to
each other and establish their own value solely through their interac-
tions. In a sense, Beuys’ sculptures register this context, but because
they are based on an aesthetic of raw materials, they radically displace its
structure: the accent here is no longer on a self-enclosed and reified
objecthood awaiting ownership, but rather on intangible states and poten-
tialities of matter that can be activated, but by their very nature can never
be possessed. In this regard, his assemblages serve as prototypes for a sit-
uation in which elements may be freed from reification and their future
destiny as images: what matters here is no longer the (exchange) value of
the final product, but, on the contrary, the indeterminate organic force
contained within all things – or what Beuys called das Kapital, which we
will take to mean true capital, that which he associates with creativity, even
in its most ordinary form.

Beuys the activist

Because of its processual dimension, Beuys’ semiotic model suggests the
existence of an operator who arranges the materials and stages the pres-
entation of their properties and interactions. This is ultimately why his
practice naturally gravitated towards performance (which he calls Aktion),
as he enacted what turned out to be a crucial displacement that rede-
fined the entire conceptual framework of his approach, pushing sculpture
beyond its own boundaries to spill over into the realm of politics. Beuys’
most radical proposition essentially emerges at this transition point: the
metamorphosis of the former figure of sculptor-craftsman into a new
image of the sculptor-activist, encompassing not only performance but also
teaching, political intervention, public debate and institutional activities
– without leaving the field of art, specifically that of sculpture, a medium
that is one of the most deeply-rooted in formal traditions. It is no doubt
this conversion of sculpture into a totalising activity that has, more than
anything else, fuelled controversy: on the one hand, because it placed
Beuys in the privileged position of mediator of this totalisation, and on
the other, because the concept on which he based this operation – his idea
of “social sculpture” – tended to evoke other concepts whose ideologi-
cal agendas were more problematic.
The most effective way for us to re-examine this displacement is to

look back to the moment at which it emerged, a period in the early s
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when Beuys made contact with Fluxus artists and began to stage his first
performances. This particular period of time is itself enlightening insofar
as it reveals a point of conflict with the Fluxus perspective – despite cer-
tain circumstantial and situational affinities that existed between them – that
highlights the particularities of his approach. Beuys was initially attracted
by the subversive impact of the Fluxus artists (Nam June Paik, George
Brecht, George Maciunas, Wolf Vostell), in whose work he saw a revival
of Dada provocation and an opportunity to politicise his own practice.
They shared an interest in Duchamp’s use of manufactured, industrial
objects and a desire to break down the hierarchy of artistic values, as well
as the utilisation of both traditional and commonplace materials on the bor-
derline between art and non-art. However, during his involvement in var-
ious Fluxus events (festivals staged held in Düsseldorf, Aix-la-Chapelle,
Copenhagen and Berlin in -), Beuys appeared to have trouble fit-
ting in with the framework of Fluxus practice: his actions were regarded
as overly theatrical, obscure and inappropriate, out of step with current
agendas and hampered by an overbearing austerity (if not pathos) that did
not befit the light-hearted, whimsical spirit of Fluxus. Beuys’ divergent
position clearly reflects their fundamentally opposing viewpoints. A major
sticking point was the concept of performance itself: while Fluxus events
were conceived as playful interventions aimed at debunking the sacred
status of artistic expression, Beuys devised his actions as ceremonies with
a critical scope, positioned somewhere between an enigma and an exor-
cism, aiming instead for the renewal of a certain seriousness of purpose.
Their disagreement thus also extended to the status of the artist: while
Fluxus maintained a formal separation between performers and the audi-
ence, they rejected any attribution of authority, whereas Beuys consid-
ered his viewers less as accomplices than witnesses to a process of inquiry
in which he played the leading role. The position of exception that he
occupies was naturally regarded as problematic by artists who actively
opposed the notion of the artist-as-hero (as associated with the abstract
expressionists, in particular, and which resonates with a certain mythology
of the avant-garde in general). From this perspective, Beuys appeared to
them as a regressive figure: by presenting himself in his performances as an
entity with a separate status, at times invisible and invariably enigmatic
and elusive, he further widened the divide between spectator and artist.
This meant that the function of performance itself took on a new char-
acter by reintroducing a religious dimension, which the Fluxus artists
viewed as something that must be rejected and deconstructed.
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It was as though Beuys saw eye to eye with the Fluxus artists on the
necessity of revising the traditional hierarchy of materials, but not when
it came to the relationship between the artist and the audience. From
the perspective of Fluxus, Beuys backed down at a crucial point in the
process of the immanentisation of art. But it is also important to under-
stand the underlying reasons for this and resist jumping to the conclusion
that Beuys was clinging to a conservative stance. When Beuys first became
involved in performance, his goal was political: he set out to question
the role of society in the context of a country divided in two, which had
been shaped by a political legacy that made even broaching the idea of
community problematic. From this perspective, his position can be seen
as strategic: through his performances, he called into question the very idea
of an assembled group of people, the idea of unity, of that which ties a
group together and that which pushes it apart – a viewpoint that placed
him, in a mechanical sense, in a position of exteriority vis-à-vis the audi-
ence that was consequently grounded in a form of representation. To
gain insight into the relations that bind viewers together, it was necessary
for Beuys to exaggerate his separation from the audience, to over-empha-
sise his position as an outsider and therefore dramatise his own persona
as part of an experience of heterogeneity. Fluxus, on the other hand, was
concerned above all with creating a space of subversive entertainment,
which, even when using provocation, played with the idea of the assem-
bled group rather than questioning the principle behind it. The move-
ment’s critical engagement focused on dismantling the hierarchies of
artistic and social values (by equating art with non-art and superimpos-
ing art on life), which required suspending the role of subjectivity: the pro-
duction of an artwork relied on the uncertainty of a decentred, interactive
and collaborative – or “subjectless” – approach in which anything could
become an “event”. But from the Beuysian perspective, erasing the posi-
tion of the artist was incompatible with the desire for de-hierarchisation:
while his emphasis on the equality of materials and actions reflects a
vision of the world, this equality could not become a social project unless
it was underpinned by a subject that could directly communicate it to
the audience – and not merely communicate it, but allow it to extend
beyond the world of art. For Beuys, indifference was acceptable if directed
to artistic materials, but it could not apply to the artist’s relationship with
the audience without the risk of expressing an indifference towards the
political sphere itself. For the Fluxus artists, however, by cultivating a
lack of interest in outcomes, they also cultivated a casual attitude, an
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absence of volition with regard to political processes. John Cage (like
Duchamp), for example, viewed politics with a strong sense of irony, if
not a cheerful Zen-like indifference. In this way, there is nothing to
assure us that the egalitarian and anti-authoritarian claims of the Fluxus
artists are anything more than an artistic exercise; there is no indication
that their superimposition of art on life ultimately concerned anything but
the field of art.
Fluxus may therefore have appeared to Beuys as being trapped within

the very separation between art and life that it claimed to oppose. Equality
can be applied to art, while life simply takes its course. By failing to fully
consider this concept of art crossing over into life – that is, to envisage life
as a political reality rather than a metaphysical entity – the Fluxus aesthetic
ultimately confined itself to the production of ingenious distractions and
the promotion of an anti-authoritarian space for a limited number of
participants. By refusing to assign an explicitly political role to the artist,
Fluxus ran the risk of inadvertently adopting a conservative approach.
Beuys’ stance follows on from this: to break out of this impasse, his ini-
tial solution was to concentrate on exaggerating his status as an artist; fly-
ing in the face of the Fluxian nonchalance, he sought to introduce an
element of excess that allowed the scope of his artistic action to expand
beyond its own framework. Beuys placed the burden of responsibility for
this exuberance on his own personality and his life story, insofar as they
had actively participated in a collective history: through him, the broader
context is made to resonate. Hence the multitude of mytho-biographi-
cal anecdotes recounted by Beuys (all simultaneously true and false), as well
as his endless interventions in public debate, his occupation of the media
environment and the diversity of roles he adopted (teacher, sociologist,
economist, doctor, militant, even pop singer) not without a certain eupho-
ria. Beuys was, indeed, a man of extremes. But this characteristic, in
which we have observed a desire for power and domination, responds
more than anything else to a strategic requirement: his political impera-
tive made it essential for him to accept the fact that the artist is an imag-
inary figure, and as such, necessarily implicated in a particular social and
historical mythology that needed to be sustained rather than erased.
Political engagement implied a process of staging and therefore a per-
formance – even if it meant engaging in a certain theatricality in order
to occupy the space more effectively. A difference in status was main-
tained between the artist and the viewer, causing a clear-cut separation.
But this separation allowed for the possibility of addressing the viewer: by
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placing the figure of the artist on a public stage – in a sometimes bom-
bastic or grotesque fashion – Beuys could engage with his audience in a
manner that was, itself, not simulated. “Beuys” is a fictional character,
but his political interventions are not; the Beuysian narrative is artificial,
but the critical scope of his operations is not. By pushing the figure of artist
to exceed his own limits, he allowed participants to step outside their
localised and temporary role of spectator and consider themselves as
members of a society. This is precisely what the concept of social sculp-
ture aimed to do: to formulate a way of aligning the status of the spec-
tator with that of the citizen, by means of politics, in order to intercept
the segregation of art into a separate sphere of activity. In this sense, the
theatricalisation of the figure of the artist operates as a genuine Aufhebung:
it annuls, but at the same time preserves, the distinction between art and
life – because this distinction is removed, it is maintained. The fiction-
alisation of the Beuysian persona, far from posing an obstacle to politics,
is therefore, in reality, its enabling condition.

Conclusion

Even if this equation of social sculpture proves to be coherent, we can
nonetheless, by way of conclusion, examine its relevance and effective-
ness in the historical context to which it belonged. In his withering arti-
cle from , Benjamin Buchloh stressed that Beuys’ political activism
was not taken particularly seriously and that his many and varied insti-
tutional initiatives failed to elicit a response from the politically-active
youth movements of the s. Beuys, he claimed, had proved himself
to be politically naive. These assertions warrant closer attention, since
while Beuys’ political efforts were not always successful, it is helpful to
understand the specific reasons for this. Indeed, the accusation of naivety
levelled by Buchloh reveals an underlying anti-political implication: the
logic of excess promoted by Beuys unavoidably involved a degree of pre-
sumptuousness that was as unwitting as it was vague with regard to its
potential effect. Condemning this presumptuousness on the grounds of
failure is tantamount to rejecting even a hypothesis of such a commitment
to activism before it is put to the test (especially since the very idea of com-
mitment implies running the risk of appearing naive if unsuccessful).
The reasons behind Beuys’ relative failures can no doubt primarily be

traced back to the inner workings of his artistic project and its theatrical
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basis. Indeed, behind his dramaturgical strategy brewed a series of latent
inconsistencies, hesitations and ideological contradictions, which are par-
ticularly evident in the unresolved status of conflict in his methodology:
while he relied on provocation to expose conflicts, Beuys simultaneously
projected his ideal of social pacification onto this process. In this respect,
the privileged role that he assigned himself – that of the therapist – is
particularly revealing since it suggests a desire for the standardisation of soci-
ety, through which “illnesses” could be “healed”, deviance controlled
and hostilities abated, thus giving way to a kind of social irenics, and,
implicitly, an ideal of “order” that contradicts the oppositional stance of
his performances. In his wish to overcome the conflicts of his era (par-
ticularly that which opposed East and West as two antagonistic modes
of production), Beuys appears to have anchored his approach in a human-
ist ideological matrix that was more ethical than political, which had the
effect of obscuring the true balance of power instead of revealing it.
Moreover, as though seeking to provide a solid foundation and credence
to his humanist vision, he overplayed the seriousness of his public persona,
at the expense of irony and insolence – even though his communication
with the audience was intended to alleviate any seriousness that might type-
cast him in the position of master. Added to this is that fact that during
the s and s, this theatrical strategy was progressively confronted
with a new media context that Beuys attempted to embrace, without
always managing to escape the effects of the spectacularisation of cul-
tural life that invalidated what he was aiming to initiate in the very instant
that he enacted it. In essence, the fact that he believed in the necessity of
submitting himself to public exposure in no way guaranteed the rele-
vance or appropriateness of the situations he provoked. Because he wished
to divide people and unite them at the same time, without thinking
through how this could be articulated, Beuys made it at times impossi-
ble to decipher the logic of his approach.
It is nonetheless important to recognise that this political fragility is

also the product of an intractable situation. To a certain extent, the his-
torical baggage carried by Germany allowed no opportunity for a con-
structive viewpoint to be expressed. Beuys found himself caught in an
impossible bind: he could either attempt, by means of provocation, to
expose the German sense of guilt, but at the cost of embodying an unmit-
igated negativity (as was done by the neo-expressionists and, in a differ-
ent context, the Viennese actionists) or, alternatively, taking a positive
approach, attempt to give form to new political utopias, but at the cost
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of fuelling Germany’s repression of the past. It is clearly in this antinomy
that Beuys was entangled, scorned on one side as a regressive, symptomatic
expression of German history and, on the other, accused of seeking –
with far too much innocence to be sincere – to write a new page in that
very history.
The question that concerns us today is less a matter of adjudicating

between these various narratives than of identifying the singular aspects
that we wish to inherit in the present time – which also means refusing
to turn them into monuments to the past. Because Beuys saw art as a
non-proletarianised activity associated with a broad anthropological sen-
sibility (a reflection on humankind and its future as a species), he opened
up a new kind of critical space that makes it possible to tackle even the
most inaccessible subjects in the name of a shared sensibility. Considered
in hindsight, what comes across as audacious (and as useful as it is unset-
tling) is the way in which he constructed a means of intervention that
flouted social distinctions, a form of intrusion in which “art” is understood
as a way of reflecting on the construction of societies and a mode of
action through which to question their failings. It is because Beuys had
to cobble his equation together from scratch, crossing through historical
episodes that were particularly catastrophic, and motivated by a burning
desire to confront them, to speak and to make others speak, to rebel and
to raise questions, that it can serve as an example for us today, at a time
when the bonds that have held politics and artistic modernity together have
dissolved entirely.



 To convey the tone of the polemics, see the
feature article published in Der Spiegel mag-
azine (November ), which included a
front-page portrait of Beuys entitled “World
Renown for a Charlatan?” With regard to
Beuys’ critical reception, Benjamin Buchloh’s
scathing essay, “Beuys: The Twilight of an
Idol” (Artforum, January , reprinted in
Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry,
Cambridge, MIT Press, ), was of sem-
inal importance. In it, Buchloh accuses
Beuys, in addition to being artistically regres-
sive, of obscuring the historical reality of
Nazi Germany through his mythologising
processes. Buchloh later revised his criticisms,
significantly tempering his stance (see
“Reconsidering Beuys”, in Gene Ray, ed.,
Joseph Beuys: Mapping the Legacy, New York,
Distributed Art Publishers, ). See, also,
texts by Éric Michaud, who resituates Beuys’
work as a continuation of the concept of
total art, and thus of a fascistic endeavour:
“The Ends of Art According to Beuys”,
October, Vol. , Summer , and “De
Fluxus à Beuys: la tentation du politique”,
in Denis Bablet and Élie Konigson, eds.,
L’Œuvre d’art totale, Paris, CNRS, . In
addition, critical texts have made regular ref-
erence to Marcel Broodthaers’ satirical cor-
respondence with Beuys published inMagie.
Art et politique, Paris, Multiplicata, .

 The latter viewpoint was notably champi-
oned by Jean-Philippe Antoine in a manner
that was all the more persuasive since it
avoided the controversies in order to focus
on formulating a highly-detailed and thor-
ough examination of his works. Beuys is pre-
sented as an astonishingly Joycean artist who
displays more artistic subtlety and political
wisdom than critics would suggest. See La
Traversée du XXe siècle. Joseph Beuys, l’image et
le souvenir, Dijon, Les Presses du Réel, and
Geneva, Musée d’Art Moderne et Contem-
porain, . While my approach and objec-
tives clearly differ from this view, it should
be pointed out that the central focus of this
essay was conceived after reading this book,
much like a reflection after the fact. To com-
plete the bibliography of recent publications,
we can also mention the book by Maïté
Vissault, Der Beuys Komplex. L’identité alle-
mande à travers la réception de l’œuvre de Joseph
Beuys (-), Dijon, Les Presses du Réel,
, which offers stimulating insights.

 The sculptor Ewald Mataré, a member of
the Novembergruppe, was Beuys’ teacher at
the Kunstakademie in Düsseldorf in the
s. We can also note the importance of
the work of Wilhelm Lehmbruck in the gen-
esis and development of Beuys’ practice.

 Jean-Philippe Antoine points out Beuys’ ten-
dency to “systematically backdate the stages
in the development of his artistic maturity”.
See Antoine,  (note ), p. .

 The great majority of artists with whom
Beuys has been associated (or to whom he
has been opposed), ranging from the nou-
veaux réalistes to the minimalists, to Fluxus,
arte povera and land art, were all born in the
s and s. This generational difference
was lucidly illustrated in the exhibition
curated by Harald Szeemann,When Attitudes
Become Form, , at the Kunsthalle in Bern:
in addition to Beuys, exhibiting artists
included Robert Morris, Carl Andre,
Giovanni Anselmo, Jan Dibbets, Joseph
Kosuth and Michelangelo Pistoletto, all of
whom were younger than him.

 This, for example, is the case for Éric
Michaud, who examined the status of will
in Beuys’ work by comparing him to
Duchamp and Fluxus, for whom intention-
ality was not a high priority. See Michaud,
 (note ). His analysis would appear to
be highly debatable due to his underlying
methodology: by isolating citations out of
context in order to highlight their ideolog-
ical foundations, Michaud justifies certain
generalisations and forced interpretations that,
in our opinion, do not accurately reflect
Beuys’ artistic production.

 Beuys evidently considered the practice of
appropriation initiated by the Duchampian
ready-made as a sculptural operation among
others, and not as a threat to the sculptural
medium. His use of appropriation provides
one of the clearest illustrations of his singu-
lar manner of making certain modern pro-
cedures compatible with purposes that were
originally unrelated to them.

 These works are, respectively, Schneefall
(), Stummes Gramophon () and Pt Co
Fe Platin Cobalt Eisen (-).

 This was achieved by using shelving systems
(as in Wirtschaftwerte, ), blocks of fat
(Unschlitt Tallow, ), black boards (Das
Kapital Raum, -) or placards, felt
blankets, and so forth.
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 This is clearly the case in Fehttstuhl (-
), but is even more striking in Gemein-
schaftspaten (Community Spade, ), which
has the appearance of an object-gag, some-
where between Charlie Chaplin and Gaston
Lagaffe. On Beuys’ attitude to Duchamp’s
snow shovel ready-made (In Advance of the
Broken Arm, ), see Antoine,  (note ),
p. .

 This brings to mind the biographical obser-
vation made by Heiner Bastian: “Joseph
Beuys grew up in a period in which the
function and efficiency of machines and elec-
trical appliances was still clearly discernible.
High up in his Rhineland countryside near
the Dutch border, he could observe this in
local workshops and in the family home. His
memories of these rudimentary mechanisms
remained with him and the connotations of
certain materials influenced him over a long
period.”Heiner Bastian, “Rien n’est encore
écrit”, in Harald Szeemann and Fabrice
Hergott, eds., Joseph Beuys, Paris, Éditions
du Centre Pompidou, , p. .

 “By their concrete, physical nature, materi-
als offer an entire spectrum of expressions
and properties: the hard rigidity of wood,
stone, bronze and iron; the various degrees of
fluidity of water, dyes, varnish, glue, oil,
blood and honey; the plasticity of earth, clay,
wax and fat; the intrinsic or resulting density
of the stratification of paper, cardboard, fab-
ric and felt: there is no hierarchy according
to the prestige of the medium.”Franz Joseph
Van der Grinten, “Substances, caractères,
symboles”, in Szeemann and Hergott, eds.,
 (note ), p. .

 Jean-Philippe Antoine re-translates this mate-
riological elaboration of meaning in Beuys’
work within the framework of a broader
practice of indiciality. While his premise is
not without valid arguments and inferences
(see Antoine,  [note ], p.  et seq.),
we can nonetheless express certain reserva-
tions: the theory of indiciality is of such broad
epistemological scope that it applies to vir-
tually all modern artists and consequently
tends to level out differences between indi-
viduals (and, in the case of Beuys, to gloss
over the more offbeat aspects of his strategy).
While this hypothesis undeniably elucidates
certain aspects of his approach, it cannot nec-
essarily be specifically applied to his work.

 This poetics of alchemy evidently attracted

the attention of the earlier exegetes of Beuys’
practice and contributed to an esoteric or
spiritualist interpretation of his work. Heiner
Bastian, for example, writes, “The elk and
the swan, the flower, Ogane the comet, the
stars, Mars and Jupiter, chemistry and blood,
dew in the sunshine, sulphur-yellow sun-
dews, the shepherd and the clairvoyant, future
and ephemeral states have all found in Beuys
a voice that speaks of their mystery.”Bastian,
 (note ), p. . Indeed, it is precisely
against such positions that Buchloh argues
in his essay of  (note ). While Buchloh
had good reason to oppose such views, it
may be pointed out that Beuys’ approach dif-
fers significantly from the esoteric aesthetic
(one thinks of figures such as Stefan George
in poetry) in that he did not offer his audi-
ence the promise of a “rite of passage”. What
no doubt interested Beuys in this semiotic
viewpoint was that it made it possible to
short-circuit the opposition between repre-
sentation and abstraction in favour of cul-
tural tropes inscribed within materials
themselves.

 Jean-Philippe Antoine’s examinations of the
key role played by drawing in Beuys’ practice
(and notably in his performances) are par-
ticularly enlightening on this subject. They
provide a re-evaluation of the way in which
Beuys based the formulation of certain works
on a conceptual framework grounded in an
idea of “expanded drawing”. Antoine, 
(note ), pp. -, - and -.

 “Are these works […] private rituals whose
access is only possible through knowledge
or an understanding of symbols and their
context? If so, the actions must aim to take
a stance and their instruments must have sym-
bolic significance, which is not the case.
‘Hermetism’ is thus the word the disappointed
spectator invents in reaction to the absence of
symbols presented during the action and the
predominance of the indicial dimension in
the objects and processes employed. Because
of this, it is appropriate […] to think of these
actions, not as a form of theatre […], but
rather as a continuation of drawing through
other means.” Ibid., p. .

 We clearly refer here to Marx’s famous chap-
ter on commodity fetishism. As a result of
this fetishism, the social aspect of production
assumes the “fantastic form of a relation
between things”. Karl Marx, transl. Ben
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Fowkes, Capital, Volume I, London, Penguin
Books, , p. .

 For Beuys, it was effectively this indetermi-
nate nature of substances that took prece-
dence over any sense of objecthood: “Fat,
for instance, was a great discovery for me,
because it was a material that could seem
chaotic and indeterminate. I could influence
it with heat or cold, I could transform it with
means that are not traditionally associated
with sculpture, such as temperature […]. In
this way, the fat underwent a movement from
a very chaotic condition to finish up in a
geometric context. I thus had three fields of
power, and that was where the idea of sculp-
ture lay.” Joseph Beuys, Is it about a Bicycle?,
Paris, Marval, , pp. -.

 On this point, see Joseph Beuys, Qu’est-ce
que l’argent?, translated from the German by
Laurent Cassagnau, Paris, L’Arche, , as
well as elements from his project Das Kapital
Raum -.

 “I, personally, am involved only with repre-
sentation, with form, which is to say that when
I state that I have nothing to do with politics,
it essentially means that I am involved with
the formation of the world, which is seen as
sculpture, thus an evolution, a transformation
of this form into a new form.”Beuys quoted
by Michaud,  (note ), p. .

 Following his first intervention (Sibirische
Symphonie, ), George Maciunas pro-
claimed, for example, that Beuys had “sab-
otaged the evening”with a performance that
was “tainted with surrealism”. See Antoine,
 (note ), p. .

 In Der Chef (), as in Wie man dem toten
Hasen die Bilder erklärt (), for example,
Beuys presented himself in an enclosed space
that was visible, but inaccessible, to the audi-
ence. At the end of this final performance,
just as the doors of the gallery reopened,
Beuys was found perched on a stool, thus
positioning himself more as a component of
the exhibition than a member of the crowd.

 While Beuys shared the determination to
dismantle the opposition between art and
non-art with Fluxus, hid did not interpret
the aesthetic of immanence in the same way:
in reality, there is no temptation towards anti-
art in the work of Beuys, or towards the elim-
ination of the work of art or the role of the
artist. In this sense, he aims less for the end
of art than for its apotheosis – not the dis-
solving of art into life, but rather the inte-
gration of life into art, with art place in a
position of autonomy. On this subject, see
Vissault,  (note ), p. .

 On this point, see the observations of
Antoine,  (note ), pp. -.

 In , Maciunas expressed a desire to asso-
ciate Fluxus with a political party: “Our
activities lose all significance if divorced from
the socio-political struggle going on now.
We must coordinate our activities or we shall
become another ‘new wave’, a new Dada
club, coming and going.”Letter from George
Maciunas to Emmett Williams, quoted by
Michaud,  (note ), p. . Maciunas’
proposition was rejected by the majority of
Fluxus participants, who preferred to remain
“loyal to the realm of non-intention”.

 “Everybody who was seriously involved in
radical student politics during the s in
Germany, and who worked on the develop-
ment of a new and adequate political theory
and practice, laughed at or derided Beuys’
public-relations move to found the Grand
Student Party, which was supposed to return
an air of radicality to the master who was
coming of aesthetic age. Nobody who under-
stands any contemporary science, politics or
aesthetics, for that matter, could want to see
in Beuys’ proposal for integration of art, sci-
ence and politics – as his programme for the
Free International University demands – as
anything more than simple-minded utopian
drivel lacking elementary political and edu-
cational practicality.”Buchloh,  (note ),
p. .
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