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As you have heard, the 100 th anniversary of Joseph Beuys is being celebrated. Especially in Germany, museums and cultural institutions have endorsed the centennial with exhibitions, programs and a torrent of new publications. As you may also have gathered, I will take some critical distance to the tone of these festivities, which seem to me still marked by some of the same shocking silences that characterized the artist's reception when I first began researching his work in the early 1990s.

But let me begin with a tribute, lest I seem too harsh.

[*2*] Joseph Beuys is undoubtedly a major and important artist; his place in art history is secure, and debates over his politics, his persona, his body of work and his career can make some corrections and adjustments to our understanding of that place but can never displace him altogether. Beuys and his work cannot be ignored or dismissed, as much as some would wish that they can be.

There are numerous grounds for this evaluation: his strong, confounding and enigmatic appropriation of the ready-made tradition; his forcefully impressive and often deeply disturbing installations; [*3**4*] his unsettling and sometimes more-than-human performance practice; and his institutionally rebellious pedagogy were all, in context, significant contributions to post-1945 art. [*5*] They pointed out paths for artistic research that are still vigorously pursued today. His impact and influence upon other artists should itself be counted as evidence of his importance.

[*6*] I will mention one aspect in particular: Beuys had a profound feeling for the world of matter -for the sensuous possibilities of material surfaces, for the densities, grains, tonalities and energies of things, and for the tactile, haptic, thermal and sonic poetics of materials. At its best, Beuys' feeling for matter attained a kind of sublimity -although that word would need to be qualified in various ways. In the sublime, sensuous pleasure mixes with feelings of wonder, terror or awe. James I. Porter has recently shown that since ancient times, responses to this feeling have gone in one of two directions: either to ground the spectator in a worldly or cosmic connection to matter, or to send her off into romantic speculation on the immaterial or transcendental. Either way, the sublime generates questions, and Beuys' objects, installations and performances certainly did that.

In my own reinterpretation of Beuys' work, I have called this the "after-Auschwitz sublime," to acknowledge the rewriting of the sublime after 1945 by Adorno, Lyotard and others -and also to acknowledge the still avoided or disavowed links between Beuys' signature materials and the terrible history of the Nazi genocide. I'll return to this shortly.

[*7*] This image shows Fat Chair, an object Beuys made in 1964. Coming across this image as a graduate student at the end of the 1980s, I was blown away. That an artist could combine these found things and materials in this way was astonishing to me -in my naïveté at that time, no doubt. But this was the image that struck me with a sublime hit and left in its wake the many questions that eventually led me to write a PhD dissertation on Beuys and the mutation of the sublime. There would be a lot to say about this work, but here I will only note the feeling for materials and for sensuous perception. For me it was not the wax-like wedge of fat on the chair seat that was so unsettling. It was rather the way this fat highlighted the features of the other elements -above all the patinas of the worn wooden chair, indeed its aura or energy. Is that aura really located in the fat wedge, as many writers have assumed, or in the skin of the chair itself, or in the strange twist of wire on the backrest -or the enigma of their combination?

[*8*] Beuys of course had his own way of talking about his work, an eclectic -some would say muddled -discourse that mixed elements of hermetic and utopian traditions, bits of modern art theory, and the apparently ardent performance of the languages of political liberation and healing. How much was ironic mimicking or trickster self-irony is impossible to say, but the massive Beuys industry and promotion machine in Germany tends, very problematically, to take it all at face value -granting to Beuys what is never granted to any artist, a permanent ticket to set the terms and parameters of his own reception.

Another problem is the tendency toward hagiography: by many who should know better, Beuys is depicted as a lone giant bestriding the German art scene, a master or genius who is routinely compared to Dürer, da Vinci and Rembrandt, or else to Rodin and Marcel Duchamp. The truth of course, is that Beuys did not work alone. He was embedded in various European artistic networks and circuits. Like all inventive artists, his antennas were constantly sweeping the scenes, and he did not hesitate to adopt the innovations of others -in and around Fluxus, Nouveau réalisme and Arte Povera, and in and around the Dusseldorf Art Academy where he taught. [*9*] The feeling for material surfaces I have described was shared by other artists who were his peers: Arman, Daniel Spoerri, Dieter Roth, Jannis Kounellis and of course many others. I would not say, as some hostile critics have, that he ripped off other artists, because I don't believe in artistic or intellectual property relations. [*10*] But it's blatantly false to represent Beuys as a solitary genius or prophet who mobilized the multitudes with his singular visions.

So to bring this introduction to an end, yes, Joseph Beuys deserves a place in the canon of post-1945 European art. But does remembering and reflecting on this place really require a national "celebration"? A "centennial" project jointly declared and undertaken by no less than twenty German museums and cultural institutions in twelve German cities? [*11*] How and why did Beuys come to be seen as a national hero? What motivates the spectacle of this celebration, which installs itself on top of what was already a non-stop tsunami of admiring publications and exhibitions in Germany that occupies galleries and weighs down the shelves of bookstores, almost as if other artists did not really exist?

Here we need to recover our critical wits.

Over decades, Beuys gradually emerged from obscurity in the 1950s to become, by the 1980s, [*12*] the most famous and dominant artist in West Germany and, for many even more than that, the very paradigm of artistic genius. Never to be accused of self-modesty, Beuys certainly did actively strive for and cultivate this status. But he would never have attained it without the support of German collectors, patrons and art institutionseventually official forms of support from the German state. So the critical question is: what need is Joseph Beuys fulfilling here, what function was he performing for post war West Germany and is he still performing for the post-reunification Federal Republic, to be so singled out for recognition and honor? The answer is not difficult to find: Beuys contributed culturally to the project of Germany's international rehabilitation following the horrors of Nazi violence.

As we know, after 1945 West Germany was swiftly reintegrated into the American sphere of influence and support in the new context of the Cold War. Democracy and measured contrition were the official watchwords, but the deeper taints and legacies of the Nazi period and its appropriations of the German cultural tradition were not so easily ignored.

Beuys was a charismatic figure who could pass himself off both as a patriotic inheritor of the "good" German tradition and as a modernizer of that tradition. [*13*] He could perform Germany's re-entry into the so-called free world's contemporary art system, visibly participating in European art movements and coming to personify for a decade the exhibition platform of Documenta, the premier vehicle and evidence of that reintegration.

When Beuys was given international validation in a major exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum in New York in 1979, these roles in Germany were consolidated into impervious doxa. From there, the Guggenheim in New York, the sky was the limit, and Beuys was a man in a hurry. Just to be clear -I am not claiming here that Beuys was consciously wrestling, as Paul Celan actually was, with Adorno's intimidating arguments about art after Auschwitz. I've even if I can't subscribe to his linear, one-way, progressive model of art history; for Buchloh, innovations produce instant and irreversible change, and practices that dissent from the purported cutting edge are dismissible as obsolete. I think instead that the critique of progress, modernity and the cult of the new needs to be carried deeper into the spheres of art and knowledge production themselves. I side with the anthropologists: aura and the magical functions of art persist because the myth of reason and modernity's violent relation to nature are ultimately a form of collective suicide. If in fact Beuys aspired to be a kind of contemporary cultural shaman, that would not be as much of a problem for me as a reception that blinds itself to its own blindness -and loses no opportunity to celebrate it.

[*48*] So my adventures in the Beuys world prevent me from joining this party very enthusiastically. The centennial celebration denotes for me that there is still something seriously amiss and partial in Germany's relation to its history. But Germany is hardly alone in that respect. Selective blindness is, and has always been, a condition of national identity and its celebration.

[*49*] As a famous and now historical figure, "Beuys" invites identification and fetishization according to the logic of fame and spectacle. As time goes on, I find my own sympathies more and more aligned with the critics of the Beuys promotion machines. At the same time, I find the personal vilification of the artist to be excessive and sterile. I am not against storytelling -or veracity testing, either. But for me Beuys' weightier legacy must be viewed from a different set of understandings. The case of Beuys shows that the art and the artist's life are not identical, even where they seem most to be fused. Artists, as you all know, are not always sure of what they are doing when making art, or why they are doing it -nor do they have to be. We all have an unconscious, which means our deepest reasons remain obscure to us. Intentions, when they are voiced and assuming they are sincere, can never be the single master key of interpretation; they are just one factor among others, in the production of art's meanings, in and across different contexts, places and times. Adorno's warning in this regard still holds true: "Those who produce important artworks" he wrote "are not demigods but fallible, often neurotic and damaged, individuals."

  [*14*] Ironically, however, just as the global art world seemed, in the eyes of the German art world, to countersign their highest aspirations for and through Beuys, the artist's international reception was in fact running into serious trouble. [*15**16] In a scathing critique of the Guggenheim retrospective, critic Benjamin Buchloh forcefully denounced the mythic foundations of the artist's public persona while dismissing his artistic production as regressive, as a refusal of the progressive critical clarity that, for him, constitutes the leading edge of artistic modernity. Invoking Nietzsche's renunciation of Wagner, Buchloh argued that Beuys' model of art was a mystifying reassertion of an obsolete model of artistic subjectivity, in which the active genius-producer dominates the passively receiving spectator. Buchloh called into question Beuys' account of his wartime plane crash in the Crimea, in which he claimed to have been rescued by indigenous Tartars who wrapped him in felt and fat and told him "You are not German, you are Tartar!" Buchloh moreover raised the alarm on Beuys' unprocessed relation to the Nazi past; Beuys' politics were declared regressive at best and at worst "crypto-fascist." Buchloh's critique had the effect of quickly polarizing Beuys' international reception into those who rejected the artist completely, in toto, as too much of a mess, and those faithful who continued to accept the artist's discourse uncritically and to lionize him as the genius who redeems German culture. This polarization into camps that seemed to speak incommensurable languages was still very much the situation when I began looking more closely at Beuys works in the early 1990s.And the indications are, unfortunately, that this situation still largely prevails today -but with some interesting twists. After a string of paraphrasing hagiographical accounts, several critical biographies of Beuys were published in German: Flyer, Felt and Fatherland by Frank Gieseke and Albert Markert in 1996 and a four-volume treatment by Hans PeterRiegel (2013Riegel ( -2021)). The first definitively demolished the plane crash story and relegated it to fiction; the second extensively documents Beuys' continuing social ties to ex-Nazis, as well as their role in promoting the artist's career. For example, his patron Karl Ströher, whose massive collection of the artist's work entered the museum in Darmstadt as the socalled "Beuys Block," was an industrialist who earlier had bankrolled the Nazi Party. Since the mythified war story of Beuys' rescue by Tartars has been factually debunked, the true believers have retreated to a defense and celebration of the artist's right to make his own myth. So what, if it's not true, or if there is much that he refused to clarify or speak of? Who is this Swiss ad man, this wannabe-artist who dares to write such slander, anyway? About the well-funded ex-Nazis who helped Beuys and who hovered around the Organization for Direct Democracy through Referendum and the early Green Party, a silence seems to have fallen. While outside Germany the critical discussions continue, and reflection has begun on these new revelations, inside Germany critical voices exist but in the art world are very scarce on the ground, especially in this celebratory centennial year. My own work on Beuys is part of a larger research focus on the politics and aesthetics of remembrance. I've been especially interested in the deconstruction of what Walter Benjamin called "victor's history" and in those unrecognized or unacknowledged traces of past crimes and traumas that hide openly, in plain sight. What soon struck me, looking at Beuys' work, was a surprising refusal among critics and art historians to see the obvious: Whatever Beuys may have said about his trademark sculptural materials, felt and fat are objectively linked to the Nazi genocide. [*17*] Both materials saturate his production: Beuys melted, shaped and flung fat all over Europe, and he rolled, stacked and repeatedly wrapped himself and selected objects in felt. [*18*] And yet, human fat was used to stoke cremation pits at Auschwitz. The hair of women victims was shorn, collected in depots and sent to German-run factories that turned it into felt for blankets and slippers. This information is no secret, it has been public since the Nuremberg Trials. Since then it has been transmitted through images and films that have circulated widely and, one would think, unforgettably. [*19*] For example Alain Resnais' Night and Fog (made in 1955, released in 1956 and broadcast on West German television in 1957) and Claude Lanzmann's Shoah (1985). In 1956, Beuys submitted a proposal to a juried competition for a memorial at Auschwitz, and this [*20*] is the vitrine he titled Auschwitz Demonstration (dated by the artist 1956-64). Is it really credible, then, that critics and art historians writing about Joseph Beuys are either ignorant about the Nazi genocide or deem these inescapably specific material linkages to be irrelevant, in the face of Beuys' ready-made discourse about the benign, redemptive, rescuing character of felt and fat? Surely this astonishing, still pervasive collective blindness in the Beuys reception is symptomatic of something important. Let's have a look, and you can decide for yourselves. [*21*] This is a late, in fact the last installation Beuys made: it's called Plight, realized in 1985, the year before he died. I will go over this somewhat quickly here -you can find my close reading of this work online. My argument anyway is largely visual. [*22*] Plight was installed in two rooms of Anthony d'Offay gallery in London and is now in the Pompidou Centre in Paris. The two rooms form an L-shaped cul-de-sac, the walls completely lined, floor to ceiling, with felt columns. A low passage leads from the first room to the second, where Beuys has installed a grand piano. [*23*] The piano is closed, in other words, silent. On it is a chalkboard lined with musical staves -but no notes. On top of that Beuys has placed an ordinary fever thermometer. [*24*] The sensory experience of this environment is important, but the stronger sublime hit only comes later, when you have puzzled out the connections and meanings of this felt-lined dead end and its three found objects. [*25*] I'll condense the postwar art history and critical theory that culminate in this work -again quickly and visually. [*26*] Remember that John Cage had quietly demolished classical music, first distorting it in his works for prepared piano from 1938 to 1948 and then reducing it to silence in 1952 in the infamous 4'33". [*27*] In the early 1960s, his students in Fluxus had radicalized the symbolic violence of Cage's demolitions into their literal destruction of violins and pianos; [*28*] these performances were well known to Beuys, he participated in at least one of them, taking an axe to a piano. [*29*] Among the nouveaux réalistes, Arman made this violence sculptural in his colères (or "rages," begun in 1961) [*30*] and combustions (from 1964). [*31**32*] Beuys eventually found his own mode of silencing in his felt-wrapped piano. [*33*] Why did traditional music need to be tortured into silence? [*34*] Adorno suggests an answer in his assertion, written in 1949, first published in 1951 and circulated more widely in 1955, that "after Auschwitz, to write a poem is barbaric." Meanwhile the delayed impact on the visual arts of Resnais' 1955 film Night and Fog was beginning to show itself. [*35*] The film contained images of the depots of plundered property of the Jews and others industrially murdered at Auschwitz: mountains of stolen personal goods, sorted by category -suitcases, shoes, eyeglasses, women's hair. Exploring the visual implications, Arman discovers a sculptural analogue of negative presentation -a sublime way of evoking something without showing or naming it. Kant had famously discussed this, and Adorno elaborated it. Personal belongings associated with individuals can, even in the absence of those individuals, evoke them negatively, indirectly, obliquely, sublimely. In his accumulations, Arman gathers and serially displays collections of all kinds of postwar products and material culture. [*36**37*] A few of these, hidden in plain sight, are reconstructed afterimages of Night and Fog; [*38**39] a few others are allegorical elaborations of the same. His fellow nouveau réaliste, Daniel Spoerri, best known now perhaps for a bitterly ironic body of assembled and manipulated found objects,[*40*] had in 1960 begun a series called tableaux pièges or "snare pictures." [*41*] In these he fixed objects on tabletops, as almost forensic records of moments of shared coffee, drinks, food, discussion; [*42*] he then flipped them up to the vertical plane and hung them on the wall. And one last bit: [*43*] When the Soviets liberated Auschwitz, they found over 7 tons of human hair, packed into cylindrical paper sacks and waiting for shipment to factories, to be turned into felt. The depot was filmed, and the film re-surfaced in a 1985 documentary, released on the 40 th anniversary of the liberation. This is a still image from that footage, which was displayed at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum when I visited there in 1997. So now we can see what Beuys does with all of this in Plight. [*44*] The 284 felt columnsin the depot at Auschwitz there were 293 sacks of hair -evoke the victims of the Nazi genocide by negative presentation. [*45*] This avowal of the social catastrophe at the same time allegorizes art's predicament after Auschwitz, just as Adorno theorized it. Auschwitz is the proof, Adorno argued, that art and culture had failed in its promise to ennoble humanity and abolish violence. Music, the medium of raw feeling and deep consolation, will not be adequate before the facts of what happened; art will have to shut up. Or rather, because silence is no solution either, art will have to go on, bearing its shame and the challenge to break radically with its affirmative tradition. Only in silence can the name of the catastrophe be spoken, but still it must be spoken -if only through the dissonance of a negative, hermetic installation. In this work, there is no trace of confident posturing, jester's tricks, or the weird dancing of shamans. The work draws no conclusions about our capacity either to fathom the horror or save ourselves from its return. It simply avows: this happened. The disturbance of the work -attested by the punches and kicks of spectators, imprinted into the columns of the second room -leads through the dead-end, to the shudder of the after-Auschwitz sublime. About this work, Beuys offered his usual deflections and utopian chatter. But he subtly confirms the real referent in the dates he retrospectively assigned to the installation: 1956-1985 -these are the dates you will see on the wall label in Paris. He takes it back to 1956, the year of Resnais' Night and Fog and his own failed submission for an Auschwitz memorial.

not yet seen any evidence that Beuys paid any attention to or was even aware of Adorno in Frankfurt -though I would find it difficult to believe that some echoes of Adorno were not reaching Dusseldorf. But this is not my claim. I am not claiming either that Beuys consciously and fully understood what he was doing. Maybe he did, maybe he didn't; in the absence of new evidence we can't know. My interpretation does not depend at all on the artist's intentions -rather, it follows rigorously from the material links and the context, the working out of negative presentation in post-1945 visual arts.

In 1996, with a first draft of my dissertation in my laptop, I was granted a Humboldt fellowship and spent two years in Germany. The terms were generous enough that I was able to study all the Beuys collections and to meet with nearly all of the important critics, curators, strategists and gatekeepers of Beuys' legacy in Germany -from Beuys' widow and children -the dreaded "Beuys Estate" -to museum directors and politicians of the Green Party. I was also naïve enough to share my ideas and hopes to make an exhibition teasing out this dimension of Beuys' work. I was made to understand that my interpretations were emphatically unwelcome. The collector and writer Heiner Bastian, receiving me in his Berlin mansion, told me, "No, no, Beuys has nothing to do with that!" There were a handful of exceptions to this general denial: Armin Zweite, director of the the Beuys Estate and the holders and curators of major collections operated in concert as a powerful clique that approved or vetoed ideas, publications and exhibitions. It is this clique that in Germany has succeeded in fighting off all inconvenient critical questions and has turned Beuys' auto-fictional persona into official art history -at the cost, though, of a stifling provincialism and international anomaly. In no other country of the world is a single recently dead artist afforded this degree of uncritical official approval. To call it a "Beuys industry" is accurate but insufficient, for it doesn't capture the willful collective blindness that animates it.

[*47*] My own interventions into this situation were at first aimed at overcoming the stasis of polarization and at showing that Beuys' life and discourse could be critically separated from his artistic production. In the end, I was able to organize a symposium, book and exhibition at the Ringling Museum in Florida. I have learned a great deal from my interlocutors, especially Benjamin Buchloh. He remains a valued critical baseline for me -A damaged and conflicted figure, Beuys was nothing if not a survivor. But survivance today calls for different forms of commitment, resilience and vigilance. Rather than celebrate the redemption -or the genius redeemer -of German culture, we had better have a worry or two about the multiple crises we are caught in today -from the social and economic to the planetary and pandemical. And even a cursory engagement with the twentieth century and its afterlives still at work in the twenty-first indicates that fascism and racial supremacism were never defeated, that their manifold resurgences express systemic continuities and perennial temptations. And moreover, that a confrontation and reckoning with the destructive ends and legacies of these supremacist continuities cannot be deferred forever. Beuys produced a sublime art of negative avowal, very possibly in spite of himself.

But for those who celebrate him today, he does not symbolize the necessity of confronting and reckoning with the Nazi past and its continuing afterlives. If he did, then we would have something to celebrate.