‘... to transform the old form, dead or paralysed, into a living, pulsating, lifegiving, soulgiving, mindgiving form.’

‘Death keeps me awake’
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An encounter so absorbed in dreamlike forlornness that its full impact only sets in at second glance. Joseph Beuys’s drawing Mann und Frau of 1956 (Man and Woman,) conjures up a hauntingly graceful, delicate image of a transitory moment. A male body floats as if in imaginary flight in the direction of a motionless, statuesque female figure, whose body is almost entirely filled with gold-coloured stain. Like a faint echo, Life and Death emerge from a remote and timeless distance. The firm solidity of the female form complements the strangely empty space gaping in the torso and head of the male figure. Although the man longs to come close to his counterpart, both remain masked shadows. As if the dimensions between vital proximity to death on the one hand and immobile, frozen life on the other seek to take on a visible form and find a balance. Here Beuys created an image, in an enigmatic scenario, for the search for and finding of forms expressive of the space between life and death, between conscious perception and the recollection of the past – between life and imagination, passing away and a broadening of consciousness, thus becoming subject to a lifelong process of transformation in Joseph Beuys’s work.

In an essay that was published in 1987, Der Avantgardist nach dem Ende der Avantgarden: Joseph Beuys (The Leader of the Vanguard after the End of the Avant-Garde: Joseph Beuys), the literary scholar Peter Bürger once characterised the artist as one who crosses frontiers, ‘simultaneously displacing the borders as he moves back and forth’.
 Indeed, Joseph Beuys was a pioneer – operating between the art of the past and a broadened consciousness, between politics and utopia, between reason and intuition, and last but not least, between life and death. Beuys saw death as an active generating force affecting his entire production and thought, as a universal figure of transformation. From his earliest beginnings as a draughtsman strongly inspired by Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophy down to his late drawings which reflect upon human cognitive processes, Beuys tried again and again to formulate on paper the processes of human consciousness as something oscillating between the poles of life and death (see Informationsmodel, n.d.).
Whether in the delicate, mysterious sheet Initiation, 1953, which captures a transitory state somewhere between death and sleep, the dramatic, agitated drawing Freitod (Suicide, 1957,) or a drawing without a title or date 
 it becomes even more clear that Beuys was trying to find an abstracted formulation to evoke the experience between the poles of future death and conscious life that transcends the limited ego and speaks of death within life. In a conversation with Achille Bonito Oliva in the early 1970s he unequivocally stated: ‘It is clear here that consciousness is impossible without death. This means that I can only be conscious when I bump into a corner, a hard edge. When my head hits a hard edge, I wake up. In other words, death keeps me awake.’

In ever-changing iconographical variations, Joseph Beuys approached death and dying through visual means and paraphrased them in memorable statements. In all this he seldom addressed his own experiences in the War. Nevertheless, they found a place in his work in numerous fragmentary, vague and fictive ways, and by implication – something which has provoked criticism right up to the present day.
 With his pointed aphorisms he continuously sought to discover new resonances and paradoxical evidence of death as a timeless phenomenon of human life. ‘Death is a means to gain consciousness.’
 This maxim for living and creating is not without the influence of the Christian concept of redemption and Rudolf Steiner’s thoughts about evolution.
 It corresponds to all the metaphors and conceptualisations, which, in the case of Beuys, are connected to social aspects of self-expansion, ‘resurrection’,
 and the transformation of old states of mind into new, sculptural energies. Like no artist before him, Beuys recognised the concept that ‘with birth, death enters life, which in turn does not end with death’
 and gave it visual form in the arts over and again.
The double aspect of birth and death, dying and resurrection, which can often be seen in Beuys’s  work, is very sharply formulated in an early, untitled drawing (n.d.). For Beuys resurrection from death was at once a symbol, emblem and broadening of the spirit, to which he gave visual form right down to his last major installation of 1985, Blitzschlag mit Lichtschein auf Hirsch (Lightning Stroke with a Gleam of Light on a Stag). In an interview in the spring of 1986, shortly before his death,
 Beuys formulated this connection between the experience of dying and the (r)evolution of human consciousness in a surprising and paradoxical way, making reference to his own legendary action of 1964, Wie man dem toten Hasen die Bilder erklärt (How you explain Pictures to a dead Hare): ‘I am of the opinion that the dead hare is more intelligent than the living hare. The intelligence of this soul, the spiritual, all-embracing form, understands the pictures better than I myself do.’
 Incidentally, Beuys later made repeated reference to the paradoxical character of intelligence.
 For Beuys, thinking could be ‘realised’ unalterably through and beyond death, which, however, then imparts ‘something higher to thought: its resurrection in the freedom captured by death, a new life for thinking’.

With the image of the dead hare to which Beuys explained the pictures in 1964, the artist, shortly before his death, demonstrated how the paradox of the experience of death retroactively affects the evolution of human conciousness. Once visual form is given to the invocation of death through the medium of art, death itself recalls the lack of direction in life, which – ever more self-referentially – offers an image of the open-ended evolution of society and humankind. Death, the end of the human being, as an icon of the new beginning, the future implicit in a period of time – this is the message of transformation which Beuys once formulated as follows: his aim was ‘to transform the old form, dead or paralysed, into a living, pulsating, lifegiving, soulgiving, mindgiving form.’
 According to this statement, there exist between life and death possible and thus enhanced energies of consciousness, which, unlike in the past, not only recall the purely physical existence of dead bodies, but also, in a metaphysical perspective, point to the option of considering in the here and now different possibilities for evolutionary new beginnings in the future. For Beuys, death was – phrased in today’s language – a sort of conceptualisation running counter to time, which allows, or better, forces humankind to approach life, while still living it, at any time from its endpoint.

Two aspects inform his drawing, the merging of death into life and life into death, as well as the emphasis on the region of the head as the location for the enlivening of life by way of a second head in the region of the brain. Both themes are depicted in the well-known drawing Dead Man, 1953 (Sammlung Marx, Berlin) and offer a clear picture of the extension of living thought beyond death. Death appears to Beuys to be a sort of indirectly operating ‘anti-technique’ (Joseph Beuys), an implicit resonating body, a mythic medium and not least a threatening social imposition, which forces human beings to try to derive new energies out of their present social life. Mitten im leben sind wir vom Tod umfangen (In the Middle of Life we are surrounded by Death) – these lines from the antiphon Media vita in morte sumus, considered in line with Beuys’s way of thinking, do not preclude human life from also having to work towards permanently renewing its orientation.

Sculptor, 1957

The paradoxical notion that death and not life influences the energies of the present and that a human being is less an actor and more someone who intervenes in his time, was intuitively developed by Beuys in his drawings. In his pencil drawing of 1957, Bildhauer (Sculptor) a skeletal person, appearing both vaguely masculine and feminine, emerges out of an amorphous, sparely contoured mass. The sculptor’s hammer and the hint of a female figure refer to the process of making a sculpture. The participating, creative figure of death relates closely to the work Selbst im Gestein (Myself in Stone)
 – that famous and frequently reproduced drawing in which Beuys captured his own image in a striking manner as an element of a natural formation, serving as a kind of intuitive self-affirmation.

Lazarus, 1957

The drawing, only rarely reproduced in the past, entitled Lazarus which, like the above work, Bildhauer, dates to 1957, shows episodes of the legend of Lazarus. After his death, Lazarus was buried in a cave. Jesus has the tombstone rolled away. In answer to the call of Jesus, ‘Lazarus, come out!’, he walks out of the tomb, still wrapped in a shroud, but alive (John 11:41-44). Certainly, Beuys was fascinated by the highly prophetic aspect of the story. The raising of Lazarus was regarded as a prefiguration of the later resurrection of Christ. Lazarus stands as a symbol of the passion and of Christ’s subsequent resurrection. Yet does Lazarus not also represent some form of return to life ‘after 1945’?  Beuys instrumentalises the raising of Lazarus, which in the drawing is yet to take place, as an indeterminate notion. He transforms the central Christian message of the resurrection into the idea of his expanded art concept, and reinterprets it as a symbol of the inner and social expansion of the self. Thus, he succeeds in expanding the concept of art anthropologically, while leaving the historical, biographical dimension of this work open.
Death and the Maiden, 1957

‘When we turn in thought and speech to death, then, if the relation to death is genuine and real, the feeling arises that whatever you ask or tell the dead person actually comes from him.’ What Rudolf Steiner formulated in a lecture held in 1918, ‘Das Sich-Aufbäumen der Menschen gegen den Geist’ (Man’s Struggle against the Spirit),
 was further elaborated on by Joseph Beuys in his drawings. His multiple depictions of the theme ‘Death and the Maiden’
 especially show how he wanted to retain death in order to ‘bring the term death together with the principle of life’.
 In contrast to traditional iconography, Beuys changed the perspective in his watercolour of 1957, Der Tod und das Mädchen (Death and the Maiden) by representing the maiden, too, as dead in her encounter with Death. Death, so it seems, is communicating with his equal. In this image Beuys refers to a life that is ruled by Death. Life appears here as a strangely unfamiliar paradox: Death speaks to us, and by way of the element of death in life, the human being ultimately achieves a new awareness of life. 

The art of opening ourselves (to death)
In his Buch der Unruhe des Hilfsbuchhalters Bernardo Soares (The Book of Disquiet), first published in 1982, Fernando Pessoa (1888-1935) wrote: ‘We are death. What we see as life is actually the sleep of real life, the death of what we really are. The dead are born, they do not die.’
 Presumably Beuys would never have shared the ideas formulated this way by the Portuguese author. Pessoa’s thesis disguised as a question ‘What else is art but the negation of life?’
 is equally opposed to Beuys’s point of view. Even though allusions to death, themselves paradoxical in many ways, structured and accompanied Beuys’s oeuvre throughout his whole life, the artist was nevertheless mainly concerned with the expansion and cultivation of the living substances of humankind, of life energies in the broadest sense of the term. ‘I don’t have time to die’ is the idiosyncratic way Beuys once put it. Precisely because they are often only expressed indirectly, the death motifs in Beuys’s work have never lost their power to impress.
A few years ago, in a highly subjective analysis of Joseph Beuys’s Zeige deine Wunde (Show your Wound, 1974/75), an installation which, like no other, conjures up death in absentia, Rudolf zur Lippe attempted to uncover the reason for the historical timeliness of this work. In a decisive passage the author came to speak of absent death. According to Lippe, the autopsy table marked the place where we, in the last instance, ‘will be dissected, or in any case disposed of, without any pathos. This is death without a trace of sympathy from other human beings’.
 We the living have to repeatedly face up to what Beuys opened up in his work, this ‘art of opening ourselves [to death]’ (Rudolf zur Lippe) – as if it were a ‘life sentence’.
Today – 24 years after Beuys’s death – it is noticeable that death and dying have closed in on us. Nonetheless, the ‘incomprehensibility of death’ (Petra Gehring)
 is more than just an unresolved problem. One could decide to view death today as a kind of not-knowing, the yet unexplored side of an experience still unfamiliar to us. This admittedly cold and functional definition of death says nothing concrete about the open horizon of death which provokes human beings their whole life long to question their lives according to the conditions of mortality. What far-reaching function does thinking about death have in today’s society? The opportunity, now impossible to ignore, of viewing death as a communicative medium of self-perception in a social context is a one-sided perception – for humankind an almost unbearable demand. The ‘resurrection in thought of the dead’, which Beuys remarked in the 1960s,
 probably also applies to the definition of death itself – it does not rule out other forms of living and in any case includes the development of living mental powers. 

Death – a life which we have not yet considered as such. Today death marks the differentiation between the fiction concerning death devised by the living and the improbability that our observation will change death and its horrors. Only death – however paradoxical and difficult to imagine this may seem – creates a broader room for thought in our lives. In a world in which the taming of complexity
 has become a core problem for the future, the steadily growing social and aesthetic awareness of the processes of death and dying, that of bodies as well as of societies,
 represents more than a ‘risk’ which could be overcome rationally. In a reversal of the popular term ‘cultivating sensitivity’, Beuys, like no other, has given us a hint of something that we could call a universal ‘cultivating death’ dedicated to (after)life. In the face of death, people today think less of the increasing risks, which they could limit, than of the additional life energy, which allows them to surpass their status quo again and again. 
In his early drawings, Beuys anticipated the need to respect the energy of death in order to increase our energies during life. ‘I don’t have time to die.’ This motto applied to him in two ways. Death, that unfathomable, paradoxical reality, is an event which, since the beginning of human civilisation,
 has forced us to look differently at the world, ourselves included. The prospect of dying demands the energy to monitor the liveliness of life as long as one lives. ‘In death the whole of life is reflected, which can only be grasped as a unity when seen from its end’,
 as Niklas Luhmann pronounced in his Religion der Gesellschaft (Religion of Society) in a singularly laconic, but at the same time perplexed fashion. Let us put it this way at the end of this presentation: Death surpasses our self-perception in every way. With this awareness, death, the state of not living, alters our relationship to that which we the living perceive as life. Today even death is a medium of communication.  
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