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LEGENDS IN DISARRAY  

by James Lawrence

In the fall of 1980, Ileana Sonnabend and Antonio Homem visited Anselm Kiefer at his
studio, a former schoolhouse in Buchen, Germany. Kiefer showed dozens of paintings
and works on paper to his increasingly enthusiastic visitors. By the time they left, they
had bought a sizeable proportion of what they had seen, including the works in this
exhibition. Sonnabend and Homem’s enthusiasm for Kiefer marked the beginnings of
their interest in the new German art that was, in 1980, on the threshold of international
exposure. Months earlier, they had been profoundly impressed by his contribution to the
Venice Biennale, where his paintings had shared the West German Pavilion with a single
sculpture by Georg Baselitz. Other observers, however, were troubled by the ethical and
aesthetic implications of the nationalistic motifs and figurative idioms on display.
Arguments soon raged over whether Kiefer was performing an act of expiation or
playing with fire.

The high moral stakes of such arguments, the grave and sincere doubts about
Kiefer’s creative decisions at that time, make the works in this exhibition all the more
intriguing. His turbulent handling of material – the furiously scribbled passages and
unflinching marks – certainly amplifies the echoes of a cultural tradition gone awry. 
The symbols and themes Kiefer chose, such as ancient Germanic victories, Wagnerian
myths, icons of national virtue, and even armaments from the Second World War, also
imply a sustained and specific examination of Germany’s traumatic past. Along with the
weight of history, however, these works convey a distinctive understanding of artistic
means. Although Kiefer borrowed heavily from the artistic tradition that preceded him –
woodcuts, prewar Expressionism, the subject matter of Romantic nationalism – he also
employed the critical tactics that postwar artists developed in order to address the
potency of visual signs. His manner of isolating, blending, and juxtaposing words and
images reveals the artifice that resides not only in fabricated accounts of the past, but also
in the values and conventions of art.

The imposing Wege der Weltweisheit: die Hermansschlacht (FIG. 2) contains
woodcut portraits of figures from German history beneath the written title. The title
refers to the Battle of Teutoburg Forest, where Arminius secured the victory that kept



Germania independent from the Roman Empire. Nazi propaganda distorted, and
ultimately tainted, exactly this kind of cultural pantheon and sense of indigenous lineage.
In Kiefer’s collage, a conflagration depicted in the center, and a gestural loop of black
paint, unify the composition. Kiefer’s treatment emphasizes how depicted figures operate:
not as individuals with autonomy, but as elements that can be arranged and used – 
or misused – at will.

Several drawings showing head portraits of the Romantic dramatist Christian

Dietrich Grabbe exemplify this capacity for reconfiguration. Grabbe appears with a

variety of weapons (crossed swords, a stick grenade, and an anti-tank projectile) that

connote different modes of combat from the heroic to the horrific. In CH. D. G.Wald
(FIG.18), Grabbe – shown as an abbreviated hybrid resembling winged insignia – rises

phoenix-like from the fire. Most telling of all, however, is the written reference in CH.

D. Grabbe (FIG.14) to Die Hermannsschlacht, the title of Grabbe’s final play. In this

drawing, Kiefer includes a loosely-sketched angel and a written passage that suggests a

distinction between discovery and invention – or, to put it another way, between history

and myth.These drawings of Grabbe constitute a spontaneous conversion of historical

figure into symbolic attributes, a set of qualities that becomes a metaphor – and,

ultimately, a substitute – for the man himself. In effect, Kiefer compiles a visual legend.

Thinking of these works in terms of visual legends helps to explain why their

themes and motifs elide so smoothly.Der Kyffhäuser (FIG. 21), with an inscription that

refers to the supposed final resting place of Frederick Barbarossa, contains a hybrid of

motifs that recur in these and many other works by Kiefer: a painter’s palette with wings.

The form is clear but emergent, scarcely differentiated from the inchoate brushwork that

surrounds it. According to legend, Frederick is merely dormant and poised to rise in the

hour of need. Similar legends occur in cultures throughout the world. Kiefer’s depiction

– which might suggest emergence, apotheosis, resurrection, or salvation – relies not only

on the written reference to a specific place, but also on a general capacity to grasp the

connotations of images.

This multivalence and generalization of motifs elevates Kiefer’s allusions from

the local concerns of nationalism and its discontents to the common repository of

spiritual and metaphysical fantasies. The winged figures in these drawings, for example,

can appear as angels of a decidedly conventional kind (FIG.14; FIG. 6), as something closer

to Icarus (FIG. 7), or they can emerge like the phoenix (FIG.18; FIG. 21). They can appear

as plausible renderings of the human form or as shorthand conventions that approach

caricature.The result is uncertainty and ambivalence, an appeal beyond the certainties of

fixed pictorial conventions. This chemistry of doubt extends to Kiefer’s technique. His

materials maintain their fallibility and imperfection, not merely because of the raw,

informel treatment, but also they lack finality and finish.The apparent rapidity of

execution – scribbled passages, doodled depictions, casual writing – is a natural aspect of

sketches and rehearsed ideas. There is little sense, however, that their spontaneity offers a

basis for painstaking refinement or eventual neatness. Although the source for Wege der

Weltweisheit: Napoleon und Königin Luise v. Preuβen (FIG.12) is a well-crafted example of

history painting by Nicolas Gosse from 1837, Kiefer’s compellingly slapdash derivation is

an antidote to the persuasive tidiness that often constitutes perceived truth.

Rawness, haste, and provisional disarray are robust bulwarks against suspiciously

pat explanations and misjudged aesthetic certainty. Kiefer’s expressions of historical

doubt are not propositions of an alternative, but acknowledgments of a human plight.

The episodes, myths, and images in these works do not come into focus as clear

narratives. They emerge and recede, blended together in a powerful allegory of history as

material. For all our faith in antecedents and lineage, the past tends towards formlessness.

We form it ourselves, and in turn it forms us. These works are poignant reminders that

history, like artistic creativity, is in our hands even when much of it is beyond our grasp.

James Lawrence is a critic and historian of postwar and contemporary art.



1. Brünhilde – Grane, 1978



2. Wege der Weltweisheit: die Hermansschlacht, 1978



3. Ritt an die Weichsel, 1978



4. Brünhildes Tod, 1978



5. Ölberg (Engel), 1978 6. Der Ölberg, 1978



7. Schwarzer Engel mit Palette, 1978



8. Brünhildes Rock, 1978; 9. Brünhildes Fels (Brünhildes Rock), 1978 10. Brünhildes Fels, 1978



11. Elisabeth, 1978 12. Wege der Weltweisheit - Napoleon und Königin Luise v. Preuβen, 1978



13. Nacht Tag, 1978 14. CH. D. Grabbe, 1978



15. CH. D. G. (Cristian D. Grabbe), 1978 16. CH. D. Grabbe - Kleine Panzerfaust Deutschland, 1978



17. CH. D. Grabbe Wald, 1978 18. CH. D. G. Wald, 1978



19. Ch. D. Grabbe - Klein Panzerfaust Deutschland, 1978 20. Christian D. Grabbe - Groβe Eisenfaust Deutschland, 1978



21. Der Kyffhäuser, 1978



22. Die Donauquelle, 1978



CHECKLIST

1. Brünhilde – Grane, 1978

Paint & woodblock prints on paper-woodcut collage

951⁄2 x 76 inches 

2. Wege der Weltweisheit: die Hermansschlacht, 1978

Woodcut, with acrylic and shellac, mounted on canvas

92 x 109 inches 

3. Ritt an die Weichsel, 1978

Mixed media on paper

231⁄4 x 363⁄4 inches

4. Brünhildes Tod, 1978

Pencil and gouache on paper

17 x 12 inches 

5. Ölberg (Engel), 1978

Pencil and gouache on paper

171⁄4 x 121⁄4 inches 

6. Der Ölberg, 1978

Graphite on paper

17 x 121⁄4 inches 

7. Schwarzer Engel mit Palette, 1978

Watercolor on paper

223⁄4 x 163⁄4 inches 

8. Brünhildes Rock, 1978

Gouache on paper

81⁄8 x 115⁄8 inches 

9. Brünhildes Fels (Brünhildes Rock), 1978

Gouache and pencil on paper

91⁄4 x 131⁄4 inches 

10. Brünhildes Fels, 1978

Gouache on paper

115⁄8 x 163⁄8 inches 

11. Elisabeth, 1978

Graphite on paper

171⁄4 x 171⁄4 inches 

12. Wege der Weltweisheit: Napoleon und Königin 

Luise v. Preuβen, 1978

Pencil and gouache on paper

231⁄2 x 161⁄2 inches 

13. Nacht Tag, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches 

14. CH. D. Grabbe, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches 

15. CH. D. G. (Christian D. Grabbe), 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches 

16. CH. D. Grabbe - Kleine Panzerfaust 

Deutschland, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches 

17. CH. D. Grabbe Wald, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches 

18. CH. D. G. Wald, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches

19. Ch. D. Grabbe - Kleine Panzerfaust 

Deutschland, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches 

20. Christian D. Grabbe - Groβe Eisenfaust

Deutschland, 1978

Graphite on paper

12 x 17 inches

21. Der Kyffhäuser, 1978

Gouache on photograph

161⁄2 x 111⁄2 inches 

22. Die Donauquelle, 1978

Gouache on photograph

221⁄2 x 161⁄4 inches 
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