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Werner Tiibke and the end of the century

A few days ago an event took place in ﬁy country which is
supposed to elucidate the cultural situation at the end of this
century in a remarkable way: the inauguration of an interior
cylindrical painting on the so-called Schlachtberg near Bad
Frankenhausen, a canvas of 1,783 gquare metres by Werner Tiibke.
During eleven years {counting‘from the beginning of the 1:10
version) of hard physical and mental work the artist, now aged
- gixty, filled the panorama with about 3,000 figures. In = mar-
vellous manner they perform the bewildering drama of the era,
which opened the occidental modern age, the end of which we are
now epperently approaching. This work, which was signed by Tiibke
and made accessible %o foreign critics nearly two years 820,
immediately beceme, and will probably again become the object
 of a controversial debate on aspects of art criticism aﬁd cul-
tural policy. If at the end of the century pictures sre made
that ignore or negate the fact that this was the epoch of
modern art ~ and Tiibke by word snd action is demonstrating
this too - then this easily could be dismissed as ocutdated and
ephemeral. Throughout the century the avant-gardes had at
their disposal plenty of good and mediocre "traditional ert"
as a source of friction. If Tiibke’s work - the above-mentioned
cenves 1s only one of his best-known and most spectacular
ones - is classified as a post-modern painting, then this does
not explain anything either; viz. post-modernism understood

as a reflection of the loss of the vigour of avant=-garde,

R
)

e el



of sociel deficits and all the other of modernism’s late con=-
sequences; posi-modernism as a phenomenon making use of this
crisis - but in my view in no way a reasonable alternative.

The fact that one can hardly find any serious qualitative
links or parallels between the paintings and drawings by Liibke
and the neo-classicism presented by, say Charles Jencks, and
that.Tﬁbke is a problem beyond post-modernism, presupposes &
rather intensive occupation with realist art and relevant
phenomena in art history: the pictures by Tiibke are not merely
or not at all a reaction té the art of.-the 20th century nor
are they meant.as an answer to the dilemma of avent-garde.
They even appear to be autonomous with regard to the art
market; although they evidently renk high there they are not
dependent on market trends whatsoever.

The independence, freedom end recklessness displayed by
Tiibke towards today’s predominent trends and rules, styli stic
pressures and artistic customs in the field, apparently ex-
plaineble by his basic psychosomatic disposition, asre even
more the equivalent of his intense ties to the great art of
the past and to all it had to express in its times including
fervent ebsorption and self-confident empathy and adaptation.
The distrust and disapproval of such an attitude on the part
of some critics, who are habitually precccupied with edmiring
all current novelties and making them marketable and who
call Tiibke en eclectic and & "backward defender" and even a
traitor end reactionary, are aggravatéd by the international
Tecognition (which has been beyond question since long) at

least of the artistic and formal brillisnce of his works
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Which are of unrivalled uniqueness.

| But the radical "traditionalism" of Tiibke only becomes
provocative by its'convincing imgginative, sensual and sensi-
tive power, by its enormous abundance of imagery and plastic
ideas, figures and formal means, by the virtuosity éand mag-
nificence of painting and: because these qualities are suited
not only to make legitimate the classiecal idea of painting and
the immortality of the good old framed picture on the wéll,
but also to seductively praise the traditional self-under-
stending of art. Eduard Beaucamp unerringly described the
way in which experienced end firm protagonists of the total
freedom of the artist, of the boundlessness of form end ideas,
in front of Tiibke’s work are wrestling with the guestion
whether such things should be permitted at all.

A1l this might be ignored here, if it were only for the
difficulties some critics have. The case of Tiibke is a singubr
one, possibly on account of his artistic imagination and
artistic perfection, his radical eclaim for educaticnal and
cultural standards, hig persistency and thoroughness of
historical interlacing end entanglement - and also in how
far he M3y ignore the post-modern and the modern art es well.
Otherwise he should rather be looked at as the tip of en
iceberg. The claims of the "Zeitgeist" are in fact executed
bY his work. It leaves out of account especislly accents
which ere predominent in the western scene and which make
art so easily slip from great beginnings into glib commep-

ciglism.
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Where Tiibke lives and works, art, when getting involved
with high standards - and as far as he is concerned, with the
highest standards - is handled with extreme seriousness,
often in a dogged and crenky way and with the German kind of
thoroughness and systematic endeavour. This shows a total
lack of what seems to make it a success: nostalgia, cheerful
flippancy and unserupulous thoughtlessness in handling
history, casual decorative rendomness, excessive eclecticism
and - humour.

The cheracteristic western offer of academic, historistic
and figurative imagery, more or less described by thesge
qualities, is the result of the very historic rinality which
endows Tiibke’s work with significance, current relevance
end historic impoertance, although he has never thought of
painting as he does for the sake of that situation.

There is no need to quote the often excellent descriptions
of the passing away of modern art, of the evaporation of
its grea?ﬁtupian ideas, the withering of the promising revo-
lutionery prophesies. We are familiar with the constellation
in which, helf a century after the totel exhaustion of the
creative p;saibilities, after the historically conditioned
ebbing away of the magnificent tidal waves of modern art,
the fly-wheel had to be set again into motion ag required by
history. This now inevitably brought about the pillage of
the abundant wealth of modern art by helpless or unsuspect-
ing heirs, resulting in depletion, emptiness, misunderstand-
ing, alienation, altogether in a long-lasting dilemma, pro-

ducing a meximum output of writings on art. By the time of
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the bicentenary of the French Revolution at last we heve
become aware of the irrevocable end of the great crestive
upsurge, the exhaustion of its driving force for bourgeois
culture.

The avant-garde developed its own historism, following
its overdue extension. The constantly repeated shsking of
the caleidoscope reproduced boredom end reveeled loss of
megning. Since the sixties the doors have been cpen to ell
kinds of interpretetions. I am not only spesking of a "hunger
for paintings", of a longing for sensusl visusglizetion and
the need for entertainment. The degradation of the socigl-
utopien claim of modern art as an offieiel ornement of
bourgeois states to incresse the sales of slmost every
brench of iIndustry haes caused & socio-psychological vecuum,
e deficit of emotion, feeling and communication and thus a
new merket for new commodities. How should we complein gbout
& situastion in which the values offered by the new "picturism"
ere an obscure conglomerate of worn-out, misunderstood
remmants of late conservative bourgeois culture = sginece ir
its lest stegfe modern ert is only used as az quarry es well -
end for what trivielities!

Iwo cpperently opposite but generslizsble enswers were
given to the common misery of late modern end post-nodern
art: Beuys and Tiibke. The works of both these azrtisis mske
e renewed absolule and self-confident cleim for history,

for eternel values and, notwithstanding the secrelizetion
'

of artifacts, for fer-reaching human purposes. They sppesred

at the end of the century as "annunciators® of the meaning

of life, of the deatiny of the human being. It is of little
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importance if one accepts this or that artist as a great one.
Their contrasts of course sre more conspicuous than the
comparable roots and the historic character of their con-
genial motivations, which have been given so far little
attention and have been 1ittle unﬁerstood;

Beuys’s impact was more closely linked with the sura of
the beaming, acting personality. He drew reliagnce and relief,
confirmgtion, explanation of the world end ideological power
from especielly dark archaic realms of history and nature,

On the background of a rationally functioning, highly eiviliz-
ed, "first-world" society this exerted an entirely singular,
perplexing, shocking and enigmatic effect, thus u=zing a

basic pattern of modern ert. The mixture of mysticism and
spirituelism with semi-scientific messienic enlightenment,
pointed to & common need, is no less German then the Prussisn
mannerism of Werner Tiibke: an incredible work discipline

eand management, precise craftsmanship and stylistic con-
sistency - in this wey he pictures the glamorous or monstirous
creatures of his unrestrained, wild and powerful imeginetion,
bewildering the senses, placed within the fremework of his
immense knowledge,

Tiibke was able to trenspose continuously end glmost
totally his personality into the painted image. He rises
from thaet epoch to the present time, which seemed and oc-
curred to him as enlightening and answering the guestions
of his days. Supremely well he invests the treasures of
that epoch of art in his interpretation which, though

inherent in him, presents itself with seductive splendour
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to a century fatigued and exhausted by innovative ert
towards its end. Is it the kind of picture like his theat
is supposed to setisfy the fundamental desires for sensusl
opulence, solid values, mysterious but "confirmed" inter-
pretations of the world? And finally, if he is the tip of
an iceberg: is he reflecting the light of sunset or of

gunrise?



