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A Dialogue on

Matthew Barney and Arthur C. Danto
on Joseph Beuys

Matthew Barney and I had met, but hardly knew one another when it was
proposed that I discuss with him Heal the Knife That Cuts the Wound, his
forthcoming exhibition with Joseph Beuys at the Deutsche Guggenheim
Museum. I had met Beuys, and had even talked with him in New York, though
I shirked the chance at a public conversation at the time of his Guggenheim
show. Now Barney was in Berlin and I New York, making face-to-face inter-
change out of the question. He was, however, amenable to and even enthu-
siastic about the idea of a conversation by e-mail, and so, though Matthew
went from Berlin to Reykjavik to Croatia during the short period of our corre-
spondence, our epistolary to and fro began. I found, as I hope those looking
over our shoulders will find, that this was an exciting dialogue, surprising,
open, and with flights of speculation on both sides. I certainly felt I knew
Matthew Barney’s art and mind a great deal better than when we began, and
I 'was sorry when it had to stop in the interest of getting this first issue of the
American version of Modern Painters before the reading public. ~AC.D
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Arthur C. Danto: [ understand you're spending time with the “Beuys
people” in Berlin. T have a memory of the youthful attendants who
accompanied him to New York when he had his show at the Guggenheim
[1979]. They were all somewhat menacing, wearing red jumpsuits,
and had the air of militia. Beuys himself T liked. I met him that year at
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, where he showed Aus Berlin: Neues vom
Kojoton [ From Berlin: News from the Coyote], an installation involving
dirt, miners’ lamps, and copper canes leaning against a wall. It was not
easy to get a clear explanation out of him, but the work, as always in his
case, had an air of great human significance. A curator tried to organize
a conversation between us, but I did not feel up to it. I may have missed
something unforgettably important.

On my most recent trip to Berlin, I saw a profound work of his at the
Hamburger Bahnhof, Tram Stop [1976], which I felt ought to have been
considered the true memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe, rather
than Peter Eisenmann’s monument. It conveys a sense of unspeakable
suffering. It was as if the train brought those destined for death to the
last stop, after which they had to proceed by foot to the furnaces. It was
like some metaphor from Dante, even if, literally, it was no more than a
tram stop, rusty, bent, unusable. I always responded emotionally to the
felt and the fat that defined, at least for me, the fragility of human beings

in a world at war. There was a book by Ludwig Bemelmans [author of

the Madeline series of children’s books—ed. ] with the achingly moving
title Are You Hungry? Are You Cold? His world and Beuys's really was
the whole world at war, something I had also lived through.

I'd like to talk a little about Heal the Knife That Cuts the Wound. |

think our dialogue would be greatly enhanced if you were to say what you
think are the main topics of the conversation between you and Beuys.
Are you, for example, addressing the same subjects or the same kind of

subjects? Are you engaged by the same social and political causes that
inform Beuys's work?

Or let's put it like this: there is what we might speak of as “the world
asakind

of Beuys."” It is like a mythic overlay on our world, and serve
of moral critique. Is his world congruent with “the world of Matthew
Barney”? Is there a “world of Matthew Barney™? Do you, so to speak, live
in the same world as he?

Matthew Barney: I want first to confess that I'm a bit nervous, as
I feel like I'm in an unfamiliar position with this project (both with
the exhibition, and this discussion). I've tried to avoid involvement
s are asked to

It's interesting how often artis

in curatorial projects.
play this role these days. In this case, I trust Nancy Spector [ curator of
Heal the Knife That Cuts the Wound) and I feel like there is something
valuable to be learned through the process. I should be clear, though,
that I don’t consider myself a curator of this exhibition, but to havea
useful dialogue about the subject of Beuys's work in relation to my own,

assist Nancy with the exhibition, requires a level of self-analysis
that I'm not accustomed to. I tend to find it difficult to talk about

my own work. It has been much easier for me to retrace the internal
logic of my practice, and in doing that, to find the more concrete and
external aspects of it (which have been internalized), that can provide

entry points into a conversation.
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86 [ often fear that I will

lese my ability to relocate the
fertile point of initiation,

and this fear grows stronger
the deeper [ delve into

any given project. MBO®

Heal the Knife That Cuts the Wound comes at an interesting
time for me. I feel that I'm at the end of my foray into feature-length
filmmaking. That's not to say I won't return to it at some point, but I
need to reconsider some of the real-time actions and performances I was
making before I started The Cremaster Cycle [1994-2002]. I continue
to feel engaged with the problem of making narrative sculpture, but I
feel that the narrative can be described another way, and on a different
scale, without lessening its potential to generate objects. For that reason,
it feels quite useful to me to look at object-based performance from the
'60s and '70s.

Since this exhibition was suggested to me, I've been returning
to Beuys's work for the first time since I graduated Yale in 1991.
Looking again at this material has made me realize that, as much as
1 feel an affinity to his work, I've had some significant misconceptions
about it. The main misunderstanding is in regard to its essentially
Christian structure and proposal. Beuys's oeuvre has one center,
whether you consider that center to be Beuys, or if you follow his logic
of the “sun state,” which sketches his vision of a democratic state of
inter ctedness and bal Somehow that didn't register for
me when I first came across the work. Perhaps it’s that our current
international political condition makes one more conscious (and weary)
of dominant religious structures. I'm told that a younger generation of
German artists is not so interested in Beuys; I'm wondering if models
organized with a distinct center are less useful to younger people. An
artist from Beuys's generation could align his practice with the more
binary philosophies of Hegel or Rudolf Steiner, for example, while an
artist from the current generation would naturally gravitate toward
something pluralistic, along the lines of Deleuze. The Cremaster Cycle
could be considered in these terms, in that it’s a system that seeks
freedom by decentralizing its energy, attempting to hybridize itself into
aweb of available cultural vehicles.

My sculpture-making system was developed as a personal tool to
navigate through the world, and this tool definitely gives a privileged

@@ Bcuys wouldn't have feared

that. He thought he was doing

something more important than
art. He was practicing a religion of
healing, if you believe him. ACD 99

role to intuition. With this system, I have also attempted to create a map
of my creative process. This map feels necessary to me. There's a way
in which I fear that I will lose my ability to relocate the fertile point of
initiation, the creative impulse that one must always return to, and this
fear grows stronger the deeper I delve into any given project. So the map
is like a trail of bread crumbs that ensures a way back to the beg
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Beyond its personal function, this system was built to communicate
with and provoke the viewer. Its narrative is more of a proposal, and
has an intentionally open-ended structure that invites the audience to
complete the story. And as the primary objective of this system is to
generate sculpture, the narrative remains abstract—a way to leave space
for more specific distillation in the form of sculpture. I believe these
ideas are sympathetic with those of Beuys.

In terms of your question “Do you think you live in the same world
as he?": on the most basic level, I would say no. The models and tools
that I need are different from those he employed. On the other hand, if
we're on the verge of a Third World War, this response might need to be
reconsidered.

I definitely agree with you about Tram Stop. It is monumental.

ACD: I'd like to talk in a general way about Beuys, and your current
perception of him. I have written about him on a couple of occasions,
but I can’t pose in any way as an expert. He was, I think, one of the
oceanic talents of the 1970s, and one of the main points of reference for
d ding what happened to art in our time.
For one thing, it would never have occurred to me that he was
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projecting a Christian structure. I always thought this message was
religious in a diffuse and rather antid ional way. He d
a kind of Druidic presence: ritualistic, shamanistic, primitivistic.
Heidegger once said, “Only a god can save us.” A god—not God, who
perhaps represented for him a wrong turn taken long ago when we
turned our back on what he spoke of as Being. Heidegger felt we either
had to get rid of language, or evolve a new and less alienating kind of
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lang, I don't think Heidegger would have endorsed any of the world’s
religions, and neither, I think—I am almost certain—would Beuys.

Beuys wanted to undo all the technology that separated us from
nature. His central thought was healing. Think of one of the pieces that
will be in the Guggenheim show, Terremoto [1981; the work refers to an
earthquake that destroyed a small city near Naples]. Beuys incorporated
a typesetting machine into it, using the earthquake as an opportunity
to get rid of typesetting and printing; he spread fat over the machine
keys as if to “heal” the printing press, the way the fat helped heal him
when he was wounded. He would rather have written—or better, to
have drawn—with vegetable juices. He wanted to repeal modernity,
fraternize with animals, live by means of plants, and converse with
birds. If he is Christian, he is like Saint Francis.

I think you and Beuys have a philosophy of salvation in common—
overcoming the gender boundaries, the human-animal boundaries.
Consider your Field Dressing [1989]. When I thought of the meaning
of the expression, I thought of a kind of bandage soldiers carry for
treating chest wounds, with an absorbent pad and a plastic band. They
are not for mosquito bites! Itis the first and the most primitive medical
treatment for serious wounds.

Viewers at the time, of course, were struck by the nakedness of the
figure and treated the piece as flaunting the body—but that left out the
Vaseline with which you slathered yourself. The subtitle of the piece was
orifill. There is no such word in the OED, but I took that to mean filling
orifices, especially the sexual openings, in an effort to attain a presexual

and especially a pregender split by healing the open wounds of entrances
into the body. There is a ritual and an ordeal involved in the work: you
present yourself in a bridal gown, ready to be cleft. And then there is
the ascending and descending, which echoes the primal episode of the
cremaster muscle and gender identity in Cremaster. As a narrative it
strikes me as entirely Beuysian. And juxtaposed with Beuys, how can one
repress the analogy between fat and Vaseline? | am sure that that was
part of what suggested the comparison between you and him, though I
don’t think he was as engaged in issues of gender. “Hybridization into
aweb of cultural vehicles” would on the other hand differentiate you
from him, since he would not have been a pluralist (though he benefited
from pluralism).

1 agree that your “sculpture-making system” gives a “privileged role
to intuition.” I wonder whether Beuys would not have said something
like that. He would not have used the word “system,” I would guess.
But he would also not have feared that he would lose the ability to
reconnect with his creative impulse. I think that is because he did not
think of himself as making art in the first place. He thought he was doing
something more important than art. In that way he was practicinga
religion of healing, if you believe him, or just believe in him,

1 am struck by the difference, as I understand it, between sculpture
as you think of it, where it is definitely art; and social sculpture, the
organization of human beings into an ideal political community,
of the kind Faust aspired to establish in the second part of Goethe's
masterpiece. Have you harbored any such thoughts?

MB: I agree with you completely that Beuys continues to be a giant
figure in the understanding of contemporary art. He remains
cornerstone of my faith that art can provide useful models and tools
for understanding the world, and that these models eventually
proliferate into the broader culture and become functional in the
collective consciousness. I wouldn’t argue that all art does this, or
should do this, but only that it’s possible. That said, I'm disappointed
Beuys is not so present in the minds of the younger German
generation, as this seems like a natural time to reconsider him, given
our current ecological and political condition.

Field Dressing was made at the end of my college term. This was
just four years after I stopped playing football, or more significantly,

515 WEST 24 STREET NEW YORK NY 10011 212 206 9300 FAX 212 206 9301 GLADSTONEGALLERY.COM



GLADSTONE GALLERY

Matthew Barney and Arthur C. Danto, “Blood & Iron,” Modern Painters, September 2006, p.
62.

66 Through athletics [ realized that I had an ability: to use my
body as a tool toward a creative end, and that my body

could belong to a sculpture-making language, as Beuys had

proven. [ understood that the competitive athlete has the ability to

be simultcmeously inside and
outside of their body. MB @@

after athletics was replaced by art as the center of my life. Most of
those four years were spent making durational experiments with my
body in the studio. I was compelled from the start to put my own
experience into the things I was making, and my life up to that point
was dominated by athletics. I realized that through those experiences
I had an ability to use my body as a tool toward a creative end, and
if my body could belong to a sculpture-making language, as artists
like Beuys had proven, then this crossover into the studio would feel
very natural to me. I came to the understanding that the competitive
athlete has the ability to be simultaneously inside and outside of their
body. They have the ability to perceive the field in plan, section, and
elevation as they move through it. I believe that Field Dressing was
the first work I made that suggested that kind of abstraction of the
body. It was a departure from the Drawing Restraint experiments
I was making at the time, involving physical obstacles that I had to
overcome in order to make a drawing. In these my body was central
and concrete. But in Field Dressing the body became a character (1
stopped identifying it as me), and the character was split and active
in two spaces simultaneously.

An even more liberating departure came after Field Dressing, with
the Otto/Houdini works from 1991-92, where I employed actors and
established a narrative. Character zones were developed that would
have “pr: istic” qualities, but those zones were
visualized as existing within one larger body. These works started to
satisfy an interest I had in being present in the work, within my body,
yet being multiple.

Around the time of Field Dressing, | was reading Creativity and
Perversion [1985] by the French psychoanalyst Janine Chasseguet-
Smirgel. The book was a reexamination of Freud's concept of
perversion. She suggested that perversion is a dimension of the human
psyche common to us all that has a direct relationship to creativity. She

istic” or “antag

cites texts and art by the Marquis de Sade, Hans Bellmer, and others
to describe an impulse that was trying to overcome its condition in the
world, freeing itself from the constraints of paternal law by eroding
the difference between gender and generation . . . internalizing the
world as a way of breaking it down to an undifferentiated, primordial,
or exeremental state. This language was useful for me, and helped
organize some of the thoughts I was having at the time.

The working title of the exhibition in Berlin has been Heal the Knife
That Cuts the Wound. This, of course, is a crudely translated version of
one of Beuys's titles, If You Cut Your Finger, Bandage the Knife [in the
original German, Wenn Du Dich schneidest, verbinde nicht den Finger
sondern das Messer]. My attraction to this title had been in the way that
it blurs the difference between interiority and exteriority. In my own
way of reading this, or as a way of applying it to my own universe, there
is no difference between the knife and the wound. They are aspects of
the same, greater organism.

For practitioners of Candomblé, an Afro-Brazilian religion, the
deity Ogun is the god of both iron and war. As the creator of iron,
he makes the blade to cut away the primordial forest and create
civilization. With this same knife, he has the ability, too, to take the
life of another. In the way that Candomblé uses nature as a lens for
understanding the world, Ogun is particularly attractive to me as
a creation myth whose function is to describe a balance between
creative and destructive energy. On some level, The Cremaster
Cycle was designed to figuratively destroy itself in the process of its
making. As a model of the creative process, it felt necessary to allow
for that to happen so that the system could be visualized as potentially
regenerative. It also felt necessary to describe a conflict similar to the
one proposed by Chasseguet-Smirgel, of an entity that is trying to
defeat its destiny as a predetermined, differentiated form, though not
necessarily succeeding in this case.

I'm starting to feel that the exhibition title in Berlin would need to
allow for an internalization of the knife. In my eyes, in order to heal the
knife/wound, the knife has to be inter d, and even imitated

The title Field Dressing related more to the hunter’s procedure of
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skinning and eviscerating an animal carcass in preparation for
its consumption. The internal space within the body, or field, is
emptied out, and the orifices are sealed off, creating an organic
architecture where the drama can be carried out.

ACD: Maybe the young generation of artists disaffected with Beuys
has something to do with the way Beuys made the war so central
to his personal myth. I believe, like you, that “healing the knife”
belongs to a much wider vision than its use as a weapon—a vision
in which the means and the subject of sacrifice belong to a larger
whole.
I think that at least the first generation of Beuys's students was
put offsimply by his persistence in making art. Jorg Immendorff,
who was his student in the '60s, made these gigantic babies and
created the slogan (in baby talk) “Tein tunst machen” (Don't make
art). In a 1966 painting, he scrawled the words Hort aufzu malen
(Stop painting) over an impulsively crossed-out bed, with Beuys's
signature hat hung over the bedpost. Like Brecht's “Erst kommt
das Fressen” (Grub comes first [from The Threepenny Opera,
1928]), Immendorffs injunction to treat paintings like potatoes
signaled a determination to make art that was humanly useful in
some basic way. Radical German students are pretty unforgiving.
They turn against exactly the ones you would expect to be their
heroes—like Habermas or Adorno—especially in the late '60s.
They mocked Habermas's harelip, and the girls bared their
breasts in Adorno’s classes as a sign of contempt. Immendorf
got involved in establishing a sort of baby-land, which he
called “Lidlstadt.” Lidl was meant to evoke the sound of a
baby’s rattle, and he used to drag a block of wood with
the word LipL painted on it in front of the parliament.
Whether it was the police or the art-school guards
who finally broke up Lidlstadt, I don’t remember.
I don’t know if these political ideas inflect the
German students today, but attitudes and patterns of
conduct don't just go away. On the other hand, art students in Germany,
in my experience, are pretty career oriented. Maybe Beuys was too
idealistic to be a model!

I think that you were onto something, in 1989, when you made Field
Dressing, by focusing on a subject that was much in the air, namely
the body. It has been more or less the artistic property of women as
a subject, largely in consequence of the preoccupations of feminism
(the idea of the body as wounded, or even as a wound, belonged to that
discourse). I think frontal male nudity was pretty dicey at the time:
think of all the fuss that was made about The Perfect Moment exhibition
of Mapplethorpe's work, although at that time a1ps would have been

considered a specifically gay male pathology. What you did was claim
the male body not as the bearer of disease, but an embodiment of health
and beauty. And you thematized—to use a term from phenomenology—
athleticism as an attribute. The body as gendered was made available
to you by the times—it made it possible for you to be an artist, or at least
the artist you became.

The body in fact became a philosophical subject in the early '70s.
I published a book in 1973 called Analytical Philosophy of Action.
My concern was bodily movement as a metaphysical problem, which
was pretty distant from the moral issues that the body was to raise
in the artworld, and of course athleticism never greatly entered our
discussion. But the point you raise about the bodily perception available
to athletes—of being inside and outside the body—would have been a
general proposition about the human body as such, and not just or not
especially the athletic body. But you saw the body as a site for sculptural
possibilities, What surprises me most, I guess, is seeing this as something
that Beuys had also explored. I hardly think of Beuys as having a body,
though people who knew him say he was talented as an acrobat. But his
uniform was so important to his myth—the hunter’s vest, the boots, the
fedora—that one struggled to visualize him as naked underneath all
those accoutrements.

Once the body-as-sculpture was established, you went far beyond
that. The Otto-Houdini modes of using the body were just genius, as
far as I am concerned. And going on to include Gary Gilmore, Norman
Mailer, and the Texas two-step is the height of artistic imagination. But it
demanded, I would have thought, cinematic amplification. That is what
puzzles me somewhat in your going back to precinematic sculpture—but
like everyone else, I'll have to wait and see what that means.

I want to return to the title of the show. The idea, I guess, is that if
the user of the knife wounds himself, the knife is somehow wounded and
needs to be treated. That implies an ideal of the knife and its intended
object—the one that is wounded—as being, as you put it, part of a whole.
Think of the great image in Chuang Tzu's story of the butcher Ting, who
cuts the carcass of an ox merely by inserting the point of his knife in the
empty spaces between the natural parts, which sort of fall apart from
one another, without dulling the knife. This Zen hero is one with the
carcass, and never, accordingly, “wounds the knife.” It never occurred
to me to wonder what the knife was made of. It could have been made
of jade, or obsidian. It needn’t be iron. The main thing is the knowledge
and the skill of the wielder, and the way the carcass is articulated.

MB: I guess I think of Beuys's body as being at the center of his practice.
For this reason, I feel like I haven’t had a primary experience with his
work, only secondary experiences with the sculpture and documentation
of his actions. I did find viewing his work at a remove to be very
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stimulating as a student (as I did other performance-based work from
the late '60s and '70s—Chris Burden, Rudolf Schwartzkogler, Marina
Abramovi¢ and Ulay), and ultimately it influenced my own work in
video and performance. I accepted that Beuys's body was a transformer,

1

a anda With the ive plate of iron under
his foot, the insulating felt on his head, and with the various antennae in
his hand, all of the conceptual, political, or autobiographical input had
to pass through the transformer before it could become useful, healing
energy and emitted as such.

But this brings me back to the question about a Christian model. If
this belief sy is about healing and redemption, and if everything
must pass through this central wounded body, or transformer, it starts
to suggest a Christian character, or at least a Christian structure.
Perhaps I'm being too simplistic about this. Again, if this is true, I'm
not condemning the work for it, but only wondcring ifit might suggest
areading that makes they ion

For me, the exhibition mle HaaI the Knife That Cuts the Wound is
akind of existential proposal. It doesn’t suggest that the knife would
be eliminated from the equation, only that it's accepted for what it is. It
reminds me again of Ogun. If Ogun is the creator/destroyer energy in
the blade of the knife, then one makes a lifelong contract with Ogun. In
this contract, one offers a respect for the knife and its dualistic nature
and in return receives a promise that, over time, the opposing energies
will maintain an equilibrium. The contract keeps the knife healthy
and the deny happy. As l understand it, Ogun suggests that conflict is
i le and pment in nature.

I really like your example from Chuang Tzu about the butcher Ting.
That's beautiful. I visited a master sword maker in Japan during one of
my research trips for Drawing Restraint 9 [ Barney’s most recent feature
film, released in 2005]. I was looking for some kind of understanding
of the whale-flensing craft, and thought I should start with Jap
metallurgy. I was lucky enough to witness the stage in the d

top of the blade and less heat to the blade’s edge, where a layer of clay
covers the metal. The master then plunges the red-hot blade into a bath
of cool water, the ceramic shatters, and the blade forms into a curve. No
two knives have the same character, or behavior.

ACD: I guess I can see what you mean by Beuys's body. It was typically
present in the work, either when Beuys was a performer, or when the
work referred to Beuys as a physical ded, for pl
or teaching while sur ded by blackb ds. So his body was trans-
formative. Something passes through it, and that, to you, suggests the
analogy to Christ, and ultimately to a Christian relationship between his
message and his auditors. That has to be underwritten by his suffering,
as Christ’s suffering is the means to our redemption.

The German art historian Karlheinz Ludeking just replied to a
question I sent him, when we first started writing to each other, about
why few younger German artists seem to revere Beuys:

For them his teachings seem to be more important than his
work. And, as you know, Beuys always talked a lot about the
ﬂwamqfﬂwworhiandabeaerﬁttunandacmllyheld

some rather weird op His and
ahamnmnuperhapsmlongcrregarﬂeduuptodatema
world ruled by clever calculation. Also, the g ngr

of his achievements has certainly been aggravated by the fact
that the dominant art-critical circles in the US have never been
in favor of Beuys. Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois even
had a little chapter in their exhibition catalogue L'Informe
[1996] with the title ‘Non & Joseph Beuys.’ But the aversion
usually seems to be fueled much more by the things Beuys said,
not so much by what he created.

So according to Ludeking, it seems that his critics can accept Beuys
as an artist but not as a proselytizer. But without the talk, the art is
just stuff. What value does a pile of fat have unless it is accompanied
by the artist’s talk of healing? Ditto the stack of blankets. Beuys
wasn’t into readymades. The talk and the art go together, like the
knife and wound.

HEAL THE KNIFE THAT CUTS THE WOUND: MATTHEW BARNEY AND JOSEPH
BEUYS is on view at Deutsche Guggenheim, Berlin, from October 28

of a samurai sword where the blade is given its essential chnracterr. After
many weeks and many stages of folding and layering the metal, the
blade is heated up in an asymmetrical way. More heat is exposed to the

toJ y 14, 2007. It travels to the Peggy Guggenheim Collection in
Venice during the 2007 Venice Biennale. MATTHEW BARNEY: DRAWING
RESTRAINT 8 on view at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

through September 17.
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