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JOSEPH BEUYS was born in 1921 in Krefeld, Germany. Conscripted into the army, he suffered injuries from several plane crashes. After a period in an English prison camp at the end of the War, he began to study natural science, but disillusioned with its basic tenets he switched to art. From 1947 to 1951 he studied at the Düsseldorf Art Academy with the sculptor Edward Mataré. At that time he encountered Rudolf Steiner’s work. After years of struggling as an artist and times of deep depression, in 1961 Beuys became Professor of Monumental Sculpture at the Düsseldorf Academy, from which he was expelled in 1972 for challenging the quota system by taking on all students who wanted to learn. During this period he worked with groups like Fluxus whose experimental, interventionist ‘events’ had much in common with his own strategies and concerns. This led, from 1965, to Fluxus-festivals and ‘happenings’, and life-long collaborations with artists like Nam June Paik.


Following his first gallery ‘action’ (a term he coined) in 1965, ‘Teaching Paintings to a Dead Hare’, Beuys’s international reputation grew. He became known for his largely silent actions with substances, creatures and instruments of all kinds, and provocative formulations like ‘Every Human being is an Artist’ and ‘Art=Capital’. He participated in many major international events, including the Venice Biennale, Edinburgh Festival and five Documenta exhibitions from 1964. In 1979 he was honoured with a major retrospective at the Guggenheim Museum, New York. In the 1980s there were more exhibitions of Beuys’s work than of any other artist, and his influence on younger generations of artists has been extensive.


Beuys – alchemist, social visionary and artist – died in 1986, just after receiving the prestigious Lehmbruck Prize. He left behind him not only numerous large-scale installations and site-works, hundreds of provocative multiples and small objects, thousands of drawings (many on blackboards developed as part of ‘permanent conference’ / dialogue actions), documented social sculpture forums about energy, new money forms and direct democracy, but above all a methodology, ‘theory of sculpture’, and ideas like ‘parallel process’ and ‘social sculpture’. These ideas – underlying his major social process works such as ‘Organisation for Direct Democracy’, ‘7000 Oaks’, the ‘Free International University’ and the ‘Honey Pump at the Workplace’ – contain unexplored seeds and are a profound basis for new generations of ecological, social process and interdisciplinary practitioners.
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Foreword


Over twenty-five years have passed since this debate took place in Ulm, so it is legitimate to ask why we feel it is still relevant: in what way does it continue to illumine our current economic situation?


While much has changed in the intervening period, some things decidedly have not. Our world is still dominated by a concept of money and capital that makes money into a commodity, the continual object of power struggles and even wars, and a means whereby human labour is degraded into a tradable commodity. Ultimately this outlook is destroying our social and ecological fabric.


Since the western economic system, the ‘social market economy’, triumphed globally, it has been generally regarded as the only viable system, obviating the need to search for other, better approaches.


Yet today – for instance in ecology – we really only treat symptoms rather than causes. Critical potential in our society seems often to have been submerged, frustrated or even paralysed. Underlying causes are not really perceived, let alone discussed. Without proper (that is, appropriate and responsive) insight into a problem, without perceiving what is at work in it, we cannot expect to find remedies. This is true of all fields of endeavour, and especially of money.


The debate published here is the only recorded instance in which Beuys took up the core idea of a transformation of our view of money and capital, and engaged with other views on the subject. It becomes evident ‘that in these competing opinions, Joseph Beuys’s unorthodox views are more than able to hold their own’* as the press reported at the time. The debate is marked by lively and on occasion humorous exchanges.


From the 1970s onwards, Beuys increasingly focused on a new concept of capital and money, drawing essentially on the findings of Wilhelm Schmundt, a student of Rudolf Steiner. In an appendix to the present edition, Ulrich Rösch has compiled and summarized these ideas to help the reader gain better acquaintance with them. In all his work, Beuys was concerned with nothing less than elaborating a ‘view of art that can solve the problem of capital’.† Right up to his death, he pursued this path unerringly, with the means at his disposal and at the most diverse levels, as recorded for instance in the many board drawings created during the 100 days of the 1977 documenta6 event, in connection with the ‘Honey Pump in the Workplace’ installation. This, in turn, flowed into ‘The Capital Space 1970-1977’, from which the board drawings in this volume are taken, and which is now housed permanently at the ‘Hallen für neue Kunst’ [‘New Art Galleries’] in Schaffhausen, Germany. It was this work that gave Rainer Willert the idea of inviting Joseph Beuys to participate in the debate in Ulm.


Here we see Beuys as always pushing at the boundaries of traditions in art which might seek to confine him. In this debate he confronts not only visitors to art galleries but each and every one of us with the unsolved problem of money.


The current economic crisis has highlighted the destructive ways in which we use and abuse our most precious assets: our innate capacities and creativity. We are still caught in the trap of ‘working to earn’. Yet we do not in reality merely work to be ‘remunerated’, but rather to produce goods and services that serve others, that others need.


We still do not properly differentiate what money is: not a commodity and thus a tradable asset, but a means to facilitate economic processes. Beuys’s culminating statement – that ‘art = capital’ – has been generally misunderstood. Today we suddenly find ourselves in a position where we can ask, again, whether Beuys’s thinking might offer a real solution for the problems that so sorely beset us.


Michaela Meyer


Rainer E. Rappmann


* Schwäbische Zeitung, Ulm edition, 1.12.1984: ‘Beuys und die Ökonome: Ein-Mann-Show mit drei Statisten’ [‘Beuys and the economists: one-man show with three extras’].


† J. Beuys/M. Ende: Kunst und Politik – Ein Gespräch [‘Art and Politics – a Conversation’].




‘What is Money?’: a discussion held on 29 November 1984 at The Meeting House in Ulm, Germany


Introducing the participants


Joseph BEUYS (1921-1986):


Most significant German artist of the 20th century, Professor of Monumental Sculpture at the Düsseldorf Arts Academy, he developed the ‘enlarged concept of art’ (the discipline of ‘Social Sculpture’ as art), a concept suggesting that everyone can and should explore the laws of the social organism and engage in the shaping of it.


Johann Philipp von BETHMANN (1924-2007):


Former banker, co-owner of the Bethmann Brothers bank, author of various publications including: Die Zinskatastrophe [‘The Catastrophe of Interest’] (1982), member of various boards of directors and supervisory boards.


Hans Christoph BINSWANGER (b. 1929):


Professor Emeritus of Political Economics and former director of the Research Society for Political Economics at St. Gall College, recipient of the German federal award for environmental protection (1980), author of various publications, including Geld u. Magie [‘Money and Magic – An Economist Reads Goethe’s Faust’] (1985) as well as Geld u. Natur [‘Money and Nature – Economic Growth between Economy and Ecology’] (1991).


Werner EHRLICHER (b. 1920):


Professor Emeritus of Financial Sciences at Freiburg University; former director of the Institute for Savings, Deposit and Credit, author of various publications, including Geld- u. Währungspolitik in der BRD [‘Money and Monetary Policy in the BRD’], 1982 (published for the 25th anniversary of the German Federal Bank) and Der volkswirtsch Sparprozess [‘Savings in Political Economics’] (1985).


Rainer WILLERT (b. 1947):


Studied economics. He organized and chaired the discussion published here and later worked in the field of developmental aid in Paraguay.


Rainer Willert’s initiative and the motivation that led to the debate are highlighted in the following passage from a long letter which Willert wrote to the publishers in 1991, seven years after the discussion took place:


I studied economics and had thus become a ‘money man’ before I really started trying to see what money is. Although this question is intrinsic to the profession, no really satisfactory answer was forthcoming ... As Ehrlicher rightly said during the debate, economists have solved the problem by offering functional definitions. Accordingly, money is everything that fulfils three functions: a means of payment, a means of storing value, and a unit of calculation. In the history of economics this was not always so. In recent centuries people reflected comprehensively on the nature of money, but have not done so any more for well over a hundred years.


After finishing my studies I kept pondering this question – the nature of money, not just how to lay one’s hands on it. And at the same time, since the narrower discipline of economics no longer engaged with this in a broader sense, I looked around to see what the views of other disciplines might be.


I only became aware that artists could address this question when an exhibition was held at Düsseldorf Kunsthalle (art gallery) in 1978 entitled ‘Museum of Money’. It included works by Beuys ... But it wasn’t until I saw the exhibition ‘Quartetto’ in Venice in 1984 that I was moved to question Beuys in more detail about the theme. The exhibition included blackboards with texts describing economic and monetary circulation streams. To an economist’s eye there was something very familiar here and yet, it seemed, more than was fully explained or easily explicable. The same year I saw ‘The Capital Space’ installation in Schaffhausen, but still did not grasp Beuys’s theory of money, value and economics. His documenta installations – ‘7000 Oaks’ in 1982, and the ‘Honey Pump at the Workplace’ in 1977 – seemed to show, however, that he was engaging with these issues in an original way.


In retrospect, what happened fairly randomly and haphazardly was that Beuys’s insights and my own developing understanding came together without this being immediately apparent. In 1984, when I considered the theme of money again for a college course in Ulm, it occurred to me that Beuys would certainly have something to say on the subject. At the same time it seemed to me that the art world could not properly respond to his initiatives: it simply has too little understanding of these issues and the context in which they’re embedded. Or, still worse, art is compelled to live in its ghetto. On the other hand I had repeatedly spoken to bankers with an artistic inclination about Beuys as an economic theorist. Some of them grew very impatient at the mention of his name: ‘We’re money professionals, an artist is something quite different...’


[image: image]


From left to right: Werner Ehrlicher, Hans Christoph Binswanger, Rainer Willert, Joseph Beuys, Johann Philipp Freiherr von Bethmann
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