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Thomas Schiitte's “Gloria in Memoria” is the second installation in a three-part
presentation. Part |, entitled “Scenewright” (September 24, 1998, through January
24, 1999), focused on issues relating to scenography and theater; Part |1l (September
1999 through March 2000) will concentrate on the motif of the figure in his

recent work.
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Collection Museo Cantonale d'Arte, Lugano
Donation Panza di Biumo
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Mixed media
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Collection of the artist
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Mixed media
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Mixed media
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Die Sammier (The Collectors), 1999
Mixed media
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Thomas Schiitte Gloria in Memoria

“Fundamentally, my works are almost always in the nature of a proposal,’ Thomas
Schitte contends, while conceding that, nonetheless, mostly “they exist in the form of
models."" Schiitte's notion of models is, consequently, encompassing and complex: at
its core lies the proposition, the hypothesis, the speculation. And, given that it is imbued
with both a metaphorical and a literal dimension, it has assumed an extraordinarily
diverse and multifarious range of formulations in an oeuvre that now spans more than

twenty years.

Décor and scenographic and architectural models formed the vocabulary of Schiitte's
first works. Vehicles for thought rather than action, they limned a history of the recon-
struction and reconstitution of the built environment in the postwar years, and, on occa-
sion, proposed alternatives. Miniaturized worlds that are predicated on a kind of dis-
placed placelessness, they inscribe a restless nomadism that rigorously eschews the
settled and established. In his memorials, which followed soon after, the cast of charac-
ters ranges from the historically (in)famous to the forgotten and the fictional, from Hitler
to the lone Gallic sailor Alain Colas, to the artist himself or his surrogates. As well as a
number of large-scale works realized in public sites, he has made a series of specula-
tive tableaux, often constructed from makeshift structures and mundane materials.?
They have the appearance of rapid responses, temporary, even tentative, as if only

in such terms can he avert rhetoric and grandiosity, and only through a kind of self-
mocking inclusion of his own imago into this pantheon can he confront the perennial
issues of glory, fame, and immortality. Ars longa, vita brevis: once a palliative to ambi-
tious but underrecognized artists, in today's era of instant celebrity this precept seems a
pointless grail, or a poisoned chalice.

The post-Cold War era has been indelibly marked by the toppling of a virtual army of
statues dedicated to political and military luminaries formerly deemed invincible and
unassailable. It has also witnessed a host of fractious, unseemly, and inconclusive battles
surrounding the creation of memorials to the victims of carnage and genocide. As a
science, a Wissenschaft, the discipline of history was invented by Hegel and the great
nineteenth-century German historiographers. Today, Germany produces a disproportionate
number of historians as the populace attempts to come to terms with its twentieth-
century legacy and, more particularly, to negotiate a new German past, resolving a duty
to remember with a longing to forget. Together, the etiquette of commemoration and the
politics of memory create a charged context in which Schiitte's anti-monuments, notwith-
standing their apparently playful and childlike forms, strike an acerbic, cautionary note.

A deeply felt yet understated ethic informs Schitte's engagement with the subject of
the contemporary monument. The problem, in his view, is not only one of devising a

suitable language that bypasses the vacuity into which abstraction has now fallen and
the banality of naturalistic representation, but is inherent in the very genre itself, since
the foremost role of any monument, he argues, is to fulfill spiritual needs rather than

strictly functional ones:

In my eyes the figurative tradition failed at the point when the artist had to create heroes
in a democratic system, which nowadays is something television networks can do much
more effectively. . . . Power is no longer represented by a king or a single figure; it oper-
ates through a system or many, many different, overlapping nets which tend not to be
visible but to be hidden away. So the power structure is basically anonymous and it's

impossible to give it a face or even a body.?

The numbingly vast sea of crosses stamped repetitively over a half-dozen tabletops in
Wo ist Hitlers Grab? (Where Is Hitler's Grave?), 1991, represents but a minute fraction
of those killed during World War II. Through its lapidary, low-key form, this anti-monument
tersely probes problematic questions: What could constitute an adequate, let alone
worthy, representation of such a horror? How best can collective memory be sustained?
Would the malign legacy of Nazism be better contained, constrained, and defused if the
actual death site of the principal perpetrator were recorded? Would fascistic fantasies
be undermined by burying the undead, hence revealing Hitler's grave to be as ordinary
and prosaic as any other?* This sculpture was created some ten years after Schitte
had devised his own tombstone, prompted by a walk one day in 1981 through his vast

neighborhood cemetery, where all the graves were laid out like a suburban development.

Schiitte's proposal looks disarmingly small as a wooden model, whereas in the drawing
it appears overpowering, gargantuan. Although its brilliant hue demands attention, the
laconic text betrays little beyond the fact that its incumbent led an unnaturally brief life.
Oblivion and renown meld uneasily in this elegiac tribute.

Contrarian restraint likewise informs Self-Portrait as Candle Holder (1998). The absurdly
colossal light, which dwarfs the overburdened artist staggering on his elaborate, lofty
plinth, renders the familiar topos of the artist as visionary pathetically comic. The tone
grows more sardonic in Die Sammier (The Collectors), 1989/99, where the artist,
confronted by his enthralled patrons, grotesquely pirouettes and cavorts, transforming
himself in the process from inspired creator into clownish puppet. Their fixation on the
maker, instead of the fruits of his labor, reinforces the bathos at the heart of this melan-
choly portrayal. If the meticulously ordered shoes in The Collectors assume the guise of
fetishes, relics of the artist's life, the host of worn-out socks in Mohr's Life, by contrast,
take on an architectural function. They create an improvised canopy for the grandee
who observes the painter, the Moor, the quintessential outsider, conjuring dreams of
the Sublime, cataclysmic visions of destruction and bounty.

Athener Tagebuch (Athens Diary), 1984, is a suite of 144 drawings that Schiitte
executed while spending several weeks in Greece in 1984 in order to fabricate

a forthcoming gallery show in situ. While it takes the form of a visual diary, it avoids
biographical revelation. Rapid sketches, lists, proposals, plans, observations, and
notations for the upcoming show and for future works, including civic sculpture,
coexist alongside homages to artist friends and mentors and to the modest pleas-
ures of daily existence. Proximity to the moment makes this wide-ranging suite at
once free and fleeting, as it rehearses in private what might later become public.

The only works in this installation relating to an actual commission are those devoted
to the explorer, adventurer, and sportsman Alain Colas, the very epitome of the
modern hero. Invited by the lost seaman's native town to construct a memorial,
Schutte was struck by the at once fortuitous yet not irrelevant fact that the day
on which the lone yachtsman disappeared in 1978 coincided with his own birthday.
He sketched several variants: a truncated figure on a column in the local river is
submerged up to his shoulders at low-tide, to his lips at high water; alternatively a
bust balances astride a buoy, barely keeping its head afloat; in a third maquette, an
anchor is appropriated as an armature for the figure, which is leashed to a small
and, consequently, ineffectual weight; and finally in the largest of the four, the
torso of the affrighted sailor is lashed to a palette—now not only the figure but the
artwork itself seems cast adrift, in transit. The fate of the contemporary art object
is isomorphic to that of this unrealized monument: no more than the artist can it
secure a stable resting point, a sure place in history.

(e

notes

1. Thomas Schitte, “Inside and Qutside,’ conversation with Martin Hentschel, in Thomas Schiitte
(Bern: Kunsthalle, 1990), p. 82.

2. Schiitte realized several public sculptures between 1985 and 1987, Tisch (Table), 1985, commis-
sioned to commemorate Hamburg's resistance movement, consists of an oversized and solemn
granite table with twelve chairs. Schutzraum (Sheiter), 1986, made for Sonsbeek '86, was a con-
crete “bunker” set into the slope of a hill. Eis (Ice Cream), 1987, devised for Documenta VI, took
the form of a functioning ice-cream parlor; and Kirschensdule (Column of Cherries), 1987, devised
for Skulptur Projekte Munster, continues as a permanent piece in the city's civic parking lot.

3. Thomas Schiitte, conversation with James Lingwood, in Thomas Schiitte (London: Phaidon Press,
1998), p. 14.

4. Such questions seem possible only as artistic speculation, within the conditions of the model and
behind a shield of desperate absurdity, Julian Heynen argues. (See Julian Heynen, “Our World;" in
Thomas Schiitte [London: Phaidon Press, 1998], p- 73.) When Schiitte was approached to
redesign the House of Remembrance at Neuengamme Labor Camp outside Hamburg he
designated his role as that of a consultant not an artist.



