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Ulf Giipfe \tas bon in Fretberg Sen6, in 1913 ll'htte entertng his c.[penh.- upp].entre
dlso toak pri\:ote lessons tn patnung and conp
rntlial encoutier trtth pop art in l9i)3 insptred hin to take uppdtnttngdg(in. Ms-/L.ste.rhth
snall graphics, ldrge st:e catnrasses atnd latrge scolt decor!rns ofarchttecture ac.r-
pol tttcdl l.r nponlnglil _redts dtrct lr alier (ie

l)t esden. St ce then he has been torktne as tt ft.eelantc patnter

Gb plA I I's ex h t b it to nt t nc lude :

Interview with Ulf Giipfert: "Obligation is a misnomer"
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Questrons and translation bY Cerl llithrbont

Gelt Rathtbo t i  Si lvestro l ,odi,  an ,rt ist col leegue from vcnice, recentl t  complaincd at a vernissage in Birmingham that modern art
degencrated into a market l ike any other. He c,r l led for a ncrr 'Renaissance. iow <lo you sec the relat ion between : lr t  and societ!?

LlAGdpfe : fhe an market has alrvavs exislcd Ce(ainlt  i t  is dominaled bv fhen morc. no\\ less compctenr peoplc lheMedici lnlhetrnlosol the I lal ian
Renaissancc had a sublinle kno\'r'lcdge olimporlant anNts lvith thcirrespeciivc skills and ocu\re. [}c current fnancial and economic cnsis h
honle lo us that even lhc an markcl has takcn nlcol iberal lcalures. Artr!orks arc being lraded l ikc speculal ive oblects lheir a(ist qual i t \
l l ) lportancrl  ln the sanle rvav as i l  happencd in olher scctors ofthe ecomorn\ lnone\ has rcnounced lhc clemenlary processcs of l i fe. olcrcal ion and

t l r i  l i c c  i n r r i a l l \ e  r h f l l  ( on l ( J  t r on r  r l

' Ihroughout 
the 20th centur] wo cncountcr a strong tendencr to instrumental ise art for pol i t icAl reasons. Do we face social condit ions offreedom

ofart todry?

In our t i l r le basic r ights and civi l  socictv protecl thc arl ist.  As an af isl  I  can do \\ i ralc\er I  wanl to loda!. success is a di renl rra{Icr altogethar. ol
course ,Atir l l rdes rorvards an havc changcd a lot ovcr t iole and \! i l l  continuc lo do so o'c lrne in his )n.pco

i0t l i \  idurl  rcadiness of lhe beholder lo opcn h

lears ahead ofdlcir l inle Takc lhe exanlple ofPablo I ' icasso with bow nruch ado $ere his *orksgreeicd rn the 1950s Io,_dal irc can encountcr his
reflections in lhe shapes ofmodent ca and on texliles. It seenx to take about one or lNo generalrolrs untrl avanl-garde posrtrons rmpacr \rider socret'

po,nr .  c  '  Arch\e,  l  erv ie$ Nr$ Lr l fcoplen:  _obr isahon rs po,rr .  e,  Archivc ,  In ie^ ice $i r |  l , r 'capfcrr  ' .obrra lxoD is

Sincs l inre immemorial art ists lccesstd tnd quoted thc culturr l  heri tagc ofs givrn societ\,  or thrv tr ied to lbl lolr up and protong cerlain
tradit ions. I)o you think ther€ is somrthing r ike a !:uropern culrur:rr memory ivhir:h a 

 

ofus r lrari  upon?
'Ihere 

is nothing like a contnlon basc ol-Fluropean culture. Thc
explicrt urdividual i t)  The process ofcul lural unifcation b) simpli l icat ion, a Dtal ler oftrcn e
conrpletelv on the EuropeaD level. This holds trLte for firnher sleps and rcflections in the iistitutional unification process, loo I listoricallv Europe has
always been shapcd by lhe inlcrrelalion bctween wcslem, Central and Eastcrn Furope. E\cr! one may dcline features oi lluropean culture rn difl-ercnl
rvavs; yet cven s lElc one isjust an aularchic conponent which nunil tsls i lself in van ing Indt\ tdlral and culntral forms
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Chsnge hrs been a f i i thful comprnion throughout your l i fe. \ 'ou never lost sight ofyour art ist ic career, although i t  entered ccntrc court

relat i ;ely late. During the col lapse ofthe GDR you $er€ pol i t ical l ! ,act ive. \ \ 'ould you sat- thal back then r-our art ist ic convicf ions inf luenced

your publ ic act i t i t ies?

What I did during the breakdo*.n oithc old system and the build-up ofour ne$ state $'as rooted irl or) previous rctlections. ofcourse Othen\ise lr!ould

never have accepiled a responsjbilit,v which demanded so much cne15- and opcnness 10 lhe unkno\\'n fioln me. Just lD to imagine: BeinS a lilrnlturc

rcstorer up t i l l  then I only iad to deal rvi th ml carpentcr 's bench evcry da,v Ashcadofthe culture departmcnt ofthe cit)  of l)resden Ihadt() lakccare

longed for thrs op-ponunil !  the old systcm denred lo nrc Now I go( thc chance .rnd I acceplcd i l  ( i  less. intcr\ene and cngagel M! mleresl rn

epistemology and politics helped rrle !o lufihcr develop thcsc attltudes

Do you scc sny emotional obl igation to work for yo as an art ist?

Obligation is a rsnomer. you will lfrd creatrve and subordinate sons ofpcople jn all slrala arrd sectors ofsocict) A crealive individrttl has to be acll\c

all th; time. that's a mattcr offacl This persorr nccds to realire ils creativit-v AI the end oflbc da! I took lhe decision 10 accept office becallsc ofnl)

creal ive personali t_v and mv \,r ' i l l lo dcloie rnyselfto an inspir inglask It  tumed oul to be a shon bu1\ 'cr\ i l l lense pcriod 01 m) l i i i  Regardlcss ol al l

practical di l l icult ics I  h
;cspecl10 l i rrancial.  stralegic and pol i l ical necessrt ies vias a great bless lS ibf [ ]c l  sl i l l  rcl lecl

onl-\ a f'e\! exceplions to lhe rulc thal polilics did not unpact on n]) artrsllc crcallvlt)

No\r and then you apply art to comment social ruptures direct l t .  9/11 prompted you to pl int the col lapsing tr l in to*ers in rcAl t im€ lvhi le

standing in lront ofyoui Tv in Dresden. ln 1989 iou trNnsl l ted the emerging wil l  ofthc peoplc on th€ strcels into the colours ofa nagnif icent

tr iptych. l ,ooking back f iom todNy: What are thc normative foundations ofthese norks, and do thel have a meaning indepcndent ofthc

historicnlsituation?

No$,vou hit thc pecullar character ofcontcmporar) tinle. Whlle being pan ofa spccllic silualion \re can ncver knor! rvhal is its nlcanlng and lmponance

became iocreaslrgly clear 10 nr thal wc dld nol only \\ltness 1\!o buildings brcaklnS do\ur ln \e York: $c are all co

todal I  amhappfihat back thcn I had a sixth scnse lor an cNtraordinar\ histof lcalevcnt B) thc wa\. I  am c)ici ted b] thc fact lhdl l lcLlvs had

prophetically riiiized rhe svmbolic value oithe twin torvcrs in a much carlier work Artists can ncver erasp thc inporlancc ofthcir ork during crcation.

Leciuse they are nof in a posttion to knoN all thc exisling parallel exaniples ofthe timc Take a look al ihe lirsl abslract lablcau b\ Kandilrsk\': the first

Pollock: or imagine t'iet Mondrian lcaving realrtl lbr his rectarrglcs lbr the first me

anist is. Berng tl-re artist yourselfyou can call yourcelfa luck,v boy aflerrvards ifvou managed to piclure a tip ofthe largc hjstorical process $ilh afisllc

means

Art mat-be understood rs a humdn attempt to give mnteri .r l  shape to inner convicl ions. I t  is I  personal tcsl imonisl creatcd in an act of
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sclf-rcpresentrt ion. l t  appears to me that in this respcct thc creative process is conrparablc to civic engigement. Horvever, fhc latter is based on

a soci; l  proccss fuel led by erchange, compromise and pragmatism. Does that mean thrt art is also up for n€gotint ion?

No. ootat al l .  \ fha! l tre anlst crealcs ls never |cgotiable l lccrcalcsi loulof intuit ion \\ 'hercas i l  l  cnter inlo c\cbange \! i1h olher Pcople and aln lo

o f f r eedomrvh i c_ ] r$e f i nd ina r t s . Jus t t ake theexamp leo fma t r imon ) : I l ) oudono tsu t l i c l en l l ! con run i cu teandnego t i a l c \ \ i t h l ou rpanne r . ' _ou r
marriage will not exist as a social entity at all Our interactions arc based on soclal contracls and anangentnls In sociclies of intensivc dn isions ot

Iabour-we are lo longcr able lo sun,ivg on our o$,n We arc dcpendenl on our fellow mcn. lo llvc meilns lo inlegrale lhcnl in our liL

ls a relatlon ofour deali'rgs \r'ith cach olher.

So freedon r lhich is based in arts and the social sphcre r\hich applies lalr to gu|rantcc equali ty d0 noi go together. $'hat is thc appropriatc

placc ofsol idari t l  in this reasoning then?

l reler to Rudolfslemer ln his opinion i l  6 the fundanlental l i rncl ion of lhe econom

oigoods Makingprofi ls is a preiequisite ofreproducl ion. ol 'course There is oo nced lbr inconrc retum afi{ jr  al l  I Infbnunatcl) \reseemlorrdsa

one"-rvay*oad heii Taxpayeis are calle d upoli today to shou, the ir solidari!\' wilh the \ e r! pcople who prel e d an d c rashed o ur fin anc ial and e conomic

$ slem We are to stand Sirn for those guys rvho have takcn us to the clcancrs Vicc vcrsa I do not see so nuch solidarit)

During the dcbatc in praguc you madc i f  clear that you interprct the guiding principle "unit t-  in ditersit"v" rs assignment tu maximize divtrsi t t '

To my taste thc heydry oiunity is r l iversity 's Last Supper. In .vour paint ings you put the di\ersitr- ofcolours snd forms under a uni l , l ' ing

principlc, can rve learn something from l-.our art ist ic methods for our dcal ings lr i th social processes?

Ir irst ol 'al l  I  havc consideration ibr what isin fronl ofme. l f I lakcacanlaslcannote\pccltoworkinlhreedinrensions Theonl! v!a\ {odolhalwould

be1 ( ) cu l i n to i l . as l vas thehab l t o fLou i s fon tana .Ap lanes ta )sap lane .andso Ihavc1 ( )bow !o i1sp r l nc ip l es  I  can  b low  {hen  a l va , v  o l cou rse .  bu l

rvhl should I choose it then. lbr Cod s sake'l Second I nccd 10 realize $ho I iLm and whal I wanl Do I scck lo de\'elop a cenain order- or am Iboundlbr

chaos? lhese are urdividual disposilions oipersonaljt-,- which never an

stakc Hence only a l imited number ofarcas may be desiel lated for unit l .  the Iuropean principlc olsubsidiarl  \ l 'as pul inlo thc lrci t i ( \  1'r  prolcct

d i vc r s i t y  I can imag inequ i t ea l twsphc reso l I i l ewh i cha reandsbou lda l ! va ! sbo rea lmso l l he ind l \ l dua l  I s t r ong l )  dcp rec ia t c  l he  banonpub l l c

diuersit_y We need to conrpounl with each othef \rl1al rve \ran! to lln
unit icat ion, a sharcd vision or idca Peoplc on lhe Fluropean lcvcl shol l ld conceolrale rc lscl

poured out on us by pol i l ics and orcdia everv dav
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I suppose you know the Latin provcrb,'in vino veritas". Ifit comes to values: do they carry the wisdom we need for living together peacefully?

Surely. values reilect wisdom. There is a gading of values, accordrng to quality, intensity and durability. Among artists we distinguish these of regonal

value lrom those with natlonal or even international value. lntemational value is hard to gain, but rvisdom is also reflected in the regional one. Values tell

us about appropriate ways to direct processes. we are all not fige ofnegative experiences in this respect. Yet the latter are also expressed in values,

namely such which call upon us not to do certain things. All this notwithstandingl would like to stress that values need to correspond with visions

without distant aims you will never be able to make a difference today. The preient is an intersection of past and future we carry both of them in our

body, mind and soul. ln rnteresting times like 1 ggg some actions are inevitabG and of upmost importance for the time being. other processes take much

longer, and we need to think twice how to keep them going. The wise man never asks for too much and keeps his senses open for the gear that fits his
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