
L ’ O F F I C I E L  A R T L ’ O F F I C I E L  A R TN ° 2 9 N ° 2 9

M Y T H 1 5 91 5 8 M Y T H

Thomas 
Schütte
No Heroic 
Illusions
by Max L. Feldman

“THOMAS SCHÜTTE : THREE 
ACTS,” MONNAIE DE PARIS. 
THROUGH JUNE 16.

Since the late 1970s, when he studied in 
Düsseldorf with German painter Gerhard Richter, 
Thomas Schütte (b. 1954, Oldenburg) has been 
subverting the language of sculpture through  
a manifold, eclectic oeuvre. For the occasion of 
his first Parisian retrospective at Monnaie de 
Paris, Max L. Feldmann has retraced the main 
steps in the career of an artist who “refuses  
to conform to any labels, systems of thought, 
theoretical constructions, or totalizing 
ideologies.” Bedtime Story No. 6: The Strike – 
But Life Goes On..., a short story written  
by Schütte in 1993, accompanies the essay.
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In a 1989 review of an exhibition at Marian Goodman Gallery, 
New York, New York Times writer Michael Brenson describes a 
“puzzling” work of art. A drawing of what looks like a futuristic 
apartment complex hangs on the wall. This form reappears in 
installation form on the gallery floor made of raw but cleanly cut 
plywood with cardboard wrapped around some pillars. A four-
inch-tall toy man leans against one of them. Part of it appears to 
have been turned on its side by an earthquake. It gives, Brenson 
says, “no illusion of actual architecture.”
“What are we looking at? ” Brenson asks. “And in the drawing, 
why was this skyscraper in the middle of nowhere? Is it archi-
tecture, sculpture or design? Is it a blueprint for the future or a 
commemoration of something past? Is this a big toy or is it func-
tional? Is this work a game, or is it real?”

The exhibition was “Big Buildings,” the first American solo show 
by Thomas Schütte. Thirty years later, after major retrospec-
tives at the Serpentine Gallery, London (2012), the Beyeler 
Foundation, Basel (2013), and the Moderna Museet, Stockholm 
(2016), Schütte’s first Parisian retrospective, “Three Acts,” takes 
place this year at Monnaie de Paris.

The retrospective is named after Schütte’s three-part painting 
series “Dreiakter (Three Acts)” (1982). The first act shows a series 
of equally sized green bottles lined up and receding into the dis-
tance, alluding to the industrialized uniformity of how art is made 
and perceived. Act two shows a white Volkswagen logo against a 
lilac and tangerine background, like a parody of color-field painting, 
suggesting that industrialized aesthetic experience can only pro-
duce logos, copyrights, and trademarks. The third act shows three 
red-orange flags fluttering gaily in the breeze, signifying a range of 
new possibilities without saying if they are trustworthy.

The Paris retrospective’s three acts not only reflect the structure 
of the painting series, but show different sides of Schütte. The first 
act covers the monumental and miniscule scale of Schütte’s figu-
rative work. This includes pieces from the series “United Enemies” 
(1993-2011), “Frauen (Women)” (1998-2006), and “Vater Staat 
(Father State)” (2007-10). The second act deals with Schütte’s 
representations of death, including death masks, wilted flowers, and 
funeral urns. The third act contains architectural models, including 
the “One Man House” series (2003-present), Holiday Home for 
Terrorists (2006-9), and Kristall II (2014), a life-sized scale house 
for meditation into which the visitor may enter.

Brenson’s questions about “Big Buildings” still make sense. They 
apply not only to individual works, but to Schütte’s approach, 
attitudes, and position in an art-historical narrative. Is Schütte 
a modernist or anti-modernist? Is his work political or anti-poli-
tical? Is he, personally, a humanist or misanthrope? Answering 
these questions is far from easy.

We cannot neatly place Schütte in a history of contemporary art. Nor 
can we tell a clear story about how his work develops, as he refuses 
to conform to any labels, systems of thought, theoretical construc-
tions, or totalizing ideologies. Schütte’s corpus consequently has no 
internal developmental logic of its own, and parallel tendencies in 
what he makes and how he makes it appear at different times. His 
smooth, plump glazed ceramic “Vases” series (2005), for example, 
are within a year of both the series “Heads” (2006), glazed cera-
mic busts with typically grotesque, sinister facial expressions, and 
the permanent installation Ganz Große Geister (Really Big Ghosts) 
(2005), three wobbly-looking three-meter-high yellow ghost figures 
made of enamel on cast aluminium, placed on a concrete platform 
outside the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago. 

Schütte’s crisscrossing methods echo how he talks about himself. 
While this might appeal to historians of art criticism, it leaves no 
evolutionary story where the artist’s biographical details link to spe-
cific facts about the works. Readers of his interviews will even find 

Schütte denying anything the interviewer attributes to him. It is like 
listening to a squabble between children in the back of a car – “any-
thing you say I am, I’m not” – with Schütte playing both roles himself.

Born in historic Oldenburg, West Germany in 1954, a visit to docu-
menta 5 at the age of 18 seems to have left a lasting impact on 
the young Thomas Schütte. This was his first encounter with the 
work of Sol LeWitt, Blinky Palermo, and future-professor Daniel 
Buren, and he came away with an expanded sense of the free use 
of ideas and materials. Schütte would go on to participate in three 
more editions of documenta.
From 1973 to 1981, Schütte studied art at the Kunstakademie 
Düsseldorf under Gerhard Richter, Fritz Schwegler, Daniel Buren, 
and legendary art historian Benjamin H.D. Buchloh. He was thus 
exposed to the challenges posed to modernist orthodoxy by mini-
malism and conceptual art. As a student, Schütte was mainly 
interested in fakery, artifice, camouflage, and the ironizing of beauty. 
The hideous visages with which Schütte is often associated would, 
however, only begin to appear in his work in the 1980s, at the same 
time as his cleaner, more rigid architectural forms. This is just one 
story, and cannot account for the multiple interactions between 
conceptual art, architecture and politics in Schütte’s work, let alone 
his ongoing reflections on his own relation to the modernist tradition. 
His art-world reception is, however, much easier to trace.

Four years after the Marian Goodman exhibition, writer Noemi 
Smolik would state that Schütte’s solo show at Produzenten Galerie, 
Hamburg, was his “breakthrough” (ArtForum, December 1993). 
Schütte has won the Art Prize of the City of Wolfsburg, Germany 
(1996), the Kurt Schwitters Prize (1998), the Golden Lion at the 
Venice Biennale (2005), and the Düsseldorf Prize (2010), pre-
viously assigned to Bruce Nauman, Marlene Dumas, and Rosemarie 
Trockel, and his work is now held in the collections of the Tate, the 
Clark Institute, MoMA, and the Art Institute of Chicago. Making 
sense of Schütte’s relation to art history is, however, much harder.

Schütte places his own project firmly within the classical project 
of figuration, from monumental ancient Egyptian sculpture to the 
heavy figures of Maillol and Matisse’s brutal sculptures. He also 
says, however, that he never thinks about the history of sculpture, 
only its future. An interview with contemporary art historian Rainald 
Schumacher adds further difficulties. Schütte says he is not an 
“avant-garde” figure making the future appear in the present, but 
part of a “rear-guard” who turn back to the past, opening future pos-
sibilities by looking at what modernism has neglected and forgot-
ten. “In my eyes,” he says in an interview with James Lingwood, “the 
figurative tradition failed at the point when the artist had to create 
heroes in a democratic system, which nowadays is something tele-
vision networks do much more effectively.” This is because, Schütte 
thinks, power is no longer embodied by a lone monarchical figure. 
This theme is everywhere in Schütte, no matter what he says.
 
One prominent example is Die Fremden (The Strangers) (1991-
92), a group of life-sized glazed ceramic human figures made in 
the style of folk sculpture or wooden children’s toys. Each hel-
pless-looking figure carries huge suitcases, boxes, or bags of their 
belongings. Their eyes are cast down, giving them a sorrowful 
expression, as if waiting for someone to treat them with a basic 
hospitality that never comes. Schütte says that he made these 
figures in response to televised footage of Kurds fleeing nor-
thern Iraq during the first Gulf War and Russians and others from 
the collapsing Soviet Union. At the same time, the German public 
sphere was full of questions about what defines a “German,” with 
answers ranging from passport to blood, country of birth, lan-
guage, and mentality. The Strangers thus makes the viewer ask 
what makes these figures “other.” The viewer cannot tell if they 
are leaving or arriving. Nor do we know what they are carrying 
in their luggage. They bring not just their personal belongings – 
things that might look different from our possessions – but also 
new cultural treasures, attitudes, values, and quite possibly trauma.

Preceding double page: Thomas Schütte, United Enemies (A Play in 10 Scenes) 
5/10, 1994; color offset print; 69 x 99 cm;  

collection Musée national d’art Moderne – Centre Pompidou. 
© Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019.

Above: Thomas Schütte, Große Geister, 1995-2004; patinated bronze, aluminium;  
height: approx. 250 cm; installation view, Haus der Kunst, Munich, 2009. 

Photo: Nic Tenwiggenhorn. © Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019.
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Left page: Thomas Schütte, Vater Staat, 2010; steel; 373 x 155 x 140 cm; 
Pinault Collection. © Åsa Lundén; Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019. 

Above: Thomas Schütte, Kristall II (Modell 1:1), 2014; copper, 
wood; 500 x 470 x 775 cm. Photo: André Morin. 

Courtesy: Galerie Pietro Spartà, Chagny.  
© Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019.
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Above: Thomas Schütte, Aluminiumfrau Nr. 6, 2001; lacquer on aluminium, steel; 163 x 125 x 250 cm. Photo: Nic Tenwiggenhorn. © Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019.  
Left page: Thomas Schütte, A Song about a Man, 1992; part of the series “Requiem;” watercolor on paper; 33 x 25 cm; collection Carré d´Art, Nîmes.  

© Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019. 
“Flag A to F” (2017), a series of glazed ceramics painted in the 
colors of the German black-red-yellow flag, is a subtler interven-
tion. By treating each color as a monochromatic field, Schütte 
drains it of its patriotic symbolism. This deliberately breaks with 
nationalistic quarrels dating as far back as the early 15th century, 
where the banner of the Holy Roman Emperor was a black eagle 
with red talons on a golden background. Variations in the pieces’ 
coloring pluralize the viewer’s interpretation of nationality; the fact 
that they are made from ceramics and not cloth, however, attests 
to the fragility of patriotic feelings.

“Flag A to F” is not his most obviously political work, though. That 
would surely be “Father State” and “United Enemies,” works whose 
very titles have political undertones even if Schütte himself denies 
their political content. “Father State” comes in many versions, each 
differing in size, color, and material. Whether they stand a mere half-
a-meter tall in the gallery space, on the floor, a plinth, or stool, or 
almost four meters high in public, there is one constant: the gloomy 
tone of monumental statues of totalitarian leaders. The figure does 
not resemble any specific dictator. It does, however, share the gene-
ric “look” of the tyrant. Outfitted in a square-shouldered military-
style jacket tied at the waist, the figure has a surprisingly neutral 
facial expression, preserved forever in a state of serene emotional 
detachment as if trying to convey eternal power.
The earliest version of “Father State” (2007), made of wax and 
Fimo modeling clay, is much less dignified, however. Propped up 
by a rusty-looking bar, it looks like it could be toppled at any 
moment without it. Its hideous facial expression, with purple skin, 
green splotches on its cheeks, and red eyes is more like one of 
Schütte’s most celebrated series: “United Enemies.”

Like “Father State”, “United Enemies” comes in many forms. 
Whether it ’s the ten-piece color offset print series United 
Enemies: A Play in Ten Acts (1994), the tiny figures made of 
Fimo, fabric, wood, glass, and PVC (1994), or the enormous 

patinated bronze public sculpture series (2011), they all have gri-
macing, contorted faces, with barely a trace of humanity in their 
features or nefarious gaze. Though products of Schütte’s 1990s 
interests, they are results of a process that began much earlier. 
The first version of Mann im Matsch (Man in Mud) (1982-83), 
for example, is one of the earliest examples of Schütte’s use of 
molded Christmas candle figures. This anticipates Schütte’s mid-
1980s methods, when he would use clay, ceramics, and plas-
ticine dried in a baking oven, ending with the strange distorted 
forms of the works of the 1990s and 2000s.

“United Enemies” is another link to Schütte’s take on modernism. 
Once again, however, what he says about his own intentions dif-
fers from the critics. Writing in ArtForum (November 1994), Sabine 
B. Vogel, comparing United Enemies: A Play in Ten Acts to The 
Strangers, claimed that the theatrical but amateurish look of United 
Enemies addresses Schütte’s relation to German Expressionism 
(ArtForum, November 1994). There is a problem with this.
If we place “United Enemies” within the German Expressionist 
tradition, we risk making ugliness alone a sufficient Expressionist 
category, ignoring the original problem of Expressionism: how 
to bridge the gulf between the self and everything outside it. If, 
however, we do not place this work in relation to the Expressionist 
canon, we cannot explain the ugliness, since Schütte gives us no 
insight into his own emotional state. Indeed, Schütte says that he 
finds the faces in “United Enemies” funny, not cruel. Commenting 
on their political dimension, which Vogel misses entirely, Schütte 
claims to have been influenced not by German reunification, but by 
the Italian “revolution” of 1992, when caricature and satire started 
to bleed into reality. In the process, he denies the characters in 
“United Enemies” have any relation to classical art.

Schütte’s troubled relation to classicism also appears in “Frauen.” 
Some parts of the series, such as the bronze Fünf Frauen exhi-
bited at Dia Center, New York (1999-2000), recall classical 
forms. There are, however, more troubling parts in this series. 
Some of the women have distorted, warped, or mutilated bodies, 
their poses varying between yoga-like contortion and passive 
sexual submission.
These questions appear again in the peculiar aluminium and 
polished bronze figures of the “Große und Kleiner Geister” series 
(1996-2006). They recall the curved forms of Schütte’s “Vases” but 
point in the direction of sculpture rather than design, retaining the 
questions of classical sculpture. Because they stand in real space, 
the “Große und Kleiner Geister” force the viewer to ask about their 
position in the room, dynamics of their movements, scale, and rela-
tion to reality. They are, at the same time, products of Schütte’s 
critique of minimalism and conceptual art, another example of his 
“rear-guard” movement. Schütte rejects the repudiation of skill and 
handicraft since the 1960s, whose legacy is felt today in digital 
image production, another technique Schütte abjures.

The three red-orange glazed ceramic and steel heads of Ohne 
Titel (Dreigestirn) (Untitled [Three Stars]) (1993) offer the clearest 
understanding of Schütte’s project. Three heads covered in what 
looks like melted wax, each backing onto the other like the Roman 
god Janus, gurn at the viewer from multiple angles. This pluralizes 
the perspective of the viewers, who have to move their own bodies 
around in a vain attempt to grasp the whole. 
The risk of placing himself in a sculptural tradition, including both 
Janus and the gargoyles and grotesques of medieval churches, is 
typical Schütte. This shows us what he means when he says that 
the essential question of his art is what cannot be spoken about – 
the untranslatability of material, form, and color and the resistance 
to treating the work of art as a mirror of nature.

Max L. Feldman is a writer based in Vienna. 
Above: Thomas Schütte, Urnen, 1999; glazed ceramic; height: approx. 170 cm. Photo: Achim Kukulies, Düsseldorf.  

© Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019.
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The morning before the big exhibition was scheduled to open, 
the invigilators and cleaners went on an indefinite strike. The rea-
sons for the strike were unclear even to their own spokespeople, 
but they all agreed that the invigilators would not watch over the 
exhibition, and that the Kunsthalle would be closed that day. The 
private view was cancelled. And the strike continued; even on 
the following days, visitors were turned away; “CLOSED UNTIL 
FURTHER NOTICE”, read the sign on the door.
There was a terrific response from the press over the next few 
days, and a debate raged for weeks, the pros and cons weighed 
up at length. Speculation centred chiefly on whether art was too 
soul-destroying, too difficult or too boring. Art was excessively 
demanding on the public – or on the invigilators (which exactly 
was unclear). In any case, no one was willing to go on cleaning it.
Almost no one, apart from the artists and curators, had seen 
the exhibition. Only two local news reporters had turned up for 
the usual press conference the previous day, but after the first 
coffee and without so much as a glance at the press packets 
and the catalogue (delivered at the last minute) they rushed to 
other important appointments.
No one was in a position to convey anything about the purpose 
of the exhibition, let alone the cause of its premature closure. The 
fact was that the general public had stayed away for some other, 
unknown reason. The few who did turn up headed straight for the 
cafeteria. Time and again exhibits had been damaged, and never 
properly repaired. Often it was impossible to tell what was authen-
tic, what was a copy, and what work was by which artist. Anything 
meaningful could only be gleaned from strenuous research, and 
then only to initiates.
So it was hardly surprising that the very people affected by the 
strike, the artists themselves, joined in solidarity with the invigila-
tors. No, the fact was that the artists had lost all pleasure in exhi-
biting, and so refused to exhibit their works and accept any future 
invitations. They simply did without them. The Kunsthalle remained 
closed for the next planned exhibition, and for the one after that.
But life went on...
News documentaries covering the strike were soon broadcast; 
there were violent arguments and debates, as experts and others 
took the stand and blamed one another for this dreadful state of 
affairs. Art, they all agreed, was still important and fundamentally 
indispensable. When it was suggested that ticket checks and eye 
tests should be carried out on museum visitors, there was one 
brief outbreak of merriment.
From close quarters however, it was a depressing affair; none of 
the disputants had credible improvements to put forward. The buck 
was passed between the director and his striking subordinates but 
no one wanted to accept responsibility.
After a few fruitless months of discussion, nothing remained for 
any of them to do but to pack up the few works left in storage, and 
worry about something else. The invigilators remained stubborn, 
the artists unenthusiastic, and there were no strike-breakers to 
be found – no one was willing to face this desolate situation. The 
Kunsthalle remained closed... but life went on...
The few visitors who sometimes turned up in front of the building 
were quickly satisfied with the signs pinned up at the entrance, and 
continued on their way. A general lethargy grew and the situation 
became acceptable; nobody missed art once the original excite-
ment had died down. However, the strike assumed forms that the 
invigilators had never dreamed of: they hadn’t really wanted the 
neighbouring museums and the Kunstverein and almost all the 
galleries in the area slowly to go to sleep and close down – like 
the newspapers, which were still bought out of habit but no longer 
read, and which ended up in the recycling bin. Broken televisions 
piled up on the streets for the refuse collectors; there was no 
money anywhere, and interest had died away long ago.
The idea of buying something new no longer occurred to 
anyone. Suddenly no one had any patience for books any more, 
not even illustrated books marked down on special offer. The 
shops closed down, one after another.
But life went on...

For some time the pubs were even more crowded and loud, 
the restaurants were full and the nightlife was more exciting 
than it had been for decades.
The cinemas had a dazzling year, they played to packed 
audiences round the clock, every day, every night. And no 
wonder: people wanted to experience something.
Musicians of all kinds did very well , and they performed 
concert after concert. There was a great demand to see and 
hear living people – just to feel something. Barely a year later, 
however, almost overnight, enthusiasm suddenly abated and 
no-one went out anymore, always staying at home. It was all 
a mystery, inexplicable at first.. .
A fairy tale-like sleep fell upon the people of the city; conver-
sations fell silent, the streets were hushed and grew very quiet, 
although occasionally one heard a burst of music coming loudly 
from behind closed windows. Rubbish gathered in the streets, 
particularly in those neighbourhoods where shops and pedes-
trian areas were being abandoned forever. The laments of the 
entertainment industry were drowned in the general wailing. The 
laughter of the past few months was choked, replaced by tears of 
misery; weeping was heard everywhere. Language itself, once so 
varied, soon degenerated into a penetrating whimper; sharp, loud 
groans replaced actual words as language and meaning became 
animal-like. The world was an image of sorrow; some thought the 
world was soon coming to an end, and loud howling filled the air...
But life went on... despite sounds of lamentation everywhere, child-
ren’s crying mixed with muffled arguing. In every house, new child-
ren were born. Mothers and fathers had trouble telling whether it 
was their babies crying or their neighbours’ newborns. A refined 
sense of hearing soon developed and parents could distinguish the 
new little voices one from the other. Soon they could also tell real 
from feigned distress in the omnipresent crying of children. The 
sounds of strangers were no longer heard, people were concerned 
only with themselves and their offspring, newly arrived in the world.
A highly pleasurable year resulted from this curious strike, and 
life didn’t only go on in cinemas; every night, whispering, laughter 
and cries of joy filled the stairwells until the break of day. In spring 
and summer the parks, too, were scattered with couples in love.
People made love as never before, and thousands and thousands 
of children were conceived and brought into the world. They were 
the focus of every household; everyone had plenty of time to 
devote to their children. The children had it good – and there 
were more and more of them. This state of affairs persisted for 
some time, and the desire to multiply multiplied. Life went on... and 
twenty years later...
The Kunsthalles still closed, the cinemas rotting, the last sound 
systems falling into permanent disrepair, the remaining books tat-
tered and worn ... the artists from back then old and lonely, still 
uninterested in exhibiting, the first children grown into early adul-
thood ... Then, a quiet sound floated through the air, a curious noise 
coming closer, like an unfamiliar music, swelling into a symphony ... 
Human voices mingled with music, and gradually a loud, rhythmic 
knocking prevailed over all the other sounds. My confusion assu-
med forms of anxiety. Quite loudly, a voice grew audible, and ever 
more distinctly I heard in my ears: PPPP PP PP PPPP
PP PPPPPOOO OOO OO OOOO OOOOOOOO OO OOOOO OO
SSSS SSSSTTTT TTTTTTTTT TTT TTTTTT PPP PPPP PP PPP
PPPP PPPPP PPPPPPPPPP OOOOOOOOOO OOOO OOO OOO
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO SSSSSSS SSSSSS TTTTTTTTTTT
TTTTTTT.
Out of pure terror I had forgotten to put on my glasses when I leapt 
out of bed and, half-blind, tore open my apartment door. It was the 
postman, delivering my mail. Relieved, I sat down in the kitchen 
with the letter and took a closer look at the envelope. Recorded 
delivery from Dresden... very interesting...
I don’t actually know anyone there...

Exhausted, I realized: it was a dream a dream that soon fled.
The water was boiling for tea, and the radio was humming along.
Yes, and life went on...

Bedtime 
Story No.6 

1993

The Strike 
– 

But Life 
Goes On 

...
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Translated from German by Shaun Whiteside.
Originally published in: Thomas Schütte, James Lingwood, Julian Heynen and Angela 

Vettese, Thomas Schütte, Phaidon, London, 1998. (Pp. 136-140).

by Thomas Schütte
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Thomas Schütte, United Enemies  
(A Play in 10 Scenes) 1/10, 1994; 
color offset print; 69 x 99 cm;  
collection Musée national  
d’art Moderne – Centre Pompidou.  
© Thomas Schütte; Adagp, Paris, 2019.


