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"The drawing is the extension of the idea." Joseph Beuys
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To mark the centenary of the birth of Joseph Beuys (1921–1986), which has given rise to
numerous events throughout the year 2021, the Musée d’Art Moderne de Paris is
presenting the exhibition Joseph Beuys: Line to line. Leaf by Leaf, previously shown at the
Dresden Print, Drawing and Photography Cabinet (Kupferstich-Kabinett, Staatlichen
Kunstsammlungen Dresden) from July 23 to October 17, 2021.

mam.paris.fr

In the course of his life Beuys made more than 10,000 drawings: a quantity that points up
the centrality of this discipline to the oeuvre as a whole and constitutes an inexhaustible
source of insight into one of the 20th century's most emblematic artists.
The nearly one hundred drawings exhibited here are of a highly symbolic nature. Taken
from the Beuys family collection, this exceptional group of drawings, which covers the
entire career of the artist, has never before been exhibited in its entirety.
This body of work highlights the central role the artist has given to drawing. Like a matrix
linking his activities, it comprises explorations of forms, symbols, and scores for actions,
installations, and simple notes. Beuys kept his drawings in a pile, using them as a
storehouse of ideas he could re-infuse into his work, sometimes years later.
For more than fifty years, Beuys translated his ideas onto paper with great freedom of
expression and precision of line. Drawing was his way of understanding the world.
According to him, "drawings [were] closer to reality than other genres of so-called reality."
Combining organic and vegetal materials with pencil or watercolour, these drawings
address recurring themes in his work: animality, the relationship to nature, the perpetual
transformation of the living.
The exhibition is organized in cooperation with the Kupferstich-Kabinettle, Staatliche
Kunstsammlungen Dresden.
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Chronology
Joseph Beuys
1921
Joseph Beuys is born on 12 May in Krefeld, Germany. Later, he claims to
have been born in Kleve, where he spends his childhood
1938
Beuys fortuitously discovers the work of Wilhelm Lehmbruck (1881-1919),
considered by the Nazi regime to be a “degenerate artist”.
1941-1945
Enlisted as a radio operator for the Luftwaffe on the Russian Front, his
plane is shot down in Crimea in 1943. According to Beuys, he was found by
a Tatar tribe who took him in and saved his life by covering him in felt and
fat (grease), materials that he would use repeatedly in his subsequent
artistic practice. Whether real or imaginary, this event becomes part of the
artist’s personal mythology. Following treatment for his wounds at a military
hospital, he is sent to the Western Front. In 1945, he ends the war in
captivity in a British prisoner-of-war camp in Cuxhaven, close to Hamburg.
1947-1952
Beuys studies sculpture at the Düsseldorf Academy of Fine Arts.
1953
First solo exhibition in the home of the van der Grinten brothers, near
Kleve. These works are then shown at the Von der Heydt Museum in
Wuppertal. During the 1950s, Beuys does mostly drawings, which
contribute to his artistic development.
1955-1957
Following a period of depression lasting two years, he takes an interest in
the Dada movement, which would influence his future collaborations with
neo-Dadaists and Fluxus artists.
1959
Marries Eva Wurmbach on 19 September.
1961
Beuys is named sculpture professor at the Düsseldorf Academy of Fine
Arts.
1962
Meets Nam June Paik and George Maciunas, with whom he develops the
programme for the festival held the following year at the Düsseldorf
Academy of Fine Arts.
1963
Co-founds the Fluxus movement and presents his first action at the Rudolf
Zwirner Gallery in Cologne, which consists of using fat as a material.
1965
During the inauguration of his exhibition at the Schmela Gallery in
Düsseldorf, he performs an action called How to Explain Pictures to a Dead
Hare (Wie man dem toten Hasen die Bilder erklärt). Standing with his face
covered in gold leaf and honey, he whispers in a dead rabbit’s ears, while
pausing in front of each of his drawings. The public, excluded from the
gallery, observe him through the window. Towards the end of the action, he
sits down, his back turned to the works.

1972
Beuys is dismissed from his teaching duties at the Düsseldorf Academy of
Fine Arts, for having admitted to his courses anyone seeking to study there,
but not necessarily a student of the institution. At Documenta 5 in Cassel, he
runs an information desk advocating for the Organization for Direct
Democracy by Referendum. Over the one hundred days of the Documenta
event, he is present at the desk, available and willing to discuss notions of
democracy with the public.
1973
With writer Heinrich Böll, he co-founds the Free International University for
Creativity and Interdisciplinary Research, renamed the « Free International
University » (FIU), established around his concept of « social sculpture », as
well as his political and environmental commitments.
1974
In May, on the occasion of the opening of the René Block Gallery in New
York, Beuys presents the action known as I Like America and America Likes
Me, where wrapped in a felt blanket, he locks himself into a large cage with
a coyote for seventy-two hours, after having been transported by
ambulance and a wheelchair from the airport. He never actually puts his
foot down on American soil in opposition to the Vietnam War. At the
Museum of Modern Art in Oxford, he presents The Secret Block for a Secret
Person in Ireland, an ensemble of 362 drawings that he would continue to
add to throughout his career.
1976
Beuys represents the Federal Republic of Germany in the 37th edition of
the Venice Biennale.
His sculpture Infiltration Homogen for Piano (1966) is acquired by the Musée
national d’Art moderne in Paris in view of the future opening of the Centre
Georges-Pompidou.
1979
He runs as a Green Party candidate for the European Parliament.
In November, the Guggenheim Museum in New York organizes the first
large retrospective of Beuys’ work in the United States.
1981
He participates in the exhibition Art Allemagne Aujourd’hui [German Art
Today] at the Musée d’Art moderne de la Ville de Paris.
1982
For the opening of Documenta 7, Beuys plants the first of his 7,000 Oaks, a
long-term reforestation project, begun in Cassel, with plans to implement
the same action all over the world.
The exhibition Dernier espace avec introspecteur [Last Space with Introspector]
is held at the Galerie Liliane & Michel Durand-Dessert in Paris.
1986
Beuys receives the Wilhelm-Lehmbruck Prize from the city of Duisburg and
pays tribute to the sculptor in a speech that recognizes him as the
inspiration behind his vision of art.
Joseph Beuys dies on 23 January in Düsseldorf.
1994
Joseph Beuys Retrospective held at the Musée national d’Art moderneCentre Georges-Pompidou in Paris.

Exhibition itinerary
1. Zirkulationszeit - Circulation Time
On several occasions, Beuys brought together drawings from different eras, formats and themes so as to put them into dialogue in the
form of exhibitions and publications. These ensembles constitute transversal works, which Beuys considered as tools for better knowing
the world and himself, such as the suite Zirkulationszeit.
Published in 1982, it comprises 21 drawings, most of which date back to the beginning of his career, and are reproduced in etchings. All
of these drawings, except for one, remain in the Beuys Family Collection.
“Circulation time” is an economic term for the period during which capital circulates in the form of a commodity, without financial profit,
before being converted back into capital. The drawings primarily represent living beings, both humans and animals. The importance of
the figure of the stag, the artist’s animal alter ego, testifies to the personal dimension of this suite. Economics is at the heart of Beuys’
reflection on the value and role of art, as a means of struggle and critique of capitalism

2. Encounters with Animals
With “their instinctive capacity to perceive the soul and their superpower of direction” (Beuys), animals, connected to humans through
sensory perception, occupy a central place in the artist’s conceptual world. Beuys’ work focuses particularly on a small group of species
that were familiar to him: the bee, deer, elk, bear, goat, sheep, swan, goose, duck, rabbit and wolf. Beuys ascribed a symbolic meaning to
the protagonists of his artistic world, to which specific characteristics were associated: “The bee is industrious, the stag proud, and the
rabbit brings Easter eggs” (Beuys).
In his drawings, Beuys reveals himself to be a sensitive observer of these different species. He had access to academic literature and
scientific depictions of animals mainly through his father-in-law, zoologist Hermann Wurmbach. Certain drawings dating from the late
1950s were done as teaching aids for Eva Beuys, who at that time, was beginning her training in teaching art to children.
Others are linked to the personal history of the Beuys family, such as this turtle stamped on a Stephania leaf coated in eyeshadow, which
Beuys gave to his daughter Jessyka as a souvenir of a stay in the Seychelles.

3. Figural Lines
The drawings of human figures attest to Beuys’ great concern for the individual as a thinking and communicating being, in relation with
his or her environment. They also show moving bodies, dense and vivid, and explore dualities like connection and isolation,
transformation and permanence, reason and play, and of course, life and death. Beuys was also interested in the human metabolism,
circulation and growth. With the female body, he examined the functions of birth and nurturing. Beuys used transparent paper, paper
from sketch books, writing pads, note paper, and thick cardboard as support material. He worked with a pencil and brush in watercolor,
including some liquids that are occasionally difficult to identify. The material qualities of the medium often contribute to the expressive
content of the drawings. In these compositions, the lines recreate the structure and skeleton of the human being, while the flowing
substances suggest growth and change.

4. Earthlines
The group of “Mountain Drawings” as they are called by the family explores the theme of the landscape. Although a horizon line provides
a human scale, nature remains untouched by any signs of people, plants, trees or animals. The thin linear structure suggests a natural
environment without precisely illustrating it. For Beuys, what was most important was to capture the landscape as a whole. These
drawings are the transcription of tremors or energy that pushes out rocks. We can sense the Earth’s internal convulsions. At times,
certain shapes evoke anthropomorphic landscapes. Beuys was particularly influenced by the plains of Lower Rhine region, close to the
Dutch border, near where he grew up. His later pencil drawings are a fundamentally different experience of the landscape. The drawings
of mountains come mostly from sketchbooks. These may have been sketched during his travels, but may also be highly personal
drawings evoking more than just a concrete representation of landscapes, such as personal blockages and crises, or “the inner
mountains of the self” (Beuys).

5. Plant material
Beuys revealed the principle of change, growth and metamorphosis in nature, including in the collages of pressed and dried plant
materials that run through all of his work. He created the earliest in the 1940s, when he gave up studying the natural sciences to devote
himself to art. These works, which are much more than mere documentation of the natural world and flora, generate reflection on the
essence of natural matter—on the healing properties, meaning and images evoked by these carefully collected plants. His works are
reminiscent of the artistic
herbaria of the Renaissance, which presented and indexed plants from dierent countries, based on the principles of collecting and
proto-scientific methodology. Beuys, who advocated for the development of a social and ecological consciousness driven by creativity,
continued to make plant collages into the 1980s. This activity can be linked to some of his most significant actions, in particular the one
carried out for Documenta 7 in Kassel, in 1982, when he inaugurated his project to plant 7 000 oak trees. Some of the works exhibited
here refer to Difesa della natura (Defence of Nature), a long-term project that the artist developed in Abruzzo, Italy in the 1970s and
1980s, where he undertook to plant 7 000 endangered trees and shrubs.

6. Sculptural
In 1961, Beuys was appointed as a professor of monumental sculpture at the Düsseldorf Academy of Fine Arts. He understood his whole
activity as sculpture through the concept of “social sculpture” that he would develop throughout his career. “You can do something with
sculpture. Everything is sculpture!” he declared in his last speech.
Beuys’s work as a sculptor is closely connected to his drawings, which constitute a starting point. With it, he developed his artistic stance:
“Resulting from the drawings were concepts, a sculptural theory.”
Sculpture can have different meanings. For Beuys, the drawing on paper was not to be understood merely as a two-dimensional work; it
had the potential for embodiment. He produced his works using dierent substances endowed with specific properties or symbolism:
crystalline or amorphous, cold or warm, sti or fluid. A work is also sculptural in that it inspires thought, “A discussion about powers will
get going.” (Beuys). This ensemble of drawings illustrates some of the fundamental aspects of his thinking and invites the viewer to
debate the link between art and life, as well
as the dissolution of the narrow boundaries between genres.
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Paris Musées
THE CITY OF PARIS
MUSEUMS NETWORK
United since 2013 under the Paris Musées banner, the City of Paris museums and heritage sites are home to collections as
remarkable for their diversity as for their quality. In a gesture of outreach visitor services have been upgraded, more attractive
entrance fees introduced for temporary exhibitions, and special provision made for visitors unfamiliar with this kind of cultural
context. The permanent collections (which are free*), the temporary collections and the varied cultural activities drew 3 million
visitors in 2018. By consulting the Paris Musées website you can keep up to date on what’s happening at the museums,get
acquainted with the collections, and prepare your visit: parismusees. paris.fr

THE PARIS MUSÉES PASS
VISIT WHEN AND WHERE YOU LIKE !
The Paris Musées Pass means unlimited, no-queue access to all temporary exhibitions in the 14 City of Paris museums,
together with special prices for museum activities, reductions in the bookshops, boutiques, cafés and restaurants, and
advance information on museum events. More than 16,000 people are currently holders of the Paris Musées Pass.
All information: Museum reception or :
www.parismusees. paris.fr

