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JOHN C. GILMOUR 

Original Representation and Anseim 
Kiefer' s Postmodernism 

ANSELM KIEFER is one of the artists whose work 
exemplifies major trends within postmodern 
culture. In a collage entitled Johannisnacht 
(1978/85), Kiefer presents three erect fern 
fronds, reaching like dancers into the sky, 
whose movement celebrates the Dionysian fes- 
tival of Midsummer's Night. But these dancing 
forms of nature appear before another erect 
form, photographed and overpainted in black, 
emerging through a "window" in the black- 
ened space. This second scene reveals an indus- 
trial pylon, creating a tension between forms of 
nature and an image of technological reality. At 
the same time, this work creates a conflict 
between our expectations of originality and the 
reproductive media, since the photographic base 
of the work is a repeatable image like those 
which appear in news and travel magazines. 
This is characteristic of many of Kiefer's recent 
works. Not only does Johannisnacht create a 
tension between photograph and painting, but 
the fern forms appear as cutout prints pasted 
onto the surface. This has the effect of setting 
up a counterpoint between photographed im- 
age, cutout forms, and a painted surface which 
says nothing in its own right, leaving us to 
wonder what is original and what reproduced. 
These forms of dissonance in Kiefer's work 
challenge modernist assumptions and indicate 
his postmodern understanding of the nature of 
signs. They also establish a tension between the 
representation of natural forms and the produc- 
tive activities of industrial civilization. 

Moreover, other conflicts are present in 
Kiefer's work. For example, the circular form 
above the central fern cutout reminds us of one 
of Kiefer's earlier works entitled Aaron 
(1984/85), where a single fern frond reaching 
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toward a circle above serves as a metaphor for 
the relationship Moses and Aaron had with 
Jahweh, the fern evoking memories of the staff 
they employed in leading the Exodus. These 
reverberating strands point toward an inter- 
textual approach to images, giving Kiefer's 
work a measure of convergence with other 
developments in postmodern culture. He mixes 
imagery from several different domains in many 
of his works (e.g., images from nature festivals 
with Biblical texts, nature symbols with tech- 
nological references, mythological with histor- 
ical motifs, and signs of war and destruction 
with symbols of regeneration and hope). Either 
these conflicting images represent a form of 
eclectic confusion, or they reflect a deliberate 
strategy on his part to separate his work from 
the aesthetic practices of modernism. In what 
follows, I will argue that Kiefer's return to 
representational practices deliberately points to- 
ward an intertextual basis for representation and 
that the expressive elements in his works reflect 
a conception of emotive forces not grounded on 
a unified conscious subject. Although he shares 
much in common with postmodern thinkers 
(like Derrida, Baudrillard, and Jameson) who 
interpret culture on an intertextual basis, his 
version of postmodern painting diverges from 
them in important respects. In what follows, I 
will utilize ideas from these theorists and from 
Antonin Artaud to clarify central issues raised 
by Kiefer's work. 

I. 

To begin with something fundamental to 
postmodern art, let us consider Kiefer's use of 
representational imagery within his paintings 
and collages. The conflict elicited by the refer- 
ential features of Johannisnacht indicates a use 
of familiar images for a different purpose than 
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realistic reference. Donald Kuspit sees this as a 
general feature of recent German painting when 
he observes: 

It is not merely a matter of reaffirming referentiality 
and the hierarchy of figure-ground relationships. 
Rather, it is a matter of creating a fictional reference, of 
which the figure is the instrument, to create the illusion 
of being-natural.' 

Kiefer's work certainly exemplifies this new 
use of referential imagery. His work abounds 
with examples of stagings which make use of 
scenes from nature, ancient myths, and histor- 
ical themes which refuse to be reduced to the 
terms of objective reference. Their power de- 
rives as much from what he negates as from 
what he appears to affirm through referential 
devices. When we consider, for example, nu- 
merous landscape settings revealing blackened 
spaces where fire or some other destructive 
force has been unleashed, his cruel exposure of 
historical forces seems more to the point than 
presenting a scene from nature. Moreover, 
other factors are at work as well in a painting 
like Cherubim and Seraphim (1983), where the 
blackened continuity of the land is interrupted 
by images of two white rocks, labelled with the 
names "Cherubim" and "Seraphim." We must 
ask, "What are the names of two members of 
the celestial hierarchy doing in the middle of 
this earth scene, where the effects of war, 
holocaust, or some other form of folly seem to 
be the dominant motif?" This conflict is height- 
ened when we discover that Kiefer's painting is 
inspired (as are several other works) by the 
ancient texts of Dionysius the Areopagite.2 This 
mixture of referential elements does not yield 
readily to a coherent reading. 

Similarly, Kiefer's Parsifal (1973) presents 
us with a space which is at once realistic and 
abstract. Although the massive beams and the 
wall framing the space make it appear that we 
can enter the empty attic room, the painting 
resists our desire to read it in simple realistic 
terms. Kiefer quite clearly shows us the conflict 
between his "realistic" depiction of the attic 
space and the practices of modernist painting. 
He flaunts his ability to paint in the modernist 
way by his handling of the woodgrain motif, 
which he almost turns into a play of abstract 
forms, by his texturing of the surface through 
alternating smooth brushwork with techniques 
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that give it material presence, and by the sheer 
size of the work, which reminds us of the 
abstract sublime. Nevertheless, his practices are 
postmodern, since his slashing of the beam in 
the right foreground makes evident that his 
painterly gestures mask a collage base, suggest- 
ing perhaps the reproduction of the image 
within a context bearing all the signs of an 
original. Thus, he demonstrates that he knows 
the theory of modernism, that he knows how to 
practice painting within its terms, and that he 
chooses to go beyond it, employing some of the 
favorite techniques of postmodern art (such as 
the use of mixed media to challenge the purity 
of medium championed by modernists). In 
addition he rejects the characteristic internation- 
alism of the modernists by invoking the Parsifal 
myth, which reverberates with associations spe- 
cifically tied to German cultural history, with 
Wagner's music drama, and with a conception 
of the heroic artist. 

Moreover, he employs conventions of Re- 
naissance perspective, but in ways which alter 
their effect. For example, the perspective cre- 
ated gives an exaggerated size to the beams, 
creating the feeling that we are below the floor 
level looking up onto a stage. This creates a 
theatrical atmosphere, heightened by the bowl 
set in the center of the room, positioned like an 
altar and filled with blood, evoking memories 
of blood sacrifice and other archaic forms of 
human expression. Over the bowl, Kiefer has 
inscribed the words, "Hochsten Heiles Wun- 
der! Erlosung dem Erloser." ["Miracle of the 
highest salvation! Redemption to the Re- 
deemer!"] These features create a symbolic 
conflict which we are left to resolve, raising the 
question of whether the Parsifal ideal, the music 
drama which celebrated it, and the culture 
which supported them both has played a posi- 
tive or negative role within history. 

What is the purpose of this staging, which is 
by no means unusual in Kiefer's work? Why 
does he make it deliberately theatrical? We must 
answer by asking from what kind of theater he 
draws his inspiration. If we recall Artaud's 
theater of cruelty, and the purposes of Artaud's 
theater, Kiefer's painting practices take on a 
new significance. Jacques Demda points out 
that Artaud wanted to challenge in a fundamen- 
tal way the classical theater of the West, which 
he regarded as "theological" theater, one which 
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operated from "the groundwork of a preestab- 
lished text, a table written by a God-Author 
who is the sole wielder of the primal word. A 
theater in which a master disposes of the stolen 
speech which only his slaves-his directors and 
actors-may make use of. "3 Derrida's under- 
standing of Artaud's practice is that Artaud 
wanted to eliminate the distant dominance of 
the author, who controlled the stage through the 
text like God was supposed to control the world 
by his plan of creation, and whose representa- 
tives (directors and actors) were to express "the 
content of his thoughts, his intentions, his 
ideas."4 In addition, he wanted to eliminate the 
passivity of the audience, who become mere 
spectators when they seek to view the author's 
intentions represented by the actors. The theater 
of cruelty involves, therefore, rejection of the 
classical model of representation, particularly 
the idea of mimesis derived from Aristotle. 

This point is by no means limited to the idea 
of representation within the theater, since 
Derrida wants to question the general idea of 
representation as iconic copy. The same is true 
for Kiefer, whose representational practices 
reverberate with cross-references and overlap- 
ping fields of force not easily assimilated to the 
iconic copy. What is at stake in his work is the 
use to which references are to be put. Artaud 
holds forth the ideal that the theater needs to 
move away from purely aesthetic goals, which 
he regards as symptomatic of a refusal by 
modem man to confront unpleasant realities. In 
contrast, archaic man found it necessary to 
examine them. 

The old totemism of animals, stones, objects capable 
of discharging thunderbolts, costumes impregnated 
with bestial essences-everything, in short that might 
determine, disclose, and direct the secret forces of the 
universe-is for us a dead thing, from which we derive 
nothing but static and aesthetic profit, the profit of an 
audience. not an actor. 

Yet totemism is an actor, for it moves, and has been 
created in behalf of actors; all true culture relies upon 
the barbaric and primitive means of totemism whose 
savage, i.e. entirely spontaneous life I wish to wor- 
ship.' 

For our purposes two points deserve emphasis: 
1) Artaud's theater of cruelty was designed to 
produce a confrontation with "the secret forces 
of the universe," and 2) he wanted to bring 
forward a layer of meaning more primitive than 

references to established forms of order could 
convey. 

To clarify this idea, let us consider one 
example from Kiefer's work which makes use 
of the theme of Midgard. In this version of 
Midgard (1980/85; figure 1) an artist's palette is 
cast up on the shore alongside the sea. The 
palette is cracked, and a large snake insinuates 
itself into the space created by the crumbling 
palette. What is the role of the references in this 
theater of cruelty presentation'? Although nature 
is the setting, there is nothing natural about the 
scene. It refers as much to Nordic mythology, 
to painting practices, and to the dangers of 
imagination as it does to the earth. Midgard 
symbolizes the earth, which in Nordic mythol- 
ogy has been raised up between heaven and the 
underworld by the gods, yet is under threat (as 
is the whole cosmic order) from evil spirits, 
which include a gigantic snake (Mithgarthsorm) 
encompassing the earth. In a diptych version 
(Midgard, 1983/85), the snake undulates its 
way through the upper region, above the hori- 
zon of the sea, alongside which an isolated 
stone lies like a pebble on the beach. 

These paintings do not fit into classical age 
ideas of representation (a la Foucault) where the 
idea was that a coherent background of natural 
law made it possible that representing forms 
might mirror nature. Contrary to this tradition, 
Artaud wanted theater to deal with primitive 
Dionysian forces, and Kiefer's Midgard and 
Parsifal paintings appear to be realizing this 
representational practice. Derrida argues that 
Artaud wanted to replace iconic representation 
with "original representation." He says that the 
stage 

will not even offer the presentation of a present, if 
present signifies that which is maintained in front of 
me. Cruel representation must permeate me. And 
nonrepresentation is, thus, original representation, if 
representation signifies, also the unfolding of a vol- 
ume, a multidimensional milieu, an experience which 
produces its own space. Spacing [espacementi, that is 
to say the production of space that no speech could 
condense or comprehend (since speech primarily pre- 
supposes this spacing), thereby appeals to a 'new 
notion of space" and 'a specific idea of time."6 

Derrida's idea that original representation pro- 
duces a spacing that we cannot comprehend 
depends for its efficacy on our inability to unify 
conflicting "texts." It reflects, as well, the idea 
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that representation in some form or other is 
unavoidable. He wants to challenge the concep- 
tion of a privileged status for an original, which 
results in our giving images only a secondary 
status, whether on the stage, in pictures, or in 
written (as opposed to spoken) language. 
Derrida portrays Artaud as seeking to overcome 
this secondary status for the image within the 
theater of cruelty, even as Derrida himself 
wishes to overcome it within his philosophy. 

We have already observed this phenomenon 
of spacing within Kiefer's work, as is particu- 
larly evident in Parsifal and Midgard. Their 
power to disturb and to provoke questioning 
resides largely in their placing us between 
vantage points which make sense in isolation 
but when conjoined produce energetic conflict. 
What we must now consider is what is implied 
by Derrida's idea about a "'new notion of 
space" and the attendant idea of time. 

II. 

Particularly important in the consideration of 
Derrida's idea of original representation is the 
way it undermines the idea that nature offers us 
norms against which representations may be 
mapped. Contrary to this view, he holds that 
original representation exposes conflicting 
forces which refuse to yield to any such map- 
ping. What we get, instead, are disturbing 
clashes unresolvable by rational method. In 
what sense does Derrida speak of this as origi- 
nal representation? He means that it exposes an 
original relationship which classical age ideas 
of representation overshadow and obscure. That 
relationship concerns something prior to the 
separation of the mental act from that which it 
represents. Derrida's move is toward the textual 
rather than the mental.7 Moreover, this idea of 
textuality does not accord priority to the signi- 
fied over the signifier. Original representation 
concerns the human activity of marking and 
being marked, using and interpreting signs, and 
creating ways of speaking, writing, painting, 
ritual and dramatic performance to interpret the 
world. 

Fredric Jameson argues that postmodern the- 
orists have staked their positions on the rejec- 
tion of a depth background which determines 
the value of signifiers. Jameson argues that 
"what replaces these various depth models is 

G I L M O U R 

for the most part a conception of practices, 
discourses and textual play," not even 
grounded in the unity of a human subject. Thus, 
"depth is replaced by surface, or by multiple 
surfaces (what is often called intertextuality is 
in that sense no longer a matter of depth). "8 
The "spacing" Dermida speaks of in connection 
with the theater of cruelty creates an intertextual 
site on which these multiple surfaces may 
interact. Kiefer's Midgard is such a site, con- 
fronting us with the clash between our textual 
idea of nature as an ordered background and 
mythological accounts of cosmic forces which 
threaten to undermine that ideal. In doing so, he 
detaches elemental cosmological concerns from 
the rationalism of modern thought. 

This feature of Kiefer's work is particularly 
important, showing up repeatedly in his land- 
scape stagings. For example, his treatment of 
the horizon line in the scorched earth paintings 
(e.g., Cherubim and Seraphim) and in Midgard 
turns the difference between earth and heaven 
into a sign-difference between the visible and 
the invisible. Figure 1 manifests this feature of 
his landscapes and their power to create an 
encounter with cosmic forces. Gudrun Imboden 
has described this aspect of Kiefer's land- 
scapes. 

Earth and heaven make up the protagonists; the horizon 
takes care of casting the parts. And yet nothing is 
happening. The plowed fields are fallow; heaven is 
pushed back, pushed almost out of the pictures. There 
is nothing to cushion the missing event. Neither fog nor 
light, nor any other natural phenomenon between 
heaven and earth allegorically replace the incident. The 
infinitely vast horizons . . . do no lead us to the 
atmosphere of the infinite. They are the boundary 
between heaven and earth; instead of melting "near" 
with "far," they separate that below from that above.9 

This highlights Kiefer's use of representation to 
evoke elemental differences (earth/heavens, 
below/above, near/far, visible/invisible). 

This line of reasoning accords well with 
Artaud's own conception of the theater of 
cruelty. He says that the "theater still remains 
the most active and efficient site of passage for 
those immense analogical disturbances in which 
ideas are arrested in flight at some point in their 
transmutation into the abstract. " 10 Kiefer's 
Midgard is one such site for creating "analog- 
ical disturbances," as are the other works 
considered here. Such gestures reflect an 
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intertextual basis, rather than one depending on 
either a law-like natural background or a unified 
conscious subject. 

Jameson perceives the postmodern shift away 
from grounding art on the subject as a "waning 
of the great high-modernist thematics of time 
and temporality, the elegaic mysteries of duree 
and of memory.. . . - " In part, this reflects the 
"decentering of that formerly centered subject 
or psyche, "12 which is essential to the bour- 
geois idea of the individual. Derrida's idea that 
in the theater of cruelty there is a "production 
of space that no speech could condense or 
comprehend" corresponds, perhaps, to this 
decentering tendency, putting even the idea of 
progress in history in doubt. Jameson thinks of 
this fragmentation as a general feature of the 
postmodern period. 

We have often been told . . . that we now inhabit the 
synchronic rather than the diachronic, and I think it is 
at least empirically arguable that our daily life, our 
psychic experience, our cultural languages, are today 
dominated by categories of space rather than by cate- 
gories of time, as in the preceding period of high 
modernism proper.'3 

The force of this point is that the spacing act of 
a painter like Kiefer confuses us concerning our 
relation to the past and the human identity we 
associate with it. When he joins allusions to the 
Exodus and to the Edda myths with modern 
industrial landscapes, we find that our sense of 
the historical past is undermined. 4 Kiefer sim- 
ply will not allow us, or his German contem- 
poraries, to treat the past as comprehensible 
within the terms of simple presence. Instead the 
reverberating strands of a complex past require, 
as Derrida holds, that we must always defer our 
desire for simple comprehension. It is in this 
sense that Derrida says: 

Differance is what makes the movement of significa- 
tion possible only if each element that is said to be 
"present," appearing on the stage of presence, is 
related to something other than itself but retains the 
mark of a past element and already lets itself be 
hollowed out by the mark of its relation to a future 
element. This trace relates no less to what is called the 
future than to what is called the past, and it constitutes 
what is called the present by this very relation to what 
it is not. . .. 

Kiefer's art seems to stage presences which 
have this capacity to bring present and past 
together and to pose cosmic questions that 

emerge from the absence of a rational back- 
ground. Like Artaud he stages analogical dis- 
turbances which "add to our fully known feel- 
ings the expression of states of mind belonging 
to the half-conscious realm, which the sugges- 
tions of gestures will always express more 
adequately than the precise localized meaning 
of words."' 6 

Whereas modernism left the world view of 
modern science and its idea of objective refer- 
ence intact, Kiefer's postmodern stagings un- 
dermine that world view and its assumption of 
both the knowing and expressive subject. In 
particular our understanding of the expressive 
subject gets altered by Kiefer's complex textual 
strategies. However, as Jameson observes, this 
does not mean "that the cultural products of the 
postmodern era are utterly devoid of feeling, 
but rather that such feelings-which it may be 
better and more accurate to call 'intensities'- 
are now free-floating and impersonal...."17 
These intensities are created in Kiefer's work 
by his confronting us with Dionysian forces 
modern humanity would just as soon repress. 
That is one of the primary purposes for the shift 
toward original representation. 

III. 

The reassessment of the status of the image 
points toward a family of questions that are 
quite vexing within current discussions of post- 
modernism. When the depth background for 
images is lost, what is to prevent our concluding 
that they all function on the same level-an 
array of visual forms that constitute a struc- 
tureless simulacrum?Jean Baudrillard has drawn 
precisely this conclusion, arguing that our cul- 
ture has become aestheticized to such a degree 
that we produce whatever we will apart from 
background normative structures: a "hyper- 
reality" no longer depending on an original. 

Abstraction today is no longer that of the map, the 
double, the mirror or the concept. Simulation is no 
longer that of a territory, a referential being or a 
substance. It is the generation by models of a real 
without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory no 
longer precedes the map, nor survives it. Henceforth, it 
is the map that precedes the territory . . . it is the map 
that engenders the territory. 18 

Baudrillard goes on to observe that this under- 
mines the distinction between the imaginary 
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and the real, on which so much of our idea of 
representation depends. Original representation, 
then, might be treated as prior to our being able 
to make the distinction between simulation and 
reality. 

Kiefer's own artistic practices may appear to 
lend support to Baudrillard's radicalization of 
the idea of original representation. If the origi- 
nal relationship of inscription concerns no more 
than the play of differences, each of which has 
a certain claim on our attention, then it is hard 
to grasp how the various histories they form 
signify anything beyond their sheer power to 
persuade, give pleasure, create terror, etc. 
Jameson (quoting Guy Debord) diagnoses the 
problem for postmodern culture in this way: 
"The new spatial logic of the simulacrum can 
now be expected to have a momentous effect on 
what used to be historical time."19 He means, 
of course, that if images are not copies of an 
original, then the whole idea of a collective 
history rests on something like "a vast collec- 
tion of images, a multitudinous photographic 
simulacrum."20 While Jameson's concern is 
that we perceive the levelling of all values 
within late capitalism, Kiefer's use of the idea 
of the simulacrum goes beyond this cultural 
critique (which he does seem to share with 
Jameson). 

We can begin to see this if we consider 
Kiefer's huge painting entitled Ways of Worldly 
Wisdom (1976/77; figure 2), which is a partic- 
ularly striking example of an intertextual work. 
Kiefer creates a forest scene into which he 
inscribes portraits of eighteen figures from Ger- 
man history, ranging from an unnamed soldier 
to such luminaries as Fichte, Schleiermacher, 
Kleist, Rilke, Holderlin, and Heidegger. Their 
faces seem etched into the space, as if they were 
growing there like the trees composing the 
background forest. A snakelike structure of 
branches linking them together reinforces this 
impression of the unity of humans with the 
forest setting, although this is counterbalanced 
by the violent way one of the branches transects 
the face of the soldier. At the center of the 
painting, Kiefer presents a burning log fire over 
which he has inscribed the words "Die 
Hermanns-Schlact," referring to a legendary 
battle of the ninth century celebrated in German 
history. In addition to these words, Kiefer 
writes in the names of each of the portrayed 
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figures and the title of the painting, "Wege der 
Weltweisheit," in the upper left hand corner. 

This painting approaches the historical con- 
dition Jameson described, "a vast collection of 
images, a multitudinous photographic simu- 
lacrum." This is evident in the fact that Kiefer 
has borrowed the images from famous portraits 
done by other artists. Moreover, Kiefer pro- 
vides them with a setting (the forest) which 
reverberates with German romantic themes, 
which have been repressed within postwar Ger- 
many. Derrida's idea of the trace helps us to 
comprehend Kiefer's strategy, since the traces 
he identifies from German history create a 
highly charged setting in which that history may 
be reassessed. The painting speaks to the trag- 
edy of German history, bringing even the most 
admired intellectuals before the refining fire 
which burns in the center of the painting. 

Kiefer's presentation of German history in 
terms of stereotypical images indicates his per- 
ception of the power of the simulacrum within 
twentieth-century history. His own transforma- 
tions of images within the "Ways of Worldly 
Wisdom" series show his grasp of the power of 
the image-making process. He employs the 
portraits in many different forms, constructing 
books of prints where they are projected along- 
side, and in relief against, images of trees and 
their growth rings. They reappear in a series of 
mixed media paintings, where the prints serve 
as the basis for Kiefer's historical picture gal- 
lery. Through this game of transformations, 
Kiefer shows a postmodern sensibility and 
warns us of the power of simulacra within 
history. 

Nevertheless, we can see that he departs from 
Baudrillard's celebration of the recession of 
reality and the triumph of humanly contrived 
"hyperreality." Although Kiefer employs sim- 
ulation practices in his work, often working 
from simulated environments created within his 
studio which he studies, photographs, turns into 
images for books and eventually into paintings, 
his purpose diverges from Baudrillard's advo- 
cacy of the hyperreal. On the contrary, Kiefer's 
simulation exercises pose questions about our 
contemporary attitudes toward images and sug- 
gest the problematic character of the turn to- 
ward the hyperreal. This "serious" side to 
Kiefer's work, contrasting as it does with 
Baudrillard's joy in the play of the differences, 
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is evident in figure 2. The fire in the center, 
whose refining power symbolizes Kiefer's hope 
for renewal and revitalization of German his- 
tory, reminds us of the place of fire within 
Kiefer's scorched earth paintings, which were 
inspired by the cultivation practices of German 
farmers who burn the fields to prepare the earth 
for the next growing season. Similarly, Kiefer 
associates the artist's palette with fire in several 
paintings, indicating his faith in the power of art 
to renew history.21 In this respect at least, his 
postmodernism still retains one central goal of 
the avant-garde. 

In addition, Kiefer's Midgard illustrates an- 
other of his departures from the culture of the 
simulacra, since its cosmic theme sets human 
purposes in relief against the unknown. 
Baudrillard's approach hardly leaves a place for 
such considerations. Even Jameson speaks 
about an alteration in twentieth-century culture 
which results in 

the moment of a radical eclipse of Nature itself: 
Heidegger's "field path" is after all irredeemably and 
irrevocably destroyed by late capital, by the green 
revolution, by neocolonialism and the megalopolis, 
which runs its superhighways over the older fields and 
vacant lots, and turns Heidegger's "house of being" 
into condominiums. .2.. 

Without minimizing the importance of 
Jameson's diagnosis, Kiefer's Midgard makes 
it clear that cosmic questions will not disappear 
under the weight of the "radical eclipse of 
Nature" arising from dominance by the simu- 
lacra. On the contrary, Kiefer effectively re- 
news questions of origin which the substitution 
of the code for reality seems to shunt aside, 
indicating perhaps that Heidegger's "house of 
being" will not be submerged. 

We can see what is at stake in Kiefer's 
cosmic landscapes if we return to Artaud's 
theater of cruelty and its fascination with the 
primitive. Kiefer's attitude toward the represen- 
tation of these forces is governed less by a 
desire to suggest primitivism as a "solution" to 
the problem of modernity than by a desire to 
expose its governing assumptions. He seems to 
want our encounter with elemental forces to 
have cautionary effects on our desire to create a 
future from our own codes alone. Therefore, he 
employs the archaic to suggest that cosmology 
and history cannot be torn asunder. The impor- 
tance of this issue comes sharply into focus 

from an example cited by Jameson, who speaks 
of the Bonaventura Hotel in Los Angeles as a 
symbol of the attempt to create the hyperreal. 
"I believe that, with a certain number of other 
characteristic postmodern buildings, such as the 
Beaubourg in Paris, or the Eaton Center in 
Toronto, the Bonaventura aspires to being a 
total space, a complete world, a kind of minia- 
ture city.'23 Yet this aspiration to a "total 
space," to a "complete world" is precisely 
what Midgard suggests is not possible; the 
snake will remain, as will the earth, sea, and 
sky. The closure we seek to achieve will remain 
forever premature. 

This feature of Kiefer's work supports the 
conclusion that his version of the postmodern 
has more to do with challenging the world view 
of modernity than with overcoming modernism 
per se. His intertextual strategies have more to 
do with exposing modern myths than with any 
desire on his part to contribute to a new era in 
art. And it is from these intertextual conflicts 
that Kiefer's work gains its emotional power. 
They reflect the collective sources and insecu- 
rities which govern life in the postmodern 
moment. 

i Donald Kuspit, "Flak from the 'Radicals': The 
American Case Against Current German Painting," in 
Expressions: New Art from Germany, ed. Jack Cowart (St. 
Louis Art Museum, 1983), p. 44. 

2 Anselm Kiefer (Stadtische Kunsthalle Dusseldorf; 
ARC/Musee d'Art Modem de la Ville de Paris; The Israel 
Museum, 1984), p. 132. There are several other works on 
this theme including two paintings titled Seraphim 
(1983/84), The Order of Angels (1983/84), and an untitled 
work shown at the Paul Maenz Gallery (Koln, 1986). The 
latter work is particularly interesting since Kiefer superim- 
poses a large propeller blade sculpted from lead onto a 
scorched earth setting; the members of the celestial hierar- 
chy are represented by a series of lead-covered stones hung 
from the canvas. 

' Jacques Derrida, "La Parole Souflee," in Writing 
and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London, 1985), p. 185. 

4 Jacques Derrida, "The Theater of Cruelty and the 
Closure of Representation," Writing and Difference, p. 
235. 

5 Antonin Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, tr. 
Mary Caroline Richards (New York, 1958), p. 10. 

6 Derrida, p. 237. 
7 Derrida holds: "Thus, the closure of classical repre- 

sentation, but also the reconstitution of a closed space or 
original representation, the archi-manifestation of force or 
of life. A closed space, that is to say a space produced from 
within itself, and no longer organized from the vantage of 
an other absent site, an illocality, an alibi, or an invisible 
utopia. The end of representation, but also original repre- 
sentation; the end of interpretation, but also an original 
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interpretation that no master-speech, no project of mastery 
will have permeated and leveled in advance" (Ibid, p. 238). 

8 Fredric Jameson, "Postmodernism, or The Cultural 
Logic of Late Capitalism, " New Left Review 146 (1984): 62. 

9 Gudrun Imboden, "Exodus from Historical Time,"' 
in Anselm Kiefer, ed. Paul Maenz and Gerd de Vries (Koln, 
1986), p. 5. Hereafter referred to as Kiefer Catalog ( 1986). 

10 Artaud, p. 109. 
1 Jameson, p. 64. 
12 Ibid, p. 63. 
'3 Ibid, p. 64. Jameson argues elsewhere that the 

experience of the schizophrenic reflects the postmodern 
condition. He writes, "It is because language has a past and 
a future, because the sentence moves in time, that we can 
have what seems to us a concrete or lived experience of 
time. But since the schizophrenic does not know language 
articulation in that way, he or she does not have our 
experience of temporal continuity either, but is condemned 
to live a perpetual present with which the various moments 
of his or her past have little connection and for which there 
is no conceivable future on the horizon" (Fredric Jameson, 
"Postmodernism and Consumer Society," in The Anti- 
Aesthetic: Essays in Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster 
[Port Townsend, Washington, 1983], p. 119). 

14 Recent work by Kiefer that features such themes is 
found in Anselm Kiefer: Departure from Egypt, 1984-85, 
(Marian Goodman Gallery, 1985); and in Kiefer Catalog 
(1986). 

15 Jacques Derrida, "Differance," Speech and Phe- 
nomena, trans. David B. Allison (Northwestern University 
Press, 1973), p. 142-43. 

16 Artaud, p. 109. Steven Henry Madoff reports that 
Kiefer said in an interview: "I tell stories in my pictures in 
order to show what's behind the story. I make a hole and go 
through. I use perspective to draw the viewer in like a bee 
to the flower. But then I want the viewer to get by that, to 
go down through the sediment...." (Quoted in "Anselm 
Kiefer: A Call to Memory," Art News [October, 1988]: 
128). 

17 Jameson, "Postmodernism . . . Capitalism," p. 64. 
18 Jean Baudrillard, Simulations, trans. Paul Foss, 

Paul Patton, and Philip Beitchman (New York, 1983), p. 4. 
19 Jameson, "Postmodernism . . . Capitalism," p. 66. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Fire imagery appears in many of Kiefer's paintings, 

such as Germany's Spiritual Heroes (1973), Nero Painting 
(1974), Operation Sea Lion I (1975), and Painting of the 
Scorched Earth (1974). In many of his works Kiefer 
features the association of fire with the palette and with the 
ancient blacksmith and alchemist. For discussion of this 
topic see my forthcoming book, Fire on the Earth: Anselm 
Kiefer and the Postmodern World. For discussion of the 
scorched earth paintings and their relationship to German 
agricultural practices see Madoff, "Anselm Kiefer: A Call 
to Memory," p. 126. 

22 Jameson, "Postmodernism . . . Capitalism," p. 77. 
23 Ibid, p. 81. 

An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 
American Society of Aesthetics Conference in October, 
1987. I owe a special debt to Martin Donougho for 
perceptive comments on the earlier version. Partially funded 
by the NEA Endowment Fund from Alfred University. 
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