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Thomas Schiitte: Something is missing (1980)

Among the drawings and prints by Thomas Schitte in the Goetz Collection (Munich) is a
work on paper, signed and dated October 29th, 1980. (lll. 1) Centre of the horizontal format is
a black cloud of sprayed paint. Almost in
the middle of its upper third, it bears the
following inscription: ETWAS FEHLT
ETWRS FENLY (Something is missing). It is spelled out in

yellow capital sans-serif letters. In the

lower margin, handwritten notes clarify
that the drawing is the design for an outside
neon-work to be executed in the dimensions of either 40 x 450 cm or 50 x 300 cm.*

In layout and nature it corresponds with drawings from the 1960s and early 1970s by artists
such as Carl Andre, Sol LeWitt and Bruce Nauman. With elementary means they fix a well
thought-out idea up to the point where the execution might follow subsequently. Idea and
execution are dealt with as two different phenomena, intellectual work and physical execution
are considered as two interrelated kinds of artistic practice. This neutralises the simplistic
logic that the one has to immediately succeed the other; the asymmetry of intellectual and
manual work is declared obsolete. The cause, circumstances and time of realization are, and

remain, a matter of negotiation.



Due to the inclination and engagement of Konrad Fischer, who after a career as an artist in
1967 started to work as art dealer, curator and co-producer of art-works, central ideas could be
firstly seen realized in Europe as mostly site-specific works in the rooms Fischer then rented
in Dlsseldorf. They were located in Neubriickstral3e, Andreasstral3e, Platanenstral3e and
Mutter-Ey-StralRe. Fischer invited American and British artists by sending them flight tickets
who travelled to Dusseldorf for that very purpose. The invitation gave them a chance to
realize and install a new work and meet friends and colleagues. ? In 1972 a mixture of
overview and resume of these artistic approaches oscillating between what is called Minimal
and Conceptual Art could be seen in the section “Idee und Idee/Licht” at documenta 5 in
Kassel, curated by Konrad Fischer and Klaus Honnef.

It is this documenta that Schutte visited and confronted himself with thoroughly. It gave him
an introduction to what then was understood as contemporary art on an international level.
His idea for the outside neon-work has not yet been realised. It is part of the distinctively so-
called repertoire of artistic practices, works and ideas which he began to build up as seriously
as playfully during his time at the Diisseldorf Art Academy between 1973 and 1981.* In
Dusseldorf and Paris Schitte envisioned and installed works, both in private or public spaces,
professionalizing himself in the choice and placement of words and slogans as well as the
presentation of own works. Around the time of and immediately after his graduation and
supported by Kasper Koénig's 1980 initiative to propose Schiitte for the Jirgen-Ponto-Award,
the number of exhibitions with a wider range of publicity increased. Schiitte used them as
possibilities to both spread out his repertoire and self-consciously test by then established
artistic formats going back to the 1960s.

Three examples: First, Schittes first solo exhibition at Ridiger Schottle gallery in 1980, then
located in the Martiusstrale in Munich. A choice of works ranging from Griine

Kacheln/Green Tiles (1980) over Punkte/Spots (1980) to Kollektion/ Collection (1980) was



presented as a “decorative project” featuring one, at maximum two works per room. (lll. 2-5)




Second, the decoration of the postcard-shop of Buchhandlung Walther Kénig 1981 in

Cologne’s Ehrenstralie. (11l. 6-7)

In collaboration with the fellow artist Ludger Gerdes Schutte installed a frieze of upright
colourfields in red on a yellow ground all around the walls with the inscription, *Alles in
Ordnung’ (Everything ok) marked out as condensation trails on the bluish ceiling. Third, the
installation of a ‘garland’ in Marlboro-red color from the ‘Kollektion” (1977) around the
ceiling of the office in which Kasper Konig worked as the exhibition commissioner for the

exhibition, Westkunst, which took place the same year in Cologne’s Messehallen.”

(11.8)
Schitte’s activity coincided with that of artists such as Bruce Nauman who were present in
Dusseldorf as persona and with their work due do their connections to Konrad Fischer and
other leading curators und museum directors; artistic positions from the 1960s were

enthusiastically taken up by curators and critically reflected in retrospect by individual



protagonists.® The enthusiasm for this art’s autonomous unapproachability, its conscious
dealing with space and time, and the accompanying reduction of artistic means, contrast with
the result of an reflection that Mario Merz had published for the first time in 1976 under the
title: *A very long Sunday has lasted since 1966 - and we are now in 1976.” The “stripping of
(European) culture’ is dealt with as a symbolic process, which, on the one hand, had led to an
impoverishment of artistic forms of expression and on the other, had shaken art’s ability to
catch up with those subjects which were now most relevant. Merz winds up with an
ambivalent assessment of this ‘Sunday’-self-referentiality of art. His text does not suggest a
way out. The reach of art is limited: its original material, “‘mud’, is the same things as that
which business wants to shape and sell.’

It is one characteristic of Bruce Nauman’s artistic practice not to give in to such irrevocable
truths. Instead of looking for ways out, he is interested in finding a solution to the most
difficult problem, namely ‘to present an idea as directly as possible.”® In 1980, a version of
Nauman’s neon-work, ‘Sweet-Suite-Substitute’ was presented in the staircase of Museum
Haus Lange in Krefeld.® The idea for this work goes back to a drawing dated 1968 and
measuring 47.5 x 60 cm, which was then part of Konrad Fischer’s collection. Nauman’s
handwritten annotations clarify that the drawing is the design for a wall-work, in which the
programming of the sequence of illumination reveals the three layers of letters, forming the
words SWEET, SUITE, SUBSTITUTE, in succession. According to Nauman, art like this is
intended to replace your favourite furniture.'® In the same year, 1980, Nauman designed the
outside neon-work “Galerie mit Bleistift Fischer’ (Gallery with Fischer Pencil). Shortly
afterwards, it was installed on a wall of the inner courtyard of the Konrad Fischer Gallery in
PlatanenstraRe in Diisseldorf.**

Against this background, Schitte's design for the neon-work mentioned above turns out to be

a respectful bow to Bruce Nauman and a logical development. In 1980, with regard to the



condition of art, the most obvious thing to do was to draw attention to whatever was missing:
an interest in interior decoration, the abundance of form, an awareness of detail and the
pleasure in playing. Similarly Schitte rediscovered suppressed historical styles such as
baroque and rococo: He used postcards showing different sumptuous period interiors of the
Munich Residenz as invitation card for his first solo exhibition at the Schéttle Gallery in 1980
and around that time set up a nine-part tableau with a variety of postcards from the same

source.*? (11I. 9-10)

MUSSTELLUN 6 N SCHOTILE
]

Schitte’s practice does not develop in a linear manner as might be suggested by the
progression of exhibitions in which he featured: Westkunst. Zeitgendssische Kunst seit 193/
Westkunst. Contemporary Art since 1939 (Kdln, Messehallen/ Cologne exhibition halls,
1981); von hier aus (Dusseldorf, Messegelande, Halle 13/ exhibition centre, hall 13, 1984);
and documentas 8 and 9 in 1987 and 1992. They are moments within a chronological table,
from which one can learn about his different editorial decisions in relation to architecture,

urban development, utopia, the monument, the decorative, and the various artistic



mechanisms of realisation. Within this spectrum, Schiitte has analysed the publicity value of
models and maquettes, accompanying drawings, and outdoor works, without identifying
himself with the self-image of architects and town planners. The ambitious debate between
artists and curators on the one hand, and art magazines such as Kunstforum International on
the other, which took place between 1983 and 1985, was essentially influenced by the
discussion of the study, Learning from Las Vegas, by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown
and Steven Izenour, published in German in 1979."

In the section entitled “heute’ (today) of the 1981 Westkunst exhibition, in the booth of the
Rudiger Schottle Gallery and on a table especially manufactured for this occasion, Schitte

presented three models on a scale of 1:5, entitled *Schiff, Biihne, Kiste” (Ship, Stage, Box).

(1. 11-13)




This solution resulted from the failure of the original idea of building a ramp, which visitors
would have walked up. The “ship’ took up this idea of the ramp in a reduced scale. The ship’s
bow and one side were decorated with a total of seven ‘garlands’ in different colours and
styles. The “ship” was accompanied by a box, covered with adhesive foil and supported by
millboard columns also covered in foil. Attached to the front of the box was a banner made of
green cloth and inscribed with the words ‘Pro Status Quo’ in white, capital sans-serif letters.
A second attendant construction was a kind of semicircular revolving stage.™*

The whole installation clearly formulated three basic situations or scenes of human behaviour,
which, due to their repetition, can lay claim to being universally valid. Dynamic departure, the
will to persist, and enactment were presented like a model of a trinity on a table, which both
alludes to the proverbial negotiating table and assumes the function of a pedestal for the
exhibited works. The installation was a pointed presentation of a three-dimensional,
‘constructed picture’ of an undecided situation.™

Schutte, other artists, gallerists, and curators have always liked to use the tension which
presents itself in such a situation as a metaphor to heighten an understanding of the situation
and the possibilities of art in the wake of modernism.*® In this context and due to its wide-
ranging potential, the model as a concept, an attitude, and a phenomenon became a much
needed guiding term."’

Any concentration on the chronology reveals that Schiitte’s career developed within a
network of people, such as Kasper Kénig and Konrad Fischer, and of institutions, which
accompanied his development as supportive catalysts, as friends to turn to or as trading
partners.*® In parallel to this, Schiitte continued to work on the broadening and consolidation
of his repertoire, regardless of trends such as the painting style of the so-called *Junge Wilde’
or of the fact that in the early 1980s he was temporarily relegated to the so-called ‘model

builders.”Schutte created a range of works: series of paintings and drawings, designs for



sculptures, works to be placed outside, stage sets, models, and installations. On the occasion
of his first one-man-show at Haus Lange in Krefeld in 1986, all of the works created up to
that time could be experienced in the round and now Schutte’s talent for art and for
exhibition-making became clear. Against the background of an increasingly academic debate,
the catalogue essay by Julian Heynen, written in the style of a collage, proves to be a
congenial addition to the literature and helps to deepen and broaden the focus.*

In 1988 Bettina Hesse wrote of Schitte's talent for scenography in a short story entitled ‘Der
Zeremonienmeister’ (The Master of Ceremonies/The Scenewright), which was published in
the catalogue accompanying the exhibition at Kunsthalle Baden-Baden.?’ Around this time,
Schitte had begun to concpetualise and realise exhibitions as touring shows with allusive
titles such as Sieben Felder (Seven Fields, 1990), to give interviews coining distinct
metaphors and to write and publish stories that with a sense of dark humour deal with the
auto-destructive and nightmarish aspects of the common practices and developments within
the so-called art world. Within this field of activity we discern the common belief that one can
identify what is missing and find a way forward on this basis.The fact that Schiitte can think
through his models, and uses previously suppressed means, such as figuration and colour
washes, allows him to operate from an advantageous position.?!

Asked by Heinz Norbert Jocks in an interview from 1994 what his art was aiming at, Schutte
answered: ‘I only see the official direction, which for a hundred years has been the tabula
rasa. Always nonrepresentational, always the empty table, on which there is nothing. Art as
science, as discourse, as analysis, decayed down to the bones.’?

Since his 1980 exhibition at the Riidiger Schottle Gallery, and with all the works which
followed, Schutte has shown humour and his antenna for the stubbornness of art. Whether
alone or in association with fellow artists, he has continually proved himself not to be

complacent. With his mind, both hands and both feet, he has increased the truthfulness of a



realisation formulated in 1967 by Michelangelo Pistoletto, that the intellect is suitable for
raising and putting questions, but really quite useless as a tool for finding answers.?* As

Thomas Schiitte put it in 1983: *The only thing that leads to something is to identify the

situation and constructively work on it.”**
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Westkunst-Office Kasper Konig with Marlbororoter Girlande/Garland in Marlboro-Red around the ceiling,
Cologne 1979-180

courtesy Thomas Schiitte

Photo: Thomas Schitte, Dusseldorf

1.9

Thomas Schiitte

Solo Exhibition ,,Works 1977 to 1980 (10.05.-10.06.1980)
Munich, Ridiger Schéttle Gallery 1980

Design for Invitation Card (Cover)

courtesy Thomas Schutte

Photo: Thomas Schiitte, Diisseldorf

1. 10

Thomas Schiitte

Solo Exhibition ,,Works 1977 to 1980* (10.05.-10.06.1980)
Munich, Ridiger Schéttle Gallery 1980

Design for Invitation Card (Back)

courtesy Thomas Schtte

1. 11

Thomas Schiitte

Westkunst-Modelle/Westkunst Models: Schiff/Ship 1:20 (1980)
Cardboard, 25 x 50 x 25 cm

courtesy Thomas Schutte

Photo: Thomas Schiitte, Disseldorf

1. 12

Thomas Schiitte

Westkunst-Modelle/Westkunst Models: Biihne/Stage 1:20 (1980)
Wood, paint, photographs, 35 x 50 x 25 cm

courtesy Thomas Schtte

Photo: Candida Hofer, Dusseldorf



1. 13
Thomas Schiitte
Westkunst-Modelle/ Westkunst Models: Kiste/Box 1:20 (1980)

Cardboard, steel, 35 x 50 x 25 cm
courtesy Thomas Schitte
Photo: Candida Hofer, Dusseldorf



