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Abstract		
As published in the conference programme. 

German artist Joseph Beuys (1921–1986) became world-renowned in the 
1960s and 1970s for his performances, sculptural works and political 
activities. He was, however, a prolific producer of drawings from the beginning 
of his career in 1945, when, after fighting in the Second World War, he first 
decided to become an artist. In 1984, towards the end of his life, he told 
Bernice Rose of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, ‘Drawing is the first 
visible form in my works ... the changing point from the invisible powers to the 
visible thing’. To the viewer, Beuys’s drawings appear at first sight as highly 
idiosyncratic demonstrations of his manipulation of materials into line, form 
and texture. 
Applying a methodology based on new materialist ideas, this paper 
challenges the notion that drawings are simply a spontaneous representation 
of the artist’s thoughts and closely examines Beuys’s drawings in the context 
of European cultural history. It will ask: How did Beuys react to past 
conceptions of stylistic formation when developing his own manner of 
drawing? What role did past traditions of drawing play in his self-positioning 
within contemporary draughtsmanship? Can Beuys’s innovative use of form 
and materials be placed now (retrospectively) in an historical continuum of 
drawing tradition? 
The paper will be illustrated with selected examples of Beuys’s drawings from 
the Tate and National Galleries of Scotland ARTIST ROOMS collection, which 
are the subject of the author’s current research 1. 
 

                                            
1 Artist Rooms is an inspirational collection of modern and contemporary art acquired for the nation by the National 
Galleries of Scotland and Tate through the generosity of Anthony d'Offay. The collection was acquired with 
support from the National Heritage Memorial Fund, the Art Fund and the Scottish & British Governments. See 
http://www.tate.org.uk/artist-rooms and https://www.nationalgalleries.org/collection/artist-rooms/ [Accessed 31 
March 2016].  
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Introduction	–	Hare’s	Blood	
Beuys’s drawings may at first sight appear highly idiosyncratic manipulation of 
materials into line, form and texture. Looking at a drawing like Hare’s Blood, 
1974-7 we see a deep, purpose-built frame containing a large sheet of 
aluminium (about 80 x 108 cm) coated green 2. It has pencil marks – drawings 
of a pair of legs, a person, an animal, and a large ‘X’ -cross, a line of hare’s 
blood across the centre, a stamp, and a signature. Putting it alongside Dürer’s 
famous 1502 drawing of a hare, it is not directly apparent that they share a 
common drawing history at all 3; they appear to be worlds apart. Is Beuys’s 
Hare’s Blood even a “real” drawing? If so, where did it come from? How can it 
be related to a history of drawing practice? 
This paper aims to show that Beuys’s work is rooted in history as well as 
being innovative, using examples of Beuys’s drawings in the ARTIST ROOMS 
collection to consider his drawing practice in the context of European cultural 
history. The role that past traditions of drawing played will be examined, to 
show how Beuys reacted to previous conceptions of stylistic formation, and to 
show how his use of form and materials can be positioned in drawing 
tradition. 
To achieve this, a close examination of three other works by Beuys from the 
ARTIST ROOMS collection will be carried out: Actress, 1956 4, From the life 
of bees, 1954 5, and For the lecture…, 1974 6. For each, the paper considers 
the form of the work, what materials were used, where the drawing was made, 
and what its purpose was. This is essentially an object-oriented approach 
under which conclusions will be rooted in the works. After all, Beuys said that 
to understand his work one must ‘Respond to the shape of the thing and work 
without prejudice towards its essential components’ 7. Following these three 
                                            
2 Joseph Beuys 1921–1986, Hare’s Blood (Hase Blut), 1974–7. Graphite, blood and stamp on aluminium 
lithographic plate; 795 x 1077 x 51 mm. Tate / National Galleries of Scotland ARTIST ROOMS ref AR00625. 
Illustration: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-hares-blood-ar00625 [accessed 23 March 16].  
3 Albrecht Dürer, Feldhase [Young Hare], 1502. Watercolour and body colour on a cream wash; 251 x 226 mm. 
Albertina, Vienna. Illustration: http://sammlungenonline.albertina.at/#28af1b36-9907-41a4-8f60-7d5124d6b14e 
[accessed 30 March 2016]  
4 Joseph Beuys, Actress, 1956. Crayon and watercolour on paper, 252 x 200 mm. Tate / National Galleries of  
ARTIST ROOMS collection, reference AR00637. Illustration: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-actress-
ar00637 [accessed 23 March 2016]. 
5 Joseph Beuys, :from the Life of the Bees (:aus dem Leben der Bienen), 1954. Watercolour on paper, 502 x 685 
mm. Tate / National Galleries of Scotland ARTIST ROOMS collection, reference AR00635. Illustration: 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-from-the-life-of-the-bees-ar00635 [accessed 24 March 2016].  
6 Joseph Beuys, For the lecture: The social organism - a work of art, Bochum, 2nd March 1974, (Zu dem Vortrag: 
Der Soziale Organismus - ein Kunstwerk, Bochum 2.03.1974), 1974. Chalk on blackboard, 1000 x 1300 x 20 mm. 
Tate / National Galleries of Scotland, ARTIST ROOMS collection reference AR00621. Illustration: 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-for-the-lecture-the-social-organism-a-work-of-art-bochum-2nd-march-
1974-ar00621 [accessed 24 March 2016]. At the time of writing (March 2016) this work was on display in Tate 
Modern, Level 2 West, Room 7, along with other blackboard drawings owned by Tate. It is also known as Aktion 
dritte weg [The third way action].  
7 [um Beuys' Kunst zu verstehen] müsse man] 'auf die Gestalt der Sache eingehen und ohne Vorurteile auf ihre 
Wesensbestandteile hin arbeiten'; Joseph Beuys speaking to Martin Müller in Martin Müller, Wie Man Dem Toten 
Hasen Die Bilder Erklärt: Schamanismus Und Erkenntnis Im Werk von Joseph Beuys [How One Explains 
Drawings to the Dead Hare: Shamanism and Recognition in the Work of Joseph Beuys] (Alfter: VDG, Verlag und 
Datenbank für Geisteswissenschaften, 1994), p. 18. 
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case studies, Hare’s blood will be examined more closely based on the 
findings from those cases.  

First	case:	Actress	
The first case study is of Actress, 1956 4. This is an example of Beuys’s early 
drawings of women. Actress is executed in crayon and watercolour on paper 
that appears to be from an accounts book or similar; there are vertical and 
horizontal lines printed on the verso, barely visible in the original and not seen 
at all in the reproduction. On the right are perforations where the sheet has 
been detached from the original book; they would be on the left of the ruled 
side of the paper. While the left and bottom sides of the paper are clean-cut, 
presumably the original edges, the top edge is torn by hand. Note that the 
white area at the top of the illustration is not part of the work but simply a part 
of the mount that was cropped to shape by the photographer; the original 
height of the paper is not apparent. 
The paper is very yellowed. It is not certain whether it was quite as dark when 
Beuys drew on it, but it is reasonable to assume that it was in any case darker 
than standard white drawing paper, and that Beuys selected it at least in part 
for this reason, so that he could use the pale pink colour on it that contrasts 
with the background. The outline is drawn in thin, dark black crayon with swift 
movements. Parts of the figure are heightened with the addition of pale pink 
watercolour or gouache, giving some fullness to the body.  
Beuys focused on the torso and thighs of the subject, while the lower legs and 
arms disappear towards the ends, except for the right arm which is complete 
with bracelets. There is a pedestal, tall pot or perhaps an ashtray behind the 
figure. She could be putting out a cigarette. Around the knees, there is 
horizontal shading as if Beuys has rubbed the side of the crayon against the 
paper while it rested on a coarse wood grain, a kind of frottage. These straight 
lines, apparently produced with mechanical assistance, contrast with the 
smooth flowing lines of the woman’s body. A pale, shaded shape extending 
form the neck down between the breasts looks like an anatomical 
representation of the oesophagus, though it ends in something like an 
arrowhead where the stomach would be. 
The woman’s head is missing altogether. It is possible that Beuys tore the 
paper first and then drew the headless figure, but the precision of the tear 
across the neck and the proximity of the drawn lines to the tear suggest that 
Beuys first drew a figure with a head then tore the head off. The body looks 
anything other than dead, so perhaps Beuys felt that by removing the head 
the drawing becomes less a portrait of a specific woman and more a portrayal 
of womanhood, Beuys’s idea of a woman. 
Some techniques that relate to historical drawing practice are evident. The 
technique of drawing on coloured paper, so that both dark and light colours 
can be added, has been known since renaissance Venice. Albrecht Dürer 
used the technique in his Head of an Angel, 1506 8. Dürer had an enduring 

                                            
8 Albrecht Dürer, Kopf des Laute spielenden Engels [Head of the loudly playing Angel] (Study for Feast of the 
Rosary), 1506. Brush and ink, wash, heightened by white, on blue paper. The Albertina Museum, Vienna, Austria. 
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influence on German artists, including Beuys; he addressed Dürer as if he 
were a living friend in his controversial work I will personally guide Baader and 
Meinhof through Documenta V, 1972, which consists of two placards, like 
those carried in protest marches, with the text in two parts “I will personally 
guide Baader +’ and ‘+ Meinhof through Documenta V’ 9,10. Beuys shared with 
Dürer an interest his own image as artist; this is evident in Must one really 
wear a hat as a German artist nowadays?, a collage of Dürer’s famous 1500 
self-portrait and a photo of Beuys 11,12. Art historian Peter-Klaus Schuster 
regards Beuys’s interest in self-image as an echo of the sixteenth century 
humanist view that humans are not created by God, but create themselves:  

This Renaissance consciousness, presented by Dürer in the strikingly Christ-like 
features of this [1500] self-portrait with the re-establishment of man in God’s image, 
did not involve any elements of wanton hubris for the humanists. In fact they had not 
the least doubt that it was everyone's God-given task to use the talents with which 
they had been endowed in such a way that they once again became God’s image 13. 

Beuys expressed the importance of self-determination with his famous phrase 
‘everyone is an artist’. According to Schuster, in establishing this chief maxim 
within his expanded concept of art Beuys…  

… invoked the Renaissance, and particularly Leonardo da Vinci rather than German 
Idealism. Leonardo is Beuys’s very much admired founder of a modern 
consciousness as well as the start of an associated decline. For the first time both 
experience and mathematical knowledge became crucial for both art and research 
into nature within Leonardo’s encyclopaedic interests. Art was thus not any special 
discipline devoted to beautiful uselessness but rather played its part in the progress 
of knowledge 14. 

If we compare Actress with Leonardo’s drawing Study for a kneeling Leda, 
1506-7, we see some formal similarity (they are both women!), but quite a 
different technique 15. Leonardo drew with fine ink on white paper. We also 
discern a different purpose: Leonardo was preparing for a painting, Leda and 
the swan, whereas Beuys produced the drawing as an artwork in its own right. 
It was framed and displayed shortly after it was made. Leonardo’s painting of 
Leda is lost, but we know it through copies such as the da Sesto’s Leda and 

                                                                                                                             
Illustration: http://sammlungenonline.albertina.at/#eac1cc6f-be10-4d1b-a2a0-cebbb2bd85e3 [accessed 30 March 
2016].  
9 Ich fu ̈hre perso ̈nlich Baader + + Meinhof durch die Documenta V [I will personally guide Baader and Meinhof 
through Documenta V], 1972. (Exhibited at Documenta V, 1972). Illustration: http://www.e-
flux.com/announcements/regarding-terror-the-raf-exhibition/ [accessed 23 March 16].   
10 In 1970 Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof had formed the Red Army Faction (RAF), a notorious West German 
far-left militant group (also known as the Baader-Meinhof gang). 
11 Albrecht Dürer, Self-portrait in a Fur-Collared Robe, 1500. Oil on linden wood; 671 x 487 mm. Alte Pinakothek 
Munich. Illustration: http://www.pinakothek.de/en/albrecht-duerer/self-portrait-fur-trimmed-robe [accessed 30 
March 2016].  
12 Joseph Beuys, Must One Really Wear A Hat As A German Artist Nowadays?, 1984. Print on paper, 974 x 682 
mm. Tate / National Galleries of Scotland, ARTIST ROOMS collection. Ref AR00875. Illustration: 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-must-one-really-wear-a-hat-as-a-german-artist-nowadays-ar00875 
[accessed 23 March 16]. Albrecht Dürer, Self-portrait with fur-trimmed robe, 1500. Oil on lime wood; 671 x 489 
mm. Alte Pinakothek, Munich. Illustration: http://www.pinakothek.de/en/albrecht-duerer/self-portrait-fur-trimmed-
robe [accessed 23 March 16].  
13 Peter-Klaus Schuster, ‘Man as His Own Creator: Dürer and Beuys - or the Affirmation of Creativity’, in In 
Memoriam, Joseph Beuys: Obituaries, Essays, Speeches (Bonn: Inter Nationes, 1986), p. 21. 
14 Schuster, p. 18. 
15 Leonardo da Vinci, Study for the Kneeling Leda, c. 1505-7.  
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the Swan, 1505-10, and Raphael’s drawing of Leda after Leonardo 16,17. The 
latter reveals another use for drawings: understanding the work of other 
masters. Martin Kunz, director of the Luzern Art Museum from 1977 to 1989 
asked Beuys in 1979, in an interview connected with an exhibition, about 
Beuys’s interest in Italy; he asked what significance Leonardo da Vinci had for 
him as a role model. Beuys said:   

A great one. He's always been a very important person for me because he has lived 
in an historical situation that had its eyes fixed on two sides of the same person. On 
the one hand, Leonardo is one of the very first people to introduce technological 
development, so had an analytical methodology that was later taken up by Galileo 
and became more radical, but he had in contrast to Galileo, of course, the ability to 
look into all the mythological connotations. This two-sidedness interested me very 
much; the whole complex, holistic figuration fascinated me, as well as the 
reconciliation of art and science. Leonardo is the model for that 18.  

As early as 1950, Beuys staged an exhibition called Giocondologie, which 
comprised a collection of drawings and objects based on Beuys’s recent 
preoccupation with the novels Ulysses and Finnegan's Wake by James Joyce, 
with Leonardo da Vinci, and with Paracelsus 19. He made up the name 
Giocondologie [Giocondology], by combining Gioconda, the Italian name for 
Leonardo’s portrait of Lisa Gherardini del Giocondo, better known in English 
as the Mona Lisa, with the suffix –ology, which suggests a scientific discipline.  
In 1959 Beuys helped a student at the Düsseldorf Art Academy called Eva 
Wurmbach, with her dissertation The landscapes in the background of 
Leonardo’s paintings, by drawing diagrams to illustrate the backgrounds of 
eight of Leonardo’s works, including the Mona Lisa 20. The same year, Eva 
became Mrs Beuys-Wurmbach. 
In 1965, a set of lost works by Leonardo, now known as The Codices Madrid, 
was discovered. They were reproduced in facsimile and published in 1974. 
Beuys responded a year later with his own set of approximately 100 pencil 
drawings published in facsimile as a ‘multiple’ with the title Drawings to the 

                                            
16 Cesare da Sesto, Leda and the Swan, (after Leonardo da Vinci), 1505-10. Oil on panel; 695 x 737 mm. Wilton 
House, Salisbury.  
17 Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino, Leda (after Leonardo da Vinci), c. 1508. Ink over black chalk; 310 x 192 mm. Royal 
Collection, Windsor.  
18 Kunz: ‘Welche Bedeutung hat [Leonardo] für Dich als Modell heute?’. Beuys: ‚Eine sehr große. Er ist ja immer 
für mich eine sehr wichtige Persönlichkeit gewesen, weil er ja auch in so einer historischen Situation gelebt hat, 
die den Blick in seiner Person nach zwei Seiten gerichtet hatte. Einerseits ist Leonardo einer der allerersten 
Menschen, die die technologische Entwicklung eingeleitet haben, also eine analytische Methodik besaßen, die 
später aufgegriffen wurde von Galilei und radikaler wird, aber er hatte gegenüber Galilei natürlich noch die 
Fähigkeit, in die ganzen mythologischen Zusammenhänge zu schauen. Diese Zweiseitigkeit hat mich sehr 
interessiert, die ganz komplexe‚ ganzheitliche Figuration hat mich fasziniert‚ ebenso die Vereinbarkeit von Kunst 
und Wissenschaft. Da liegt ein Modell vor in Leonardo’. From: Joseph Beuys: Spuren in Italien [Tracks in Italy], ed. 
by Marianne Eigenheer and Martin Kunz (Luzern, 1979), n.p. [16–17]. 
19 Götz Adriani, ‘Biographische Hinweise [Biographical Information]’, in Joseph Beuys, ed. by Tobia Bezzola and 
Götz Adriani, Catalog of an Exhibition Held at the Kunsthaus Zürich, 26 November 1993 to 20 February 1994; 
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, 15 March to 6 June 1994; and at Centre Georges Pompidou 
(Grande Galerie), 30 June to 3 October 1994 (Zürich), pp. 19–25 (p. 20). 
20 Eva Beuys-Wurmbach, Die Landschaften in den Hintergründen der Gemälde Leonardos [The landscapes in the 
backgrounds of Leonardo’s paintings] (München: Schellmann & Klüser, 1974). 
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recently discovered Codices Madrid of Leonardo da Vinci 21. They are called 
‘to’ not ‘after’ the Leonardo drawings because it was not Beuys’s intention to 
mimic the drawings, but rather to ‘imagine how Leonardo would draw 
technology if he lived now’ 22. 
In the eighteenth century, interest in drawing female nudes remained 
undiminished. In Seated nude, c.1751, Francois Boucher also used the 
technique of a darkened background with both dark outlining and highlighting 
to give form for the drawing 23. At this time, drawing remained predominantly a 
means by which to understand the subject and to prepare a composition for a 
painting; in this case, The bath of Venus, 1751 24. It was the painting, not the 
drawings, that was the main product of the artistic endeavour.  
Wilhelm Lehmbruck (1881-1991) was a German sculptor whom Beuys much 
admired. An example of his work is Pensive woman, 1913-14 25. This work 
can be seen in the background at the Lehmbruck museum while Beuys is 
delivering his speech on the acceptance of the Lehmbruck prize on 12 
January 1986, only two weeks before he died 26 . In the speech, Beuys 
compares Lehmbruck with Arp, Picasso, Giacometti, and Rodin, but states 
that it was just a photo of a work by Lehmbruck, not the work of his more 
famous contemporaries, that persuaded him to take up sculpture as a young 
man 27 . Of course, Beuys was speaking at the Lehmbruck museum, 
presumably to an audience of Lehmbruck admirers, on the occasion of 
receiving a Lehmbruck award; his words of tribute should be interpreted in 
that context. 
While principally a sculptor, Lehmbruck was clearly also a master 
draughtsman as we see in the fluid representation of a woman in Standing 
female nude, 1916 28. In Female nude from the back, 1912, Lehmbruck uses 

                                            
21 Zeichnungen zu den beiden 1965 wiedergedeckten Skizzenbücher ‘Codices Madrid’ von Leonardo da Vinci 
[Drawings to the two sketch books "Codices Madrid discovered in 1965], ed. by Götz Adriani (Stuttgart: Manus 
Presse, 1975). 
22 ‘… ich stelle mir vor, wie Leonardo heute Technologie zeichnen würde, wenn er jetzt lebte’, from: Martin Kunz, 
‘Gespräch Mit Joseph Beuys [Conversation with Joseph Beuys]’, in Joseph Beuys: Spuren in Italien [Tracks in 
Italy], ed. by Marianne Eigenheer and Martin Kunz, Catalogue of an Exhibition Held at the Kunstmuseum Luzern 
22 April to 16 June 1979. (Luzern, 1979) n.p. 
23 Franc ̧ois Boucher, Seated nude, c. 1751. Private collection 
24 Franc ̧ois Boucher, The Bath of Venus, 1751, Oil on canvas 1070 × 848 mm. National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C. 
25 Wilhelm Lehmbruck, Sinnende Frau [Pensive Woman], 1913/14. Bronze, 2080 x 420 x 430 mm. Signed: “W. 
Lehmbruck”; Foundry mark: H. Noack Berlin‐Friedenau. Lehmbruck Estate. Reproduced in Wilhelm Lehmbruck, 
1881-1919 (Edinburgh: Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, 1979) catalogue number 17, no page number. 
26 A video of the speech is available (in German) on YouTube Joseph Beuys - Dank an Wilhelm Lehmbruck 
(Letzte Rede) [Thanks to Wilhelm Lehmbruck (last Speech)], 2013 
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oNqgNz8biM8&feature=youtube_gdata_player> [accessed 30 March 2016]. 
27 Joseph Beuys - Dank an Wilhelm Lehmbruck (Letzte Rede) [Thanks to Wilhelm Lehmbruck (last Speech)] from 
time 3:41 onwards. Also Christoph Brockhaus, Reden zur Verleihung des Wilhelm-Lehmbruck-Preises der Stadt 
Duisburg 1986 an Joseph Beuys [Acceptance speech following the award of the Wilhelm Lehmbruck prize from 
the city of Duisburg 1986 to Joseph Beuys] (Duisburg: Wilhelm-Lehmbruck-Museum der Stadt Duisburg, 1986). 
28 1916 Wilhelm Lehmbruck, Stehender weiblicher Akt, linker Arm unter der Brust [Standing female nude, left arm 
under her breast], 1916. Chalk; 313 x 243 mm. Reproduced in Edward Trier, Wilhelm Lehmbruck - Zeichnungen 
und Radierungen [Drawings and etchings] (Piper Verlag, 1955), p. 8. 
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the technique of shading the background, while the figure is in the colour of 
the underlying paper; this emphasises the sculptural nature of the work 29.  
Beuys saw men and women as two polarities on an axis, men as hard, static, 
crystalline, and cold; while women are soft, moving, and warm. Women are 
often depicted as witches or ‘actresses’. The term ‘actress’ applies here to the 
woman’s movements, the performative aspect of her existence. As curator 
Anne Seymour put it:  

Where the image of the man appears to be mineralised and static, that of the woman 
in Beuys’s work is more fluid and active and he believes women have a greater 
openness to the possibilities of the future. Women are frequently shown running, 
leaping, squatting, carrying bags of necessities… Women are also often presented as 
actresses (Actresses, 1958). Witches Spitting Fire, 1959 comes into this class 30. The 
sense in which Beuys regards them as actresses is in terms of ‘performance’, of the 
kind he himself is involved in in his ‘actions’, not in the sense of reciting Shakespeare 
on a stage 31, 32. 

In a 1979 interview Keto von Waberer asked Beuys about his attitude to 
women 33. Beuys replied:  

Woman have a lot of the elemental in them. Men have undergone a very strong 
materialistic development based on the death principle. So they have developed 
much more abstractly than women, who have kept their insights and also their spirit 
and feeling more than all others in world, thank God. That is why this force that 
women have must come now 34. 

                                            
29 Wilhelm Lehmbruck, 1912 Weibliche Rückenakt, Kniestück [Female nude from the back, knee-length], 1912. 
Watercolour and coloured chalk over graphite; 430 x 265 mm. Wilhelm-Lehmbruck-Museum, Duisburg. 
Reproduced in Erich Franz and Rudolf Wakonigg, Wilhelm Lehmbruck: Zeichnungen aus dem Wilhelm-
Lehmbruck-Museum Duisburg [Drawings from the Wilhelm-Lehmbruck-Museum Duisburg], Catalogue of an 
exhibiton at the Kunsthaus Zürich, 22 May to 15 July 1990 and the Westfälisches Landesmuseum für Kunst und 
Kulturgeschichte, Münster, 2 December 1990 to 27 to January 1991 (Zürich : Münster : Duisburg: 
Landschaftsverband Westfalen-Lippe, 1990), p. 59. 
30 This work is also in the ARTIST ROOMS collection: Joseph Beuys, Hexen Feuer Speiend [Witches spitting fire], 
1959. Graphite and oil paint on paper; 207 x 297 mm. National Galleries of Scotland and Tate, ARTIST ROOMS 
collection, ref. AR00109. Illustration: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/AR00109 [accessed 31 March 2016]. 
31 Anne Seymour, ‘The Drawings of Joseph Beuys’, in Joseph Beuys: Drawings, Catalogue of an Exhibition Held 
at City Art Gallery, Leeds 22 April to 21 May 1983, Kettle’s Yard Gallery, Cambridge 29 May to 3 July 1983, 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London 27 July to 3 October 1983 (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 1983), p. 
17. 
32 Anne Seymour subsequently became Mrs Anne d’Offay, wife of Anthony d’Offay, and instrumental in collecting 
the works by Beuys that are now part of the ARTIST ROOMS collection.  
33 The interview is reprinted in Keto von Waberer, ‘Das Nomadische Speilt Eine Rolle von Anfang an: Interview Mit 
Joseph Beuys [the Nomadic Spirit Plays a Role from the Start: An Interview with Joseph Beuys]’, in Joseph Beuys 
- Eine Innere Mongolei: Dschingis Khan, Schamanen, Aktricen. Ölfarben, Wasserfarben Und Bleistiftzeichnungen 
Aus Der Sammlung van Der Grinten [Joseph Beuys - An Inner Mongolia: Ghengis Khan, Shamans, Actresses. Oil 
Paintings, Watercolours and Pencil Drawings from the van Der Grinten Collection], ed. by Carl Haenlein, 
Catalogue of an Exhibition in the Kestner-Gesellschaft, Hannover, 20 July to 16 September 1990; with the Support 
of the Lower Saxony Foundation. (Hannover: Kestner-Gesellschaft, 1990), pp. 197–221. No date for the interview 
is given in that book, but according to Angerbauer-Rau, the interview took place in 1979. Monika Angerbauer-Rau, 
Beuys-Kompaß: ein Lexikon zu den Gesprächen von Joseph Beuys [Beuys compass: a lexicon of conversations 
with Joseph Beuys] (Cologne: DuMont Reiseverlag, Ostfildern, 1998), p. 289 Entry #278. The exact date is not 
given there either.  
34 ‘Die Frau hat sehr viel Elementares in sich. Der Mann hat sehr stark die materialistische Entwicklung auf die 
Todesprinzipien durchgemacht. Er is also viel abstrakter entwickelt worden als die Frau, die von ihren guten 
Einsichten oder auch Stimmunge und Gefuhlen mehr als andere in der anderen Welt behalten hat, Gott sei Dank. 
Deswegen muss aber heute diese Kraft, die die Frau in sich hat, kommen.' Waberer, p. 202. 
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Waberer went on to ask Beuys about Feminism; his reply was:  
Women have a very important role to play today [1979]. Feminism, is not yet a high 
form, but should be supported in its general thrust. One only wishes that women 
would think in a more comprehensive way about their wishes, position, opportunities 
and energy, rather than just in opposition to men 35.  

To summarise the discoveries of the first case: Beuys’s Actress has the 
recognisable form of a woman that deploys many conventional drawing 
techniques – crayon on a medium ground with highlighting; it was probably 
made in a studio, perhaps from a model (this is not known). Its purpose is to 
stand as an artwork its own right, not a preparation for another work, and is a 
representation of an idea of womanhood, or the concepts represented by the 
idea of ‘woman’, rather than a depiction of a specific woman.  

Second	case:	From	the	life	of	bees	
The second case study features another early work, From the life of bees, 
1954 5. At 50 x 69 cm, it is larger than most of Beuys’s drawings (bigger than 
A2 in modern terms) and, unusually, painted on thin tissue paper, reminiscent 
of that used for Renaissance cartoons. There are three layers of paper 
altogether, which is rather crinkled, giving softness to the support. Vertical and 
horizontal creases indicate that the paper was previously folded into six parts. 
The layers are not aligned or cut to exactly the same size, so the picture has 
an irregular, ambiguous edge. Along the bottom (rather feint in the 
reproduction) is an inscription in Beuys’s handwriting “Joseph Beuys : aus 
dem Leben der Bienen 1954 [Joseph Beuys : from the life of the bees 1954]”. 
In the reproduction it is difficult to appreciate the golden hue of the water-
based paint Beuys used, which is like the colour of honey. The quality of the 
tissue paper contributes to its translucent appearance, though in some places, 
for example top right, the paint is thickened to present a denser and more 
opaque brown colour. The paint has been applied freely and swiftly to the 
paper without any pencil outline as a guide. The quick movement of the 
golden lines is reminiscent of the path of bees in flight or the so-called ‘dance’ 
they do to indicate to other bees where honey is to be found.  
The porousness of the paper caused bleeding of the paint, giving a soft edge 
to the shapes. The paint is Beuys’s own formulation based on iron chloride, 
which he often used to produce yellow, brown and golden colours. It has the 
special property that it produces warmth from a chemical reaction when mixed 
with water. The drying paint caused the tissue paper to crinkle slightly near 
the edges of the paint, adding to the surface texture. In some places, for 
example top left, the golden lines appear outlined. This is not however a 
previously drawn outline, but an effect of the way the paint dried. The edges 
are not identical, so it appears that Beuys’s brush had a smooth edge and a 
rough edge, or was held at an angle while painting, to give an asymmetric 
effect. Thin, dark lines to the bottom right of the picture are not pencil lines, 

                                            
35 'Die Frau muss heute eine ganz wichtige Rolle spielen. Feminism, das ist noch keine hohe Form, ist aber doch 
in der Stoßrichtung zu unterstützen. Nur sollte man wünschen, dass die Frauen in einer umfassenderen Weise 
über ihre Wüsche, Stellung, Mglichkeiten und Energie nachdenken als immer nur im Gegensatz zum Mann'. 
Waberer, p. 202. 
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but appear to be deposited by a stray hair in the brush while painting the main 
shape.  
The motif at the lower right of the page is a queen bee. Beuys repeated this in 
many drawings and sculptures since; for example Intelligentia 1965, which is 
also in the ARTIST ROOMS collection 36. The other motifs in the picture 
appear to be related to apicultural paraphernalia. The motif on the right is 
darker, browner, than that on the left.  
The title From the life of the bees, is taken from the book The life of the bee 
published by the Belgian symbolist playwright, poet, and essayist Maurice 
Maeterlinck in 1901 37, 38. This book is a poetic rather than scientific treatment 
of the bee, with chapters such as ‘The swarm’, ‘The foundation of the city’, 
‘The young queens’, ‘The nuptial flight’, and ‘The massacre of the males’. 
The bee has fascinated man since ancient times, as we see from early cave 
paintings such as those in the Araña caves in Spain, which date to at least 
7,000 BCE 39 . Bees feature in ancient Egypt and on ancient Greek 
jewellery 40, 41.  
Bees and honey were related to love and in the sixteenth century the myth of 
Cupid stealing the honey became popular as an allegory for the pain of love. 
The myth is based on ‘The Honeycomb Stealer’ from the poem Idyll XIX, 
attributed to the Theocritus, written in the third century BCE in which Venus 
compares the stings of bees with the pricks of Cupid’s arrow. This story is the 
subject of Albrecht Dürer’s drawing Venus and Cupid stealing honey, 1514 42. 
Lucas Cranach took up the same theme with Venus and Cupid, the Honey 
Thief, in 1526-7, of which he painted may versions 43. In the London National 
Gallery version, Venus and Cupid appear in front of a rich landscape. Venus 
wears only a hat and numerous necklaces. Cupid looks up at her holding a 
honeycomb and surrounded by bees. It is inscribed in Latin: 

                                            
36 Joseph Beuys, Intelligentia, 1965. Graphite on paper; 254 x 256 mm. Tate / National Galleries of Scotland, 
ARTIST ROOMS collection reference AR00668. Illustration: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-intelligentia-
ar00668 [accessed 24 March 2016]. 
37 Maurice Maeterlinck, The Life of the Bee, trans. by Alfred Sutro (London: Folio Society, 1995). First published in 
French as La vie des abeilles, in 1901, there are several translations into German and English. Maeterlinck also 
wrote on the life of ants (La vies des fourmis) and termites (La vies des termites).   
38 While From the life of the bees is the literal translation of Aus dem Leben der Bienen, Maeterlinck’s book Das 
Leben der Bienen is published in English as The life of the bee. The English formulation “the bee” to mean all 
bees is equivalent to the plural used in German (and the replacement das Leben with dem Leben is simply a 
matter of German grammar). The colon is sometimes picked up as part of the title, but whether Beuys attached 
any special meaning to the colon or simply used it as a separator from his name is not clear.  
39 Unkown artist, Figure climbing to a bee hive, Aran ̃a caves, Valencia, Spain, ca. 7-15,000 BCE.  
40 Beehives in the tomb of Pabasa - Valley of the Queens 7C BCE. Carved relief. Various photos available on the 
internet. 
41 Jewellery decorated in relief with a bee-goddess within a raised cable border, 700BC-600BC, Kamiros, Greece. 
30 x 30 mm. British Museum. 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=462841&partId=
1&searchText=bee+goddess [accessed 24 March 2016] 
42 Albrecht Dürer, Venus und Amor [Venus and Cupid stealing honey], 1514. Dimensions and location unknown. 
Illustration: http://www.wikiart.org/en/albrecht-durer/venus-und-amor [accessed 30 March 2016].  
43 Lucas Cranach the Elder, Cupid complaining to Venus, 1526–7. Oil on masonite board with mahogany veneer, 
821 x 558 mm. Illustration: http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/research/lucas-cranach-the-elder-cupid-
complaining-to-venus?viewPage=1 [accessed 31 March 2016].  
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Young Cupid was stealing honey from a hive when a bee stung the thief on the finger. 
So it is for us: the brief and fleeting pleasure we seek is mingled with sadness and 
brings us pain 44.  

Beuys was a great admirer of the anthroposophist Rudolf Steiner. He had a 
substantial library of books by Rudolf Steiner, many heavily annotated, which 
shows his particular interest in that late nineteenth-century interpreter of 
Goethe 45. Steiner wrote extensively about bees and gave a series of nine 
lectures on the subject to workmen at his anthroposophical centre, the 
Goetheanum, near Dornach, Switzerland, in 1923 46, 47. 
So, in the life of the bees, Beuys is less interested in depicting the bees as 
creatures or specimens than in conveying the ideas of the bee, the beehive, 
the honeycomb and the honey as analogues for human social systems. In 
1975 he said in an interview with the editors of a specialist local beekeepers’ 
magazine:  

Apiculture is a very widespread culture, which is basically a Venus culture, but 
especially practiced with bees … and basically my sculptures are also a kind of 
apiculture; they should not be understood as a statement about the biological 
processes in the hive itself, but they are to expand, for example to the apiculture, 
which for example means socialism. There was once in la Chaux-de-Fonds a Bee 
Republic, wasn't there. One of the first socialist movements was actually in la Chaux-
de-Fonds, where the watches are made, in Switzerland. For that reason you can still 
see many sculptures on the walls, where everywhere bees are represented, on 
fountains [etc.]... They symbolised the idea of socialism with the bees' 48.  

The ‘republic of the bees’ he mentioned was a nineteenth century workers 
cooperative in the Swiss watchmaking town of Le Chaux-de-Fonds, where 
bees were taken as a symbol of the utopian principle of solidarity of labour 49. 
Early Beuys sculptures such as Queen bee, 1952, feature a more figurative 
representation of the queen bee, set on a base that is made of beeswax 50. 

                                            
44 ‘DVM PVER ALVEO[LO] F[VRATUR ME]LLA CUPIDO/ FURANTI DIGITVM CV[SPIDE] F[IXIT] APIS/ SIC 
ETIAM NOBIS BREVIS ET [PERI]TVRA VOLUPTAS/ QUAM PETIMUS TRI[S]T[I] [M]IXTA DOLORE N[O]CET’. 
Details from Susan Foister, ‘Lucas Cranach the Elder, “Cupid Complaining to Venus”’, in The German Paintings 
before 1800, National Gallery Catalogues (London: National Gallery, not yet published but extracts available 
online at...) <http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/research/lucas-cranach-the-elder-cupid-complaining-to-
venus?viewPage=1> [accessed 31 March 2016]. 
45 Volker Harlan, ‘Verzeichnis Der Anthroposophischen Bibliothek von Joseph Beuys [Catalogue of the 
Anthropological Library of Joseph Beuys]’, in Joseph-Beuys-Tagung Basel, 1.- 4. Mai 1991 [Joseph Beuys 
Seminar in Basel, 1-4 May 1991], ed. by Volker Harlan, Dieter Koepplin, and Rudolf Velhagen (Basel, 1991), pp. 
292–95. 
46 Rudolf Steiner, Bees (Hudson, N.Y.: Anthroposophic Press, 1998). 
47 Rudolf Steiner, Nine Lectures on Bees (Blauvelt, N.Y: Rudolf Steiner Publications, 1964). 
48 'Der Apiskult ist eine sehr verbreitete Kultur, das ist im Grunde eine Venuskultur, die aber ganz besonders an 
Bienen praktiziert wurde. ... Und im Grunde sind meine Skulpturen auch eine Art Apiskult, sie sollen sich nicht 
verstehen als Aussage über die biologischen Vorgänge im Bienenstock, sondern sie sollen sich ausdehnen, z.B. 
auf den Apiskult, der z.B. Sozialismus bedeutet. Es gab ja mal in la-Chaux-de-Fonds die Bienenrepublik. Eine der 
ersten sozialistischen Bewegungen war ja in la Chaux-de-Fonds, wo die Uhren gemacht werden, in der Schweiz. 
Da sieht man deswegen noch viele Skulpturen an den Wänden, wo überall die Bienen abgebildet werden, an 
Brunnen... Die haben den Sozialismusbegriff durch die Bienen symbolisiert'. From: H.G. Prager, ‘Gespra ̈ch 
zwischen J. Beuys, B. Blume und H.G. Prager vom 15.11.1975 [Conversation between J. Beuys, B. Blume und 
H.G. Prager on 15 November 1975]’, ed. by Wilhelm Hoehn, Rheinische Bienenzeitung : Organ des 
Imkerverbandes Rheinland e.V.; älteste Fachzeitschrift für Imker [The Rhineland bee newspaper : organ of the 
Rhineland bee keepers society (registered association), the oldest specialist periodical for bee keepers], 126.12 
(1975), 373–77 (p. 374). 
49 Claire Preston, Bee (London: Reaktion Books, 2006), p. 104. 
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Beuys thereby draws attention to wax as a product of the bees, which he 
considered significant as a medium because, like fat, it is in on the verge of 
changing state. When cold it is quite hard, but with the application of a little 
heat it will become soft and then fluid; its shape is therefore not completely 
fixed. 
Beuys also made representative drawings of bees as we see in Queen bee, 
1958 51 . Similar bee motifs appear in other early drawings, such as 
INTELLIGENTIA, 1965 52. In this drawing we see a queen bee (top centre), 
two swans (bottom right) and the legs of a wading bird such as a heron (left).  
By the 1970s Beuys had moved his focus from the representative to the 
conceptual, the ideas represented by bees, beehives, wax and honey. The 
drawing Honey is flowing in all directions, 1976 consists entirely of writing 53. 
Again one could ask whether this is a drawing at all? For Beuys it certainly 
had the function of a drawing, because it was a way of expressing his various 
thoughts about honey and bees. The drawing has the inscription of the title, 
written in English: ‘honey is flowing in all directions’ and the remaining text 
comprises German words, mostly in pairs, such as ‘Fehler – Opfer [Error – 
Victim]’, ‘Flamme – Wärme [Flame – warmth]’, and ‘Wärmepol – Körperliche 
Arbeit [Warmth-pole, bodily work]’. The drawing has become both textual and 
conceptual.  
Beuys’s concept of the bee as analogy now becomes clearer. As Anne 
Seymour put it, the bee pictures reflect Beuys’s … 

… fascination with the bee’s production of honey and the social structure of its 
communities. In Beuys’s work the theme is always connected to the idea of warmth, 
with metaphors for natural and social behaviour and analogies for physical and 
spiritual production 54. 

Beuys went on to develop the idea of circulating honey as an analogy for 
social cooperation in his large installation The honey pump in the workplace, 
1977 55. German art historian Magdalana Holzhey describes Honey Pump 
thus:   

The rising tube and pipe system through which honey is pumped, with its soft, 
transparent pipes, reminds one of a living circulatory system and stands in contrast to 
the machine room with its hard tubes, yet is at the same time joined into one 
system 56. 

                                                                                                                             
50 Joseph Beuys, Queen Bee 1, 1952. Wood, wax, terracotta, 343 x 349 x 75 mm.  
51 Joseph Beuys, Queen bee (for bronze sculpture), 1958. 
52 Joseph Beuys, INTELLIGENTIA, 1965. Graphite on paper, 254 x 256 mm. Tate and National Galleries of 
Scotland, ARTIST ROOMS collection, ref. AR00668. Illustration: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-
intelligentia-ar00668 [accessed 30 March 2016].  
53 Joseph Beuys, Honey is Flowing in all Directions, 1976. Ink, graphite and stamp on paper; 210 x 290 mm. Tate 
and National Galleries of Scotland, ARTIST ROOMS collection ref. AR00128. Illustration: 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-honey-is-flowing-in-all-directions-ar00128 [acccessed 30 March 2016].  
54 Seymour, pp. 21–22. 
55 Joseph Beuys, Honey pump in the workplace, 1977. Dimension according to arrangement. 2 tonnes of honey, 
100 kg of margarine, 2 ship’s electric pumps, steel container, plastic tube, 3 bronze pots. First shown at 
Documenta VI, Kassel, 1977; then at the Beuys retrospective at the Guggenheim Gallery New York, 1979. Now at 
the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebaek, Denmark. See also the documentary film of the 1977 
installation and interview with Beuys: Honigpumpe Am Arbeitsplatz, 1977 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkVVbmhtsmg> [accessed 24 March 2016] (in German). 
56 ‘‘Das aufstrebende Röhren- und Schlauchsystem durch das Honig gepumpt wurde, erinnert mit seinem weichen 
durchsichtigen Kunststoff an einen lebendige Kreislauf und steht in Opposition zum Maschinenraum mit seine 
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Beuys described it like this:  
With Honey pump I am expressing the principle of the Free International University 
working in the bloodstream of society. Flowing in and out of the heart organ, the steel 
honey container‚ are the main arteries through which the honey is pumped out of the 
engine room with a pulsing sound, circulates round the Free University area, and 
returns to the heart. The whole thing is only complete with people in the space round 
which the honey artery flows and where the bee's head is to be found in the coiled 
Ioops of tubing with its two iron feelers… 57. 

Honey Pump reflects Beuys’s interest in Leonardo, the combination of science 
and art, the mechanical and the organic. The Honey pump is a technical 
system that emulates a human organic system: the circulation of the blood, 
which Beuys in turn uses as an analogy for social interaction between 
humans, so that society itself becomes a system, a ‘social sculpture’. 
The Free International University (FIU) Beuys mentioned was a support 
organization he founded on 27 April 1973 together with Klaus Staeck, Georg 
Meistermann and Willi Bongard, based on principles laid down in a manifesto 
Beuys wrote with Heinrich Böll 58 . It was an organisational (rather than 
physical) place of research, work, and communication to ponder the future of 
society. It continued to exist as a registered non-profit association up to its 
dissolution in 1988, more than two years after Beuys died. Since 1991 Rainer 
Rappmann has used the FIU name for a publishing house that publishes 
writings connected with Beuys’s idea of social sculpture 59. 
To summarise the second case, we have seen that From the life of the bees 
is built on long traditions of reverence for the bee; it emphasises ideas rather 
than literal depictions, such as love and pain, warmth; and uses the beehive 
and especially honey as an allegory for social cooperation. The drawing 
emerges as a medium for developing and conveying ideas, as an artwork in 
its own right rather than a preparation for a painting or sculpture.  

Third	case:	For	the	lecture...		
The third case study is of a blackboard drawing, which could be considered a 
genre in its own right. The blackboard drawings were not made in the studio, 
but in front of an audience during lectures and group discussions. Beuys 
made a large number in the 1970s. An example in the ARTIST ROOMS 
collection is For the lecture ‘The social organism - a work of art’, 1974 6. The 
work includes a stag at the centre and the figure of a woman to the right, with 

                                                                                                                             
harten Ro2hren, ist gleichzeitig aber mit ihm zu einem System verbunden’. From: Magdalena Holzhey, Im Labor 
des Zeichners: Joseph Beuys und die Naturwissenschaft [In the draughtsman’s laboratory: Joseph Beuys and the 
natural sciences] (Berlin: Reimer, 2009), p. 86. 
57 Caroline. Tisdall, ‘Station 24: Honey Pump’, in Joseph Beuys (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
1979), pp. 254–64 (p. 254). 
58 Translated and reprinted: Joseph Beuys and Heinrich Böll, ‘Manifesto on the Foundation of a Free International 
School for Creativity and Interdisciplinary Research’, in Art into Society, Society into Art: Seven German Artists, 
Albrecht D., Joseph Beuys, K.P. Brehmer, Hans Haacke, Dieter Hacker, Gustav Metzger, Klaus Staeck : Institute 
of Contemporary Arts, 30. October - 24. November 1974, ed. by Christos M Joachimides and Norman Rosenthal 
(London: Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1974), p. 49ff and in Joseph Beuys in America: Energy Plan for the 
Western Man : Writings by and Interviews with the Artist, ed. by Carin Kuoni (New York: Four Walls Eight 
Windows, 1990), p. 149ff.  
59 Company web site (in German only): http://fiu-verlag.com [accessed 26 March 2016]. 



AAH 2016 Session 26, Style as History: Self-reflective moments in drawing 
'From the invisible powers': Joseph Beuys’s early drawings 

Andrew W Symons MA 6 April 2016 Page 14 of 22 

a heart on her chest. There is a small sun at top centre and a larger sun or 
planet, apparently emanating gases, at bottom right. There is a geometric 
shape, a cube, just below the centre and another top left. Various other lines 
connect or separate sections of the work. The whole is overlaid with writing 
(not all legible), including: ‘Kultur [culture]’, ‘Freiheit [freedom]’, ‘Kreativität 
[creativity]’, ‘Wissensch. [=Wissenschaft, science]’, ‘Kunst [art]’, ‘Religion 
[religion]’, and ‘Mythos [myth]’. 
The lecture ‘The social organism - a work of art’ was given in the Friedrich-
von-Hardenberg-Haus in Bochum, North Rhine – Westphalia, on 2 March 
1974 as part of an exhibition and programme called ‘Three-folding: the third 
way beyond capitalism and communism?’, which ran from 28 February to 3 
March 1974 60. The other speakers, Wilfried Heidt, Manfred Schmidt-Brabant, 
Hartwig Wilken and Siegfried Woitinas were social researchers and writers on 
anthroposophy. Heidt was a director of the Goetheanum, Steiner’s 
anthroposophical base in Switzerland. The Friedrich-von-Hardenberg-Haus is 
part of the Ruhr University Bochum, built in 1964; it is a student hall of 
residence with an ‘Aula’ for concerts and lectures 61.  
‘Social three-folding’ is a sociological theory proposed by Rudolf Steiner in 
1920 62.  He suggested the progressive independence of society's economic, 
political and cultural institutions, to foster associative cooperation in economic 
life, human rights in political life, and freedom in cultural life. Beuys and the 
other speakers at this symposium took the idea to reject both capitalism and 
communism, seeking a third mode of social organism through art.  
There are no known photographs of the Bochum lecture, but a similar event 
was recorded in London. Beuys produced no fewer than 100 blackboard 
drawings at performances during the exhibition Society into Art, Art into 
Society, an overview of contemporary German art, at the ICA in 1974 63. 
These blackboard drawings are now preserved as Directional forces at the 
Hamburger Bahnhof gallery for contemporary art, Berlin 64.  
While backboards were at the time standard equipment in schools, Beuys’s 
use of them for artistic and pedagogical purposes was inspired by Rudolf 
                                            
60 See the poster Dreigliederung; der Dritte Weg Jenseits von Kapitalismus und Kommunismus? [Three-folding: 
the third way beyond capitalism and communism?], 1974. Print on paper, 388 x 280 mm. Tate / National Galleries 
of Scotland; ARTIST ROOMS collection, ref. AR00840. Illustration: http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-
dreigliederung-der-dritte-weg-jenseits-von-kapitalismus-und-kommunismus-friedrich-ar00840  
61 Georg Philipp Friedrich, Baron von Hardenberg, was of course the full name of ‘Novalis’, the poet, author, and 
philosopher of early German Romanticism in the late eighteenth century. 
62 Rudolf Steiner, In Ausführung der Dreigliederung des sozialen Organismus [Implementing threefoldedess of the 
social organism] (Stuttgart: Der Kommende tag A.-G. Verlag, 1920). Translated as Rudolf Steiner, The Threefold 
Social Order. (New York: Anthroposophic Press, 1972). 
63 Exhibition catalogue: Art into Society, Society into Art: Seven German Artists, Albrecht D., Joseph Beuys, K.P. 
Brehmer, Hans Haacke, Dieter Hacker, Gustav Metzger, Klaus Staeck, ed. by Christos M Joachimides and 
Norman Rosenthal, Catalogue of an Exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, 30 October to 24 
November 1974 (London: Institute of Contemporary Arts, 1974). 
64 Joseph Beuys, Richtkräfte für eine neue Gesellschaft [Directional forces for a new society], 1974. Installation 
comprising 100 blackboards inscribed with chalk on matt finish, 3 easels, 1 light box with photograph, wooden 
pallets. Hamburger Bahnhof gallery for contemporary art, Berlin. There are several illustrations in the Skala 
archives: 
http://www.scalarchives.com/web/ricerca_risultati.asp?ricerca_s=beuys+directional+&andor=and&category_f=010
0&searchin=off&SC_NDD=&exsearch=beuys&xesearch=beuys&xesearch_eng=&xesearch_fra=beuys&xesearch_
ita=beuys&xesearch_ger=beuys [accessed 31 March 2016] 



AAH 2016 Session 26, Style as History: Self-reflective moments in drawing 
'From the invisible powers': Joseph Beuys’s early drawings 

Andrew W Symons MA 6 April 2016 Page 15 of 22 

Steiner, who also made a lot of blackboard drawings as a record of his 
lectures. An example is The birth of the plant, 1923 65. The inscriptions include 
several word triplets on the left and lower centre: ‘Holtzsaft : Erde : Chem. 
[Wood sap : Earth : Chemical]’, ‘Lebenssaft : Umkreis der Erde : Lebenssaft 
[Life sap : Circumference of the Earth : Life sap]’, and ‘Cambium : Sternen : 
Geist [Cambium: Stars : Spirit]’; on the right: ‘wärmig… [warming : … ]’, 
‘flüssig… [fluid : …]’, ‘erdig … [earthy : …]’, ‘lebendig [lively]’. Lawrence 
Rinder cites part of Steiner’s 1920 lecture to give a flavour of what Steiner 
said in connection with this drawing:  

Look here, this is already something wonderful! If you hold a seed in your hand, this 
unassuming, modest, little grain of seed has been able to come into being only 
because the cambium, connecting the with the stars, replicates the whole plant. And 
the form then arises in the cambium transfers the power into the seed, and thus the 
seed contains the power to make another new plant grow upward with the help of the 
influences of the Earth 66. 

Steiner’s conception of the plant owed much to Goethe’s theory of the 
metamorphosis of plants, which held that the leaf a kind of blueprint for all 
life 67. It is notable that while Steiner usually used brightly coloured chalk, 
Beuys’s blackboard drawings are invariably monochromatic.  
The blackboard drawings represent a new type of drawing practice; for Beuys 
it is a public performance instead of private or studio practice. The drawings 
generally include a large proportion of text and relatively few drawn figures; 
both are used to convey ideas. Beuys said:  

If there is now a kind of necessity to draw it is about structures, like they are on 
blackboards, sometimes written sentences, ideas, sometimes a symbol of forms, a 
little form … Any blackboard which exists is done in a kind of performance or dialogue 
with many people … The drawing I do principally in public constellation, never when I 
am alone. I never work with a blackboard with me alone 68. 

The blackboard drawings are not so much an aesthetic piece of work as the 
recording of a performance. As Rose put it:  

Several of the blackboard drawings condensé actions to their essence – they diagram 
the theories driving the actions and thus become archetypes 69.  

To summarise the third case, with Beuys’s blackboard drawings we have 
seen chalk on blackboard as a medium and drawing as a public activity, 
rather than a studio-based one. The drawings come about as ideas from 
lecture and discussion; textual components are at least as important as the 
figurative elements.  

                                            
65 Rudolf Steiner, The birth of the plant, October 31, 1923. Coloured chalk on blackboard. Reproduced in 
Knowledge of Higher Worlds: Rudolf Steiner’s Blackboard Drawings, ed. by Lawrence Rinder (Berkeley; Seattle: 
University of California, Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive; Distributed by the University of 
Washington Press, 1997), p. 95. 
66 Knowledge of Higher Worlds: Rudolf Steiner’s Blackboard Drawings [La Connaissance Des Mondes Supérieurs: 
Steiner Dessins de Tableau Noir], ed. by Lawrence Rinder (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), p. 94. 
67 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen [The metamorphosis of plants]’, in Gesammelte 
Werke [Collected works], ed. by Bernt von Heiseler (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1953), pp. 290–92.  
68 Joseph Beuys in interview with Bernice Rose, 18 July 1984, unpublished; cited by Rose in ‘Joseph Beuys and 
the Language of Drawing’, in Thinking Is Form: The Drawings of Joseph Beuys, ed. by Ann Temkin and Bernice 
Rose (Philadelphia; New York: Philadelphia Museum of Art; Museum of Modern Art, 1993), p. 108. 
69 Rose, p. 109. 
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Summary	of	findings	–	Hare’s	blood	revisited	
From the three cases we see that the form of Beuys’s drawings is not 
traditional, but not entirely abstract either. There are recognisable formal 
elements, such as women and bees, but there are also many other elements, 
including text. Beuys himself always insisted his art was never ‘abstract’. As 
he told Bernice Rose of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, in 1984:  

Modern art is the last end of traditional art... after modern art, anthropological art 
starts ... for me it is not abstract; it is the most concrete, let us say, science... 70. 

Beuys used a wide variety of materials, as well as pen or ink on white paper. 
He frequently used found pieces of paper or cardboard, such as the accounts 
book in the first case above. He used graphite (pencil), gouache, chalk, oil 
paint, and watercolours, including iron chloride, which gets warm when mixed. 
Beuys did not draw in the open air. Most drawings were made in the studio, 
but the blackboard drawings were made in front of an audience during a 
lecture or discussion. Beuys’s drawings are artworks in their own right, not a 
direct design for another work. Beuys did though recognise their importance in 
developing his ideas, which would then be expressed in the sculpture. He told 
Bernice Rose:  

Drawing is the first visible form in my works... the first visible thing of the form of the 
thought, the changing point from the invisible powers to the visible thing ... It's really a 
special kind of thought, brought down to a surface, be it flat or be it rounded, be it a 
solid support like a blackboard or be it a flexible thing like paper or leather or 
parchment, or whatever kind of surface... 71. 

Tacita Dean also recognises the role of drawing in forming thought in her 
artistic practice:  

Thinking … becomes analogue when it is materialised into a concrete form; when it is 
transmuted into lines on paper or marks on a board. It is as if my frame of mind is 
analogue when I draw 72. 

Thus we have seen that though Beuys’s drawing practice is rooted in that of 
Western Europe and Germany, Beuys has developed drawing as an art form 
in its own right separate from just the study of a human body or object to 
develop skills in ‘making it look real’, as in the Renaissance, or indeed in 
working out the form of a painting or sculpture before making it. Beuys made 
drawings to develop his ideas; and his ideas were profound reflections on 
nature, the world, the cosmos, mankind and society. From the invisible 
powers comes the first visible form.  
Armed with these insights, we can turn back to Hare’s Blood, understanding 
the work as an expression of ideas rather than a representation of some 
object or scene. As usual with Beuys’s work, we will not find a single 
interpretation or any fixed answers, but many layers of meaning and a site for 
reflection. 
What we see is an aluminium plate mounted in a special frame, which should 
therefore be considered part of the work. A cross is scored across the plate. 
Other marks include a pair of legs, top centre, a semicircle like a Sun at the 
                                            
70 Cited in Rose, p. 76. 
71 Unpublished interview cited in Rose, p. 73. 
72 Tacita Dean, Analogue : drawings 1991-2006 (Göttingen: Steidl, 2006), p. 8. 
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bottom and another arc above that, some plant-like vertical lines and roots 
above that, possibly a figure riding a horse top left.  
The work is stamped ‘Free International University’ near the centre, and 
Beuys has signed under that. There is some more, illegible writing at the 
bottom, above centre and left. Across the centre is the line of hare’s blood of 
the title.  
Beuys made this work in 1974 after a lecture tour of the United States in 
January called Energy plan for the Western Man. He had been invited by art 
dealers Ronald Feldman in New York, and John Stoller, director of Dayton's 
Gallery 12 in Minneapolis. This was Beuys’s first trip to the United States; he 
had previously refused to go because of its involvement in the Vietnam War. 
Feldman and Stoller organised a 10-day, three-city tour. Beuys gave lectures 
at the New School for Social Research in Manhattan, New York, the School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago, the Minneapolis College of Art and Design 
(MCAD), and the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis. Newsweek covered 
the trip. During each talk Beuys made a diagrammatic drawing, usually on 
blackboards. However, in Minneapolis, he instead made the drawings on six 
large lithographic plates. On his return to Germany he printed these as a 
limited edition multiple, now known as the Minneapolis fragments 73. Then 
Beuys converted this plate, fragment number 3, into a new work of art. The 
large cross cancels the plate for further printing, thus making this a new and 
unique work, reinforced by the stamp and the signature. Finally, across the 
centre he has painted a line of hare’s blood. The line of blood is in some ways 
reminiscent of an horizon; compare for example with Piet Mondrian’s 
seascapes 74, 75.  
Like the bee, the hare is an animal that has been associated with myths since 
ancient times, mainly related to fertility. These animals were archetypal 
symbols of women, femininity, female deities, and women's hedgerow magic, 
associated with the lunar cycle, fertility, longevity, and rebirth. In Teutonic 
myth, the earth and sky goddess Holda, leader of the Wild Hunt, was followed 
by a procession of hares bearing torches, and Eostre was a Celtic goddess 
also associated with the moon, and with mythic stories of death, redemption, 
and resurrection during the turning of winter to spring. From her name we get 
the modern word “Easter”, which is still associated with hares or rabbits. 
Eostre was often depicted with a hare’s head or ears, and with a white hare 
standing in attendance. This magical white hare laid brightly coloured eggs 
which were given out to children during spring fertility festivals still an Easter 
tradition today. This period is associated with madness, thought to be caused 
by lunar cycles (hence “lunatic”) and in English the expression “mad as a 
                                            
73 Illustrated in Jörg Schellmann, Joseph Beuys, the Multiples Catalogue Raisonné of Multiples and Prints 
(Cambridge, Mass.; Minneapolis, Minn.; Munich; New York; New York; New York: Busch-Reisinger Museum, 
Harvard University Art Museums ; Walker Art Center ; Edition Schellmann ; Distributed in North America and 
Edition Schellmann ; Distributed in North America and Asia by D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 1997), pp. 216–
218. 
74 Piet Mondrian, The Sea. Pencil drawing from sketch book, Domburg, 1914. Illustration: 
http://www.pietmondrian.info/mondrian-at-a-glance/immagini-glance/dipinti-piccoli-130/131-44.8-sea-sketchbook-
1-domburg-1914-mondrian-b374.jpg [accessed 30 March 2016]. 
75 Piet Mondrian, View from the Dunes with Beach and Piers, Domburg, 1909. Oil and pencil on cardboard, 285 x 
385 mm. Museum of Modern Art, New York. Illustration: http://www.moma.org/collection/works/79812?locale=en 
[accessed 30 March 2016]. 
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March hare” is still current. The March hare appears alongside the mad hatter 
in Alice in Wonderland, at the ‘Mad Hatter’s tea party’, amusingly illustrated by 
John Tenniel 76.  
Cesar recorded that rabbits and hares were taboo foods to the Celtic tribes. In 
Ireland, it was said that eating a hare was like eating one’s own grandmother, 
perhaps due to the sacred connection between hares and various goddesses, 
warrior queens, and female faeries, or else due to the belief that old "wise 
women" could shape-shift into hares by moonlight. The Celts used rabbits and 
hares for divination and other shamanic practices by studying the patterns of 
their tracks, the rituals of their mating dances, and mystic signs within their 
entrails. It was believed that rabbits burrowed underground in order to better 
commune with the spirit world, and that they could carry messages from the 
living to the dead and from humankind to the fairies. The Celtic ‘three hares’ 
motif appears in Germany at Paderborn cathedral 77. It is also commonplace 
in the English West country, where they are known colloquially as the ‘tinner’s 
rabbits’ (related to the preponderance of tin mines in that part of the 
country) 78 . Joseph Beuys adopted the motif in his stamp Pass the 
message 79.  
Hares were one of the key motifs in Beuys’s works, and he was often seen 
carrying a live hare in his studio. In 1965 he carried out the action How to 
explain pictures to a dead hare at the Schmela Gallery, Düsseldorf. The 
audience had to stand outside the gallery while Beuys, his head smeared in 
honey and covered in gold leaf, manipulated the dead hare like a puppet 80.   
Anne Seymour wrote:  

The hare and the deer are the two most frequently mentioned animals in Beuys’s 
menagerie (though this also includes cats, toads, moose, elks, horses, rabbits, 
eagles, doves, etc.), figuring in drawings, sculpture and actions throughout his career. 
… In whatever the circumstances [the hare] retains its special powers, speaking for 
the artist as for the Shaman 81. 

If Beuys speaks through the hare, often it seems he is the hare… The cycle of birth 
and death is echoed by the way the hare re-joins the earth by making a ‘form’ in it… 
both life and death thus coming from the mother earth – as in its original meaning… 
According to Beuys the hare is related to the lower part of the body, having a 
particular affinity with women and with menstruation, the subject of Hare’s Blood, 
1962. He also compares the hare’s moulding of the earth with the processes of 
human thought and understanding, a process of rubbing, digging and final 
penetration which transforms the thought and makes it revolutionary 82. 

On 30 June, during documenta 7, in front of a large audience outside the 
Fridericianum, Beuys melted a copy of Tsar Ivan the Terrible’s crown and 
recast it as a small golden hare. It was exhibited as Peace hare with 

                                            
76 John Tenniel, The March Hare with Alice, the Dormouse, and the Hatter from Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, 
1865.  
77 Dreihasenfenster [Three hares window], Paderborn Cathedral. Illustration: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dreihasenfenster_Paderborn.jpg [accessed 31 March 2016]. 
78 The ‘Three hare motif’, or the ‘Tinner’s rabbits’. Various images on the Internet.  
79 Joseph Beuys, Weitersagen [Pass the message]; stamp used ca. 1972. 
80A video of the event is available on YouTube: Wie Man Bilder an Eine Tote Hase Erklärt  [How to Explain 
Pictures to a Dead Hare], 1965 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mo47lqk_QH0> [accessed 30 March 2016]. 
81 Seymour, p. 16. 
82 Seymour, p. 16. 
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accessories, then auctioned at the end of the exhibition to support the 7000 
oaks action.83 It is now known as Hase mit Sonne [Hare with sun] 84.  

Conclusion		
This paper has investigated Beuys’s drawing practice in the context of the 
history of drawing though three case studies, ultimately focused on Hare’s 
blood as a unifying example.  
To the question ‘what role did past traditions of drawing play in his self-
positioning within contemporary draughtsmanship?’ the answer is: ‘More than 
is obvious in a work like Hare’s blood’. In Actress, a relatively conventional 
depiction of a woman’s torso is seen on medium ground with highlighting, a 
technique used since the renaissance. Thus, Beuys reacted to past 
conceptions of stylistic formation when developing his own manner of drawing 
by adapting them to his own style and with an imaginative use of materials 
such as iron chloride. Beuys’s innovative use of form and materials can now 
be placed into an historical continuum of drawing tradition: there is clearly a 
connection to the past in both technique and material, though Beuys is 
innovative in focusing on ideas rather than representation.  
Overall, Beuys’s drawings give a fascinating insight into the artists own 
oeuvre, and represent a significant chapter in the history of drawing practice. 

                                            
83 Götz Adriani, Winfried Konnertz and Karin Thomas, Joseph Beuys: Leben und Werk [Life and work] (Köln: 
DuMont, 1994), p. 184. 
84 Joseph Beuys, Friedenshase mit Zubehör [Peace hare with accessories], or Hase mit Sonne [Hare with sun], 
1982. Various images on the Internet. 
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