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Preface

This exhibition chronicles, in a few exemplary steps,
the trajectory of one of Germany’s most influential
artists, Werner Buttner. With his close friends, Martin
Kippenberger and Albert Oehlen, he formed a strong
presence, emerging in the late 1970s, projecting a
sense of (sometimes dark) humor that was intended to
shake up and invigorate an art scene steeped in rigid
conceptualism. Their “joy of (bad) painting” became
an inspiration for a new generation of artists and
“electrified” a whole generation of younger painters, like
Daniel Richter and Jonathan Meese, both his students.
Buttner also left his mark on many of his Chinese
students that chose to come to Hamburg and for him to
be their teacher.

“Neue Wilde” (new wild ones) was an artistic movement
in West Germany that emerged in the late 1970s. The
appearance of the trio (Blttner, Kippenberger, Oehlen)
resonated throughout Germany with similar groups
in other cities. Milheimer Freiheit in Cologne (Walter
Dahn, Jiri Georg Dokoupil, Hans Peter Adamski, Peter
Bommels), Moritzboys in Berlin (Salomé, Rainer Fetting,
Helmut Middendorf, Luciano Castelli), Gruppe Normal
in Dusseldorf (Peter Angermann, Jan Knap, Milan Kunc).
Their “Hunger nach Bildern”' (hunger for pictures)
brushed aside an anemic and formulaic art practice
from a previous generation and ushered in a new era of
cultural invigoration.

In Berlin Kippenberger organized a club, the “infamous”
S.0.36, as well as his “Kippenbergers Bliro”, where in
1979, the seminal group show “1. auBerordentliche
Veranstaltung in Bild und Klang zum Thema der Zeit:
Elend” (1st Extraordinary Event in Pictures and Sound
on the Theme of the Age: Misery) took place, featuring,
amongst others, Blttner’s art.

This is exactly the same time when in China a whole
new generation of artists emerged and founded what
is today the very distinct and strong Chinese artworld.
The show wants to argue that, even though both
phenomena emerged 7353 kilometers apart, they
share a kindred spirit and are both an emanation of
“Zeitgeist” (as Hegel would have called it) and in fact the
1982 exhibition in Berlin by the same name, “Zeitgeist™?,
galvanized the whole Western art scene well beyond
Germany. In Beijing it was the artists who then became
the Stars Group, that launched an exhibition in 1979,



that jump-started the scene, while the 1993 exhibition
“China Avantgarde” brought international success to the
blossoming artworld of China.

Showing Werner Buttner’s work at Yuz Museum nods to
the kinship of “A New Spirit in Painting” * that emerged
simultaneously in different parts of the world.

Werner Buttner emerged from this time as a singular
and exceptional voice. If Germany had a Literati Culture,
the artist Werner Bulttner could be considered one of
the most prominent proponents. There is hardly any
other artist in Germany, who is more well-read than
him. Harald Falckenberg, a close friend of Blttner’s, and
one of the best collectors of contemporary art, once
said: “If Buttner had not become an artist, he would
also have become a famous writer.” The artist’s field
of interest is extremely wide. From the myths of early
nomadic cultures to the skepticism of Montaigne’s
Essais, the artist has devoured Western philosophy and
grand literature, not as an academic, but for personal
use and as a means of developing his own personality.
The human condition in all its glory and its misery
is at the core of his interest and compassion. His
intellectual curiosity and rigorous thinking are paired
with a heightened sensibility for human strife. And
all his paintings® are witness to this uncompromising
commitment to “La Condition Humaine”.

Looking at Buttner’s paintings at first is a puzzling
experience. Many of his paintings are inhabited by
strange animals in combination with wondrous ciphers
that appear to carry reference to meanings outside of
the painting. Take for example Five Cranes and Charles
Darwin’s First Sketch on Evolution - Why Cranes? -
Actually, it were the famous finches from the Galapagos
Islands, that Darwin used to explain his theory On the
Origin of Species. Darwin nowhere writes about cranes,
so why are they in the picture? - In his painting, Blttner
conflates them both by using metonymic strategies
(exchanging one word/image for a similar one), or
metaphors (exchanging one word/image for something
else completely). In other words, images become
shields of sorts, that protect and insulate the factual, or
emotional core from the harshness of reality. One good
example is Fool, Leaving the Shelter of Seclusion. Human
history is full of stories of those pure of heart, that perish
under the pressures of a harsh reality. The “Fool” is such
a trope. As in stories about Percival, or Dostoevsky’s
Idiot, the stories setup emblematic guidelines for their
audiences to find orientation.

What is an emblem? - “Emblems are based on the
conviction that world events are full of discoverable,
hidden meanings, and disguised references to meaning,



and on the notion of the referential character of
everything visible to a higher, inner, principled sense of
world order,” as the encyclopedia states. This approach
to reality culturally peaked in Western Europe during
Baroque times and was based on a broad consensus
about the fixed meaning of the emblematic conflation
of word and image. This has become Werner Buttner’s
artistic methodology and visual language which he
applies to all aspects of human life. So why is Buttner
using this methodology? - There seem to be two
reoccurring traits in his work, deep irony that cautions
you to never believe in anything you see, and a deep
desire to keep meaning alive, despite its obvious
dangers. Werner Buttner is a believer, a believer in
nothing. He sees the world and its references as a quarry
of sorts, from where he receives the building blocks of
his pictorial world and he sees connections where no
one else has looked.

In other words, Blttner does not necessarily aim for
the “important” or mainstream topics. He sees with
clarity the details right next to everybody else’s focus
of attention. In doing so, he reveals much more of our
reality than by going at it directly. Irony can save the
world.

The exhibition “Fool, Leaving the Shelter of Seclusion”
is structured around eight important chapters from his
imaginary book of life:

The Beginnings and Other Self-Portraits
The Self

Women

Art History as Mirror

Man and Animal

Childhood

Literature as Saviour

La Condition Humaine

For the first time in China, this exhibition presents an
exemplary cross section of the vast artistic oeuvre of
Werner Blttner, spanning his career from 1979 to 2024.

Curator Thomas Eller

References:

! Wolfgang Max Faust/Gerd de Vries: Hunger nach Bildern - deutsche
Malerei der Gegenwart, Cologne 1982.
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“ There is the word “pain” hidden in painting.
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The wild painting movement in Germany emerges in the late 1970s
as a phenomenon in youth culture and was closely intersected with
developments in music, literature, and theatre. Quite often proponents
of this time would have been active in various fields simultaneously. For a
few short years, this movement created so much energy in German cities
that soon artists’ bands were singing German songs on public TV shows
and showing in derelict underground alternative spaces as well as in the
best museums throughout Germany all at once.

The late 1970s, early 80s also marked a generational change. Those born
10 years after World War Il had a different view of the world and harbored
a strong desire to express themselves differently. In previous decades
artistic practice had been very much under the influence of American
conceptualism and minimalism. Cerebral and formalist approaches
dominated the avantgarde movements in art.

This, for a younger generation of artists, was a too narrow definition of
art. As in architecture, post-modern approaches allowed to connect with
a wide array of aesthetic formulae and peruse them as well. The result
was an energy burst, that allowed German art to become of international
importance once again (after German Expressionism). It was in the early
80s in which the groundwork for the most famous German artists was
laid: A.R. Penck, Immendorf, Baselitz, Lipertz, Richter, Polke, who were
of course the teachers of the next generation: Kippenberger, Blttner,
Oehlen, as well as now lesser-known artists like Dokoupil, Dahn, Fetting,
Salomé, Zimmer, etc.

As noted in many texts about Werner Blttner, he is both a man of images
and a man of letters. Having been awarded the Hans Platschek Prize
for Art and Literature in 2011, Blttner was, to a large degree, the mind
behind the “Bad Painting” group with Kippenberger and Oehlen. Quite
often exhibition concepts and titles of shows were penned by him. He
was the sharp mind, when Kippenberger was the “lead singer” in that
group. Radical honesty and sharp irony were their language against old
conventional truisms. That is why their work gave a new generation a
breath of freedom.
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1979
HEHE
71 x50 cm

Flatiron

1979
Qil on canvas
71 x50 cm
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BUttner painted this work together with his friend Albert
Oehlen, the earliest painting in this exhibition. It is a
seemingly simple painting, but very tongue-in-cheek.
Originally titled “Flatiron” in English, versus the German
word, “BlUgeleisen,” it shows an ordinary household item,
or more precisely - its “hot” side. However, most audiences
would think of the famous building in New York City, the
Flatiron Building. In a twisted way this painting is a claim to
future fame worldwide - and a joke about this goal at the
same time.

Like many works by Buttner, the ideas are oscillating
between extreme ambition and a skeptical stance towards
the same goals.
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This painting is a collaboration between Buttner and
Martin Kippenberger. It combines typical elements of both
artists’ works. Kippenberger painted the purple puppet
with a huge headache (mal a téte) - Buttner’'s part was to
show what apparently goes on inside the afflicted head.
Being too “thirsty” is sometimes very painful the next day.

t\ﬁ

1982

R EHE
90 x 75 cm

Mal a téte

1982
Qil on canvas
90 x 75 cm
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The Self
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In Buttner’s early oeuvre, there is an abundance of self-
portraits, a phenomenon that reflects a wide range of
tropes and impulses. Finding himself as a young artist
is not, however, the dominant aspect. If anything, these
works exude a strong sense of irony towards the auteur
position. Far from aggrandizing the position of the artist
(as a previous generation - Baselitz and Lupertz - did),
Buttner pokes fun at himself, does not take himself too
seriously, but establishes a playful and meaningful game
of how to relate to the world. His approach is neither
deterministic nor universal. Buttner does not want to
speak for everyone. Instead, he observes himself in
sometimes funny, sometimes absurd, but often times
dire personal situations. His works do not testify to these
circumstances in an accusatory or self-denigrating way,
but with a healthy ironic distance. Speaking for himself
may be an exercise in modesty, but it is also the proud
gesture of a man who can endure, and sometimes even
suffer, an exemplary fate - and thus offer the viewer
some guidance, if he is willing to accept it.
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Self-Portrait in an NSU

2004
Qil on canvas
80 x 120 cm

R4 TAE NSU 832 TF 1873 &, MEBEHEANER, 2 1950 R
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A EEFEARZ DAL R
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NSU was a car brand founded in 1873 which transformed
from building knitting machines to becoming the biggest
producer of motorbikes worldwide in 1950s. In the 1960s
NSU cars were among the first cars that people could
afford in Germany. The NSU brand was fused into the AUDI
brand in 1985. A car brand that became very popular in
China in the early 2000s.

NSU, however, was once considered as the poor person’s
car, and the artist painted himself sitting in it. Again,
BUttner uses self-deprecating humor to establish himself
as an independent artist.
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190 x 190 cm

Thirst

1989
Qil on canvas
190 x 190 cm
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1995
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65 x 54 cm

Self-Portrait with Nose Pen

1995
Oil on canvas
65 x 54 cm
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This enigmatic painting shows a strange creature (with the
artist’s eyes) protruding from a molehill. Two leaves flapping
sideways on top of the hill make the scene look even more
ridiculous. Dropping downwards from the nose section of
an imaginary head, an old-fashioned writing pen manifests
itself. A droplet of earthy substance creats the dot of an
exclamation mark.

What do we see? - Piercing gray blue eyes, keep the viewer at
a distance. The nose transporms into scripture the intellectual
output. Smell being a sense of close range and also the
most immediate influence on anybody. You can look away,
but you cannot “smell” away. Smell is the most intimate
sense we have. The painting transforms this immediacy into
intellectuality. The flapping leaves, in the place of ears, seem
utterly useless. What is left, is a heightened awareness of the
complexity of intuition and intellect.

It appears that BUttner takes his inspiration from Francois
Rabelais (born between 1483 and 1494; died 1553) was a
French writer who has been called the first great French
prose author. He was a humanist of the French Renaissance
and a Greek scholar, and also one of BUuttner's most favorite
writers.

e

FHEARE-HIAE
CEERSIRRIINE) FIEY
A Monster, from 'Les Songes
Drolatiques de Pantagruel' by
Francois Rabelais

https://nat museum-digital.de

object/838891
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150 x 120 cm

Self-Portrait in White Shirt

1998
Qil on canvas
150 x 120 cm
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EXRET, BRANEEGRERRE—FRNES, MEREES
MEESALHRE. Fd, #ENATES, REAF. HELEL
RILERIIBYBIERIBE.

This painting is put in close proximity to Flatiron (1979).
An iron of course is used to “flatten” clothes. Well. In this
painting, Buttner's self-portrait is embedded within a white
shirt, which in itself is a metaphor for a business person.
However, the shirt is still folded and not worn by anyone.
The shirt becomes a symbol of the potential to be dresses
for success.
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Much has been written about artists and women as
their muses. And it would probably be wrong to say
that Buttner is completely impervious to the subject.
However, being a very reserved person who keeps a tight
rein on his heart’s affairs, he has had a few meaningful
love relationships in his life. His work, however, is littered
with traces of them. Buttner values his privacy so highly
that he would not betray his true feelings for the sake
of art. Unlike Picasso, for example, who incessantly
flaunted his erotic exploits in front of an international
audience.

Women in Blttner’s work are either hidden out of
respect - or, in many cases, the subject becomes part
of his overall exploration of the human condition.
Relationships between men and women appear as
follies to be revealed in the pictorial world of Buttner’s
visual accounting of the absurdities of human life.
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LAt KPX
1998
K. &iE

Damenbad KPX

1998
wood, tiles

1 Tt (E)
¥R 143 X 13 X 27cm
HEEE 131 X 37 X 37cm
Damenbad KPX (Inge)

sculpture: 43 x 13 x 27 cm
pedestal: 131 x 37 x 37 cm

2 At (R
BE¥E 115 X 15 X 55.7cm
ELEE: 131 X 37 X 68cm
Damenbad KPX (Annette)

sculpture: 15 x 15 x 55.7 cm
pedestal: 131 x 37 x 68 cm

3 it CRAEE)
BE¥E : 43 X 16 X 20cm
EEE:131 X 37 X 37cm
Damenbad KPX (Hannelore)

sculpture: 43 x 16 x 20 cm
pedestal: 131 x 37 x 37 cm

At (B3R E)

BE¥E : 55 X 13 X 16 cm
HEE:131 X 37 X 37cm
Damenbad KPX (Marion)

sculpture: 55 x 13 x 16 cm
pedestal: 131 x 37 x 37 cm

ZaM (Biek)

B¥E :35 X 15 X 21 cm
EEE:131 X 37 X 37cm
Damenbad KPX (Monika)

sculpture: 35 x 15 x 21 cm
pedestal: 131 x 37 x 37 cm

A (Fi22 D)

BE¥E : 58 X 24 X 18 cm
EmE:131 X 37 X 37cm
Damenbad KPX (Lisbeth)

sculpture: 58 x 24 x 18 cm
pedestal: 131 x 37 x 37 cm

At (REh)

B#2E : 15 X 35.5 X 20cm
EEE:131 X 52 X 37cm
Damenbad KPX (Carola)

sculpture: 15 x 35.5 x 20 cm
pedestal: 131 x 52 x 37 cm
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XL MINRIRE. IBER. FIL I, REHL. RIERMEEERSD
BMEZHER. 3T, IMBZARWINIZIZE58R,.

The seven sculptures made from lime wood and entitled
Damenbad (women’s day at the public bath house) stand
out in Buttner’s oeuvre. As a body of work, it stands out
also among the sculptural work of the artist. Stylistically,
they are in line with a German expressionist tradition and
are comparable to, for example, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s
Seated Woman (1910).

For BUttner women have always been important in his
life. From early childhood drama he learned to respect
and worship women. This work shows some of his close
female friends in the setting of a public bath. It has been a
tradition called “Damenbad” in Germany that at least once
a week there was a day that the public bath, only opened
to Women. Each sculpture shows Hannelore, Marion,
Lisbeth, Carola, Annette, Inge and Marion, as are their
names, relaxing and enjoying the water. Or maybe this is
how the artists remembers and imagines them.

https://www.kettererkunst.

de/kunst/kd/details.

php?0bnr=1220004648&
anummer=535


https://www.kettererkunst.de/kunst/kd/details.php?obnr=122000464& anummer=535
https://www.kettererkunst.de/kunst/kd/details.php?obnr=122000464& anummer=535
https://www.kettererkunst.de/kunst/kd/details.php?obnr=122000464& anummer=535
https://www.kettererkunst.de/kunst/kd/details.php?obnr=122000464& anummer=535
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Woman with Six Pillows
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F/RIBERT Z8, (G
Albrecht Durer, Six Pillows

https://sempub.ub.uni-heidelberg.

FRBERR ZH , (BEK)
Albrecht Durer, Self-portrait
https://www.metmuseum.org/art,

de/duerer.online/wisski/
navigate/102901/view

collection/search/459214

(R/RBERS E8) HREIES)
Albrecht Ddrer. Die Sprache seiner Gewénder
https:.//www.froelichundkaufmann.de
kunstgeschichte/kunst-bis-1800/albrecht-duerer-die-
sprache-seiner-gewaender.html

The obvious reference to this painting is an etching by none
less than the quintessential German artist Albrecht Durer.
His etching from 1493 is now in the Metropolitan Museum
in New York. Six Pillows is “only” the backside of another
print Self-portrait, Study of a Hand and a Pillow. The 18 year
old Durer imagines himself to become an important artist,
prominenetly featuring his hand in a decisive gesture. The
pillows were probably a training session in how to render
“folds.” Folds being one of the most important features in
medieval and renaissance arts in the West. There is an entire
book only on the language of Durer’s vestiges, Albrecht Durer.
Die Sprache seiner Gewdnder. A famous essay about “the
fold” by the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze explores the
relevance of “the fold” for the European idea of integration.

In typical “Werner Buttner-style” he adds a “baroque” Woman
to his painting of six pillows in order to measure himself
against the importance of another German artist.

There is another connection worth mentioning: Dlrer was
one of the first, and definitely one of the most important
artists that was able to paint important self-portraits. It is not
documented, if there is a direct connection between this fact
and the phenomenon, that there are many early self-portraits
by Buttner as well, that transport the genre into a much more
selfconscious and contested historical situation. The least
to say, maybe, would be to see Werner BUttner in a German
tradition of self-investigation, that attempts to find a way to
add new perspectives on the contemporary.



https://sempub.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/duerer.online/wisski/navigate/102901/view
https://sempub.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/duerer.online/wisski/navigate/102901/view
https://sempub.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/duerer.online/wisski/navigate/102901/view
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459214 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459214 
https://www.froelichundkaufmann.de/kunstgeschichte/kunst-bis-1800/albrecht-duerer-die-sprache-seiner
https://www.froelichundkaufmann.de/kunstgeschichte/kunst-bis-1800/albrecht-duerer-die-sprache-seiner
https://www.froelichundkaufmann.de/kunstgeschichte/kunst-bis-1800/albrecht-duerer-die-sprache-seiner
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Kiss of the Muse
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This painting refers to the age-old idea that artistic
inspiration is an energy that is channeled between an artist
and his muse. The male aspect of this story is that a very
proficient and skilled artist tries to create a masterpiece.
But something is missing to achieve that goal. This
something that make a truly great artwork and only be
attained by female energies that the (male) artist can only
receive, not create himself, by being kissed by a “muse.’

This notion today has become highly criticized as
misogynic and paternalistic. The sculpture in BUttner's
painting stylistically points towards the modern sculptors
in Paris, Aristide Maillol and Auguste Rodin, who both had
strong women by their side.

BUttner's work in many ways has always been very critical
of the myths surrounding artists. Also in this painting: The
muse takes up almost all the space and the artist is only
the side-story - A disembodied head who hopes to receive
a kiss.
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Woman with Absolutely Nothing
in Her Basket
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ik - BEARE K, (aTEE)
Jean-Francois Miller, The
Gleaner

A peasant woman is bending forward and gestures with
her right hand as if she was putting something into her
basket. However there is nothing there - not in her hand,
not in her basket. This image has been created within
a long context of art in French realism that first put an
emphasis on the plight of simple people. The Gleaners, by
Jean-Francois Millet from 1857 is such a painting that is
very compassionate towards the strife of peasant women.

Another one is a series of drawings by Vincent Van Gogh
on the same subject.

In BUttner’s painting, an hourglass sits on top of the
peasant woman’s head, merging her headdress with a
conical shape of fallen sand, that is at the same time
creating a shape of a traditional hat in rural China.

According to the hourglass, time has run out, no sand
is raining down through the funnel. The woman is in a
destitute situation, but for some reason, neither she, nor
the audience seems to grasp the direness of the moment.

MR RE , (RTENRE) HFFIEFHR
Vincent van Gogh, Peasant Farmer's Woman in a Labour
Woman Gleaning Hat

https://www.artchive.com
artwork/peasant-woman-
gleaning-vincent-van-gogh-1885-
nunen-nuenen-netherlands



https://www.artchive.com/artwork/peasant-woman-gleaning-vincent-van-gogh-1885-nunen-nuenen-netherlan
https://www.artchive.com/artwork/peasant-woman-gleaning-vincent-van-gogh-1885-nunen-nuenen-netherlan
https://www.artchive.com/artwork/peasant-woman-gleaning-vincent-van-gogh-1885-nunen-nuenen-netherlan
https://www.artchive.com/artwork/peasant-woman-gleaning-vincent-van-gogh-1885-nunen-nuenen-netherlan
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click on the chapter titles
to content page

He, who does not thrash painting, hates painting!

While Buttner is an avid reader, he is first and foremost a
painter, and he insists time and again on the advantages
of painting over writing. “A painting,” he says, “cannot
be read and fully deciphered. It is not a rebus that can
be translated into text without loss.” For him, painting
is its own reality and, like the human condition, is of
a complexity that defies comprehension. Today, his
approach to painting is not formalist, but with a high
sensitivity to formulation - meaning: After the early
phase of gestural painting, which was fueled by an
abundance of angry energy, Buttner tightly controls
his pictorial creation vis-a-vis art-historical references
that he can relate to, allowing himself only a few
mannerisms, such as the white paint that he often
splashes over his canvases upon completion of the
painterly act.

His attitude to painting (as to life) has always been
skeptical, leaving him with only few works of art to
cherish. He has a very broad view of the artistic heritage
of the West and a distrust of self-acclaimed avant-garde
movements. In the competitive system of art in the
West, “newness” still counts for something. Buttner has
always been critical of this. He sometimes ridicules self-
proclaimed avant-garde art in works such as Avantgarde
from Behind. What is most important, however, is a very
close look at the multitude of art historical references in
Buttner's work, and also how and for what purpose he
chooses his references and how he reinterprets them to
communicate his view of the contemporary world.



Art History
as Mirror
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click on the purple dots
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https://www.theguardian.com
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Run-Over Hippie in
the Egyptian Style
1988

Qil on canvas

150 x 120 cm
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“douanier GEXER) ", *

This painting is a reference to a meeting between Pablo
Picasso and the naive painter Henri Rousseau. Everyone
thought it was hilarious when the old painter made his
heartfelt declaration - the punchline to an evening of
mockery. “You and |, said Rousseau, sincerely addressing
his host Picasso, “are the two most important artists of the
age - you in the Egyptian style, and | in the modern one.”
Picasso would laugh at the memory along with everyone
else. The banquet he gave one wild night in 1908 for the
untrained artist nicknamed the douanier (customs officer)
because he had worked much of his life on the toll gates
and river duty stations of Paris was nothing but a blague,
Picasso would claim, absolutely a blague (joke).


https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2005/oct/29/art
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(Abduction of a Woman after Goya)
2018
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This painting is derived from an etching by Francesco de
Goya from the series Disparates (1815-1819).

Goya is one of BUttner's most favorite artists, for his deep
empathy towards the human struggle. The Kidnapping
Horse, as the print is called, shows a woman who is about
to fall. However, the horse prevents her from hurt, by
snatching the dress around her waist. On second glance
it is not very clear what is happening. Is the woman
struggling against her abduction, or is she in fact smiling
and enjoying the horsepower?

Men and Women - Blttner has created many artworks on

FRRRTRETRY X3 (B E)
Francisco Goya, The
kidnapping horse
https://www.museodelprado.es

en/the-collection/art-work/the-

this subject. His version highlights the horse’'s gaze on the (idnapping-horse/362dcbb-b9b5-

woman in an ironic twist on the subject matter.

43a9-a4c1-379f5b89b818
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FI/ROFE-BRIEH (2F)

Alberto Giacometti, Le Nez
https://www.giacometti-stiftung.ch/highlights
objekt/?tx_artcollection_single%5Bartpiece%5D=21
3&cHash=563590b9f9edc26fbcd81b42f3alcd3f

KEFAME

Puppet with a long nose

i BEHE-FE, (REDF5),1786
Jean-Baptiste Regnault, Pygmalion, 1786
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-

This painting is in direct reference to Le Nez (1947) by
Alberto Giacometti. A human head is hanging from a
thread connected to a cage-like confinement. Curiously,
the head has a long protruding nose that reaches into
the space far outside the cage. This nose is taken from
the famous story about “Pinocchio,” a wooden figure that
becomes a real boy. Whenever he is lying, his nose grows.

In Giacometti's sculpture, the nose / the lie balances out
the head and prevents it from snapping backwards.

The other aspect is much older and dates back to the
Greek mythological story of Pygmalion, a sculptor who so
much wishes, that an effigy of a woman he created, would
become alive and be his lover. This is a tale of artistic
creativity and love.

Baptiste Regnault


https://www.giacometti-stiftung.ch/highlights/objekt/?tx_artcollection_single%5Bartpiece%5D=213&cHas
https://www.giacometti-stiftung.ch/highlights/objekt/?tx_artcollection_single%5Bartpiece%5D=213&cHas
https://www.giacometti-stiftung.ch/highlights/objekt/?tx_artcollection_single%5Bartpiece%5D=213&cHas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Baptiste_Regnault
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Baptiste_Regnault
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James Ensor, Peculiar Insects
https://krollermuller.nl/en
james-ensor-peculiar-insects
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Homage to James Ensor
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James Ensor is another important source of inspiration for
Buttner. As he keeps “digging” into the Western pictorial
heritage, Blttner produces works that re-activate long
forgotten art history and creates more awareness for
deeper notions of “La Condition Humaine.”

The metamorphosis in this portrait of two friends seems
to be inspired by a poem Die Launen der Verliebten by
Heinrich Heine about the impossible love between a
beetle and a dragonfly. Here Ensor has become a beetle.
The dragonfly resembles Mariétte Rousseau-Hannon,
whose house acted as a meeting place for artists and
scholars. Ensor was enchanted by this beautiful biologist.

Inhibitions and self-doubt between lovers always make life
complicated.


https://krollermuller.nl/en/james-ensor-peculiar-insects
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He That Hath Eyes to See,
Let Him See This to Completion
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Blue Nude (Nu bleu) is the name of a series of about twelve
gouache cuts by Henri Matisse, which he created in 1952.
They depict seated or standing female nudes in abstract
form and are among his last works. Around 1943, paper
cut-outs became the main means of expression in the
work of the artist, who was often confined to his bed due
to illness, so that he gave up painting in favor of paper cut-
outs around 1948. Matisse called this technique “drawing
with scissors.” The “blue nudes” stand out against a white
paper background and look like sculptures. The series was
created a few years before his death.

Blttner re-creates an image of a fragmented woman.
His title He That Hath Eyes to See, Let Him See This to
Completion at first sounds very grand, using an old-
fashioned English language style. There is a barely
noticeable shift in meaning between “to see” and “to see
this to.” The first is to actually “see” (as in: perceive). The
second “to see this to” - means that somebody has to
follow through with something against all obstacles and
(sometimes) against better judgement. Those are words
that create a notion of ruthlessness. Painting with scissors,
seen in this light, takes on a dark meaning.

SH-DEH, (EBERE)
Henri Matisse, Nu bleu
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Blauer_Akt
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Man and Animal

click on the chapter titles
to content page

Blttner’'s work can be read as an anamnesis of
the human condition. All his works are essentially
investigations into the complex, glorious as well as
nefarious desires that guide human behavior. For the
same reason that Buttner has always been skeptical
about humanity as a whole and has developed
“Unurvertrauen,” a general mistrust of life, he has
approached the animal kingdom - NOT as a companion,
not as a surrogate, but as an entity, a being that we as
humans owe respect to, or as a being that we regard as
something that is available to our perusal.

Very often in history animals have had to stand in
for human needs and desires, obscuring the dignity
of animal life. Buttner unmasks anthropomorphic
attributions in his many paintings, revealing instead
the destitute neediness of humans who use animals
to compensate for their own shortcomings and their
negligent needs.
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Venus von Willendorf

https:/de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venus_von_Willendorf

This painting features three elements: The face of a
grinning ape, the core of a green apple and a paleolithic
figurine, the 29,000 year old so-called Venus of Willendorf,
apparently a goddess of fertility.

Buttner has long been fascinated by the descriptions of the
beginning of civilization in different cultures. This painting
reaches into different aspects of Western history. The apple,
of course is the proverbial “forbidden fruit” from the “tree of
knowledge.” According to Western scripture, Adam, the first
man was forbidden to eat the apple and gain knowledge.
However, Eve, the first woman, seduced him into doing
this. Their punishment was to be expelled from paradies, a
place without worries, into the world of strife and suffering.

The stone-age sculpture in this painting refers to a much
older culture. Recent research dissociates the figurine from
a symbol of “Venus.” Instead, anthropoligist now believe
that there has been a culture of worship of “grandmothers”
as harbinger of knowledge.

Finally the “grinning face” monkey exuding irreversible
enthusiasm. Instead of the section of his head, where the
brains sit, we only see the remains of the apple. Did he not
think? - Is he a stand-in for “Adam”? - Were his impulses
towards “Eve” so rushed, that he forgot all warnings?

Isn't this how large parts of humanity still acts today? -
Instead of thinking about a good path of action, we rely on
impulses to satisfy our desires.

We can’t answer these questions - but this painting is very
much in line with Buttner's investigation of human follies.

1491 £ (fZERTEE) FHXER
1aE

Illustration of the Tree of
Paradise in the Hortus
Sanitatis 1491


https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venus_von_Willendorf 
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Vive La Bagatelle
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René Magritte, LEmpire des lumiéres, 1954
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Empire_of Light

This profoundly ambiguous painting combines night-vision
with blue skies. A cat catches an over-sized rodent - in a
frozen moment. Nothing moves, as if a movie was put on
freeze-frame mode. The French title (literally, “success to
frivolity or nonsense”) is expressing a carefree attitude to
life, adding more mystery to the painting. The architecture
in the background of the painting appears to be cast in
daylight and at night in the same time.

This is reminiscent of a series of paintings called LEmpire
des lumiéres by René Magritte, another one of Buttner’s
favorite artists. The ambivalence of days and night, creates
a dreamlike mood and a surreal sensation.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Empire_of_Light
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Childhood - this section could have been called “Life,”
but that would have been too grand a statement for
Werner Buttner. His approach is always more concrete
and less general. Blttner was born in 1954 in Jena, an
industrial city in East Germany. His father left for Munich,
leaving young Werner, his mother, and two sisters
behind. When the family was reunited in Munich a few
years later, it was not a happy moment. His mother
would eventually succumb to alcoholism and develop a
mental illness. When Buttner was 16, he had his mother
committed to a psychiatric hospital and moved to
Berlin himself. Jena has always been a (pre-traumatic)
reference point in his life. Relationships, family
structures, conventional wisdom - he questioned all of
them and kept giving himself (non-definite) answers.
All the while, he spent over thirty years of his life as a
teacher, fostering the careers of younger artists. When
the Kunstverein Hamburg opened a restaurant, Buttner
iroically named it “Jena Paradies” after the railway
station of his hometown. Another ambivalent allegorical
gesture by the artist: Paradies - meaning paradise, of
course - could be the place where all opposites come
together peacefully and forever. A train station, however,
serves as a place of departure - or escape.
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Paternal Address
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A parrot (father) talks to his featherless chick. What is he
going to tell the young one? And which wisdom will he
convey? This a humorous and respectful comment on
transgenerational conversations. This image is also an
example of how Buttner depicts animals in a metaphorical
way to convey complex human interaction. The artist, who
grew up fatherless, had to be responsible for himself at an
early age. What would his father have told him?
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Fish and Early Years
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Buttner's childhood, was not easy. This painting might be
an expression of that memory. A child is sitting at a folding
table, eating with a spoon. In front of him an uncooked
fish, that looks more like an apparition than food. It almost
seems that the fish wants to escape from the picture
towards the left.

Fish very often are symbols for the unconscious and
uncanny from the depths of the sea. An artist who quite
often used fish in his paintings to depict energies from
human subconsciousness was Max Beckmann.

Oni-Neg , (FEE),1936

Max Beckmann, The Kitchen (Quappi with Fish), 1936
https://www.staatsgalerie.de/de/sammlung-digital/
kueche-quappi-fischen
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Fool, Leaving the Shelter of Seclusion
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Qil on canvas
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This seminal painting by Buttner gives the audience a
glimpse into the value system of the artist. Fools are not
evil. Fools are simpletons with good hearts that mean
well. All is good for them, as long as they don't go out and
expose themselves to the world. If they do, they become
world famous literature. The obvious examples would be
Tamino in Mozart's opera, The Magic Flute, or, Percival
the opera by Wilhelm Richard Wagner, in which only the
person with the purest heart can find the holy grail.

In more modern times, Fyodor Dostoevsky's book, The
Idiot, takes on the task to write about “the positively good
and beautiful man.”
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Literature as

Saviour
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Literature was Buttner’s first love. Born into a troubled
family in Jena, East Germany, he was moved to a very
poor neighbourhood in Munich. His saving grace was the
local public library, where young Werner found another
world through reading. To this day, he is probably the
most well-read artist in Germany. His very good friend
Harald Falckenberg, who was one of Germany’s few
mega-collectors, once said of Buttner: “If Werner had not
become a famous painter, he could have been a prolific
writer.”

Not only was the artist shaped as a person by his
incessant reading of everything from philosophy to
poetry - his entire approach to life was shaped by the
guidance of his books. Needless to say, his work echoes
with references to literature and testifies to Buttner’s
ethical convictions.
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The Artist in the Age of
Remote Control

1990
Qil on canvas
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Walter Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner
technischen Reproduzierbarkeit, 1936
https://www.thalia.at/shop/home/artikeldetails/
A1011623539

This picture been another apparent self-portait, shows
the artist as an inter-being, half human, half heraldic
animal. Veiled with a huge purple scarf, he is in control,
or rather, holds a remote control in each hand. This
technology had become fairly regular by that time.
Personal computers however just started to proliferate
and were not emotionally important yet. Remote
controls, also called “the power” in German households at
the time gave their user a stronger sense of themselves.

BUttner shows the person in the painting exerting this
power with rays shooting out from the control devices in
ridiculous ways.

The title references the famous book by Walter
Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen
Reproduzierbarkeit, 1936. In his essay, Benjamin argues
that art and its reception are themselves subject to
change, particularly through the development of
photography and film. On the one hand, this is due to
the possibility of mass reproduction, and on the other
to a changed depiction of reality and thus a changed
collective perception. In addition, the artwork loses its
aura in these processes, which in turn changes the social
function of the media.


https://www.thalia.at/shop/home/artikeldetails/A1011623539
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This painting is taken from The Third Policeman, a novel by
Flann O’'Brien (Irish, 1911-1966), who famously advanced the
“Mollycule Theory,” according to which “people who spend
most of their natural lives riding iron bicycles over the rocky
roadsteads of their neighborhood get their personalities
mixed up with the personalities of their bicycles as a result
of the interchanging of ‘'mollycules’ of each of them.”

Identity and self-reflection become distorted in a surreal
storytelling.

B=BEZHE

Portrait of Flann O'Brien

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flann_0O%27Brien
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Thomas Bernhard in the Vortex
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Thomas Bernhard (1931-1989) was an Austrian novelist,
playwright, poet and polemicist who is considered one
of the most important German-language authors of the
postwar era. He explored themes of death, isolation,
obsession and illness in controversial literature that was
pessimistic about the human condition and highly critical
of post-war Austrian and European culture. He developed a
distinctive prose style, often featuring multiple perspectives
on characters and events, idiosyncratic vocabulary and
punctuation, and long monologues by protagonists on the
verge of insanity.

RS- HRBEEE
Portrait of Thomas Bernhard
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/FileThomas_

Bernhard_(1987)jpg
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If Germany had a Literati Culture, the artist Werner
Buttner could be considered one of the most prominent
proponents. There is hardly another artist in Germany,
who is more well-read than him. Literature, in all
cultures, channels the desires, hope, aspirations, but
also the set-backs, failures and defeats of human life in
commensurable ways, for us to cope and empathize.

Buttner finds his inspiration from human life, refines his
ideas via art and literature to define his own approach.
His favorite artists are Durer, Goya, James Ensor, Magritte,
Giacometti, and many more, reaching back into obscure
antique visual cultures. Montaigne, Rabelais, Celine and
Thomas Bernhard are on his reading list.

The artist’s field of interest is extremely broad. From
the myths of early nomadic cultures to the skepticism
of Montaigne’s Essais, the artist has devoured Western
philosophy and grand literature, not as an academic, but
for personal use and as a means of developing his own
personality. The human condition in all its glory and its
misery is at the core of his interest and compassion. His
intellectual curiosity and rigorous thinking are coupled
with a heightened sensitivity for human strife. And all
of his artworks bear witness to this uncompromising
commitment to “La Condition Humaine.”



La Condition
Humaine



IDMERY ZI
2007
mEHE

190 x 150 cm

Palpitation Time

2007
Qil on canvas
190 x 150 cm

REMNEF
1995

HEHE

150 x 120 cm

Fame and Tiny Basket

1995
QOil on canvas
150 x 120 cm



WA Z— M EABRE ?
1992

HEHE

240 x 190 cm

Is Humour a Concept of Nature?
1992

Qil on canvas
240 x 190 cm

FRNHT—=
2023

EHE

190 x 150 cm

Exotic Market Scene
2023

Oil on canvas

190 x 150 cm



B — FEAH
2018

HEHE

190 x 150 cm

Spines - An Advantage in Life
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This painting is an antithesis to Fool, Leaving the Shelter
of Seclusion. Being naive might provide some protection
from a generally well-meaning world. However, the world
can be a very tough place for those that are pure-of-heart.

Spines - An Advantage in Life concedes to this truth. As a
painting it reveals - to a degree - Blttner's mindset and
his understanding of “La condition humaine.”
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Yuz Museum would like to thank the artist Werner BUttner and
his studio, the curator Thomas Eller, the artist’'s representing
gallery Triumph Gallery and all the lenders as well as people
and institutions who made this exhibition possible. Our
warmest thanks go to the different people and companies that
contributed to the production of the exhibition.

35 =i
Special thanks to

AR MR JAZARGRRIFSEBE
Conservation J.A Conservation-Restoration of Artworks

KA ST EEINERRRIRIT AR AR
Lighting DLX LIGHTING DESIGN



EFMAEEREBEEARIET 2025 4 3 5 22 HE 2025 4F 6 A 22 HAHHY 4R - DR B
BT 2 PO " 4B IHI7E,

This brochure is produced in conjunction with the exhibition "Werner Buttner. Fool,
Leaving the Shelter of Seclusion” at Yuz Museum from Mar. 22, 2025 to Jun. 22, 2025.
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