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1. Ginther Uecker working
on a painting in his studio in
Dasseldorf, August 2016



GUNTHER UECKER

n my way to Giinther Uecker’s (b. 1930) studio in

Dusseldorf, I manage to lose my way, and when

Task for directions a helpful passerby points past
a twisting trio of Frank Gehry buildings and says, ‘Take
a right at Uecker Platz.” Giinther Uecker may have the
honour of having a whole square christened after him,
but he’s not a grand figure. When I finally get to the studio.
the artist himself greets me at the door of his huge, two-
storey converted warehouse on the banks of the Rhine.
(Uecker has been based here since 1987, when he moved
out of the space he used to share with Gerhard Richter.)
He is instantly recognisable from the slew of recent pub-
lications that chart the happenings of the 1960s and in
which he invariably appears wearing overalls, with close-
cropped hair — often pictured with other avant-garde
luminaries such as Yayoi Kusama, or John Cage, or staring
intently into the camera of Lothar Wolleh.

Upstairs are Uecker’s projects, which include can-
vases large and small as well as an array of tools, a chair
covered in spikes and much stranger contraptions, such
as a typewriter featuring nails for keys. Nails are the Ger-
man artist’s signature material - but Uecker is more than
comfortable using them for their usual purpose. ‘T built

2. Works made for the 'Verletzte Felder (Wounded Fields)' exhibition at
Lévy Gorvy, standing in Uecker's studio in Disseldorf in August 2016
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all of this,” he says proudly, referring to the internal par-
tition walls and columns, as well as the artworks around
us. But when I ask him if he has really, as it’s sometimes
said, used 100 tonnes of nails in the course of his career,
he laughs at me. T walk carefully so as not to disturb the
careful arrangements on the floor of his many publica-
tions and the works that document his extensive travels
- he has just returned from Iran. It’s hard to take in the
sheer variety of his work as, at pace, he guides me through
a 60-year career marked by imaginative collaborations
and constant reinvention.

In recent vears, it has been for his work with the avant-
garde ZERO group for which Uecker has attracted the most
attention. In Germany he has had regular showings at
the Martin-Gropius-Bau in Berlin, most recently in 2015,
and his work features in the ZERO exhibition at the LVR-
LandesMuseum Bonn (until 26 March). He has also taken
part in major exhibitions at US museums, most notably
in the comprehensive “ZERO: Countdown to Tomorrow,
19508-60s’ at New York’s Guggenheim in 2014. These
have sought to map the network of relationships that
characterised contemporary practice in the post-war
period, placing ZERO firmly in the centre of things and
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3. Das gelbe Bild, 1957, Gunther Uecker (b. 1930),

nalls and oil on canvas, 87 x85cm

4. Funf Lichischeiben, Kosm
nails on canvas and wood,
240 x 720x40cm

redrawing the mental map of the art world in the process.

ZERO, the movement with which Uecker is most closely
associated, has always been hard to classify. It began with
a pair of Dilsseldorf artists - Heinz Mack and Otto Piene
(Uecker would join a little later) but grew into a sprawling
intercontinental movement that reads like a Who's Who of
the post-war avant-garde; it drew in everyone from Yves
Klein, Jean Tinguely, Lucio Fontana, and Piero Manzoni,
to Yayoi Kusama and the Gutai group. More confusing still,
many of its members are known for their involvement
with other movements, which have already taken their
place within the pantheon of modern art - minimalism,
Nouveau Realism, Arte Povera, Op Art, and Land Art.

Despite this complexity, the recent scholarly atten-
tion paid to the group has also led to interest from the
international art market: a 2010 sale of works by ZERO
artists at Sotheby’s, London set 19 auction records, while
at Art Basel in 2014, a group of eight white paintings by
Uecker sold for more than five million euros to a European
foundation. In 2016 Uecker had his first London show in
50 years, ‘Glinther Uecker: Verletzte Felder (Wounded
Fields)', at Lévy Gorvy (Fig. 2).

The fields in the London exhibition’s title are an apt
description for Uecker's oeuvre, since he often creates sur-
faces from which nails sprout like wheat, casting intricate
patterns of shadows with their battered heads. Point
ing to a canvas covered in welt-like patches of nails and
leaning against a wall, he says, ‘These are like the marks
you have from injuries...scars.’ The roots of this strange
crop, Uecker explains, lie in the fertile soil of his child
hood in Fischland (literally fish land’), a narrow spit of
land between the Baltic and a chain of shallow, brackish
lagoons that shadow the coast in the north of Mecklen-
burg. Uecker says, “T'he inspiration for my work comes
from nature - my father was a farmer and I still believe
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sche Vision, 1961-81, Ganther Uecker,
wooden case, electric motor, spotiight,

our purpose in life is to bring the fruit from the earth.

During the war, the town of Wustrow in Fischland
became a testing ground for the Luftwaffe, ‘T remember
the smell of all the lacquer and other materials for the
aeroplanes, and on the other hand the ground, the smell
of the earth and the animals we had. [t was a wonderful
combination of contrasts,’ Uecker says. Some of his memo-
ries of that time are much grimmer. In May 1945, just days
before the German surrender, the prison ship Cap Arcona
with 5,000 people on board was sunk by British bomb-
ers. ‘Bodies from the ships washed up on the coast, and
were left there splayed out, rotting on the beach. They
were mostly prisoners from the concentration camps,’ he
says, tracing stripes with his fingers across his torso. “The
Russians soldiers came and made me and two other boys
bury them, They were like mummies after months in the
sun.’ The grim task proved a moment of awakening for
the young German, '[ became more sensitive, Lo possess
an empathy for those losing their lives, and so I became
determined to live life with intensity.’

After the war, Uecker's family’s farmland was appro-
priated under the GDR regime and the young (now) East
German trained as a propaganda artist until 1953, when
he moved to West Berlin after the June Uprising. There
he studied painting at the art school in Berlin-Weifiensee.
In 1955, after being interrogated and processed through
arefugee camp for juvenile male refugees from the GDR,
Uecker moved to the Rhineland to study. Diisseldorf was
an apt choice for the aspiring artist: the city has been in
the grip of the arts ever since the 1690s, when the Elec-
tor Palatine, Duke Johann Wilhelm II, built a gallery to
placate his homesick Florentine wife, Anna Maria Luisa
- the last Medici. Meanwhile, the Staatliche Kunstakad-
emie Diisseldor(, where Paul Klee taught in the 1930s,
remains one of the most revered art schools in Europe.
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