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Maurizio Cattelan

Every Artist
Can Be a Man

Doru Phbets Doru Phhcts

mando finds Beuys and transports him to a military hospital. After nine months, the

Maurizio Cattelan

nurse gives birth to a boy called Maurizio Cattelan. Then the film jumps ahead—to
the same date in 1999, when a similar celestial phenomenon is taking place—to
meet the adult Maurizio, an unhappy artist whose father died of rabies after having
been bitten by a wild coyote. Maurizio discovers Beuys’s old cordless phone (not a
cellular phone, just a cordless one) and, presumably due to the quirky solar activity,
manages to contact his father in 1943. Maurizio’s warning saves Beuys from sex with
his mother and from the rabid coyote, but their communication alters other events
as well. The film ends with a surreal conversation between four friends: Beuys (Rob-
ert Duvall), Janis Kounellis (Richard Dreyfuss), Anselm Kiefer (Maximilian Schell),
and Cattelan (John Turturro). Don’t bother thinking about Short Frequency’s rickety
logic. Doing so will only give you less time to enjoy this big hearted, low-tech, and

The Silence of Beuys
Is Understandable

FRANCESCO BONAMI

1 do not want any more esthetic art work, I am making myself a fetish. - Ewald Matare"
Stars represent typical ways of behaving, feeling and thinking in contemporary society, ways that have been socially, culturally,
historically constructed ... Stars are also embodiments of the social categories in which people are placed and through which they
have to make sense of their lives, and indeed through which we make our lives—categories of class, gender, ethnicity, religion,

sexual orientation, and so on.?)

Short Frequency

Dir. Ludo Peters, 2000, PG 13, 476 mins.

Short Frequency opens in the fall of 1943, as maverick dive-bomber Joseph Beuys once
again risks his life on a death-defying call, but his plane is hit by anti-aircraft gun-
fire. He succeeds in bringing his plane behind Italian lines only to have the altimeter
fail during a sudden and unseasonable snowstorm. His plane can no longer func-
tion properly, and it crashes behind the Scrovegni chapel in Padua. A young nurse
discovers Joseph Beuys unconscious in the middle of total civilization. She cares for
him for about eight days. When he awakens, they make love. An extraordinary solar

flare has been lighting up the Padua night sky for weeks. A German search com-

PARKETT 59 2000 114

exceptionally rousing yarn. (See Index for venues.)—BB

I adapted this review from an original of the film Short
Frequency as a pretext for formulating some questions
about the idea of destiny in contemporary art and how
cutting and pasting different stories, ideas, and works
of art could eventually lead to a new kind of individu-
al—and maybe to a new kind of artist and a new race
of fetishes.

Icons make history, but what if these icons could, for
some kind of “short frequency,” be changed?

If Jesus had been hanged instead of crucified, what
would have happened to the entire symbolism of Chris-
tianity? If Warhol had had short dark hair, what would
have happened to the surface of his personality, his dia-
ries, and his semiological impact? If Beuys had not worn
a felt hat, a fishing jacket, and a fur coat, what influence
would his overwhelming visual personality have had on
the arts of his time? If Maurizio Cattelan had a smaller
nose, what would have happened to most of his mul-
tiple self-portraits, which have made him the last of the
contemporary icons, the mask of visual arts? Some art
succeeds because of the collective memory produced by
the strong feature of an artist. Buster Keaton’s art col-
lapsed when sound invaded moviemaking, yet after a
period of decline, his image survived and was propelled

FRANCESCO BONAMI is Senior Curator at the Museum

of Contemporary Art, Chicago.
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into a new career in the world of television: While few
remember his seminal silent masterpieces, his face re-
mains a work of art. In an unlikely collective amnesia,
the art world will always remember Warhol’s synthetic
face, Beuys’s preacher persona, and Cattelan’s fool-
ish gaze. Their paintings, their installations, and their
sculptural pranks will not save them from oblivion, but
their respective bodies will. The moment when the body
of an artist becomes the logo of his or her art is the only
moment when art gets close to the movie industry. We
don’t have the story of a boxer, the story of a priest, the
story of a cop, the story of a taxi driver. But you have
the story of Robert De Niro as a boxer, a priest, a cop
or a taxi driver. Cattelan carries on himself all of his
iconography: You see him and you can fast-forward his
entire production. Likewise, Beuys’s figure drags into
our minds masses of felt, fat, butter, oaks, and stones.
For these artists, their image is superimposed on their
objects and their actions. In the case of Warhol his per-
sona was a model for two-dimensional experiences very
much related to the art world and to entertainment.
Madonna, Jeff Koons, Damien Hirst, and Michael Jack-
son followed his path. Beuys and Cattelan answer more
to a call that comes from spiritual sources. They are
very much rooted in the tradition of European saints
and pilgrims. For them, art is a coded language that
allows for communication with different species: Their
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MAURIZIO CATTELAN, UNTITLED (GERARD), 1999,
lifesize plastic dummy, clothes, shoes / OHNE TITEL (GERARD),

Plastikpuppe, Kleider, Schuhe. (PHOTO: ATTILIO MARANZANO)

MAURIZIO CATTELAN, UNTITLED, 2000, car installation at the Expo Hannover / OHNE TITEL. (PHOTO: ROMAN MENSING)

audience is more like St. Francis’s birds than Studio
54’s paparazzi. Yet never have two artists been more dis-
similar from each other—one a shaman and the other
a street actor and, like these characters, both sharing a
fantastic amount of hypocrisy. They fight, at different
levels, the formal narrative of contemporary art, and
yet over and over again they are able to create sculp-
tural visions. Their ability is in transforming revolution-
ary and iconoclastic energy into pure art works, while
avoiding any questions of integrity: If the birds don’t get
it we’ll talk to dead hares or stuffed dogs. For different rea-
sons, they belong to the same category (never named
before)—*“Sculptors of Identification.” We identify with

Beuys at a cathartic, more abstract level, while with Cat-
telan, we identify at a sympathetic level: We feel solidar-
ity with the suffering personality. The viewer identifies
with the religious aura of Beuys’s vitrines, something
spiritually and formally perfect that contains all of
the energy dispersed in real time. Beuys used the ob-
ject to create meaning around his hat, his fishing vest,
and his coat. If we look at Cattelan’s Picasso head (UN
TITLED, 1999), we are admiring the contemporary
editing of art history and entertainment, a story and
history cut and pasted together, to be manifested
in a sculpture. Still looking at the goofy Picasso, we
also identify with Cattelan as a street actor, nomadic
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entrepreneur, con artist. By the time we realize that
both Beuys and Cattelan stole our money, they are
already out of the country, and we are angry but
transformed at a spiritual level, enlightened by a
successful trick. We know that rabbits cannot be
transformed into napkins, but we like to see it hap-
pening. Nobody really counted Beuys’s oaks and
stones, and there is no reason to doubt that there
were in fact seven thousand. But who really cared af-
ter he declared such a monumental effort? Nobody
searched for the woman’s body in the Miunster lake
where Cattelan dumped her one evening. We know
that Daniel Buren witnessed the disposal of the
body, but at the end of the day who cares about the
truth? For the entire day we kept looking for her,
happy to indulge in the idea of having incurred an-
other of Cattelan’s jokes. We like to be the chosen
ones from the audience, looking like a fool when
the magician pulls out the dove from our pocket.
Beuys was not joking: He was—Ilike his hare—deadly
serious. He did not perform tricks but rituals. His
animals were transmitters of energy, not entropic
tools for entertainment. But Cattelan is allowed to
joke about Beuys because people joke about Jesus
and Moses. He is allowed to exploit the animal’s en-
ergy, because the transmitter is the viewer’s laugh.
What would have happened if Groucho Marx had
been one of the apostles? Do we know if jokes were
allowed at the Last Supper? Did Beuys ever joke?
Maybe he did all the time and Cattelan does not. I
think that Beuys was an artist who was desperately
trying to be a man, and Cattelan is a man who is
desperately trying to be an artist. If Cattelan would
explain Arte Povera to a dead squirrel, we would all
laugh, of course, but this, in the end, is a matter of
historical perspective. Beuys crashed with a plane
in Crimea, and Cattelan maybe just crashed with a
bicycle in his backyard. Yet looking backwards, we
don’t really know if Beuys was the revolution, if his-
tory was flirting with democracy and freedom but in
fact only transformed the subversives into conserva-
tive gurus with feet of clay. Beuys made of his family
a piece of art, while Cattelan’s family is the reason
why he is now an artist. The religious seriousness of
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Joseph Beuys makes us wonder if he was fooling us.
Cattelan makes a fool of himself, and yet he reflects
human nature more than anybody else does today.

Beuys dressed himself in 1971 with his felt suit
in the action ISOLATION UNIT; Cattelan dressed
people like lions and a phallic rabbit. How would
he have dressed Beuys? He dressed himself as Beuys
with a felt suit, but in order to avoid confrontation,
he shrunk the suit and himself. The unit is no lon-
ger isolated; he now hangs from a coat hanger. Who
takes himself more seriously? Beuys transformed
himself into an icon, and Cattelan transforms icons
into his own personality, his spirit, his delusions,
and his awkwardness. History can be changed, des-
tiny directed. Both Beuys and Cattelan rely on child-
hood memories, heroic for the former, pathetic for
the latter. They use the energy of life, combined
with charisma and hypocrisy, faith and deception.
Beuys could walk on water while Cattelan follows
him, jumping from one stone to the other: Cheating
can save lives. The Bible in the hands of one, fairy
tales in the hands of the other. The seventies were
about dogmatic intervention; now life is about small
truths, short lies. If Cattelan would wear a hat, he
would look stupid; why didn’t Beuys look so? Maybe
Jesus was an artist, his crown of thorns a sign of nar-
cissism. So Beuys is a prophet and Cattelan a vicar
of a small, isolated parish. If so, his history would
be different, funnier, and banal. Today we wish we
could call Jesus and Beuys on the telephone, ask
them if they ever laugh, ask them if Cattelan were a
saint or a fascist, a village fool or a failed monk. The
hare didn’t really understand painting, but maybe
the birds will start laughing at Cattelan’s art. The
noose, the hat, and the nose—a new symbolism for
a new millennium, a new history where parables,
speeches, and jokes could have the same function
in understanding reality.

1) Albert Schulze Vellinghausen, “Ewald Matare” in: Prisma 1/8
(1947), p. 17.

2) Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 1986), p.18.
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MAURIZIO CATTELAN, LA RIVOLUZIONE SIAMO NOI / WE ARE THE REVOLUTION, 2000,
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