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J OS E P H  B E U Y S  + IT A L Y / T H E  D E F E N S E  OF  N A T U R E S ince the t ime of bea uty ha s  pa s s ed…

  1 7 8 6 .  W olfgang von Goethe cr os s es  the B r enner  P as s  (Italo-Aus tr ian bor der ) and begins  his  Gr and Tour  of 
Italy.  A jour ney in s ear ch of antihis tor ic is m and pes s imis m,  in that he cons ider s  the canons  of c las s ical aes thetics  
“immutable”:  “S ince the time of beauty has  pas s ed and only neces s ity and har d mater ial needs  fill our  days ”1 .
The vis it to the Giar dino d’Eur opa r epr es ents  a paus e dedicated to the s tudy of Ar ti belle and “later ,  however ,  r e-
tur n my attention to my r outine wor k,  s tudying chemis tr y and mechanics ” 

2
.

  1 9 7 1 .  J os eph B euys  ar r ives  in N aples ,  at the invitation of the ar t galler y manager  Lucio Amelio.  Following 
s ome initial r es is tence,  he accepts  to wor k in the P ar thenopean c ity.
  B euys  car r ies  a vir tual s uitcas e with him,  ins ide which he car r ies  his  mos t r ecent ar tis tic  and political wor ks  
with him.
  In 1 9 6 7  he founded the G. S . P .  (Ger man S tudent P ar ty),  at the Academy of Dü  s s eldor f;  in 1 9 7 0 ,  the Or gani-
s ation of nonvoter s  and fr ee r efer endum,  in 1 9 7 1 ,  the Or ganis ation for  Dir ect Democr acy.
  In that s uitcas e ther e was  als o a film:  the images  of a per for mance Eur as iens tab,  played in Vienna in 1 9 6 7  3 .
  Yet,  ther e is  no s epar ation between Ar t and P olitics .  
  The theor y of the “Expanded concept of Ar t” is  alr eady pr actis ed by B euys .
  B oth the political movements  founded by him,  as  well as  the Viennes e per for mance,  wis h to r eiter ate the va-
lues  of a Eur ope united in unity and peace;  the over coming of the Cold W ar ,  of Eas t-W es t blocks ,  a  new inte-
gr ation of wes ter n mater ialis m and eas ter n mys tic is m.
  In Eur as iens tab,  B euys  put a blind over  his  eyes ,  s o as  to as s er t that Ar t was  a fr eeing pr oces s  and not s im-
ply image and for m.
In ever y N eapolitan exper ience,  the impr inting of “La r ivoluzione s iamo N oi”,  (W e ar e the r evolution),  his  fir s t 
per for mance (1 9 7 1 ) played at Amelio’s  M oder n Ar t Agency,  was  pr es ent.  “The only r evolutionar y tool is  a  glo-
bal concept of ar t,  fr om which a new concept of s c ience is  bor n.  (…) Her e,  I have wr itten:  ar t = man = cr eativi-
ty = s c ience.  (…).  The moment ar tis ts ,  cr eative men,  r ealis e the r evolutionar y power  of ar t (cr eativity) - I,  her e 
place ar t,  cr eativity,  fr eedom - at that moment they will r ecognis e the tr ue aims  of ar t and s c ience”4 .
  B euys  had als o put a lot of Ger man r omantic  thought into that “vir tual s uitcas e”:  Hegel,  N ovalis ,  S helling…bea-
r ing Goethe par ticular ly in mind,  mediated als o by the anthr opos ophic  philos ophy of R udolf S teiner 5 .

The Defens e of N atur e,  S heet of P os tage S tamps  of the R epublic  of S an M ar ino,  2 0 0 4

An intr oduction

   2 0 0 4 .  Twenty year s  have pas s ed s ince the Defens e of N atur e oper ation pr omoted by J os eph B euys  in Abr uzzo,  
an italian r egion.
Even though this  philos ophical-ar tis tic-s ocio-cultur al-s c ientific  action was  conceived in Italy,  ther e have been few 
initiatives  to r emember  the event.  And yet,  that title/ pr ogr amme has  become an all-too gener al s logan,  it is  no 
longer  the pr er ogative of exclus ively envir onmental as s ociations .
The r eflections  that follow mar k out the r ole that Italy has  played in r edefining the poetr y and philos ophy of 
B euys  and es pecially his  “expanded” concept of ar t:  ar t = man = cr eativity = s c ience.  The r eflections  wer e wr it-

ten down in 1 9 9 7  in or der  to make it c lear  that,  if it is  tr ue 
that Andy W ar hol has  cr eated a global image of 2 0 th Centur y 
W es ter n s ociety,  B euys  donated a s tr ategic  vis ion of cr iticali-
ty and potentiality of the 2 1 s t.
   W ithin the vis ion of N atur e and the wor ld of B euys ian thin-
king,  the centr al theme is  ener gy.  
A natur al ener gy,  s tated in the cos mic/ alchemic s ens e:  “W e 
plant tr ees  and the tr ees  then plant us ”.  A global defence of 
natur al cycles  (the tempor al dimens ion) and es pecially that of 
biodiver s ity,  intended as  pr otection of local and global ecos y-
s tems  (the s patial dimens ion).  A vital ener gy that in S ocial 
s culptur e becomes  an anthem to human cr eativity:  a  concept 
br oadened of the ar tis tic  wor k.  A pr imar y ar t,  anthr opological,  
which,  even today,  is  able to dialogue with r es ear ch into a new 
developmental model per taining to the s tr ategies  of integr ated 

envir onmental,  economic,  s ocio-cultur al and ethical s us tainability.  His  pr opos al of a Thir d path r epr es ents  a wel-
ding between cr iticality-potentiality extr a humans  (the pr ivileged r elations hip man-N atur e) and of cr iticality-potentia-
lity among humans  (the over coming of conflicts  both at a local and global level).  Even the mater ials  us ed in his  
wor ks  and/ or  per for mances  ar e the fr uit of ener getic  pr oces s es  or  contain ener getic  elements :  s ulphur ,  bee’s  
wax,  fat,  felt,  copper ,  etc . ,  r ight on till we get to blood:  the metaphor  for  antonomas ia of Life.  The concept of 
Fr eedom,  fur ther mor e,  s hows  a s ens e of the value of or iginal ener gy thr oughout the wor ks  and thoughts  of 
B euys ,  in that they ar e able to r ejuvenate and s timulate - thr ough cr eativity -  the r es our ces  of natur al or ganis ms  
(ecos ys tems ),  and of the s ingle or ganis m (the human being),  as  well as  the s ocial or ganis ms  (humanity).

“To liber ate people is  the goal of ar t,  ther efor e,  for  me ar t r epr es ents  the s c ience of fr eedom”.

   K as s el,  Contempor ar y ur ban lands cape,  pr oduced by the 7 0 0 0  Oaks  Action
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  It had been pr ecis ely Goethe who r eas s er ted that:  “The S cientific  was  or i-
ginally contained in the Ar tis tic” and it was  S teiner  who came to the final 
es s entials  of the matter ,  s aying:  “The whole wor ld is  but an enigma,  the 
tr ue univer s al enigma,  and it is  man hims elf who is  the s olution”6 .
  B euys  r edis cover s  in N aples  the Goethean s ens e of Clas s ic is m:  “nos talgia 
of being-at-the-home-of-being-r econciled in the beautiful ter r es tr ial home 
(…) The M oder n is  r epr es ented by Umweg – his  element is  “going”,  or  r a-
ther ,  “oblique” going,  not the home (…) The Clas s ic  is  r epr es ented by  li-
ving,  in owning a home.  It is  in this  s ens e that the Clas s ic  s poke of man as  
a “political animal”7 .
  The ar tis tic  wor k of B euys  in N aples  is  bas ed on dialogue,  it needs  the pr es en-
ce of the audience dur ing his  per for mances ,  that las t for  over  four  hour s .  He 
abhor s  ever y for m of violence and does  not love pr ovocations  without pur pos e.
  An or iginal s tandpoint,  if we think of his  inter es t/ par tic ipation in the Flu-
xus  neodada movement and in the political cr is is  of the 7 0 s .  Dur ing this  ti-
me,  both left- and r ight-wing ter r or is t s tr ategies  and actions ,  es pecially in 
Ger many and Italy,  wer e taking s hape.
  As  in Goethe on his  Gr and Tour ,  dur ing thos e year s  a s or t of anthr opolo-
gical pes s imis m,  that can be s een in his  dr awings ,  wor k,  and actions ,  
exis ts  in B euys :  “In exclus ively s c ientific  ter ms ,  I would s ay that at their  co-
r e is  the anthr opological component,  illus tr ated in ever y pos s ible as pect.  I 
have exper ienced,  in a ver y elementar y way,  thr oughout my life that the ti-
mes  in which we ar e living ar e not s uited for  man”8 .

Fr om the Tyr r henia n to the Adr ia t ic
Fr om La  r ivoluzione s ia mo N oi (W e a r e the r evolut ion) to the 
L ’ U topia  concr eta  (P os s ible U topia )

  The anthr opologic  pes s imis m,  which flutter ed in the thoughts  of and thr ou-
ghout the initial wor ks  in N aples  of B euys ,  is  r adically tr ans for med in the expe-
r iences  and wor k completed in that Italian Land,  bathed by the Adr iatic  s ea.
  Fr om N aples ,  the Ger man ar tis t heads  for  Foggia.  At Vallo M albas s o,  in 
a mountainous  ar ea,  he finds  s igns  of Ger man aer ial machine-gunfir e.  

GIOR GIO C ON T I

 J OS E P H  B E U Y S  + IT A L Y / T H E  D E F E N S E  OF  N A T U R E



It was  her e that he,  a nineteen-year -old aviator ,  had been tr ained with all the lates t war  technology at hand along the 
Italian fr ont.  Yet,  notwiths tanding the atr ocities  of war ,  he had appr eciated the s pir it of the local people as  well as  
that of the Italian cultur e:  “I loved Foggia a lot,  emotionally s peaking,  it is  the place that I r emember  mos t in my life”9 .    
  The jour ney thr oughout the P uglia R egion tas tes  of a r econciliation.  In the Abr uzzo R egion,  after  the invitation 
(1 9 7 3 ) of Lucr ezia De Domizio and B uby Dur ini,  the pr ojects ,  the oper ations ,  the wor ks  of B euys  take on the char ac-
ter  of tr ue compens ation.  In the Latin s ens e of the wor d:  “r es ar c ir e”-,  wher e ‘r e’ means  again and ‘s ar c ir e’ (c f.  tailor ) 
to adjus t,  to mend,  to compens ate.
  It is  in the s mall M unic ipality of B olognano,  on the es tate of the Dur ini bar ons ,  that the wor k of l’Utopia con-
cr eta (P os s ible Utopia) of the M as ter  fr om Dü  s s eldor f comes  to life.
  In 1 9 7 6 ,  the debate for  the Fondazione dell’Is tituto per  la  R inas c ita  dell’Agr icoltur a (Foundation of the Ins titute for  
Agr icultur al R ebir th) begins ,  an Ins titute pr omoted within the political pr ogr amme called:  Azione Ter za Via (Action Thir d 
P ath) by the F. I. U.  (Fr ee Inter national Univer s ity),  es tablis hed by hims elf and the N obel pr ize-winner  Heinr ich B oll1 0 .
   In 1 9 7 9 ,  he completes  the “Gr as s ello Ca (OH)2   + H2 O” (Lime putty …),  a  type of lime,  impor ted fr om Foggia 
and tr ans por ted fr om P es car a to Dü  s s eldor f,  which s hould have been us ed to paint the walls  of F. I. U.  centr al 
offices ,  as  well as  B euys ’ own hous e1 1 .
   In this  cas e,  the ethical compens ation takes  the s hape of ener gy exchange between old M editer r anean-s tyle tr adi-
tions  and the new Ger man cultur e.  N o longer  is  ther e s epar ation/ oppos ition,  as  ther e is  in times  of war ,  r ather  the 
coming together  of a common plan which finds  its  tur ning-point,  in 1 9 8 0 ,  with the off of The Defens e of N atur e.
   Following the ecological wor k in the S eychelles  (December  1 9 8 0  – J anuar y 1 9 8 1 ),  that too pr omoted by Lucr ezia 
De Domizio,  in 1 9 8 2  the P iantagione P ar adis e (P lantation P ar adis e) is  s tar ted:  doing up of a 1 5 -hectar e far m,  as  
well as  the r e-es tablis hing of a botanic  biodiver s ity (a cultivar  on the ver ge of extinction) that was  los t owing to the 
needs  of the mar ket.  “The pr oject that br ought me her e bear s  the title The Defens e of N atur e and thes e wor ds  r e-
pr es ent much mor e than a mer e s logan:  we ar e dealing with a r eal pr oject that will br ing us  to plant s even thou-
s and tr ees ,  each of a differ ent s pecies ,  her e in B olognano.  At K as s el,  I wor ked with oak tr ees ,  while her e at B olo-
gnano,  we will develop a type of P AR ADIS E  wher e we will have s even thous and differ ent tr ees ”1 2 .
   In 1 9 8 4 ,  the debate concer ning The Defence of N atur e Oper ation goes  on,  even by way of the per for mance 
P iantagione (P lantation) and in the s ame year  B euys  becomes  honor ar y c itizen of B olognano1 3 .
  S till,  it is  in the s mall town of the Abr uzzo r egion,  that he finds  ins pir ation for  the Olives tone - oper ation pr e-
s ented to the F. I. A. C.  of P ar is  in 1 9 8 4 ,  later  r e-thought over / r e-planned for  the inaugur ation (in December  
1 9 8 4 ) of the M us eum of Contempor ar y Ar t at Cas tello di R ivoli1 4 .
   It would be r eductive to link the complex natur e of The Defens e of N atur e oper ation to a s imple ethical compen-
s ation (of a ps ychanalytical natur e? ),  B euys ,  dur ing his  s tay in the Abr uzzo r egion,  gives  s hape to and exper i-
ments  with his  theor y,  capable to tr ans for m Humanity into:  “S ocial s culptur e:  ever y man is  an ar tis t”1 5 ,  in that,   
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as  a cr eative B eing he is  able to des ign,  in a r es pons ible way,  his  own exis tence in Fr eedom 
and with N atur e.  B euys ,  while in the Abr uzzo r egion,  has  s et up home and is  no longer  a tr a-
veller ,  he has  r econciled hims elf to N atur e and men in the beautiful ear thly home of Goethean 
memor y.
He did it (maybe unknowingly? ) by making the s ens e and meaning of the r evolution,  under ta-
ken in 1 3 th - centur y Italy by S .  Fr ances co (S t.  Fr ancis ) of As s is i and Giotto,  topical again.  
  The s ocial s culptur e of the Dü  s s eldor f maes tr o is  ver y s imilar  to the anti-r eligion of S .  Fr an-

ces co (S t.  Fr ancis ),  no longer  bas ed on the 
fear  of N atur e and men that was  typical of 
the High M iddle Ages  but r ather  ins pir ed by 
the Cantico delle Cr eatur e (The Cantic le of 
All Cr eatur es )1 6  as  well as  by the attempt to 
dia logue with Is lam.  Other  c or r es ponding 
themes  or  as s onances  ar e wor thy of note:  
the fr iar ’s  habit and the felt c lothing of the 
ar tis t (new clothing - new mor ality,  fr om the 
Latin mor es  = cus toms );  Fr ancis  tames  the 
wolf,  B euys  domes ticates  the wild coyote;  
one pr eaches  to the bir ds ,  the other  s peaks  
to har es ;  the for mer  r etir es  to a s olitar y her-
mitage,  the latter  meditates  in the countr ys i-
de,  the tr avelling pr eaching/ the wander ing 
dis cus s ion;  the foundation of a new r eligious  

or der / the foundation of a new political movement:  Azione ter za via (Action Thir d P ath);   the 
Fr ancis can pover ty/ the aus ter ity of B euys ;  the gift of the c loak/ the gift of wor ks  of ar t;  at 
las t,  but never  s o,  if Fr ances co (Fr ancis ) pr ais es  N atur e,  J os eph puts  the Defens e of N atur e 
into act.
  The Italian B el P aes aggio is  r ebor n,  in the 1 3 th- centur y,  and takes  s hape again becaus e of 
Fr ances co (Fr ancis ),  too.
  The Ear th is  no longer  felt as  a s tepmother :  “a new clas s ,  the communal middle-c las s ,  is  hea-
ding the agr ar ian pr ogr es s  (…) Their  fr eedom – whether  won or  conceded dur ing the s tr uggle of 
the fr ee c ities  agains t the feudal landowner s  – is  for  now wr itten on paper  as  is  that of the Liber  
P ar adis i of 1 2 5 6 ,  whic h not to s er fs ,  it has  to be s aid, open the door s  to a  ter r es tr ia l heaven.     

Capr iB atter ies



R ather  alr eady,  within that fr eedom,  far mer s  and ar tis ts  lear n that it is  not enough to r eflect 
upon the r eality of the countr ys ide,  its  own intimacy as  well as  its  own painful effor t:  we mus t - 
and can – leave a mar k of active and cr eative for ms 1 7 .
  Another  analogy:  Liber  P ar adis i/ P iantagione P ar adis o (P lantation P ar adis e)
  It is  the anti-ar t of Giotto to give new featur es  to the anti-r eligion of Fr ances co (Fr ancis ) and 
the political,  economic and s ocial cr eativity of the up-coming middle-c las s es .  W ith Giotto,  we 
s ee a pos itive r evolutionar y r econs ider ation of contempor ar y,  which will become one of the 
char acter is ing elements  of 1 4 th/ 1 5 th - centur y Italian ar t1 8 .  W hy do we not r ecall the lay pain-
ting of the fr es coes  pr oduced by Giotto in the P alazzo della R agione,  at P adua?
  In thos e fr es coes ,  that ar e now los t to us  owing to fir e,  the new ar t of Giotto gives  s hape to 
the new 1 3 th - centur y technical-s c ientific  cognitive anxiety.  Giotto is  ins pir ed by the as tr onomi-
cal-as tr ological doctr ines  of P ietr o d’Abano.  The new r ealis m of Giotto wants  to r epr es ent,  in 
a global way,  the influence of the s tar r y cos mos  upon the ear th,  upon human events ,  upon 
the technologies  and the new pr ofes s ions 1 9 .
  Ar t and S cience dialogue in or der  to r enew thems elves  r ecipr ocally.
  The r ealis m of Giotto als o expr es s es  its elf thr ough the r ecover y of ancient techniques ,  (e. g.  the 
fr es co) which oppos e the noble,  metaphys ical and s tatic  aur a of the B yzantine mos aics .  P oor  
techniques ,  like B euys ’,  but jus t as  effective to expr es s  a N ew R ealis m that r ecor ds  and s pr eads  
the new pos s ibilities  r eached by the individual enter pr is es  of the communal middle-c las s .  In the 
fr ee communes ,  Fr eedom  is  the mos t pr ecious  of goods :  “The air  of the c ity makes  you fr ee”.
  It is  in B euys ’ Gothic  and univer s al feeling that the Abr uzzo r egion ins pir es  a s pir itual,  envi-
r onmental,  mater ial and ethical R ebir th of the Italian B el P aes aggio.
  His  is  a  thinking that pos es  as  a model for  action,  a  gift for  all Humanity.  An exper imenting 
locally in or der  to innovate on a global s cale.
 The thinking of B euys  is  to “cogitate”,  in the Latin s ens e:  ‘cum’ = with/ together and ‘agitare’ = act/ ex-
cite/ move:  the s tirr ing of minds ,  of wills ,  of energies  which produces  movement of cons ciences .
  His  Ar t-S cience is  a  theor y in the Gr eek s ens e of the wor d:  ‘theor ia’=obs er vation,  obs er ving.  
A theatr e-theor em in which,  with actions  and wor ks ,  comes  the inves tigation of the Tr uth 
which is  the bas is  for  pr actical action.  A R ule of ar t or  s c ience,  s ear ched for  and es tablis hed 
dy dint of cons ider ation and dis cus s ion.
  “Fir s t and for emos t,  the individual feels  is olated,  then feels  the need as  a  man,  to c ommu-
nic a te,  to live,  to s pea k,  a s  well.  This  pa s s a ge is  c a lled ‘s oc iology’.  is  nothing m or e tha n a 
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s cientific  concept of love.  The r ecipr ocal exchange between man and man 
is  the mos t impor tant thing”2 0 .
 The r ecipr ocal exchange mus t als o happen between M an and N atur e.  A 
pr oject,  wthin the s cope of the Defens e of N atur e oper ation,  would have had 
to cons is t in the Elicotter o-s emina montana (Helicopter  - mountain s owing) 
oper ation,  to r enatur alis e thos e ar eas  that cannot be acces s ed by land2 1 .
 W ith the P r ogetto elicotter o (Helicopter  pr oject),  B euys ’ tautology con-
c er ning ethic a l c ompens a tion c onc ludes .  Tha t mounta in ec os ys tem 
which,  in Vallo M albas s o,  he had injur ed and on which he had r aged,  as  a 
young N azi s oldier ,  was  now cur ed.  R enatur alis ation mus t not only be lo-
cal in extent,  but mus t cons titute a model to be s c ientifically pur s ued in 
other  contexts  as  well,  with the impor tant contr ubution of the volunteer .
Elicotter o-s emina montana (Helicopter  - mountain s owing) oper ation,  thus  
becomes  the emblem of a r econciliation of the human technological po-
tential with the oper ating r ules  of natur al ecos ys tems .
 Thus ,  the Adr iatic  jour ney/ mes s age of B euys  dr aws  to a conclus ion:  
fr om the thanatos  (death) of the war time ins ults  to the er os  of the Defen-
s e of N atur e pr oject.
 That pr oject,  however ,  r emains  unfinis hed owing to the death of B euys  
on 2 3  J anuar y 1 9 8 6 .

7 0 0 0  Oaks  Action,  Documenta 7 ,  K as s el,  1 9 8 2 S ocial S culptur e,  N ew Yor k,  1 9 7 4



  On 1 6  Apr il 1 9 8 6 ,  a s mall Ger man motor boat bear ing the S panis h name S ueno (s leep/ dr eam) dr ops  the as-
hes  of the Ger man M aes tr o into the N or th S ea 2 2 .
  The ear thly body of B euys  r etur ned to N atur e,  to the Cos mos .  The cor pus  of his  thinking,  on the contr ar y,  
s pr ead,  in an unknowing way too,  even fur ther  thr oughout the wor ld,  thr oughout the Ear th.
  The global ques tions  pos ed by B euys  become/ will become all the mor e unes capable for  all Humanity.

P hotogr a phing B euys ,  with B euys  

  B euys  has  not left ponder ous  wr itten wor ks  behind.  His  is  a  type of communication which comes  acr os s  
thr ough per for mances ,  wor ks ,  deeds ,  but – es pecially – thr ough public  dis cus s ion.
  In keeping with the methods  pr opos ed by S teiner ,  he pr ivileges  the ter m ‘dialogue’,  “accor ding to me it is  the 
wor d that pr oduces  all images .  It is  the key s ymbol for  ever y pr oces s  of modelling and or ganis ing.  W hen I us e 
language,  I tr y to induce the impuls es  of this  power …the power  of evolution…”2 3 .  The differ ence that exis ts  bet-
ween to infor m and to communicate is  per fectly c lear  to him:  “B y infor mation,  I mean the entir e wor ld con-
tents :  men,  animals ,  his tor y,  plants ,  s tones ,  time,  etc .  In or der  to communicate,  man us es  language,  adopts  
ges tur es ,  or  wr iting,  or  els e he makes  a mar k on the wall,  or  takes  the typewr iter  and then extr acts  letter s  
fr om it.  In s hor t,  he adopts  differ ent methods .  W hich method do we us e for  a political action?  I have chos en 
ar t.  To make ar t is  ther efor e a means  of wor king for  man in the field of thinking”2 4 .
  W henever  the wr itten language mar r ies  the dr awing,  the s cor e is  bor n which r epr es ents  a completely or igi-
nal way,  a  way invented by B euys ,  to give ener gy to wr itten communication.
  B ut what is  the r elations hip that B euys  es tablis hes  with the medium of photogr aphy?
It is  us eful to r emember  that the impr es s ions  r eceived fr om photogr aphic  illus tr ations  of the wor ks  of the Ger-
man ar tis t W ilhelm Lembr uck (s uppor ter  of the “anthr opos ophy” of S teiner ),  allow the young,  s chool-boy B euys  
to matur e that inter es t for  the wor ld of ar t2 5 .
  Yet,  B euys  is  not an ar tis t-photogr apher ,  in his  ar tis tic  communicating he us es  photogr aphy,  but does  not 
hims elf photogr aph.
  W ithin him per s is ts  a cer tain degr ee of diffidence in r es pect of wor ks  of ar t,  wher e r etinal,  contemplative or  
even pur ely aes thetical as pects  ar e to the for e.
  The per for mances  of 2 6  N ovember  1 9 6 5 :  “How to explain pictur es  to a dead har e”,  car r ied out in Dü  s s el-
dor f,  at the S chemela Galler y,  goes  ahead behind c los ed door s .  The public  may s ee the s how either  thr ough 
the windows  or  els e on a s cr een outs ide,  onto which the r ecor ding of the ar t event is  pr ojected.
  B ut,  it will pr edominantly be photogr aphs  that document the mos t s ens ational phas es  of that action,  as  well 
as  to expand his  fame in Ger many and abr oad2 6 .
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  P hotogr aphy can als o become autobiogr aphy,  as  in the cas e of the 4 0 0  ima-
ges  that compos e the Ar ena exhibition,  at the Galler ia  Attico in R ome,  in 1 9 7 2 .
  On that occas ion the photogr aphic  images  ar e r egener ated fir mly us ing 
s imple mater ials :  fats ,  wax,  s ulphur ,  ac ids .  P hotogr aphy,  as  a means  of 
expr es s ion,  par tic ipates  as  a mater ial in the complex means  of communi-
cating by the Ger man ar tis t.
  W hat is  the r elations hip es tablis hed between B euys  and the photogr apher ?
M aybe als o for  him,  was  the aphor is m of R ober to R os s ellini a  valid one:  “I 
do not leave time to my camer amen to take the mos t beautiful photo-
gr aph,  I’m content with a live one”.
  A live photo may be bor n,  but,  only fr om a r elations hip which s har es  the ar-
tis tic  event and,  in the cas e of B euys ,  a r elations hip of empathy as  r egar ds  
thought and mor e compr ehens ive,  ethical and political r es ear ch wor k.
  B uby Dur ini has  not s imply photogr aphed B euys ,  but has  pr oduced pho-
togr aphic  images  together  with B euys ,  and him as  the s ubject.
  To photogr aph B euys ,  you mus t not take him by s ur pr is e.  You mus t not 
find that fleeting moment,  dear  to the poetr y of Car tier  B r es s on and pho-
tojour nalis m of the M agnum Agency.
  “J os eph B euys ,  one of the gr eates t figur es  in contempor ar y ar t,  loved to 
have hims elf photogr aphed and,  in my opinion,  has  tur ned the photogr aph 
into the tr uth of his  own thought and the r eality of his  actions ”2 7 .  In this  
s tatement of B uby Dur ini,  the entir e s ens e of fr iends hip which tied the ar-
tis t to the photogr apher  is  evoked.
  The Ger man ar tis t tr us ted that amateur  Italian photogr apher  and as ked 
him,  on the occas ion of the Venice B iennale of 1 9 7 6 ,  to give an image to 
the s taging of the wor k r elative to the ins tallation of Tr am S top.
It is  again his  fr iend B uby Dur ini who pr oduces  the photo r epor tage,  in 
1 9 7 8 -7 9 ,  r elating to the Oper azione Gr as s ello P es car a-Dü  s s eldor f (Lime 
putty P es car a Dü  s s eldor f Oper ation).  Dur ini will have an indelible memor y of 
this  exper ience:  “I believe that photogr aphy,  thus  for mulated,  goes  beyond 
document and infor mation,  while it es tablis hes  the ar ea of wis hes  and tr uth”.
P er c eption bec omes  s ens itive expr es s ion,  and the image the c ommunic ation 



of the r eal thought.  The 3 5  photogr aphs  of the “Gr as s ello” (Lime putty) do 
not evoke the event,  they ar e the event.  
They r epr es ent authentic  puls ations  of an as s embling-dis as s embling of life-
giving elements  in or der  to gener ate new s timuli wher e the photogr aphic  
image is  under s tood as  being the evolution of thought”2 8 .
  P hotogr aphing B euys ,  with B euys ,  means  als o r elativis ing the fals e s acr ed-
nes s ,  the s epar ation of daily life which s ets  the gr eat ar tis tic  events  apar t:
  “The twenty-five days  s pent with B euys  at the Guggenheim M us eum in N ew 
Yor k in October  1 9 7 9  will for ever  r emain memor able in my life.  Ther e he wan-
ted me to take pictur es  of him day and night,  both in public  and in pr ivate… la-
ter ,  two s plendid wor ks  wer e bor n and they both belong to our  collection”2 9 .
  The photogr apher  Dur ini may be defined in s ever al ways ,  as  far  as  B euys  
is  concer ned,  he is :  a  fr iend,  a M aecenas ,  he cultivates  and pr omotes  con-
tempor ar y ar twor k ver y accur ately and car efully,  he is  a  collector ,  a  s cholar  
of the natur al s c iences ,  a  lover  of mus ic  and animals ,  a  r efined gues t,  etc .
  If The Defens e of N atur e oper ation had to have a photogr aphic  image,  the 
choice of B euys  to us e B uby Dur ini was  not a cas ual one.
   W hy not r emember  the wor ds  of S us an S ontag:  “A fals e pictur e (that is ,  
a  pictur e wr ongly attr ibuted) fals ifies  the his tor y of ar t.  A fals e photogr aph 
(that is ,  an alter ed or  tamper ed with one or  accompanied with a fals e cap-
tion) fals ifies  r eality”3 0 .
  In the cas e of the actions  of B euys ,  wher e r eality coincides  with ar tis tic  
wor k,  the fals ifying would be double.
 

Genius  or  C ha r la ta n?  After  a  long ya wn ca me a  gr ea t  s cr ea m
 
  1 9 7 9 ,  N ovember .  Inaugur ation of the gr and exhibition dedicated to J o-
s eph B euys  at the N ew Yor k Guggenheim M us eum.  The fir s t,  fr om the 
s tar t of the pos twar  year s ,  dedicated to a Ger man ar tis t.  P er haps  the only 
Ger man ar tis t who,  dur ing that time,  was  cons ider ed to be of inter national 
r epute within the US A.
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   On that occas ion,  the magazine Der  S piegel,  which enjoys  a wide c ir cula-
tion, 3 1   –  an exceptional occur ance for  a living ar tis t  –  dedicates  its  cover  
to this  event,  but however  leading with the ques tion:  “B euys ,  char latan or  
genius ? ”.  At the end of the ar tic le the doubt is  no c lear er  in the mind3 2 .  
  1 9 9 7 ,  J une.  “Eur opa,  la  ‘ter za via’ tr a politica e mer cati.  Un continen-
te al bivio” (Eur ope,  the ‘thir d path’ between politics  and mar kets .  A Conti-
nent at the cr os s r oads ):  this  was  the title of an ar tic le that appear ed on 
the pages  of the bigges t economics  news paper  in Italy – Il S ole 2 4  Or e – on 
1 5 / 0 6 / 9 7 .  The jour nalis t labour s  on the “difficult s ear ch for  balance bet-
ween needs  of democr acy and r eas ons  of economics ”.
  The concept of P olitique d’abor d,  in Fr ench,  or  the pr imacy of politics ,  in 
Englis h s eems  to come to the for e.  The “Ter za via” (Thir d path) indicates  
that,  following the collaps e of the communis t s ys tem,  even Eur opean capi-
talis m and the pr oces s es  of the globalis ation of the economy wer e not in 
the bes t of health.
  1 9 9 7 ,  N ovember .  “Our  pr ecious  P lanet.  W hy s aving the envir onment 
will be next centur y’s  bigges t challenge”.  This  was  the cover  title of a s pe-
c ial is s ue of the Amer ican weekly magazine Time,  dedicated to the wor ld 
pr oblems  of envir onmental s us tainability and its  s afeguar d.
  Did the mas s  media become unknowing advocates  of B euys ’ thinking?  
The 1 9 7 9  char latan,  if he wer e not today cons ider ed a genius ,  s hould at 
leas t be r ecognis ed as  a pr ophet.
  Can B euys  be r educed to/ led back to the r ole of futur ologis t,  then?  To 
that figur e of ar tis t-Cas s andr a who for es ees  the catas tr ophies  of man-
kind and the wor ld?
  The 1 9 7 8  booklet-pr ogr amme Azione Ter za Via (Thir d P ath Action) - A 
pr omotional initiative - Idea and pr actical attempt to car r y out an alter nati-
ve to the s ocial s ys tems  in the W es t and in the Eas t”,  dr awn up and pr o-
moted by the F. I. U. 3 3  r epr es ents  the attempt to pr ovide s olutions  to the 
global pr oblems  of all Humanity.
B euys ’ is  a Concr ete Utopia,  which as pir es  to the Utopia of hope that dur ing 
the 7 0 s  was  at the bas is  of thought and action of enlightened men,  innovator s ,   



like:  E.  Fr omm,  R .  Gar audy,  S .  M ans holt,  A.  P eccei,  jus t to r efer  to thos e 
quoted mos t in the booklet-pr ogr amme.
 1 9 9 7 ,  S eptember .  “For  a pr ogr amme of ethics  for  the futur e.  S cholar s  
fr om all over  the wor ld gather ed together  under  the aegis  of UN ES CO for  a 
s er ies  of meetings  concer ning the twenty-fir s t centur y.  This  N ext Centur y will 
have to r ehabilitate the long per iods  of time and the idea of a long-ter m pr o-
ject”,  ar tic le taken fr om the “Il S ole 2 4  Or e” news paper .  Hopes  ar e r ene-
wed.  P .  R icoeur  emphas is es  “…we mus t r es is t the temptation of expecta-
tions  of a pur ely Utopian natur e:  they can but dis per s e action.  (…) Yes ,  the 
vanis hing of the hor izon of waiting mus t be hinder ed;  we mus t make it c los er  
to the pr es ent by s tagger ing inter mediate pr ojects ,  within action’s  r each”3 4 .
  Another  tes timony that man mus t no longer  go in s ear ch of P r omethean 
Utopias ,  founded on gr and metaphor s  of technologies ,  cons umption,  globa-
lis ation,  etc ,  but mus t r edis cover  the s ens e of the pos s ibile Concr ete Uto-
pia,  which daily modifies  the wor ld and,  par ticular ly,  the tr oubled daily 
wor ld.
 Thes e r efer ences  and events ,  thes e cr itic is ms  and pr opos als  would be 
enough to fals ify – in the s ens e of P opper  – the political/ ar tis tic/ s c ientific  
thinking and pr ogr amme of B euys .
 One could,  never theles s ,  object that B euys  bas ically was  pr evalently an 
“ar tis t”.  W hatever  happened to his  idea that:  ar t = man = cr eativity = s c ience?
  P er haps  the r eading of an es s ay by P aul K .  Feyr abend could be of help to 
us  in ans wer ing this  ques tion,  the title its elf being mos t meaningful:  “L’ar te 
pr odotto della natur a come oper a d’ar te” (Ar t pr oduct of natur e jus t as  a 
wor k of ar t)3 5 .  Her e,  the Amer ican epis tomologis t puts  us  on our  guar d 
fr om pr ivileging mor e r ealis tic  and outmoded par adigms  in our  r eading of 
phenomena and laws  of N atur e:  “…when appr oached in differ ent ways ,  na-
tur e gives  differ ing ans wer s  and that pr ojection onto her  of a s ingle one of 
thes e ans wer s  to des cr ibe her  tr ue for m is  not s c ience,  but only believing 
to be tr ue that which we ar dently des ir e”3 6 .
  W hat does  the defender  of the M ethodological Anar chis m s ugges t?  Feye-
r abend as s er ts  that the gr owing of s c ientific  knowledge has  been made pos-
s ible pr ecis ely by the actual tr ans gr es s ion of methodological r ules ,  that wer e 

EN ER GY/ M AN  = AR T + S CIEN CE + LIFE



GIOR GIO C ON T I

J OS E P H  B E U Y S  + IT A L Y / T H E  D E F E N S E  OF  N A T U R E

gr adually es tablis hed and r ecognis ed by the s c ientific  wor ld as  untouchable.  It is  ther efor e 
neces s ar y to fight the technological-s c ientific  myths  of fundamentalis t r ationalis ts :  “S cientific  
natur e is  par tly under s tandable,  par tly nons ens e;  can be expanded,  changed,  integr ated 
with new ideas ,  habits ,  par ts  of cultur e br inging to light other ,  and maybe kinder ,  as pects  of 
natur e,  and ther efor e,  als o of our s elves .  Her e pr ogr es s ive ar tis ts  can car r y on an impor tant 
r ole.  R ationalis ts  (this  gr oup includes  many s c ientis ts  and philos opher s ),  r ather ,  love to nail 
things  down.  Changes  confound them and they cannot s tand ambiguities .  Ins tead,  poets ,  
painter s  and mus ic ians  love ambiguous  wor ds ,  dr awings  that make one puzzled,  movements  
without meaning.  They all ar e neces s ar y means  to undoing the s c ientis ts ’ natur e that ap-
pear s  s o r igid and objective,  and they wis h to r eplace it with another  one that is  us eful or  
changeable in appear ance or  in manufactur e,  and in s uch a way,  make us  awar e of the 
enor mous  and unfathomable power s  that ar e ar ound us . ”3 7

  1 9 7 3 ,  M a r ch.  In the news paper  Cor r ier e della S er a (6 / 3 / 1 9 7 3 ),  M ar io P er azzi publis-
hes  a r eview /  inter view about the Ar ena action,  that has  been r e-ins talled in the S tudio 
M ar coni in M ilan,  and as ks :  “… Even wor king a piece of mar gar ine or  putting lead boots  on 
and falling into feigned cataleps ies  as  you do in s ome of your  ‘actions ’? ”
J . B euys :  “Cer tainly,  becaus e in doing s o,  I,  if nothing els e,  inc ite dis cus s ion,  awar enes s .  
This  is  alr eady an act of fr eedom”
M . P er azzi:  “M is ter  B euys ,  cer tain people s ay that you ar e cr azy”.
J . B euys :  “If I am or  not it is  totally bes ides  the point”.
  1 9 9 7 ,  December .  W hat kind of ans wer ,  ther efor e,  can we give today to the ques tion 
as ked by Der  S piegel:  “B euys ,  char latan or  genius ? ”
  The bes t thing is  to par aphr as e B euys ’ wor ds :  “R egar ding whether  he is  a  char latan or  a 
genius ,  it is  totally bes ide the point.  The impor tant thing is  that his  Ar t-S cience incited di-
s cus s ion,  awar enes s  of thos e big global pr oblems  that wor r y Humanity”.
It is  cur ious  to as cer tain that the vas t major ity of thos e who cons ider ed B euys  cr azy in the 
7 0 s ,  thos e s ame ones  who wer e annoyed and bor ed by the dis cus s ion of thos e pr oblems ,  ar e 
today r eally wor r ied about not having ideas ,  pr ojects ,  s olutions  exactly on the s ame matter s .

After  a  long ya wn ca me a  gr ea t  s cr ea m.
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