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Gray Felt and Fat: 

The Aesthetic Vision of a Social Sculptor 
By Nancy Kresin-Price 

 

Imagine: a man wrapped in grey felt from head to toe wheeled on a hospital 

gurney from an airplane into a waiting ambulance, which, siren blaring, screams down 

the New York City streets jamming traffic and confounding the authorities until it 

reaches a gallery in SoHo.  The felted man on the gurney is removed from the vehicle and 

wheeled into a room filled with patches of straw here and there, a stack of Wall Street 

Journals, and a live coyote.  He is left there, still wrapped in felt, and the gurney and its 

movers disappear behind a closed door.  For a period of some days, the man stays there in 

the room.  He gradually unwraps himself and greets the wild animal.  When his time is 

up, he cloaks himself again in the felt and is put onto the gurney and wheeled out, leaving 

the coyote alone and bewildered.  He is put back into the ambulance, which retraces its 

trail back to the awaiting plane.  Still swaddled, he is whisked off to another land (Kuoni 

13).  As a theatre artist interested primarily in experimental works, how can I not love 

this?  This is dramatic, connecting with an audience at its best I say.  This is a man who 

understands something about living and about the natural world.  This is artist, Joseph 

Beuys. 

The work, called “Coyote; I Like America and America Likes Me”, was Bueys’ 

first American action carried out at the Rene Block Gallery in New York in May of 1974.  

Upon his initial arrival in America, he was not so well liked actually (Kuoni 13).  Though 

he has acquired a cult-like following in Europe, he leaves the American art world a bit 

bewildered, like the coyote.  It is difficult for many Americans to find their way into his 

work and for lack of context and vision American critics deride him for being “infantile” 

and “messianic” (Buchloh 35-43).  I am nevertheless struck and struck hard by what I 

have read of Bueys’ philosophy and from the images of his various contributions to the 
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art world.  I feel akin to him and find his vision to be expansive, one that reaches far 

beyond himself and his own work.  

When I first heard talk of Bueys last summer, I was mildly intrigued.  However, 

after a brief one-hour slide presentation by Dr. Frederick Amrine, of the department of 

German Studies at the University of Michigan, my reactions were so emotional and 

visceral that I had a hard time containing my enthusiasm as well as my deep hunger to 

learn more.  It was the Coyote action as well as a description with photos from another 

Beuys action televised in Germany, How To Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare, that 

affected me most strongly.  Without much explanation from the lecturer, I seemed to find 

my way into these pieces easily.  First of all, Beuys had covered his head in gold and 

honey.  His head, the thinker, was surrounded with gold, the divine, and yet again in 

honey, spiritual substance of the gods.  I could see in the Dead Hare action the simplicity 

of a man coming before Christ to show the decay of modern civilization.  I could see the 

care and tenderness the man took with the hare and found it extraordinarily touching.  It 

was as if the man felt compelled to catalog and atone for the state of the world.  He 

appeared to be apologizing for the crucifixion and begging Christ to allow time for 

redemption of the further sins of man.  The lifeless hare was evocative of innocence and 

good will and hung there in the man’s arms having crossed over the threshold of death.  

There was something similar in the Coyote action, a connection between the man and the 

coyote, which represented the American Indian.  After a period of assessment and 

perhaps apology (for how could anything go further without that) the man and beast 

began to slowly embrace each other and to meld into a unit.  The piece itself required 

both man and coyote to work together.  Bueys later said, “It seems I had the right 

spiritual forces” (Kuoni 141).  Whether these interpretations are valid, I cannot say.  I 

only know that they deeply affected me to the point of tears and for me personally, this is 

the sign of great work.  Whatever was meant perhaps doesn’t matter to me, as I was 

completely overtaken by my own metaphors and observations, for me, a mark of genius 

in the work.     

The unique nature of Beuys’ undertakings encompasses a variety of mediums and 

confounds some who are looking for drawings, paintings and sculptures, for this is art 
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after all, isn’t it?  Although skilled in all these areas, his primary contributions have been 

in the artistically unfamiliar realm of social sculpture, a term invented by Beuys in the 

70’s, which is intended to invoke an impetus for societal change that lingers in 

participants, witnesses or observers of Beuys’ so-called actions presumably into the 

future.   

Social Sculpture uses the sculptural forces of form in the realms of thinking and 

speaking and other cultural activities.  It expands art to become part anthropology as its 

main interest is in using these formative forces of thought to “shape the future.”  Beuys 

was looking for “models for social structure” and he looked to nature quite often in order 

to find them (Kuoni 27).  He studied Goethe’s phenomenology of the plant in order to 

form an epistemological background for his own work.  Through the close observation 

and perception of the archetypal in all plants, Goethe’s scientific methods teach us how to 

perceive the archetypal in other organisms.  Bueys studied plants, water, bees along with 

the human being and in particular, the human social organism in his attempts to discover 

its healthy archetypal being.  According to Beuys, this close observation of phenomena 

from the natural world helped to create new organs of perception within him (Harlan and 

Beuys 57).  With these organs, he was able to build deeper powers of perception derived 

from phenomenology so that, contained in any organism observable through the senses, a 

revelation was possible.  In comparison of archetype to reality, his ability for discernment 

of the healthy from the sick increased dramatically.  Through these revelations, he was 

able to strive toward perfection of the archetype and to create pieces indicative of models 

for social forms (Harlan and Beuys 22).  

Much of the social sculpture work was conducted as actions.  These events 

required the interaction of people, usually with Beuys himself, within a framework of 

conversations or lectures and often surrounded by an experience of Beuys’ creative 

sensory explorations.  He was able to demonstrate to the public that it was possible to 

practice aesthetic judgment in everyday life.  When one thinks or speaks in a way that 

strives to carry “evolution forward” one is practicing social artistry (Harlan and Beuys 

18).  In an overview of his social sculpture Honey Pump In The Workplace, Beuys tells 

Volker Harlan that much of the sculptural element of the piece was the work of others in 
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and around the building who were performing simple tasks such as carrying in supplies; 

helping him to get the motor working at the right speed and threading tubes, soon to be 

filled with honey, through the halls and stairwells.  In fact, Beuys says that one “…could 

characterize the people as the honey pump.”  He could not have completed this project 

without the people, the human element (Harlan and Beuys 51). 

Beuys’ work served to expand the definition of art itself and called into question 

what an artist really was.  It was Beuys’ contention that “Every human being is an artist” 

(Kuoni 22).  He believed that all human beings have the “response-ability” or “ability to 

respond” to the infirm and weakened state of the current social climate in our world 

(Harlan and Beuys 2).  According to Shelley Sacks, Artistic Director of the Social 

Sculpture Research Unit at Oxford Brookes University, Beuys was primarily interested in 

“…relationship between humans, nature and the cosmos and the interconnections 

between expanded art practice and our work toward a free, democratic and sustainable 

future” (Harlan and Beuys xi). 

Initially we might tend to see Beuys’s social sculpture work as ephemeral or 

intangible.  However, upon further exploration, we begin to realize that these social 

gatherings, dialogues and actions were very tangible indeed.  They consisted in a group 

of people gathered together or perhaps talking one on one or listening to Beuys for some 

time and then asking questions.  Bueys encouraged “intense” questioning of himself and 

of his methods during the course of an action.  It was as if he welcomed these exchanges 

in order to process through a conflict.  The room may have been surrounded by a clear 

tube full of honey being circulated around the building or perhaps there were a series of 

blackboards with drawings and diagrams that the artist used to explain his ideas for the 

future.  It may have even been an empty room, save for the one table and two chairs.  

Upon the table might have been a long-stemmed red rose with a graduated cylinder as a 

vase, representative of science, nature and religion as one.  The actions were everything 

but ephemeral.  Everything about them was concrete and down to earth.  They were 

however limited in duration; one could attend an action but when it was over, it was no 

more.  It was now only in the past and what was left was only the self.  Now what?  It 
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must have left a person with that inner question.  “What am I going to do with that now?”  

I imagine that this was the point, forward movement of the individual.   

Some artists work with clay others with marble.  Although not traditional in this 

sense, Joseph Beuys worked with substances as well.  He preferred fat, felt, copper, gold, 

honey and other unusual materials as his artistic medium.  He invented a substance called 

Braunkreutz (brown cross) which was ordinary red/brown house paint mixed with the 

blood of a hare.  He used it in many ways, as a covering for objects needing to recede in a 

composition, as a sculptural medium, and as a mystical or alchemical symbol of a variety 

of things from Christ and the crucifixion to the Nazi regime or the horrors of war (Walker 

Art).  His interest in the powers of fat and felt grew out of his own myth-like history as a 

Stuca pilot in WWII.  He was shot down over the Crimea and a nomadic group of 

Tartars, so the story goes, rescued him, wrapped him in animal fat and felt and nursed 

him back to health.  From the brink of death, Beuys emerges from the journey of the 

Shaman to bring healing to the world through these same substances.  

For Beuys, fat represents the will.  The will can be untamed and chaotic, as when 

fat is heated and in its liquid form as oil.  It runs all over the place with no direction or 

form.  Will can also be focused or brought into being just as when the oil is cooled it will 

come into a more solid state and becomes manifest as fat (Harlan and Beuys 47).  

Modern people might place value judgments on fat as a substance from our own fear of it 

inside of our bodies and in our diets.  We seem to be always trying to rid ourselves of fat.  

However, if we think about fat as will, as a substance that we manifest in the world, what 

are we trying to get rid of then?  

The element of felt in Bueys’ work is often criticized as being drab and colorless.  

Everyone wanted to know why he did not use color.  He gave a wonderful explanation 

that revealed a sight beyond the retinal.  He reminded his critics about Goethe’s 

discovery of the afterimage; that is, when looking at a green circle for some time and then 

taking away that circle and looking on a neutral or white wall, one would see a red circle 

eventually arising.  From this he further developed his idea about after image especially 

in terms of color.  He suggested that by using gray as his palette, he might be trying to 

cause something else to arise within as the after image of grey, in his words, “...the whole 
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world of color…as a counter-image”.  This can go further as when critics claim his 

sculpture is “ugly”.  If the after image phenomena is possible in the world of color, could 

it also hold true in other realms, such as ugliness or beauty, matter and spirit?  Beuys’s 

use of the counter-image involved “…not doing what is already there...” (Harlan and 

Beuys 106).   Another common accusation with reference to his use of felt is that he 

repeatedly tries to evoke images of the concentration camps.  However, for Beuys, felt 

was a healing material.  It meant warmth.  This might be physical warmth, as we could 

guess it was for the nearly fatally injured Beuys in the Crimea, or it might be emotional 

or spiritual warmth (Harlan and Beuys 98-99).   

In fact warmth was one of the main processes of interest to the artist in his work.  

He studied warmth processes in plant and animal life and came to realize that the human 

being himself is actually a “warmth organism” (Harlan and Bueys 59).  Warmth, he could 

see, was responsible for manifesting matter.  Wherever he could find matter, he found a 

warmth process.  Taking his concepts further, he uncovered one of the guiding 

inspirations for his social sculpture: that there are “spiritual principles” imbedded in the 

warmth process, a higher, sense-free form of warmth that could be called love “in the 

highest sense” (Harlan and Beuys 59).    

Along with his use of evocative and provocative substances and from his study of 

the warmth process, Beuys delves deeply into the work of nature and the processes of fat 

formation, the permeation and soluble powers of water, and decay and “flexible” 

processes of change.  His basic objective is to bring about “Harmonious equilibrium 

between the forces inherent in the substance” (Harlan and Beuys 49).  It is through the 

constellation of these forces that he comes to the essential ingredient of human contact 

and its importance in the sustainable future of the earth and its people.  His sense that 

when people are able to become closer to each other, they will be able to work together 

for the future, is the seminal element of social sculpture also sometimes referred to by 

Beuys as “warmth sculpture”  (Harlan and Beuys 108).  When this is possible, says 

Beuys, “This ethical conduct, arising through the fact that each individual turns lovingly 

to the other, with warmth of heart, is the precondition for going beyond individual 

interests and developing community between people” (Harlan and Bueys 108).  
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According to Beuys’s principles of social sculpture, it is the “moral substance” with 

which we are each endowed that requires us to bring it to form (Harlan and Beuys 89). 

 Beuys and his work influenced the future significantly. When I speak about the 

future, I do not refer to the future of art or the art world, though his effect in that realm is 

undeniable, but this artist’s impact provides a much deeper and even more vital 

connection to the future development of human kind and the future health of the world in 

which we live.  Can we sustain our present levels of consumption of materialism of 

consumerism of Capitalism?  How long will it take before we turn back to nature for 

answers?  When we do, what will be left of her?   

If we follow Beuys ideas, we find ourselves at the tip of the evolutionary iceberg.  

We become aware of our involvement in the hardening process of materialism; in other 

words, in the death process manifesting within civilization.  However, according to 

Beuys, the death became necessary in order to “cut the umbilical cord” with an old 

worldview and way of being.  This hardening through technology and early 

intellectualization of concepts has been a step in the evolutionary process to gain our 

individual freedom and allow ourselves a self-reflective distance from the sway of the 

divine world.  In one way, this has been a human loss, as we are no longer able to think in 

concert with the divine spirit of creation.  However, it is the only way toward freedom 

and forward movement in the evolutionary process (Harlan and Beuys 106).  Can we take 

hold of this freedom with grace and dignity?  That is the remaining question.  Will we be 

able to comprehend and utilize the abilities we have earned through the continual striving 

of humanity?  First we must understand nature, our greatest teacher.  Here we can see all 

substances and processes from the view of the archetypal.  As an integral component of 

the natural world ourselves, we act in accord with its laws.  We can learn about the death 

processes in human civilization through phenomenological observational of nature.  As 

we begin to form an inner picture of the archetypal hardening, crystallizing and dying 

processes of the natural world, we will be better able to consciously recognize these 

elements within the social organism.        

It is Beuys’ hope that through these experiences “…a future moral evolution can 

arise in our imagination.”  While this picture will live only in our inner world for some 
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time, as it is with the plant, the dying element contains the seed of future growth.  So too, 

he believes, does this dying civilization contain such seeds.  However, in order for these 

seeds to be planted or to begin to take hold, we must connect them with our own human 

will in the form of deeds and actions (Harlan and Beuys 107).  Through the connection of 

the earth with the Christ, resurrection has become possible for all living organisms.  Here 

the sense-free archetypal and the material will join with spiritual forces in order to 

resurrect vital, energetic life from the death and decay of the old.  Beuys calls this the 

“resurrection principle” (Harlan and Beuys 109).   

The concept of art as anthropology or art as sociology or ecology is categorized 

with only one label by Bueys.  This expansion of the definition of art he calls “anti-art” 

(Harlan and Beuys 80).  He issues a challenge to all poets, musicians, painters and artists 

of every kind to move beyond the traditional constraints and definition of “art” into the 

realm of “anti-art”, the counter-image of art, if you will.  Here, work with the material 

substances and processes of nature are confirmed by non-sensory experiences or what he 

might call spiritual-scientific experiences.  Though Beuys’ work is characterized by use 

of ultra-earthly substance and work with machines, electricity and the very concrete 

processes of nature, his experience of these objects and occurrences was essentially 

spiritual in nature.  It was Beuys’ opinion that artists, by practicing in a traditionally 

defined way, stood “in the way of everything…[polluting] the environment…” because 

they refused to be self-reflective where their work was concerned. He felt that many 

artists were interested in self-development more than societal change and so he set 

himself apart from others for this reason (Harlan and Beuys 75).   

“The love of something as art is not the primary thing.  It is more of a routine 

commercial attitude”, he once said (Harlan and Beuys 37).  For Joseph Beuys, art was not 

a fixed or static object hanging on the wall of a museum.  It was not a portfolio or a group 

of words on a resume.  He was unable to function in this way.  Rather, he was interested 

in flexibility and in processes of change.  These were the very qualities he felt needed to 

be injected into our social organism in order to help restore it back to health.  Through his 

phenomenological studies of nature, he was able to perceive the archetype of the healthy 

social life and like the doctor or Shaman he diagnosed the world and set about affecting 
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the cure.  He was in search of processes that would bring him closer to people and bring 

people closer to each other.  He felt that we could learn from each other and that “The 

teacher takes equally from the taught” (Kuoni 22).               

Beuys not only issued a challenge to other artists but to every human being. 

Within his belief that each one of us is a social artist in our thoughts, speech and deeds, 

we must, of necessity, also be endowed with an awakened consciousness and a highly 

developed “ability to respond” as he puts it, to the cultural situation at hand.  If we 

continue as a people to maintain a magical belief in our leaders who are engaged in an 

endgame toward destruction, we will fail in our task.  This belief is no more than a denial 

of our own abilities.  What can I do?  Yet I hear and see in Beuys’ work an empowerment 

of each one of us to reflect on our own part in the scheme of the evolutionary process.  

What part am I playing in the unfolding of this world-drama?  Bueys said that social 

sculpture “…will only reach fruition when every living person becomes a creator, a 

sculptor or architect of the social organism” (Kuoni 21).  It was his intention that we each 

take hold of our part in the actual shaping and forming of history.  In this shaping and 

forming process, we exercise our aesthetic judgment in everyday life (Harlan and Beuys 

12).   Through this constant practice, we strive toward art and the artistic. 

As a Waldorf teacher, I appreciate the threefold delineations Beuys made in his 

work. He spoke about the hardening forces as those that correspond to the thinking nature 

of the human being, while the warmth process related primarily to feeling.  Most fully 

developed were his manifestations of the willing through the substance of fat.  Here we 

can clearly see the influences of Schiller’s threefold society and Rudolf Steiner’s 

threefold human being.  I also take to heart that Beuys’ work empowers us all to become 

artists and to exercise and hone our own aesthetic judgments everyday in our own lives.  

“Then one’s own lifework becomes an artwork” (Harlan and Beuys 2).   

Here I am compelled by a moment of destiny to relate a story from my own life, 

of the most outrageous kind.  It is a story that will clearly illustrate how and why the 

hardening, crystallizing death forces are seeping deeper into our social structure, earlier 

and earlier.  In thinking about how Beuys’ work relates to my teaching, I am familiar 

with Goethean phenomenology in terms of nature and science and in fact, in relation to 
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the human being.  This is how I teach.  Additionally I know that it is through the feeling 

life that I must educate students during their second seven years of life.  In 

correspondence with Beuys’ ideas, I can now look for opportunities to incorporate 

aspects of the warmth process to enhance my teaching in this area.  However, with my 

young daughter and with children who are still living within the first seven years of life, 

we allow them to work through the will, as they are creatures that must DO!  In both 

cases, we avoid bringing abstract concepts of thinking into the classroom or into the 

lessons because we know that the forces of thinking are hardening and crystalline, as 

Beuys puts it, the death forces.  These will develop in the right time, beginning around 14 

years of age and then into adulthood.  As our own ego develops, we will be able to take 

up the thinking work of an adult and to use it for forming and shaping tasks as social 

artists.  However, to force such things on young children would not allow their organism 

to develop properly.  During the early years of life, particularly in the first seven years, 

the body of the young child is still forming.  The development and growth of the organs 

is the primary work of the life forces at this time.  If these forces were to be redirected, 

away from organ and tissue formation for the purpose of memorizing facts, for example, 

the child would, in later life, experience a variety of physical ailments, perhaps even 

cancer or eventually a premature death.  These forces are real and they do real harm when 

they are not understood.   

This brings me to the story.  Today, as I worked on this paper, my young child’s 

speech therapist came to the house for a session with her.  I happened to mention the 

paper and when asked, stated that it focused on the work of Joseph Beuys.  The therapist, 

a young father of three children, lit up and began trying to recall Beuys.  He explained 

that his daughter’s Junior Kindergarten had implemented an excellent art program in 

which the children, at 4 years old, are exposed to a variety of artists such as Cezanne, 

Monet and Klee (!!) along with various styles of art such as Impressionism and others.  

“It is fun to hear them talk about it,” he said.  And he was quite sure that Joseph Beuys 

must have been among those they “studied”.  In my shock and horror, without trying to 

outwardly show alarm, I inquired about the teacher, what school it was, and he told all 

with a smile on his face.  “We have been very pleased with the program.”  To which I 
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replied, nearly unable to hold back, “Yes, it sounds very advanced and intellectual, 

wouldn’t you say?”  Looking pleased, he chimed back, “Oh yes!  No other school in the 

city has such a program.”  My thirteen-year-old 8th grader was also in the room and was 

having a reaction similar to my own.  She asked him, “Now, do they show them 

techniques or what?”  The therapist was happy to share the story of how his 4 year old 

painted her own version of Van Gogh’s Starry Night.  We hadn’t much left to say.  We 

excused ourselves into the kitchen and looked at each other. Then simultaneously we 

both blurted out, “Avoid that school!” and “Right! Lincoln Elementary.  NEVER GO 

THERE!”  Although we laughed at our synchronicity, we knew it wasn’t funny in the 

least. 

The thought of those dear little 4 year-olds having to put growing and 

development on hold to learn about Joseph Beuys (and only God knows what else) was 

the most absurd thing I had ever heard of.  I thought I must have gone to sleep and woke 

up in an art-history-induced nightmare.  Beuys would definitely not have approved!  One 

almost feels Steiner rise from the grave in protest.  However, I tell this tale to illustrate an 

example of these hardening forces as they take humanity lower and lower, even our 

children.  As the therapist talked, the one saving grace of the moment was my tiny 

daughter, Sophia Rose, who has blessed us with the gift of Down syndrome, jumping and 

leaping through the room to show off her new skills.  Appropriately full of will, she is a 

being who must DO!  I was heartened to know that she would not be exposed to such 

things and that her being was as safe here at home as it will be later when she attends the 

early childhood program at the Waldorf School.  Neither Joseph Beuys nor I can save 

everyone. 

Before his death in 1986, Joseph Beuys had created over 15,000 works of art.  His 

influence in the art world is far reaching and his accomplishments range from the work of 

his protégés to his ecological, political and educational endeavors.  His work carries on 

even though he has crossed the threshold of death. One of his former pupils, Shelley 

Sacks, has founded a Social Sculpture Master’s degree at Oxford Brookes University. 

Next week (July of 2007) she presents actions and talks on Social Sculpture at the 
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Goetheanum in Dornach, Switzerland where the works of Steiner and Beuys will show 

together for the first time (Goetheanum).   

Beuys’s work grew increasingly large in scale and unable to be contained in a 

museum.  Some of it was ecologically inspired like the tree planting project of 7000 

Oaks.  He knew that mass destruction of the German forests to make way for 

technological concerns was a disaster for the environment.  He then came up with an 

idea.  Over a period of the next five years from 1982 to 1987, he and others planted 7000 

trees in the city of Kassel, Germany.  Beside each tree stood a four-foot high basalt 

marker to represent the harmonious working together of the plant and mineral world and 

to mark that this tree was consciously planted by human beings, part protest, part 

protection.  He said of it, "I believe that planting these oaks is necessary not only in 

biospheric terms, that is to say, in the context of matter and ecology, but in that it will 

raise ecological consciousness -- raise it increasingly in the course of the years to come, 

because we shall never stop planting" (Walker Art).  Beuys was also one of the founding 

members of Germany’s Green Party.  After all was completed, he claimed that his 

greatest works of art were his teaching work and the Free International University, 

founded to further the work of social artists world-wide after he was removed from his 

position as Chairman of the sculpture department at Düsseldorf Academy, for allowing 

everyone who applied to gain entrance to the school.  Perhaps his aesthetic vision can 

best be summed up by the artist himself, "To make people free is the aim of art, therefore, 

art for me is the science of freedom." (Walker Art). 
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