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ANDREW BENJAMIN 
Anselm Kiefer's Iconoclastic Controversy 

The question of memory. Ihe prc.')cnce or a past - il.~ reality and 
possibili ty - cnnnOI be posed outside of tradition . And yel far 
fromgiYing Ihe question a fixity. such a iocation. while acc urate. 
only serves \0 compound thc question's problem'llie nature. 
Tradition lacks it specific determination . Tradition can be incor
porated within his tory - it may even be ' hi s tory' - nonetheless 
nenher tradition nor his tory ate thereby finally determined a nd 
111\Xated a semantic and heuristic structure . There aTC funher 
difficulties si nce memory . tradition, hi story all encounter the 
problem of lime. Each is unthinkable w it hout t ime. (This will be 
II\Ie even in the weak sense in th:u their being thought will 
always cOnlain within ii, either implicitly or explicitly. a tempo
fil dimension). Rather than attempting to gi ve greater specificity 
10 these complex interrelationships in advance, they will be 
IHowed to emerge within a consideration of the interpretati ve 
problems posed by Anselm Kiefer's work !c(J/Jodtlstit· CO/uru· 
I'my,' 

Kiefer's title names the painting. It is a title which is thought 
lOe~hibll Kiefer's concern with history. Within hi s own hi story 
tilt title has been repeated and thus ha~ been thought to name a 
preoccupation. In addition. of course. the title al so names the 
dilemma :ltthe heart of titles: the arguments within and over the 
image. The difficully for interpretation - perhaps al so as an 
interpretation - lhat emerges even wi thin these opening and 
Lenlative deliberations is twofold. The first is the problematiC 
nature of the naming rel.lIion. (The relationship between name 
IJId named). The second is connected to the firSI ~i nce it stems 
from thaI element within any representation. (and therefore 
IIrlth in mimesis) thai yields Ihe possi bility of representat ion at 
\he same time as calling into question the viability of represe nt:l 
lion: ie of permanently establishing and fixing the relation~hip 
bet ..... een the representation and the represented . It takes place. of 
course, within the terms - the conditions of possibility -
rtpresent3tion sets for itself. Thi s element is succinctly captured 
In the following question : Can the painting./conoc/(lSric Contro
lusy be viewed as a representation of Ihe Iconoclast con tro
msy? If it were to be asked - what is the Iconoclast con tro
versy? (What is named by the term ' IconOClasm'?) - then the 
t'/rofold problem, already identified above, would have been 
merely repeatcd. 

The factual co-ordinates of Iconoclasm are relat ively straight
fOf\lo'ard.: The ban on the produclion of religious images was 
brought into existence by Emperor Leo III in 726. It was 
challenged and altered at the Second Council of Nicaea and 
fll1allyoverturned in 843 . The latter part of the period coincided 
llIith a struggle for power between Empress Irene and her son 
Constantine . The ban concerned religious images rather than 
o,ttular ones. During the period in question painting , engraving 
and the il1ustT:lIing of manuscripts were practised: as was the 
construction of mosaics. Indeed abstraction nourished. While il 
I$llways possi ble to fill out the factual detail of Iconoclasm this 
lI'ould neither address nor answer the question of whether or not 
II was this 'detail' that was named by the painting's title and 

therefore wh ic h W:IS represented within the frame. If this stalc of 
affairs is the ease then the simple recitation of the factual. while 
providing an adumbration of elements. will. of necessity fail to 
allow for a significant interpretative :lpproach to the frame. The 
~hadow of images endure,. It is possible to go funher and 
suggest th at what seems to emerge here is a rift for which there is 
no obvious bridge insofar as regardless of the quan tity of 
information that was ama~sed conce rnin g Iconoc I3 ~m , it wou ld 
always fail \0 form the interpretation. In fact. though perhups 
ironically, it is precisely this problem that already informs 
illlerpretation s ince it brings to the fore the question of history, 
of access 10 the past and therefore of memory . It is for these 
reasons Ihat it is e<;sential to return to the diffic ulti e~ posed by 
naming and representati on. Hi story ~ understood in Ihb instance 
as the ' detail' of the past - does not provide any direct acce~s to 
hi story as a probl em withlll interpre tation and thu~ as figure 
within the frame. ' The emergence of naming and representation 
us problems does not take place in i ~o lal ion. They arc brought 
into play by the frame and moreover by its name. However it IS, 

as always. more comp lex. In order to trace thi s complex ity it will 
be necessary to approach the<;e probl ems under two different 
headings. The fir~1 is 'Represe ntation Till es' and the second 
. Memory H iSlOry '. 

Representa tion Ti lles 
The (juestion of titles is an element of the larger problem of 
naming .' However what i~ demanded and expected of a title is 
different from the demands and expectations made of name. 
Nonetheless while the n:lming. relation is more rigorous than the 
one al work within the title , it is still the case that the litl e in 
some sense names. The painting is en titled to a nalTle which then 
comes to be its title. (The legal and lIloral aspect of titles and 
enli tlemenl should not be overlooked). The title designates the 
frame in at lea~t twO senses. First ly it allows it to be named 
within .IIlY di sc uss ion: be lhat di~cu ss i o n legal. aesthetic. refer
ential or even the opening moves within an interpretation . In Ihi~ 
sense the title names the frame: the tableau. It is not . as yet, 
intended to name what is framed. Thh will be the second 
designation . The first is exact. It exemplifies the accuracy 
demanded by th e conventions of ci tation. (The viability and 
possibility of the fulfilment of this demand is a separate issue). 
The question Ihat must be an~wered is, what take~ place in the 
move from the titl e as design:1I111g the tableau - the painting qua 
material objec t - to its des ignating the painting qua object of 
interpretation? This shift in regi~ter is not a simple redescription 
of the 'same ' entity. The painting as material object involves 
fixity . liS being is exilauMed in and by its objeClivity: its 
·everydayness'. The object of interpretation will lack. ex hauSllon 
as it is continua lly open to reinterpretation . Thi s i~ why il is 
preferable to speak of lhe continual becoming-Object of the 
Object of interpretation. It is within this shift - this fundamental 
change in the nature of the object - th:1I the title as designating 
the content of the fmme needs to be approached. 
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DECONSTRUCTION 

It is however in relation 10 the becoming-object that the 
question of representation and titles becomes more complicated. 
The reason for thi s is st raightforward. What is at stake here is 
that if the object of interpretation is the si te of interpretatio n as 
well as the si te of the conti nual possibility of reinterpretation, 
then it follows that the titl e - any title - can always be read as 
designating the actuality of interpreta ti on in addition to this 
inherent pos,sibility withi n any ac tual interpretation. (Where the 
aClUal is defined as the present; ie the locus of the task of 
interpretation and from which it comes to be enacted). 

Now it is clear that the title cannOt be thus interpreted within 
the field of intention - ie in relation both to what is intended for 
lhe title as well as to what the title itself intends - it is rather that 
the interpretation of the title, the 'interpretation of the frame and 
the interpretation.of the relationship between title and frame. all 
sanction this reworking of the title's function . The intriguing 
clement here is that while this is a general claim about tilles it is 
also possible to argue that the title lconodlHlic COlllrol'l'rsy. the 
co ntent of the frame and the relation between them. inscribe 
these considerations within the frame of Icolloclastic COn/ro 
rf!rSy. In sum therefore beginning 10 interpret the frame. the 
painting, lconoc/astic COn/rOl'ersy, involves recogni sing that 
part of its content is this enacted rethinking of tit les. Thi s does 
not occur in addition to the painting 's content but as part of its 
content; as if. (It goes without saying that. at this stage, it is its 
content thus interpreted). There are important implications of 
this inscription for an understanding of memory and history. 
However prior to taking up this task it is vital to plot the way this 
inscription lakes place. 

The ostensib le issue within Iconoclasm was the worship of 
images. There is a sense therefore in which thi s historical 
moment, even though it is coupled with the division between the 
Eastern and Western church, and the mQre general question of 
power within the Byzantine empire. is also an integral moment 
within the history of mimesis. (These two moments are not 
mutually exclusive). The problem raised by Ihe worship of 
images refers on the one hand to the Judaic and Islamic traditions 
in which God could not be made present.. while on the other it 
invokes the PlalOnic argument that a mimetic presentation within 
both the visual artS and literature, by definition. is always going 
to be unable to present the 'rea lity', or 'essential being' of the (to 

VII. ollsia) of the represented. When the argument to do with the 
limits of mimesis concerned a trivial example - the 'brid le' in 
the Repllhlie (Book X) - then the significance of the limits lay 
within mimesis itself and not the example. In the case of God 
however it is different. Now the example is of central impor
tance. 
The problem of the presentation of God has both its origins as 

well as its conditions of existence in PlatoniSITl. When for 
example Augustine in Tlli' Confessiolls (Book XI, VII ) poses the 
question of how God's word can be represented because it takes 
place at one time and therefore cannot be articulated within the 
temporality proper to human speec h, he is drawing on the 
distinction establis hed by PlaLO between the ontology and tempo~ 
rality proper to the 'Forms' and that proper to the domain in 
which tllings corne into existence and pass away. The problem 
generated by the Platonic conception of mimesis is that it may 
lead to the tran sgression of God. This ri sk is hoth sustained and 
generated by mimesis. Understood as a moment within the 
history of mimesis, Iconoclasm therefore involves, at the very 
minimum, two significant elements. 
The firs t is that it has to be assumed that what is 110t present has 

a fixed reality which by definition cannot be represented as 
itself, ie presented in itself. and secondly that purported repre
sen tal ions of God led the 'faithful' 10 conflate the image with 
reality. Once again this is precisely the problem Plato identified 

within mimesis. (it informs, for example, the careful <0''' d"rn: 
tion in Repuhlic Book II and Ill, of which stories should be 
to childre n). The important clement is not God as such but t 
non-prese nt. For once the presence of Ico noclasm comes to 
inscribed with the frame titled fconodastic Controversy it is then 
possible to interpret the non-present as hi story. In addition tbe 
presentation of history - the coming 10 presence of the non· 
present - would seem to involve a painting thai wus enacted as 
memory; ie us an act of remembrance. As wi th any beginning the 
specificity of these terms is far from c lear. What mu st be pursued 
therefore is not sim ply the relationship between history and 
memory, but rather a reworking of memory and remembranct 
such that they could in the end be si tuated beyond presence. 1ft 
other words reinscribed in order that they be maintained but nOi 
as purveyors of presence. 

Memory History 
The inscription of the problem of non-presence within the frame 
indicates that the question at hand concerns how the presence 
that non-presence is to be understood. Th is problem is na! 
reducible to establishing the possibility of a remembrance 
wh ich the non-present becomes present. (However, as shall be 
seen, remembrance brings with it the questions of what 
remembered and for whom?) Iconoclasm was a movement 
resisted this possibility though it Wll S a resi stance 
within mimesis. The /col1oda.l'li{' COn l rO\ICTsy as a title does 
name a problem within mimesis. Rather the past docs not om" 
out of mimesis, but on the contrary as a problem for mimesis. 
Therefore the criteria of interpretation cannot themselves 
articulated within mimesis. There are wider implications as 
painting does, in addition, pose the question of the I 
history - the coming to presence of the non-present - even 
history as the narrative of contin uity given the nature of 
history . 

The frame itself contai ns a number of imporlant <om~'o","" 
that can be seen as enacting these considerations. The first is 
combination of media. ie photography and paint. It is 
assumed that it is the presence of mixed media within the fra~ 
that is referred to by the painting's title, or at least that the 
questions the 'reliability ' of the photograph. On their own iT· 
extremely unlikely that these possibilities cou ld aCCount for~ 
relationship between title and co ntent s, let alone the . i ' 
of the title's dilemma (the dilemma of th e title) into the 
itself. The way towards an understanding of the 
both photography and painting is provided firstly by presenct 
of the palette outlined in black and secondly by the words written 
in the bottom right corner, Bilder-Sm'it. 

The palene figures in a number [)( Kiefer's paintings. There 
are at times slight variations. In Icarus - Ma n-I! Sand. 
e)l;ample, the paielle has a wing. This painting al so 
combination of media. Morcover, its title is written within !be 
field of the painting. Invariably within his work the palette e~jsa 
in outline only. The palctte is at the same time empty and full. 
This is especia lly the casc in IconoelllStie COn/rol'('fsy. It is 
empty of its spec ific content and yet is filled by what it outlint4. 
The paradoxical pale lie is both a part and yet apart. The paleltt 
opens a rift within the frame lhatthe painting does not try 
It is preCisely the presence of the 'a part/apart' that indicates the 
impossibility of a retrieval or recovery of a past which is no 
longer present. The present within this paradox becomes the sitt 
- the witness - to a conti nual remembrance. It is however Ollt 
where remcmberjng demands neilher the continuity of narratiH 
nor of tradition. (The temporal dimension thaI is displaced ~ 
well as the one that emerges in its place, pose interpretative 
questions of considerab le importance), The rift, the I 
apart, that signifies without mimesis - apart from mimesis 



lIlerefore without a fixed and determined ~ignified (the repre
§ented) - is the possibility which while not being contain ed 
within Iconoclasm, is nonetheless the ri sk within mimesis that 
mimesis itself attcmpt s either to restric t via the introduction of 
truth or circumvent via what could be called a ~eneralised 
Iconoclasm. It is in this sense that the palette is connected to the 
words that also s tage the arg ument over images: Hihlu·Slre;t , 

The frame . the painting Icollochulic COII/rorers)' has there
fore inscribcd within it - 'within it' becomes of co urse 'as it' - ll 
questioning. if not a reworking of titles and of rcpresellt:ltioll . 
The presence of thi s ac ti vity within the frame works JO reinforce 
tht rift opened by the palelle. Since both suggest that. on one 
Inti at least, neither re presentat ion, nor mimesis are adequ,ltc to 
tlletasL of providing an interpretation of the painting. Indeed thi s 
trntrges, in part. as an interpretation of the p"inling. In OIher 
words the problem s of interpretation. mimesis etc. are 110t 
lnterior to the painting but take pl:1ce within the framc. They do 
have a specificity . The point is that hi s lory, memory, remem 
brance. etc, do not j ust happen . they form pan of:1 tradition: a 
dommant tradition . Con le~ l s, even a controversy. th:l1 takc place 
withm the tradition concern dominance. II is Ihe way in which 
the: tradition has come to dominate. taken in conjunction wi lh the 
consequences of that dominance. that it become", e",sent1:11 to 
ho~se tradition but not within the house of tradition. 

In /folloc/aSll'c COllll'OWrsy the presence of the tanks and the 
wall gathered within the paradoxi ca l palette form a part of 

I This paper IS pari or a work.tn .progr~s on the paiOlings of An\clm 
KJrfer. II tal.:es up, but does not I:omplete. (Ill imerpre tation of Klefer 's 
worL that was begun in Whm is Decol/slrut·w'W' pages 50·54. The 
~tlCh offered here IS. as was the earlier one. connected to the 
pllllQsophy of Deconstruction withou t being reducible to il. I ha~ e 
~tlined Ihe ambiguity suggesled by Ihe co· pre~ence Ill' the Engl ish :Iud 
Cittmln litles: IrVlwc/u.vlk Contro,'cr,vyI8 i1der.StrI'I/ . Scc the 
WJlague. Anselm Ki('jer. published by The Art [nsili ute of ChicJ.go :lIld 
!lit Philadelph ia Museum of Arl, t987. 
2 Evtn th l~ claim. wilhout of course being mis leadi ng. is problemalll: 
WlCe Ihe pnmary sources arc Ihemsclves split between the oppo~mg 
fiICllons. Even conven ll()nal hhlories are lOrn between Ihe East and Ihe 
Wesl. For an overview see E J Marlin, A lIislOf)' of Ih" 1{'()!Joe/aSlif 
ComrlJl'trsy, SPCK. London . 1930. A general discussion of Ihe arts of 
tbt ptriod is provided by David Talbot Rice in 8Y:(JIlli l1c An. Pelican 
Books. London. t9S4. 
3 I hIve discussed the problem of naming in Trellls/mion ~lId the Nut"r~ 
1PI,,/osophy' Q Nt'" Theory (If Words. ROUiledge. London 1989. See in 
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hi storical continuity and yet arc allhe ~ame time held apa rt from 
it. They thereby s ignal the necessi ty that emerges when hislory. 
memory anti tradition can no longer be thought within represen
tation and mimesi~. ie within the very terms that tradition 
de m:1ntls that they be thought. In addition wh:1t a lso emerges is 
time. s ince the tempor:1lity proper to mem ory and continuity is 
the temporality of the ordered ~cquence . A break within that 
sequence - a rift - can alwayo; be tl ealed by memory. Memory is 
understood :tS creating a narrative within the temporality of 
sequential continuity . It is thi s conception of memory thm the 
painting s uggcsl~ is no longer possible. Memory is not to be 
linked to the pa,l. The paint ing gestures tow:1rdo; a present 
re membr.ance::1 wl1ness to the rift. 

Undenaking thi s t:lsk - present remembrance - is done for the 
most part within Kiefer'\!. work by deploying figure, and events 
from ·history' . However each one works in:1 particular way such 
that it call~ int o question the po~~ ibility of its own usc as the 
creator of u Irue hi story in whi ch the pas t comes to be either 
ret rieved or re~tored. Present remembrance thu s o l>cns up the 
possibility o f thinking the temporality of the r ift and also of 
developing " conception of tradi tion :1S rift. Tradition and lime 
(Ihough only the time of lradition ) now have a determination. It 
b, of course. one thai iJ. nOI hand ed down within and as tradition. 
The delermination is the rift. It i~ in sum the ,actualisation of the 
risk within rnimcsi<;. 

partIcular Chapter 6. 
4 I am not denying the Importance of eVidence and the fal:tua l I:Olllenl 
of hislory. Indeed il is allimes e~scnhat \(l have access to such malcnal. 
A clear example concerns the po!cnl1(: uround Ihe 'exi~tence' of Ihe 
death camps. The IWO points fhm emerge here arc differenl . On Ihe one 
hand it invo lve~ Ihc recognition thai evidence can never ubti/J mC/w 
bUI is deployed and redeployed and thus ordered within Ihe different, 
:lIld at time~. connrcling narr:uivcs In wh ich n appears. On the olher 
hand it is siglllficant ly more complex. It refers 10 Ihe problem of 
reprcsellIalion (and hence mimesis) III Ihe sense Ihal 11 refcrs 10 the 
I)roblem of unders tanding what il i:" Ihal is presented in Ihe present :u. 
hi ~lor)·. The question IS: whal form doc, Ihe pre~ence of the p:lst Hike? 
Moreover is it constrained to take a parllcu lar form1 The quesllon 
therefore does not concern the 'that ' of hi story - its content bUI history 
itself. The point lrt issue here is whether or IIOt Kicfcr'~ painting falf;CS 
these ques tions from within its content or. more radically. are the!oe 
questions ils content. It is precisely the tens IOn betwttn these two 
possibilities th3t will be explored HI this paper. 
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