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Johannes Wohnseifer is a German artist who is not very German. One would think it quite 

cumbersome for an artist to dip continually into the cul-de-sac of German-ness in an age of 

global-players. But though his work culls together many ‘German’ things – German design 

(Adidas, Braun, Bauhaus and the 1972 Olympics), German music (electronic or ‘krautrock’), 

German art (Fassbinder, Kippenberger, Richter), and German terrorism (Red Army Faction) – the 

resulting accumulation is a conduit conveying the viewer to that other land of elsewhere. 

 

And though we were born in different time zones (me in America, him in the Federal Republic of 

Germany), we were born around the same time (the time that time zones started to matter less). I 

had read somewhere recently that the curator Catherine David said that ‘we’ were lucky being 

born ‘late’, being born amidst a heyday of conceptual art, late 60s, early 70s. Enough time had 

elapsed that ‘we’ were allowed to copy or appropriate it. And in relation to the utopias of 

conceptual art, despite the differences of geography, I liked Wohnseifer’s work because it 

instanced moments of ‘memory merge’, where conceptual communism meets a capitalist name-

brand present, where his relationship to history was no different than mine.  

 

The funny thing is that it was only when Wohnseifer gave up what he was good at – i.e. painting 

in the solitude of the studio – that he became a recognised artist. ‘I had reached a dead-end road. I 

felt like an artist, but what I really wanted to be was an art student. I had been painting since the 

age of 10, but Dusseldorf of the 60s [the academy] was what I wanted to be a part of. I applied 

and was rejected. I had this small studio space in Cologne, but I was stuck because I was in a very 

isolated situation’. Collaboration and a collection of alarm clocks turned a dead-end into a 

roundabout with many exits and many time zones. ‘I had this collection of Braun alarm clocks 

which was nearly complete (from 1971-97) which I no longer wanted to possess, but to put to 

use. So I asked my music-making friends to do something with these alarm beeps, and within 

minutes after plugging-in to a synthesizer we had our first sample’. The soft-techno album 



transformed the solitary painter into a producer and album-cover designer, a ‘crossover’ artist, in 

short, a man of his time. ‘Braun’ was the brand name representing the designs which would de-

Biedermeier all those upright and orderly German households (read: Victorian) and in many ways 

represented a return to the ideals of Gropius and Mies. 

 

Instead of studying art, from 1992 to 1997 Wohnseifer plopped right down into the business of 

being an artist while working for the German maestro, Martin Kippenberger. ‘I learned a lot 

about attitude and organisation… I was more of a secretary, taking care of shipment and storage. 

It was a lot like being a fan of a rock band, becoming a roady and going on tour.’ 

 

A tour of his own memories, and literally his very first ‘political memories’, gave him the 

straightway to his first significant works. ‘I’ve been generally interested in the RAF since my 

childhood. It’s the first political event I can consciously remember. To put it bluntly, there was 

finally some real drama going on. Even as a child I was aware of the total hysteria and state of 

emergency that was gripping the country.’ At the age of 10, Wohnseifer’s playground happened 

to be the spot of a “big bang” in German history. It was the autumn of 1977 when some of the 

founding members of the terrorist group, Red Army Faction (RAF), were found dead in their 

prison cells. Soon after, Hanns Martin Schleyer (President of the German Employers’ 

Federation), the man that the RAF had kidnapped as ransom for the release of the prisoners, was 

found dead in the trunk of a Mercedes.  

 

‘Initially it was the pictures taken at the time that fascinated me. I didn’t begin to understand the 

whole political context until later.’ The political issue of whether or not it was suicide or murder 

by the State is still unresolved. ‘In the autumn of 1977 I began to follow news programs 

seriously. Then there was also the fact that I was so physically close to the events (the Schleyer 

kidnapping, the conspirators’ apartment in Erftstadt-Liblar), in part without realizing it’. The odd 

coincidence that Wohnseifer was skateboarding in front of the building where Schleyer was held 

hostage created a scenario where the history of German terrorism became a part of ‘his’ story.  

 

Unfortunately, ‘spindy’ and ‘spindy b’ were a badly-timed flop. ‘When I told people what I was 

going to show back then [in 1995], they said, “But [Gerhard] Richter did that already” [referring 

to his ‘October 18, 1977’ series]. Nobody got it.’ Many years later, many would ‘get it’. Now the 

theme of an exhibition at the Kunst-Werke, Wohnseifer’s ‘spindy’ has found a place on a stage 



with many others dealing with the RAF. (But of course not without trouble: eventually even 

federal funding was withdrawn from the public venue). 

 

A complex cupboard of associations and an excellent example of ‘memory-merge’, ‘spindy’ is a 

sculpture touching on the sentiments of the local vandals who recently graffitied ‘18 October 

1977: Stammheim was murder’ on the walls of my supermarket.  

Appropriately, the outside dimensions of ‘spindy’ replicate the narrow closet where Schleyer was 

held. Inside ‘spindy’ is a skateboard ramp rendered useless in the position where Schleyer would 

have slumped. Above it hangs a shelving unit resembling an architectural model for the entire 

apartment (which, to make things even more complicated, is painted in the same mucky brown as 

Fassbinder’s apartment in the film Deutschland im Herbst).  

 

One of the legends surrounding Wohnseifer is that he created his first conceptual art works at the 

wee age of 16.  Playfully, critic Raimar Stange called the skateboarding ramps ‘substitute graffiti 

placed around the neighborhood as public sculptures’. Years later, Wohnseifer organized a 

performance wittily titled ‘Backworlds/Forwords’ (1998). Skateboarding legend Mark Gonzales 

donned a fencing costume (as comical then as it was for Georges Mathieu in the 1950s) whilst 

riding under Warhol’s ‘Most Wanted’ and a Lawrence Wiener wall text in the halls of the 

Mönchengladbach Museum. It was because of Gonzales that he met the p.r. people of Adidas 

who were so intrigued by the performance that they agreed to produce a special edition trainer 

called ‘The Wohnseifer’.  

 

A year later those shoes made their debut in the Museum Ludwig in a show he titled ‘Museum.’ 

Weaving a web of confusion, this curiously coded installation, Wohnseifer told me, ‘is all about 

my birth [September 10, 1967] and the years just before my first TV memories [of the 1972 

Olympics]’. The excerpts from On Kawara’s date painting diaries hold clues to his choices. The 

word ‘Museum.’ is the anecdote to the date painting just before Wohnseifer’s birth; ‘We Reject 

We Resign’ is the proclamation on the date of his birth; and for the date painting after his birth 

one finds a sentence commenting on the society of sightseeing in general, ‘I still have a pain in 

my eyes’. Adidas shoes were placed on pedestals positioned on enlarged Carl Andre-like tiles, 

color-coded as if participating in the 1972 Olympics. Furthermore, Wohnseifer put his painterly 

skills to use in an appropriation of Gerhard Richter’s eagle paintings (which could have been 

painted for Marcel Broodthaers ‘Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles’ in 1968). 



Cheekily, in the midst of this colorful playground combining sport and art were Wohnseifer’s 

own variation on a ‘Kawara’ theme: cum-shot black minimalist canvases called ‘Sperm Pictures’. 

 

Most recently, he stopped auto-focusing on the German realm and created a blurry setting by 

confusing the facts of a film, Taxi Driver, with the facts of history. The characters John Hinckley 

Jr, Jodi Foster, Robert De Niro, and Howard Hughes of this non-film (which exists only via the 

fragments of a screenplay) are placed as marionettes in a gallery which becomes the site of a 

potential puppet play. (The opening also serendipitously coincided with the opening of Scorsese’s 

film Aviator in Germany!)  

 

A ‘personal system meeting a historical system’, Wohnseifer’s work warps our sense of historical 

memory, personalizing the un-personal into objects that he calls ‘time-traps’. It’s as if he has 

created an outlet for becoming a part of the spiraling gyres of history, by creating personal re-

makes of it. And though his topics are political, the artist is not. ‘My art is not going to convert a 

neo-nazi into a nice guy’. Even so, I still think of Wohnseifer as a kind of crusader… perhaps 

against that existing form of German-ness which is no longer very German… the kind that likes 

to be right all the time. Yes, I believe that Wohnseifer is on the crusade to hush those mediocre 

bureaucrats who are always shouting ‘Das ist verboten!’ when they see the spectacle of  Speedy 

Gonzales riding her bike on the sidewalk, in the land of ‘never again’. 
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