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Kunsthalle Mannheim shows the major retrospective ‘Fritz Schwegler (1935–2014)’ 
A stimulating tour through the gallery offers an insight into the artist’s worldview 
 
(Kunsthalle Mannheim, 01. September 2016) Fritz Schwegler’s art guides the way: 
Right at the Lions’ Gate entrance of Kunsthalle Mannheim, the dynamic sculpture 
Kunstläuferin will welcome the visitors. This bronze by the sculptor-poet marks the 
starting point of the tour through the special exhibition ‘Fritz Schwegler (1935–
2014)’, which spans the entire ground floor, the domed hall and its upper gallery of 
the Kunsthalle Mannheim’s Art Nouveau building. 
 
From 11 November 2016 until 8 January 2017, the curators Dr. Ulrike Lorenz and 
Stephanie Regenbrecht, M.A., present a structured retrospective insight into the 
many layers of Schwegler’s rich artistic universe, spreading across nine individual 
galleries. 
 
The fact that Schwegler and his art have remained relatively obscure may come as a 
surprise. Not only did he feature in documenta 5 in 1972, and again in documenta 8 
in 1987, he was also a professor at the Düsseldorf Kunstakademie for three decades, 
where he influenced many well-known artists including Thomas Schütte, Thomas 
Demand, Katharina Fritsch, Martin Honert, and Thomas Huber, to name but a few. 
 
His oeuvre is based on what he called Urnotizen, a coinage that translates loosely as 
‘original, or primal notes’. Schwegler used the term from 1962 onwards to describe 
the ideas and inspirations that he swiftly jotted down on paper as words or pictures, 
before numbering, collecting and filing them in batches of a hundred pages. He 
systematically derived both a program for his life’s work and a hierarchy of his 
creations from this fast-growing system of notes. All of his artworks – regardless in 
which creative period they were produced, or whether they were sculptures, images, 
drawings, instructions, performance or film – were based on an Urnotiz. 
 
The exhibition presents significant works from all of Fritz Schwegler’s creative 
phases: from his earlier, multifaceted sculptural works, which carry echoes of his 
training as a carpenter, through his avant-garde conceptual and performance-based 
phase of the 1970s and 1980s, accompanied by his work as a poet and painter, to his 
return to sculpture in 1990 and his last large set of works, the Notwandlungsstücke 
and wax works. 
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Central to Schwegler’s oeuvre is a collection of roughly 600 Effeschiaden (1969–
1974), named after the sound made when the artist’s initials – ‘F’ and ‘Sch’ – are 
spoken aloud. The Effeschiade – a combination of colour sketches and a so-called 
sculpture-text – is a set of instructions designed to be staged and performed, 
whether by the artist himself or by others. In his concise captions, Schwegler 
suggests materials and colours, and specifies sizes and dimensions. As with Beuys, 
the most important thing for Schwegler was the distribution of his ideas, not his role 
as an author nor the completed work. Alongside his public performances, Schwegler 
also experimented with the medium of film. Although he never owned a TV set, he 
did produce short films for television, mainly incorporating sculptural narratives. The 
Mannheim exhibition offers an insight into the Effeschiaden work and the unique 
performance method practiced by the artist, brought to life through photographs, 
films, and audio clips. 
 
Schwegler returned to sculpture in 1990. He achieved his goal of producing exactly 
one thousand Notwandlungsstücke by 1999: hand-sized coloured bronzes, created 
using the lost-wax casting process. After a twenty-year break, during which he 
worked with conceptual, performance and written methods, his return to sculpture 
was motivated by the sensory joy the sculptor found in tangible objects and three-
dimensional forms. In the last decade of his life, Schwegler combined words and 
images, which characterised his entire body of work, bringing them together in 
sculptural works for the first time. An impressive example of this is the wall relief 88 
Souveräne, which the Kunsthalle Mannheim acquired for its sculpture collection in 
2013 as a long-term loan from the state of Baden-Württemberg. For the first time, 
the piece is presented together with the various preparatory works that preceded it, 
helping to illuminate the artist’s idiosyncratic and systematic working methods. 
 
Fritz Schwegler’s unique conceptual art is rooted – other influences from philosophy 
and literature notwithstanding – in the thought and aesthetics of early German 
Romanticism. Schwegler’s metamorphic transitions between the visible and invisible 
show surprising similarities to those in the works of Novalis, Wackenroder, and 
Ludwig Tieck. In formal terms, his work has its basis in modernism. It is by no means 
only influenced by the sculptural tradition headed by Brancusi, but also draws on 
multimedia approaches such as those of Kurt Schwitters. “I regard Klee, Brancusi, 
Matisse, Braque, Max Ernst, Magritte, and Giacometti as forefathers, Beuys and 
Donald Judd as brothers,” Schwegler explained in 1997. This was the basis from 
which he made his unique contribution to the international avant-garde art of his 
era. Yet the nuanced, multi-media universe of the artist’s work, the fruit of his 
complex network of Urnotizen, cannot easily be pigeonholed as the product of a 
particular artistic movement. Rather, Schwegler’s style shifted with the changing 
currents of the avant-garde: from Neo-Dada and Fluxus, Pop and Minimal Art, to 
conceptual art, individual mythologies and Post-Minimalism, and finally to 
multimedia, performance, and installation art. 
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The originality and rigour of Schwegler’s working practices mean that he should 
occupy a unique and privileged position in post-war German art, and yet his 
significance has long gone unrecognised. In presenting the first retrospective 
following the artist’s death, and with the extensive publication that accompanies 
the exhibition, the Kunsthalle Mannheim hopes to lay the groundwork for the future 
recognition of the great strides Schwegler made towards broadening the concepts 
of art and sculpture to include performative/multi-media and poetic/linguistic 
dimensions. 
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