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Figure 1. Gustav Metzger, London, 2016
Context
This dissertation will explore how through his life and art Gustav Metzger (10 April 1926 – 1 March 2017) embodied and expressed religiosity, revolution, and revelation. With a focus on three relevant works: Cardboards (1959), Flailing Trees (2003), and 100,000 Newspapers (2009), it will seek to disentangle – figuratively and, with Flailing Trees, literally – the roots of Metzger’s practice. Expressions of concern for the preservation of life based on his experience as a youth at the inception of Nazism (Rosenthal, 2009) will demonstrate how this created a body of work both prophetic and profound that has influenced my own practice, and is arguably deserving of greater academic scholarship, will be examined. 


First Keyword: Religiosity
Flailing Trees
[image: ]Figure 2. Flailing Trees, Manchester, 2011
Metzger was raised in an Orthodox Jewish household, subject to all the awareness of ritual devotion, familial duties, and reverence for an unseen but loving God that entails. Nurtured by this context, aged twelve he began to bear witness to the rise of the Nazis and their intention to destroy his people. The foundation of his life’s perspective, on the hazards of the human predilection to barbarism and selfishness, so eventually invested itself in work often deceptively destructive and nihilistic (Rosenthal, 2009; Carey-Kent, 2013).
It can be no accident that in 2014 artist devotees of Metzger’s work, Bruce Gilchrist, and Jo Joelson, invited him to collaborate on their project, Null Object: Gustav Metzger thinks about nothing. In the project’s catalogue, Gilchrist and Joelson comment on Metzger’s ardent committal to so-called ‘deep ecology’, where humankind’s entitlement to oversee the world to its liking is questioned, inducing him to suggest nature’s best hope would be the self-abolition of humanity (Carey-Kent, 2014). This preoccupation with humanity’s relationship with its host planet would indeed come to dominate aspects of Metzger’s work, through which this very human, fundamental interest and concern can be traced. Still, it is against the context of nothingness that Metzger’s work is most commonly framed and interpreted, and why the two artists hosting the project wanted so much for him to be involved. Compelled by the automatism at the heart of Metzger’s auto-destructive art, Gilchrist and Joelson pushed the model beyond the physical, merely having Metzger thinking on the work being created as a way of acknowledging his art strike from 1977 through 1980 when he stopped making work and spent some long time on the Continent researching and traveling (Carey-Kent, 2014). To equate these seemingly irreconcilable qualities of Metzger’s implicitly religious – at least, spiritual – work and the fact that he himself negated the spiritual in it presents us with a genuine riddle. As early as 1958, in the catalogue for the retrospective exhibition of Kurt Schwitter’s the Lord’s Gallery in London had mounted, and Metzger had visited London specifically to see, Alan Bowness commented that Metzger’s art “ […] one could interpret [...] as a protest against the false and shiny standards of modern society, or as an almost mystical affirmation of the value of everything, even that which is rejected and despised, or perhaps as a psychological necessity on the artist’s part to identify himself with what has been cast out (Bowness, 1958 cited in Wilson, 2008: 184).
Memories dominated him said Metzger in an interview conducted during the 2015 Tate retrospective of his paintings: “These memories of course include Germany. As a Jewish child growing up in an Orthodox environment your life is saturated with religion and with obligations. When I was twelve years old, when things were hotting up related to Jews...all of that is a constant inner world I live in” (Auto-destructive Art, 2015). 
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Figure 3. Sarig, E. (1995/2014) Gustav Metzger's “Historic Photographs: No. 1: Liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto, April 19-28 days, 1943. London 2014

Metzger’s work presents us with a paradox. In his own words, when asked whether his work resembles the movement of Iconoclasm that urged the derogation and even extirpation of religious art he rebutted the claim (Kapic &Vander Lugt, 2013), asserting that there was no religion in his work at all, much less to derogate, adding that there was no connection between his practice and Iconoclasm (Metzger, 2011; Walker, 1995).
Yet, for art historian Sir Norman Rosenthal, Flailing Trees was “a 15th-century Gothic chapel, the trunks standing in for the columns, the upturned roots for the architectural tracery. The image is of a world upside down…” (Rosenthal, 2009). This is a compelling quote in terms of perceived religiosity in Metzger’s work simply because, as with the trees he one day upturned, his own life had been entirely uprooted. Metzger regarded himself as a “stateless [or an] escaped Jew” (Schudel, 2017). He approached his work as he did his life: a matter of survival. Something unforeseeable happened to him, and his generation of Jews, that shattered their lives and even their faith. This dissertation will attempt to make vivid this connection between the artist’s life and practice and thereby reveal how and why religion was so central to both.
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Figure 4. Gustav Metzger, Cardboards, London, 1959
Second Keyword: Revolution
This dissertation aspires to traduce from this genuine transformation its causes and outcome; how this deceptively humble, wilfully marginalised artist almost immediately after his break from painting, used “working methods [involving] a provocative disruption of conventional perceptions, coupled with a refusal to sink into indifference and resignation” (Suchin, 2003). At the beginning of his life as an artist, Metzger was a painter, and an aspirational sculptor. Soon, however, for the most part he had turned his back on canonical art and incepted the exploration and execution of installation and performance on which his practice and his reputation would thereafter rest (Fisher, 1999).
It is instructive to look at Metzger’s first landmark work, Cardboards from 1959.  Embryonic in messaging that would become more plaintive, Cardboards marked concretely the onset of Metzger’s commitment to signalling to humanity its post-war, post-Holocaust predicament; namely that the same technology that could create a new future for mankind could also curtail it, perhaps terminally. Cardboards, recalling Duchamp’s “readymade” art (Griffin, 2013), saw Metzger aim its usage at social comment, evoking at once a sense of the machine age's potential dynamism and a comment on consumerism.  
Metzger’s revolutionary art signified a break both with the canon and, to an extent, his past. As with many artists before him, and as a refugee, now he found in his radical creative departure a new sort of refuge, and one more reliable than just a country and city: himself. Many artists grow into and through their work, and Metzger is a case-in-point. His inner revolution birthed an outer one, in the form of his work, and with Metzger it truly was his life’s work because he threw all of himself into it - his experience, suffering and partial recovery from it, and conscience and commitment to his moral and aesthetic context - with a cold frenzy that never waned. Other possibilities of revolution captured his imagination; the political and social. These evolving aspects of his nature and perspective on the plight of humanity nurtured and informed his intent as an artist, developing themes in his practice redolent not only of a secular revolution leading to the artistically seminal, but in his soul. A confrontation between fundamental religiosity fed by genuinely prophetic art (Jones, 2009) and political context drawn heavily from purist Marxism and socialism moderated by sincere humanism, Metzger worked tirelessly with his art to embody ways in which we might survive ourselves (Fisher, 2014).   His ego was fully functional but surrendered to a higher purpose: “That's one way to understand the origins of auto-destructive art. In Judaism there is a tradition of rejecting power: the Prophets rejected power. That was part of my childhood, giving up rather than acquiring” (Metzger, 2009). Never one to compromise, he did not shun success, but it seemed somehow to antagonise him. Metzger moved between poles of explicit, self-imposed exile from conformity to art and worldly norms to an implicit, fiercely stubborn reliance on an inner compass alienating him from most of his less secularly pious fellows (Yahav, 2014). 
Third Keyword: Revelation
100,000 Newspapers
[image: ]Figure 5. 100,000 Newspapers, London, 2018
Nearly half a century had passed after Cardboards when, in 2003, Metzger mounted his 'public-active installation', 100,000 Newspapers. Taking up two cavernous, cold rooms in the basement of a derelict brewery in London's East End, Metzger had visitors greeted with thousands of newspapers scattered across the concrete floor (Gustav Metzger: 100,000 Newspapers" part 1 of 3, 2009). The second room featured metal shelving piled high with more newspapers but ordered. Into the centre of this, Meztger, bowed but intent, randomly crumpled and consigned to the floor pages and pages of newsprint. Visitors were invited to cut out anything from the newspapers they found compelling; Metzger then mounted their choices under various headings: ‘Extinction’, ‘Work’, ‘Biotechnology’, and more (Suchin, 2003). 100,000 Newspapers can be seen not just as an indictment but embrace of the Information Age, and also a thread through Metzger’s life, indeed from revelation to revolution, and born in the written word (Fisher, 2014).
[bookmark: __DdeLink__1271_3308420453]The Talmud he studied as a youth before the war forced upon him a premature, catastrophic growing pain catapulting him to adulthood and, soon, art, thence to the base stuff of Cardboards made of pulped and compressed paper (Wilson, 2008: 181-4).  On to Flailing Trees, where the slow, intelligent and beautiful benefactors of our breath are inverted and thereby tortured as the artist’s conscious protest against the abuse of them by a species too brutish, selfish and short-sighted to account for the consequences of its acts. Metzger connects himself through destruction with the essence of creation, and therefore creativity. In much simpler terms, he addressed his fascination with the news and, interestingly, resolving into a trait common to Holocaust survivors: seeming loss of faith (Yahav, 2014).
I think the question facing us – certainly the question facing me – is ‘What does it mean?’ And that’s one reason I spend so much time with newspapers and magazines, looking at the image and the text. What does it mean to me? How can it be used, or misused? What are they hiding? This constant analysis doesn’t actually lead me very far, but it certainly is a kind of duty. I do read newspapers for nothing: I go to the supermarkets, and the nearest thing to religion is that I go to supermarkets daily (Metzger, 2007: 143-44).
The energy and intent with which the artist – already in his late seventies at the time of the performance - consigns the newspapers to their putative grave bears testament to a spirit expanded by long life.

A question I wish to research and write about next year 

In the wake of his death in 2017 (Grimes, 2017) academic research into Meztger’s life and its relationship to his work today remains relatively sparse, mostly online. The issues and challenges, against which Metzger threw the weight of his humanity and life’s work, raises fundamental questions about how an artist’s practice is informed by major life crises and critical influences, be they those of childhood, youth, faith, fortune or misfortune. 
Metzger’s impact on my practice is substantial. As a child of post-Holocaust Jews, born into and inured artistically to the mid-century past, Metzger has become an unlikely but ideal Muse. His cranky, unyielding dedication to make outsider art addressing the inner truths and falsehoods of the world we knew, that now, and even of that to come, provides a nurturing energy paradoxically redolent both of confrontation and compassion. His shining pool of insight informs my practice, humbly perhaps but nevertheless with a conviction that my debt to Metzger is already great, and will no doubt grow. 
The three themes – religiosity, revolution and revelation – are at once timeless and contemporary. As a revolutionary artist Metzger’s contribution to and reflection of his century, paralleling as it did great shifts in history and art, deserves to be better unearthed and understood. 
Research Question
The purpose of this study is to explore the association between Gustav Metzger’s formative experiences and future practice; also, create a suitable context for Metzger’s life and practice in terms of the art culture and influences that had a bearing on his work.
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