Extended Essay
Visual Arts

How did the Reunification of Germany affect the work of
Rolf Biebl?

Sophie Wendschuh
000114105

November 2009

Abstract
Although German media are full of documentations and reports about the Reunification of
Germany and the history of the German Democratic republic this year, hardly anything is
mentioned about art in the GDR, art in west Germany at the same time and how it developed
over the past 20 years. Trying to find out more about that topic I did my own investigation
based on a personal interview with an artist who has started as an artist in GDR and has been
doing art ever since.
I ended up in Berlin interviewing the sculptor Rolf Biebl who had already been quite
successful in the GDR in the 1980s and who prefers to work in public space. I then
investigated further into the art styles in the GDR, the art conflict between east and west
Germany and the reactions on Biebls art trying to find a satisfying answer to the question:
How did the reunification of Germany affect the work of Rolf Biebl?
The work of Biebl itself has not changed very much: He is still fascinated by the
human body and thus experiments with it and transforms it, but in the mid1990s he also
started painting and later on doing realistic sculptures as well as expressionistic ones.
However he was affected by the way the situation about his favourite area for exhibitions has
changed, the public: in the 90s the government stopped funding art in public, which made it
difficult for Biebl to exhibit there. Because of the cold war the two ideologies used their art
styles as propaganda; creating clichés that are so strong that they are still not overcome today
which is why Biebl with his art is still considered an outsider by i.e. funds because he has
always worked to expressionistic to be considered socialist realistic.
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How did the Reunification of Germany affect the work of Rolf Biebl?
It is a windy summer afternoon in East Berlin. On the ground floor of an old industry building
is an atelier with bronze and stone figures standing around, most of them realistic, a few of
them still recognizable as human figures but so abstract that they seem to show the character
of the person instead of its physiology. The only colourful object in the room is a half finished
painting showing a dark haired woman and a water-like background. The only thing moving
in the room are two people drinking coffee and chatting about the one topic that has changed
the lives of at least a third1i of Germany’s population. It is the topic of the year: The 20th
anniversary of the opening of the wall after it had divided Germany for 40 years.
One of those lives belongs to Rolf Biebl, a sculptor who has witnessed the majority of those
40 years. As a successful artist he had privileges the majority of the people in the GDR did
not have, the most important one being that he was occasionally allowed to visit the West for
exhibitions.
Now since he was allowed to visit West Germany an outsider might wonder that if he was
allowed to visit the Federal Republic there was probably no point in the Wende for him. So
how did the reunification of Germany affect the work of Rolf Biebl? To answer this
question I visited him in his atelier in Berlin Weissensee on the 17.08.2009.
Born in 1951 in Klingenthal, a small town near the Tschekoslovakian border, he was
much too shy to apply directly to art school. Instead he applied for architecture first. He was
accepted but soon figured that designing buildings under the socialist regime was not very
promising due to the ideological restrictions that were more dominant in architecture than in
fine art, probably because it is the most public of the arts. A sculpturing professor then helped
him to switch into the sculpturing course. He graduated in 1979 and became Meisterschüler at
the art academy of the GDR under L. Engelhardt the year after.2ii Today he is teaching at the
art academy Berlin- Weissensee. A Meisterschüler is the East German equivalent of a West
German art student who is funded by the Villa Massimo in Rome. Since East German artists
did not have access to the scholarships of Villa Massimo anymore Berthold Brecht, a famous
German writer, figured that the GDR needed its own fund and the people getting it turned out
to be called Meisterschüler.
Getting into university in general was a rather difficult process, not because there was
a lack of places but because it was very difficult to qualify for it. The usual educational path
of a citizen of the GDR consisted of 10 years in a common school followed by an
apprenticeship or for the men first service in the army and then the apprenticeship. Only a
very small percent of the students, maximum of 10% of the grade, often less, were allowed to
extend their education by two years by doing the Abitur, a higher high school degree that
nowadays is the standard degree necessary for any kind of further education and done by most
students. To be allowed to do the Abitur one not only had to have very good grades, but one
also needed a positive and promising political background, so coming from the working class
improved one’s chances to be admitted.3 The small number of Abitur graduates ensured every
student entry into university; it was just not sure that everyone got the university course he
wanted. Every year the government calculated how many students were needed in every
department and accordingly distributed the students. In sculpturing this meant that there were
often only 3 or 5 students in a class. For the lucky ones that got into this course this was
naturally heaven. As Biebl pointed out in the interview, those small classes pushed the
educational level to an elite standard. They had several professors looking after them and
1

http://www.pdwb.de/deu85-00.htm, 22.11.2009
Rolf Biebl- Sprachen des Koerpers- Bildwerke aus zwei Jahrzehnten; Rolf Biebl, Matthias Flügge, Peter H.
Feist; 2000; Biographische Daten
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virtually as much room as they wanted, which is opposite to the situation today, where the
classes are so crowded that the professors don’t have enough time for the students anymore
and there is not enough space in classrooms.
On the other hand today’s students are free to decide how they want to use the
techniques they study. Twenty years ago the government not only controlled how many
students got into sculpturing courses, they also had specific ideas how the products of those
courses had to look like. According to section one, paragraph 18 of the constitution of the
GDR from 1968 “The socialist national culture is part of the fundamentals of the socialist
society… The socialist culture attends to peace, humanism and the development of the
socialist society. It combats the imperialist barbarism, which attends psychological warfare
and vilification of mankind. The socialist society promotes a high cultural life of the working
people… and develops the national culture as something for everyone.”4 iii Art had to be easy
to follow, pretty, simple propaganda, so to speak at workers level. In practise this meant that
people in sculptures and paintings had to look strong, sturdy, focused and beautiful. The older
generation of artists felt the meaning of this much stronger than the generation of Rolf Biebl.
From the 1950s until about 1976 East German art is generally described as “socialist realism”.
Instead of landscapes the paintings now had to show industry, mining sites and huge
cultivated farms like Bernhard Kretschmar did in the late 1950s with his painting
“Eisenhüttenstadt”5iv

6v

Sculptures were supposed to look like the seven figures in the Petershof in Leipzig. They
show men who played important roles in the history of the Petershof and at the same time are
allegories for the arts, trade and industry like the figure showing Edgar Hoffman who was a
board member of the Fair and Exhibition Corporation and symbolizes industry.

4

Constitution of the GDR, part 1, chapter 2, article 18, paragraph 1; 6.4.1968; found at
http://www.documentarchiv.de/ddr/verfddr1968.html#Ik2 , 30.8.2009
5
http://www.mdr.de/damals/lexikon/1589524.html#absatz2, 22.11.2009
6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ehst/352935726/sizes/l/, 22.11.2009
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The figure is tall, smooth, standing strong and solidly on his pedestal, looking self confidently
forward. The forms are based on neo- classical principals and are supposed to establish an
opposition to the “cosmopolitan” modernity of the West which was regarded as characteristic
of imperialism and decadence.8vii
In 1971 Erich Honecker became the leader of the German Democratic Republic and
slightly liberated the art policy of the state. The government now declared that it was not
possible to reduce art to a mere tool of ideology. The art of GDR was at risk to become
desolate and the propaganda had not worked anyway. In 1976 Sighard Gille showed how
much the censorship of fine art had been loosened up by exhibiting a painting showing
drunken workers.

7
8

http://www.heimat-leipzig.de/main/index.php?id=43, 22.11.2009
http://www.heimat-leipzig.de/main/index.php?id=43, 22.11.2009
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Although the picture was not forbidden Gille had to make another painting connected to it,
showing men working on a scaffoldix. This later generation of artists was trying to crack the
system not with external methods but by doing exactly what they were taught to do, just in a
very exaggerated version. During the same time Wolf Biermann was deprived of his GDR
citizenship. Biermann was a musician who had moved to East Germany in 1953 because he
preferred communism to capitalism but he did not agree with the way communism had
developed there and wrote political songs that were regarded unconstitutional so he was
thrown out again. This incident made many artists move out of the country, some because
they wanted to, others because they had to. It also shows the contrast between the slight
liberalisation in fine art and the still very harsh regime concerning other arts and the “normal”
life in GDR.
But in the late 1970s and early 1980s when Biebl graduated from university the system was
already weakened so much that the artists enjoyed much more freedom than the average
citizen. In some cases they were even used as an example of how liberal the system was.
Again, one of them was Biebl who, instead of making realistic and idealistic correct
sculptures, created human figures with thin and unnaturally long bodies and limbs, and
twisted proportions. Although fascinated of the human body he didn’t want to be forced to
work in a style he didn’t agree with. “From the Vogtland10 he brought an original, plastic
talent, whose abilities developed itself increasingly away from the exhausted academic forms.
Thus the white figurations, worked out in plaster, become an outcry from the human that was
reduced to his basic elements: Flesh, soul and vision” 11xClemens Gröszer commented in
1990. Biebl’s professors didn’t approve with him but also didn’t exactly do anything to stop
him. And after he had his first exhibitions in 1979 and 1980 he soon got too popular to be
stopped. Instead his work was taken to West Germany to show how free art was in the GDR.
The tolerance level of the government was much higher for successful artists than for
9

http://www.bildindex.de/bilder/ng2635_010b.jpg, 22.11.2009
Vogtland: south-western area of Saxony where Biebl comes from
11
Clemens Gröszer about Biebl; 28.01.1990
10
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anybody else. They were not only allowed to exhibit in the West but also to visit exhibitions
there. On such excursions Biebl saw the work of artists like Francis Bacon or the “wild style”
(die “Neuen Wilden”), the West German style of painting in the 1980s that was generally very
colourful, optimistic and without any concept12xi, who all inspired him a lot.
Francis Bacon was an Irish painter, born in 1909, who destroyed the majority of his early
work. Since the 1940s he mainly painted carcasses, evocation of men and dogs, which are
often screaming in pain, horror or disgust, pity and sadness. It seems like he is showing
humanity from its worst site. He himself considered them to be a reflection of his nervous
system and his opinion.13xii Some of Biebls work, both paintings and sculptures, resemble
Bacon a lot. The “Studie eines Gestürzten” for example is easily connected to the carcass on
the right of Bacons “Three Studies for a Crucifixion” (1962)

14

12

http://www.bildungsservice.at/faecher/be/Kunstwerk/neuewilde.htm, 23.11.2009
http://www.leninimports.com/francis_bacon_bio.html, 23.11.2009
http://www.leninimports.com/francis_bacon_biography2.html, 23.11.2009
14
„Studie eines Gestürzten”; Rolf Biebl- Sprachen des Koerpers- Bildwerke aus zwei Jahrzehnten; Rolf Biebl,
Matthias Flügge, Peter H. Feist; 2000; page15
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The sculpture and the painted figure are both knocking diagonally into the ground with the
body following like a veil of thick wet cloth. They are both surrounded by a surreal silence as
if the spectator is separated from the noise of the scream by a thick glass wall that filters every
sound and leaves him with the image of the tense scream on the faces of the figures. But
while Biebls screaming sculpture seems to be still moving, pushing further into the ground
with a lot of strength, the person in the right part of Bacons triptych seems to be bouncing
upwards again which creates a slightly more pleasant atmosphere than the sculpture. A good
example of the similarities between Biebls and Bacons paintings is Biebls triptych “Sprachen
des Körpers” (1999)

15

“Three Studies for a Crucifixion”; Francis Bacon;
http://www.leninimports.com/francis_bacon_gallery_26.html; 23.11.2009
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16

Not only the setting of the paintings is very similar- an orange- red, round room with black
windows- the way the figures are painted is very much alike too. They are all made of parts of
the human anatomy that are stretched, twisted, pulled apart and puzzled back together in a
different, scientifically impossible way. Some of the bodies are cut open, whereas Bacons
figures look more like pig halves hanging in a butchers store and Biebls figures “only” seem
to have very strange wounds. But both triptychs also have realistic aspects: The bed and the
circle of pipes or the huge necklace in “Three studies for a Crucifixion” and the soldiers and
legs of a woman in a miniskirt in “Sprachen des Körpers”. It is obvious how both artists seem
to use the human body to distract the spectator and make him think of what is actually going
on in the exhibited piece.
A major contribution to Biebls success had the group Neon Real. The two painters
Clemens Gröszer and Harald Schulze and Rolf Biebl met at the art school in BerlinWeissensee and became friends who in 1980 officially worked under their group name. Soon
after this foundation they made their first exhibition which “hit like a bomb. It was
sensational; this was what the people wanted!”17 The younger generation loved this mix of
realism and colourful expressionism while the older critics took some more time to get used
to this new style. In the beginning they were not allowed to have exhibitions, but soon they
were so popular that the jury had to give in. In some ways the members of Neon Real were
16

“Sprachen des Körpers”; Rolf Biebl- Sprachen des Koerpers- Bildwerke aus zwei Jahrzehnten; Rolf Biebl,
Matthias Flügge, Peter H. Feist; 2000; page 50
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punks of the art scene, only that they didn’t directly wanted to present any political aims, they
were only showing their personal style instead of making “socialist realism” as they were
supposed to. This group was not only very good for their career it also gave the friends an
opportunity to try out new things, more courage to present their ideas and better feedback how
to develop their projects further. Today Neon Real still exhibit occasionally, though not as
often as in the eighties.
Despite the work with Neon Real Biebl very much likes to work in public space. In
temporary exhibitions artwork is only shown for a short time, maybe it goes through the
media but after a few weeks or months everything is packed away again. If something is
shown openly people react differently to it. One can embarrass himself or really get the
citizens attention and sometimes really start something in them. Or in the worst case people
will think it boring and a waste of money. So working in open space is a real challenge. One
of the risks of having sculptures in public is that people will always try to climb it and
accidently or intentionally demolish it: “Sometimes I think I should only put my figures at a
wall or on some roof. It is dangerous to place a sculpture on the even ground. For example
Adam and Eva, who are both nude, were climbed on, some folks stuck condoms on them- the
complete program. So we decided to lift them on a pedestal and let some light beams shine on
them.”18

xiv

“Adam and Eva”, a nude bronze couple were given those names by the public, which shows
very well how tight they are connected to the people’s life. They and the fountain with a
family standing in it in front of the town hall Berlin-Marzahn are some of his best known
public work.
18
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While the fountain was designed directly for this place Adam and Eva were originally meant
to be put in front of the main station in Dessau, but that was during the time of the
reunification, so when they were finished there were problems financing it and they were
brought back to Berlin where they were placed in front of the Kulturbrauerei and still work
surprisingly well although they were designed for a different environment.xvi The fountain
was designed for the place where it stands now, working lively against the great anonymity of
the surrounding blocks of flats. xvii After 1989 it was not certain though whether the fountain
would remain there, Biebl believed the buildings might be pulled down, but that never
happened. Instead the whole area was renovated and the fountain is now landmarked.
Unfortunately not all aspects of public artwork developed so nicely. While the GDR
always spent some money on public art, there has rarely been any public project around
Berlin since the nineties. In the GDR architects had to involve some kind of art and had to
spend a certain amount of money on it. Since the reunification the government grew more and
more away from funding public art. There are still plenty of funds for film makers and the
theatre but they hardly do anything for fine arts anymore, explaining that this will be
regulated through the free market, which is disastrous for sculptors because they can hardly
work in public space anymore, except if there is a private investor who wants to have
something special, but this happens rarelyxviii . There was a law in the German Democratic
Republic which assured that a certain percentage of space and money for a new building was
spend on art. “Some colleagues created some horrible work but they made an awful lot of
money with it, because of this law. But others also did really good stuff, so this law was very
good for them too, because the constructors were forced to spend this amount of money on
artwork. Something similar existed in West Germany, but in the 90s they abolished
everything of that sort.” remembers Biebl in the interview and thinks it quite boring that
nowadays art is only directed towards commerce and art fairs because most artists focus on
selling their work instead on focusing on the art, just to not get lost and forgotten in the free
market.
But not only has the situation about his favourite working area changed, his artistic
style has developed into new directions as well. On the one hand he started to paint in the mid
nineties to explore the difference between creating a real plastic room and creating the illusion
of a room on a flat surface. Biebl manages to build up those illusionary rooms and leave the
observer with the same feeling as if looking at one of his sculptures: the conflict that the given
image can not naturally exist like this due to the unnatural organization of anatomy and
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proportions of the shown figure and still it looks alarmingly real and familiar, like in a dream
where mind goes over matter. On the other hand he recently started to do realistic figures with
natural proportions, highly amused about the fact that he now in “old age” does exactly what
his professors wanted him to do in university. While he constructs his “abstract” pieces freely
he uses models to make the realistic ones. Also while the warped works tend to be bigger or
the same size as real persons, the realistic ones tend to be smaller than life size.
Let’s take a step back into the past again, to the time when Rolf Biebl’s controversial
style was accepted, even by his critics. As mentioned before the GDR used those artists who,
instead of following the government’s ideas of art, developed their own to show the FRG that
their system was much less controlling then they thought. This meant that the artists were
allowed to do more exhibitions and research capitalist art which practically meant that they
were allowed to exhibit and visit exhibitions in West Germany. After they went to the
exhibitions together they spent the rest of the day on their own, shopping or visiting friends.
To Biebl all of West Germany and especially the art were like an explosion of colours and
possibilities, while GDR was all grey and monotyped. Unfortunately this division has
survived until today. While the two Germanys have melted together in every other aspect of
life and culture like politics, economy, theatre, music and film; the wall between eastern and
western art is still standing. The ideological cleft created during the cold war is now passed on
to the next generation and although slightly alleviated it is still strong. The East is supposed to
be realism, socialism, communism while the West stands for freedom, pure abstraction and
democracy. With the reunification the only separation between those two extremes collapsed
so that they had to learn how to deal with each other or, as Biebl puts it:”And when the wall
fell those two extremes clashed together, locked in the same huge area, in this united
Germany.” So even today he receives a raised eyebrow and a comment along the lines “You
wont get really far with that tuff” when he applies for funds or biddings, because he does not
fit into the cliché of East German art.
Rolf Biebl who had lived mostly in the German Democratic Republic was not actually
affected by the end of this state in his artistic motives; the subject of his work is still the same
as 30 years ago: the human body. He was mostly affected economically, because in the 1990s
the government stopped funding public art as it did the years before and which hence
restricted him in his work, because nowadays there is rarely a private investor in search for a
sculpture. On the other hand it is easier to teach art now- he often gives courses at the art
academy Berlin- Weissensee- than it was under the socialist/ communist regime. The teachers
are not restricted to teach only what fit the ideology anymore. While it was rather a question
of luck to get into university in the GDR now everyone can easily get into his favourite
course, although this means that students and teachers have to bear with extremely full
classes, cramped ateliers and the teachers’ general lack of time to give their students the
necessary consult. In East Germany before 1989 were only few students in general and only
very few in art courses which ensured ideal study conditions: Little classes, a lot of space and
several very good teachers. Although Germany has melted together again in almost every
perspective over the last 20 years there is still quite a big cleft between east and west German
fine art. During the time of the cold war both the Western Allies and the USSR put a lot of
ideological pressure on their share of Germany which, in fine art at least, developed into
specific art styles, socialist realism in GDR and abstraction or the “wild style” in the FDR,
which were used as such a strong propaganda against the respectively other party that it
remained as a base of judgement between east and west German artists and art critics. For
artists like Biebl, who did not go with the system they belonged to, this often means that they
are easily rejected because they do not fit the cliché which also forms a difficulty during the
procedure of getting funds and support from investors. So the freedom brought to East
Germany with the “Wende” is not only connected with a free and complex education, a free
market and democracy but also with the difficult task to keep certain areas, for examples
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public sculptures in fine art, that could easily go under in commerce and more ”indoor
oriented” art, alive.
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