
Through the ages, the pathway of art 
has proceeded in the same way as 

an hourglass measures time. When it has 
elapsed, it has to be turned upside down. 
Curiosity and the desire to know influence 
art intuitively through the advent of ideas: 

they open up worlds and times, actual reali-
ties and imagined unrealities. The artist is 
inspired to create, art becomes more inter-
esting for the observer. Our subject is how 
everything began, starting from the very 
beginning, and how it all grew bigger and 

became the art of ideas. 
Art goes back to the origins of human-

kind. As humans did not have fangs like 
predators, so that they could eat meat, they 
invented stone tools and subjected meat to 
fire so that it became more easily digest-
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ible and provided the brain with so many 
calories that it could grow unhindered. Art 
began with the development of the mind. 
Forty thousand years ago, what Immanuel 
Kant wrote in 1790 had already come true 
in a literal sense: the mind strives to take 
shape as art. In accordance with contempo-
rary ideas, Kant believed art to be a depic-
tion of reality. In a magical world view, on 
the other hand, there were many different 
spirits in human beings. Modern German 
still retains the expression, “Von allen gu-
ten Geistern verlassen sein”, meaning that 
you have been abandoned by all good spir-
its. The spirit that dwelt in the arm put the 
animal in its real shape on the wall of the 
cave in order to slay it. Of the spirit that 
dwelt in the arm, talent, or a “gift” remains. 
The gifted hand. When this age had passed, 
a transitional period produced countless 
signs and symbols on bones, stones, wood 
or clay that humans had left in early his-
toric times. C. G. Jung called them the 
“fruits of the inner life that emanate from 
the unconscious”. If you are wondering 
about the symbols in the black-and-white 
image, Erkennen = Eraten (”Cognition = 
Conjecture”) that are reflected upside down 
at the bottom, they are the signs that the 
Lithuanian archaeologist Marija Gimbutas 
called “the language of the goddess”. In this 
early world, humanity is said to have wor-
shipped the universe not only as the living 
body of a mother goddess who gave birth 
to creation, but they also saw all the living 
creatures in this cosmos as blessed with her 
divinity, as her reflection. This era came to 
a close when the mother goddess was over-
run by the male Indo-European gods. Now, 
the underworld, the earth and heaven were 
animated with many hundreds of gods (the 
Sumerians quoted sixty times sixty, so that 
made 3,600 gods), who appointed and de-
posed kings in the civilisations. Wars be-
tween rival city states were the order of 
the day. For many centuries, art served to 
leave a mark of the mighty or to provide 
images for religion. We are most familiar 
with this from Egyptian bas-reliefs depict-
ing the merciless victories of their rulers, 
and the colourful frescoes of belief under 
the ground. The era of the gods in their 
animated infinity came to an end, and after 
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the transition period, one god ruled in his 
steadfast, immobile eternity. Just imagine 
what was happening. A heaven full of gods 
with human characteristics, the chief god in 
his prime, with lots of gods and titans be-
neath him, about whom imaginative stories 
were told; this heaven had to be surrendered 
for an old man who told everyone what to 
do. The dark Middle Ages claimed to please 
this god. When it was over and it became 
lighter in the Renaissance, Leonardo Da 
Vinci fought passionately for painting to be 
recognised as an art along side arithmetic, 
astronomy, rhetoric and music, pointing out 
that it too was a field of the intellect. The 
skill needed simply to make something was 
second rate. It has remained thus up to the 
present. Painting was the only one of the 
liberal arts that created anything.  And with 
things, you can do business. At the same 
time, a change was happening in the world 
of things though alchemy, which was su-
perseding knowledge based on experience 
with knowledge drawn from experiment. 
And things awakened a striving for status 
and profit. The striving for profit in mer-
cantilism was the beginning of capitalism, 
which people love to demonise, the motor 
of “more” and ”further”, which led to indus-
trialisation. For the first time, Walter Gro-
pius gave the art of things a social mean-
ing. He was inspired by the idea that art 
improved people. This was why it should be 
disseminated, applied to things that people 
need. At the Bauhaus, industrial design was 
invented with the cooperation of leading 
contemporary artists, different from arts-
and-crafts, which had evolved from craft, 
gradually liberating itself from the compul-
sion to be useful. In this process of cultural 
transformation, in which arts-and-crafts 
surrendered its original function, it became 
more imposing, more varied in material, 
form and colour. It increased its exhibition 
value and set out on the path towards fine 
art, which in the meantime had become 
Modernism. It conceived of itself as some-
thing extraordinary, new, as research in an 
increasingly scientific, technical culture. It 
thus became suitable to absorb the kind of 
art that derived from skill and craftsman-
ship. And after the age of art from inven-
tion had come to an end, it became the art 
of ideas in a burgeoning knowledge society. 
In it, knowledge is a second way for art to 
improve people. Not technical knowledge 
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but intuitive, understanding knowledge of 
humanity that forms in knowledge society. 
The digital age has brought with it the end 
of writing by hand. Handwriting, which is 
now disappearing, teaches us to appreciate 
beauty. Handwriting not only influences the 
reader’s state of mind, it also gives them in-
formation about the writer. In the world of 
art, it gains further significance because it 
stimulates the formation of insights and tries 
to come to grips with them. Artwork shows 
the artist’s handwriting. Reading has pro-
duced a strange, largely unknown creation. 
The Chinese artist Xu Bing, who lives in the 
USA, spent three years between 1985 and 
1988 carving two thousand different type 
characters, none of which exist in Chinese. 
The book Tianshu, with the subtitle Mirror 
to Analyze the World, which he printed with 
the invented characters like a conventional 
book is in fact unintelligible. Moved by this 
supernatural metaphor for the illogical and 
the incomprehensible, I created my black-
and-white image ALLES nichts (“It is ALL 

Pointless”), which you can see in this exhi-
bition. Every colour has its own wavelength 
and its symbolic value. In the electromag-
netic spectrum, white is a mixture of all col-
ours and black has absorbed all colours. In 
simple black and white, the abundance of 
all colours is contained. 

If you trace the pathway of art from its 
very beginnings to the present day, and 
then you ask yourself what all art has in 
common, you find: it is the unspoken gen-
eral in the simply represented specific – the 
fullness of the simple. This insight in art is 
only two hundred years old. It was stated 
by Goethe in his Maxims and Reflections. 
The digital age itself is based on the simplest 
of things, zero and one, with an abundance 
of effects on our lives. For Leibniz, who in-
vented this system of calculation, one rep-
resented God and zero represented matter. 
And he provided an example of the symbol-
ism of simple things when he explained to 
his prince that God had found his creation 
good on the seventh day. And in the binary 

system, seven is represented by three ones, 
the symbol of the Christian Holy Trinity. 

That the digital age calls out for human-
ism is rooted in human nature. It needs 
an alternative to rationality, consisting of 
vague feelings, where it is not about right or 
wrong. This is understood as a whole, which 
disappeared in from ancient times.
www.gustav-weiss.de
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