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Das Knie

Ein Knie geht einsam durch die Welt.
Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts!

Es ist kein Baum! Es ist kein Zelt!

Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts.
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Im Kriege ward einmal ein Mann
erschossen um und um.

Das Knie allein blieb unverletzt —
als war’s ein Heiligtum.

Seitdem geht’s einsam durch die Welt.
Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts.

Es ist kein Baum, es ist kein Zelt.

Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts.®
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Friedrich Einhoff — Return to Self

Friedrich Einhoff has become quite well-known and successful also in China in
recent years amongst artists, collectors, and scholars, which is a surprising and
astonishing development. What is in the works of this prolific artist that resonates
so well with Chinese audiences? And what is is that Chinese audiences see in him?
— These might well be two separate issues altogether but witnessing the emotional
responses in China towards Einhoff's works there must be a strong energy source
hidden beneath the intricate surfaces of the artist’s paintings — which is more than
wonderous considering Einhoff never set foot into China.

But let’s first start with beginnings. Friedrich Einhoff was born in Magdeburg,
Germany in 1936, where his father Friedrich G. Einhoff was director of School for
Artisans and Crafts. His father was also a well-connected and successful painter in
a group of expressionist-realistic painters in the 1920s. He apparently was also a
dominating figure who managed to keep his career focused during dark days in
Germany and the family out of trouble at the same time. Einhoff junior by contrast
was a sickly child often in medical care and frequently sent to different sanatoriums
to treat his respiratory condition. He learned to enjoy these moments of solitude and
isolation at a very early age, inspiring his artistic work for a whole lifetime. Hospital
beds and medicinal baths abound in his paintings especially in a later phase of his
life in which he was struggling with bouts of hearing loss. Also, his wife at the early
age of 50 developed Alzheimer’s disease and relied on his personal care. It was not
an easy life. Yet he became a beloved teacher that left an indelible mark on the lives
of many of his students, who describe him as very sensitive with an acute sense for
their own sets of problems and not someone grooming disciples. In other words,
Friedrich Einhoff was an empathic being who not only suffered his own strife but felt
the struggle of others. He could be warm and even humorous, but also had to
seclude himself at times from others and fell silent and withdrew.

As an artist he was as productive as he was prolific, leaving behind an oeuvre of
thousands of works big or small, between which Einhoff apparently did not see
much of a distinction. If anything, he seems to have preferred the intimacy of the
small format and his quest was not for “the” masterpiece’, instead he would work
on surfaces large and small with equal intensity and without preconceived goals. In
a way the images had to make themselves using his body, mind, heart, and hands.
His student Dirk Hoffmann describes many studio visits, where he encountered a
very curated studio, with works hanging, leaning, lying purposefully, but everywhere.
Einhoff also had a system of box archives, in which he kept certain works for later
reassessment and potential re-working. He was organized, but also open-ended.
Einhoff’s work was and has always been a process in the true sense of the word.
Working - for him meant to allow images to grow under his hands, adding layers
over layers of traces. Those were traces of the brush, of collage and of whichever

' In an interview with Belinda Grace Gardner, he says this about the artist Ed Kienholz: “I have always liked this
overwhelming effect that a work of art can have, and basically have always sought to bring it about myself. With
the often rather quiet undertones | favor I'm not actually the type to induce this effect, but I'd very much like to
trigger a certain irritation with my works.“



tool or materials he chose, but also traces from outside his own making. There are
numerous works based on worked over photographs he found in the media and on
flea markets, bearing, quite literally, traces of the personae he chose to weave into
his works. And it is this density of layering pictorial traces and existential ones that
create the charge that electrifies his works.

It is this pictorial richness that first gets noticed by artists and connoisseurs in China,
as | was told. There is lots to see and time to spend in unraveling the painterly
quality that has been praised by none less than the eponymous art historian Werner
Hofmann in his eulogy on Einhoff on the occasion of the award ceremony for the
Hans Platschek-Prize for Art and Scripture? in 2009: “Einhoff has situated his art in
the interspaces where the drawing merges with the painting (and vice versa), where
an act of becoming prefigures an extinguishment, where the void that encloses the
silhouette of a skull secretly contains within itself a satiation, where life appears to
pupate into the rigor of death.”

This is the just the opening paragraph of the speech and it starts up many issues
simultaneously. Firstly, and interestingly, the Chinese language does not
differentiate between painting and drawing. This is a Western problem, however the
genre-bending qualities of Einhoff's works are duly noted. Secondly, the topics of
“becoming” and “extinguishment” of course relate to the artist’s painterly process
but are also quite obviously an allusion to Einhoff’s childhood. Not only was he a
sick child, but he also grew up during WW2 - at a time when most men were
serving in the army and the only ones visible during his childhood, were invalids
having returned home. The young Friedrich adopted their appearance by walking on
a cane himself to mimick their sense of damaged self, basically identifying himself
with images of broken men.

This theme continues to reverberate in his artistic work until the very end, in fact
even becoming more prominent over time. Severed limbs and seemly “unattached”
body parts play important roles in Einhoff’s pictorial universe. One painting in
particular has been picked up upon by many writers — “Knie” (English: “knee”) from
2015. A shape entering the picture plane from the top left bends at the center of the
image at an approximate angle of 100°. Its surface is scratched and appears as if
moldy, dropping, what could be understood as the shin, straight down while slowly
dissolving into the blackness of the backdrop — a very enigmatic image. It however
shows that there is more to Friedrich Einhoff’s paintings than one would imagine at
first. What is a knee? — one might ask at first. Here is the answer: “now let it be said
that a knee basically always strides forwards. Every half meter bending inward and
every other half meter straightening up (...). | myself have no principles, just the firm
resolve to survive, to hurry, | have experiences not principle. (...) | am not the
kneecap, and | am not the knee pit, | am not the lower leg, and | am not the thigh,
they all perished, but the in-between.” This is the knee of Lance Corporal Wieland
speaking in the film “Die Patriotin”, 1979 by the famous German filmmaker

2 The Platschek-Prize is given to artists that also have achievements in the field of literature, rendering Einhoff a

sort of Literati-figure in Germany.
% Alexander Kluge, Die Patriotin. Texte/Bilder 1-6, Frankfurt am Main. 1980, pp, 54-55 and 171



Alexander Kluge.* Which in turn is a re-reading of a poem by Christian Morgenstern
from 1905.

Das Knie

Ein Knie geht einsam durch die Welt.
Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts!

Es ist kein Baum! Es ist kein Zelt!

Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts.

Im Kriege ward einmal ein Mann
erschossen um und um.

Das Knie allein blieb unverletzt —
als war’s ein Heiligtum.

Seitdem geht’s einsam durch die Welt.
Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts.

Es ist kein Baum, es ist kein Zelt.

Es ist ein Knie, sonst nichts.®

Alexander Kluge quotes this poem by Morgenstern, the master of absurd literature,
at the beginning of his feature length film from 1979. Friedrich Einhoff knew the
poem independently and it has been re-printed in some of his books. But he also
knew Alexander Kluge's film and the interpretation of the “knee” as a metaphor for
the “in-between”. Einhoff was an avid reader and, from 1961-66, had studied
literature and philosophy. He very much admired writers like Thomas Bernhard,
Franz Kafka, Samuel Beckett, and of course from an older generation, Christian
Morgenstern. What connects this group of writers is a deep concern for the human
condition and the strife of the people. Thinkers like Sgren Kierkegaard, Albert
Camus, or Martin Heidegger had influenced a whole generation of cultural workers,
artists, and the film makers of la nouvelle vague and resonate deeply also in
Einhoff's works.

* We are quoting this with gratitude towards Claus Mewes who discovered the references.
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A lone knee wanders through the world,
A knee and nothing more;

It’s not a tent, it’s not a tree,

A knee and nothing more.

In battle once there was a man
Shot foully through and through;
The knee alone remained unhurt
As saints are said to do.

Since then it’s wandered through the world,
A knee and nothing more.

It’s not a tent, it's not a tree,

A knee and nothing more.



This is the backdrop against which Einhoff developed his own ideas about art.
Those very very existential times and Einhoff did not have a simple life. His wife fell
il when she was only in her 50s, slowly losing her mind and her memory. There is a
very touching story about him visiting her in her nursing home when she had not
been recognizing him anymore for a long time already. Einhoff had come straight
form his artist studio one day, holding her hand. His wife was rather restless, until
she pulled him closer and lifted his hand to her nose — when she smelled the paint
on his fingers, she relaxed and smiled at him.®

Einhoff spent years over years visiting his wife on a daily basis taking care of her as
best as he could. But he also took care of other people around him. Jaakov Blumas,
one of Einhoff’s student tells the story about a catalog he wanted to prepare of his
own works, but did not have the money. Einhoff helped and asked nothing but one
copy of the book for him to paint over. Once finished, Einhoff gave this book to one
oh his best friends Hans Weckerle, a prolific typographer and designer, as a present.
Generosity thrice! — First, he helps finance a book, then he turns that into art, which
he gives to a friend.

Everybody who knew him describes him like that, a person who would go out of his
way to help others way beyond the call of duty. His students as well as his close
friends are full of gratitude and love for him as a person and feel deep respect for
him. Yet Einhoff also needed alone-time and would withdraw sometimes for longer
periods and not answer phone calls. So, an image emerges of Einhoff being a warm
and friendly, but also a very private and reserved person that commanded respect.

His sincere commitment to others, however, found an echo in a series of at least
three exhibitions that another one of his best friends initiated. Thomas Rieck, a
fellow artist, organized meetings at which artists would bring their own unfinished,
unresolved, or otherwise unsatisfactory artworks. The artworks then were swapped
within the group, so that one artist could ,re-work® a painting by another. He called
the methodology ,Uberzeichnung® in German which can mean two things. First it
means to make a drawing on top of another image. ,,Uber" in German can also
mean ,super” - so: super-drawing, a drawing so clear it is almost too clear. The
resulting works were then exhibited under the title of ,, Trans®, in the sense of
»across® or ,between®. Between two artists in this case. The interesting part is that
this was not a dynamic to call into question the authorship of the artists, but an
experiment in how two artists would be able to artistically meet and connect with
one another.

This very much agrees with the personality of Einhoff, who always made an effort to
emotionally connect with others. The ,,Uberzeichnungen® were an artistic
expression of that personal desire. The works also highlights the gap, the in-
between-space, the across that was mentioned before with regards to the very
enigmatic painting of a knee. A knee as a metaphor for a place where things
connect, but also allow for motion.

It might sound a bit contrived to say this, but the Chinese character , A\ “ looks a bit

like a ,knee“. The character , A\ “ shows two humans, because one cannot stand by

® Einhoff told this story to Claus Mewes.



himself. It is a bit like in the , Trans“-series, in which artworks need two artists in
order to exist. Without forcing the argument too much, and because we are here
talking about metaphors and not objects, we may be able to accept the structural
similarities of the connection between two entities.

Without going too deep into the notions of individuality in the West, that traditionally
has been focusing on the one person, like Descartes “cogito ergo sum” (I think
therefore | am). If he hadn't been such an artist, Einhoff might have been saying: “I
relate therefore | exist.”

Change in Western thinking came from different beginnings. Just to name two
example: It was Emmanuel Lévinas famously said: “Before | was, somebody was
there before me and gave me a name.” ” Born in 1906, he survived the war in a
prison camp, when his whole family was killed by the Nazis. He put forward an
“ethics of the other” as a reaction to his suffering. The other one was Hans-Georg
Gadamer, born in 1900: “Educated is he who can overcome his self-love so that he
hears what the other wants to say." His opus magnum “Wahrheit und Methode”
(truth and method) holds it that truth is something that emerges as an act of
recognition in a dialog: “Understanding oneself in the world, as | said, is actually the
issue. And that means understanding each other. And understanding each other
means understanding the understanding of the other. And that is morally, not
logically, the most difficult human task of all. We must learn to see that the Other is
a primary limit of our self-love and self-centeredness.”® In other words - to arrive at
“oneself” one has to go through a deep understanding of the other un order to
return to (one-)self.

We know that Friedrich Einhoff was very well read and intellectually curious, but it
could not be established, if he was really familiar with both philosophers. He did
read Jacques Lacan®, the preeminent French psychoanalyst who was convinced,
that humans do not pre-exist their interactions. In fact, “individuals emerge through
and as part of their entangled intra-relating with others”. In a video conference for
the Freud Museum London, Prof. Wu Guanjun talks about Lacan’s effort to learn
Chinese in order to support his deconstruction of the self in search of the
unconscious via the structure of the Chinese language.™

Could it be that some of that Asian knowledge made its way to Germany to

Friedrich Einhoff? — quite obviously there seem to be some common traits and also
some interesting and productive misunderstandings. Nothing can be confirmed for
sure. What can be said though is that Einhoff’s friend Thomas Rieck was very much

" Mathias Schreiber says this about Emmanuel Lévinas: “Man is a crazy animal, capable of thought processes
like this: The other is there before me and therefore more important than me. | see that he looks at me, and he
also sees me in this way. In his "countenance" there is an infinite strangeness, from which "the whole humanity"
looks at me and says: "You will not commit murder." The "trace of the infinite" in the sight of the other makes
this infinitely precious for me. This forces me into a strict "responsibility" for him.“

citation from the web on June 27, 2023: https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/der-blick-des-anderen-a-26b5919f-0002-
0001-0000-000045424924

8 SWR2 Wissen: Giinter Bachmann, ,,Hans-Georg Gadamer - Philosophie des Verstehens®. Citation from the
web on June 26, 2023: https://www.swr.de/swr2/wissen/download-swr-10614.pdf

® According to Claus Mewes

"®Wu Guanjun, “The ‘Entanglement’ Between Lacanian Psychoanalysis and Chinese Thought*, Citation from the
web on June 24, 2023: https://vimeo.com/ondemand/lacanianchinesethought



interested in Asian cultures and traveled to India frequently. It was he who
introduced the idea of “trans” — which became an “across” and “in-between” in
Einhoff’s work — the empty space between two people, between “you” and “me”.
The longer one looks at Einhoff’s portrait, they change. When at first glance the
figures seem to be self-contained, stuck within themselves, over time one realizes
their inner energy as an offer to connect with them and sometimes even identify
with them. Most of them possess the transformative power to engage with the
viewer on a very direct emotional level.

In that sense the works by Einhoff are not “about” anything. They don’t show or
explain or narrate. They are. They convey inner energies put into them by the

painter. And it is this particular quality that makes them similar to a Chinese notion
of art'". As an artist he very often felt the need to seclude himself or just surround
himself with kindred spirits. Aimost like in the history of the Seven Sages in the
Bamboo Grove, Einhoff sometimes preferred to work in obscurity and far away from
centers of power. When Chinese art traditionally concerns itself with the forces of
nature in a Daoist approach, Einhoff focusses on human nature and as mentioned
before, he was sort of a Literati-figure German style, well versed in literature and
philosophy, for which he was awarded the Hans-Platschek-Prize for Art and
Scripture in 2009. Even his aesthetic of a drastically reduced chromatic scale, but
rich in shades of black, is similar to that of a Chinese ink-wash-tradition. Why that is,
why Einhoff became this exceptional figure who can communicate seemingly
effortlessly across cultural borders, might never become completely resolved. What
can be said about him though, is that he was able to re-integrate the pieces of his
complicated life of pain and sorrows into one of achievement and humble strength.
He was able to transform his immediate social life into a blissful environment of care,
respect and even love. After all his strife he could successfully return to self for
which his art was his conduit.

Thomas Eller

" The notion would be to understand images not as depictions but as emanations of natural energies and a
successful artist is one who is able to channel these energies “across” (via) the artwork to the viewer.



