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INTRODUCTION

Nort onLy IN MExico HAS WALL PAINTING been considered an art
for the people instead of an art for the elite. In socialist coun-
tries therefore it ought to have found ready acceptance.Taking
the example of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), the
Mexican impact on the national mural art development shall
be examined. To begin with, | shall have a look at the politi-
cal framework and the theoretical-aesthetic approach that was
prevalent in the GDR and compare it to Siqueiros’ positions,
since he was the most prolific theoretical writer in the Mexican
wall painting movement.

| then want to give examples how the Mexicans were per-
ceived in early GDR art literature after World War Il. In addi-
tion, the first practical steps in East German wall painting and
their conditions shall be shown.

In the next step | intend to scrutinize muralism as a well
established art sector in the GDR. Particularly one mural shall
exemplify the reference to Mexican models.

Finally, the departure from political motivation in muralism
and the short period following will be mentioned.

Wall painting in the GDR gained much attention in the
leading visual arts journal of the country. A monographic work
on architecture-related art was only published six years after
the wall came down.! Surprisingly, Guth states, “In spite of for-
mal stimulation from Mexican muralism shortly after World
War |l, painterly solutions [for art in GDR architecture, CS], for
instance Rivera’s, Orozco's and Siqueiros’ mural achievements,
only played a minor role in the GDR".2 | want to prove Guth'’s
statement a misjudgement.

Since it is neither part of traditional art history nor popu-
lar at present, and due to a tendency to neglect the East Ger-
man legacy to the united country, GDR wall painting takes only
a marginal position in the current academic discourse. Political
circumstances give little reason for hope for a revival soon,

PouimicaL Basis

Although reportedly as a reaction to Diego Rivera’s 1927 visit
to Berlin® the first serious monographic publication with black
and white reproductions of his frescoes was published as early
as in 1928 in Germany,* | am not aware of any impact of the
Mexican painters on the German ones before World War Il
After liberation from fascism in 1945, the conditions for
the emergence of progressive political monumental art differed
significantly in both German states. One must remember the
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completely different political directions these states took af-
ter the war. The GDR in the East opted for the socialist path,
whereas the Federal Republic of Germany in the West became
a front state of the western block. Both were heavily influenced
by the great powers—Soviet Union and USA respectively.

It should be obvious that political conditions have a strong
impact on the design of public spaces, particularly concerning
political propaganda, be it in art or in other ways.

Thus in socialist GDR any art approved as non-elitist and
directed to the people found support, and both Rivera and
Siqueiros were received there as honored guests.

The theoretical foundation for fine arts was adapted from
the Soviet Union: socialist realism. It was first defined in the
field of literature and declared obligatory for revolutionary
prose in 1934 by Andrei Zhdanov, Cultural Commissar of the
Soviet Union and secretary of the Central Committee of the
CPSU [Communist Party of the Soviet Union]:

In the first place, it means knowing life so as to be able
to depict it truthfully in works of art, not to depict it in
adead, scholastic way, not simply as “objective reality”,
but to depict reality in its revolutionary development.
In addition to this, the truthfulness and historical
concreteness of the artistic portrayal should be com-
bined with the ideological remolding and education
of the toiling people in the spirit of socialism. This
method in belles lettres and literary criticism is what
we call the method of socialist realism...

We say that socialist realism is the basic method of
Soviet belles lettres and literary criticism...®

Although not always pursued in practice, theoretically this
concept was basis of the officially desired and fostered art pro-
duction in the GDR throughout the state’s existence.

In 1976 the governing Socialist Unity Party of Germany
(SED) characterises this art as being

...based on deep inner attachment to the reality of so-
cialism and the people’s life, on determined partisanship
for peace,democracy,and socialism;againstimperialism,
aggression, and reaction. Through means of its artistic
strength, its closeness to the people, its width and mul-
titude socialist realistic art production is able to have a
lasting effect on the people’s lives, and to mold socialist
convictions, attitudes to and views on life,and the sense
for beauty and the ideals of the working class.®
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Perhaps not by direct adoption, but rather by the congruence
of political backgrounds, the concepts of socialist realism inter-
sect with Siqueiros’ Manifesto for the Syndicate of Technical
Workers, Painters and Sculptors where it demands a “fighting
educative art for all".” The partisanship for the working class is
clear in the Manifesto, inspired by the Mexican revolution, which
at that time was conceived as class struggle by the signatories.?
For Siqueiros, like the theorists of sccialist realism, appropria-
ting art as a weapon of class struggle seems self-evident. He
demands methods which “serve the immediate needs of illegal
political propaganda which the proletarian revolution requires™.?
For him as well realistic painting is the only suitable way:

Public painting, in its expressive effect, cannot be any-
thing other than realistic figurative painting, thus making
use of the whole range of its potential instead of only tou-
ching it in a constrained purely pictorial meaning. It is an
art whose fundamental interest is rooted in transmitting
ideas as exact as possible, and these can only be spread
through objective truths. It is painting which seeks to give
life to its figures, brightness to its landscapes, materiality
to its objects. In a nutshell, it is [an] eloquent art.”

Despite the theoretical closeness between the socialist
realism theorists and Siqueiros, he had another opinion of the
way to work practically, as his Open Letter to the Soviet Painters,
Sculptors and Engravers demonstrates. "'

FIRsT STEPS

Due to Lizaro Cirdenas’ liberal politics on hosting political
refugees during the reign of fascism in Germany, many German
intellectuals, writers and artists found asylum in Mexico. These
were usually part of the progressive cultural vanguard, and after
the World War Il, most of them preferred to settle in the anti-
fascist East Germany rather than in West Germany where many
of the Nazi elite remained in office or even made careers.

In Mexico of course they got in touch with local Communist
intellectuals, artists and their art. WWhen they returned, East Ger-
man cultural politics came into effect which aimed at making arts
accessible to a broad public, an aim which the socialist govern-
ment shared with the theorists of the Mexican muralist move-
ment. Hence the conditions for an active and positive perception
of the Mexican experience were quite favorable.

Actually in 1947 Anna Seghers'? titled one of her first
essays after returning from her exile in Mexico about the art
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she acquainted there Painted Time. That was how she under-
stood the frescoes, which according to her were works “be-
coming material power which touches the masses™."™ In 949,
four years after the war, the same Seghers wrote an article
about Rivera's Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in the Alameda for
the GDR visual arts journal Bildende Kunst." She must have had
a particular relation to the artist, because she first met Siqueiros
in 1937 in Spain."® In the same issue Alice Lex-Merlinger raised
the mural “the demand of our age"' and connected the po-
litical atmosphere of departure to an artstic one, "We are at
the beginning of a new culture of the mural as expression of
a new type of man standing by the human society™."” It is yet
important to remark that contrary to Mexico when the mural
movement commenced there, German illiteracy was virtually
non-existing.

Deeds followed the words. The first mural Construction in
a public space was realised as early as November 1948 in the
Friedrichstrasse train station in Berlin by Horst Strempel. Due
to the strong Sovier influence with fts aesthertic backwardness
criticised so acidly and pointedly by Sigueiros in his Open Le-
tter,'® the mural was dencunced formalist and thus whitewashed
in 1950."

In preparation for the second post-war German art show
1949 to be held in Dresden a discussion about the pros and
cons of commissioning collectively painted murals broke out
The painter Gerd Caden, who during his exile in Cuba had had
contact with Sigueiros, was a strong advocate of this idea:

| immediately and unconditionally was in favor of
them and reported from Latin America about the ex-
periences of the so-called “Painter’s Syndicate”... We
talked about Rivera's, Siqueiras’ and Qrozoo's results.

The cutcome of this initiative was a worthwhile attempt
of collective work, but the paintings suffered from the lack of
relation to certain walls. Their predominant morifs were taken
from the sphere of material production.

Moving QUTSIDE

In 1952 Max Lingner designed an untided 3 x 24 m china tiles
mural for the facade of the House of Ministries (Haus der Minis-
terien) in Berlin commissioned by the young GDR government.
It shows a panorama of social groups in the GDR, including
waorkers, farmers, intellectuals, and technicians mastering their
professional equipment, as well as police forces, a parliament
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deputy, children and celebrating youth. They all contribute o
the reconstruction of the still suffering country. In an odd way
the groups of persons seem not to correspond to each other,
but instead remain isolated as if simply attached to the wall.
It is an indicator for the narrow-mindedness in which at that
time the idea of socialist realism was conceived, However, at its
unveiling it received much attention and a high recognition,

A brochure was published to decument the ideal way of
joint planning with the artist and the public commissioner. This
“collaboration” was actually a euphemism for detailed demands
for changes after presenting the skecch:

From the beginning the collaboration between com-
missioner and Max Lingner predominantly concerned
content and form.

In his first study the painter had not sufficiently
taken into account the significance of the industry
—the highest state of technology— for the develop-
ment towards socialism. The depiction of industries had
remained a background staffage. Only in the group of
tractars Is the new relation of man towards the pro-
ductive eguipment indicated, which he has taken into
possession for his benefit and which he is progressively
mastering better, which he develops and defends. This
fault of the sketch incurs a second one: a sufficient de-
piction of the heavy industry as first prerequisite for
any further success was missing. In additian, the artist
correctly recagnises the entire people’s contribution to
the work of peace, but had not represented it with suf-
ficient historical consequence, because a depiction of
the progressive principle of democratic centralism was
also missing. Finally a lack lay in the important central
alliance group. The intellectual stood in its centre, He let
the worker and the working farmer join, but actually the
working ¢lass has initiated and carried this alliance.

In repeated talks with the artist all this was being dis-
cussed...

Max Lingner, Thie final sketch of
the untiged, 1952, mural at Bun-
desministerium der Finanzemn,
Berlin, Foto: Deutsche Akade-
mie der Kinste.

MGechard Strauss. Yom Aufrog
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1953, pp. 18-19.
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Only the sixth study found full consent.

Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl had participated actively
in its design process, including discussions with the artist about
each of his sketches and a visit to Lingner's studie.® The mural
was praised, Strauss’ brochure also stressed the adequacy of
mural painting as a socialist art. Nevertheless Lingner's work
remained a rare example of exterior murals in the 195052

The conditions for viewing it are bad, because it is semi-
hidden behind a row of pillars. Since a fascist propaganda image
occupied the same site before, its mere existence there is an
immediate symbol for having overcome Hiderism and having
replaced it with a totally contrary political system. It is thus a
parallel to the edifice: it was originally the Mazis' Ministry of
Aviation (Reichsluftfahrtministerium). 2

LearRNING FROM MEXICO

Regarding the House of Ministries mural, the Mexican experience
was not directy referred to. Opportunities for viewing Mexican
art in Europe were still rare. This changed a few years later.
Whereas the first show of Mexican engraving with 50 works
from Bodo Uhse’s private collection was presented in Berlin
as early as 1949, Mexican art drew broader attention in Eu-
rope cnly after the country's first participation at the Venice
Biennial in 1950 where it was represented by Orozco, Rivera,
Siqueiros and Tamayo. Siqueiros was awarded the Second Inter-
national Prize.® In 1953 a big show of contemporary Mexican
engraving, curared by Luis Arenal, traveled the continent. It was
discussed in Bildende Kunst. In a later issue the artist-curator
published an essay about progressive Mexican engravers and
wall painters, Mexican Art Serving the Progress.?” Later that year
the journal reported about a boycotted show of the 'progressive
Mexican painter’ Orozco in Los Angeles.®®

A large exhibition ef Mexican painting and engraving
artracted hundreds of thousands of visitors in |7 GDR cities
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from 1955 to 1957, Naturally, ne murals could be exhibited in any
aof the aforementioned shows. In 1956 Diego Rivera undertock a
brief visic ro East Berlin during his trip to Europe.

Bildende Kunst reprinted Siqueiros’ Return to MajorArtin 1956,
borrowing it from a Polish magazine whose name was not given.”
His 1970 visit to the GDR was a big cultural event. The spaech
he gave to the “overcrowded assembly room" at the Academy of
Arzs was even documented —in different translations— in Bildende
Kunst®® and in a literature journal® It also was in the GDR that
German monographs about the “big three” as well as a collec-
tion of theoretical texts by Siqueiros were published® Antonio
Rodriguez’ History of Mexican Mural Painting™ was made available
there, too, whereas the Mexican monumental painting was widely
ignored in'West Germany before the late 1970s.

On the occasion of his visit Rivera experienced a respectful
reception and was immediately appointed a corresponding mem-
ber of the Academy of Arts. The artists’ association invited him
for a debate on contemporary art issues. Rivera expressed his
astonishment abour the multitude of blank walls in Berlin:"Why
do these walls have to look like a graveyard when you could
give them life?"™ Enthusiastically the artists signed a resclution
which proposed the broad use of murals to change the "impre-
ssion of ruins and graveyard to a colourful place of joy and our
great socialist future”.?® The artists committed themselves to
fulfill this task for a decorative painters wage. Particularly chis
approach evoked protest A contemporary saw the jeopardy
of a “proletarisation of the artists’ profession”.* Regardiess of
this the artists' coinmitment resulted in virtually nothing. More
than one year after the resolution was signed and published,
one advocate of murals complained about this fact in an article,
“Has the Mural been Forgotten?™”

The 19605 brought a change. Large-scale murals were con-
sidered a useful clement for the design of new urban spaces. In
East Germany this had mere impact than in many other places
in the world: because of the severe destruction inflicted on
many city centers by Anglo-American raids during VWorld War
Il, large-scale reconstruction was required. Due to manifold
economical wants this was a slow process, and only |5 years
after the war the reconstruction of the central Berlin Alexan-
derplatz commenced. Now the integration of public art in the
cities' appearance was elevated to a major concern for the
planners.

In the Alexanderplatz area alone three monumental murals on
exterior walls of public buildings were commissioned. In the early
1960s the Teacher's House (Hous des Lehrers) was decorated by
Whalter Wornacka with the masaic Our Life showing scenes from
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the field of arts, humanities, and science. It was given the nickname
"eummerbund”, because it extends all around the high edifice.
Among the three works it became the most popular. On occa-
sion of a seminar held by the Association of Visual Artists it was
qualified as"...an example of how the Mexican artist’s and master
builder's method can be applied to our concrete conditions™. *

Waomacka alse conceived a copper relief Man and Space
anticipating journeys to space for the House of Travels (Haus
des Reisens). The third one, by Willi Neubert, was located on the
front of the journalist’s coffee shop at the Press House. Its title
indicates its central theme: Socialist Press.? These owo were not
fimished until the early 1970s.

Obviously the artists chose their metifs from the purpose
the art-bearing houses were buile for. At first glance this idea
seems to be quite natural and was applied in many Mexican
murals as well, for example in José Gordillo’s The Teacher at the
Mational Education Vorker's Unian (SMTE); in Luis Mishizawa's
Air is Life, originally at the Pulmonary Hospital; in Siqueiros’ Apo-
logia af the Future Victory of the Medical Science Against Cancer
at the old Oncological Hospital; er —to pick a more recent
example— in José Luis Jauregui's work for the vestibule of the
Mexico Ciry Transport System Workers Union headquareers.
There are many more.,

In the Berlin case this exclusively inside-oriented approach
avoked criticism. As mentioned before, the integration of art
into the public sphere had become an important point This was
considered disregarded here. Locking back from the late |1970s,
Bruno Flier criticises:

Ideationally, each of the three murals is related to
“their" house only. More or less generalising, they sig
nify the institutions on whose edifices they are locat-
ed. There is only an accidental ideational relation to
the urban life on Alexanderplotz. Attached to structur-
ally and tectonically more or less manifest places, they
have a primary effect on car drivers. But these rather
ought to concentrate on the traffic. From the vivid
Alexanderplatz pedestrian precinct alone the mural at
the Teachers’ House —across the street— 15 visible.
So the three Alexanderplatz murals do not create the
meaningful entity which makes a complex syrthesis
of architecture and visual arts.*

In 1958 José Renau decided to settle in the GDR where he
remained till his death in |982. He both published and worked
as an artist in his new country. Having been Siqueiros’ comrade
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and colleague, who in 1940 finished the Portrait of the Bourgeoisie,
he brought with him thorough and intimate knowledge of the
Mexican artists and their skills as well as the adequate political
stance for public monumental art in a socialist country,

When an endre new residential neighborhood in the town
of Halle was built Renau was commissioned to conceive and
execute several monumental murals on the exterior of buil-
dings in a huge educational center. Departing from the custom
o directly illuminate the functon of the edifice by the motif, he
conceived an ensemble of four paintings in mutual context The
political desires of the public commissioner led to a watering
down of the original idea. Furthermore, for economical reasons
the project was postponed several years.

Seill, the Renau project marks a turn in the GDR wall
painting. The mural found its new location outside the city cen-
ters and occupied residential areas.

A new kind of location was detected in the late 1950s:
state-owned companies decided to commission wall paintings
for their premises.Assembly halls or refectories with their rela-
tively large walls without industrial pellution were preferred
locations, but also exterior murals were creared for plants. For
instance, in the early 1970s |osé Renau painted Peaceful Use
of Muclear Energy on the exterior of a Halle power plant buil-
ding.* MNote that here as in the following example again the
motif derived from the function of the edifice.

PeaceruL Use oF Atomic Enercy

Werner Petzold titled his 1974 work for the Wismut mining
company very similarly: Paaceful Use of Atemnic Energy. The com-
pany had a strategic role for Eastern European civil and milicary
nuclear fuel supply, because they procured the lion's share of
the Warsaw Treaty states’' uranium. The title here emphasises
the use of fission marerial in power plants in contrast to its
abuse for nuclear weapons, We will have a closer look at his
piece to exemplify a mural at the heyday of GDR muralism as
well as its reception by a critic. In Bildende Kunst it was enthu-
siastically praised.*

Initially a decision had to be made between an abstrace-
decorative or a picturesque-monumental representation of the
atomic energy issue: "Determined by the workers' desire for
having the meaning of their highly important labor presented
concretely, the decision was made in favor of the latter™.*

The Prime Minister was not involved in the process, but
political considerations must have played a great part In the
conceprion:

“Bichner (983, pp. 31-31.
HGunter Meissner, Friedliche
Mutzung dir Atomenergie’,
Bildende Kunst wol, 23, no
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Meissner, 1975, p. 231
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de ko energio oudmica, 1974,

esmalte sobre acera, Wismut
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ibidemn.
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The realisation of the idea was pursued in a naticeably
thorough manner fram both sides [i. e. the company
and the artist, C5]. Along with numerous discussions
with workers, in 1972-73 nine drafts were discussed
with the management both of the mine and the
Wismut company. ™

16 x 12 meters in size, it occupies an entire front wall of
the mine’s five storey administrative building in the village of
Paitzdorf (Thuringia) with only 400 inhabitans. It was conceived
to endure at least 100 years. Given the local industrial pollu-
tion and German weather conditions with frequent rain it was
executed in enamel on steel, For this work of art a new way to
apply the enamel onto the steel ground with paintbrushes had
been developed. After being mounted on the wall it has consti-
tured a landmark in the tiny village:

Effectual, even from the distant Ronneburg motorway
entrance, as a colorful eye-catcher in the landscape
space, at night raised to shining brilliance by lowered
spotlights, it constitutes an extraordinarily impressive
factor of experience, whose significance in fostering
inspiration inside the company cannot be overrated.
The idea of converting the sober entrance area for
thousands of people inta a significant space of expe-
rience by monumental painting was the artist’s"

The motif is divided into three layers. The bottom one
shows the sphere of modern mining. In the center two wor-
kers study a map in the light of a miner's lamp. Behind them
on either side of them three workers form a group. Each con-
sists of two men carrying ouc manual work and one masrering
modern technology, thus combining state of the art industry
and traditicnal skills. On the left the former is exemplified
by a computer panel and on the right by a caterpillar vehicle.
Tracks, pipes, and non-identifiable linear objects give this layer
a dynamic note, particularly as they only seem to be parallel. A
closer look reveals that there is not a definite vanishing point.

The middle layer is clearly marked by a red plinth with
white margin. Its pointed corner virtually juts out from the ima-
ges surface. A group of six persons rests above it. Like their
companions below they are arranged parallel to the margin
of the plinth. The central figure is the one who appears to be

nearest to the viewer among all of che toral of 15 in the image.

Wearing a hard hat he is the only one in the group whose
occupation as a worker is marked. Welcoming he reaches out

119 ]



120 |

his arms to embrace the viewers, who were mostly
miners on their way to work approaching from the
right,and draws them into the image.This integration
of working class members is highly symbolic in the
worker and peasant state. Furthermore, this con-
tent is highlighted by the central workers’ chest and
the space between his right hand thumb and index
finger being the very center of the image. He might
also be seen as representing the peaceful anti-impe-
rialist state reaching out hands to other peoples.

On the left he is accompanied by a family.
The mother breast-feeds her baby while the father
takes a protective position from behind them, with
his widely stretched out arms recalling a modern
Madonna of Mercy without cloak.

His left hand side is occupied by two more
men.The one next to the central worker seems to
assist him.The outer one loudly calls to the viewer
and so supports the gesture of his centrally located
companion. His right arm visually connects the mi-
ddle and the top layers by it pointing to the central
element of the latter.

Above a sun-like spherical stylised atom three
persons stand closely together.They are headed by
a worker who stretches his hands like being ready
to lift and hold the atom, which draws attention as
the brightest spot of the picture. He might even
want to offer us the source of wealth and warmth.

Behind him a cosmonaut reaches out for a
celestial body in space.Very much like Siqueiros in
March of Humanity in the Polyforum,Vomacka in the
aforementioned House of Travels relief, or one de-
cade earlier Aurora Reyes in The Open Book of Space
in the National Teachers Union (SNTE) building
theater, Petzold employs space-travels here to sym-
bolise mankind’s departure into a brighter future.

The cosmonaut’s opposite number is a woman
who holds a scarlet banner.The banner, her hair, and
the space merge. Flame-like the banner seems to
emerge directly from the nuclear fire of the atomic
sphere. The flag rises above an electrical transfor-
mer station. Lenin's proverbial quote “Communism
is Soviet power plus the electrification of the whole
country” is converted here into the visual.

The red banner is mirrored by a red stripe of
space which serves as background to the cosmo-

*The frequent perpetuation
of conservative gender role
models in politically progressi-
ve art, be it the European and
Chinese socialist realist type or
Mexican muralism with its pre-
ference for showing maternity
or a mystical interwovenness
of women and earth definitely
deserves an in depth analysis.
For the former it is currently
being undertaken by Bojana
Pejic.



David Alfaro Siqueiros: EI Ato-
mo, triunfo de la paz sobre la
destruccién de las masas, 1964-
1971, acrilico sobre cemento,
Polyforum Siqueiros, Mexico,
D.F. Foto: Polyforum Siqueiros.

David Alfaro Siqueiros, Por una
seguridad social para todos los
mexicanos, 1952-1954, piroxili-
na y vinilita sobre celotex. Hos-

pital de la Raza, México, DF,

detalle. Foto: Carsten Schiefer.

*Compare to Death to the
Invader, 1941-1942; Allegory
of Racial Equality, 1943; the
centaur in Cuauhtémoc Against
the Myth, |944; New Demo-
cracy. 1945; the Prometheus
in For Full Social Security for
All Mexicans, 1952-1954; and
the earlier version of the The
Atom: Triumph of Peace over
Destruction on the exterior
of the Siqueiros Polyforum
dodecahedron, before it was
repainted and the figures were
stylised.

“8Meissner, 1975, p. 233.
*“Maybe due to a lack of
creative energy, Petzold did
not emerge later. He settled
in West Berlin and demoted
himself from an artist to a
craftsman: he has speciali-
sed in portraying horses on
commission,

*Meissner, 1975, p. 233,

naut’s right arm.The smoke from the plant below merges into
the stripe.

Traces of celestial bodies' trajectories and, adopting a tra-
ditional pathos formula, the exaggeratedly fluttering red banner
put dynamism and movement into this layer. The key role of
industry for developing a higher quality of life for humans is
emphasised here.

On the top margin the infinity of the universe opens infi-
nite chances.

The composition is highly symmetrical along a vertical
central axis. A bit stiff thus, the dynamism of the bottom and
top layers is weakened.

All persons are depicted as semi-nudes. Even the cosmo-
naut wears a helmet, but his arm is bare. Except for the couple's,
all visible faces bear the slightly artificially heroic and deter-
mined expression which was typical of Soviet socialist realism.
The bodies are muscular similar to those of protagonists in
some of Siqueiros’ murals,*”” he perhaps having been inspired
by Hendrik Goltzius' mannerist exaggerations.

The critic puts it gently:

The great example of our century, studied by Werner
Petzold, Rivera's and Siqueiros’ Mexican realistic wall
painting...

Petzold’s achievement can be characterised as ex-
traordinary important with its reminiscence to Mexi-
can wall painting, which not least owes its impressive
vividness to technological innovation, *®

Being less gentle, one could judge that Petzold's perfor-
mance rather lies in a very close adaptation of the Mexican
masters’ creations than in his own composer’s achievement.
This becomes even more obvious when his atomic globe —a
key element in his composition— is compared to the center
of Rivera's Man, Controller of the Universe (1934).*° However, the
majority of GDR workers were unfamiliar with Mexican art,
and Siqueiros himself would have liked the invention of a new
innovative way of producing an enamel mural.

Surprisingly, referring to Petzold's example the critic states:

The hitherto frequently observed gap between panel
painting and architecture-bound work —often even
observable in the oeuvre of a single painter— can
close further. Art history —perhaps the reference to
the abstraction adequate to the wall's extensive sur-
face— does not give proof for it.5°
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Meiszner condnues praising Rivera and Siqueiros, appa-
rently ignoring the latter’s Berlin speech in which he had em-
phasised on the difference between both media:

| have always said, and | believe not to be wrong here,
that there is at least 70 per cent difference between
wall painting and easel painting. It is a matter of two
completely different tasks. This regards to the tech-
nique, ., and many further aspects, .

The contradiction between Meissner’s appraisal for
Siqueiros and his opposition to one of the artsts’ central theo-

retical positions remains unsolved.

CONCEPTS CHANGING

Beginning in the mid-1970s the traditional concept of public
mural art was questionad. Blichner sarcastically comments on

the Peczold mural:

The guestion, whether workers have the desire to be
surprised by such monumental —regarding the con-
tent "Peaceful Use of Atomic Energy" as well as the di-
mensions— painting, and if they actually consider the
encounter with the mural as an improvermnent of their
space of experience, has not really been asked ™

A new thinking emerged:

...the departure from a position which exclusively
acknowledged the thematic mural with epochal
maotifs as valid way to integrate art into human’s
lebensraum...

Particularly at the end of the 1970s among both
artists and public commissioners a view prevailed
which took the real processes of life and people’s
needs as a yardstick. It was realised that the illus-
tration of socially important buildings with murals,
which in addition ought to fulfill a demanding idea-
logical function, did not work as intended **

As a consequence the murals also changed:

The city dweller no longer needs the proclamation
of the messages traditionally conveyed by a mural in
often disadvantageous lacations —in the middle of

“Siqueiras, 19706, p. 931,
“Biichner, 1983, p. 34.
“bidem., p. 35.



Aurora Reyes, Trayectors de io
culiurg en Mexico, 1960 1961,
I5 de
Mayo del Sindicato Macicnal
de Trabapdores de la Bduca-
cign, Meéxico, OUF Foro: Carsten
Schiefer:

empera, Auditorio

Diego Rivera, Ef hombee contro-
lodor del universo, 1934, fresco,
Palacio de Bellas Artes, México,
O0F, detalle, Roeprografia del
libro Los murales del Palacio de
Bellaz Artes, Méxice, D. F Ameé-
rico Arte Editores/INBA, 1995
Foto: INBA,

ibidem.. p. 36,
5ea footnote, 39,

the stream of life—, because they are sufficiently fa-
miliar with its contents through other media...

Apart from a few exceptions, they [murals in the late
1970 and early 1980s, C5] have little in common with
the sacio-political images of the 19605 and 1970s, but
they have become more poetic and related to every-
day life, or they have withdrawn from the immediate
urban space intc more advantageous situations for
their perception, *

Increasingly the decorative aspect came to the fore, sub-
duing the propagandistic. In addition to professional painters an
large-scale projects, citizens started painting in their quarters
or on their shared houses. Frequent also were paintings on
schoals and kindergartens,

After the dramatic changes in Eastern Europe and the
obliteration of the GDR many murals have been destroyed
when buildings were pulled dawn, Others are in pocr candi-
tion and their deterioration is to be feared. Further ones are
withdrawn from public view.”* Given the current political situa-
tion in Germany, characterised by desclate public finances and
the desire ro eliminate every positive regard to the East’s so-
cialist past, there is little chance for an adequate preservation
program.
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