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Two Years in the USA 

Autumn 1976 

Notes from the diary 

 

In 1976 Gottlieb receives a grant from the Swiss National Science Foundation enabling him to spend 

two years in the USA doing research as a systems scientist, systems therapist and also working as a 

post-graduate teacher. The Child Guidance Clinic in Philadelphia/PA, which is associated with the 

University of Pennsylvania, opens up vistas and offers him ideal opportunities. My plan is to pursue my 

own creative goals while helping Gottlieb to polish his scientific papers and the manuscript for a 

book he has written in English. 

 

This is the start of a fascinating change in our lives. I decide that this is the moment to conclude 

Phase l (Firebird), leaving behind figurative expression, with its kinship to the Fantastic Realism of the 

Vienna School. The concepts and formal aspects of the non-figurative phase I hope to embark on 

are as yet no more than vague contours in my mind. 

 

I start Phase II with a point. A point that travels through time and space to become a line. A moving 

line generates a surface; a moving surface generates space; moving space generates a universe. A 

moving universe ... And thus the complexity of a multidimensional topology continually increases. 

From humble beginnings a cosmos gradually arises. 

 

Simple lines will be the basic building blocks of my new artwork. Lines that flow freely from my moving 

hand and arm, the basic choreography of these movements always broadly pre-existent in my mind, 

like a dance whose preordained steps are performed intuitively. I love engaging in this play of lines. I 

like to listen to linear music as I draw, my pencil sweeping across the paper to the rhythm of the music 

and creating a sound that almost turns it into an additional musical instrument. The melodies and 

rhythms of a piece like Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells put me into a gently swinging state of mind, an 

altered state of consciousness. From it emerge the arabesques of my floating worlds, of patterns and 

spaces as mysterious as if they had been created by Mother Nature herself. 

But before we can leave Switzerland, we are caught up in the mills of bureaucracy: we have to sit 

patiently on our packed suitcases for two weeks because our visas are late. So I take out my 

notebook and set about my first line drawings as we wait at my mother-in-law’s house, a typical 

wooden chalet over two hundred years old in a tiny village in the southern Swiss Alps, near the Italian 
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border. The first results of my experiments with lines are disappointing. And yet I occasionally discover 

an intriguing pattern that I hope will lead me to more interesting things in future. At last the visas 

arrive. We board a Swissair plane in Zurich, cross the Atlantic, change planes at Kennedy Airport in 

New York and eventually land in 

 

Jimmy Carter 

Philadelphia, PA, our headquarters for the next two years. We immediately hurl ourselves into our 

respective activities. New impressions rush in from all sides. Some are unsettling, like the radioactive 

cloud hovering in the sky above Philadelphia with eight million justifiably alarmed people underneath 

praying to some god or other that the cloud will drift away or dissolve before the rain washes its foul 

contents down into their streets and houses. We are lucky. There is no rain. Eventually the cloud 

dissolves and the phantom of the recent accident at the nuclear plant at Three Mile Island begins to 

sink into oblivion. Life returns to normal. But at least Jimmy Carter, the newly elected Democratic 

President of the USA, himself a former nuclear engineer, resolves to take measures to stop all projects 

for building further nuclear plants. Alas, luck is not on his side. During the hostage crisis in the 

American embassy in Teheran, two helicopters engaged in an audacious rescue mission crash over 

the Iranian desert. Public opinion turns against the president and after only one term Carter is voted 

out of office. He is succeeded by Ronald Reagan, a Republican supported by the arms industry, the 

oil industry and the nuclear energy industry. Honi soit qui mal y pense!  Evil unto him who evil thinks... 

 

We greet other experiences with curiosity and excitement. My husband’s therapeutic activities, his 

teaching and research in the field of systems science and systems therapy allow me to take a first 

intuitive glimpse of Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity and the Quantum Mechanics developed by 

Bohr, Heisenberg and other luminaries. I am fascinated by their amazing achievements, even if my 

understanding of them is limited. They have paved the way to systemic thinking: not only did these 

leading lights initiate a radically new world view in physics, they also changed our epistemology, i.e., 

our theory of how knowledge is acquired, retained, developed and, at the right moment, eliminated 

again.  

 


