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The unity of life and work 

Notes from the diary 

 

As my life and my work form an indivisible unity, I ask myself what I have learned from systems therapy 

and systems science. What aspects are consciously or unconsciously introduced into my work? 

 

Many visual artists are predominantly intuitive in their thinking. This also applies to me, at least during 

certain phases of the creative process. But as soon as I cannot get on with a picture, for whatever 

reason, or the creative process does not run in the desired direction, my brain automatically switches 

into the analytical mode, cutting the umbilical cord between the picture and myself. I am now a 

neutral or even aggressive observer, an art critic capable of detailed assessment and merciless 

critique. This mental shift occurs without a conscious decision. In this state I am occupied by the 

following questions: 

 

Does my picture have the beauty to please my senses and the power of expression to stimulate my 

mind? For Henry Moore, one of the greatest sculptors of the 20th century, these are the key criteria 

by which to judge the quality of a work of art. Moore’s sculptures have never ceased to captivate 

me – their beauty is highly pleasing to my senses, their power of expression highly stimulating to my 

mind. 

 

Am I capable of casting my experiences in significant form? This is a criterion I take from the great 

playwright and Nobel laureate Eugene O’Neill. It contains three subsets: 

 

Firstly, experience is more than simply undergoing something; experience is undergoing something 

that is enriched by association, reflection and critical screening, and thereby leads to new insights 

and understanding. In other words, if you are incapable of experience, you will have little or nothing 

new to say. 

 

Secondly, the expressive form in which I cast my experience must be meaningful and not banal. A 

meaningful form of expression can be found on the basis of experience. But if you are incapable of 

personal experience, you will have little or nothing to say and needn’t bother finding a form of 

expression for it: even if you wrap an empty cardboard box in gold wrapping paper, it will still be a 

cardboard box. 

 

Thirdly, you have to be dedicated and unrelenting to impose form on experience. The playfulness 

that manifests itself in my pictures conceals enormous concentration and hard work. That may sound 

paradoxical, but it’s not. Though a gifted clown’s pratfalls, Louis Armstrong’s riffs or a clever 
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comedian’s jokes may appear perfectly playful, they are in fact the result of intense concentration, 

hard work and tenacity. 

“Never give up, never give up, never give up,” was Churchill’s exhortation to his fellow citizens when 

the Blitz was wreaking havoc on London during the Second World War. “Greatness is the longest 

steeplechase ever run; many enter, few survive, ” wrote Ernest Hemingway. 

 

The road to success is paved with good intentions. Never confuse your intentions with actual 

achievements. 

 

You have to accept the possibility of failure, because failure is an integral part of every human life. 

Accepting the possibility of failure frees the spirit from the fetters of compulsive anxiety. Failure 

teaches us humility; success fills us with courage and energy. It is important to recognize the relation 

between failure and success. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose – and often you don’t know 

which is which. That only transpires later. 

 

Growth implies change. Clinging to established views, values and attitudes strangles growth. 

 

The Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote, “The limits of my language are the limits of my 

world.” As a visual artist I cannot agree with this confining definition. What about intuition and 

imagination, which lie far beyond the realm of language and encompass more than language ever 

can ? For my own purposes, I modify Wittgenstein’s dictum to read, “The limits of my imagination and 

intuition are the limits of my world!” 

 

When basic elements or building blocks are connected in a new way, they may create new things, 

events and worlds. All atoms are made up of the same basic building blocks, all paintings are 

composed of colors and shapes, all poetry consists of letters. It is the specific combination of basic 

elements that differentiates hydrogen from oxygen, a masterpiece from a hack job, and a well-

constructed sonnet from doggerel verse. By connecting things that are seemingly unconnected or 

disparate, you may bring about a new beginning, a more exciting life or a new work of art. In regard 

to my work as an artist, Einstein’s concepts of space and time, which I grasped intuitively while living 

on the Happy Hunting Grounds of the Taos Indians, resulted in the painting GODFATHER STRUGGLING 

WITH ENTROPY. (See download On the Happy Hunting Grounds) 

 

Existence is a continuous dance of transitional phases. If you shy away from a specific phase, you 

stop the dance and run the risk of petrifying. 
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To develop and maintain an authentic, solid identity, you have to change continuously. That only 

sounds paradoxical. Butterflies teach us the art of constant change: metamorphosis. A lemon 

butterfly changes from egg into caterpillar, chrysalis, two-winged elf and back into an egg again. It 

continuously changes its form and structure in order to serve vitally important functions, and it does so 

without ever losing its identity. In each of its different manifestations it remains a lemon butterfly. But if 

it gets stuck in one of the phases, the next metamorphosis cannot take place and death interrupts 

the cycle of its life. So, ultimately: life-supporting stability and continuity are rooted in the whirlpool of 

perpetual change. That is a remarkable lesson! 

 


