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Mucha by Müller

Translation from German by John William Gabriel

The discussion on the potential removal of his Deutschlandgerät (Germany Machine) from the Düsseldorf K1 
Museum makes the impossible seem possible. A first visit to the studio of Reinhard Mucha, the shyest, most 
reticent, difficult – and therefore perhaps the least known – major artist in Germany.

By Hans-Joachim Müller, portraits by Julia van Koolwijk

Düsseldorf Station. Here’s a poster proclaiming “On German Unification Day, Enjoy our Choco-Variations.” 
And here’s the artist. No artist has ever picked us up at the station before. Everybody has warned us: he’s a dif-
ficult man, unapproachable, impossible to talk to. Reinhard Mucha: friendly, approachable, miraculously willing 
to spend a few hours with us penetrating ever deeper, room by room, into his studio.
     It’s right around the corner. Kölner Strasse. Half a century ago this was still a working class manufacturing 
district. Long since upscale residential. Young families loading their VW Touran vans. Green and FDP voters 
nextdoor neighbors. Mucha has been working here since the early 1980s, in a brick building that dates to the 
start of the past century.
     As a student he had only a single room; the adjacent one was occupied by the painter Helmut Dorner. Now 
Mucha, just shy of sixty, owns the entire building. He had the mailboxes made by a locksmith, and the memorial 
plaque over the entrance carved by a stonemason: “Düsseldorf Railway Equipment Corp., formerly Carl Weyer 
& Co. Carriage Factory 1861-1939, Paul Kahle Pipeline Construction 1939-1980.” As you climb the stairs, step 
by step, you have the feeling of ascending a stockpile of history. Let’s see what’s behind it. Mucha opens the 
door.
     Marble walls, deeply inset doors with frames that protrude like full lips. The typical charm of the 1950s. This 
how the offices must have looked where Adenauer signed his bills. Through a hall window, a view of the vine-
covered wall of the building opposite. Wind rustles the leaves as if stroking reddish fur. “Yes,” says Mucha. 
“That’s right.” He planted the vines too.
     When you spend your day here, we think, you would either invite the neighbors to a happy hour every eve-
ning, or you would be the loneliest man on the planet. Is Mucha lonely? “Lonely? It’s more a feeling of inade-
quacy in the midst of all the things around me. I have to put all of this in order and keep it together, and at times 
I think I can’t manage it any more, that everything has long since overwhelmed, overgrown me. It’s the kind of 
feeling Kafka describes, like having no alternative except to keep going on and getting deeper and deeper into 
the labyrinth. It’s not loneliness. You have colleagues and friends; you just don’t huddle together all the time. 
Everybody does his own work alone, you know, so it’s better to stay out of other people’s way.”
     The studio space on the lower floor was once occupied by a wage office. Traces of its former partitions are 
still visible on the board floor. Mucha has precisely envisioned the scene: the workers coming in from the yard 
and standing in line at the counter, the paymaster trudging back and forth to the safe at the back, one worker 
after another signing on the little projection in front of the sliding window, and the wives waiting outside to im-
mediately relieve their husbands of their pay envelopes.
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     Younger generations must have the impression of watching a silent movie. It’s a little eerie. How can anyone 
stand living here, in this superfluity of images from the paunchy Economic Miracle days of the early Republic? 
The artist can stand it very well. He has left the safe in place. Without key or combination. Nobody knows what 
it contains. Maybe a box of crumbling cigars, a few mortage bonds nobody will ever cash. The muddy green 
thing by the wall is like a work by Reinhard Mucha. Everything here is a “work”. There is nothing that doesn’t 
qualify for the name.
     Beuys once famously declared everyone to be an artist. Never was there more art in the world than by his 
definition. Mucha is frequently measured against Beuys. “Right,” he admits, “I have occasionally been com-
pared to Beuys. And I do admire his work. Our common roots lie in an explicit artisanry. Beuys was a gifted 
artisan, down to the tiniest detail – we’re similar in that respect. But I have always maintained a certain detach-
ment. I don’t like dependencies. Already at the academy, in Rinke’s class, I saw how the Beuys class produced 
mainly followers. That’s not my role, this master’s role.”
     Under the long worktable is a footrest, like the ones formerly found in the second class compartments of the 
ur-model of the InterCity train. And a pair of children’s tennis shoes, worn by Mucha’s son years ago. He hasn’t 
simply forgotten them. They were placed under the table in the same way as the safe was left standing.
    In this entire suite of rooms, where every museum-ripe filing cabinet conceals a narrow corridor into the next 
chamber, there is basically no spot that eludes control, where the objects in their untamable abundance take on 
a life of their own, where you might think that the artist had capitulated in face of the gentle holding fast of the 
fleeting and the gentle interlinking of recalcitrant things. As a result, everything becomes a sign. The abandoned 
motorcycle standing behind a chair, the little box with the “Märklin” trademark, the pair of boy’s tennis shoes 
not simply forgotten by Mucha’s son.
     On Beuthstrasse, in the old exhibition spaces of Galerie Van Horn in Düsseldorf, your eyes do not have to 
adjust to the darkness to register a picture of little Reinhard. Short pants, proud scooter pilot – a small album 
snapshot whose presence in an illuminated box lends it the look of an epiphany, a shining, happy memory. Next 
to it, a toddler on a railroad bridge, and as the scratches in the super-8 film run like raindrops over his jerky at-
tempts to make headway, on the asynchronous soundtrack we hear the little boy practicing the word “auto” with 
touching persistence.
     And again it is the artist’s son who, immersed in his “auto” seance, doesn’t notice that no more trains pass 
on the tracks below. Auto Reverse, Mucha calls this work of 1995, which he has now reinstalled. There are two 
scooters leaning on the projection table, one a little red model with “balloon tires,” as they were known back 
then. Mucha has mounted his old pennant on it. Next to it a more recent model with a hopped-up look, lack-
ing only GT exhaust pipes. We may be doing him an injustice, but this pimped ride gives the impression of an 
emergency exit, as if Mucha thought exaggeration were necessary to release the spell this memorial casts over 
the viewer.
     We discovered two more motorcycles in the studio. Mostly black, interspersed with a few chromed parts. 
They stand in places where it gets very tight and a motorcycle-less space would be a boon for collecting small 
parts. But where to put these vintage bikes from the days when they still answered to names like Fox, Lux and 
Max? Does the artist still give them a run now and then? A quick weekend jaunt to Switzerland, over the passes, 
then back to the garage? The old oil on the cylinder-head gaskets has dried to a crust. “No time,” says Mucha. 
No time, he says – a man continually on a search for times past who has no time.
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By the end of the 1980s, Mucha had become a star. Now he hardly ever appears in public. At any rate, he is no 
habitué of museum nights and gallery openings. He thinks and feels in different cycles than the art business, 
Mucha says. Then he explains, “Absence is the highest form of presence. For anybody who wanted to see me, I 
was always visible.”
     His apparent retirement from the scene can be quite precisely dated. After the Venice Biennale, where he ex-
hibited with the Beckers in the German pavilion and showed his monumental Germany Machine, art news about 
Mucha the man and maker became increasingly scarce. That was in 1990, nearly twenty years ago.
     “When you exhibit in Venice, you’re naturally somehow up front with the rest. It was a good experience. 
And I do really think that Germany Machine, especially in the expanded version in Düsseldorf, has become 
something of a major work. At least it is incredibly important to me. But it was just as important back then to 
keep working and get away from all the attention again. That I hide behind my work, as some people say, may 
not really be so true. I’m not hiding; I just need my own time and the protected spaces I need to do my things. 
There are a lot of people who accept this and have no problem with it. It’s at most the media that have problems, 
because I may be too complicated for them. Could be that homestories are good for public relations, but what 
is there to report about me? After all, there are works to be seen in various places out there, and they haven’t 
disappeared from public view.”
     Mucha has declined exhibition inquires from major museums, because his principles of self-determination 
are incompatible with the rules of the entertainment system: “Because I make high demands on myself, and I 
don’t always feel up to the challenges my work faces me with. The shows most important to me take place in 
my studio, day by day. A lot of things that happen nowadays are nothing but public harrassment in my eyes. I 
don’t cotton to having things like this said about me.”
     Mucha prefers to think about his work in private rather than explaining it to others: “Making binding public 
statements about it would amount to nipping the questions my work poses to me in the bud.”

Many have described Mucha as reclusive, secretive. What makes him reclusive is the fact that he has no time, 
that he needs all the time he has for his work. Mucha does not delegate, cannot delegate work, except perhaps 
for specialist details. He does everything himself, like a painter – like Franz Gertsch, who requires months or 
years to transfer a slide projection to canvas. Mucha has no assistants, doesn’t stroll through a sculpture factory 
like Tony Cragg, assessing the progress of production, distributing praise, ordering corrections. He is entirely 
alone in his studio building, alone with files, paper clips, safe, motorbikes, kid’s tennis shoes, InterCity foot-
rests, internal revenue filing cabinets, sawed-off drainpipes from the basement, alone with the office equipment 
of a bygone era.
     If you were to ring the bell downstairs and Mucha was at the very back with his rolls of Stragula, a linoleum 
once, long ago, used to cover kitchen floors, it would take as long for him to open the door as it took Kafka’s 
Herr K. to find his way through eerie stairwells to keep his appointment in the interrogation room. 
     Nowhere is there a computer to be seen. No iPod, no e-mail address where the artist could be reached. He 
can’t keep up with the acceleration of life. This has nothing to do with denial, critique or cultural pessimism. He 
is simply constitutionally unable to. Mucha’s mind works differently. When he and his family went to Corsica 
in summer 1987, he sent a “Corsican watercolor” every day to a friend or womanfriend. And when he films his 
children, he doesn’t take a video with a mobile phone but sets a camera on a tripod and inserts a film.
     This may be fussy, or it may be a condition of the life of someone who always feels a bit of a stranger to con-
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he is deeply convinced that nothing is ever definitively finished, nothing is overcome, and there is no reason 
whatsoever to take the old schoolbooks from back then out of the bookcase just because he doesn’t go to school 
any more.
     Mucha’s work is the exact opposite of strategic art production. He doesn’t select an old original teapot and 
an old dollhouse teapot to employ them someday for some work or other. He discovers, or better, encounters 
things. He watches them, observes the way time accumulates around them, sees how, set one behind the other, 
they gel into the image of a steam engine.
     Then he builds a little set behind the teapot train, complete with a line map from an old railroad schedule. On 
a pedestal covered with Stragula tiles he installs a sort of stage, covers the stage with felt material of the type 
once used in barber shop windows to display wigs and curling irons, caps the scene with a display case, mount-
ed such that it doesn’t quite reach the floor but seems to hover slightly over it. As if to let anti-gravity work 
against gravity, causing the emergent image to float away before it can solidify and become final.
     This gradual congealing of ideas into a work, this patiently understanding artmaking, cannot be farmed out; 
works of this kind cannot be produced in series, like variations on an interesting configuration. For that, Mucha 
takes much too long to do everything, much too long for the art business, the profit-taking laws of the market. 
He prefers to supervise the mason who fabricated the memorial plaque on his studio building to guaranteeing 
the proliferation of art marketing.
     “When I’m at a fair like the summer one in Basel,” says Mucha, “I soon get the feeling that this may not be 
the right place for my art after all. Sure, it’s important to be present, but this quick installation and deinstallation 
of things is diametrically opposed to my way of developing works on site and taking account of the space and 
its history.”
     The price Mucha has paid for his reticence is not a low one. For younger artists, yesterday’s star has long 
since become a legend, whose work and influence they know only by hearsay. Mucha has to rely on curators 
and dealers who think on a long-term basis, who participate in his work and don’t pressure him. He gets along 
well with Bärbel Grässlin in Frankfurt, and with Daniela Steinfeld of Galerie Van Horn in Düsseldorf.

The exhibition “Mucha zuhause” (Mucha at Home), held in the new Van Horn spaces on Ackerstrasse this fall, 
was one of the most impressive presentations of the past years. Mucha in fact brought a lot of things from home: 
drawings, paintings from his academy period, an “original and forgery” collage from the portfolio he submitted 
to the Düsseldorf Academy in 1975, pictures of friends – all in a millimeter-precise installation that served to 
lend the materials the true character of an artwork.
    Younger people who will soon know Mucha’s art only from hearsay should be cautioned against drawing 
false conclusions: it has nothing in common with Nouveau Réalisme’s carefree exploitation of materials. Mu-
cha is a confessed precisionist. For him, there is no technical detail that is not simultaneously a sculpture or a 
constituent part of a sculpture. Never will you find a wire just lying there – like something unavoidable but that 
does not really belong. In truth, the supposedly clean borderline where life stops and art begins does not exist. 
Everything interlocks with everything else. And this is just what interests the artist, especially that play along 
the borderline, the moment when a document, a record of life, unexpectedly metamorphoses into an art object, 
and form and space become more important than sign and meaning, as if enveloping the core of time that the 
document or record of life bear within themselves.
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     In face of many works, it is difficult to put one’s finger on the source of their fascination. That they recall 
showcases, furniture, highboys, collector’s cabinets, signboards, display cases, is one thing. The associations 
are strong but ambiguous. The other thing is the strange, unprecedented architecture of the pieces, the way they 
hang on the wall or stand on the floor, stable, enigmatic blocks, self-contained and requiring no links, as signlike 
and at the same time pointing so little beyond themselves as the megaliths and architraves of Stonehenge.
     Hardly had we arrived back home after our visit with Mucha when we found a handwritten letter in the mail-
box. A small drawing: a footstool with an oval grip hole mounted like a temple on a three-tier stylobate. “Greece 
in its primal state,” Mucha had inscribed it, “the smallest conceivable modellike depiction of an archaic archi-
tecture.” The footstool is one of Mucha’s most intimate building blocks. His demand for footstools is consider-
able, and it is fulfilled by his wife, a by now practiced Internet buyer. The stool appears again and again in the 
artist’s work. Sometimes it rears up like some ur-shelter, sometimes it lies on its back with its legs in the air, or 
is loaded with coal briquets like a railroad flatcar, or, as in Mucha’s large-scale installation Germany Machine, a 
stool stand in a showcase alongside a brass cast of it.
     This Germany Machine, which owes its odd title to a hydraulic lift for rail vehicles formerly manufactured 
by Dortmunder Machinenfabrik Deutschland AG, is itself currently being lifted with a hydraulic violence that is 
hard to grasp outside Düsseldorf. It is Mucha’s opus maximum, the complete Mucha. An equally complex and 
transparently designed cell based on the floor plan of his Düsseldorf studio, in which studio and industrial his-
tory, autobiography and collective memory are interwoven in a compelling way.
     This work caused a furor in Venice. Twelve years later it came by way of the Ackermans Collection into the 
Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen (North Rhine-Westphalia Art Collection). Mucha revised, expanded and 
reinstalled it in the restored auditorium of the former Parliament Building. In Mucha’s case, you cannot sim-
ply hire a mover to pick up a work somewhere and deliver it somewhere else. Just as every single piece has its 
place in the Kafkaesque labyrinth of his living and working universe, each exhibition of his has been an in situ 
installation. The artist works on site and for the site. It is part and parcel of the idea behind each work that it be 
non-negotiable.
     Now, the new director of the collection, Marion Ackermann, plans to put Germany Machine in storage 
beginning in 2011. After a few years, who knows, it might be shown again. No, it actually can’t. This fact must 
be accepted. Dismantling the work would mean destroying it. The Venetian Germany Machine no longer exists. 
The Düsseldorf version is not a replica. Couldn’t the artist imagine a third version? “No,” says Mucha. “If it 
goes into storage it’s gone, definitively.”
     Ackermann says she needs more space for presentations, has to think about the future. Some people in Düs-
seldorf suspect that Mucha’s installation has long been a thorn in the side of the state government, who, for 
all their trumpeted receptiveness to culture, have offices in the K21 and like to use the building for prestigious 
events. Maybe this attitude is in a way understandable, seeing as people in political circles have likely heard of 
Matisse but never of Mucha. Should we blame the victim for having neglected to cultivate his public image, 
declined honorable exhibition offers, and shown distinguished journalists the door?
     “That I’ve preferred to decline an exhibition now and then to making compromises – that’s true. When I 
have the feeling that I can’t get along with people very well, when they think in a quite different direction from 
me, then I avoid them. Good friends understand this. And you surely couldn’t say they’ve gotten fewer. I’ve re-
ceived incredibly great replies to the many letters I sent to befriended artists and museum people to inform them 
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about the Düsseldorf museum director’s plans to dismantle the Germany Machine. Look, this file here. Full. Re-
ally, letters from all over the world.”
     Well, the influence of letters from all over the world on the process of power politics in Düsseldorf shouldn’t 
be overestimated. But wouldn’t it be possible to invite the politicians to a little update in terms of art apprecia-
tion? You could tell them that this work is concerned with nothing less than rendering time real, objective and 
sensory. You could reduce it to a formula to take note of: memorializing is holding fast. You could demonstrate 
that Mucha is free of both an emphatic appeal to the past and of ironic detachment from it.
     The incredibly rigorous form, the artisanal precision, and the serial aspects of many of his works, their allu-
sions to geometric abstraction – all of these are elements of a deeply considered involvement with time. In this 
oeuvre, form expresses a relationship to time, which always includes lived time. And the form of the space the 
works occupy engenders the distance without which something like insight could never come about.
     Reinhard Mucha, one might tell the politicians to their astonishment, is attached to time as if by an umbili-
cal cord. There may be no second artist who rehabilitates memory, reinstates recollection in its dignity, with 
such force and through ever-new, imaginative approaches. Whether it is the time after the Second World War, 
when people’s pride in making a new beginning and reconstructional zeal made it all too easy to forget the dark 
cultural abyss from which it had emerged, or whether it is art itself, which seems repeatedly prone to the phan-
tasm of unprecedented reinvention out of nothingness. And, we should explain to the politicians once again, an 
artist with a program of this kind cannot be expected to acquire a streamlined persona for a performance on the 
castles-in-the-air stage.
     Evening has fallen. Mucha takes us back to the station. The poster is gone. In the InterCity, we gently fold 
down the footrests.


