
 
 
 

 

 
 
This Minimalist Has a Massive Attitude 
 
German sculptor Ulrich Ruckriem scours Europe to find just the right stones for his huge 
works. It's part of a process he wants you to see. 
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Minimalism is generally thought of as an American innovation. With Carl Andre, Donald 
Judd and Dan Flavin leading the charge, this austere, largely geometric style marched 
alongside Pop during the late 1960s, and together they brought an end to the reign of 
Abstract Expressionism. This episode of history transpired in Manhattan for the most part, 
but Minimalism also had its representatives in Europe; prominent among them is German 
artist Ulrich Ruckriem, whose work is on view through Nov. 1 at Ace Contemporary 
Exhibitions. 
 
Working in quarries throughout Europe, Ruckriem selects massive stones and has them cut 
into squares, then fits the pieces back together so the cuts create a grid of lines on the 
stones' surfaces. Ruckriem's insistence on drawing the viewers' attention to all traces of his 
intervention with his materials made him, along with American artists Richard Serra and 
Robert Morris, a key figure in establishing Process art as an outgrowth of Minimalism. 
 
Ruckriem's work isn't widely known in L.A., but it has been seen here before, in an 
exhibition at the nowdefunct HoffmanBorman Gallery in 1988. 
 
His show at Ace hasn't exactly been smooth sailing, however. It was originally conceived 
for Ace Gallery in New York, but plans changed when the Guggenheim Museum waved a 
check at Ace owner Doug Chrismas for the use of his gallery, which they needed to display 
Robert Rauschenberg's "The 1/4 Mile or 2 Furlong Piece." They wanted to include that 
massive work in progress begun in 1981 in the Rauschenberg retrospective, which opens 
this weekend in New York, and it was too large to fit in either of the Guggenheim 
buildings. 
 
"The change of venue has been hard on me," says Ruckriem, a spirited character who 
frequently excuses himself from a conversation at Ace to dart outside for a cigarette. "The 
stones were already on a ship to New York and they had to be rerouted to Houston, then 
brought to L.A. by truck. Then when I saw this space I almost canceled the show. When 
I'm invited to exhibit, my first consideration is whether the building can handle the weight 
of my work, and if I'd seen this space first I would've done a completely different show. 
 
"I would never choose these big stones for a show on the second floor of a building because 
the weight of the vertical columns of stone is all concentrated on a single point," he 
explains. "I've never had a piece fall through the floor, but this is an old building and it 
gives me a funny feeling in my stomach to put this work on a second floor. It was hell 



  

  

getting it in here too. It took a crew of three men six days working with a forklift and a 
crane to install the show, and although I think it looks OK, it's been hard on my stomach." 
 
The youngest in a family of six children, Ruckriem was born in Dusseldorf, Germany, in 
1938. "My parents were teachers who didn't make much money, but they were cultured 
people and we had a wonderful life," he recalls. "That changed, of course, during the war. 
People forget that Germans also suffered under Hitler, but the so-called intelligentsia- 
artists and so forth--had a difficult time. I remember spending entire days and nights in the 
cellar, and there was so much damage--Cologne was completely wiped out. 
 
"The most difficult thing was that we didn't have enough to eat. We were living in hiding 
and my mother would go out to the fields and try to get food from the farmers, who would 
take your most precious possession in exchange for a potato. 
 
"We escaped to the east, then along came the Russians and we had to flee from them. 
Finally the Americans arrived and gave us all chocolate, so of course we loved them--these 
decisions are easy for children." 
 
Following the war, Germany's school system got back on its feet remarkably quickly, and 
by the time he was 16, Ruckriem had decided to become a sculptor. 
 
"I was told I first had to become a stonemason--this was in the '50s when Henry Moore was 
a big deal, and that's how it was done in those days," he recalls. "So I apprenticed as a 
stonemason from 1957-61, but I had other things on my mind in those days. 
 
"Writers were important to me then. When I was in school, I once got the job of driving 
Jean-Paul Sartre around when he visited Germany, and he made a huge impression on me. I 
also saw Alberto Giacometti late one night in Paris when he was out drinking. I was so in 
awe because for me his is the last great figurative work--the quality of doubt in his work is 
so moving," says the artist, who also cites Constantin Brancusi as an influence. 
 
"Those people were relegated to the sidelines in the '60s because Joseph Beuys completely 
dominated German art then--his word was law, and he was a bit of a dictator. I felt his art 
was meaningless if you didn't understand the symbols he used, though, and I wanted to 
make work that didn't need explaining. 
 
"As a German I'm drawn to mystical things, but I resist them because I don't want to 
wonder too much. I want to look at something and know that it is what it appears to be. 
And you must remember, I'm from the generation of the '60s. Though I admit it has a dark 
side and that because of stupidity it didn't work, I'm still a socialist. I wanted to make art 
for my class, which is the working class." 
 
When one points out that the average worker is apt to prefer a seascape to a Minimalist 
sculpture, Ruckriem says, "That's fine. I leave the working-class person to what he likes. I 
developed my work for myself, and my hope is that when people look at it they become 
calm. If the vibration of the work comes to you, then it comes. If it doesn't, don't be sad." 
  
Ruckriem spent the '60s producing fairly conventional sculpture, and it wasn't until 1968- 
when he had an epiphany shortly after seeing the work of Carl Andre for the first time--that 
he found his own creative voice. 
 



  

  

"For years I'd been having stones sent to my studio from a quarry, but I learned it was 
cheaper to go there and buy them," he recalls. "As soon as I saw the quarry I completely 
changed the way I worked--I knew I could no longer pick up a hammer or chisel because 
the stone in its raw state was much stronger. Since then I've arrived at four processes, 
which quarries use on stone at my instruction; I have them split, cut, ground or polished." 
 
Ruckriem's career picked up steam in the early '70s, when he began producing the quarry 
work. At that point he was sharing a studio with the late Blinky Palermo, and he developed 
a suspicion of art dealers then that's still with him; Ruckriem's something of a lone wolf 
and avoids exclusive representation by any dealer. 
 
"When we started out, Blinky was showing with Heiner Friedrich [co-founder of the DIA 
Foundation in New York], who gave him 2,000 marks a month in exchange for everything 
he made," says Ruckriem, indignant at the memory. "Blinky was a slave! I'll always hate 
Heiner for that." 
Ruckriem's independent streak is reflected in the way he works. "I don't need a studio 
because I can make drawings on the kitchen table, or in a bar or hotel. I know people at 
quarries in many countries, and I show my drawings to the workers, then go have coffee--if 
I hang around they always make a mistake," he says with a laugh. 
 
In 1988, Ruckriem was forced to settle down when he became a professor at the Art 
Academy in Frankfurt, Germany. By 1992, however, he'd realized he wasn't cut out for the 
job. 
 
"Teaching art isn't possible for me because it's not a science," he says. "The most difficult 
thing about being an artist is to continue making work even though you're besieged with 
doubt about what you're doing, and that's not something that can be taught." 
 
Having concluded his career as an academician, Ruckriem maintains homes near quarries 
in Ireland, Normandy and London, and travels regularly to Germany to oversee a museum 
devoted to his work, located in the country between Cologne and Dusseldorf, which he 
opened in 1984. 
 
"I designed my own museum because I hate architecture and architects--they're vain people 
who don't serve and who like to play God. The other day someone drove me out to see this 
acropolis on the hill, the Getty. All that money for one building? Please!" he snorts 
derisively. "What you need is four walls and good light, and the only thing I can say for the 
Getty is that it's provided jobs for a lot of people. 
 
"All of this could mean nothing but rubbish 100 years from now, and I'm talking about my 
own work here as well," he says. "Nothing is eternal and time destroys art too. Even a 
gravestone wears away eventually." 
 
* ULRICH RUCKRIEM, Ace Contemporary Exhibitions, 5514 Wilshire Blvd. Dates: 
Tuesdays to Saturdays, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Ends Nov. 1. Phone: (213) 935-4411. 
 
McKenna, Kristine. “This Minimalist Has a Massive Attitude.” Los Angeles Times, 21 September 
1997. [online] 
 


