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Abstract
This article explores the political artist Gustav Metzger’s engagement with aesthetics and
dialectical form. It locates aesthetics at the centre of his ethical endeavour, as the locus of what
he saw as art’s revolutionary potential, and dialectics as its structure or operating principle. It
posits a new framework for understanding Metzger’s approach to science through this lens, and
highlights resonances between Metzger’s thinking and that of the Frankfurt School theorist
Herbert Marcuse, a key proponent of dialectical thinking and influential member of the New Left
and countercultural movement of the 1960s. Tracing the evolution of his aesthetic theories
through a career of almost sixty years, from a period of intense experimentation with materials,
technology, and scientific processes in the 1960s to his Remember Nature project in 2015, this
article draws attention to the ways in which Metzger’s expansive understanding of aesthetics
might be applied to the urgent contemporary task of negotiating an ethical, ecological art practice
today.

Introduction
In 2015, at the age of eighty-nine, Gustav Metzger called on artists, arts professionals, and art
students around the world to “follow the path of ethics into aesthetics” and participate in a “Day
of Action” to highlight the threat of mass extinction:

The art, architecture and design worlds need to take a stand against the ongoing erasure of
species—even where there is little chance of ultimate success. It is our privilege and our
duty to be at the forefront of the struggle. There is no choice but to follow the path of ethics
into aesthetics. We live in societies suffocating in waste. Our task is to remind people of the
richness and complexity in nature; to protect nature as far as we can and by doing so art
will enter new territories that are inherently creative.1

This call to arms came amid a global wave of citizen protests that erupted in the 2010s, many
involving artists.2 While artists have long been engaged in political struggles, with art often used
as a language of resistance, the increasingly muddied terrain between art and social practice has
brought to the fore questions around the relationship between aesthetics and activism,
particularly in terms of the aestheticisation and potential neutralisation of political action.3 For



Figure 1

Gustav Metzger, Extremes Touch, handout, Arts
Festival, University College of Swansea, 22 January–4
February 1968 Digital image courtesy of Estate of
Gustav Metzger / Gustav Metzger Foundation (all
rights reserved)

the last sixty years, “aesthetics” has been something of a dirty word in contemporary art,
particularly politically engaged artistic practice. During the post-war period in the mid-twentieth
century, the aesthetic was roundly rejected by conceptual, performative, and anti-art movements
seeking to challenge the hegemony of modernism and the dominant social and economic order of
capitalism.4 Metzger himself is best known for pursuing a radical artistic agenda aligned with
these aims. The political content of his work and his long-standing commitment to environmental
and social activism have made him an influential figure among successive generations of artists,
but it has also largely eclipsed an equally deep-rooted interest in the revolutionary potential of
aesthetics as both a perceptual and a political experience. In an interview with Andrew Wilson in
1998, Metzger declared, “I am concerned with beauty, perhaps more than with anything else”,
adding in the same interview, “an aesthetic which goes beyond beauty is at the centre of my
work”.5
The first reference to aesthetics in Metzger’s writings came in 1962, in “Manifesto World” where
he called for a “new aesthetic”. He imagined this as “an art of extreme sensibility and
consciousness” in the context of a post-war world shaped by space travel and splitting atoms: a
world, as he described it, “on the edge of destruction”.6 Metzger’s “new aesthetic” responded to
the expanding boundaries of the known world by invoking an expansive state of aesthetic
alertness. It borrowed as much from science as philosophy and embraced both technological and
biological ways of sensing and making sense of the world.

Metzger’s aesthetic sensibility invoked a wider
frame of reference than eighteenth-century
standards of beauty or taste, and points to the
historically broader etymology of the word
itself, which derives from the Greek
αἰσθητικός, or aisthetikos, meaning “to
perceive (by the senses or by the mind), to
feel”.7 This connection with sentient experience,
combining both feeling (emotion, self-
awareness) and sensation (not just visual)
denotes a complex psychological and
multisensory experience. Repeatedly, Metzger
staged just this kind of experience, in works
ranging from Extremes Touch (fig. 1), an
exhibition of short-lived kinetic sculptures held
in a filtration laboratory at University College,
Swansea in 1968 to In Memoriam (fig. 2), a
maze of tall cardboard columns arranged
randomly to fill a room with barely enough
space to walk through. Made in 2005, the work
offers a disorderly, disorientating, and
ephemeral version of the regimented grid of
monolithic stone blocks in Peter Eisenman’s
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in

Berlin (also 2005). Psychoanalysis provided an important touchstone for Metzger, who more
than once referred to an “aesthetics of revulsion”; the phrase deliberately foregrounds the



potentially emotional and visceral nature of the aesthetic experience that derived from a
combination of specific materials and unsettling political content.

Figure 2

Gustav Metzger, In Memoriam, installation view from
the exhibition Misfits–Memoriam, mfc michèle-didier,
17 May–24 July 2019, 2005, cardboard boxes, 186 ×
96 × 35 cm each Digital image courtesy of Estate of
Gustav Metzger / Photo: Charles Duprat (all rights
reserved)

The obverse of “aesthetic”, as Matthew Fuller and Eyal Weizman point out, is “anaesthetic”, or
anaesthesia: the numbing of the senses, which Metzger associated with the powerful effects of
mass media and sought to counteract or disrupt.8 In this article, I argue that this notion of
aesthetics as a multimodal means of perception—again, of both sensing and making sense of the
world—underpinned Metzger’s artistic praxis. Moreover, in Metzger’s work, the aesthetic
operates in such a way as to actively situate and implicate the viewer directly in relation to
profound historical, moral, and epistemological questions and to obviate the possibility of
engendering a passive response. Focusing on the relationship between the perceiver and the
perceived, Metzger highlighted the intrinsically relational nature of aesthetic experience and its
resonance with dialectics, the philosophical methodology that he felt most closely aligned with.
For Metzger, dialectical form contained within it the possibility of transformation, and it is in this
sense that his engagement with aesthetics was fundamentally an ethical, political, and
revolutionary undertaking.
This article begins by looking back to a period of aesthetic experimentation and engagement with
scientific phenomena and emerging technologies in the 1960s and early 1970s, and to the role of
aesthetic experience in relation to Metzger’s artistic practice, which was dedicated to “social
action … a left-wing revolutionary position in politics, and to struggles against future wars”.9
The techniques he developed during this period—some of which evolved into autonomous
artworks, while others remained ephemeral demonstrations—were part of an overarching effort
to fuse political content with aesthetic form, catalysed when he was studying under David
Bomberg in the early 1950s and first formally articulated in his manifesto of 1959, “Auto-
destructive Art”.10 With hindsight, these experiments represented the first clear articulation of a
new aesthetic sensibility that for Metzger formed the basis of a revolutionary way of seeing,
understanding, and shaping the world. They were in themselves a manifesto for a non-
mechanistic, transdisciplinary, and anti-hierarchical way of thinking.



It also posits a framework for understanding Metzger’s approach to science, aesthetics, and ideas
of beauty in relation to dialectics, specifically the philosophical tenets of dialectical materialism.
Of particular importance was the work of Herbert Marcuse, a key proponent of dialectical
thinking and a prominent figure in the New Left who played an influential role in shaping the
countercultural consciousness of the 1960s.11 As I demonstrate here, dialectics provides the key
to understanding not just Metzger’s engagement with aesthetics in the first intense period of
creative exploration running up to the mid-1970s, but also the evolution of Metzger’s aesthetic
lexicon across his entire oeuvre. Metzger repeatedly aligned himself with dialectical materialism
and, in an interview with Clive Phillpot recorded in 2009, noted that this connection went
beyond an ideological position, as an integral part of his cultural heritage and identity “as a Jew”,
“as dialectics, thinking dialectically, is inherent in Judaism”.12
Indeed, the overarching shape of Metzger’s career takes dialectical form. There are two key
periods of activity, separated by a gap of almost twenty years: his early work from the mid-1940s
to mid-1970s, and his late work from the mid-1990s until his death in 2017. This gap, in which
Metzger stopped making art and withdrew from the art world, began in 1977 with “Years without
Art 1977–80” and lasted until around 1994.13 Arguably, during this extended hiatus, he
continued to engage with ideas about art and aesthetics through research and scholarship; his
activities included an unpublished monograph on Johannes Vermeer and the collaborative
curatorial project Passiv-Explosiv (1981), with Cordula Frowein and Klaus Staeck. But, in
strikingly dialectical terms, this interlude of creative disengagement represents the theoretical
antithesis of the original thesis, while his re-engagement with artistic production in the mid-
1990s appears to occupy the role of synthesis. In the latter part of this article, I consider the
evolution of Metzger’s engagement with both aesthetics and dialectical form during this final
period.

Radical Politics, Revolutionary Aesthetics
Raised in an Orthodox Jewish household in Nuremberg under National Socialism in the late
1920s and 1930s, Metzger understood the power of aesthetics in the service of both religion and
politics from an early age. While the mysticism and ritual of the Jewish religion instilled in him
an intuitive sense of the importance of bodily experience, a preoccupation with materiality and
deep mistrust of images, he also witnessed the pageantry and spectacle of the Nuremberg rallies
and the political symbolism of the Nazi Party’s architectural interventions in the medieval city.
Later, as an apprentice cabinetmaker in Leeds during the war, he read Eric Gill’s writings on art,
religion, and industry—which linked aesthetics and social reform—alongside the theories of Karl
Marx and Leon Trotsky. Studying under David Bomberg in the early 1950s, he gained a thorough
grounding in the formalist aesthetic principles of modern art and a mentor who was deeply
concerned with a sense of the social responsibility of artists, who expected the same of those
around him, and urged his students to invest the revolutionary artistic language of modernism
with equally revolutionary content.14 It was Bomberg, for instance, who persuaded Metzger not
to travel to Mexico to study with the philosopher and natural living enthusiast Edmund Szekely,
but to stay in London and engage with the social context he was already part of. In 1997 Metzger
went as far as to describe the trajectory of his own ideas “as a continuation, an extension of
Bomberg’s”.15
Metzger’s involvement in political activism began with the workers’ union at the furniture
factory in Leeds, where he served his apprenticeship and developed during a six-month period
living in an anarchist community in Bristol in 1944. At this point, realising that politics



inevitably involved the pursuit of power, he chose to be an artist rather than a full-time
revolutionary. Throughout the 1950s his artistic development ran parallel with his involvement in
anti-war and anti-nuclear activism, including civil disobedience and direct action with the
Committee of 100, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, and the Direct Action Committee.
Following a three-month stint in prison resulting from his refusal in court to effectively
relinquish his civil right to demonstrate peacefully, Metzger’s involvement in political activism
shifted to reflect a greater focus on the political potential of artists as agents of social change. By
the late 1960s, he was involved with the Artists’ Union and the International Coalition for the
Liquidation of Art, was an active participant in the radical science movement and the British
Society for Social Responsibility in Science (BSSRS), and had become the founding editor of
PAGE, a politically conscious bulletin of the Computer Art Society.

Figure 3

Gustav Metzger, Cardboard, found cardboard,
selected and arranged by the artist at 14 Monmouth
Street, London WC2, 9–30 November 1959 Digital
image courtesy of Estate of Gustav Metzger / Photo:
John Cox (all rights reserved)

The decade or so between the late 1950s and the early 1970s also saw significant developments
in Metzger’s artistic practice, and experimentation with a wide range of unconventional materials
and processes as alternatives to the traditional techniques and lexicon of art. In November 1959,
just three months after showing a series of mixed media “paintings” on steel and hardboard in his
first solo exhibition at 14 Monmouth Street, London, Metzger presented a second show of found
Cardboards, untouched but “selected and arranged” by the artist (fig. 3). In the crisp, machine-
cut shapes of discarded television packaging, which he had found outside a shop on the Fulham
Road, the artist recognised formal qualities “equal to the greatest in modern painting, sculpture
and architecture”.16 They signalled the crystallisation of a fully hybrid praxis premised on the
rejection of the traditional figure of the artist-genius and a radically expanded operational field of
art.



Figure 4

Gustav Metzger, Original poster for “The Chemical
Revolution in Art” lecture, Engineering Schools,
University of Cambridge, 11 October 1965 Digital
image courtesy of Estate of Gustav Metzger / Gustav
Metzger Foundation (all rights reserved)

The press release for the show also incorporated Metzger’s first manifesto, “Auto-destructive
Art”, an invitation to imagine art “created with natural forces, traditional art techniques and
technological techniques”, in collaboration “with scientists, engineers”, or, like the cardboard
forms, that was “machine-produced and factory assembled”.17 The notion of auto-destructive art
linked creation and destruction in a coupling intended to highlight the self-destructive impulses
within post-war industrial society and the manifesto itself pointed to a new aesthetic sensibility
rooted in contemporary social, political, and material reality. It made art a visceral as much as an
intellectual experience, and was intended to change not only how people thought and felt about
art but also society.18 This was Metzger’s proposal for creative productivity commensurate with
contemporary experience or, as he put it, “a form of public art for industrial societies”.19 Here is
the first indication of a potential relationship with the Frankfurt School theorist Herbert Marcuse,
who had referred to “advanced industrial society” in Reason and Revolution (1954) to signal a
specifically new relationship between “man” and an emerging technological society shaped by
industrial capitalism.20 Marcuse, an early student of Heidegger, considered technology not
simply as a neutral instrument of production or knowledge but as a determining social force, with
agency of its own. In his introduction to One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse describes technology
as a “productive apparatus [that] tends to become totalitarian to the extent to which it determines
not only the socially needed occupations, skills, and attitudes, but also individual needs and
aspirations”, surmising “technological rationality has become political rationality”.21

From the late 1950s onwards, Metzger sought
out experts working at the forefront of scientific
and technological innovation—in metallurgy
and materials sciences, computer science,
engineering, and chemical engineering—to help
him develop new aesthetic phenomena through
experimentation with materials, physical forces,
and chemical reactions. In this way he
developed techniques that could be performed
during lecture-demonstrations such as “The
Chemical Revolution in Art” at the University
of Cambridge in October 1965 (figs. 4 and 5), or
choreographed as ephemeral kinetic sculptures
and light projections, as he did in a filtration
laboratory at University College, Swansea in
1968 (see fig. 1).22 As much as they were
experimental artworks, these activities—along
with his annexation of other forms such as the
bibliography or index—were also deliberate
interventions in traditional spaces of knowledge
production.23 In the same way, through his
involvement with the Computer Arts Society
and BSSRS, Metzger inserted himself into
contemporary discourses around the social

significance of science and technology. His strategic adaptation of existing and new platforms
helped to establish a lexicon for activist art and opened up what is now familiar territory in



contemporary artistic practice but at the time served to establish the indisciplinarity of Metzger’s
radical agenda.

Figure 5

Gustav Metzger giving “The Chemical Revolution in
Art” lecture, Engineering Schools, University of
Cambridge, 11 October 1965 Digital image courtesy of
Estate of Gustav Metzger / Gustav Metzger
Foundation (all rights reserved)

Between 1960 and 1964, as he was developing these techniques in collaboration with scientists,
engineers, and technicians, Metzger continued to write manifestos. His second, third, and fourth
manifestos directed increasingly intense criticism at the tyrannical structures of capitalism and
the art world, the profit-driven militarisation of governments, and the senseless overproduction of
weapons of mass destruction. They also reveal Metzger’s efforts to articulate the new aesthetic
sensibility as both a symbol and a site of resistance to the destructive tendencies of industrial
society. His aesthetic theory hinged on an expansive and anarchic approach to artistic media that
embraced valueless trash and new technology, ignored disciplinary lines, and subverted the
traditional creative role of the artist—and sketched a realm of aesthetic experience ranging from
revulsion to transcendence that would provoke “a form of catharsis in the spectator” and
ultimately “lead people to a rejection of many aspects of our civilisation”.24

Destruction as Liberation
During the 1960s and 1970s, there is an unmistakable resonance between Metzger’s work and
writing on art, aesthetics, and revolutionary politics, and Marcuse’s sustained exploration of the
relationship between revolution, art, and aesthetics. Driven, at least in part, by common
experience as Germans with Jewish religious backgrounds in Nazi Germany, both perceived the
destructive effects of capitalism; they shared concerns over in the escalation of militarisation in
the post-war period, and the links between science, technology, and capitalism. Destruction was
a common theme in both men’s work, as was the theory and practice of science and its social



implications. A dialectical methodology underpinned both their thinking and provided each with
the conceptual framework for revolutionary social change. Both saw the need for new methods
and institutions for scientific and technological research and both connected this with the
development of a radical new aesthetic sensibility. They envisioned far-reaching social and
cultural revolution in which more ethical, ecological relations among humans and between
humans and other species might prevail.
Although they never met, and there is no evidence that Metzger ever read any of Marcuse’s
writings, their thinking coincides repeatedly. Metzger attended the Congress on the Dialectics of
Liberation at the Roundhouse in London in July 1967, an event that brought intellectuals and
political activists, including Marcuse, together “to demystify human violence in all its forms, and
the social systems from which it emanates, and to explore new forms of action”.25 Metzger’s
immersion in radical left-wing politics, anarchism, and anti-war/anti-nuclear protest movements
suggests there was a strong possibility that he was at least aware of Marcuse, who by the end of
the decade would be widely regarded as both the theoretical “guru” of the New Left and
“grandfather” of the student protest movement.26 It is clear, however, that Metzger was not
simply following the theories of Marcuse; his preoccupation with destruction dates back to 1957,
when he organised an exhibition of religious icons that had been mutilated and defaced during
the English Reformation.27 He made his first auto-destructive artwork in 1960.28 In 1966, a year
before the Congress on the Dialectics of Liberation, Metzger was involved in organising two
events around the theme of destruction: the first, “Creation, Destruction and Chemical Change”
in May; and the second, landmark, “Destruction in Art Symposium” (DIAS) in September, which
was seen as a precursor to the Congress in bringing together disciplines from psychoanalysis to
political activism in order to focus critical attention “on the element of destruction and to relate
this to destruction in society”.29
For his part, in 1964 Marcuse published One-Dimensional Man, a radical critique of post-war
industrial society. Expounding themes already familiar to Metzger, he described a society built
on excessive affluence, neo-imperialist violence, and other forms of domination and control:
“The union of growing productivity and growing destruction; the brinkmanship of annihilation;
the surrender of thought, hope, and fear to the decisions of the powers that be; the preservation of
misery in the face of unprecedented wealth” and “false needs … superimposed upon the
individual by particular social interests in his repression; needs that perpetuate toil,
aggressiveness, misery, and injustice”.30 In subsequent texts such as “Aggressiveness in
Advanced Industrial Society” (1967) and An Essay on Liberation (1969), Marcuse continued to
argue that the destructive forces of aggression, brutality, and exploitation were intrinsic to
capitalist society, warning that “sublimated forms of aggressiveness” were “rampant throughout
contemporary industrial society … as the accumulated aggressiveness which drives the business
of life in all branches of corporate capitalism, as the legal aggression on the highways, and as the
national aggression abroad which seems to become more brutal the more it takes as its victims
the wretched of the earth”.31
Destruction, or more specifically the dialectical relationship between destruction and creation,
was an established theme in German literature and philosophy.32 Dialectical form itself was part
of a long-established German intellectual tradition which both Marcuse and Metzger shared,
going back through Marx and Hegel to Plato and Aristotle. Historical context was of great
importance to Metzger. In lectures and scholarly articles such as the two-part essay “Automata in
History”, he made a point of highlighting continuities between his work and a diverse range of
historical precursors.33 Auto-destructive art deliberately revives and reconnects with what Paul



Bishop has described as “a creative response to destruction—indeed, of creation amid and even
through destruction” in the work of Metzger’s German Romantic and early modernist
predecessors. Metzger’s ongoing engagement with such traditions and ideas embodied a
dialectical relationship with history that would come to frame his entire career.
In 2009 Metzger declared that “dialectical materialism, coming out of Marxism but without
reference to Marx … is to the present day the field in which I am. It will explain everything I
have done”.34 Marcuse, whose critical theory drew on Marxist, Freudian, and phenomenological
traditions, was also closely associated with dialectical materialism, and his thinking was
fundamentally rooted in dialectical form. As a result, Marcuse theorised social change as the
coexistence and resolution of contradictory forces, or the process of exposing contradictions and
then overcoming them through the revolutionary action by which advanced industrial societies
are constituted. Douglas Kellner, Marcuse’s intellectual biographer, described him as an
“intransigent revolutionist”.35

The Aesthetic as a Site of Resistance, Revulsion, and Epiphany
Like Metzger, Marcuse saw revolutionary potential in the neglected terrain of the aesthetic. He
described the “aesthetic ethos” as providing “the common denominator between the aesthetic and
the political” through its association with the beautiful, serving “as a sort of gauge for a free
society” and embodying a political and moral ideal:

The aesthetic morality is the opposite of puritanism. It does not insist on a daily bath or
shower for people whose cleaning practices involve systematic torture, slaughtering,
poisoning; nor does it insist on clean clothes for men who are professionally engaged in
dirty deals. But it does insist on cleaning the earth from the very material garbage produced
by the spirit of capitalism, and from this spirit itself. And it insists on freedom as a
biological necessity: being physically incapable of tolerating any repression other than that
required for the protection and amelioration of life.[^36]

Marcuse also understood art as essentially dialectical; it existed within the structures of
repressive society and yet contained within it the possibility of an alternative reality. In the realm
of the aesthetic, resistance could be imagined and freely enacted: “art contains the rationality of
negation. In its advanced positions, it is the Great Refusal—the protest against that which is”.37
“Negative thinking” was Marcuse’s term for a dialectical methodology that closely aligns with
Metzger’s work in a number of ways, from the conceptual framing of auto-destructive art to the
transformative processes harnessed to make the work.



Figure 6

Gustav Metzger, Liquid Crystal Environment,
installation view from the exhibition Gustav
Metzger: Lift Off!, Kettle’s Yard, University of
Cambridge, 24 May–31 August 2014, 1965 Digital
image courtesy of Estate of Gustav Metzger /
Gustav Metzger Foundation (all rights reserved)

Figure 7

Gustav Metzger, Model for “Auto-Destructive
Monument”, 1960/2005, staples, steel, varnished,
20 × 40 × 23 cm. Collection of Generali Foundation
Collection—Permanent Loan to the Museum der
Moderne Salzburg Digital image courtesy of Estate
of Gustav Metzger / Gustav Metzger Foundation /
Photo: Werner Kaligofsky (all rights reserved)

As Metzger explained in 2014, “Revolutionary theory and practice is behind the entire Swansea
project and much else”.38 The techniques he developed and named, first as auto-destructive or
auto-creative, and later as “material/transforming art”, involved processes of chemical and
physical transformation, of self-destruction and auto-creation. These were laden with implicit
questions around agency (of both the artist and, by implication, humanity) as well as metaphors
of transcendence: from the heating and cooling of liquid crystals that could produce colourful
and infinitely varied moving images, successfully utilised in Metzger’s early light projections
and the Liquid Crystal Environment (1965) (fig. 6), to the slow corrosive process of the chemical
reaction between iron, oxygen, and water to produce rust—the basis of the first unrealised Auto-
destructive Monument (1960) (fig. 7).39



Figure 8

Gustav Metzger, Acid Action Painting, installation view
from exhibition Destroy, and You Create: Gustav
Metzger in King’s Lynn, Fermoy Gallery, King’s Lynn,
29 June–3 August 2019, 1960, remade 2015 Digital
image courtesy of Estate of Gustav Metzger / Gustav
Metzger Foundation (all rights reserved)

The iconic Acid Action Painting of 1960 deployed the rapid disintegrative effects of hydrochloric
acid on synthetic plastics (in this case, nylon) (fig. 8). Other techniques, particularly those
demonstrated with light projectors during the lecture/demonstrations, were intrinsically fleeting.
Into the space between the projector bulb and lens, Metzger would slip handmade vials
containing ink suspended in glycerine, water between two moving pieces of perforated plastic, or
copper mesh dipped in water with graphite and glycerine added as the water evaporated, even a
microscope slide, burned and melting, thus illuminating and magnifying the processes of change
in chemical and physical phenomena, from Brownian motion to burning. These were the
precursors of the large-scale moving light projections (developed by Metzger but also notably,
and by different means, Mark Boyle) that came to epitomise the psychedelic aesthetic of 1960s
counterculture and associated drug-induced, altered states of consciousness and expanding
perceptual horizons, and were memorably described in such terms by Dom Sylvester Houedard
in 1966.40 The aesthetic effects were thus produced by transformative processes over which the
artist had minimal control, in which matter changed state from liquid to gas, gained or lost
energy, or displayed random motion.



Figure 9

Gustav Metzger and Heather Peri, Plotter drawings,
1970 Digital image courtesy of Estate of Gustav
Metzger / Gustav Metzger Foundation (all rights
reserved)

Figure 10

Gustav Metzger and Beverley Rowe, Design Study
for Five Screens with Computer, March 1969,
computer-generated drawing Digital image courtesy
of Estate of Gustav Metzger / Gustav Metzger
Foundation (all rights reserved)

Metzger sought the same expression of randomness and entropy by “othering” creative agency
through new technology such as plotters (forerunners of the inkjet printer), early computers, and
software. Initial experiments involved “drawings” produced by manipulating the movement of
the plotter’s fibre-optic light guide with magnetic control tape, and inserting multiple light
sources, mirrors, and filters into the printing mechanism (fig. 9). Metzger also gained access to
the University of Cambridge’s mainframe computer, TITAN, to develop multiple design studies
for the unrealised Five Screens with Computer (1965–69) using FORTRAN 66, the world’s first
high-level programming language (fig. 10).41
Conflating processes of creation and destruction, auto-destructive art in particular—in the form
of Acid Action Painting, Auto-destructive Monument, Five Screens with Computer, and other,
unrealised, proposals in which sculptural structures would gradually or spectacularly
disintegrate, decay, and corrode due to processes of electrical, chemical, and mechanical
breakdown—echoed the contradictions inherent in contemporary capitalist society, including the
dialectical relationship between forces of domination and liberation.42 Metzger considered these
works both as “a warning and admonition” to ‘remind people of the horrors which they are
perpetuating … and reverse this direction”,43 and as a potentially therapeutic “socially
sanctioned outlet for destructive ideas and impulses … [an] instrument of mass psychotherapy in
societies where the suppression of aggressive drives is a major factor in the collapse of social
balance”.44. In 1959 Metzger listed these as including “man’s power to accelerate disintegrative
processes of nature”, “the compulsive perfection of arms manufacture”, “the immense productive
capacity, the chaos of capitalism and of Soviet communism, the co-existence of surplus and
starvation” and “the disintegrative effects of machinery and of life in built-up areas on the
person”.45 While auto-destructive art aimed to “channel some of the aggressive drives in society
into directions that promise release of tensions without the utter destructiveness of future wars”,
the means by which it did so were inherently creative in opening up a new order of aesthetic
experience.46



Figure 11

Gustav Metzger and Alan Sutcliffe, Model for Five
Screens with Computer, 1969/2005, steel, 7.2 × 44.4
× 30.9 cm. Collection of Generali Foundation
Collection—Permanent Loan to the Museum der
Moderne Salzburg Digital image courtesy of Estate of
Gustav Metzger / Gustav Metzger Foundation / Photo:
Werner Kaligofsky (all rights reserved)

Metzger explored and wrote about transformative aesthetic responses ranging from the sublime
to disgust. In his final manifesto, “On Random Activity in Material/Transforming Art” (July
1964), the tone is lyrical and visionary, describing an aesthetic experience in which the random
activity of materials achieves transcendent form. According to Kristine Stiles, his liquid crystal
projections inspired plans for a meditation and therapy centre—an alternative form of public
mass therapy—that he conceived in collaboration with the architect Cedric Price but never
constructed.47 Metzger continued to advocate for the therapeutic potential of liquid crystals,
explaining in 2016, “My projections are light fountains, which constantly rejuvenate themselves.
We’re moved by liquid-crystal projections and fountains to go deeper into ourselves; we are
stimulated and recharged. This is central to my work: the use of art to recharge the human being
who can tend towards depletion or collapse”.48 By contrast, his lecture/demonstration at the
Architectural Association in 1965 articulated a new and potent element of visceral precarity, of
imagined, impending threat integral to aesthetic experience: during this lecture, he introduced the
proposal for Five Screens with Computer, which involved the ejection of elements of glass, steel,
or plastic from a monumental structure over a time-frame of multiple decades‚ their release
triggered by a randomised computer algorithm (fig. 11).49 As part of his lecture that evening,
Metzger had planned a demonstration involving the dropping of a sheet of glass from height to
simulate the effect of this work; in the event, having not conducted sufficient trials, he decided to
withdraw it on the basis of safety concerns, but students took matters into their own hands and
executed the demonstration without the artist’s consent. It was perhaps the first of several
allusions to Kristallnacht that Metzger would make in his career: an action that clearly recalled
the physical danger and psychological trauma but also the apathy and revulsion of onlookers.



Figure 12

Gustav Metzger, Bag, 1960, remade 2021 Digital
image courtesy of Estate of Gustav Metzger /
Gustav Metzger Foundation (all rights reserved)

Figure 13

Gustav Metzger, 100,000 Newspapers, still from
video documentation of Gustav Metzger’s
performance/installation, T1+2 Gallery, London, 21–
23 January 2003 Digital image courtesy of Estate of
Gustav Metzger / Gustav Metzger Foundation /
T1+2 Gallery (all rights reserved)

In the same lecture, Metzger cited an artistic tradition from Grünewald to Artaud that echoed in
his provocative vocabulary of waste, disintegration, corrosion, and disorder: from acid and rust
to the trash in Bag (1960) (fig. 12); and the collapsing mess of works such as 100,000
Newspapers (2003) (fig. 13). These works were intended to provoke “a form of catharsis in the
spectator” and ultimately “lead people to a rejection of many aspects of our civilisation” through
an aesthetic experience of revulsion.50

Wilhelm Reich, Psychoanalysis, Science, and Social Order
Perhaps surprisingly, the psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, author of books such as The Mass
Psychology of Fascism (1933) and The Sexual Revolution (1936), whose theory of “orgonomy”
and fusion of Freudian and Marxist ideas gained widespread traction within the counterculture
and sexual politics movement of the 1960s, was also a common denominator in the background
of both Marcuse’s and Metzger’s revolutionary thinking. In 1965 Metzger, who first encountered
Reich’s work in the late 1940s, acknowledged “the views I hold on psychology are largely
determined by the work of Freud and Reich”, while the political theorist Gad Horowitz has
revealed the roots of Marcuse’s theory of repressive desublimation in the writings of Reich and
Freud.51 In turn, Reich’s non-mechanistic approach to science, which he termed “orgonomic
functionalism”, was rooted in dialectical materialism and his provocative psychoanalytic theories
connected to a thoroughgoing critique of modern science and social structures.52 It is in relation
to Reich’s attitude towards scientific research that Andrew Wilson has noted the psychoanalyst’s
influence on Metzger’s theory of auto-destructive art as well as his interrogation of science and
its place in society.53 The same argument could be made about Marcuse.54 Railing against the
prevailing mechanistic principles of both scientific research and human society in the essay



“Orgonomic Functionalism”, Reich countered “the strait-jacket of mechanistic technology into
which mechanistic man has forced his character and his civilisation” with a revolutionary theory
of “natural science”.55 Reich set it out in The Sexual Revolution: “Natural science confronts its
greatest task: to assume the responsibility for the future destiny of a tortured humanity. Politics
has finally been reduced to mere politicising at cross-purposes. Natural scientists, whether they
like it or not, will have to guide social processes”.56
Metzger would echo this sentiment twenty-six years later, in “Manifesto World” (1962): “the
artist acts in a political framework whether he knows it or not. Whether he wants to or not”.57 In
One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse followed Reich in identifying a relationship between
“quantified” scientific culture and a bureaucratic social order; in “the inherent limit of the
established science and scientific method, by virtue of which they extend, rationalize, and insure
the prevailing Lebenswelt without altering its existential structure—that is without envisaging a
qualitatively new mode of ‘seeing’, and qualitatively new relations between men and between
men and nature.58 Again, Marcuse’s use of the word “Lebenswelt”, in a nod to another early
teacher, Edmund Husserl, founder of phenomenology, consciously invoked a broader, sensual
conception of lived experience than that of the “atomised” natural sciences that would resonate
on an immediate level with Metzger’s aesthetic dismantling of science, as well as his later work,
which interweaves complex physical and psychological experiences.
Both Metzger and Marcuse held the scientific establishment accountable for the grotesque
distortions of our relationship to nature demanded by capitalism, and this again recalls Reich.59
According to Reich, mechanistic civilisation, built on scientific rationalism and capitalist
economics was “a deviation from natural law” and he spent the last ten years of his life speaking
out on ecological issues such as pollution, waste, and the nuclear industry as part of his campaign
for a non-mechanistic science.60 His stated aim was nothing short of “fighting for a new order of
life” in which the liberation of humanity depended on the transformation of the social conditions
of life and the creation of a “planetary community” that encompassed the appreciation and
protection of ecological structures.61
Marcuse, likewise, envisaged “a science and technology released from their service to
destruction and exploitation, and thus free for the liberating exigencies of the imagination”.62 It
would require the restructuring of scientific knowledge and redefinition of values “as elements in
the technological process”, even asserting themselves “in the construction of scientific
hypotheses—in pure scientific theory”.63 He foresaw a critical role for artists in the process:
“The rationality of art, its ability to ‘project’ existence, to define yet unrealized possibilities could
then be envisaged as validated by and functioning in the scientific-technological transformation
of the world”. Rather than being the handmaiden of the established apparatus, “beautifying its
business and its misery, art would become a technique for destroying this business and this
misery”.64
This was in 1964. In November 1965, in an article that appeared in Granta shortly after his
“Chemical Revolution in Art” lecture-demonstration at the University of Cambridge, Metzger
declared: “Nature can be manipulated in a great variety of ways, quite different from the ones we
happen to be operating with. We are now faced with the imperative need to take one of the most
radical steps in history. The conscious creation of new forms of science and technology that have
been cleared, to some extent, of in-built destructive elements. All available methods of
information processing, methods of analysis and control and other aids will be employed in these
tasks … We shall use science to destroy science”.65



A New Sensibility
For Marcuse, the challenge of redefining the values of science was concomitant with the
cultivation of a “new sensibility”. In 1969 he argued: “In order to become vehicles of freedom,
science and technology would have to change their present direction and goals; they would have
to be reconstructed in accord with a new sensibility … Then one could speak of a technology of
liberation, product of a scientific imagination free to project and design the forms of a human
universe without exploitation and toil”.66 Marcuse’s vision of social and political revolution
hinged on the development of a radically new perceptual or aesthetic framework for engaging
with the world, rooted in an expansive, instinctual sensuality.67 Linking scientific and aesthetic
enquiry, he spoke of “the need for such a revolution in perception, for a new sensorium”. He
wrote, “the senses must learn not to see things anymore in the medium of that law & order which
has formed them”, pointing to the “new rebels” who desire to “see, hear, feel new things in a new
way” and to “dissolve the world of ordinary and orderly perception”. What came out of this
would be a “new sensibility”, the catalyst of revolutionary change ushering in a post-capitalist
reality “formed by the aesthetic sensibility of man”.68
Metzger had been promoting this idea since at least 1962, arguing in “Manifesto World” that, in
the face of overwhelming reality, humanity’s survival came down to “a question of a new artistic
sensibility”.69 Again, in February 1965, Metzger informed his audience at the Architectural
Association that “a rapidly changing and on the whole deteriorating social situation screams out
for radical, unprecedented forms of art”.70
Like Marcuse, Metzger also imagined a new aesthetic paradigm that would draw on the most
recent scientific and technological developments and help to transform scientific understanding.
“Entire new technologies are being created based on a fresh approach to the malleability of
materials … studies of the fundamental properties of matter. Some of the most profound forms of
today are being achieved in plasma research … the shaping of materials by magnetic force, air-
currents, temperature, for example, indicate new ways of comprehending and dealing with matter
from which the artist cannot afford to be divorced”; it was all “potential aesthetic phenomena”.71
Equally, concepts such as quantum mechanics reflected “the extension of concepts and language,
the subtlety of the philosophical structure of science”, which demanded an equivalent “extension
of concepts and language in the fields of art theory, history and criticism”.72 He argued that the
use of “light, heat and motion” as artistic media had resulted in art forms corresponding “in their
physical structure to the theories of physics”, wherein “the artist stands in a new relation to
nature”.73 Noting that “a restructuring of knowledge and technique is the basis for survival”,
Metzger sought to carve out a new role for art in this task.74 As an advocate of interdisciplinary
collaboration, he also warned of the perils of straying blindly into a “technological
kindergarten”: “A thinker, scientist, artist or architect who blithely accepts that which science
and technology has to offer here and now without the deepest probing and most ruthless criticism
of the material and ideas that he is using, is guilty of burying the world”.75
The culmination of Metzger’s aesthetic experiments came in January 1968, when he spent two
weeks in a Filtration Laboratory at University College Swansea (see fig. 1). Using only the lab
facilities (water jets, compressed air, heat, and access to various chemical compounds and
minerals), Metzger created ephemeral, kinetic artworks through the manipulation of different
materials and their transition between different states of matter. Every evening, visitors were
ushered into the lab where he would choreograph a range of immersive aesthetic effects, from
artificial rainbows and levitating sheets of polystyrene to drops of water evaporating on a



hotplate and liquid crystal light projections.76 Suggestively blurring the line between aesthetic
and scientific enquiry, it was as much a study of perception—an opportunity to observe the
effects of kinetic art on the autonomic nervous system—as it was an attempt to push the
boundaries of aesthetic experience.77 These physical, chemical, and biological processes had,
according to Metzger, revolutionary implications for “concepts of art, nature and society”.78
As Metzger strove to “mak[e] aesthetics more scientific”, Marcuse predicted that “technique” or
scientific method “would then tend to become art, and art would tend to form reality: the
opposition between imagination and reason, higher and lower faculties, poetic and scientific
thought, would be invalidated”.79 Both men imagined a new social order “under which a new
sensibility and a desublimated scientific intelligence would combine in the creation of an
aesthetic ethos”.80 By 1969, both Metzger and Marcuse had reached the conclusion that a new
aesthetic ethos meant “the Aufhebung of art”—a dialectical term invoked by Marcuse inferring
both the sublation and preservation of art, a situation in which the aesthetic realm would no
longer be limited to the output of artists.81 Marcuse speculated it would mean “the end of the
segregation of the aesthetic from the real”, believing the aesthetic had a key role to play in the
reconstruction of society “as a work of art”—a role that would necessitate a shift in artistic
methods towards a “social process of production” in which, as he put it, “art would have changed
its traditional locus and function in society: it would have become a productive force in the
material as well as cultural transformation. And as such a force, art would be an integral factor in
shaping the quality and the “appearance” of things, in shaping the reality, the way of life”.82

The Aufhebung of Art
For both Metzger and Marcuse, the threat of a technologically “administered”, advanced
industrial society capable of neutralising the critical function of art demanded a reconfiguration
of forms of resistance.83 As Marcuse explained in a short article titled “The Concept of Negation
in the Dialectic” (published in 1971 but originally delivered as a paper in 1966), “the present
period seems to be characterized by a stalemate of the dialectic of negativity. We face new forms
of late capitalism and thus also the task of developing revised dialectical concepts adequate to
these forms”.84 Caught up in the protests of May 1968 as he addressed the UNESCO conference
on Marx in Paris, Marcuse called for a “change in the concept of revolution, a break with [the]
continuity of the technical apparatus of productivity”.85 This “fateful link between capitalism
and socialism” had, he explained, “in its very structure and scope, become an apparatus of
control and domination” and the task at hand was to cut this link, “not to regress in the technical
progress, but to reconstruct the technical apparatus in accordance with the needs of free men”.86
Whether or not Metzger was aware of where Marcuse was leading, he pushed further into the
realms of science and technology. In addition to his regular editorial contributions to PAGE,
“drawings” made using plotters and computers and meticulously researched articles on automata,
art and technology, science and social responsibility, he began to publish iterations of his
proposal for Five Screens with Computers in exhibition catalogues such as Cybernetic
Serendipity (1968), Event One (1969), and Tendencies 4: Zagreb 1968–69 (1970); in publications
such as Arte e Cybernetica (1971) and Computer Graphics 70 (1971), and in conference
proceedings such as Memoria de la Conferencia International sobre Sistemas and Redes y
Computadoras (Mexico City, 1971).87 He also coauthored the “Zagreb Manifesto” (delivered by
Jonathan Benthall and Gordon Hyde to the International Symposium on Computers and Visual
Research, Zagreb, 1969) and “Harmony” (with Jerome Ravetz, Kit Pedlar, David Dickson, Robin
Clark, and Peter Harper, fellow members of the BSSRS New Science working group, September



1970).88 This last manifesto, thoroughly Marcusean in its account of the dehumanising effects of
capitalism and modern technology, its critique of inherited ways of thinking and historicisation
of the concept of utopia, offers a prescient assessment of “our present comforts and their
insoluble problems … achieved by a science and technology developed in the context of an
alienated and fragmented conception of man and the world”.89
Seeking unassimilated forms of resistance, Marcuse looked to the “chaotic, anarchistic …
unorganized opposition” of various counterculture groups from the New Left to the sexual
politics movement.90 By their “refusal to join and play a part, the disgust at all prosperity, the
compulsion to protest”, and their anarchist strategies of opposition from sexual liberation to
“dropping out”, they represented an “irreconcilable contradiction to the existing whole”.91 In this
respect, there are echoes too in the protest movement Metzger formed with other artists in 1970:
a “loose organisation” called the International Coalition for the Liquidation of Art. He published
the group’s manifesto in PAGE in October 1970 and was instrumental in organising their only
event, a demonstration at the Tate Gallery later that month.92 Describing art as “a monopoly
among many others”, they claimed there was “only one solution” to the problem of the practice
of art under late capitalism. “We must liquidate this crazy thing called art to make it possible for
all people everywhere to be creative”, the group declared and, in a nod to Metzger’s manifesto
for auto-destructive art, pronounced, “it is our duty as artists to become self-destructive in a
constructive way”.93 In 1974 Metzger called again for the cessation of all art-related activity for
a period of at least three years.94 Echoing Marcuse’s bleak assessment of art’s agency within
existing social structures, Metzger dismissed the activities of artists engaged in political struggle
and direct social change as “necessarily of a reformist, rather than revolutionary character [that]
serves to consolidate the existing order”. Instead, he “dropped out” to find his own space of
resistance outside of the system.95

Phenomenological Aesthetics



Figure 14

Gustav Metzger, Historic Photographs To Crawl Into –
Anschluss, Vienna, March 1938 (1996), installation
view from exhibition Gustav Metzger: Historic
Photographs, New Museum, New York, 19 May–3 July
2011, black-and-white photograph on vinyl and cotton
cover, 314.9 × 424.1 cm Digital image courtesy of
Estate of Gustav Metzger / New Museum, New York /
Photo: Benoit Pailley (all rights reserved)

In 1995, after an extended absence of almost
twenty years, Metzger began to make his
Historic Photographs, a series of large works
dealing with the anaesthetising effects of mass
media (fig. 14). During this period, as his
statements from 1998 and 2015 confirm,
aesthetics remained a central concern. Metzger
also continued to engage with Husserl, Freud,
and Reich, staying close to Marcuse’s thought
through them.96 He also remained invested in
Marcuse’s “transcendent project” of liberation,
or at least the importance of dialectics and its
negative movement in creating space, as Anders
Bartonek puts it, “to be critical toward existing
societal conditions and to instigate radical
change”.97
Instead of seeking to instigate change from
within, the institutions of knowledge
production, “using science to destroy science”
as his early work had, Metzger’s Historic
Photographs series engaged mass media as the

visual culture of late capitalism. A brief comment in a text on Viennese actionism that he wrote
in 1990 sets out his rationale: “the questioning, and the critique, of the medium of photography
are among the important activities of our century … its unrestrained, unmediated use has
catastrophic implications. An entire culture can be swamped by the image. And where fractions
of reality are recorded and fixed, immeasurable segments are distorted and eliminated”.98
The works in Historic Photographs enact the dialectical form of negative thinking, a critique
performed from within the system. Each installation involved photographs depicting well-known
examples of human brutality or environmental destruction, from the ramp at Auschwitz to the
extension of the M3 motorway through Twyford Down, which had been reproduced and
circulated worldwide by the mass media, enlarged almost beyond recognition in order to force a
bodily encounter with the image. They were, however, presented behind structures that appear
initially to obscure it entirely, structures that, on closer inspection, permit a tightly prescribed
encounter with the image that effectively isolates and emphasises the subjective experience of
the viewer: “To see the works, one has to enter into the space between the photographic image
and the connecting cloth. Inevitably there will be contact between the body, the clothing and the
material making up the work … At no time will it be possible to view the photograph in its
entirety”.99
The phenomenology of the exhibition space as part of a complex aesthetic experience or “felt
event” had been the subject of ongoing reflection for Metzger for some time; the notion of an
intimate, individual aesthetic experience was anticipated by earlier projects at Gallery House,
London, where Metzger invited visitors to take a bath, or at the Heine Onstad Art Centre near
Oslo, where he paid a masseur to offer free massages to visitors (both in 1972). In the early
1980s he also began to articulate what he called an “ignored, crucial complex of questions”
around “how to present complex contemporary art trends in context with society, science and
culture in exhibitions and museums”.100 Both lines of enquiry prefigure a turn in Metzger’s



aesthetic language, informed by his enduring interest in Reich’s theorisation of sensuality as an
agent of change, and a broader definition of aesthetic experience that expressed itself in a
growing desire to exclude the spectator and “up-end what is held to be the point of coming:
which is to look”.101
The Historic Photographs posit the artwork as a dynamic site where constitutive tensions within
our relationship to images are experienced and negotiated phenomenologically. The complex
aesthetic experience of, for example, crawling under a sheet to encounter an image of Jewish
people being forced to clean the streets of Vienna while armed guards and other citizens looked
on enacts dialectical experience as an ongoing process that simultaneously acknowledges the
powers and limits of the artwork while pointing beyond itself (see fig. 14). By means of its
presentation, the artwork achieves a form of synthesis and returns to its ontological status of
thought. As Metzger explained: “the extreme is placed on view, but the activity takes place in the
mind of the viewer. The suffocating horror is felt, not seen. It is strictly internalised: there is no
blood on the floor”.102 Later installation works like 100,000 Newspapers, in which thousands of
newspapers spilling from dishevelled rows of metal shelving fill the space of a cold, dark
basement, or In Memoriam (2005) (see fig. 2), which forced the viewer through a tall, tight
cardboard maze, continue to engulf and activate the space of the viewer in complex kinaesthetic
environments where the historical and political heft is palpable. “Here is a psychic arena”, wrote
Metzger, “where uncertainty and the unknown are given free range” and in which feelings of
“bafflement, uncertainty, loss … stand in for a multitude of experiences perceived elsewhere”.103

Figure 15

Gustav Metzger, Eichmann and the Angel, 2005,
installation view from exhibition Act or Perish! Gustav
Metzger—A Retrospective, CoCA Torun, 27 March–30
August 2015 Digital image courtesy of Estate of
Gustav Metzger / CoCA Torun / Photo: Wojciech Olech
(all rights reserved)

With these works, Metzger sought to activate moments of revelation, insight, and resolution
through powerful physical sensations such as revulsion or intimacy: “Facing profound issues
within an aesthetic context can give insights which affirm ‘life enhancing’ capacities”.104 His
experiments in the physical spaces of exhibition and installation connect with the imagination of
the viewer through multiple perceptual registers including the haptic and mnemonic. They also
recall the phenomenological conception of experience that allowed Marcuse to formulate the
resistant space of aesthetic experience as a transcendent (dialectical) unity of theory and



praxis.105 At the same time, Metzger places the onus on a viewer’s actions, implicating them
within the dialectic. In Eichmann and the Angel (2005) (fig. 15), which conflates the historical
biographies of Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, and Adolf Eichmann, the viewer is invited to sit
and read in a reconstruction of the glass booth where the Nazi war criminal—whose most
disturbing attribute, according to Arendt, was his relatability, his ordinariness—sat, facing a wall
of stacked newspapers. An industrial conveyor belt spews freshly discarded newspapers
(presumably from the visitors who sat and read them) onto a growing pile, overseen by a
reproduction of Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus (1920) or, as Benjamin called it, his “angel of
history”, whose back is turned to the future. This is Metzger’s admonition, which resounds
among onlookers in the same way as the shattering glass at the Architectural Association on 22
February 1965 recalled another night of broken glass on 9 November 1938; the viewer must cast
their newspaper on the conveyor belt and take a position in relation to the dialectics of history.

Figure 16

Gustav Metzger, Flailing Trees, permanent installation,
Manchester, 2009 Digital image courtesy of Estate of
Gustav Metzger / Photo: Tony Richards (all rights
reserved)

With Flailing Trees (2009) (fig. 16), we return to the context in which this discussion of
Metzger’s dialectical aesthetics began: his environmental activism. Described as “a protest
against the increasing brutalisation of the natural world”, the work featured several willow trees,
up-ended in concrete with their roots visible in the place of branches.106 Enacting a violence
against nature that invokes strong feelings of antipathy, aversion, and distaste associated with the
aesthetics of revulsion first articulated by Metzger in 1965, it is a provocation that pales into
insignificance against the vast tracts of the Amazon laid bare to industrial agriculture each day—
a system that most of us blindly participate in on a daily basis. In dialectical terms, it represents a
negation of the natural order and highlights the contradictions of a neoliberal capitalist world in
crisis. As Metzger explained, “I’m aiming at people saying, ‘My God! What a mistreatment of
beautiful young willow trees!’ … Trees are being mistreated all the time. Violence and trees go
together”.107
Both Metzger and Marcuse believed that the natural world contains within it a blueprint for a
new social order to replace the extractive, exploitative, colonial model of capitalism.108 Both
found the means to imagine and instigate social change in the transcendent and revelatory
workings of aesthetics and art. In recent years, Marcuse’s notion of an aesthetics of resistance
has provided a critical point of departure for contemporary discourses around art as social



practice, which continue to challenge definitions of artistic production. It has also been used as a
critical framework for the rehabilitation of the aesthetic within nascent discourses around post-
capitalist art practices.109 Furthermore, Marcuse’s theorisation of advanced industrial society and
the groundswell of anti-establishment resistance that emerged in the 1960s has received renewed
critical attention in light of more recent, intersectional forms of resistance around the world, from
indigenous mobilisation and front-line community activism such as the Struggle for Life Camp
or Idle No More to global protest movements including Occupy and Extinction Rebellion, with
much analysis of the recent shift in global politics playing heavily on comparisons between both
the focus and forms of dissent, resistance, and revolution of the late 1960s and those of the
present.110
Metzger’s work and writings reveal a sustained engagement with, and enactment of, dialectical
or negative thinking as part of aesthetic experience. This in turn casts the process of sensing and
sense-making as dynamic and dialogic: an ongoing negotiation that both reflects and looks
beyond itself, resonating with Marcuse’s ideas about aesthetics as a powerful social and cultural
force. In this sense, his diverse output represents a rich resource for creative exploration in
emerging fields such as new materialism, ecocritical theory, and other post-humanist
philosophical discourses around the Anthropocene.111 After sixty years of experimentation, as
the quotation at the beginning attests, Metzger still regarded aesthetic experience as uncharted
territory. His directive to “follow the path of ethics into aesthetics” in this time of existential
crisis points to a realm of immanent potential in which heightened attunement to the practice of
life itself might alert us to ecologies of aesthetic relations between ourselves, as well as other
species and matter, that will enable the imagining of new ethical and equitable relations,
ecological forms and futures.
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