


Titus Lerner, forceful narrator

As | write these words, the images of our German
gladiators, glorying in their success in football‘s
Circus Maximus, are still fresh in our minds. In the
half-time breaks, we are confronted with bitter media
news footage of harsh reality, unbearable scenes from
the Gaza Strip, Eastern Ukraine or Syria — there are
so many to choose from. It is just one example of the
kind of sequence we are subjected to in the multipli-
city of media scenarios generated by a global carousel
of crises, whose disjunctions, contrasts and break-neck
sequences shape our everyday perceptions, without
our having learned. so far, quite how to deal with
them.

Heiner Keupp is a sociologist who, in an age where
western civilisations have typically lost a sense of
binding, long-term attributions (in terms of life-long
partnerships, professions, religious and cultural rituals
and certainties), poses the question: How do individu-
als construct an identity amongst these all-pervasive
uncertainties and what are the ,self-narratives* that
they employ? The creation of ,self-narratives" is a
process by means of which we structure and interpret
the events in our lives, give an account of them, so to
speak, both for ourselves and for others, so as to give
us a sense of direction and security and so that we can
construct an identity for ourselves.
(Identitatskonstruktionen, 1999)

If we take this line, do art and artists, with their speci-
fic kinds of narrative technique, offer a possible way
and possible wayfinders for individuals to successfully
create such self-narratives in our ,risk society" (Ulrich
Beck)? And if so, how is this relevant to Titus Lerner
and his work?

The philosopher Christoph Menke observes that art
has never before impacted on a society so visibly as

it does on ours, and that aesthetics have never been as
crucial for our own cultural self-awareness as they are
now, whilst at the same time art has never been more
strongly required to play a merely instrumental role in
the process of economic productivity. In its ,ubiqui-
tous presence’ it loses its ,capacity‘; and its ,force’.
Whilst ,capacity* in art can here be understood as
shorthand for ,the ability of a subject to successfully
accomplish something", ,force* has, for Menke, a dif-
ferent dimension. It is present in the human being, as
it were, as a general, ,presubjective‘ source of human
energy. Its effect is to make art a ,sphere of liberation®
- not liberation within a given social fabric but libera-
tion from the social fabric. For the aesthetic is likewise
,divested of its force", if it is intended as part of a
social practice, which allows itself to be drawn into

a conflict with the ,unleashed productivity of capita-
lism*; art is indeed liberating and can change things,

but it is not itself of direct practical applicability - it is
not ,political*. (Die Kraft der Kunst, 2013, p.11 ff.)

Titus Lerner's work has never been in danger of
chasing after current trends for well-tempered, easily
consumable artistic canapés. There is abundant evi-
dence to the contrary in his themes, which have been
concerned, from the very beginning, with presenting
the human being - and all aspects of searching,
suffering, reflective and questioning human existence.
Whether these themes help the beholder to extend his
or her self-narrative further will depend on the extent
to which they are willing to immerse themselves fully
in Titus Lerner‘s narratives. You have to be prepared
to do without quick narrative fixes; there are no direct
and immediately applicable recipes in his work for
how to lead one's everyday life. Yet there are plen-
tiful rewards for those who allow themselves to be
drawn into his imaginative worlds of ,unmaskings*
and ,imaged heads" and to confront questions such

as ,,Wohin mit den Gottern** (Whither the Gods?) and
other themes, which, in recent times, he has increa-
singly been representing through female protagonists:
with narratives, which impact upon us beyond any
consideration of social usefulness, through the primor-
dial means afforded by painting and sculpture. And
they have this impact because of the artist"s force and
capacity, in Menke's sense of the words. All direct,
social criticism, utilitarian relevance and overt state-
ments remain in the background: the foreground can-
not be bent to a cause - of whatever political colour.

His style — one of direct, hands-on, authentic crafts-
manship — has been described on numerous occasions.
Titus Lerner will always be recognisable as Titus Ler-
ner. The fact that he has, in his more recent work, been
allowing himself to approach the creative process in a
more intuitive and associative way, to wait to see how
a picture or a sculpture develops, rather than thinking
it all out in advance with rational control and planning,
says a lot, not only about his masterly craftsmanship,
but also about his confidence in his personal access to
the sources of artistic force; and it is evidence that he
has found his own self-narration as an artist. If we, the
beholders, can benefit from this for the construction

of our life-narratives, those narratives are, arguably,
unlikely to be simpler, but certainly more intense.

The construction of one‘s own self-narrative is
perhaps not always an unmitigated joy, but it can, with
the help of art — including that of Titus Lerner — grow
to a joyful intensity.

Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Domma, Bonn
Translation by: John Mawby, Broome, Bungay,
England
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