
BLAUDZUN (a.k.a. Johannes Sigmond, born in Arnhem 
in 1974) has been an integral part of Dutch pop music 
since the release of his (untitled) debut album in 2008. 
He grew up in a musical environment, the Pentecostal 
Church. Blaudzun is a versatile singer-songwriter, 
musician, composer and self-proclaimed cycling fanatic 
– he made a documentary about cycling and wrote 
the title song for the film ‘Ventoux’ (2015). His music is 
characterised by broad orchestration, visual and poetic 
texts and Blaudzun’s high, agile voice. His most recent 
album is ‘Jupiter’, an ambitious triptych (Jupiter I, Jupiter 
II and _UP_) that was released in 2016 - 2018. Blaudzun 
is a popular stage act in the Netherlands, Belgium and in 
Germany. He had composed music for a visual artwork 
once before: one of his favourite paintings, Wheatfield 
with a Reaper by Vincent van Gogh. Blaudzun made 
nine new compositions for Musik ungeklärter Herkunft 
by Sigmar Polke. The production and recording took 
place in Utrecht, Amersfoort, New York, Cologne and 
Osnabrück. 

The German painter SIGMAR POLKE (1941-2010) 
became known in the 1960s as the German answer 
to Pop Art. Lyrical painting and popular visual culture 
went hand in hand in what he called ‘capitalist realism’. 
Throughout his career, which spans more than forty 
years, he continued to develop in his own unique way 
and, together with Gerhard Richter and some others, he 
is one of the most iconic German artists of the twentieth 
century.In 1995, Polke was invited to make a series of 
paintings for the Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen. After 
an initial meeting with the artist, director Götz Adriani 
was unable to get hold of Polke for weeks. When he was 
finally able to visit Polke’s studio in Cologne in December 
1995, it turned out that the then 64-year-old artist had 
been working like crazy all that time. From a ‘fascinating 
abundance’, according to the surprised client, they 
selected a series of 40 pieces together. That was the 
‘Music of unknown origin’: Musik ungeklärter Herkunft 
(1996). The series of gouaches has travelled the world 
ever since and is now on show for the first time with a 
specially composed musical score by Blaudzun.
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All the more courageous that composer and 
musician Blaudzun (Johannes Sigmond) accepted 
the commission in 2019 to make a musical score 
for the series ‘Musik Ungeklärter Herkunft’ (1996): 
an unusual, 23-year-old series of paintings by a 
deceased artist who, when he made it, was already 
in a later stage of his life. A series that came from 
an eruption of creativity (see inset) but about which 
Polke himself did not want to give any explanation. 
A series that has been travelling around the world ever 
since, captivating audiences for all this time. And, also 
because of the cryptic titles, it continues to encourage 
wild fantasies. 
 In order to add a new layer in the form of 
music, Blaudzun on the one hand had to be interested 
in the works and deepen his knowledge of them, and 
on the other hand had to distance himself and find his 
own musical language. 

That quest is going to help us now. Through a number 
of statements by Blaudzun about the works of art, 
previously published in an interview for the Cobra 
Museum Magazine, we try to get a grip on both 
Blaudzun’s music on this LP, and on the work of Sigmar 
Polke, reproductions of which are included here.

1. BLAUDZUN: ‘In a picture or in real life, 
there is a world of difference’. 
 There is an excellent catalogue of the ‘Musik 
Ungeklärter Herkunft’ series (meaning as much as: 
music of unknown origin, from an unknown source).  
The forty gouaches are printed in high quality, with 
plenty of room for details, as if you were standing right 
in front of them. Still, Blaudzun insisted on traveling to 
Zagreb, where the series was exhibited in the Museum 
of Contemporary Art in the summer of 2019. To see the 
works in real life and then make a final selection for the 
music. 
 What is the added value of the real experience? 
In Polke’s work, the abstract and painterly (stains, 
blotches, splashes, dripping paint) often goes hand in 
hand with a realistic image, which is made up of dots 
as we know from the screen printing of newspapers 
and magazines from the last century (more about 
this in 3.). It is always a good idea to walk back 
and forth, step back and get up close again, in order 
to get a really good look at an artwork. But Polke, 

The German artist Sigmar Polke (1941-2010) made no 
bones about it: you could take art 
very seriously and yet approach it light-footedly, 
even with complete absurdity. 

In a 1984 interview with Swiss critic Bice Curiger1,  
the conversation starts off as follows:
Bice Curiger: 20 Years of artistry – how did it all 
begin? 
Sigmar Polke: Who called you and told you to come 
and interview me?
Bice Curiger: Who called you and told you to become 
an artist? I am the one asking the questions here.
Sigmar Polke: Well, we’ll see if the artist is called, 
heard or accused. You mean that being an artist  
is some kind of indictment.
Bice Curiger: Of course.
Sigmar Polke: All we have to do then is find the 
claimant. And we must get a clearer picture of the 
charges. Art is punishment, that’s it, art is punishment!

When an artist immediately puts you on the wrong 
track, you know as a reader and as a beholder of that 
art: I am being put to work here. What this artist tells 
me is not going to clarify much, and this is certainly the 
case with Sigmar Polke. The joke, the eccentric and the 
nonsensical were always just around the corner with 
him, a tactic that gave him a lot of freedom. It was also 
a defence mechanism against difficult questions or 
the need to have everything explained – just as Polke 
regularly ‘disappeared’, did not have a telephone 
for a very long time and was often unreachable for 
commissioners or curators.   

POLKE vs BLAUDZUN

A WORLD 
OF DIFFERENCE

who enjoyed experimenting with all kinds of new 
techniques and paints and other materials (he once 
painted with meteorite dust, and with arsenic),  
did something else in this series. For several paintings 
he used pearly, glossy paint, so-called ‘interference 
paint’. This paint contains titanium-coated Mica 
particles and has the special characteristic that the 
colour that is in it appears as a gleam when it is 
painted over a dark surface. To see this properly,  
the viewer must move back and forth again, make  
the painting ‘work’. It cannot really be printed.
 Blaudzun did not initially choose this painting. 
‘Despite the beautiful, strange title that speaks of 
‘birds complaining about the moonrise’(The blackness 
when the moon is rising, the cries of the night-birds, 
complaining about being disturbed),’ he said. But:  ‘...
When you are face-to-face with the real thing... the 
texture of that work is very special. There is a strange 
silver layer over it, so that you can somehow see the 
reflection of the moon in that title.’ He decided he 
would use this work after all and composed  
‘Of Moonrise & Birds Complaining’.
  
2. BLAUDZUN: ‘You never really know what Polke 
was looking for. Sometimes his work is satirical; 
sometimes it is poetic. Often it is quite conceptual. 
And then there are those titles, which are very 
beautiful but do not necessarily clarify anything.’ 
 ‘Wann kommt denn endlich einer?’ is the title 
of one of the paintings, which can be translated as ‘is 
no-one  ever coming?’. A young woman (depicted 
in grainy raster dots) walks through the image on a 
light green background set up in foaming paint. She 
is wearing high, punk-type boots, an oversized veil 
on her head and she is looking straight at you. In 
itself, there is no connection between the title and the 
image, but that is precisely what sets off the game. 
This impatient question, combined with the veil, turns 
this woman into an agitated bride who is fed up with 
standing at that altar, waiting. Where is that guy? 
 But, because of her 1980-ish outfit (think of 
Nina Hagen, or Nena, the singer of ‘99 Luftballons’) 
and the way that question is phrased, she may just as 
well be a German woman who wonders impatiently 
when the Wall is going to come down, when the Cold 
War, which has been holding Europe, and especially 
Germany, in its grip for so long, will come to an end. 

With Polke, who immigrated from the communist  
GDR to West Berlin in 1953 in his early teens, this 
theme is always there, somewhere in the background, 
but seldom explicitly referred to. It is precisely the 
distance between the titles and the images that leaves 
room for interpretation.  

3. BLAUDZUN: ‘There is an image with a detailed 
shape with lots of arabesques in the foreground’ ... ‘I 
interpreted that whimsical shape as the sound of a 
kind of spark, as electronic distortions. Beneath that I 
see a structure as if you are looking at mountaintops 
from an airplane. That, to me, stands for the opposite: 
magnificence, distance, vastness. ... ‘I see a lot 
of acceleration and deceleration in the images, and 
contradictions like open and closed.’
 Contradictions are the essence of Polke’s 
work. Fore- and background, whole versus detail, 
simple versus complex, humour alongside seriousness. 
Blaudzun refers here to the painting that gave the series 
its title. A whimsical shape floats in the foreground 
of the image, a much more distant ‘landscape’ lies 
beneath it. 
 Polke very often used an image in so-called 
Ben-Day-dots for this difference between foreground 
and background. The Ben-Day process, named after 
a printing technique from the nineteenth century, was 
invented by printer Benjamin Henry Day. Dividing 
an image into dots made it possible to reproduce 
photos – until well into the twentieth century, the dots 
in newspaper and magazine photos were still visible 
to the naked eye. Sigmar Polke used the technique 
so often that they were also called ‘Polke-dots’ (from 
polka dots). But he did it differently than his American 
colleague pop artist Roy Lichtenstein, who at about 
the same time used the dots in his enlarged images 
from comics. Polke painted his dots one by one, with 
extreme patience – but rather sloppy, painterly. They 
frequently ‘close’, merge into each other, and form 
capricious patterns that disrupt the image. And they are 
draped like a fishing net over the layer below, which is 
often colourful and very different in scale. It forces the 
eye from micro to macro level, from a picture close by 
to a landscape or panoramic view. 
Polke also liked contradictions in the work process. If 

you do such painstaking work [like painting dots, ed.] 
you need a ‘comic relief’, something easy or mad, 
he said in a catalogue text2. ‘And I work with the 
correlation between disorder and discipline.’

4. BLAUDZUN: ‘It is German, 
but not necessarily grim or dark.’
 In post-war, ashamed Germany, a number 
of artists broke through the silence about the Second 
World War: Gerhard Richter (1932), Georg Baselitz 
(1938), Anselm Kiefer (1945) – and Sigmar Polke 
(1941-2010). Polke consistently did so through humour 
and absurdity. Just as he approached his own, often 
deadly serious profession, the visual arts, with humour. 
A famous painting from 1968 consists of several 
abstract forms on a black background, within a white 
frame on which, as in a comic strip, is written in capital 
letters: Modern Art. A year later, he once again made 
fun of the incredibly serious abstract art from the 1950s 
and 1960s. On a white painting the upper right corner 
is painted black, at the bottom he painted in typewriter 
font: Höhere Wesen befahlen, rechte obere Ecke 
schwarz malen! (‘Higher beings gave orders: paint the 
upper right corner black!’) – mockery. And yet you 
might as well think that Polke, who also persistently 
continued to paint abstract works throughout his life, 
really meant it like this: that some painterly actions are 
simply not rational or logical, but are inspired ‘from  
the outside’.
 Also when it comes to German history, the  
artist remains elusive – with him, an image of a 
watchtower, for example (reference to concentration 
camp and border controls), can be both grim and 
cheerful in colour, for example. Blaudzun noted that 
Polke never made general statements about the war  
or the past. He says: ‘That is his history. To me, 
Germany is also something else: the cradle of 
electronic music. The synthesizers I used are from the 
time of the so-called Krautrock – that too is the time of 
Polke.’ The heavy and the lyrical, sometimes propelled 
by electronic beats reminiscent of the dark-breezy 
German pop music of the 1980s, characterise the 
compositions for these images. 

The other German aspect is German itself: the 
language. A language that Blaudzun knows well and 
which he also appreciates for its musicality. The titles 
Polke gave his works – which might equally well be 
sentences he heard on the street, quotes from a TV 
show, headlines – were at times used by Blaudzun 
as ingredients for spoken word-like additions.  In a 
painting (which formed the basis for the sixth piece of 
music), the title plays with small, insignificant words 
(always, or, never, unfortunately and aw,) that are 
repeated until they cease to mean anything, have 
become sound rather than language. 

5. BLAUDZUN: ‘Black of course absorbs everything, 
black has it all: both sadness 
and hope and happiness.’
 Despite all the graphic elements and dot 
images, colour is perhaps Polke’s main asset. The artist 
could have an obsession with a certain colour for a 
long time (lilac, for example). And look at the painting: 
‘- schmeckt so herrlich nach Frühling’ (- such  
a delicious taste of spring) in which spring almost blows 
off the canvas in the form of green leaves and yellow 
pollen. This prompted Blaudzun to create a piece of 
music with only wind instruments, a modern-classical 
piece, in which spring marches in at a brisk pace. 
 But the use of black is also very striking, 
another constant with Polke. That really appealed to 
Blaudzun: ‘...the colour black that Polke used a lot and 
that is also used in several titles, like this one: Schwarz 
mit guten Erinnerungen (‘Black with good memories’).  
I get that immediately, because black always 
represents something good to me too. I’ve been 
wearing black clothes since I was 18 and there is 
something comforting about that. Black of course 
absorbs everything, black has it all: both sadness  
and hope and happiness.’

When Sigmar Polke proclaims that art is 
punishment, you can be sure that at the same 
time he means the opposite. The visual artist 
cherished extremes, differences and the elusive 
– these are elements that the composer/musician 
undoubtedly recognised and that gave him the 
freedom to make the compositions on this record. 

Sacha Bronwasser, October 2019

1 The interview was held in 1984 at the initiative of a French gallery and 
marked France’s introduction to Polke, but it was given an illustrious status 
by publication in Parkett magazine 29, 1990. 2 Catalogue text for gallery h, Hannover, 1966


