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Return of optimism leads to the ZERO and “NUL” movement 1957 - 1966 

Misery is and always has been an existing factor in the world. In the 1960’s and 1950’s, 
after two devastating world wars which significantly scarred societies all over the world, a 
new optimistic feeling arises. In 1957, this positive feeling builds-up when the Treaty of 
Rome leads to the founding of the EEC (European Economic Community) on January 1st 
1958. In 1955, Rosa parks refused to give up her seat to a white passenger following a 
381 days boycott, known as the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Martin Luther King is chosen 
to be the protest leader and official spokesman. in 1957 he and other civil rights 
activists–most of them fellow ministers–founded the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), a group committed to achieving full equality for African Americans 
through nonviolence. Martin Luther King becomes the champion of the civil rights 
movement. John F. Kennedy becomes president of the United States on January 20 
1961. He stood at the cradle of many reforms in the U.S. (and the world).  In August 
1963, more than 200,000 Americans celebrated the centennial of the Emancipation 
Proclamation by joining the March on Washington for jobs and freedom. Here, Martin 
Luther King delivers his famous “I Have a Dream” speech from the Lincoln Memorial. The 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 (the bill was passed by the effort of Lyndon B. Johnson as a way 
to honor President Kennedy), that ended the segregation in the United States which 
outlawed discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex and national origin. The rise of 
a new musical phenomena by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones among others. The rise 
of the Flower Power Movement.  The launch of Sputnik 1 in 1957 and the Vostok 1 in 
1961– the first spaceflight of the Vostok program and the first manned spaceflight in 
history – making Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin the first human to cross into outer 
space.  The first manned mission to land on the moon by the United States’ Apollo 11 on 
July 20 1969 (The Apollo Program, a result of J.F.K’s Address to Congress on Urgent 
National Needs, on May 25th 1961). Also, very negative events take place during this 
period i.e. The start of the Vietnam War (or second Indochina War), The assassination of 
John F. Kennedy in 1963, Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy in 1968, lead to 
great social turmoil. But despite the fact  that terrible things always take place a general 
feeling of hope and faith in mankind prevails.  
 
The 1950’s and 1960’s are the decennia that stood at the crossroads of many significant events 
(i.e. politics, science, social conflicts and reforms, music, literature and art) that changed the world 
we live in today. 
  
In the light of these events and happenings which have changed and damaged the art 
world, Europe experiences the beginning of the ZERO and NUL movement. Zero was a 
group of artists founded by Heinz Mack (1931) and Otto Piene (1928-2014).  It is a 
reaction to the informal art. Zero aims to purify the image. The word “zero” expressed, in 

Otto Piene’s words, “a zone of silence and of pure possibilities for a new beginning.” 
Many of the Zero artists are inspired by the color-field painters of abstract expressionism 
by arguing that art should be void of color, emotion and individual expressionism. Some 
artists precede and think ahead of developments yet to come.  Fontana, Manzoni, 
Castellani (Italy) and Klein (France) are the  trailblazers of the ZERO movement. 
 
Nevertheless, In the years 1957 until 1959, all artists mentioned above, primarily made heavy, 
gloomy and dirty informal art. 
 
In 1957, “ZERO” was established in Düsseldorf by Heinz Mack (1931) and Otto Piene 
(1928-2014). Zero was the name of a Magazine founded by Heinz Mack in 1957 and 

ceased publication in 1967. In 1961 Günther Uecker (1930) joins the group.  Both 
Heinz Mack and Otto Piene completed an education at the State Art Academy Düsseldorf 
(“Staatliche Kunstakademie Düsseldorf”), followed by an intensive course in philosophy 
and art history in Cologne. On April 11th 1957, Otto Piene organizes, in his studio at the 
Gladbacherstrasse 69, the first of nine evening exhibitions. 
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Exchanges with French artists of the École de Paris (The Paris School), Art Brut and Art 
Informel (Informal Art) follow. As of the early 1960’s contacts are established with artists 
from the Gutai (Japan), “Groupe Recherche d'Art Visuel” (GRAV 1960-1968) from France, 
Azimuth, Gruppo T (1959-1968) and Gruppo N (Enne 1959-1967) from Italy and New 
Tendencies from Croatia (1961-1978) .  
 
In seeing the monochrome paintings of Yves Klein and the “Dot Paintings” of the Brazilian 
artist Almir Mavignier (1925), Mack and Piene find the creative inspiration which lead to 
the procreation of their famous “Stencil Grid” paintings. Otto Piene creates dots of light, 
fire and paint. He makes use of a stencil grid technique. These grids can either exist of 
regular vertical and horizontal lines or a pattern of smaller and bigger dots which 
together form an image. Except Piene and Mack,  the Belgium artist Walter LeBlanc made 
similar works.  

 
Almir Mavignier dot  p. 1954             Lichtraster-Bild Otto Piene 1957      Heinz Mack Witte Vibratie 1958-1959 
 
 
 
The history on the development of light could be a book by itself. Impressionism has 
caught the essence of light but refuses to renounce objects or imagery. In his 
Monochrome Paintings, it is Yves Klein who abandons objects in order to reproduce light 
as a pure color and essence. The artists Piene and Mack take it up a notch by making 
light vibrate, flicker, glimmer and reflect upon water and sands elusively. Mack speaks 
about vibration of light whereas Piene defines color as light articulation. When stepping 
on an aluminum plate in his studio, Heinz Mack discovers by accident different degrees in 
reflections of light. I can only assume that, after this experience, Mack observes this 
phenomena everywhere; The sea, sands, the sky, etc.  
 

   
                  Light reflections                         Piene : Light grid(1957-1960) 
 
The Seventh Night Exhibition in 1958 is dedicated to the “Red Painting” in response to 
the impure color of the informal and neo-expressionist art. For this exhibition a catalogue 
is published, Zero 1 (April 1958), in which statements and articles have been taken up of 
the exhibiting artists.   
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The Artists want to achieve a peaceful conquest of the soul by means of calm, serene and 
sensitive artworks. The most important articles belong to Yves Klein, Heinz Mack and 
Otto Piene.  
 

 
O. Piene, Ein Fest für das Licht H. Mack, licht reliëf, 1960 G. Uecker, Organische struktuur, Aubertin 1959 
1958                                                                                   1960. 
 
 
In the ZERO catalog published for the exhibition “ZERO; Countdown to Tomorrow” at the 
Guggenheim Museum New York, which took place from the tenth of October 2014 until 
the fourth of January 2015, we can read that ZERO represents the ”incommensurable 
zone in which the old state turns to the new….A zone of silence and the possibilities for a 
new beginning…. “ Also, as a numeric symbol, zero signifies “nothing,” an erasure of the 
past, yet the circular form represents “everything,” a promise for the future of humanity, 
art, and technology. 

     
 
Characteristics of ZERO 

 
• To break loose from the pessimistic, turbid and impure use of colour by the 

Informals 
• An abstract monochrome use of colour 
• Anti-pictorial art 
• The use of pure colours like gold, silver, white, yellow, red and blue 
• Distance, frigidity and coldness instead of expressions of feeling 
• Repetition and seriality  
• the application of everyday materials and objects, i.e. bolts, sponges, cotton wool, 

feathers, nails, wire, metal, aluminium, mirrors, etc  
• Electric powered engines with which optical phenomena can be explored like 

subtle light reflexes and movement as a result of vibration.  
 

ZERO is searching for a way to achieve a harmony between man and nature. The longing 
for purity, emptiness and to flee far from the madding crowd. 
p.3 
 



The expanse, the firmament, the sea, the artic, the Sahara, the sky, water and fire 
become new areas of exploration. One famous example is Heinz Mack’s “Sahara 

Project” in Tunisia (1959–1963). Mack creates, by means of shiny metal panels, a sensual 
reflecting light show in collaboration with the sun, light and sand flying up from the 
desert. You could call Mack one of the founding fathers of Land Art. The 13th and last 
stage consist of silver balloons that carry invisible nets in which light reflecting 
membranes are suspended. Influences of Yves Klein (fire and smoke), Uecker (nails), 
Tinguely (rotating elements) are incorporated in all 13 stages. This last and final stage 
might be a reference to the 13 stations of the cross of Jesus Christ who after his death 
resurrects. In ZERO art light plays a dominant role. Mack, above all, wants light to reflect 
on corrugated and pressed aluminium foil and that the work of art dematerializes. 
  

               
HEINZ Mack Sahara-project 1959             Venice Seven meters high golden columns 2014 
 

 
Heinz Mack Light sculptures from 1960 which could rotate 
    
Otto Piene 

Otto Piene, is born in Bad Laasphe (Germany) in 1928 and raised in Lübbecke in a warm 
and intellectual protestant environment (The famous battle of the Teutoborg Forest 
(Varusschlacht), by which Kiefer is so heavily influenced, took place in the near vicinity of 
Lübbecke). Musical recitals (with music from Bach and Händel) are frequently given in his 
home.  His father is a teacher, who abruptly dies of a cardiac arrest when, in the final 
years of WWII, all young men above the age of 15 are being drafted for military service 
and both his sons are forced to take up arms.  
 
At the end of the war, on his way home, Piene makes a discovery which turns out to be 
of significant importance for his future as an artist. Piene observes in the distance, at 
the estuary of the Elbe, as far as the eye can see, a shiny surface of water in which the 
sun reflects and experiences a wonderful peace which he has never felt before. As well 
as Heinz Mack, Otto Piene searches for new projects in order to restore, beautify and 
honor the balance between man and nature. In his poem “Roads to Paradise”, published 
in ZERO 3 (July 1961), Piene is in search for a new world. 
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“…Yes, I dream of a better world.  
Must I dream of worse? 
Yes, I long for a wide world. 
Must I wish for a narrow one…”  
 
Piene wants to fly away from the night and thinks to stay forever within the light if we 
can overcome the contrast. Yet, for Piene the light is not enough. He is going to fight the 
darkness. He wants to make it translucent, take away its horror by acknowledging it and 
transform it into a force by means of body and breath. It is, therefore, that he wants to 
make use of smoke in order to expel and fly away from evil. (freely translated from 
“Otto Piene” by Ante Glibota, p. 284) 
 

     
                                                               Otto Piene 1967                                                           
                                                                                        

                                                                      
      Green in my eyes, 1972                                           Smoke painting1965 
 
 
 
He becomes interested in the existence, the being – and later in philosophy as a whole. 
The pursuit of a different, better, lighter and poetic world is existent in his whole being. 
The stencil and grid works of Piene have titles like; “A feast for the light”, “Yellow Sun”, 
“Pure Light” and “Light Siren”. These form the prelude for his later enormous light 
sculptures and light installations. Hereon questions precede like: Where is the world 
going, the cosmos and how can man with its involvement make the world more active, 
more vital and more visual. 
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A part of the sun, Neue Nat. Gal. Berlin 2014                    Rainbow,  Olympic Plays 1972 
 

   
Light ballet: Langen Foundation                     Blow up space sculptures Foundation Langen-Insel Hombroich 
                                                       
Otto Piene choose not to pursue the successes and achievements of his artistic career by 
not exploiting them commercially. In 1964 he moves to the United States. First 
becoming a Visiting Professor at the University of Pennsylvania and from 1968 to 1971, 
he was the first Fellow of the MIT (Massachusetts Institue of Technology, Cambridge, 
MA) Centre for Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS), founded by György Kepes. In 1972 he 
became a Professor in Environmental Art. Later he became director of the CAVS. He 
headed the institution for 25 years. It still continues to be an important place for global 
research and development for visual ideas at the intersection of art, science and 
technology. 
 
In 2008 he founded together with Günther Uecker, Heinz Mack and Mattijs Visser The 
International ZERO Foundation.  
 
Piene dies on July 17, 2014 while in a taxi on his way back from the opening of the "Sky 
Art Event" at Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin. 
 

Günther Uecker (1930) 

 
Günther Uecker was born in Wendorf, Mecklenburg. Uecker began his artistic education 
in 1949 when he took up studies at Wismar. He then went to the art school in Berlin-
Weißensee and in 1955 to Düsseldorf, where he studied under Otto Pankok at the 
Kunstakademie Düsseldorf. In the 1950’s Uecker started to be interested in philosophies 
that preach simplicity and purity like Buddhism, Taoism and Islam. His fascination with 
purification rituals like the Gregorian chant led him to engage in his own rituals of 
repetition and by 1956/1957 he began using nails in his art.  
 
Uecker drives nails into everything he encounters. He began hammering nails into pieces 
of furniture, musical instruments and household objects. Nothing escapes him. As if he 
wants us to remember the crucifixion of Jesus Christ.  
 
When he starts working on a new art project he first stretches, on the ground, a piece of 
canvas on a solid wooden carrier. Then he drives a nail into the centre of the canvas.  
 
p.6 
 



From the middle he starts moving outbound driving hundreds of nails with utmost 
precision and accuracy on an intuitive and spontaneous basis which form spirals, 
vortices and waves. Uecker never drives a nail all the way through the canvas. He lets it 
clearly stick out of the canvas in order to break-up the two-dimensional image and thus 
making light an important factor. Doing so he creates a form of visual deception. The 
sculpture seems to vibrate, and yet still everything stays in its place. With the help of 
electrically powered engines he enhances the effects of motion and light. Uecker does 
not use sketches, a plan or design. Not only the physical commitment is of the essence 
to Uecker, more importantly it revolves around the fact of completing the job in one 
continuous action in order to avoid any possibility of correcting and self-reflection. 
 

Uecker’s ideas have been slowly able to nestle and patiently develop within him. The 
events from the Second World War his experiences during the DDR era. His birthplace, 
Wendorf, was located in the former DDR. A deep social responsibility and commitment 
developed in which interfaith and multicultural dialogues, Zen Buddhism in particular, 
played a significant role. Uecker explains his use of nails as follows: Just before the end 
of the Second World War his father has been summoned for duty to make restorations on 
a local military base. During this time he’s alone at home with his mother and sisters 
when the Russians come. They look horrible and terrifying due to all the violence of war. 
They storm in to the houses where they rape and kill the women and children. Uecker 
places wooden panels in front of all the doors and windows and hammers them shut in 
an attempt to protect his family. 
 
Other events also could have contributed to the use of nails in his works. In Vienna, on 
the 6th of March 1915, a charity event took place in order to raise funds to assist the 
wounded or for widows and orphans of the fallen . They were promoted as a patriotic 
fund-raising method in German-speaking parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and also 
in the German Empire. This patriotic charity event was called “Kriegsnagelungen” or 
“Nail Men”. For a small donation the people would drive nails into a specially made 
statues of historical or religious figures, shields and coats of armour made of wood, 
sometimes by well-known sculptors, such as the medieval knight “Wehrmann in Eisen” 
by M. Molitar in Leipzig. The first nail was generally ceremonially driven by an important 
personage at a large patriotic ceremony including hymns and specially written patriotic 
poems which often evoked the Age of Chivalry. The nails which the donor could use 
depending on the level of the donation could be iron, or silver- or gold-plated. The 
placement of the nail also reflected the level of the donation.  
 

 1915                           
Stadsridder met spijkers, geschonken door Joodse bankier, museum Bamberg   Spijkerbeelden 
 
The driving of nails into statues has an even longer history in the power-images from 
Africa, such as the Nkisi Nkondi Nail Figures from the Yombe people of Mayombe. These 
Nail Figures were  protective figures used by individuals, families, or whole communities 
to destroy or weaken evil spirits, prevent or cure illnesses, repel bad deeds, solemnize 
contracts or oath-taking, and decide arguments. A diviner or Nganga or spiritual 
specialist person would activate the statue by means of chants, prayers and the 
preparation of sacred substances which are aimed at ‘curing’ physical, social or spiritual 
ailments. Nkisi Nkondi figures are highly recognizable through an accumulation pegs, 
blades, nails or other sharp objects inserted into its surface.  
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Medicinal combinations called bilongo are sometimes stored in the head of the figure but 
frequently in the belly of the figure which is shielded by a piece of glass, mirror or other 
reflective surface. 
 
Everywhere Uecker has left a trail of nails. From the former DDR to Warsaw in Poland, 
Moscow, Beijing, South Dakota, Cuba, Israel and the Arab countries. Uecker is 
interested particularly in scripture and its meaning. Uecker is influenced by the 
Cuneiform script, the Egyptian Hieroglyphs and Asian script which he uses in his own 
nail figures. His exhibitions, in various countries, are attended by the use of letters, 
texts and manifests in which issues such as the problems of war and peace are 
mentioned.  

                
 G. Uecker, Ronddraaiend spijker licht structuur 1961             1963 stoel             De staat van het woord 
 

  
1964                                         Werk voor Teheran Museum 2012 
 
The ideas and thoughts of the ZERO Movement took on huge proportions in the world 
and caught the eye of the public. Very important is the exhibition Vision in 
Motion/Motion in Vision, organised by G58 Hessenhuis in Antwerp on March 21 1959. 
The artists in this exhibition wanted to achieve a symbioses of art, nature and 
technology. Light installations, smoke paintings and nail objects, among others, are put 
on display.   
 

ZERO Artists around the world: 

 

Germany: 

 
• Otto Piene, 1928-2014 
• Heinz Mack, 1931- 
• Günther Uecker, 1930- 
• Uli Pohl, 1935- 
• Christian Megert, 1936-  
• Adolf Luther, 1912-1990 
• Oskar Holweck, 1924-2007 
• Herman Goepfert, 1926-1982 
• Almir Mavignier, 1925 (Rio de Jameiro Brasil) – Currently lives and works in 

Hamburg Germany 
Belgium (See PD 107) 
     . Paul van Hoeydonk, 1925- 

• Jef Verheyen, 1932-1984 
• Walter Leblanc, 1932-1986 
• Pol Bury, 1922-2005 
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