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Decay and rot are established motifs in art 
history. They address transience and disgust, 
as well as contemplation, devotion, and hu-
mility through the tradition of memento mori. 
In contrast to pure motific depictions of de-
cay, Finnish artist Toni R. Toivonen (*1987) 
arranges deceased animals and creates 
works in which organic components such as 
fur, muscle, flesh, and blood decompose un-
til dissolution. As Antti Nylén stated in 2017, 
“[…] Toni R. Toivonen makes art out of dead 
animals.”1 

Exitus letalis is a state where all life-sus-
taining features are extinguished and life is 
understood as finished. Organic decompo-
sition, ‘the last trace of life,’ refers to death 
as the ultimate manifestation of immateriality 
and impalpability. This is apparent in Toivo-

cesses serve as protagonists and negoti-
ate the quality of life and death.3 Essential 
for Toivonen’s artistic process, as well as an 
underlying statement, is the fact that no ani-
mals were harmed in the creation of his art-
works. Initially, he would only pick up animals 
from the streets that were run over by cars 
or those his dog found in the forest. Toivo-
nen would likewise use dead pets brought to 
him by their owners. In this regard, neither 
Portrait of a Hare (No. 14) nor any other of 
his works carries the underlying violent act 
of killing for the purpose of art creation. This 
approach expresses respect for living crea-
tures and reflects Toivonen’s term ‘realism of 
the material.’4 

As the central object of this analysis, Por-
trait of a Hare (No.14) brings to light facets of 
material transformation, as well as the inter-
linkage of art historical references, different 
epochs, and motific traditions. Procedural 

Memento Mori: The Last Trace of Life in Toni 
R. Toivonen’s Portrait of a Hare (No. 14)

Ina Jessen
nen’s object Portrait of a Hare (No. 14). The 
arcane moment between life and death be-
comes clear in the physical transformation 
of an animal’s cadaver. Decay through time 
is not the only change affecting the body; 
it is additionally broken down by bugs and 
bacteria. The last traces result in a hazy por-
trait of the protagonist: the field hare. Toivo-
nen’s contribution reflects the motif of a hare 
through art history and iconography, consid-
ering the representation of dead animals in 
art.

Contrasting his method, Toni R. Toivonen 
was educated with a focus on painting at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Helsinki. In 2019, 
he completed the object Portrait of a Hare 
(No. 14) as a part of a series.2 Since 2014, 
he has worked with fragile brass plates in 
combination with organic materials. Because 
Toivonen primarily uses deceased animals, 
brass, and copper plates, the organic pro-
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materials and quotations with centuries-old 
connotations are valid as conceptual com-
ponents in Toivonen’s artistic work. With 
the use of the hare motif on a glossy gold-
en base, iconographic parallels to Christian 
and pagan pictorial elements are obvious. 
Concerning reception, motific traditions of 
memento mori and vanitas in the history of 
still-life painting are as essential as the ico-
nography of gold-ground5 panel painting, a 
tradition present in European art from the 
Middle Ages until today. By contrast, the inte-
gration of organic transforming and dissolv-
ing materials implies a radical turning point 
from role models of vanitas, where motifs 
remain as mere painterly depictions.

Toivonen quotes motific traditions on the 
one hand and counteracts them with his se-
lection of artistic materials on the other. In 
this context, the motif of a hare and the real-
ity of a cadaver are physically linked with the 
brass surface, which in turn serves as a “pic-
ture carrier” and an iconographic element. 
The interlocking of art historical perspectives 
and ephemeral materials, as well as the 
process of decay, are of central interest in 
Toivonen’s work, a further development of 
Art of Decay,6 an art technique with its start 

in the 1950s. Allusions to Joseph Beuys’ per-
formances, Dieter Roth’s multiples, Sonja 
Alhäuser’s reference to rabbits in motif and 
material, but also James Elaine’s Animal 
Books (beginning in the 1980s) serve as 
fruitful comparisons to Toivonen’s concept of 
transformation. 

Artworks like Portrait of a Hare (No. 14) 
show the dualities of life and death, abstrac-
tion and figuration, materiality and immate-
riality. Taking this ambiguity as a basis, this 
essay further questions the extent to which 
Toivonen’s material radicalism actually 
breaks with art historical norms. The derived 
thesis claims Toivonen’s approach is a fur-
ther development of memento mori as well 
as offers criticism of the vanitas still life in 
connection with the material turn in the 20th 
century. 

The Last Trace of a Hare’s Life and 
“Realism of the Material”
The title Portrait of a Hare (No. 14) already 
refers to what the object shows—a portrait 
of a field hare. The rabbit seems to be in 
motion, dancing and waving its fur (Fig. 1). 
With shimmering golden nuances, it dynam-
ically swings and turns around its own axis. 

Figure 1. Toni R. Toivonen, Portrait of a Hare 
(No. 14), 2019. Brass, original substances 
of a dead animal (no animals were harmed 
or killed for the production of the works), 
38,5 x 32 cm. Private Collection, Hamburg.
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This ephemeral presentation embodies both 
the organic material and motific impression 
of a real animal. A shadow or flit of a hare’s 
physique, upright and in half profile, appears 
on the gold-ground. The structure of its fur, 
its small, light golden snout, and the dark 
right eye are clear to see. Its right ear is ob-
vious as it points diagonally downwards. Its 
left paw seems to float to the left side of the 
body. The shimmering fur structure resem-
bles the animal’s soft coat and appears fluffy, 
due to shades ranging from bright gold, me-
tallic and reflective, turquoise, and brown to 
almost black. It seems like the body and fur 
are equally in motion, surrounding the field 
hare as the colors flow into each other. Even 
if the outline of the animal clearly stands out 
from its surroundings, the motif persists in 
its abstract shape. The background is drawn 
by a network of organic surfaces. Fine lines 
run through brass, characterized by spotted, 
dotted areas. These formal aesthetic pat-
terns animate the slide—a highly sensitive 
brass plate—in which the central figure is 
embedded. 

One thing I am concerned with is the realism 
of the material. For example, the brass work 
you see here in the studio is not an image of [an 
animal], it is the [animal]. [It] leaves its own 

liquids, salts, grease, and blood which leave 
stains and conserve the [animal’s] presence. 
For me that is important. […] Another aspect 
is the duality of life that I believe in. You need 
to have shadows in order to understand the 
light. You need this balance. You need to see 
death to understand life in a way. I think the 
realism of the material and these questions of 
existence are connected.7

The duality of artistic themes is the starting 
point of this analysis. It aims at an art his-
torical and theoretical examination derived 
from the motif and material iconography of 
Portrait of a Hare (No. 14). Despite its appar-
ent two-dimensionality, the portrait is neither 
a painting nor a drawing or print and so not a 
mere depiction of a hare. Rather, it is a deli-
cate relief whose structure is based on actual 
organic decomposition. The underlying con-
cept of materiality is divided into two cate-
gories with different characteristics: the hare 
and the brass plate. Decaying elements (fur, 
meat, bones, and organic fluids) and their 
organic properties are defined through their 
ephemeral materiality. The small body trans-
forms, liquefies, and loses its defined shape, 
while the metal is etched with putrefactive flu-
ids. The second component, the brass plate, 
is associated with firmness and coolness, 
into which the cadaver etches itself. Thus, a 

physical amalgam of the hare and the metal 
plate is formed. Through decomposition liq-
uids, the animal’s death physically and sym-
bolically inscribes itself into the shiny golden 
brass plate. As such, the metal describes the 
second form of materiality, documenting the 
nature of death as something that cannot be 
shown—the last trace of an animal’s life. 

The modular and formal arrangements are 
determined up to a point where the passage 
of time and coincidence overtake artwork cre-
ation. Toivonen places the deceased body on 
the metal plate. The rotting secretions, as well 
as scavengers, then inscribe themselves into 
it. These finally appear as an animal imprint, 
surrounded by fine lines and structures in the 
background. This transformation takes place 
in nature, since Toivonen arranges the field 
hare in a box with the brass plate, under a 
cover, set up in his garden.8 

During decomposition, usually within 
a few days, bodies secrete liquids, come 
into contact with the metal and further etch 
themselves into it. Depending on the sea-
son, temperature, and scavengers, howev-
er, works shape themselves in time. Toivo-
nen observes the progress and allows the 
creatures to rot longer or shorter, depend-
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ing on the desired color intensity on the 
plate.9 

I compose the work. It leaves a stain imme-
diately. Over time, I have acquired a good un-
derstanding of how the decaying process of a 
specific animal will affect the outcome, of how 
salt, grease, and other fluids will make a chem-
ical reaction with the brass plate. There are 
other factors too, including temperature and 
humidity. I constantly have to monitor it. I 
check on the animals several times during their 
decomposition and decide when I will end it.10

After placing the dead animal in a box, Toivo-
nen retreats and allows the natural process-
es to unfold. Time and coincidence sustain 
a decisive relevance, as they determine the 
object’s transformation, as well as its ap-
pearance. The invitation of external influ-
ences such as insects or scavengers is in 
expectation of coincidences, which serve as 
collaborators in artwork creation. Swiss artist 
Dieter Roth (1930–1998) already considered 
chocolate beetles as “collaborators,” and 
such unpredictable forces are of compara-
ble relevance in Toivonen’s objects. During 
conservation, insects, usually understood 
as parasites, are self-evident actors in both 
Roth’s and Toivonen’s art of decay.

Although external influences, temporality 
and coincidence are important in relation to 

decay and, thus, the pictorial process; the 
latter initiates and directs the process until 
the end of object creation. Organic inscrip-
tion of the dead animal into the golden carrier 
results in a positive on a brass plate, which 
further develops into a negative imprint and 
relief. Consequently, the persisting organic 
traces depict not only the hare in motif but 
also the process of creation in its several 
states.11  

Following Hanna Baro’s considerations on 
the aging of art and references to Aristotle’s 
concept of hylê, thus the matter itself, Toivo-
nen’s work can be understood through a lim-
inal perspective.12 The threshold describes 
less the aging of a finalized artwork than that 
of its components—the hare and the brass 
plate. From the hare’s death to its fixing on a 
metal plate, aging is understood as transitory 
and temporal, as time-based decomposition 
results in changes in physical states. The 
hare decays and slices into the golden brass 
plate. The process is stopped after the sen-
sitive plate is cleaned and fixed with coating, 
thus preventing any further decomposition. 
Conservation achieved with the final layer 
of varnish leads to the continuation of the 
hare’s existence. At the same time, it cap-

tures the liminal moment of death, of bodily 
dissolution and the ephemerality of passing 
away.13

The interaction of materials (brass, rabbit), 
temporality (rot, decay), coincidence, and 
chemical processes brings the specific aes-
thetic and beauty of Portrait of a Hare (No. 
14). The interplay of rot and glaze results in 
shimmer, its underlying morbidity becom-
ing clear only after taking the processes in-
volved in the work’s creation into account. 
The development from material to immateri-
al—stopped and fixed in a certain state—im-
plies the symbolical duality of life and death.

Vanitas in Motif and Material?
In the history of art, a hare functions as a 
Christian symbol, depicted in representa-
tions of vices as a symbol of light, in Mar-
ian symbolism, as well as an attribute and 
allegory in a far-reaching motific tradition.14 

In the Old Testament (Leviticus 3 and 5), the 
hare is, due to the high fertility of the small 
game and the lust associated with it, consid-
ered unclean. By contrast, attributes such as 
vigilance and attention, as well as symboliza-
tion of the fearful human soul, are positively 
connoted.15 The motif’s popularity is seen in 
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famous examples such as Albrecht Dürer’s 
Field Hare (1502) and many others.16 In ref-
erence to Giovanni Bellini’s (ca. 1430–1516) 
painting Resurrection of Christ (1475/79), 
the brown and white rabbit is a symbol of 
resurrection and transformation (Fig. 2).17 
On its left, the painting shows a dark hare 
inclined to the ground, while a light-color-
ed one runs up a hill. The counterbalance 
of the pair with the burial and resurrection 
of Christ symbolizes transcendence. Por-
trait of a Hare (No. 14) presents a play of 
colors, oscillating between a variety of light 
and dark tones. As an implication of both 
the light and the dark hare, an attribution to 
the Christian reading and the resurrection 
symbolism is conceivable. The usage of 
such an established motif and the interplay 
with traditional values of gold-ground sug-
gest the artist’s reflection on such icono-
graphically charged arrangements. Yet, 
concrete statements on explicit quotations 
and references to artistic models of ear-
ly Christian, medieval, or later depictions 
in Toivonen’s repertoire of motifs remain 
open.18 What role do they play in terms of 
motifs and materials? How can death func-
tion as a carrier of meaning up to the pres- Figure 2. Giovanni Bellini, Resurrection of Christ, 1475–79. Oil on panel, 

transferred to canvas, 148 x 128 cm. Gemäldegalerie, Berlin.
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ent? Perhaps a brief comparative analysis 
will shed light on the subject.

Internationally, Dutch, French, Spanish, 
and Italian painters19 charged the vanitas still 
life with a variety of meaningful attributes, 
further enriching its contemplative and am-
biguous qualities, such as the state between 
the bounds of life and the infinity of death. 
Besides dead animals as symbols of hunt-
ing, various types of clocks, terrestrial and 
celestial globes, book illustrations, scores 
or instruments, crowns and scepters, smok-
ing utensils, fruits, flowers, and other motifs 
epitomized the vanitas and memento mori. 
They symbolized the finiteness and the tran-
sitory qualities of profane matters such as 
wealth and power, travel and geography, the 
natural sciences, and theology.20 Although 
these motifs were carried through centuries, 
a shift in artistic intentions and iconograph-
ic attributions is seen in their contemporary 
examples. As a symbol of human mortality, 
the transience of earthly existence, and the 
nothingness of all profane being, a skull has 
been prominently depicted in the European 
tradition of vanitas since the 15th century. To 
take a contemporary example, Berlin-based 
artist Marc Brandenburg (*1965) focuses on 

this tradition, connecting to its socio-political 
reading. His untitled drawing (2006) shows 
the figure of death “as a camp table dancer 
in a Kreuzberg backyard,”21 in an ambiguous 
pose, leaning out of an open window (Fig. 
3). Brandenburg presents a figure in refer-
ence to examples found in art history, coun-
teracted by the androgynous appearance in 
“bikini, pumps and gold chain.”22 As an offset 
to traditional figures of death, Brandenburg’s 
icon defies heteronormative civil ideals, con-
currently addressing questions of identity 
and social diversity. It is a reference to Berlin 
in the 1990s—the exuberance and excess of 
a city on the move in the face of an emerging 
HIV epidemic and the resulting death.23 

The Dutch still life Dead Hare and Birds, 
which Jan Weenix (1642–1719) created in 
1681, clearly emphasizes the motif of a hare 
as small game (Fig. 4). On the one hand, it 
is connoted as a trophy, prey, and territorial 
marker.24 On the other, in the juxtaposition of 
aesthetic representation, the rabbit marks a 
tribute to life in the visualization of death. It 
symbolizes the finiteness of all existence and 
the passing of time. Using painterly means, 
the field hare is shown in the center, next to 
dead birds, its fur changing from light, almost 

Figure 3. Marc Brandenburg, untitled, 2006. 
Pencil on paper, 74,2 x 39 cm. © Marc Bran-
denburg.
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white tones to golden brown. The animal is 
attached by the right hind leg to a pole. The 
head and torso lie on the ground, framed by 
the shaft of the richly decorated shotgun and 
hunting horn, which in turn refer to hunting 
and the prosperity of social hunting circles. 
The left hind leg falls lifelessly to the side 
and opens the view to the soft fur and the 
vulnerable, lifeless body. In addition, one 
sees a latently threatening landscape with 
a dark red sky, which again underlines the 
passage of time. The idealized representa-
tion of hunting is obviously envisaged, based 
on the ideas of vanitas, serving as a symbol 
of prestige to its prospective audience.25 Nu-
merous copies of the motif further show its 
high demand on the art market.26 Captured 
game was one of the popular subjects of 
vanitas still lifes. Although the appearance of 
such paintings moved away from the merely 
allegorical and emblematic, and the painterly 
quality became more important than its for-
mal structure, the communicated message 
remained the same. Requests for images of 
contemplation, humility, and the visualization 
of death remained.27 

Symbolizing a moment of devotion, a dead 
hare is also the protagonist in Toivonen’s 

portrayal. The carcass in his object entire-
ly differs from Weenix’s depiction. While in 
traditional vanitas elements such as hares, 
skulls, and others are depicted with pictorial 
means, Toivonen focuses on the actual mo-
ment of death and the liminality of metaphys-
ical and physical transitions. While still-life 
painters used dead animals as models for 
their paintings, Toivonen confronts his audi-
ence with carcasses, radically and literally. 

Equally to Toivonen’s “truth to material,”28 
the US artist James Elaine’s (*1950) animal 
works are subject to a comparable under-
standing of materials in art and the duality of 
life and death. Elaine picks up dead animals 
run over by drivers from roadsides, with an 
aim to commemorate them in his “Animal 
Books.” There, Elaine first displayed mice, 
birds, and reptiles, which he picked up in 
Denton, Texas. The Andes of Equador, for in-
stance, shows a dead mouse placed on the 
color board of an art book. Elaine positioned 
the mouse upside down in the Andes land-
scape. Disregarding image quality, Elaine 
had purchased the art catalogue and used 
it as a basis for his work. The bodily fluids 
leaking and rotting while pressed formed an 
aureole around the small mouse. In tones of 

Figure 4. Jan Weenix, Stillleben mit totem 
Hasen, 1681. Oil on canvas, 123 x 110,5 
cm. Städel Museum, Frankfurt am Main. 
Source: Jochen Sander ed., Die Magie der 
Dinge. Stilllebenmalerei 1500–1800 (Ostfil-
dern: Hatje Cantz, 2009), 233.
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brown, yellow, and green, the aureole sur-
rounds the shaggy animal and ornamentally 
blends with the landscape. Elain’s “Animal 
Books” are comparative to Toivonen’s work 
through the tribute paid to the run-over and 
carelessly forgotten animals. Toivonen al-
lows the secretions to inscribe themselves 
in metal plains; Elaine composes, arranges, 
and presses the animal carcasses in books. 
As Meta Marina Beek suggests, “for [Elaine] 
pressing of an animal as a special moment or 
poetic gesture has the same significance as 
the pressing of plant. As a place of preserva-
tion, he chose art books, for example a book 
with reproductions by Botticelli.”29 Preserva-
tion and documentation play a particular role 
here. In his choice of material, the artist de-
cides to give a presence to living beings that 
have been killed and forgotten as a gesture 
of appreciation and inclusion.  “[Elaine’s] ap-
proach was rather to create art that is beau-
tiful and does not try to exclude anyone.”30 
A morbid aesthetic goes hand in hand with 
the found, dead living being: “They all have 
previous lives, which give them more depth. 
To me the most beautiful body in the world is 
the one that has scars.”31 The link between 
Elaine and Toivonen is apparent through this 

quote. It is not only the dead animals but the 
underlying intent of remembrance that con-
nects both artistic positions.

Toivonen reveals physical traces of time 
and the hare’s past life. This is different from 
hunts shown in still-life painting, as the art-
ist does not cause the animals’ death to in-
corporate them into his works. In taking the 
lifeless bodies into account, Toivonen pays 
tribute to the already deceased animals, 
their life and death an emblem of the exis-
tential cycle of birth, growth, and passing 
away. For his work to be correctly interpret-
ed, the usage of symbols related to hunting 
and prestige is unnecessary. Instead, Por-
trait of a Hare (No. 14) deals with the duali-
ty of life, ambivalence between abstraction 
and figuration, materiality and immateriali-
ty, expressed through the dead animal and 
the brass plate. The deceased animal as a 
primary material implies a radical difference 
from vanitas motifs, and, instead of serving 
as a representation, it physically transforms 
through decomposition. Nevertheless, Toivo-
nen uses the tradition of vanitas in its motific 
shape and comparable semantic attribution, 
while the allusion to the interface of life and 
death points to specific references in art his-

tory. The radicalism of his materials is relat-
ed to 20th century practice and contradicts a 
pre-modern art canon. The material decays, 
smells, and evokes disgust in the viewer by 
itself. Thus, the radicalism refers to the inclu-
sion of dead animals and their decomposi-
tion, instead of a motific representation, such 
as in traditional fine arts. In order to under-
stand life, we need to see and experience 
death.32 This becomes clear in Toni R. Toivo-
nen’s Portrait of a Hare (No. 14). For him, the 
connection of two components—animal and 
metal—is further extended by an additional 
element. He describes the third component 
as the occurrence between the dead body 
and the surface. “In my art metal is a place 
of action, or a mirror/a seeming opposite of 
the flesh, a pedestal for ‘the brutality of the 
fact.’”33 

Gold-ground as a Stage for 
Representation and Its Controversy  
Toni R. Toivonen uses brass to inscribe the 
last traces of his subjects’ organic exist-
ence. The association and connotation of 
gold seem important to the artist. Its shine 
is revealed at the moment of exposure to 
light and ranges between gold and shades 
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of black and brown, while organic decay in-
scribes turquoise and green. Patina of the 
oxidized metal determines the etched color 
structures. This is verdigris, formed in the 
process of decomposition and oxidation and 
caused by contact with animal secretions. At 
the same time, the color values indicate the 
material as other than gold, as gold oxidiz-
es differently. The gilded shine, however, 
is as essential to Toivonen’s objects as the 
iridescent colors. Therefore, the integration 
of actual material (e.g., a gold leaf) is not 
an alternative. Thus, it becomes clear that 
the artist is not interested in material val-
ue but rather in playing with color, materi-
al hierarchies, and iconographies of mate-
rial power.34 The background in Portrait of 
a Hare (No. 14) is elemental in relation to 
art history, as it provides the motif with an 
auratic effect. Bruno Reudenbach explains 
material hierarchies and the attribution of 
gold as a precious resource in the Middle 
Ages, based on the Etymologiae of Isidore 
of Seville (after 600). 

Shiny materials shine and glow – the duller 
and darker, the more worthless. [...] From a 
theological perspective, this means: shining 
materials reflect the splendor of God; gold 
can thus become the color coelestis.35

The use of gold in artistic and cultural goods 
dates to around 2000 BC. It was seen in 
Chinese, Persian, and Greco-Roman art be-
fore gaining popularity in Central Europe.36 
The fascination with gold and its brilliance 
goes back to antiquity, when its glow was 
equated with the rays of the sun.37 The ma-
terial received transcendental significance 
in Christianity, for example in the reflection 
of ‘divine’ light in sacred spaces,38 from the 
medieval gold-ground to the rediscovery of 
the material in prints and paintings39 and its 
increasing popularity in the mid-19th century. 
Its artistic use extends from the 20th to the 
21st century so that gold with its materiality 
and iconographic qualities plays an ongo-
ing role in art.40 Paintings such as Wrapped 
Peacock (2020) by the Hamburg-based 
artist Robert Hoffmann (*1982) refer to the 
style by suggesting gold-ground in combina-
tion with large-format, handwritten or painted 
letters and their allusion to Christian iconog-
raphy (Fig. 5). Hence, these elements form 
cultural and historical references. In his cur-
rent series, the artist uses gold-colored res-
cue blankets, which he incorporates into his 
“paintings” as one of many overlapping lay-
ers. By sanding down the superimposed color, 

Figure 5. Robert Hoffmann, Wrapped Pea-
cock, 2020. Acrylic, rescue blanket and var-
nish on wooden board, 120 x 110 cm. © Ro-
bert Hoffmann. 
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Hoffmann destroys previously applied materi-
als and brings to light layers of varying golden 
intensity, differing in their luminosity. Golden 
shine is of primary concern, as it symbolical-
ly charges the image, such as with a reflec-
tion of divine light. The shimmering shades of 
gold concurrently provide the work with spatial 
depth. The grinding process, the uncovering of 
gold and its destruction, is an intended compo-
nent in the object’s creation, further proved by 
the artist’s active intervention.

Sanding leads to deconstruction in Toivo-
nen’s work.41 However, his artistic process is 
not an active act of deconstruction or com-
parable to the artistic positions such as those 
of Max Ernst (1891–1976) or Niki de Saint 
Phalle (1930–2002) or to Lucio Fontana’s 
(1899–1968) slashed canvases.42 Arito Rü-
diger Sakai mentions Ernst’s grinding as the 
earliest evidence of destruction in painting. 
In these, Ernst superimposed layers of oil 
color, only to scrape them off. The structures 
were created by cutting away the color, thus de-
stroying the painting’s layer.43 Lucio Fontana’s 
works since the late 1940s, on the other hand, 
have been characterized by the piercing and 
cutting of canvas as a destructive act.44 Niki 
de Saint Phalle’s shooting pictures could be 

described as reliefs on which bags of color 
filled under layers of plaster are fixed. After 
constructing them, the artist would shoot 
them with a gun. So she damaged the re-
spective picture, at the same time subvert-
ing the act of violence, as the explosion of 
color would complete the object.45 Portrait of 
a Hare (No. 14) does not imply a comparable 
act of destruction or violence. The method of 
using a dead hare as material, whose putre-
factive secretions are inscribed in the metal 
plate, is characterized more by the artist’s 
detachment and the overtaking of the crea-
tive process by time-related factors. 

As artistic references, both hares and 
gold-ground appear as materials in 20th and 
21st century art. After witnessing them in the 
works already at the turn of the 20th century, 
mid-century and late 20th century positions 
specifically influence Toivonen’s iconography 
and artistic process, with relevant examples 
being works by Joseph Beuys (1921–1986) 
and Dieter Roth. The interface between the 
two components (hare and gold) is impres-
sively demonstrated by Joseph Beuys’ per-
formances Friedenshase (Hare of Peace, 
1982) and Wie man dem toten Hasen die 
Bilder erklärt (How to Explain Pictures to a 

Dead Hare, 1965). Friedenshase took place 
at Documenta 7 in Kassel in June of 1982 
(Fig. 6). In the course of the action, Beuys 
publicly melted down a replica of the Tsar’s 
crown of Ivan the Terrible. The hare and sun 
sphere cast from the crown are kept in a 
welded safe made of plexiglas, together with 
its broken off gems. Beuys understood the 
hare as a symbol of peace, which he used 
in place of the ruler, and the melting of the 
Tsar’s crown as an act of purification. With 
reference to Beuys’ Friedenshase and the 
idea of incarnation, Claudia Postel explains 
that this “[...] creates a connection between 
the heart as a life-giving organ and gold as 
the influence of the sun, [and] with the sec-
ond object cast from the gold, on the earth.”46 

In November 1965, Beuys staged the 
performance Wie man dem toten Hasen 
die Bilder erklärt in the rooms of the Düs-
seldorf gallery Schmela (Fig. 7). The gallery 
was closed for visitors during the three-hour 
performance. The action, however, could be 
followed through the shop windows. Beuys 
prepared his head with the help of honey, 
gold leaves, and dust in order to symbolically 
express his thinking.47 He would hold a dead 
hare in his arms, through which he suggested 
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Figure 6. Joseph Beuys, Friedenshase, 1982. Gold, precious sto-
nes, pearls, slag, steel safe with bulletproof glass, 33,5 x 33,5 x 
10,5 cm. Staatsgalerie Stuttgart. © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2020.

Figure 7. Joseph Beuys, Wie man dem toten Hasen die Bilder erklärt, 
1965. Performance with a dead hare, gold and honey, Gallery Schmela, 
Düsseldorf. Source: Uwe M. Schneede, Joseph Beuys, die Aktionen. Kom-
mentiertes Werkverzeichnis mit fotografischen Dokumentationen (Bonn & 
Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 1994), 110.
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the way the art shown should be conveyed. 
The connotation of gold in this performance 
goes hand in hand with the sun, light, and, 
equivalently, spiritual exaltation and thinking. 
In Beuys’ understanding, the iconography of 
a hare stands for incarnation in the sense of 
burying in the earth what is not possible for 
man.48 Incarnation and the circulation of life, 
as attributions and embodiments, further af-
fected the work Karnickelköttelkarnickel by 
Dieter Roth (Fig. 8). The artist developed this 
small-format sculpture in 1970 as a multiple 
in an edition of 210 copies and produced it in 
1972 as an edition for Daniel Spoerri’s Düs-
seldorf Eat Art Gallery.49 The hare is made 
up of rabbit droppings and straw and, in such 
materiality, implies the intake of food, metab-
olism, and excretion at the same time. Its out-
er form, as do its insides, marks the eternal 
cycle of physical existence, from food intake 
to defecation, from birth to death.50 By giving 
the object an appearance of a chocolate rab-
bit, Roth plays with the idea of edibility, thus 
giving the object a humorous reading, char-
acteristic of his oeuvre. In turn, Dieter Roth’s 
rabbit droppings inspired Sonja Alhäuser 
(*1969) and her work Kaninchentisch (Rabbit 
Table, 2010), a piece based on drawings of 

both, and, through the process of decays, 
approaches them reflectively. The suggested 
value of the gold-ground contrasts the mate-
rial value of gold. The golden color depicts 
the lost life and the intimate act of dying. In 
addition, Toivonen understands aesthetics 
as a central aspect of his conceptual art.52 
The imitation of gold, together with colora-
tion through rotting, significantly contributes 
to understanding Portrait of a Hare (No. 14). 
Here, the attribution and traditional recep-
tion of gold and its material properties, as 
well as the material hierarchy discussed 
by Reudenbach, are important factors. On 
the one hand, it is a question of the duality 
of heaviness and lightness. The field hare 
dances and radiates lightness caused by its 
fluffy fur and iridescent golden nuances. This 
contrasts not only with the weight of the ma-
terial but also the theme’s heaviness; since 
all colors consequently trace death, the view-
er is confronted with the strain of fading life.

In the End…
In coining the term “realism of the material,” 
the significance of the material turn is re-
vealed. This is clear when observing Toni R. 
Toivonen’s abandonment of the hare’s pure 

Figure 8. Dieter Roth, Karnickelköttelkarnic-
kel, 1970. Rabbit straw, rabbit droppings, 
21 x 10 x 19 cm. © Dieter Roth Foundation, 
Hamburg, Courtesy Hauser & Wirth.

motion sequences and anatomical views of 
rabbits (Fig. 9). Alhäuser supplemented these 
with rabbit droppings, which she formed from 
chocolate, placed on the drawing and offered 
to the audience as snacks.51 

Both the rabbit and gold seem to be ele-
mentary in 20th century art. Toivonen unifies 
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representation in order to reflect on finite-
ness, only using the animal’s body as materi-
al. Nevertheless, the reference in Toivonen’s 
works to a variety of art historical traditions 
is immanent. As was outlined, these range 
from the tradition of gold-ground in antiqui-
ty and the significance of the hare in vanitas 
to its subversion in the 20th century through 
radical upheavals involving organic materi-
als and living beings. The latter is effective-
ly demonstrated through examples such as 
those by Joseph Beuys, James Elaine, and 
others. 

Toivonen’s Portrait of a Hare (No. 14) 
shows it as the protagonist, acknowledg-
ing its existence as an essential part of the 
work. Consequently, the artist breaks with 
the semantic connotation of the hare as a 
prestigious symbol, such as in Dutch still-life 
painting. Toivonen primarily deals with the 
finiteness of life and therefore refers to me-
mento mori. Vanitas, in an art historical sense, 
plays a role in contextualizing the hare motif, 
while in analysis, apart from its palpable ele-
ments, it takes a secondary place. Compara-
ble is Dieter Roth’s Karnickelköttelkarnickel, 
dedicated to the cycle of birth and passing 
away, radically expressed through the for-

Figure 9. Sonja Alhäuser, Kaninchentisch, 2010, Detail. Watercolour, pencil on paper, 
chocolate droppings. Temporary installation on a table by Heinz Stoffregen Ø 74 cm.
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mation of a hare with rabbit feces. In this 
respect, Toivonen simultaneously refers to 
art history and material developments of the 
20th century. The inclusion of the dead hare 
(as exemplified by Beuys) and animal car-
casses (comparable to Elaine’s approach) 
are clearly definable precursors of the Finn-
ish artist. Accordingly, Portrait of a Hare (No. 
14) counteracts pure representation as a tra-
ditional motif by using a corpse to honor life. 
In this way, Toivonen’s “realism of the mate-
rial” signifies a material radicalism, as death 
is not used only to represent an animal’s car-
cass but is also incorporated and fixed in the 
physical form of an artwork. 

The starting inquiry, the question of the ex-
tent to which Toivonen’s material radicalism 
actually breaks with art historical norms, the 
core thesis of his approach further develop-
ing memento mori and a material criticism of 
vanitas, in connection with the material turn 
in the 20th century, is therefore affirmed and 
granted.
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Figure 10. Toni R. Toivonen, Portrait of a Hare (No. 15), 2019. Brass, original substances of a dead animal (no animals 

were harmed or killed for the production of the work), 38,5 x 32 cm. Private Collection, Hamburg.


