
 

 
 

 

 

The Age of Anxiety 

A visualisation by Alexander Polzin in association with Benjamin Shwartz 
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The Age of Anxiety – The project 

A visualisation by Alexander Polzin in association with Benjamin Shwartz 

 

“Anxiety is the feeling that you have no destiny, (…) that you do not really know what you are 
supposed to become.”  
Professor Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, American literary theorist and Professor at Stanford 
University 

When W.H. Auden titled his longest poem The Age of Anxiety, he hardly could have imagined 
that its title alone would go on to inspire music, movies, ballet and ultimately become one of 
the best descriptors we have of the twentieth century.  

Published in 1948, following Hiroshima, the Holocaust, and two World Wars, the poem 
profits from the benefit of perspective. Through this, Auden strives to show us that the 
anxieties exacerbated by the immediacy of wartime do not simply dissipate when conflict is 
over. Rather, these profound worries remain. Any hope in humanity that could have 
survived the First World War perishes alongside millions in the Second. Auden's poem is a 
record of man's search for some glimmer of faith in the face of such appalling atrocities, in a 
world abandoned by God.  These anxieties are still with us, their effects still felt, though we 
often remain unaware of their underlying causes. And although the threat of meeting our 
end in brutal war may not be as imminent, our current anxieties, as much as we may strive 
to quash them through the distractions of media and medication, are just as debilitating. 

Composer Leonard Bernstein, who strongly identified with the poem, explained: “The 
essential line of the poem is the record of our difficult and problematical search for faith.”  

In this unique creative project, Leonard Bernstein's 2nd Symphony, The Age of Anxiety, is 
performed alongside projections of the series of 99 paintings of the same title by Alexander 
Polzin. Both the Bernstein and the Polzin series hew closely to the six-part structure of 
Auden's poem and respond to particular moments of insight and beauty in the poem.  

  



The Age of Anxiety – The poem (W.H. Auden)  

The Age of Anxiety: A Baroque Eclogue is a six-part poem written by the Anglo-American poet 
W.H. Auden, following his emigration to the States in 1944, which reveals the actions and 
thoughts of four solitary drinkers that happen to meet in a bar in wartime New York. 
Throughout the poem Auden creates different realities, most of them allegorical, in which he 
meditates, through the thoughts of the four characters, on the human condition. The 
interaction between the characters leads them on a personal and imaginary quest in which 
they try, without success, to discover themselves.  In 1948, the poem was awarded the 
Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, while T.S. Eliot deemed it Auden’s ‘best work to date’. 

“This text (…) exudes the mood of existentialism in the sense that existentialism is a world and a 
feeling and a ‘Stimmung’ of a world that has been abandoned by God. (…) [The emptiness 
produced by God’s absence causes] a feeling of anxiety. Therefore the age of anxiety.”  

Professor Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht 

The Age of Anxiety – The music (Leonard Bernstein) 

Bernstein composed his second symphony The Age of Anxiety between 1948 and 1949. He 
described WH Auden’s epic poem as “one of the most shattering examples of pure 
virtuosity in the history of English poetry”. First premiered in 1949, the Symphony was 
composed as a concertante work, scored for solo piano and orchestra, and closely mirrors 
the structure of Auden’s poem.  

“At the time I wrote it, I thought it was absolutely necessary; the poem and the Symphony were 
mutually integral”. Bernstein 

Like the poem, the Symphony is divided into six parts and masterfully reflects the moods and 
events which appear in Auden’s work. Three weeks after its completion, the Symphony was 
premiered by the Boston Symphony Orchestra under the direction of conductor Serge 
Koussevitzky, with Bernstein as soloist. 

The Age of Anxiety – The 99 paintings (Alexander Polzin) 

Literature and, above all, poetry have been a deep inspiration for Alexander Polzin’s 
artworks. In 2002, Polzin created a series of 99 paintings based on Auden’s book length 
poem, adopting the title ‘Age of Anxiety’. The essence of the feeling of anxiety is deeply 
expressed in this series of paintings. “Between the softness of the lines and the softness of 
the chaos I see a constant movement…One correspondence between this oscillation 
between soft lines and soft chaos, this oscillation between becoming and unbecoming is the 
motive of anxiety” (Opening speech by Prof Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht at the A. Polzin 
exhibition in the Los Angeles Goethe Institut).  



Alexander Polzin 

Sculptor, Painter, Stage and Costume Designer 

Born in East Berlin in 1973, Alexander Polzin originally trained as a stonemason.  He launched his 
international career as a freelance sculptor, painter, graphic artist and stage designer in 1991, building 
on the single success of his first exhibition in Berlin’s Kulturhaus-Pankow four years earlier.  In 1994 
Polzin was invited by Dr. Gary Smith, founding director of the recently-established Einstein Forum in 
Potsdam, to present the first exhibition of solo work at the Institute: Arbeiten im Einstein Forum.  
The introduction to the exhibition catalogue was written by the eminent art historian Professor Hans 
Belting.  Polzin’s series of paintings, Monster, appeared in a collection of images and essays edited by 
the pioneering American cultural historian, Sander Gilman, published in 1995. 
 
The following year Polzin became Artist-in-Residence at the International Artists House in Herzliya, 
Israel, an appointment marked by the creation of the towering granite sculpture, Der Steinhändler.  He 
has held residencies at ETH Zurich (1998), the Montalvo Arts Center in Saratoga, California (2004), 
and at the Centre for Advanced Study at the Käte Hamburger Collegium for Research in the 
Humanities in Bonn (2010/11).  Polzin has also been a visiting professor at ETH Zurich and the 
University of California, Santa Cruz. 
 
Alexander Polzin’s sculptures and paintings can be seen today in public spaces and galleries across the 
world, from Berlin to Bucharest, Jerusalem to New York, Paris to Los Angeles.  Major exhibitions of 
his work have been presented at the Getty Center in Los Angeles (2000); in Budapest, Bucharest and 
Naples (2001); Berlin’s Institute of Advanced Studies (2004); Bard College, New York (2006); the San 
Francisco International Arts Festival (2008), the Teatro Real, Madrid (2011), Salzburg Easter Festival, 
Anna Akhmatova Museum, St. Petersburg and CONTEXT Art, Miami (2013). His most recent solo 
exhibitions were held in London in 2013 (Maestro Arts Gallery) and in Berlin in 2014 (Galerie 
Kornfeld).  
 
In his introductory speech to Polzin’s exhibition ‘The Age of Anxiety’, the Hungarian Nobel Prize-
winning author Imre Kertész described the artist’s 99 intimate depictions of fear as a “good 
framework to overcome, at least in our minds, the ‘Age of Anxiety’ which showed its terrible face … 
on 11 September 2001”.  Others have written of the fear-defeating qualities and of the struggle 
between transcendence and immanence in Polzin’s art. 
 
Polzin has worked extensively as a stage designer for dance, opera and theatre. His designs have been 
created for, among others, the Deutsches Theater Berlin (Yes, yes, to Moscow, 2007), the Deutsche 
Oper am Rhein (Rigoletto, 2009), the Staatsoper Berlin (Haydn’s Philemon und Baucis, 2010), the 
Teatro Real, Madrid (Pilar Jurado, La página en blanco, 2011, Die Eroberung von Mexico, 2013 and 
Lohengrin, February 2014), Salzburg Easter Festival and Beijing Music Festival, (Parsifal, 2013). Polzin's 
pictorial representation of Bernstein’s second symphony The Age of Anxiety for Aarhus Symphony 
Orchestra, was premiered in September 2014 and a visualisation of Grieg’s Peer Gynt for Bergen 
Philharmonic Orchestra, in October 2014. He will make his directing debut at the Tiroler  
 
Festspiele Erl with Fidelio in December 2014 and is also designing a new production of Gluck’s 
Iphigénie en Tauride for Grand Théâtre de Genève (premiere in January 2015) and Mauricio Sotelo’s 
El Público receives its world premiere at Teatro Real, (premiere February 2015).  



 

Maestro Arts 

 

Maestro Arts offers a bold new vision for the performing arts.  Our international 
management company provides worldwide representation for conductors, composers, visual 
artists, lecturers, stage designers and directors.  We seek to unite outstanding performers 
from the world of classical music with innovative visual artists, other creative partners, 
international venues and arts organisations. 
 
Maestro Arts is built on the collective expertise and long experience of Joeske and Rachel 
van Walsum, whose work in artist management and arts project development commands 
universal recognition and respect.  The company's ethos is defined by artistic insight, 
excellence and innovation.  These qualities, evocative of Sergei Diaghilev's Ballets Russes and 
other great crucibles of modern art, will lead our search for the landmark music and arts 
projects of the future. 
 
Conductors stand at the heart of the Maestro Arts Artist list.  We intend to unlock rich 
possibilities for them to work together with our visual artists and other clients, to realise 
imaginative multi-genre collaborations and pioneer fresh ways of presenting musical 
artworks. 
 
Located in a brand new architect-designed space in Riverside Quarter, an award-winning 
urban redevelopment and regeneration project on the south bank of the River Thames, the 
company is also home to Maestro Arts Gallery.  A short ride by riverboat or train from 
central London, the Gallery runs a series of public exhibitions with works by established 
artists such as Joan Dubique, Patrick Kinmonth, Alexander Polzin and Claude Troin. The 
Gallery also offers Maestro Arts the facility to exhibit evolving multimedia and other creative 
projects and the space to host educational events involving local people of all ages and 
backgrounds. 
 
Maestro Arts owns the all-round portfolio of skills required to represent and manage artists, 
originate and develop creative projects, and sell and promote major artworks to the market.  
In addition, we also offer a comprehensive consultancy and management service to all art 
forms. 

 

 


