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To this context belongs the stereotypical question “What are you having in mind while you are painting?” One is unable to have something in mind, for painting is simply another form of thinking. That would be similar to asking Einstein “What did you have in mind when you came up with equations?” Einstein has nothing in his mind; he calculates.

Gerhard Richter
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Note on the Text

Whenever I refer to Richter’s works, I refer to either the original German or the English title, followed by the creation date, the catalog raisonné number (CR+number), and, whenever possible, to the reproductions in this book (figure+number).

Given the vast scope of Gerhard Richter’s work and given the limited number of reproductions that are included in this book, many references to works are made that are not directly accessible here. The reader, however, can easily access all of Richter’s works online at a fantastic web page to be found at, http://www.gerhard-richter.com, which contains a database of all images along with precise information about each work, and, in addition, the site offers excellent background information about Richter’s work including literature, videos, and biographical information. There are also four excellent documentaries with and about Richter available: Gerhard Richter. Das Kölner Domfenster by Corinna Belz (DVD, 2007), Gerhard Richter: Painting by Corinna Belz (DVD, 2011), The South Bank Show: Gerhard Richter (2006, available on YouTube), and Gerhard Richter – Meine Bilder sind klüger als ich (without year, available on YouTube). In addition to contributions by his major American commentators, Robert Storr and Benjamin Buchloh, in my view, the best essay that deals on a proper theoretical level with Richter’s entire oeuvre is Arnim Zweite’s essay in the exhibition catalog that accompanied the retrospective in Düsseldorf 2005 (Richter 2005a).
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Introduction

In his recently published lecture course on aesthetics given in 1958/9, Adorno introduces a term that, two years later in his Mahler book, he takes up in a different fashion, namely, the term “breakthrough.” The term “breakthrough” [Durchbruch] refers to the moment in which the idea of freedom and being liberated “breaks into” the experience of art in the form of being beyond the empirical world: the experience of a quasi-transcendence in art. This transcendence can be achieved by the work of art, because the work is able to push us and itself beyond the everyday world and to leave behind all instrumentality encountered in the world (Adorno 2009: 195). This transcendence is an experience of liberation, according to Adorno. On the one hand, this possibility of a breakthrough is a real possibility, and, on the other hand, it remains a semblance. It is real, since such breakthrough moments can indeed be experienced in “being overwhelmed,” but it remains a semblance, as the breakthrough only seems to be something immediate (Adorno 2009: 196); for example, when the experience merges with the object. Indeed, a breakthrough is a truly non-reified experience and cannot be possessed. As such, it must negate itself as soon as it is experienced. Ideality and the present moment contradict each other in a breakthrough moment. These moments, which, for Adorno are moments of the disappearance and dissolution of the subject, are not, as one might think, simply moments of enjoyment, or feelings of exaltation, of being excited, or of being entertained; rather, according to him, it is happiness that breaks through in these moments. And this happiness breaks through as an objective moment, that is, as an aspect of work in a world within which the experience of happiness becomes increasingly destroyed. It is, accordingly, a special form of happiness that Adorno has in mind, as he does not think of it as an ethical or a psychological concept; rather, in this case happiness is based upon the ideal of being merged with the object. The experience of art, put in hermeneutic terms, is participation, being-with, not being-in-front. He also thinks of it as a form of containment, which implies that the subject is taken over and “carried forward” by the object. The object holds the subject and—echoing lost childhood experience—art is able to bring out this a-subjective possibility of being related to an object. This book ultimately can be traced back to such an experience, despite the instability and nonpermanent nature of such experiences. As such, these experiences are kept and turned into a promise. The experience of art is based on a promise because it offers to the participant an experience of a non-objectified and non-reified relationship to the world. Instead, the audience is fully acknowledged as enclosed and safeguarded by the work. As Adorno has it, this experience resembles a happy childhood, or the childhood of our dreams.

Whenever we encounter such a breakthrough, we have the impression that this experience is sufficient, enclosed, and closed off; however, this impression is wrong, as any reference to an immediate “having” and possession on our side would abstract from the work and lead us back to ourselves—and decidedly away from the work of art. Accordingly, I agree with Adorno’s claim that the work of art is in need of reflection because it seems to speak, but whenever we try to listen to it we are confronted with the fact that the work is in need of a language in order to understand it. Though reflections on art ultimately stem from an impulse outside of our rational conceptions of them, they are unable to be experienced in their own right without letting them speak. The claim that the work of art does not need conceptual reflection, as some phenomenologists would maintain, is thus incorrect, as this would lead us to a subjectivization of the work of art, since the claim that experience is itself independent from reflection is based on the assumption that experience is something immediate, that is, an experience without mediation. Conceptual reflection, however, is not something that we perform “on top” of our experience, or that we “add to” an experience; rather, the work of art implies its own understandability as experience, which I take to be a genuine hermeneutic insight. Accordingly, any claim to have an immediate possession of works of art remains an illusion produced by the culture industry and the commodity form (Adorno 1997: 13). A work of art is always mediated. As a consequence, my own position lies somewhere between critical theory and hermeneutics.

In reflection 509 in his Maxims and Reflections, Goethe said that we are in need of a “delicate” [zart] theorizing that “makes itself identical with the object and becomes true theory” (Goethe 2008/12: 435), a claim that could have been chosen by Adorno (and Benjamin) as their own theoretical guiding principles, as Goethe’s call implies that a successful philosophical reflection must merge with its object and do away with both idealist or logical abstractions and naïve or positivist accounts of the object about which we want to philosophize. Interpreting works of art in the former way would transform concrete unities of meaning into signs of theoretical insights that were reached outside of the concrete work, on the basis of which this outside knowledge is then applied to selected works, artists, or movements. In contrast, I believe that theoretical reflection about art can only be successful if it comes out of the concrete work such that through theoretical reflection the work itself changes its character in such a way that work and reflection are shown as dialectically related, and as forming themselves into a higher unity. Simply put, what we think about a work of art is—at least in an ideal situation—part of the work of art. Accordingly, in what follows, neither do I apply a ready-made theory to a painting (as is often done in contemporary art interpretation), nor do I remain on the side of the painting alone; instead, I try to present a reflection that mediates the conceptual with the object so that both the conceptual side and the side of the object are mediated with each other; in addition, I hope, to steal words from Adorno again, that the “solution springs forth” as a constellation of its elements (Adorno 2000: 32).

This book defies standard classifications. It will be taken as unphilosophical for the philosophers, not historical for the art historians, and not critical enough for the art critics, despite that it is based on important elements of the aforementioned “disciplines”: philosophical aesthetics, art history, and art criticism. I confess that I am neither interested in a pure analytic style of writing about art on the meta-level nor interested in the historical place of Richter’s work. Neither do I have sufficient knowledge to compete with the art historians or the art critics’ comparative gaze. Nevertheless, my independence from overly scholastic attitudes and expectations on the side of (certain) philosophers, and the independence from comparative exercises on the side of (certain) art historians lead, I hope, to something that ultimately remains closer to its object, namely, the work of art. Accordingly, I do not investigate Richter’s work from a general theory of modern art and modernity, the consequence of which is that I am not interested in the question of how Richter’s work can be placed within the development of twentieth-century painting or how his work is related to the question of whether the development has reached a point beyond modernity, having moved toward postmodernity. These questions are certainly of interest for aesthetics in general and everyone attracted to Richter’s oeuvre in particular, but they come with the danger of moving away from the work itself. As Gronert points out, most commentators take Richter’s painting to be operating on the meta-level, which leads them to overlook the structure of single works (Gronert 2002: 40). Interpreting Richter in this way would transform concrete unities of meaning into signs of theoretical insights that were reached outside of the concrete work, on the basis of which this outside knowledge is then applied to selected works, artists, or movements. Though we have seen, during the last decades, that theorists, such as Hal Foster, Rosalinde Kraus, Benjamin Buchloh, and Therry de Duve, have developed highly sophisticated interpretations, I do not want to follow the path that they so brilliantly opened up. I am willing to take the risk of being naïve and to let most insights come out of the work itself, namely, the paintings created over the last four decades. Indeed, I take Richter’s paintings to be a response to questions that are not beyond painting. This position, as we will see, does not exclude external knowledge. For a work of art, as Hegel pointed out, is always located in a specific milieu, insofar as it is placed and comes out of a world to which a work belongs and which the work mediates and forms into an image (Hegel 1971a: 346). We cannot even understand simple cultural objects, such as the forks and knives that we hold in our hands at dinnertime, without looking at them as mediating a specific historical, theoretical, and cultural world (e.g., an industrialized modern design world with the ideal of universal capitalistic distribution of standardized forms). However, knowledge that we bring in contact with the work must ultimately be legitimated out of the work. I do not conceive of phenomenology and hermeneutics in the Gadamer/Adorno sense as separate and specialized interpretations of art; rather, I conceive of them as a universal attempt to offer a coherent account of interpretation itself both on the side of the audience and on the side of the work itself. The latter is often overlooked, since we tend to forget that a work of art is itself an interpretation of something, especially insofar as it lets us see the world in a specific light. I will come back to this point in Chapter 1.

The sharp gap that we sometimes observe between theory and the concrete work of art is certainly an effect of the development of art in the twentieth-century. The more works of art became reduced to their “pure” qualities (especially paintings), and the more these works resist allowing us to speak with them, the more the theorists are forced to speak about them. The silence about a great portion of painting in the twentieth century has forced us to develop theories that make their silence understandable from the outside. It is astonishing that a critique like the one offered by Greenberg could produce so many (intelligent) words about what (according to his own definition) was moving toward its absolute zero-point, namely, the definition of paintings as a simple delimitation of flatness (Greenberg 1962). This process and tension between the silence of the reductionist tendencies in painting and the chatter of their interpreters is deeply ironic; for it seems that especially works of artists that are anti-intellectual in their nature, such as Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings, produced an industry of commentators and commentaries. All of this seems to be ruled by the fear that the less we see, the more we must speak in order to overcome the shocking silence that we produced through how we render ourselves visible in the external world. The silence on the side of the object is always a sign of silence on the side of us.

On the other hand, we can observe a certain return to rhetoric in recent movements, at least in movements that are connected to the European tradition of painting, such as those advanced by painters like Francis Bacon, Anselm Kiefer, Markus Lüpertz, Neo Rauch, Lucian Freud, and Gerhard Richter. These painters allow us to move away from the torturous fixation portrayed by the older generation of critiques, to critiques about painting offered from the perspective of a theory of modernity, which, in the light of these painters, turns out to be a sign of the emptiness of works produced in the name of “purity.” In contradistinction to the rupture that abstract movements of modern art have introduced in our world, these painters allow us to return to their paintings again and again, and to speak about these paintings by speaking with these paintings. It is the underlying spirit of humanism that pulls our attention to these painters. The possibility, therefore, to take seeing and speaking, the gaze and the word, as being interrelated instead of as being disconnected returns in these cases. It is precisely this welcoming gesture and openness to dialogue in Richter’s work that I am interested in. Instead of being an empty gesture of rejection, Richter’s work is based on positive ideas that can be identified. His art, in other words, is constructive and not simply destructive, which commentators, such as Buchloh, were puzzled about (but against this see Storr in Holert 2002: 105). The affirmative moment in Richter should not be identified with conservatism or as a rejection of modern principles; rather, it should be interpreted as Richter’s attempt to save painting as a meaningful activity that, as such, wants to keep its own communicability open. Silence is not an option for Richter. As one commentator has it, according to Richter, “art emerges from the imperfection and negativity of the world; however, as actualized form art is forced to be positive and affirmation” (Klinger 2013: 127 trans. C. L.).

Instead of “doing theory” I intend to follow a very traditional path of thinking about art that has been opened up by philosophical works, such as Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, Langer’s Feeling and Form, and Gadamer’s Truth and Method. The unique feature of these philosophies of art is their shared conviction that art is of interest for philosophical thought because the art work is itself an objectification of human spirit and human activity, and is therefore related to “metaphysical truth.” Art is, according to these authors, a form of “thinking,” namely, a form of thinking that is not carried out as mental thinking or as cognition, but rather appears—“shines,” to use Hegel’s terms—in its externalized being. As Richter himself puts it, “painting is like a substitute for thinking—a different way of thinking” (Richter 2009a: 365). We are able to (possibly) understand a work of art because we find meaning in it, indeed rationality, even if it does not show itself in the form of arguments and inferences. Something “shows up” in art, as Gadamer puts it, and it is this that we call “truth” (Gadamer 1993/8: 384). A work of art without this event of “showing something” and letting us see something would be without any intellectuality and therefore it would be a meaningless piece of matter. Every work of art, we might say, takes a stance toward the world. Creative human beings objectify themselves in those objects and therefore we are able to recognize ourselves in them. Even anti-art and extreme forms of
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