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Abstract 

This dissertation interprets Gerhard Richter's oeuvre as a deconstruction of modernism's 

discourse of otherness, specifically in terms of its notion of the artist-as-outsider and the 

dialectical critique inherent in avant-gardism. In the formative years of Richter‘s art 

practice the Cold War divided the world into two distinct zones: the so-called 

communist East and capitalist West. Richter trained in the East and then, at age 29, fled 

to the West where he eventually became an acclaimed artist. I argue that Richter's 

education and experience in East Germany gave him the tools to deconstruct the avant-

garde art that he encountered after his migration to West Germany. 

 

Richter was educated in the premier East German (GDR) art academy, in Dresden, 

where he was exposed to Socialist Realism, which was transparently constructed 

according to a Hegelian dialectical logic. This transparency enabled Richter to 

deconstruct the avant-gardism of Socialist Realism during his short career as an artist in 

the East. He then fled to Düsseldorf in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG or West 

Germany) in 1961, where multiple avant-gardes were constructing themselves in a mode 

of dialectical negation. I argue that Richter used a similar methodology when in the 

West to that which he had used in the East, deconstructing the dialectical logic of his 

milieu as well as its apparent pluralism, the seemingly infinite relativity that existed 

between its multiple forms of avant-gardism. 

 

My characterisation of Richter's artwork as deconstructive rests on certain parallels that I 

argue exist between his practice and emerging contemporaneous approaches to otherness 

in Western philosophy, particularly in theories associated with post-structuralism and 

concerned with the immanent alterity of discourse. I argue that his emerging practice in 

the 1960s parallels the move in philosophy from existentialist adversarial metaphysics of 

otherness to post-structuralist concerns about an ethical relationship with otherness—

evident in the writing of Emmanuel Lévinas, Jacques Derrida, Hannah Arendt and 

Theodor Adorno. Thus, I argue, Richter exposes the Western avant-gardist sensibilities 

of difference and otherness to the alterity immanent in the logic of their discourses. 

 

In summary, this thesis establishes the necessity for considering Richter's oeuvre in its 

entirety, which permits the identification of a sustained sensibility (Chapters One and 

Two). This is because his oeuvre translates moments from the entire breadth of 

modernism into a grammar of images that gives him the means to deconstruct 

modernism's discourse of otherness (Chapter Three and Four). I also build on the 
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contribution to scholarship made by Richter's foremost critic, Benjamin Buchloh, 

shifting his theoretical framework to better discuss the relevance of critical theory to 

Richter's oeuvre (Chapter Five). I also place particular emphasis on researching Richter's 

engagement with his milieu in Düsseldorf and the artistic debates to which he was 

exposed in the West (Chapter Six). In addition I find Richter's oeuvre heavily engaged 

with the conceptual strategies identified by Hal Foster and Rosalind Krauss that pertain 

to Minimalism and ―sculpture in the expanded field‖ (Chapter Seven). Ultimately, I 

discuss a key caesura in the grammar of Richter's oeuvre, arguing that his decision not to 

paint anonymous Holocaust victims creates a void around which the oeuvre is shaped. 

This prepared but unpainted image is, as an ethical impossibility, the alterity immanent 

in the structure of the oeuvre itself (Chapter Eight). 
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Note 

 

I would like to explain two decisions that I have made about this dissertation. Typically, 

Gerhard Richter entitles his paintings in German, but for ease of reading, I have used 

English translations. Also, I have generally avoided quoting Richter on his artwork, 

beyond verifiable statements of fact. The reason for this decision is that Richter‘s 

writings can appear contradictory and playful.
1
 Such comments can easy be 

misconstrued. For example, he writes:  

I want to leave everything as it is. I therefore neither plan nor invent; I add 

nothing and omit nothing. At the same time I know that inevitably I shall plan, 

invent, alter, make and manipulate. But I don‘t know that.
2
 

Such writing easily leads to ―red herrings‖ in academic research, which in Richter‘s 

oeuvre already exist in surplus.
3
 Drawing overly on such statements can easily neglect 

their original context. However, I also find that Richter‘s comments generally support 

the picture of his practice that I have formed. For example, Robert Storr quotes Richter 

as saying:  

―It was no accident that I found my way to Götz at the time. This ―Informel‖ 

element runs through every picture I‘ve painted, whether it‘s a landscape, or a 

family painted from a photograph, or the Colour Charts or a Grey picture. And 

so now it is a pursuit of the same objectives by other means… As I now see it, 

all my paintings are ―Informel‖… The ―Informel‖ is the opposite of the 

constructional quality of classicism—the age of kings, of clearly formed 

hierarchies.‖
4
  

He also writes:  

                                                      
1 This is evident in Gerhard Richter: The Daily Practice of Painting. Writings and Interviews, 1962-1993, 

ed. Hans-Ulrich Obrist (Cambridge, Mass. : MIT Press; London: Anthony d'Offay Gallery, 1995). 
2 Gerhard Richter, "Notes 1964-1965," in Gerhard Richter: The Daily Practice of Painting. Writings and 

Interviews, 1962-1993 

ed. Hans-Ulrich Obrist (Cambridge, Mass. : MIT Press; London: Anthony d'Offay Gallery, 1995), 34. 
3 Armin Zweite has discussed red herrings in the oeuvre in Armin Zweite, "Seeing, Reflecting, Appearing: 

Thoughts on the Work of Gerhard Richter," in Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné 1993-2004, ed. 

Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen (Düsseldorf: Richter Verlag, D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 

2006), 36. 
4 Robert Storr, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of Painting (New York, London: Museum of Modern Art, 

Thames and Hudson, 2002), 27. 
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My work is far closer to the Informel than to any kind of ―realism‖... It‘s what 

everyone believes in nowadays: it‘s ―normal.‖ And if that then becomes ―other,‖ 

the effect is far stronger than any distortion of the sort you find in Dali‘s figures 

or Bacon‘s. Such a picture can really scare you.
5
 

Comments such as these seem quite abstract, but I have found their meaning to emerge 

like that of Nietzsche‘s aphorisms, naturally and often surprisingly logically over time 

spent analysing the oeuvre. Nonetheless, I have avoided overburdening this dissertation 

with an analysis of Richter‘s writings, however deserving.
6
  

 

  

                                                      
5 Gerhard Richter: The Daily Practice of Painting. Writings and Interviews, 1962-1993, 30. 
6 See Gerhard Richter, Gerhard Richter : Writings 1961-2007, ed. Dietmar Elger and Hans-Ulrich Obrist 

(New York, NY: D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 2009). 
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Literature Review 

 

At the time of writing, the literature exclusively referring to Gerhard Richter‘s artwork 

consists of approximately 200 exhibition catalogues, books, academic theses and 

monographs. Although there is a large and expanding body of writing that addresses 

different aspects of Richter‘s work, the major academic research that accounts for his 

oeuvre as a whole practice, is in a nascent state. Richter‘s artwork has assumed several 

different and contradictory postures in art theory and history making it a challenge for a 

clear picture of his aesthetic sensibility to emerge. Catalogues and several books have 

attempted this but generally they have done it by isolating small parts of his extensive 

oeuvre, about which a point can be definitively asserted without too much fear of 

contradiction. One key publication that has broad scope and is without an academic 

agenda is Dietmar Elger's book: Gerhard Richter: Maler (2003). This text contains a 

vast reserve of information about the artist and his artwork and has recently been 

translated into English.
7
 The academic writing about Richter has addressed his work in a 

broader context and in a more conceptually ambitious manner. Several academic 

dissertations focusing on Richter‘s artwork specifically have been completed and many 

more discuss Richter in passing or as part of a group of artists. While these service 

various parts of the oeuvre extremely well, en masse they reinforce the amorphous 

nature of Richter‘s oeuvre, prompting this dissertation to question how expansive an 

academic survey of his practice could be, and what its most fundamental positions are 

concerning its structure and notion of possibility. 

 

The first and foremost dissertation on Richter‘s artwork is Painting After the Subject of 

History (1994) by Benjamin Buchloh. It was the accumulation of twenty years of dense 

analysis and review of Richter‘s oeuvre, which Buchloh completed under sophisticated 

critical conditions and conceived partly as a critical response to the writing of the 

eminent German critic Peter Bürger. It has since become the source of a string of more 

of detailed but very similarly directed texts by Buchloh concerning Richter‘s artwork.  

 

Buchloh‘s dissertation weaves Richter‘s artwork into a theoretical whole so intricate that 

all extremely fine-grained analysis of Buchloh‘s writing that I produced in the writing of 

this dissertation quickly became petty and pointless. In his dissertation he convincingly 

argues the conceptual parameters of his argument. I found them to be the four, more or 

less impervious, pillars of critical and cultural theory that I discuss in Chapter Five. This 

                                                      
7 Dietmar Elger, Gerhard Richter : A Life in Painting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
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rigour has not since been surpassed in theoretical ambit, by Buchloh and, for that matter, 

arguably any others. In light of his robust dissertation his subsequent texts only further 

buttress his central argument: that Richter‘s production since the 1960s extends the inner 

dynamics of the ―original avant-garde‖ in a fraught historical moment, which Buchloh 

proves time and again with a reliable kit of theoretical references, but, critically, with a 

small and defensive array of Richter‘s artworks. In response, I suggest that Buchloh 

focuses on the culture industry too ambitiously; by suggesting Richter operates in some 

degree of resistance to its unreflective conditions. Instead I find Adorno‘s notion of 

autonomy to be more relevant in interpreting Richter‘s art, particularly when taking a 

perspective on the entire oeuvre. 

 

Other academic studies in circulation written by Julia Gelshorn, Rosemary Hawker, 

Catherine St John, Andrew Benjamin, Paul Jaskot, Janine Hopkinson, and several others 

inform this dissertation. These studies contribute to various contemporary art discourses, 

contextualising Richter with arguments based in discourses of materiality, photography, 

appropriation, German identity and so on. They contribute to this dissertation directly in 

several parts and also indirectly, by reinforcing the amorphous character of the oeuvre—

to which this dissertation responds by examining the core level of the oeuvre‘s structure 

and notion of possibility.  

 

This dissertation builds on the existing literature by contributing an original pictorial 

analysis that aims to be broad and innovative. It considers Richter‘s artwork from his 

earliest boyhood dabbling in photography to a very important artwork prepared but 

never made—the non-existence of which, I argue, affects the oeuvre every bit as much 

as any completed artwork. This dissertation researches the manifestation of the works 

beyond the ambit of contextual or ideological trends, effectively finding Richter to have 

created a highly significant methodological array, which he then uses to create a 

grammar of the image on a symbolic level. Importantly, I posit the oeuvre itself, not any 

one system or discourse, as providing the means of overcoming use of the oeuvre for the 

illustration of a theory. Shifting the aperture of analysis in this way represents a valuable 

exercise for academic scholarship. It also uniquely leads into an appreciation of the 

artworks‘ aspect of practice as incomplete, and with the primary significance of it lying 

in how the paintings open up and sustain a site of negotiation. 
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Introduction 

 

This dissertation will be more meaningful to a reader who is familiar with both the life 

of Gerhard Richter and the larger shifts in modern art throughout the twentieth century. I 

therefore begin with some cursory information on Richter‘s life and the cultural 

background from which he emerged in order to frame the discussion for those who are 

unacquainted with his life, art and cultural background.  

 

Gerhard Richter was born in Dresden in 1932, the same year that Nam June Paik was 

born in Seoul and only two years after Jasper Johns was born in Augusta, Georgia. As 

part of a generation that came of age during the period of the Second World War, the 

environment of his youth was coloured with ideology. However, his family was slightly 

removed from the sites of major theatres of war, and based in two towns outside 

Dresden: first Reichenau and then Waltersdorf.
8
 

 

Richter hovered around the more bohemian tenets of culture after he left school in 1945 

and, although its orientation had shifted, ideology still coloured his experiences. For 

example, instead of being coerced into the Hitler Youth, he was now forced to learn 

Russian at the trade school in which he enrolled. It is of little surprise that he reflects 

that by this time, at age sixteen, his ―fundamental aversion to all beliefs and ideologies 

was fully developed.‖
 9
 He immersed himself in the writing of Nietzsche and Marx, and 

took steps toward enrolling in art school. The infamous Dresden Academy of Fine Arts 

was caught in the grip of Socialist Realism when Richter entered on his second attempt. 

His work was shaped by a doctrine pronouncing that artwork had to be realist in form 

and socialist in content, and thus ideology continued to colour his experience. 

 

When Richter escaped to the West in 1961 he went through art school a second time. He 

went to Düsseldorf, which, at this time, had one of the most exciting art scenes in the 

world and came to be seen alongside Paris as a vibrant centre of contemporary art. This 

dynamic cultural environment had a profound effect on Richter and its highly pluralist 

practices are reflected in Richter‘s ostensibly pluralist style.  

 

                                                      
8 Robert Storr, Gerhard Richter: Doubt and Belief in Painting (New York: Museum of Modern Art 2003), 

32. 
9 Ibid., 33. 
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The origins of Richter‘s post-structuralist aesthetic are, paradoxically, in his years as a 

student of the Dresden Art Academy in East Germany during the 1950s. There he was 

exposed to an East German interpretation of Soviet Socialist Realism. This accessible, 

idealistic and optimistic aesthetic philosophy was consciously situated in ideological, 

dialectical opposition to Western modernism. This invested Richter‘s practice with a 

sophisticated epistemological method of making paintings that favoured dialectical 

movement: a way of thinking in terms of otherness rather than sameness, of opposition 

rather than similarity, exposing the structure of dialectical thought itself as it operated in 

the Eastern bloc. During his career in East Germany Richter increasingly problematised 

this dialectical way of thinking, which I demonstrate in several key paintings. He then 

applied this deconstruction of the dialectic to the plural avant-gardes he encountered in 

the West. 

 

When Richter fled to West Germany in 1961 he encountered the neo-avant-garde 

generation, who sought to reveal the malleability of epistemological systems. 

Simultaneously, philosophical analyses of otherness had a heightened relevance to a 

divided Germany emerging from the legacy of Nazism and coming to terms with the 

polarization of the Cold War. In this climate, it was only natural that Richter‘s 

perspective as an outsider, and yet also an insider—an artist who had crossed over into a 

space characterised by political and cultural opposition—deepened his engagement with 

notions of difference and otherness.  

 

 

 

I undertook this research because I had found that attempts to explain Gerhard Richter‘s 

importance to modern and contemporary art were only raising further questions and 

shrouding his work in greater ambiguity. I have subsequently reached the independent 

conclusion that Richter‘s oeuvre deconstructs modernism‘s discourse of otherness in 

ways that parallel contemporary post-structuralist philosophy. In this vein I argue that he 

seeks to mobilise what I call ―immanent alterity‖ as an active force in his oeuvre and I 

explain this term in Chapter One. While his oeuvre developed independently of the 

accumulated writings of post-structuralism, I argue that its manoeuvres in the realm of 

painting demonstrably parallel such contemporary thinking, and I will show this 

throughout visual analyses in this dissertation. 

 

In a general sense, modern art has undertaken its critique of modernity through imaging 

the repressed others of modernity‘s civilising discourses, thus inverting their binary 
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structure. This identity in difference has also been invested with a sense of destiny by 

being incorporated into a teleology in which the history of modernism is a progressive 

critique that culminates in the autonomy of art. This logic of avant-gardism, both in 

terms of its identity and its historicism, is negative rather than affirmative. That is, it is a 

dialectical movement that is driven by immanent alterity. Richter‘s investigations 

deconstruct this Hegelian logic, as if he is not satisfied with the absorption of art‘s 

inversions into teleology. He instead seeks to trouble the very nature of binary or 

dialectical thinking in the first place. I believe this is primarily motivated by an ethical 

desire to suspend the absorption of immanent alterity into avant-gardist logic.  

 

Richter‘s re-working of modernism‘s discourse of otherness, and particularly his 

deconstruction of binary difference through a pictorial post-structuralism that opens up 

ruptures, occlusions, loops, ambiguity and contradiction, connotes the philosophical 

discussions of otherness of Emmanuel Lévinas, Jacques Derrida, Hannah Arendt and 

Theodor Adorno. Their philosophical examinations of otherness particularly highlight 

the radical rethinking required for a prima facie ethical relationship with otherness, 

within contemporary epistemological, political, linguistic and aesthetic systems. 

Richter‘s transposition of modernism into a grammar that is fractured with otherness 

withdraws the speaking voice, empties icons of their iconographic power, and ultimately 

casts subjectivity as oriented toward an otherness that cannot be identified, but which is 

bound up with an ethical priority. 

 

Richter‘s art also critiques the dominant apologists of modernist art, who have tended to 

explain it in terms of relatively homogenous master narratives. These include Alfred 

Barr‘s evolutionary scheme and Clement Greenberg‘s more sophisticated Kantian 

teleology of art‘s autonomy. Richter‘s oeuvre counters the rhetoric of avant-gardism 

(from Greenberg to Peter Bürger) and the antiquated ideology of self-expression 

(developed by R. G. Collingwood). The same can be said of the relation that his early 

artwork had to the dialecticians of (socialist) realism such as György Lukàcs, who 

explained aesthetics in terms of realism, historical materialism and radical utility. 

Richter‘s problematisation of dialectical methodology through stylistic shifts ruptured 

with occlusion, slippage and incoherency, is a means for him to derail avant-gardism‘s 

raison d’être of otherness and to open an ethical space for the other in the very langue of 

representation. The latter is the essential subject of his art. 

 

Richter‘s critique is essentially posed in the aesthetic mode, by which I mean he 

develops various pictorial techniques for bringing into view the structure of what I refer 
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to as ―othering.‖ For example, he often ―others‖ or dampens the subject of a painting by 

suddenly changing his methodology during the painting of the picture. The 

methodologies of chance that he uses also often disguise the original subject by 

introducing another perspective, impeding the volition of the artist and clear recognition 

of the subject by the viewer. Using random or chance elements reduces the role of the 

artist‘s ego or consciousness as an active subject that inscribes/negates meaning or 

expresses a vision. Chance techniques and processes do not merely occlude the identity 

of the painter and challenge the priority of the artist and his/her active voice but also 

dampen the iconographic power of the subject matter. Techniques such as the 

iconoclastic ―blurring‖ of an otherwise photoreal picture, which ironically enhances its 

photoreal quality, also carry the sense of the depicted figure‘s otherness quite literally, in 

the phenomenal effect of apparently blurred paint, like an image of the ghost of the other 

person.  

 

Richter‘s aesthetic techniques of troubling identity with the presence of the other 

deconstruct the binary structures of Western ontology that fix the presence of identity. 

For example, in expressionist paintings identity is constructed in binary terms of 

subjective/objective, individual/social, rational/emotive, male/female, civilised/savage, 

and even bohemian/bourgeois. Richter‘s ―expressionist‖ abstract paintings deliberately 

disrupt this structure of thinking. Considered in the context of his oeuvre, and given their 

even and photogenic transcription from small sketches (see Figure 1 and Figure 2), their 

notions of self and expression are ambivalent. In this regard, not only the presence of 

identity but also the idea of autonomy, with which painting has been bound up since the 

late Enlightenment, experiences a shift. If Richter‘s oeuvre is a testament to the 

subjective whim of the artist on the level of the oeuvre, it never reveals the artist himself 

on the level of the individual painting. Rather, it reveals the artist as an arbiter, 

negotiating a system of difference, resting on otherness immanent in discourse itself 

(rather than revealing the expressive identity of the sentinel artist‘s ego), thus 

unravelling the myth of the artist as the active inscriber of meaning. Paradoxically, this 

produces a greater autonomy of the artwork because it is no longer tied to the artist‘s 

ego, and is no longer a record of the artist’s autonomy. Instead, it is an autonomy 

grounded in the positing of an alterity immanent in discursive thought. This undoes the 

historical working of critique by creating a space which deliberately resists any over-

arching abstract critical discourse. Thus, despite Richter‘s own rigorous documentation 

and cataloguing of his work, his oeuvre defies any organic systemisation that would 

expose his work to historicising.  

 



 19 

   

Figure 1 Gerhard Richter, Abstract Painting, CR 432-11, 1977. Oil on Canvas, 52.1 x 78 x 2.3cm, Tate 

Modern, London. Photo: http://www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 2 Gerhard Richter, Abstract Painting, CR 439, 1978. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 300cm, Tate Modern, 

London. Photo: http://www.gerhard-richter.com. 

  

Richter‘s oeuvre cycles through avant-garde styles in a deconstruction of the discourses 

of Western art. It views them from outside and flattens them into a grammar of images. 

While this suggests that Richter‘s images offer an equalisation of difference by positing 

an infinite relativity, they do not, in fact, let the viewer move seamlessly across these 

plural visions. Instead, the viewer encounters averted gazes, mirrors, occlusions, and the 

suggestion of more ―focused‖ and less ―blurred‖ gazes than those offered to the viewer. 

These ―other gazes‖ cannot be adopted by the viewer. Thus, the oeuvre carries 

modernism‘s legacies to their logical limit as fragmented and dissociated styles, 

emptying them of their narratives and placing them into a heterogeneous construct that 

evokes constant deferral. This practice makes a potent ontological assumption. Constant 

deferral of full presence through various ruptures in the flattened grammar of images 

quarantine the artist‘s and viewer‘s egos and preserve immanent otherness.  

 

Ultimately, Richter makes the autonomy of the artwork dependent on the preservation of 

the autonomy of immanent otherness. I suggest this creates a space for immanent alterity 

that inevitably occupies the viewer‘s own phenomenological experience of first the art 

and then the world: the use of fractures and extrinsic disturbances complicates a 

coherent reading and ultimately demonstrates the contingency of the viewer‘s gaze.  

 

When this thematic structure is recognised in Richter‘s oeuvre, a coherent reading of the 

oeuvre not only becomes possible, it also embeds the complete oeuvre, including those 

works destroyed and those not yet made, in the reading of any single artwork. This 

means that any single artwork or series cannot be properly interpreted on its own or 

without others. In this respect, this dissertation, which is one of the few attempts to read 

Richter‘s whole oeuvre, offers an original analysis of his work. 
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Outline 

My thesis is that Richter deconstructs modernism‘s discourse of otherness by reducing it 

to a grammar that exposes the alterity immanent in the logic of avant-garde discourse 

itself. This, I argue, is only evident if his work is discussed in terms of his entire oeuvre. 

I thus first discuss what it means to study an oeuvre as opposed to individual works or 

limited series of artworks. I introduce a very broad selection of examples from Richter‘s 

oeuvre for analysis, and from there, shift the current understanding of Richter‘s art 

through a discussion of his unique engagement with the aesthetic strategies of his milieu 

in Düsseldorf within the context of contemporary post-structuralist models of alterity. 

The dissertation culminates in a discussion of the key caesura in Richter‘s oeuvre, the 

unpaintable image of anonymous Holocaust victims, which presents immanent alterity 

as an ethical absolute.  

 

Chapter One investigates the conceptualisation of the entirety of Richter‘s oeuvre. It 

discusses Richter‘s post-structuralist deconstruction of avant-gardism‘s discourse of 

otherness as an aesthetic strategy spanning the entire oeuvre. I specifically locate this in 

Richter‘s technical flattening of modernism into a grammar which he then ruptures with 

occlusion, slippage and deferral. Rupturing the apparent heterogeneity of the various 

flattened out styles of modernism—articles in this grammar—reconstitutes a notion of 

―autonomy‖ and alterity, by locating autonomy not in the subjectivity of the artist but in 

the priority of immanent alterity, the unknowable, unrecognisable core of the oeuvre that 

brings into existence its symbolic grammar of deferral. As such, the oeuvre suggests that 

only ruptures of blurring, occlusion, chance and so on counter the visualisation of the 

artist‘s ego and can overcome modernism‘s conventional attachment to romanticist 

notion of autonomy, reconstituted in Hegelian notions of avant-garde negation from 

style to style in the historicist account of modernism.  

 

Chapter Two suggests that Richter‘s deconstruction of modernism-from-its-first-

principles is a response to the experience of shattered legacies of modernism in post-war 

Germany. It discusses the interwoven discourses of autonomy and otherness in 

modernist and avant-garde art and presents Richter‘s flattening of modernism into a 

grammar as a shift into the methodological and symbolic realms. 

 

In Chapters Three and Four I provide an overview of Richter‘s artwork, identifying 

manoeuvres repeated across its diverse forms. I conceptually reposition various 

fragments, shadows and metamorphosed doubles that deliberately resist any 
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straightforward critical discourse, not to merely contextualise his art in an historical 

sense, as if his art claims a certain historical destiny, but to indicate the oeuvre‘s 

deconstruction of many apparently different positions. The chapter demonstrates a 

sensibility across the entire oeuvre concerned to deconstruct binary notions of 

identity/otherness and pluralist notions of difference, in order to mobilise otherness as a 

dynamic immanent and autonomous force in the manner of Emmanuel Lévinas‘ 

conceptualisation of otherness. Rather than characterise a critical opposition, Richter 

instead indicates that otherness is an ethical a priori that entirely structures the subject. 

 

Chapter Five discusses the relevance of the critical theory of Theodor Adorno to 

Richter‘s work by building on the readings of Benjamin Buchloh. This both avoids 

repetition and extends interpretation into the gaps in current knowledge. By finding 

where the artwork exceeds its extant conceptual framework, one can better mark out the 

episteme in which it actually participates. I argue that Adorno‘s discussion of autonomy 

is highly relevant to Richter, more so even than his notion of the culture industry, which 

is emphasised by Buchloh. 

 

In Chapter Six I analyse Richter‘s involvement with the various avant-gardes in 

Düsseldorf. He migrated in 1961, declared that his oeuvre commenced only in that year, 

and began to catalogue it. Although he engaged with the contemporary international art 

movements, and even briefly considered himself a German Pop artist, his engagement 

with the contemporary scene was highly critical and displayed an outsider‘s 

methodology of deconstruction and re-framing. In this he resembled certain other artists 

of his generation but he often went further, exploring the limit of dialectical negation. 

He avoided letting negation subsume the dialectic by referencing modernist styles in the 

capacity of a roll call, in order to repeatedly tap the immanent alterity driving the logic 

of their discursive structure.  

 

Chapter Seven discusses Richter‘s critical engagement with the expanded field of art 

practice, specifically in terms of his aesthetic strategies. The discussions of Hal Foster 

and Rosalind Krauss offer a conceptual basis for understanding this field. The post-

structuralism inherent in often retrospectively named ―postmodern‖ art practices opened 

up the possibility of there being no more period styles, and so of a post history. The 

Neo-Dadaist ferment in Düsseldorf of the 1960‘s that greeted Richter on his move to the 

West is an example of this. Richter was among the first to make art that critically 
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reflected on this epistemological shift (to the notion of style no longer connected to 

history or a period discourse).
10

  

 

Chapter Eight discusses a key caesura in Richter‘s oeuvre: his decision not to paint 

anonymous Holocaust victims. This void in the oeuvre evokes a notion that immanent 

alterity, in some capacity, equates to an ethical absolute. I contextualise this with related 

shifts in notions of alterity before and throughout modernism. Enlightenment thought 

produced the reading of Western European modernism as inextricably bound up with the 

myth of the artist-as-outsider who imaged the crisis at the centre of Western European 

bourgeois culture.
11

 As art mirrored the Hegelian dialectic, it was a movement through 

negation in the form of successive avant-gardes, in a teleological struggle for freedom, 

theorised as art‘s autonomy. Richter manages to recalibrate avant-gardism‘s discourse of 

alterity with a notion of immanent alterity, suggesting that it is the unseen, to which the 

image is a constant deferral. Specifically his unpainted image of the anonymous 

holocaust victims reserves a space—a silence and vanishing point from which the entire 

oeuvre‘s deconstruction of aesthetic possibility is constructed. 

  

                                                      
10 Catherine St John provides a postmodernist reading of Richter‘s stylistic change in Catherine St. John, 

"Stylistic Change: Its Meaning to Postmodern Artists and the Artist-Researcher" (Ph.D. diss, New York 

University, 1995). 
11 Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, Art in Theory, 1900-2000 : An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 2nd ed. 

(Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2003), 127. 
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Chapter 1 

Throughout modernity, the expression of artistic vision has often involved an imaging of 

both the outsiders and insiders of the Western European civilising project. In this way 

the subjectivity of modernist artists was a conduit between the historical subject and its 

romantic, fugitive opposition. The visions of the artist-outsider were also seen to make 

visible various repressions buried within the psyche of the modern viewer. In the 

twentieth century artists often embraced dissociative methodologies in order to push this 

relationship, seen, for example, in Surrealist automatic drawing, which was influential in 

Abstract Expressionism and Art Informel in the 1950s. Dissociative methodologies 

bracketed the self, allowing the vision of the artist and his/her fragmentation to 

characterise a metaphysical inversion of binary terms, yet it was still an inversion that 

upheld the terms of opposition.  

 

The critical difference with Richter and several others among his generation of the 1960s 

is that rather than a mythic, dizzying expression of an avant-garde ego or romantic quest 

for autonomy, the artwork is often a careful deconstruction of modernism as a historical 

series of styles, and a reworking of the avant-garde‘s dynamics of otherness. By cycling 

through diverse historical and contemporary styles Richter flattens out the romantic 

aspirations of earlier modernism and the inversion strategies of the avant-garde, often 

revising the role of dissociative methodologies into a distancing device that occludes the 

subject from the viewer‘s gaze.  

 

Richter‘s deconstruction of modernism shifts its discourse of autonomy and deconstructs 

the related avant-garde discourse of alterity. Modernist autonomy was cultivated in 

Romanticism, Symbolism, Impressionism and Expressionism and culminated in the 

expressionism of the Informel movement. Richter moves through these modernisms, 

consciously critiquing them, deconstructing their discourse of autonomy, viewing 

modernism‘s history from the outside and flattening it into signs. As signs, they 

constitute Richter‘s grammar and are punctuated with slippages, occlusions and deferral. 

This is a way of rethinking the epistemological limits of modernism: displacing the role 

of subject matter, style and avant-gardism by foregrounding the methodological 

elements and symbolic realm of the oeuvre. 

 

The oeuvre attempts to replace a subversive notion of alterity, of merely wanting to 

critique the avant-gardism that becomes institutionalised, with a notion of immanent 

alterity by drawing on modernism in this way. It does not replace a model of critical 
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avant-gardism with an approach of superficial pastiche. On the contrary, Richter 

carefully deconstructs various modernisms in manoeuvres which appear as inversions, 

highly contrived juxtapositions, occlusions, and contradictions, but which are aimed at 

suspending the alterity immanent in the discourse of the given style. This is a way of 

insulating the dialectic from a resolved position of synthesis, of sustaining the negative 

moment of the dialectic inherent in avant-gardism. 
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An Oeuvre’s Deconstruction  

Richter has critically engaged many styles of image-making since moving to the West. 

He has made around 3000 artworks that engage the following styles: Informel/Abstract 

Expressionism, Fluxus, Pop Art, Performance Art, Installation Art, Illusionism/Op Art, 

Minimalism, Photorealism, Conceptual Art and Critical Realism. No label is more 

appropriate than any other, and his engagement with these styles is always on complex 

terms. This movement through different styles exhibits a deliberate anachronism. No 

style is offered as the development or resolution of another. This subverts the notion of 

progressive vanguardism that drove modernism until Richter‘s generation. By rejecting 

the model of stylistic innovation, associated with being avant-garde, Richter shifts the 

artistic paradigm beyond one dominated by stylistic form, toward one with a sense of the 

―contemporary‖ or more accurately ―contemporaneity,‖ which has increasingly 

characterised art practice in general across different media in the late twentieth 

century.
12

 This methodology rejects the linear temporality of the modernist progression 

of styles and returns to prior styles as an idea demands, as if they offer a grammar to be 

organised according to the artist‘s project.  

 

Limiting this study to a specific style or artwork of Richter‘s would perpetuate the 

undervalued appreciation of the structuralism of Richter‘s oeuvre. Each series of 

paintings is left aside by Richter in his subsequent series until later; when he may return 

to that earlier style with redoubled conviction. This demonstrates a sensibility concerned 

with exploring difference and staging an infinite relationality of the possibilities 

available to painting. Only examination of his oeuvre and not an individual painting or 

series permits an understanding of this operation of the artwork. This then makes it 

possible to understand how Richter‘s work goes further than the mere positing of 

unproblematic, infinite, relative pluralism.  

 

Richter‘s artwork must be studied as an oeuvre to fully understand its deconstruction of 

art‘s histories and discourses. The eminent art historian Rosalind Krauss said of his 

retrospective at The Museum of Modern Art from 14 February – 21 May 2002: 

The necessary articulation of Richter‘s development on this continent (North 

America) will have to await further exhibitions, ones that can offer broader 

samplings of the work and better fill out the picture than the retrospective did. 

Book-length analysis equal to the complexity of the artist‘s oeuvre will also help 

                                                      
12 Terry Smith, "Contemporary Art and Contemporaneity," Critical Inquiry 32, no. 4 (2006): 701. 



 26 

fill this gap. Nothing short of this will bring Richter‘s work into clarity for a 

public whose appetites have now been whetted.
13 

 

Only a broad view can examine the content that Krauss has earmarked for further 

analysis in this quotation. 

 

Gerhard Richter‘s oeuvre is stylistically contradictory according to the histories of 

modernism under which art has conventionally been viewed. This has resulted in critics 

steering away from considering his oeuvre in its entirety, and instead being drawn to 

focus on merely one of his individual paintings or discrete painting styles within the 

oeuvre, or worse, his critique of the infinite relativity of art is often mistakenly seen as a 

positing of an unproblematic reconstituted eclecticism.
14

 Richter‘s plurality has thus 

frustrated attempts to subsume his oeuvre entirely into a single system or discourse. 

Instead, his oeuvre has encouraged specialisation in particular styles or leitmotifs within 

his oeuvre, leaving the need for a coherent idea of its structure largely unmet. This 

dissertation accounts for the sensibility of the oeuvre‘s polymorphism. It argues that a 

piecemeal study of individual series that fails to account for Richter‘s other work 

overlooks the originality of his work and fails to account for the new aesthetic paradigm 

he has fashioned. I argue that there is not necessarily a new system that could elucidate 

Richter‘s oeuvre, but that merely widening the critical horizon of academic research into 

his entire oeuvre brings the artwork into clarity. 

 

It is not the oeuvre's many styles but the apparently contradictory nature of these styles 

that has presented the greatest obstacle to taking Richter‘s whole oeuvre as a subject. For 

example, elaborately developed abstraction seems incommensurate with remarkably 

mimetic Photorealism, rigorous Minimalism seems contradictory to experiments with 

chance in composition, and the production of lucid mirrors and glass sheets seems 

antithetical to the ―blurred‖ painterly depiction of tragic events. Further, these divergent 

styles have been produced more or less concurrently over several decades. Although it is 

possible to see categorically different styles as carrying out unrelated projects, as has 

been the case, their simultaneity in Richter‘s oeuvre suggests that, on some level, they 

form part of the same project. Previous discussion of this larger project has not explored 

the oeuvre‘s fissures, doubles, occlusions and the critical unpainted image. I argue that 

Richter‘s oeuvre shifts modernism‘s notion of autonomy and deconstructs the dialectical 

discourses of avant-gardism in an attempt to freeze the immanent alterity in them and 

that in fact this immanent alterity cannot be uncoupled from an ethical imperative in his 

                                                      
13 Rosalind Krauss, "Alien Encounter," Artforum 40, no. 10 (Summer 2002): 158. 
14 See Robert Storr, Gerhard Richter : October 18, 1977 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001). 
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oeuvre. The image unstrung by a deconstructive moment or dissociative methodology 

dampens the full presence of its subject and the subject, taken entirely out of the 

grammar that Richter creates, is that for which the entire oeuvre is a dampening screen: 

it is the alterity imminent in the oeuvre itself. 

 

The difficulty in studying Richter‘s oeuvre is partly explained by tendencies in art 

historiography before and during the twentieth century. Originally, the discipline of art 

history was founded on study of the art of a whole nation or people. Giorgio Vasari‘s 

sixteenth century histories of Italian Renaissance artists‘ lives accounted for an artist‘s 

oeuvre in a biographical mode that located it in a historical progression of art toward a 

classical realism that he believed was uniquely the task of successive generations of 

Italian artists. The scope of art historical focus dramatically shifted in Johann Joachim 

Winckelmann‘s The History of Ancient Art (1764), which remains a foundational text in 

modern art historiography. He states in the preface ―The history of ancient art which I 

have undertaken to write is not a mere chronicle of epochs, and of the changes which 

occurred within them. I use the term history in the more extended signification which it 

has in the Greek language, and it is my intention to attempt to present a system.‖
15

 Not 

only did his focus span from the fifth century B.C. to eighteenth century Europe, but his 

system-building approach also began to replace Vasari‘s biographical mode and thus the 

artist‘s entire oeuvre became less central. While many publications focused on an artist‘s 

entire body of work—and still do—they were and are largely written as biographies 

rather than art histories due to this trajectory of the tradition that was established very 

early on.  

 

Since the nineteenth century art historians have organised art into increasingly rigid 

schemata.
16

 After Winckelmann, the systematisation of art history mirrored the 

accelerated systematisation of the empirical sciences. One example was the far-reaching 

―global survey text‖ which ambitiously sought narratives in art in order to ―demonstrate 

the possibility of recreating a high artistic culture for nineteenth-century Western 

Europe.‖
17

 This continued into the twentieth century but faded with the demise of other 

grand narratives in the mid twentieth century. 

 

                                                      
15 See Alex Potts, Flesh and the Ideal: Winckelmann and the Origins of Art History (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1994), 9,11. 
16 Art history as a scientific discipline was a central premise of Adolf von Hildebrand‘s and Konrad 

Fiedler‘s writings, which inspired Heinrich Wölfflin‘s The Principles of Art History (1915). 
17 Mitchell Schwarzer, "Origins of the Art History Survey Text," Art Journal 54, no. 3 (1995): 28. 
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In the 1950s a shift occurred in which the specific artwork became the basic phonemic 

unit of art history. Charles de Tolnay was among the first to write whole books that 

focused on a single painting. However, this new tendency was no less a product of 

positioning art within a systematic account, for these accounts of single artworks were 

based on the assumption that they were exemplary representatives of a certain system. 

De Tolnay‘s monographs on Michelangelo‘s Last Judgment (1945) and the Mona Lisa 

(1952) argued that an entire system of ideas hinged on a single artwork.
18

 

 

Michel Foucault‘s structuralism paved the way for one artwork to represent an entire 

episteme in this way. As Hans Belting points out, Foucault made a single painting a 

nodal ―locus and impetus of theory‖
 
in his famous analysis of Velázquez‘s Las Meniñas 

in The Order of Things (1966).
19

 On one level Foucault merely makes explicit what was 

implicit in de Tolnay‘s studies: that a single artwork can illustrate a system. But in 

making it explicit, Foucault exposed the artificiality of knowledge structures, thus 

opening a path to the infinite relativity of structuralism, not only in the relation of words 

to images but in the relation between images and images. The specific artwork could 

thus represent a module that could be repositioned in an infinite variety of relationships, 

rather than be locked into demonstrating a pre-determined structure.  

 

While Foucault‘s focus was on the way knowledge was structured or framed, Rosalind 

Krauss more specifically applied this way of thinking to art historiography. Her ―post-

structuralist‖ method emphasised the multiplicity of meanings produced from the 

framework in which the artwork was analysed. She has described her approach as seeing 

an artwork itself ―as a structure‖ for many meanings rather than something embedded in 

history and emerging from tradition.
20

 By this stage oeuvres had become atomised in 

their reception. The singular work of art was treated as a system unto itself and the 

notion of studying an oeuvre was brushed aside as unnecessarily biographical or 

historicist, or seen as just plain impossible.  

 

                                                      
18 See Charles De Tolnay, The Sistine Ceiling (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1945). See also 

Charles de Tolnay, "Remarques Sur La Joconde," La Revue des Arts 2 (1952). Hans Belting suggests de 

Tolnay‘s original manuscript on the Mona Lisa was not accepted for publishing in book form in Hans 

Belting, "The Fetish of Art in the Twentieth Century: The Case of the Mona Lisa," Diogenes 46, no. 183 

(1998): 101.  
19 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, Routledge Classics. 

(London: Routledge, 2002). See also Hans Belting, Art History after Modernism (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2003), 155.  
20 Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, London: 

MIT Press, 1985), 2. 
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Richter‘s art is partly a product of this way of thinking but it also images a 

deconstruction of infinite relativity. Below, I demonstrate that his whole oeuvre is 

constructed as a single text and suggest that the close analysis of one painting or even a 

series of paintings can easily overlook the phenomena underway in the oeuvre in which 

it participates. The heterogeneity of Richter‘s oeuvre is highly structured. Every artwork 

is part of the autonomous structure of the whole oeuvre. The ruptures and fissures, 

erasures and sense of an unpaintable image complicate the demonstrated movement 

through styles, and also complicate the sense of facility indicated by Krauss‘ post-

structuralist approach. This sensibility of a critique of possibility in Richter‘s oeuvre can 

only be accounted for in terms of a critical focus vastly expanded from the single 

artwork or series.  

 

Richter‘s stylistic complexity makes analysis of his complete oeuvre difficult, if one 

holds on to the conventional terms of art analysis, because the use of contradictory styles 

challenges the historical role of style in the analysis of art. The idea of ―period style‖ has 

been central to art history since Winckelmann‘s eighteenth century analysis of the 

phases of Greek sculpture. The Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic period styles (Figure 3 

to Figure 5) and their associations with an initial phase, a golden age and a decadent 

phase respectively, have shaped the way art historians have understood the meaning of 

style.
21

  

 

   

Figure 3 Unknown, Kouros, ca. 590-580 B.C. Attic Marble, 193cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York. Photo: www.metmuseum.org. 

Figure 4 Praxiteles, Hermes Holding the Infant Dionysus, from Olympia, Original ca. 340B.C. Hellenistic 

copy pictured. Parian Marble, 215cm, The Archaeological Museum, Olympia. Photo: 

www.odysseus.culture.gr. 

Figure 5 Unknown, Winged Victory of Samothrace, ca. 190 B.C. Parian Marble, 328cm, Louvre, Paris. 

Photo: www.louvre.fr. 

 

                                                      
21 Potts, Flesh and the Ideal: Winckelmann and the Origins of Art History. The distinction of Archaic, 

Classical and Hellenistic periods mirrors the progression model of art history that dominated the discipline 

until well into the twentieth century. It holds that art begins with necessity, moves toward a golden age and 

falls into decadence.  
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Period style has a heightened relevance but shorter half-life in modernity. Later 

generations seeking ―the modern‖ of their day retrospectively named the Renaissance 

and the Baroque as period styles. Both terms enabled borders to be drawn from which a 

present ―modern‖ could be made. Identification of period styles then enabled the 

moderns to see when periods ended and how dramatically they could be opposed. 

 

Bernard Smith points out that although a period clearly ended around the middle of the 

twentieth century, this period‘s style has not yet been definitively named.
22

 He asks: 

―given that the particular kind of modernism which prevailed from around 1890 to about 

1960 is no longer modern must we not now give it a period style name as with all the 

previous periods of art history?‖
23

 He proposes to name it the ―Formalesque,‖ arguing 

that the first half of the twentieth century was marked by an overwhelming concern with 

artistic form. I will argue that Richter was amongst the first seeking to extricate himself 

from this overwhelming concern with stylistic form by shattering conventions of formal 

styles, posing them as without any inner integrity.
24

  

 

Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois have made similar assessments of the art of the 

twentieth century to that of Smith. The show Informe that they curated in The Pompidou 

Centre in 1996 and associated text Formless: A User’s Guide (1997) attempt to critique 

the discourse of form that dominated modernism.
25

 Krauss and Bois posit a radical 

departure from reading form as the measure of content and suggest that the marginalised 

histories of art emphasise different qualities; in particular those of base materialism, 

horizontality, pulse and entropy. Krauss relates these qualities, which have been left out 

of modernism‘s discourse of form, to the writing of Georges Bataille, who attempted to 

create a philosophy of the formless, the refuse of conceptual orders, for example in his 

mock dictionary of ―heterology.‖
26

 These margins have become increasingly present in 

modernism‘s reception.  

 

Krauss discredits the strategy that the avant-garde deployed throughout the twentieth 

century by suggesting that it always involved innovation with reference to the dominant 

formal style.
27

 In this formula, innovation with respect to the dominant style was 

                                                      
22 Bernard Smith, Modernism's History: A Study in Twentieth-Century Art and Ideas (Sydney: UNSW Press, 

1998), 5-8. 
23 ———, "More on the Formalesque," Third Text Winter 2001-2002, no. 57: 65-70. 
24 While Bernard Smith‘s analysis seems to suggest a desire for a return to a more singular grand narrative 

of art history, his observation of the emphasis on form dominating the first half of the twentieth century is 

difficult to dispute. 
25 Yve Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss, Formless : A User's Guide (New York: Zone Books, 1997). 
26 Georges Bataille, "Informe," Documents, no. 7 (December 1929). 
27 Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 157-162. 
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received as avant-garde. She argues that this kind of stylistic innovation was erroneously 

equated with originality. Richter‘s stylistic shifts critique this strategy and in doing so, 

attempt to rule it off from the contemporary, turning much of modernism into a flattened 

succession of images emptied of their narratives.  

 

Earlier modernists existed whose styles fluctuated, but they worked in an entirely 

different way to Richter. On one hand, eclecticism was a part of modernism. Matisse‘s 

early style was very eclectic and, while there was a certain structural integrity to his 

eclecticism since he seemed to employ a dialectical exchange of styles, it was always 

done in an organic way and as part of his search for a ‗true‘ style. On the other hand, 

modernism also produced stylistic flux in a more linear, teleological manner. Piet 

Mondrian moved between quite different styles but with tight and irreversible internal 

logic. Viewers perceived his transparent stylistic relationships as ―progression.‖ Figures 

such as these undertook projects that were apparently far more cohesive than Richter‘s 

and perpetuated a model of modernism based on notions of formal stylistic innovation 

and its unchallenged claim to unified content.  

 

Subsequent artists of later modernism and even the ―neo-avant-garde,‖ beginning with 

the generation of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko and including Lucio Fontana, also 

often adhered to this model of formal stylistic development. Hal Foster argues that the 

generation of the neo-avant-garde of the 1950s and 1960s was in fact two generations, 

two ―neo-avant-gardes,‖ and that it is only the second that exhibits a unique, self-critical 

sophistication.
28

 He writes: 

...terms like historical and neo-avant-garde may be at once too general and too 

exclusive to use effectively today. I noted some drawbacks with the first term; if 

the second is to be retained at all, at least two moments in the initial neo-avant-

garde alone must be distinguished: the first represented here by Rauschenberg 

and Kaprow in the 1950s, the second by Broodthaers and Buren in the 1960s. As 

the first neo-avant-garde recovers the historical avant-garde, dada, in particular, 

it does so often literally, through a reprise of its basic devices, the effect of 

which is less to transform the institution of art than to transform the avant-

garde into an institution... It prompts in a second neo-avant-garde a critique of 

this process of acculturation and/or accommodation... More generally, this 

                                                      
28 Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1996). 
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becoming-institutional prompts in the second neo-avantgarde a creative analysis 

of the limitations of both historical and first neo-avant-gardes.
29

 

Foster argues that the first generation, which takes Nouveau Realisme into account, was 

complicit with its institutionalisation and that it was the subsequent, more critical 

practices of artists such as Daniel Buren and, I argue, Gerhard Richter, who articulated a 

critique of the discourses of art within their artwork. Foster argues that the neo-avant-

garde completed the work of the ―historical avant-garde‖ who were ―naïve‖ and 

―heroic,‖ and failed to fuse art with life, instead becoming fetishised as cultural icons. In 

light of Foster‘s analysis, it is unsurprising that much of the same methodology of 

formal, stylistic progression still held for the early neo-avant-garde.
30

  

 

The post-structuralism of Richter‘s critique of avant-garde styles shatters the linear logic 

of modernism. It overcomes the logic that was present still in Pop Art by posing vastly 

expanded connections between images. The images are connected by their deferral that 

spirals inward to absolute deferral, the unpaintable image. While Richter ventures into 

Pop representation, he also erratically moves to other styles, seen as counter to Pop Art, 

such as monochrome painting and the fabrication of mirrors. This suggests a sense of 

possibility available only with the flattening out of modernism, as though its different 

forms can be reconstituted like a grammar in a new context of multiplicity. This stylistic 

plurality also has the effect of shifting the content of the oeuvre into two realms: the 

symbolic and the methodological. 

 

Richter has profoundly rejected another popular theorisation of style in the twentieth 

century. According to R.G. Collingwood‘s expressionist theory, style was the index of 

meaning, and not just the marker of innovation, as if the artist expresses or attempts to 

understand his or her emotions through art.
31

 Richter vehemently rejects this 

interpretation of style. His abstract paintings, which one might expect to be the most 

expressive, surprisingly have a cool, even quality. They invoke chance, accident, 

mimesis and concealment and avoid figuration. These qualities establish Richter firmly 

in the post-formalist generation of artists seeking to deconstruct the making of meaning.  

 

Richter‘s artwork places the viewer between opposed ways of seeing. Different styles 

are placed alongside one another in his oeuvre. Apparently mutually exclusive modernist 

styles are positioned, sometimes adjacent, in successive images. One cancels out the 

                                                      
29 Ibid., 23-24. 
30 Ibid., 20. 
31 R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art (London: Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1964), 116. 
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viewing conditions of the other and thus Richter robustly challenges the epistemological 

order particular to any given notion of style. The viewer is forced to search for a 

different epistemological order: one that can organise the styles like signs in a parole. 

This polymorphism is neither illogical nor facetious, but has logic unto itself, and it is 

this logic that then prefaces the viewer's engagement with subsequent Richter paintings. 

Every painting of the oeuvre inevitably comes to bear an imaginary imprint of the work 

of another style that may exist alongside it. Every work is enframed in difference. In this 

sense, the artwork constantly, inherently references the immanent alterity of a visual 

language; a whole characterised by deferral and premised on the unseen. 
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Modernism 

Richter‘s engagement with modernism can be traced from his early teenage years. He 

grew up in East Germany (1932-1961) in an environment that sought to fashion its own 

aesthetic in response to its unique experience of modernity. East German Socialist 

Realism was steeped in academic thought and antithetical to much of Western European 

modernism‘s more subjective, autonomous, abstract and painterly exploration. As a 

young state painter, Richter's Socialist Realism had a complex oppositional relationship 

to Western European modernism. Although the conditions under which he worked 

generally opposed modernism‘s legacy in the West, the Socialist Realist artwork that he 

produced at art school was influenced by several early modernists from the West. 

Consequently, I argue that the labelling of Richter as an artist of a particular persuasion 

is problematic from the very beginning of his artistic production.  

 

Richter's exposure to late modernism lured him to the West. In 1959, at Documenta 2, he 

saw the abstract works of artists such as Jackson Pollock, Lucio Fontana and Jean 

Fautrier that would have lacked credibility in the East. He was drawn to the possibilities 

that these artworks represented and escaped to the West shortly before the construction 

of the Berlin Wall. On moving to Düsseldorf, he assumed a somewhat aesthetically 

reversed position to the one he had established in Dresden. His work took on 

characteristics of late modernism and the neo-avant-garde, but he simultaneously 

developed a critique that worked from the inside out yet again. Although in this period 

he was seen as a neo-avant-garde artist, the label ―neo-avant-garde‖ may be as 

problematic as the label ―Socialist Realism‖ is to his very early work, as he also 

deconstructed the operation of avant-gardism in the artwork of his milieu in the West.  

 

Richter‘s engagement with the history of modernism was shaped by his emergence from 

Düsseldorf‘s rapidly growing international art scene. He arrived into a climate of Pop 

Art, Minimalism and fervent, open-ended, material experimentation. This can be 

characterised as a Neo-Dada mood that gave rise to figures such as Joseph Beuys and 

Sigmar Polke. While colleagues of Richter, these artists have been more readily 

identified with a specific artistic project or sensibility throughout their oeuvres. In 

contrast, Richter was excited by the myriad artistic forms and ideas that greeted him, but 

used a structured approach that was more self-critical, sceptical, and concerned with 

flattening and neutralising the available possibilities, organising them into a grammar to 

be tested. 
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Immanent Alterity 

Richter attempts to posit a categorical otherness, by which I mean a structure in which 

alterity is the final voice or organising principle. He sometimes does this by overlaying 

two forms of representation. This is seen in early paintings such as Table CR 1(1962), or 

in later, more subtly ―blurred‖ photorealist paintings. This methodology is self-effacing 

as it defers to the immanent alterity of its subject. For the artist and the viewer, the co-

existence of productive (e.g. photoreal) and destructive (e.g. blurring) moments 

destabilises the ―originality‖ of stylistic innovation and subjective ―meaning‖ of 

expressive style, effacing the role of the artistic ego, which has had an integral role in 

modernism and avant-gardism. Such painting is done not only by a self that acts as an 

―I,‖ but also by a self that is, in linguistic terms, a direct object, a ―me‖ to whom things 

happen. The resulting effect phenomenologically stands in for the ―depicted‖ subject it 

conceals or occludes. Such an artwork‘s post-structuralism lies in its rupture of the 

active subjectivity of the artist and destabilisation of the full presence of the subject of 

the artwork. Richter‘s methodologies of chance, blurring, and aesthetic self-harm rupture 

his staged, flattened grammar of modernism, enabling him to defer to immanent alterity 

throughout his work. 

 

When the ruptures in the oeuvre are taken into account, Richter‘s shifting styles suggest 

an abstract and general pluralism. It is not a pluralism in which meaning is vested. 

Instead it is a program in which meaning is constantly displaced. The twist is in the 

unknowable and notionally preserved privilege of difference not for its own sake in the 

shifting of styles, but in a structured différance (language‘s difference and deference to 

meaning as it moves from sign to sign in the linguistic chain), a deferral and rupture in 

the movement through signs, which stands in for immanent alterity in the structure of the 

oeuvre. When the succession of images is interrupted or an individual image is 

punctured, smeared while wet, partly destroyed, entirely destroyed, or in one case 

remains stillborn, an alterity that is neither fixed nor located comes to inhabit the oeuvre, 

like a ghost which challenges the notion of visibility, presence, and the priority of vision.  

 

Richter‘s methodology makes the same point as that of Jacques Derrida when Derrida 

uses writing formats in his texts that seek to allow alterity immanent in the logic of 

discourse to reveal itself.
 32

 Derrida‘s text Glas (1974) arranges two texts into one book 

                                                      
32 Jacques Derrida, Given Time. 1, Counterfeit Money (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
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to outstrip a Hegelian dialectic that would otherwise result from his critique of Hegel.
33

 

The reader is presented with continuous interference that phenomenologically stands in 

for an alterity immanent in the text. In Richter‘s work the blur stands in for the prima 

facie immanent alterity of the oeuvre and, equally, the jutting together of styles aims to 

suspend the immanent alterity of the discourses of those styles.
34

 

 

As a structuralist, Richter images this move ahistorically by concurrently using both the 

historical origins of German modernism and his contemporaneous milieu of the neo-

avant-garde. I propose that the cause for this interwoven grammar could be related to his 

experience of the cataclysmic chapter of modern German history characterised by 

National Socialism and warfare, which ruptured modernism‘s lineage for Richter‘s 

generation. For this generation of artists, an obligation of ontological reflection often 

meets the inability of satisfactory expression, and infinite relativity notwithstanding, the 

possibility of dealing with perverse memories is not forthcoming.  

 

Additionally, many artists of Richter‘s generation have attempted to critique Nazi 

ideology that presented an extreme dichotomy. This ideology projected hostility onto the 

figure of the Jew as though it were a binary opposite: Judaism was associated with all of 

the superlative negations of the Western European civilising project of modernity: 

barbarism, evil and so on. The trauma of this chapter of German modern history tore up 

the legacy of modernism for artists of Richter‘s generation. For example, the inverted 

figures in the paintings of George Baselitz, a former East German, have been related to 

this experience. Baselitz‘s use of the inverted figure references the upside-down 

crucifixion of the apostle Peter.
35

 Peter‘s guilt over being crucified in the same manner 

as Christ led him to request the upside-down crucifixion. The turned canvas of Baselitz 

seems to carry the same shame. Its existential angst attempts an inversion of the 

structural order as though structure itself is to blame. In Richter‘s work this angst 

surfaces in the desire to exhume modernism, to disentangle its avant-gardes, to confront 

the insufficiency of pluralism and defer to an ethical absolute that structure typically 

only impedes.  

 

Richter poses the dilemma of self/other radically differently to prior modernism and 

avant-gardism. His artwork acts as a lens, a mirror or a glass sheet, creating a zone for 
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otherness to blow through. The ―blur‖ paintings, colour charts, glass sheets, portraits, 

reproductions from snapshots, monochromes and so on all, at first, seem to come from 

the repositories of modernism, cycling through its motifs indiscriminately. But in 

Richter‘s work these are played back, emptied of their antiquated projects, in order to 

create a kind of feedback and slippage, a deferral to alterity immanent in dialectical 

structure, which can be made sensible but not necessarily visible.  
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Chapter 2 

Working Through Modernism’s Shattered Legacies: Discourses of 

Autonomy and Otherness  

In this chapter I outline the histories and discourses that Richter traverses, empties out 

and reconfigures. His engagement with the various fragments and manifestations of 

modernism is never superficial. His use of the various codes, symbols and strategies 

characterising Romanticism, Symbolism, Expressionism, and so on exhibits a 

sophisticated aesthetic strategy rather than a whimsical pastiche.  

 

The dream of art‘s autonomy, which German artists pursued so relentlessly throughout 

the long nineteenth century (1790-1914), was completely shattered by the First World 

War. The new avant-gardes were vitriolic in their critique of the prior modernists and 

later became known as the ―original avant-garde‖ most notably by Peter Bürger, whose 

analysis Theory of the Avant-garde (1974) has enormously influenced contemporary 

critical discourse.
36

 Bürger discusses the prior modernists, the avant-gardes before the 

First World War, as ―modernists.‖
37

 It is worth temporarily keeping this division 

between ―modernists‖ and the ―original avant-garde‖ to understand the wedge that the 

―original avant-gardes‖ sought to push between themselves and the ―modernism‖ which 

they sharply rejected (although generally throughout this dissertation I use modernism as 

an umbrella term). According to Benjamin Buchloh, these ―original avant-gardes‖ were 

―anti-modernist‖ in this sense. Buchloh argues that it was they who originally created 

the model for Richter‘s practice. I argue that this reading smoothes over Richter‘s 

recalibration of the autonomy debates from first principles and that it also fails to 

convincingly account for the second decimation of modernist culture that occurred with 

the Nazi burning of books and persecution of both modernist and avant-garde artists who 

were seen to be ―degenerate.‖ These cultural collapses produce the overcompensation in 

Richter‘s oeuvre and explain at least one of its aims: to restage modernism‘s orphaned 

debates in a mode of contemporaneity. 

 

The aftermath of war on the German cultural fabric, and the political and geographical 

split of Germany according to the terms of the 1945 Potsdam Conference, had 

devastating repercussions in the post-war period. It also had profound effects on 
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Richter‘s work. In attempting to counteract the National Socialist attack on the lineage 

of modernism, new and separate cultural dogmata were created in the East and West 

after a brief initial phase of artistic communion between 1945 and 1947.
38

  

 

Soviet East Germany instrumentalised art with Socialist Realism which aimed to 

promote the heroic, monumental role of the worker in history by figuring the 

transcendental worker as an historical agent; an objective that made painting more 

appropriate than both photography and collage and ruled out the influence of avant-

garde figures such as John Heartfield. The lineage to the pre-war German avant-gardes 

was thus doubly broken.
39

 Richter was trained in this environment, which encouraged 

artists to focus on communicative potential and faithful representation of the material 

relations of society. This view opposed the perceived role of art in bourgeois culture; 

that of facilitating social stratification and indulgent, imaginative plenitude for a 

privileged elite.  

 

On the other hand, West Germany was under Allied control and its artists were subject 

to different cultural prohibitions. The perceived danger was three-fold: First, German 

Romanticism was considered a cultural root of Nazism and was therefore to be avoided. 

The ―Romantic,‖ as well as the ―unbeautiful‖ and ―expressive‖ modes were purged for a 

second time. Second, the art championed by National Socialist cultural policy, an anti-

modernist neo-classicism, had to be avoided. Third, the Soviet style of making art was 

seen as impossible to uncouple from totalitarianism. This meant that the figure was 

difficult to use in an unproblematic way, resulting in the enthusiastic embrace of 

modernist abstraction. Most of all, this preference for objective, autonomous, formalist 

abstraction enabled a clear distinction to be drawn between Soviet East Germany and the 

West and a relationship of stark binary opposition to be asserted.
40

 

 

In West Germany during the immediate post-war period dissenting views over how to 

move forward saw the debate between the Expressionists and the Dada avant-garde of 

the Weimar Republic inadvertently revisited. The German philosopher Theodor Adorno, 
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fleeing Hitler in the 1930s, had mounted a sophisticated argument for aesthetic 

autonomy against his compatriot and colleague Walter Benjamin.
41

 This argument in 

fact echoes the critical position of earlier avant-gardes. Adorno valued aesthetic 

autonomy, which he believed rebutted Germany's Romanticism and philosophical 

Idealism, combated the instrumentalisation and commodification of art, and rejected the 

anti-intellectualism that laid the ground for National Socialism. Benjamin, on the other 

hand, associated aesthetic autonomy with mere aestheticisation and l'art pour l'art, 

which he believed carried the seeds of the unreason of National Socialism.  

 

Richter‘s position in this debate is ambivalent. To some extent, Richter‘s ability to 

situate painting in a discourse of reproduction seems to align with Benjamin. Richter‘s 

oeuvre exhibits a wandering anachronism that depends on the power of the viewer to 

make sensible relations of cascading images, which is highly reminiscent of a 

Benjaminian notion of montage. In 1936, Benjamin published the essay The Work of Art 

in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction describing changed conditions for encountering 

works of art.
42

 The aura that existed around fine art had disappeared, but he believed that 

this was not something that should be mourned.
 43

 He suggested that the new technical 

innovations that became available should be used to prompt the audience to question the 

broader reality more acutely. He believed that antiquated strategies such as Socialist 

Realism were less able to unmask reality than technical innovation involving collage and 

montage based aesthetics. However, while the impact of these avant-garde aesthetics is 

evident in Richter‘s work he also remained committed to the discourse of abstraction 

and aesthetic autonomy advocated by Adorno. This ambivalence ensues because Richter 

was not intent on taking sides but practiced a dialectical method of working between 

positions. For Richter, this journey takes into account pre-modern approaches to 

visuality, late eighteenth-century German romantic painting, as well as different aspects 

of the German modernist traditions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as I explain 

below.  
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Reconstituting Autonomy 

 

In the late eighteenth century, Western European art outgrew the conventional ethical, 

historical and other imperatives previously projected onto it and enjoyed a newly secular 

space, reduced to an aesthetic object, or simply art. Art also gained a new status as an 

independent form of knowledge, based on feeling. As a result, artists gained a new 

autonomy, freed from the old patronage, to produce a subjective practice grounded in the 

genius of the artist and insight of the outsider. In Germany, this was first evident in 

Romantic painting, which was then called ―modern art.‖ The expression of subjectivity 

became a self-evident, modern aesthetic possibility. The movement's most prominent 

exponent was Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840), who declared that ―the artist should 

not only paint what he [sic] sees before himself, but also what he sees within himself.‖ 

He added, ―If, however, he sees nothing within himself, then he should also omit to paint 

that which he sees before himself.‖
44

 The individual figure that experienced the 

―sublime‖ landscape in paintings like The Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog (1818) 

mirrored the viewer‘s and painter‘s own subjectivity. The Romantic artist became the 

archetypal model of the free autonomous individual and, in this sense, the vanguard of 

the Enlightenment and later modernity‘s quest for the emancipation of humankind.  

 

Richter, who like Friedrich is from Dresden, stages a similar notion of infinite possibility 

in highly critical terms. In 2004, recognising the overlaps between the artists, the 

Dresden Albertinum gallery organized an exhibition of artwork by both artists: From 

Caspar David Friedrich to Gerhard Richter. Indeed, in order to paint Iceberg in Mist 

(1982) and several seascapes (Figure 6 to Figure 8) Richter literally followed in 

Friedrich‘s footsteps by travelling to the Arctic Circle, where Friedrich had painted 

Arctic Shipwreck (1824).
45

 However, Richter deconstructs the subjective autonomy at 

the core of Friedrich‘s work by problematising the notion of otherness inherent in the 

sublime trope, a notion opposing the civilised subject to the savage landscape revealed 

before the gaze of the historical agent.  

 

Richter‘s seascapes problematise the imperialist vision of the active subject created by 

the sublime landscape, which is premised on a binary opposition. The humanist subject 

retains the central point of view in the sublime landscape. From there the wild, uncivil 

otherness is oriented by the imperialist gaze. Richter not only undercuts this convention 
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by, for example, placing his Arctic iceberg behind a thick fog, but also by turning his 

paintings of the ocean into an optical illusion. In the seascapes, such as Seascape (Sea-

Sea) CR 244 (1970) and Seascape (Sea-Sea) CR 245 (1970) he paints ocean on the 

bottom half of the canvas and then rotates it, painting another section of ocean on the top 

half of the canvas. The resulting paintings are the mirror image of a section of ocean that 

otherwise might have appeared sublime. This kind of work does not seek to encourage 

the civilising force in the subject but replaces the sublime wilderness with a vertiginous 

image of a deconstructed sublime picture. 

 

Similarly, in Seascape (Contre-jour) CR 233 (1969) Richter places one painted section 

of ocean from a photographic source adjacent to another painted section of sky from a 

completely different photographic source. The fusion of painted photographs depicting 

different sites and taken at different times of day is awkward and deliberately loses the 

sense of an engulfing, savage, sublime wilderness. Instead, the images appear like a 

visual puzzle. Grafting the sea onto another section of the sea or onto an alien sky 

dislocates identity from site. The image is not the vista of the humanist subject but rather 

a conscious, cognitive displacement, a displacement of the sublime flattened onto the 

symbolic. This enables Richter to problematise the central imperative of Romanticism: 

that the wanderer, and metaphorically the viewer, colonises that which he/she sees from 

an unproblematic central origin, juridicial perspective or elevated ego. 

 

  

  

Figure 6 Gerhard Richter, Iceberg in Mist, CR 496-1, 1982. Oil on Canvas, 70 x 100cm, Private Collection, 

San Francisco. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 7 Gerhard Richter, Seascape (Contre-jour), CR 233, 1969. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 200cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 
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Figure 8 Gerhard Richter, Seascape (Sea-Sea), CR 245, 1970. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 200cm, Nationalgalerie, 

Berlin. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

In the Annunciation after Titian paintings: CR 343-1, CR 344-1, CR 344-3, CR 343-2 

(1973) (Figure 10 to Figure 13), Richter also stages a deconstruction of early modern 

approaches to painting. Titian can be considered a precursor of the painterliness that 

characterises modernism. Indeed, on a simplistic level, Richter‘s deconstruction of 

Titian‘s Annunciation to Mary (1540) (Figure 9) could be interpreted as pushing Titian‘s 

painting to increasingly abstract and painterly levels.
46

 However, by repeating the 

homage several times, he illustrates the futility of this reverence, and critiques the notion 

of an original by demonstrating painting as an empty, mimetic activity. The series posits 

painting as mere signs, materials and processes, arranged in slightly different, yet all 

equally valid ways, like a grammar. This sensibility of repetition, reproduction and the 

―infidelity‖ of the copy seems nihilist and displaces the notion of divine inspiration and 

genius with that of human labour, and reproduces the anxiety of art‘s move from an 

earlier sacred, metaphysical role to the materialist quandary of the modern period.  

 

  

Figure 9 Titian (Tiziano Vercellio), Annunciation to Mary, ca.1540. Oil on Burlap, 166 x 266cm, Scuola 

Grande Arciconfraternita di San Rocco, Venice. Photo: www.scuolagrandesanrocco.it. 

 

   

Figure 10 Gerhard Richter, Annunciation after Titian, CR 343-1, 1973. Oil on Linen, 125 x 200cm, 

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 
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Figure 11 Gerhard Richter, Annunciation after Titian, CR 344-1, 1973. Oil on Canvas, 150 x 250cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

  

Figure 12 Gerhard Richter, Annunciation after Titian, CR 344-3, 1973. Oil on Canvas, 150 x 250cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 13 Gerhard Richter, Annunciation after Titian, CR 343-2, 1973 . Oil on Canvas, 125 x 250cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Although the series dissolves religious subject matter gradually into a smudge, every 

stage exhibits an increasing reverential quality. In the final smudged image (Figure 13) 

the subject acquires a renewed potency suggesting that the original event to which the 

painting alludes, the Annunciation—which is the instantiation of the other (God) into 

humankind (Mary)—might best be represented by its own obscuring, and with a far 

more iconoclastic approach than representation. In this exercise, Richter develops the 

destructive moment of the painting to a point where it sufficiently conjures the presence 

of its subject by dissolving or othering the subject. The vignette of paint that Richter 

uses to occlude the subject is impervious to a ―clear‖ representation and perspectival 

gaze. The blur allows the subject an inaccessible quality, dampening the potency of the 

subject, and this makes alterity sensed rather than seen, revealing its immanence. Here 

Richter recalls the cultural function of Byzantine iconoclasm, which held depiction to be 

heretical. Helmut Friedel claims that Richter makes the vignette between colours the 

subject matter itself, which is almost true.
47

 However, it is the subject‘s concealment, the 

rupture of the symbolic order, by the vignette that enables the painting to evoke a 

stirring sense of absent presence. This allows the painting to posit the immanent 

structure of otherness as its subject matter, without attempting to organise and control it 

through representation or to project the artist‘s identity on it or through it with the 

expressionism or stylisation of various modernisms. Here difference is no longer 

neutralised by a pluralism of infinite relativity, a panoply of signs, but is able to shift to 

différance, reserving a place of priority behind the symbolic realm.  
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Richter also critiques late-nineteenth century Symbolism, in particular its archetypal 

metaphysical projections of the psyche. One example is Richter‘s series of three images 

of toilet paper, Toilet Paper CR 75-1, CR 75-2, CR 75-3 (1965) (Figure 14). These are 

painted with a subdued, colourless photorealism; the diffused light sarcastically makes 

them blurred to the point of acquiring a sacred quality qua the Annunciation series. 

However, toilet paper relates to the act of defecation and so suggests the abjection that is 

associated with delineating the borders of the self from the non-self. According to 

Freud‘s theory of childhood development, the early childhood phase of toilet training is 

inextricably linked to personality in later life. While this is not a position upheld in 

modern scientific study it allows for a series of detailed relationships to be observed in 

regard to Richter‘s exploration of the borders of alterity, immanence and representation. 

For Freud, toilet training is important for several reasons: the child gains an 

understanding of the boundaries between itself and others, an understanding of 

cleanliness and dirtiness, and good and bad.
48

 In his paper ―Character and Anal Erotism‖ 

(1908) Freud observed that children control excretion, which they see as a gift to the 

parents.
49

 He suggests excessive withholding followed by a sudden outburst is painful 

but excites sensitive erogenous areas, and thus he traces many later ―perversions‖ to 

these complexities of this anal phase. The irony of Richter‘s images of toilet paper is 

that: although the toilet paper should attest to cleanliness and regulation of the borders of 

the body by clearly demarcating it from its waste, it instead becomes a messed-up, 

smudged, and yet, an ironically sacred image, along the lines of Julia Kristeva‘s notion 

of abjection.
50

 The innuendo here is that there is no demarcation of mess from the body. 

This fractures familiar binaries of clean/dirty, good/bad and, critically, self/other. 

Symbolism‘s depiction of the psyche and its drives clearly divides these terms but 

Richter‘s images muddy these dichotomies.  

 

  

Figure 14 Gerhard Richter, Toilet Paper, CR 75-1, 1965. Oil on Canvas, 55 x 40cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 
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Richter also restages fin de siècle German modernism, revisiting its desire for autonomy 

but subverting its root in the subjectivity of the artist.
51

 German culture became 

increasingly cosmopolitan throughout the nineteenth century. Berlin, Cologne, Dresden 

and Munich had had artist co-operatives since 1841and were developing strong artistic 

cultures. Following unification in 1871 artists began to oppose official attempts ―to 

affirm the country‘s great power status‖ by looking beyond Germany and working 

outside state controlled patronage.
52

 France offered an artistic example for artists whose 

work was incommensurate with the brewing nationalism. The expression ―L'art pour 

l'art‖ or ―art for art's sake‖ emerged in Paris during the 1830s.
53

 According to Matei 

Călinescu, the expression was bound up with the idea of an artistic ―avant-garde‖ 

advocating a utopian, modern, political, and cultural autonomy.
54

 The aesthetic premise 

was to further liberate art from religion, politics and humanism. Many German artists 

saw it as the chance to be free from nationalist cultural imperatives and their secession 

accordingly carried a sense of liberation from ideology. 

 

In general these artists sought an oppositional subjective freedom rather than promoting 

any particular cause, largely setting up the model of stylistic innovation that Richter 

shatters. The terms of the secessions differed between German cities. In Berlin, several 

artists broke from the Academy when a sense of political appeasement guided the 

selection of artworks to be displayed at the Verein Berliner Künstler annual show.
55

 The 

artists, led by Max Liebermann, denounced the ―patriotic kitsch‖ and ―sycophantic 

behaviour‖ in the show and organised their own shows in the 1890s. Impressionism 

emerged as their image of the modern, but, above all, avant-garde freedom meant to not 

be bound by an imperative—a reconstituted notion of autonomy in oppositional terms.  

 

This autonomy is also a central value of Richter‘s art but is cast with immanent 

objectivity rather than framed by a pure subjectivity. The modernists believed that only 

autonomy based in subjectivity would ensure that artwork would not be hijacked by 
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ideology. Louis ―Lovis‖ Corinth was one of the eminent figures to break from the 

Academy.
56

 His subject matter included nudes, genre paintings, religious and 

mythological narratives, landscapes, urban scenes, interiors, animals, still lifes and 

portraits. Stylistically, his work includes academic neo-classical realism, Impressionism, 

Symbolism and Jugendstil. His eclecticism paralleled other modernist art throughout 

Europe that embraced a tapestry of diverse influences but was invested with the nascent 

expressionism that came to characterise German modernism. Richter holds autonomy in 

a similar regard, as he relished the autonomy that he had after moving to the West and 

the heterogeneity of his oeuvre harks back to this core value of German modernist art. 

However, he avoids the earlier modernists‘ dependence on a reified subjectivity, the 

expressionism of the avant-gardist and its associated discourse of otherness. By 

exploring the possibilities that lie behind painting as well as ahead of it, his work 

specifically avoids becoming historicist. His approach is far more objective and 

structuralist. 

 

Richter tests the notion of pluralism to recall and deconstruct modernism‘s discourse of 

autonomy and avant-gardism‘s discourse of otherness. He recasts these moments of 

modernism in a flattened economy of signs. This neutralises their difference of 

appearance, and empties the movements, motifs and signs of their typical meanings. On 

another level, Richter‘s work deconstructs the logic of binary otherness, which generally 

casts the subjectivity of the artist as immanent. Richter‘s interruptions of clarity deny the 

full presence of the subject of the image—making deferral immanent in the painting. 

This occurs, for example in such paintings as Hanged CR 668 (1988) (Figure 15). It 

stems from Richter‘s methodological processes but suggests a force both beyond the 

visual and its system of signs—and so having its own autonomy. However, it 

simultaneously arises from slippages within a system of ostensible equivalence. 

Ultimately, this brings about a kind of phenomenal otherness, which makes that which is 

sensed more important than that which is recognised. 

 

                                                      
56 Ibid. 



 48 

 

Figure 15 Gerhard Richter, Hanged, CR 668, 1988. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 140cm, The Museum of Modern 

Art, New York. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Richter‘s movement across styles with little regard for their historical and stylistic 

integrity forestalls continuity between his oeuvre and prior avant-gardes. His images 

become elements, as they are flattened into a vista of seemingly infinite, interchangeable 

signs. However, the oeuvre ironically reconstitutes the autonomy of modernism coupled 

with objectivity rather than subjectivity. He hands subjectivity over to the depicted 

subject through devices of othering, often based on chance, which subordinate the 

artist‘s expression and produce an effect that both defers and stands in for the subject.  

 

Autonomy was a complex and integral part of modern art which the Expressionists 

largely reframed with stylistic innovation. Peter Bürger has observed that the 

conventional European capability of art to look outward in a secular way was 

compromised by artists increasingly focusing on inward, subjective experience 

throughout the nineteenth century.
57

  He posits that art's autonomy increased at the cost 

of its connection with society; the introspective, subjective focus of the artist neglected 

the pressing questions of social and cultural experience. Bürger suggests that this 

negative consequence of art's autonomy culminated in Impressionism, in which he saw 

an extreme disconnection from the world due to immersion in the formal qualities of the 

medium. This observation is not limited to Germany but is focused on the broad 

European context that included France and Russia. In contrast, I argue that the German 

experience was idiosyncratic and that a nuanced reading of a history of German 

modernism is necessary to understand Richter‘s reconstituted autonomy. 

 

Bürger argues that around 1910, various avant-garde artists rejected art‘s autonomy and 

sought to re-establish art‘s relationship to ―life‖ which, he argues, had eroded in 

bourgeois society.
58

 On the one hand, Constructivists were trying to instrumentalise art 

while on the other Dadaists were demonstrating ―the nexus between autonomy and the 
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absence of any consequences.‖
59 

Bürger suggests that Constructivism's accessibility and 

Dadaism's satire sought to bring art back to the realm of more objective social 

experience. As such, his argument is that this avant-garde impulse marked the end of the 

idea of autonomy that had shaped art in the previous century. However, Bürger‘s 

conflation of Dadaism and Constructivism merges the unique qualities of each 

movement and overlooks the specific care that German artists had taken to strategically 

construct their autonomy. It is necessary to briefly take a closer look at this context to 

understand Richter‘s apparent ambiguity.  

 

Richter‘s oeuvre restages certain aspects of the aesthetics of Zurich Dada but not Berlin 

Dada. Zurich Dada comprised several German artists who had escaped the war and 

embraced chance in order to subvert a unified style as the locus of meaning. Buchloh 

maps this methodology onto Richter‘s practice quite successfully.
 
Dada‘s anti-aesthetic 

replaces one kind of autonomy with another, with no greater or lesser connection to 

―life.‖ Collage and chance juxtaposition shatter the relationship between images and the 

objects they depict in order to establish instead connections between images, between 

signifiers themselves. Richter adopts this mode by creating an oeuvre that restages 

modernism itself as a collage.  

 

Richter does not attempt to rework the aesthetics of Berlin Dada. Richard Huelsenbeck, 

a German artist who was instrumental in creating the Zurich movement, created a 

provocative movement in Berlin in 1917. This manifestation of Dada moved away from 

painting and adopted a combative political stance. Berlin Dada was conceived as a direct 

attack on the autonomy of artists, who, the German Dadaists thought, had become 

disconnected from ―life.‖ However, the attack was mainly aimed at artists who had 

become disconnected from their class. Huelsenbeck specifically directed statements 

against the Expressionists, proclaiming in his Dadaist Manifesto of 1918:  

The highest art will be that which in its conscious content resents the 

thousand-fold problems of the day, the art which has been visibly shattered 

by the explosions of last week, which is forever trying to collect its limbs 

after yesterday's crash… the expressionists in literature and painting have 

banded together into a generation which is already looking forward to 

honourable mention in the histories of literature and art and aspiring to the 

most respectable civic distinctions. On a pretext of carrying on propaganda 

for the soul, they have, in their struggle with naturalism, found their way 
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back to the abstract, emotional gestures which presuppose a comfortable life 

free from content or strife.
60

 

Huelsenbeck believed that autonomy reinforced the power of the ruling classes and 

bourgeoisie, a position Benjamin later parallels. Artworks such as the mannequin in 

soldier's uniform with the head of a pig that hung over the First International Dada Fair 

in Berlin made clear that Berlin Dada sought a radical rejection of autonomy perceived 

as bourgeois in the subjectivism of the painterly program of Expressionism. This form of 

Dada has far less relevance to Richter‘s practice. 

 

However Richter‘s oeuvre revisits the aesthetics of the Neue Sachlichkeit (New 

Objectivity) movement, into which Berlin Dada metamorphosed. Berlin Dada lost 

energy during 1923 and Neue Sachlichkeit emerged the following year. It bore a critical 

difference from Dada in that it was a painting movement. This is a particularly 

interesting reference point that foreshadows Richter's inherent belief in the relevance of 

painting in a post-painterly context. Neue Sachlichkeit took cool and distant objectivity 

to an aesthetic extreme that carries over into the cool and distant tone of Richter‘s 

painting. Neue Sachlichkeit also spurned Expressionism and its reification of the artist‘s 

subjectivity, and offers a potent form of ―anti-expressionism.‖
61

 Franz Roh has described 

Neue Sachlichkeit as post-expressionism and has attempted to sum up its qualities in a 

table reproduced below.
62

 At first, it seems that Richter suits every single adjective 

under post-expressionism. On closer inspection however, one finds there is a painting in 

Richter‘s oeuvre to match just about every word in the entire table, including those 

under the heading of Expressionism. He thus radically resists this avant-gardist or 

German Dadaist binarism and it is this ambivalence that has forced art historians to 

develop their arguments around a limited selection of Richter‘s work.  

 

                                                      
60 Richard Huelsenbeck, "Dadaist Manifesto," in Dada : Art and Anti-Art, ed. Hans Richter (London: 

Thames and Hudson, 1965), 102. See also Steve Plumb, Neue Sachlichkeit 1918-33 : Unity and Diversity of 

an Art Movement (Amsterdam ; New York: Rodopi, 2006). 
61 Plumb, Neue Sachlichkeit 1918-33 : Unity and Diversity of an Art Movement, 38-39. 
62 Franz Roh, German Painting in the 20th Century, New York Graphic Society Art Library. (Greenwich; 

New York: Graphic Society Ltd, 1968). See also Dennis Crockett, German Post-Expressionism : The Art of 

the Great Disorder, 1918-1924 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999). 
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Franz Roh's table listing attributes of Expressionism and the styles of post-

expressionism associated with Neue Sachlichkeit.
 63

 

 

  

                                                      
63 Roh, German Painting in the 20th Century.  

Expressionism post-expressionism 

ecstatic objects plain objects 

many religious themes few religious themes 

the stifled object the explanatory object 

rhythmic representative 

arousing engrossing 

dynamic static 

loud quiet 

summary sustained 

obvious obvious  and  enigmatic 

monumental miniature 

warm cool to cold 

thick colouration thin layer of colour 

roughened smooth, dislodged 

like uncut stone like polished metal 

work process preserved work process effaced 

leaving traces pure objectification 

expressive deformation of objects harmonic cleansing of objects 

rich in diagonals rectangular in frame 

often acute-angled parallel 

working against the edges of image fixed within edges of image 

primitive civilized 
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Figure 16 Christian Schad, Self portrait with model, 1927. Oil on Wood, 76 x 62cm, Tate Modern, London. 

Photo: www.tate.org.uk. 

 

  

Figure 17 Gerhard Richter, Aunt Marianne, CR 87, 1965. Oil on Canvas, 120 x 130cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 18 Gerhard Richter, Administrative Building, CR 39, 1964. Oil on Canvas, 98 x 150cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Neue Sachlichkeit exhibits another shift in the notion of autonomy, based in abstraction 

and aestheticism and Richter‘s earlier images in particular recall this shift. Self Portrait 

with model (1927) by Christian Schad (Figure 16) shows that at least one branch of the 

stylistically varied movement reverted to tropes of neo-classicism.
64

 Schad‘s figures 

assume the classical poses of display for Greek sculpture but his images are cropped, 

which is more typical of Impressionism. The cool objectivity in Richter‘s images such as 

Aunt Marianne CR 87 (1965) (Figure 17) and Administrative Building CR 39 (1964) 

(Figure 18) have the anaesthetic, muted atmosphere of late Neue Sachlichkeit as he 

employs similar devices to those used by Schad. In addition, Richter‘s earlier work 

seems to reject the exuberance of Abstract Expressionism, Art Informel and Tachisme in 

a similar way that Neue Sachlichkeit strategically rejected the exuberance of 

Expressionism. 

 

Neo-classical styles were repeatedly influential throughout modernity. The neo-classical 

influence in modern art after the First World War has been popularly attributed to a 

                                                      
64 Buchloh specifically suggests that Richter‘s insistence on the ―separateness of painting and sculpture,‖ 

and ―conservative opposition to the media‖ arise from his experience of Socialist Realism. Buchloh, 

"Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 45. 
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desire for a return to order. The French Retour à l’ordre movement derives its name 

from this sentiment. Neue Sachlichkeit is, however, both sharper and more understated 

than most other contemporary neo-classicisms. It is less affirmative than styles of neo-

classicism that were more mainstream, popular, and reactionary. These more benign, 

romantic and neo-classical styles came to fit National Socialism like a glove. Their 

populist, accessible, utopian view appealed to base drives, making it function perfectly 

as propaganda. The artworks of Adolf Ziegler and Ivo Saliger are two examples. Their 

nudes attempted to exemplify values of purity of physical form, derived from the 

Ancient Greeks, but are bereft of sensuality and typically set in agrarian settings fused to 

nationalist myths of ―blood and soil.‖
65

 Both artists painted versions of the academic 

themed Judgment of Paris that exhibit this aesthetic (Figure 19 and Figure 20). These 

works image a drive to dominate, scrutinize, and judge the individual from a central, 

judicial, and phallocentric perspective, which Neue Sachlichkeit avoids. This becomes 

particularly apparent when presented alongside earlier versions of the classical theme of 

the Judgment of Paris (Figure 21and Figure 22). Neue Sachlichkeit forms a cynical 

shadow to the affirmative neo-classicism of Weimar Germany. It plunders neo-

classicism for its smoothness and organisation of figures but invests it with pithy 

sarcasm, breaks it free from kitsch symbolism and loses its juridical perspective. 

 

  

Figure 19 Ivo Saliger, Judgment of Paris, 1939. Oil on Canvas, 105 x 185cm, Deutsches Historisches 

Museum, Berlin. Photo: Michaud, Eric, and Janet Lloyd. The Cult of Art in Nazi Germany. Stanford, Calif.: 

Stanford University Press, 2004, 157. 

Figure 20 Adolf Ziegler, Earth and Water, central panel from the triptych The Four Elements, 1936. Oil on 

Canvas, 170.3 x 85.2cm (centre), Bayerische, Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Pinakothek der Moderne, 

Munich. Photo: Mahon, Alyce. Eroticism & Art. Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005, 120. 

 

                                                      
65See Jonathan Petropoulos, The Faustian Bargain : The Art World in Nazi Germany (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), Terri J. Gordon, "Fascism and the Female Form: Performance Art in the Third 

Reich," Journal of the History of Sexuality 11, no. 1/2 (2002), Eric Michaud and Janet Lloyd, The Cult of 

Art in Nazi Germany (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2004).  
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Figure 21 Lucas Cranach the Elder, Judgment of Paris, ca. 1508. Oil on Wood, 101.9 x 71.1cm, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. Photo: www.metmuseum.org. 

Figure 22 Peter Paul Rubens, Judgement of Paris, ca. 1639. Oil on Wood, 199 × 379cm, Museo Nacional 

del Prado, Madrid. Photo: www.museodelprado.es. 

 

Buchloh suggests that German Neue Sachlichkeit equipped Richter with the possibility 

of producing artwork that was anti-modernist. He writes: 

First of all there is his education up to 1960 as a painter at the Academy of 

Fine Arts in Dresden in the legacies of neo-classicism (from German Neue 

Sachlichkeit to Stalinist Socialist Realism). This experience equipped him 

with an arsenal of anti-modernist tools that would be continuously and 

cyclically reintroduced in the artist‘s works after his arrival in West 

Germany in 1961.66 

Richter went to the same art school as the founder of Neue Sachlichkeit, Otto Dix, and 

although Richter was unimpressed when meeting the artist, his influence can be seen in 

later paintings in Richter‘s objective style.
67

 The use of commonplace subject matter 

from daily experience painted sarcastically in expressionless hues is certainly present 

throughout Richter‘s practice. In addition to Buchloh‘s suggestion, Richter uses the 

devices of Neue Sachlichkeit to counter idealism, the priority of the ego of the artist and 

the artist‘s redeeming vision. Neue Sachlichkeit is however, also another modernism that 

Richter flattens into an image. Its quality of understatement particularly suits Richter‘s 

grammar of images. Neue Sachlichkeit borrows this quality from earlier understated neo-

classicism, such as that of Pierro della Francesca (Figure 23), rather than the more heroic 

academic neo-classical or Baroque styles, which promoted the more dynamic display of 

the human form. This device of understatement gives Richter‘s art a sense of 

withdrawal, consistent with his deconstruction of modernism and staging of it like a 

rehearsal. 

                                                      
66 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", xi. 
67 Storr, Gerhard Richter: Doubt and Belief in Painting, 34-35. 
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Figure 23 Piero della Francesca, Resurrection, 1463-65. Fresco on Wall, 225 x 200cm, Museo Civico, 

Sansepolcro, Tuscany. Photo: www.museocivicosansepolcro.it. 

 

The debate between modernists and the ―original avant-garde‖ (to use Bürger‘s 

vernacular) was cut short in Germany when artists of both persuasions were attacked by 

Nazi cultural policy in the period leading up to the Second World War. National 

Socialism condemned the artwork of those on both sides and the more popular form of 

neo-classicism, the promotional display of the figure of plenitude, was adopted for use 

as propaganda.
68

  

 

In the post-war period, Adorno also saw this instrumentalisation of art evident in the 

culture industry of Hollywood and other kitsch. He suggested that the solution lay in the 

reconstituted push for art‘s autonomy. He reiterated his argument in a debate with Hans 

Seydlmeyer, who took an anti-modernist position in his book Art in Crisis: the Lost 

Centre (1958).
69 

Seydlmeyer thought art ought to produce a positive image of man in the 

world.
70

 Adorno used the exchange with Seydlmeyer to underscore the limits of a 

nostalgic and conservative view of art in the aftermath of the events of recent history. By 

Adorno's definition, autonomy must be grounded in formal limits, measured in objective 

materialistic terms of the work and not in any kind of idealism. In Chapter Four, I argue 

that Richter‘s practice searches for this Adornian sense of autonomy. 

 

In the United States, Clement Greenberg, an influential art critic with a deep knowledge 

of German avant-garde culture, supported the push for aesthetic autonomy, culminating 

in his critical essay of 1960: Modernist Painting. He argued the case for autonomy for 

similar reasons to Adorno although within a teleological scheme. He thought painting 

                                                      
68 There were some anomalies. Emil Nolde gained favour with the Nazis. Also, Joseph Goebbels favoured 

certain forms of Expressionism until 1933. 
69 For a discussion of the debate see Harrison and Wood, Art in Theory, 1900-2000 : An Anthology of 

Changing Ideas, 664. For a discussion of Seydlmeier‘s contact with Nazi war criminals in hiding see Israel 

Gutman et al., Anatomy of the Auschwitz Death Camp (Bloomington: Published in association with the 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington, D.C. by Indiana University Press, 1994), 331.  
70Schwartz, Blind Spots : Critical Theory and the History of Art in Twentieth-Century Germany, 156. 
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had been forced back to its most basic character to save itself from irrelevance—again, a 

position that Richter‘s plural styles seem to assume. Greenberg, like Adorno and 

Richter, also opposed subjective expressionist strains of modernism. Accordingly, 

aesthetic autonomy emerged from the Second World War period, associated more with 

objectivity and formalism than with previous concerns of psychological and 

phenomenological individuation. Richter can thus be positioned within the 1960‘s neo-

avant-garde concerns evident in the strategies of Minimalism and Conceptual Art to 

limit the subjectivity of the artist in the making of the art work. However, Richter‘s work 

is also infused with various elements of the shattered historical legacies from which this 

position emerges. 

 

According to Bürger, the ―neo-avant-garde‖ movements such as Art Informel, Abstract 

Expressionism and Pop Art continue modernist notions of autonomy; that art can and 

should lead to transformative, transcendental experience through its concern with form 

and its emphasis on subjectivity. However, to see the ―neo-avant-garde‖ of the 1950s 

and 1960s as a pathetic repeat and formal repackaging of the ―original avant-garde‖ but 

without its radical content, does not account for the diverse ambitions and ideas of the 

―neo-avant-garde.‖ In Buchloh‘s dissertation on Richter, he argues convincingly that 

Bürger‘s account is too simplistic and that the ―neo-avant-garde‖ is in fact far more 

radical than the ―original‖ avant-garde.
71

 Buchloh situates Richter as a central figure in 

the ―neo-avant-garde‖ for attacking the subjectivist aesthetic autonomy art of late 

modernism, specifically through his re-invention of the original anti-art devices of 

readymade, monochrome and collage. Buchloh reconstructs these motifs of the original 

avant-garde by, for example, studying Richter‘s monochromes as a contemporary 

restoration of Malevich‘s ―original‖ monochrome, and his Photorealism and Atlas 

projects as being equally radical in their critique of art‘s autonomy.
72

 However, by 

situating Richter as an exemplary figure of the ―neo-avant-garde,‖ Buchloh also 

simplifies matters because Richter is also highly critical of the (neo-)avant-gardism still 

present in his milieu. While Buchloh succeeds in extracting Richter from the late-

Marxist rhetoric premised on Hegelian logic, he understates Richter's complex 

engagement with the structural dynamics of the ―neo-avant-garde‖ as well as his 

anachronistic posturing. Richter‘s reconstitution of a notion of aesthetic autonomy and 

destabilisation of avant-gardism‘s discourse of otherness is too easily smoothed over in 

such a reading. 

                                                      
71 Buchloh challenges Bürger‘s idea of a neo-avant-garde in Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, "The Primary Colors 

for the Second Time: A Paradigm Repetition of the Neo-Avantgarde," October 37 (Summer 1986). 
72 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History". 
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Situating Richter as ―pro‖ or ―anti‖ aesthetic autonomy, or as exemplar of the ―neo-

avant-garde,‖ misses his nuanced and ambivalent relationship to both, which is not ever 

likely to be decisively resolved. Bürger rightly recognizes that the ―original‖ avant-garde 

rejected the subjective autonomy of early modernism, which it saw as producing stylistic 

gamesmanship, but he fails to acknowledge that the idea of aesthetic autonomy is 

reconstituted by every generation in the dialectical negation of stylistic innovation, until 

it culminates in the post-structuralist pluralism of art during and after the 1960s. It is in 

this notion of a dialectical movement toward otherness that the avant-garde constitutes 

autonomy. As I have shown, Richter develops his discourse of autonomy by flattening 

the cascading avant-gardes into a grammar using various modernist styles, motifs and 

subjects, that, in its deconstructions (e.g. the sublime turned into a vertiginous image), 

allows space for immanent alterity to operate.  

 

The basis of Richter‘s reconstituted notion of autonomy is thus his post-structuralism. 

There is an immanent autonomy that exists laterally across his entire oeuvre, and is 

manifest particularly in the slippages, inversions and disturbances of the oeuvre. Only 

this broader view reveals the purpose and achievement of his destabilisation of 

modernism‘s discourse of identity in alterity. 

 

To overlook this aspect of Richter‘s practice is to misunderstand his significance and his 

context. Not only the ―original‖ avant-garde drew inspiration from the repressed critical 

margin of their cultural mainstreams; the whole of modernism operates this way. The 

repressed other is charged with heightened power in avant-gardism on the basis of the 

dialectical movement. In Richter‘s post-structuralism this identification with alterity that 

is the inverse of modernity is deconstructed by showing that this logic of alterity is 

immanent in the way that modernity thinks of itself, either affirmatively or negatively 

(i.e. critically).  

 

Bürger's notion of the ―neo-avant-garde,‖ Clement Greenberg's teleology of modernism, 

and for that matter Alfred Barr's evolutionary theory of modern art exemplified in his 

notorious chart of modern art, all expose the grip of essentialist thought in modernism 

and its histories. Richter instead cultivates a complex relation to alterity through devices 

that are designed to expose and analyse the structure of alterity immanent in discourses 

of modernism.  
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Conclusion 

 

When Richter moved to the West, a dizzying number of art movements proliferated, all 

originally organised according to an avant-gardist logic of identity in difference. Thus 

each was occupied by a core of artists invested in a coherent style that exemplified the 

particularity of the movement and its opposition to the other. Richter is unique in that he 

moves across these styles, developing what, at first, seems a pluralist or eclectic 

approach. However, underlying and indeed mobilising this pluralism is an engagement 

with the immanent alterity that structures the avant-gardist logic of identity and 

difference.  

  

Distancing and interruption of the viewer‘s gaze is important to Richter‘s post-

structuralism. His artwork deconstructs the subjective ego of the artist, positing an 

ethical presence of the other as an interruption in the notional intersubjectivity of 

pluralism. In the deferrals, such as the ―blur,‖ the gaze of another is posited which the 

viewer cannot access. The blur suggests that from some other focal range the subject 

will be clear and enable a clearer view to be returned to the viewer. In this regard this 

alterity reworks intersubjectivity with a space for the priority of the other, inaccessible, 

and critically, transcendental: in the deconstruction of neutralised difference Richter 

preserves the immanence of the other. Such an oeuvre embraces alterity not to situate the 

subject on ―stable ground‖ as avant-gardism does, but to expose its structure, thereby 

attributing autonomy to the other on dynamic and turbulent ground.  
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Chapter 3 

One Dialectic, Two Systems: East 

In symbolic identification we identify not with the image but with the look of 

the Other, not with how we see ourselves in them but with how we are seen by 

them. We see ourselves through the way that others see us. We do not identify 

directly with ourselves but only through another…  

- Rex Butler73 

 

Introduction 

 

This and the following chapter will establish the necessity of understanding Richter‘s 

artwork in the context of his entire oeuvre. As previously discussed, such an approach 

goes against the grain of current art historiography—except in the context of artist 

biographies. However, there is a cohesive structure in Richter‘s oeuvre that is the 

product of his deconstruction of the avant-garde‘s discourse of identity in otherness, 

which is inaccessible to the biographical form. Richter‘s revelation of immanent alterity 

in avant-gardist thought is realised through various aesthetic strategies evident in 

individual works (using blurring, chance, etc) as well as at the level of his oeuvre, that 

is, in the relationship of difference, différance, and deferral between his individual works 

of art. 

 

The most obvious relationship of differences in Richter‘s oeuvre is the split between an 

East German (GDR) phase and a West German (FRG until 1989) phase. However, this 

broad division of the oeuvre, which reflects the divided world of the Cold War era, fails 

to produce a balanced reading of both phases, mainly because the Eastern phase is 

customarily repressed in favour of the Western. The official cataloguing process of 

Gerhard Richter and the major retrospective that was mounted at the Museum of Modern 

Art in New York in 2002 both exemplify this approach. They seriously account only for 

the work that Richter completed in the West after 1961.  

 

Richter‘s strict control over the constitution of his oeuvre—such as having commenced 

in the West in 1962—reveals his intent to create a very specific kind of oeuvre, one 

conceived as a single text rather than as a series of individual masterpieces. 

                                                      
73 Rex Butler, Slavoj Zizek: Live Theory (London: Continuum, 2005), 53. 
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Nevertheless, a critical study of Richter‘s oeuvre must account for his deliberate 

omissions. I discuss his Eastern phase not as a simple or literal starting point for the 

oeuvre but as a period of critical questioning and transition, during which, I argue, 

Richter attempted to turn the dialectical thought that marked artistic production in the 

GDR on itself, and in doing so prepared the methodology that he further developed 

following his move to the West.  

 

Since 1962 Gerhard Richter‘s oeuvre has been well-catalogued by a complex process. 

He began cataloguing his work when he chose the first thirteen works, all completed 

after arriving in the West, to comprise his mature oeuvre in 1963 at age 33.
74

 He omitted 

earlier work made in East Germany from his catalogues because he considered it 

―painstakingly academic‖ and there is a distinct shift between the two bodies of work. 

The former interrogates Socialist Realism, the latter avant-gardism. His own catalogue is 

a compilation of only the latter. Richter presented the first updated catalogue of his 

oeuvre as an edition six years later in 1969.
75

 This is the first indication of the central 

importance of cataloguing to Richter‘s oeuvre, and indeed of the oeuvre itself as a work 

of art. The central importance that Richter has attached to the cataloguing process 

indicates a fear of erasure by history, which quite possibly arises as a response to his 

former life in the repressive GDR.  

 

An updated catalogue of his oeuvre was published as part of his participation in the 1972 

Venice Biennale.
76

 It was revised again in 1986 when edited by Dietmar Elger for the 

publisher DuMont and was accompanied by a retrospective exhibition that toured 

Europe. At present most of the paintings in Richter‘s oeuvre are included in the newer, 

revised, three-volume Catalogue Raisonné, launched in 1993 with a major retrospective 

in Paris and Bonn.
77

 This catalogue spans the period 1962 to 1993 and has since been 

followed by a sequel including works from 1993 to 2004 which was launched in 2004 

with exhibitions in Düsseldorf and Munich.
78

 This catalogue overwrites another smaller 

sequel catalogue of the years from 1993 to 1998.
79

 The most striking aspect of the 

Catalogue Raisonné for the years 1993-2004 is that it is dominated by abstract paintings. 

However, in this period Richter actually revisits almost all of the styles that he had 

                                                      
74 See Jürgen Harten, "The Romantic Intent for Abstraction," in Gerhard Richter Paintings 1962-1985, ed. 

Jürgen Harten (Cologne: DuMont Buchverlag Köln, 1986), 30. 
75 Zweite, "Seeing, Reflecting, Appearing: Thoughts on the Work of Gerhard Richter," 11. 
76 Karl-Heinz Hering and Dietrich  Helms, Gerhard Richter : Arbeiten 1962 Bis 1971 (Düsseldorf: 

Kunstverein für die Rheinlande und Westfalen, 1971). 
77 Suzanne Pagé et al., Gerhard Richter. Catalogue Raisonné 1962 - 1993 (Bonn: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 

1993). 
78 Zweite, "Seeing, Reflecting, Appearing: Thoughts on the Work of Gerhard Richter." 
79 Helmut Friedel and Martin Hentschel, Gerhard Richter 1998 (London: Anthony d'Offay, 1999). 
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previously used. He takes representation, glass sheets and grey paintings to an increased 

scale and number. He also takes the manipulation of scale to a new extreme in the 

enormously enlarged images of the molecular lattices of strontium and silicon and his 

material investigation expands to include more industrial materials such as aluminium 

and plastics, which he uses as supports for abstract paintings. Overall, the diversity he 

established in the 1960s continues up to the present day. 

 

The publishing of a new catalogue is scheduled to begin this year, in 2010, but there is 

no indication yet as to whether it will contain any work from the period prior to 1962. 

Other attempts to catalogue sections of Richter‘s oeuvre have appeared since 2004, 

including catalogues of print editions and drawings as well as a catalogue of the 

photographs and sketches used in creating the paintings, known as Richter's Atlas. Also 

there are many catalogues for exhibitions and for particular sets within his oeuvre such 

as landscapes, portraits, grey paintings and watercolours. There are also artist‘s books 

that comprise details from paintings, such as War Cut (2004), which juxtaposes text 

from newspapers with details from a painting, representing Richter‘s response to the 

second Persian Gulf War, and which partly share the cataloguing role.
 80

 

 

The 2010 catalogue cannot be comprehensive in the strict sense of the word. The 

cataloguing is under the direction of Dietmar Elger at the Gerhard Richter Archive in 

Dresden. The archive was established in 2005 in the old part of the city, near where 

Richter undertook his early art education. Elger researches the oeuvre in consultation 

with Richter, who has lived in Cologne since 1983. However, Elger is confronted with 

an oeuvre that has some gaps. Certain paintings cannot be included in the catalogue, 

either because they have been lost, destroyed or fallen out of favour with the artist.
81

 The 

measure of raison or truth in the Catalogue Raisonné accordingly lies in its adherence to 

Richter's wishes of how it should be constituted. Richter‘s participation in the 

cataloguing process places him in a powerful position to control his own critical 

reception, consistent with the idea that the oeuvre is conceived as a whole. The initial 

catalogue that Richter made public in 1969 has thus created a legacy that, like his 

oeuvre, is still expanding largely within parameters established by him. 

 

Richter has also used the catalogue as a flexible text. He has moved the painting Mouth 

                                                      
80 See Suzanne Pagé and Hans Ulrich Obrist, War Cut: Gerhard Richter (Köln: König, 2004). See also 

Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Gerhard Richter : Abstract Painting 825-11: 69 Details (Frankfurt am Main: Insel 

Verlag, 1996). 
81 There is at least one instance of Richter refusing to ―give a number‖ to a painting that he acknowledges as 

his own work, completed after 1962. Personal interview with Dietmar Elger 9 February 2007. 
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(Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) CR 11-1 (1963) around in the catalogue, thus destabilizing his 

own discourse. Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) is the thirteenth work in the Catalogue 

Raisonné and is attributed to 1963. However, Richter has suggested that he actually 

painted it before Table CR 1 (1962), the first entry in the catalogue, which was painted 

in 1962.
82

 This means that Richter's general enjoyment of chance and its capacity for 

creating or destroying possible readings filters through to the organisation of the 

Catalogue Raisonné. It also means the Catalogue has characteristics of an authored 

artist‘s book rather than an objective document, thus supporting the thesis that the 

oeuvre has the qualities of an artwork and ought to be examined as such. 

 

Dietmar Elger has become a key figure for the oeuvre. He wrote the most recent written 

opus on Richter in close consultation with the artist.
83

 Although Richter worked very 

closely with Benjamin Buchloh in the first twenty years of his career, in the past twenty 

years he has instead worked closely with Elger, who has provided vast information on 

the artists‘ source material and methods of painting and who has also brought out 

Richter‘s sense of humour and sensitivity through his writing. 

 

The Gerhard Richter Archive itself is more comprehensive than the Catalogue Raisonné. 

It collects all available information on the artist pertaining to both the art and life 

context. The ―true catalogue‖ as it stands as two publications covering 1962 to 1993 and 

1993 to 2004 in fact does not document everything that Richter has painted. It informs 

this dissertation in the capacity of an authored catalogue. The wider scope of the Archive 

includes information on Richter‘s early work,
84

 happenings, sculpture, video,
85

 

photography,
86

 drawings, watercolours,
87

 and print editions
88

 and as such is a valuable 

resource. 

 

The 2002 exhibition at the Museum of Modern of Art: Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of 

                                                      
82 Michael Blackwood, "Gerhard Richter: 4 Decades,"  (New York: Michael Blackwood Productions, The 

Museum of Modern Art 2002).  
83 Dietmar Elger, Gerhard Richter, Maler (Köln: DuMont, 2002). 
84 The internet catalogue www.gerhard-richter.com is separate to the official catalogues and cannot yet be 

taken as an authoritative source of information.  
85 In 1966 at the Schmela Gallery, Richter showed a 20 minute black and white short film on Volker Bradke. 

Bradke was a minor member of the contemporary art scene and an assistant to Richter. The film is a parody 

of political film propaganda. 
86 Atlas, the photographs and newspaper clippings collected by Richter and often used in paintings is 

effectively an addition to the Catalogue Raisonné. 
87 Richter‘s watercolours since 1964 have now been separately catalogued and published. See Dieter 

Schwarz, Gerhard Richter Aquarelle: Watercolors, 1964-1997 (Düsseldorf: Richter Verlag, 1999), Gerhard 

Richter, Dieter Schwarz, and Kunstmuseum Winterthur., Gerhard Richter Aquarelle = Watercolors, 1964-

1997 (Düsseldorf: Richter Verlag, 1999). See also Stefan Gronert, "Portraits of the Image," in Gerhard 
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Painting overlooked the critical early phases of Richter‘s career in the GDR. He had in 

fact been painting for over fifty years at the time of the exhibition. Although this view 

that privileges the mature oeuvre is consistent with Richter‘s own view, it distorts rather 

than cultivates an understanding of the oeuvre. The experience of migration from East to 

West and exposure to two ideological systems catalysed Richter‘s sensibility as that of a 

post-dialectical or post-structuralist artist. Migration problematised his notion of self, 

destabilising the binary discourse of identity/other that cultivates the fracture in his 

oeuvre. 

 

Many artists moved from East to West Germany but Richter is quite unique among 

them. His constantly shifting aesthetic styles, which remain broadly under the 

parameters established in the 1960s, restage his migration as an eternal return. This 

creates a sense of simultaneity and compounds the sense of the modern to an infinite 

density, or rather, an infinite time of contemporaneity. Such artwork demands an 

epistemological shift that cannot be understood without reviewing the oeuvre both 

before and after the migration experience. 

 

The prevalent method of critique has been to view Richter in terms of one or another 

series of paintings that he completed in the West. This is, as previously argued, partly 

due to his art repeatedly flipping in and out of styles that often appear contradictory. 

Richter‘s catalogue of the oeuvre shows how the frequent changes are central to the 

meaning of the work. I argue that Richter‘s oeuvre cannot be unscrambled, and that this 

is, in fact, the point: its contemporaneity.  

 

Here it is also important to note that Atlas is also part of the oeuvre and its catalogue. It 

reveals decisions that Richter has made not to make certain paintings, such as the 

decision that anonymous Holocaust victims could not be represented in a painting. Atlas 

also forms a mirror or shadow to the oeuvre. It was not originally intended for public 

display yet it has now been mounted in several public exhibitions and published in 

different formats thus revealing some of the origins and omissions of the artwork in the 

oeuvre.  
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GDR 

Richter‘s pre-art-school, teenage experiences of political banner-painting, theatre set 

design and photographic laboratory work have been largely overlooked.
89

 However, 

these experiences have created repercussions throughout his entire oeuvre. Such 

experiences were not merely exercises in unambiguous graphic advertising, creating 

theatrical ambience and developing film. Rather, they equipped him with knowledge of 

the economical use of paint, the creation of environments, the complex construct of 

photography and the inevitably ideological nature of the image and the tension that this 

nature brought to art throughout the twentieth century. Photography, banner painting and 

theatre set design are antithetical to the autonomy that most modernism had pursued, but 

accord with avant-gardist practices. They are not disinterested, in the Kantian sense, but 

rather are instrumentalised art forms with clear imperatives. Accordingly, Richter's 

experience of instrumentalised art occurred before he officially practiced Socialist 

Realism. 

 

Richter's work in a photographic laboratory in East Germany was a formative experience 

in his artistic career.
90

 Jeanne Anne Nugent has discussed his early immersion in 

photography in the context of the peculiar role that photography played in the GDR: 

Richter employed photography extensively well before his encounter with the 

neo-avant-garde in the West… he learned to develop and print photographs in 

the 1940s, and he used them early on as an aid to painting, as a record of his 

own creative output, and as a way of circulating the works of forbidden 

modernists in the GDR.
91

 

Richter‘s first exposure to amateur photography included documenting his own 

paintings and those he saw of artists he admired at home and abroad. In the GDR, 

artwork of the West was typically characterised as having an overtly subjective, 

autonomous sensibility, and was placed in a dialectical opposition to Socialist Realism, 

which declared art must be realist in form and socialist in content. Socialist Realist art 

then had to clearly advocate accessibility, participation and figuration. Photography was 
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thus a very early means of Richter's imaging of systems on either side of the Cold War 

dichotomy and of flattening their polarity into a single grammar of the image. 

 

Designing and painting theatre sets cultivated Richter‘s ability to paint large, immersive 

installations. Originally, he attended painting classes at night school (at an adult 

education centre) in Zittau in 1947.
92

 While he was studying there, he volunteered to 

paint sets for a theatre group based in the same complex. Several important modernist 

artists with aspirations for the democratisation of art had worked as set designers during 

their careers. Most notably, Pablo Picasso designed sets for the Ballet Russes in the early 

twentieth century. Richter was as idealistic at this early stage of his career, but the job 

was cut short when Richter was dismissed from the role. Although it came to an abrupt 

halt, his experience of theatre set design had nonetheless provided him with the aptitude 

for expansive painting of an environment, which he later realises in many large-scale 

paintings.  

 

Richter‘s first application to attend the reputable Dresden Art Academy, the Hochschule 

für bildende Künste Dresden, was unsuccessful and he began working with a group that 

painted political banners for the ―Peoples-Owned‖ factory: Deutsche Werbe- und 

Anzeigen Gesellschaft (DeWag).
93

 In contrast to his experience of set design, this phase 

created an equal and opposite reaction in his later career.
94

 Banner-painting is a nexus of 

art and ideology that Richter has consistently problematised. His enigmatic aesthetics of 

objective ambivalence and nihilism flatly reject the direct expression of banner-painting. 

After his move to the West, the sparse examples of paintings in which he uses text 

employ the apathy of Pop Art rather than the enthusiastic spirit of banner painting. He 

uses arbitrary words such as ―Kuh‖ (cow) in Cow CR 15 (1964) (Figure 24), which 

parody the entropy of print-media rather than espouse an overt political ideology, and he 

has even cut text off with framing devices on the canvas, in a similar way to Andy 

Warhol, in paintings such as Dead CR 9 (1963) (Figure 25), in which the German word 

for dead ―tote” is cropped by a painted frame. His services for the banner factory may 

have helped him gain entry to art school on his second application and cultivated his 

skill for painting text, but the period remains a point from which he has subsequently 

distanced his practice. 
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93 Storr, Gerhard Richter: Doubt and Belief in Painting, 34. 
94 Richter‘s job was actually washing the text off old banners and not actually the painting of new banners. 

See Ibid. 



 66 

 

  

Figure 24 Gerhard Richter, Cow, CR 15, 1964. Oil on Canvas, 130 x 150cm, Collection Sylvia and Ulrich 

Ströher, Museum Küppersmühle für Moderne Kunst, Duisburg. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 25 Gerhard Richter, Dead, CR 9, 1963. Oil on Canvas, 100 x 150cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

Richter had to provide an essay to gain entry to the reputable Dresden art school.
95

 His 

essay makes arguments that are consistent with the dialectical thought promoted under 

the cultural policy of Socialist Realism. He supports Socialist Realism by offering a 

critique of the modernisms opposed by Socialist Realism. He dismisses the ―tendency of 

formalism‖ seen in Impressionism and Surrealism, and promotes the figure and the 

importance of painting in the future of society.
96

 Proponents of East German Socialist 

Realism believed the ―ordinary‖ portrayal of the figure had a ―broad appeal‖ and 

opposed styles of modernism, which they believed unnecessarily obscured the figure 

with distorting abstraction.
97

 This position is still relevant to Richter‘s practice, 

particularly in regard to his avoidance of Neo-Expressionism. However, his essay was 

written to appease the Dresden Art Academy—as there is evidence that he experimented 

with abstraction early on in this period,
98

 and again in 1960 after visiting Documenta 2 

when imitating the Informel and Abstract Expressionism styles that he had seen.
99

 

Robert Storr argues that Richter‘s zeal was perhaps fuelled by his interest in Nietzsche 

who considered art in terms of broad, ambitious ideals, but whether or not this is true 

Richter soon took on a Nietzschean mistrust of power and had already begun to stage 

contrived posturing in his artwork.
100
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Richter curtailed his early desire to experiment with abstract painting due to the 

ideological pressure of Socialist Realism. In his second and successful art school 

application he disguised the sole ―abstract‖ work in his portfolio as inept realism. This 

assuaged the academy‘s aversion to subjective and autonomous abstract painting styles 

that Richter would later reclaim ironically through stylistic change in the West.
101

 

During his art education from 1951-1956 he enrolled in ―free painting‖ and later ―mural 

painting‖ classes and on graduating was given a master‘s studio for a further three 

years.
102

 The academy held the party line as outlined by Walter Ulbricht, the GDR party 

leader, who declared in 1952 that this was the period of the ―new man [sic],‖ when 

heroes of the working class were to be celebrated exclusively in the Soviet Socialist 

Realist style.
103

  

 

The work that Richter completed during art school pushed and tested the style of East 

German Socialist Realism, and this sensibility, rather than the style itself, is formative of 

his later approach to art. Although he destroyed much of this artwork, several examples 

remain or have been documented in various texts. In this chapter, I explain how the 

artwork that he produced in the East subtly deconstructs the dialectic logic of Socialist 

Realism.  

 

This dialectical logic is a means of reproducing an idea or discourse through its other—

which may be called identity in difference. The other provides a critical edge—the 

negative dialectic—but its critique is ultimately repressed in a new synthesis that 

reiterates the idea. The Western avant-garde takes on the guise of the other or negative 

moment in its critiques of modernity but is quickly absorbed in the reiteration of 

modernity or what is sometimes called the progressive institutionalisation of the avant-

garde. The Eastern Bloc had a heightened sense of dialectical logic but, unlike the West, 

which internalised its negative moment in the form of the avant-garde, externalised the 

other in the figure of the bourgeois West and its representatives (for example, 

modernism). Thus, for the Eastern Bloc, this other was also the avant-garde of the West, 

which it saw as the representative of antiquated, bourgeois taste. In this respect Western 

modernism and socialism had agendas that were entwined. T.J. Clark indicates this when 

                                                                                                                                                
Doubt and Belief in Painting., 32. See also Kai Hammermeister, The German Aesthetic Tradition 
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103 See Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 9. 
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he suggests that modernism and socialism died together in 1989.
104

 Socialism and 

capitalism are both experiences of modernity, delivering their own modernisms: 

Socialist Realism and avant-gardism, which were negatively calibrated to each other. 

 

Richter‘s critique of Socialist Realism played with its codes, testing the limits of Eastern 

Bloc dialectical logic and exposing its contradictions. Within several examples of his 

artwork from this period there is a game of frivolity, self-reference and ambivalent 

references to modernism that eschew the earnest tenets of affirmative Socialist Realism. 

The references to Western legacies of modernism are numerous in Richter‘s Socialist 

Realism, and while typically socialist influences are documented as influences on 

Richter during his art education, such as Mexican socialist muralist Diego Rivera and 

Communist Party member Pablo Picasso, there are other less obvious and less noted 

references to other less favoured Western European modernists that I discuss below.
105

 

These references, and particularly the density with which they are deployed, hold great 

significance in his entire oeuvre.
106 

 

It is critical to understand Richter‘s experience in the GDR in light of the competing 

forces of the cultural environment of the day rather than reverting to what Ulrike 

Goeschen has called ―a narrow minded West German position which lumps all GDR art 

together and rejects it all as pre- or anti-modern, totalitarian state art, a view that does 

not take into account the great variety of work in the GDR and cannot explain its origins 

or the concerns of the artists.‖
107

 The State did indeed institute a draconian approach. A 

law was passed on July 17 1951, the ―Ordinance Concerning the Establishment of a 

State Commission for Artistic Matters,‖ which specified that ―formalism is defeated in 

every area of art... the fight against decadence is resolutely continued and that a realistic 

art is developed by picking up the traditions left by the great masters of classical art.‖
108
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However, Goeschen discusses the situation as one in which artists and art historians 

constantly attempted to expand these narrow limitations.
109

  

 

During the time in which Richter was a student and young state painter, Goeschen writes 

that ―(the Party) viewed Expressionism as a mystical, irrational cult of genius and – this 

was to be a typical party standpoint in the future… (rejecting) it as the expression of 

subjective emotionality. The Party saw art as analogous to science and interpreted 

Expressionism as an inhuman vandalising of the image of man.‖
110

 Under this view, the 

old dogma of National Socialist cultural policy underwent only superficial changes. The 

Communist party declared ―there was ‗no such thing as a degenerate art,‘ only ‗non-art‘‖ 

with the same binary logic of the National Socialists.
111

 Nevertheless, art historians 

Lothar Lang and Wolfgang Hütt ―defined expressiveness of line, optical conciseness, 

succinctness of composition and the emotional use of colour as positive characteristics 

of Expressionism.‖
112

 Yet their evaluations only began to affect the official party line in 

the late 1950s and mid 1960s, after Richter‘s time there, when for example, it was taken 

up by the party art historian, Ulrich Kuhirt.
113

 

 

Richter‘s city of Dresden was significant in the practice and development of Socialist 

Realism, as it had been with Romanticism and Expressionism. Peter Sperlich has 

described it thus: 

The East German regime eagerly followed the Soviet line. This can be seen 

most clearly from the five German Art Exhibitions held in Dresden in 1946, 

1949, 1953, 1958, and 1962. The first exhibition presented all artistic styles and 

artists from all of Germany. The beginnings of the dominance of Socialist 

Realism were visible at the second exhibition. But Socialist Realism still was 

poorly defined and there was uncertainty about the scope of this style... By the 

third exhibition – titled ―the first German art exhibition of Socialist Realism‖ – 

communist cultural functionaries had assumed full control. Only the works of 

Socialist Realism were shown. This also was true at the fourth exhibition; and 

the fifth exhibition was a replay of the fourth.  
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Sperlich expands on exactly what the style permitted, identifying the link with 

dialectical materialism in a quotation of the official literature: 

These are the laws of Socialist Realism (Bolshevik aesthetics): (1) relatedness to 

the people – narodnost, (2) expressing the characteristics of the working class, 

and (3) last not least, serving the Communist Party – partiinost... The guiding 

principles of socialist-realist art are as follows: 

Art is a class weapon.... (2) Artists are to abandon ―individualism and the fear of 

strict discipline‖ as petty bourgeois attitudes. (3) Artistic creation must be 

systemized, organized, collectivized, and carried out according to the plans of a 

central staff like any other soldierly work. (4) This is to be done under the 

―careful and yet firm guidance of the Communist Party.‖ (5) [It is] one of the 

chief duties of the proletarian writer [to help the] non-proletarian writers 

―overcome their petty bourgeois character and accept the view-point of the 

proletariat.‖ (6) Artists and writers of the rest of the world are to learn how to 

make proletarian art by studying the experience of the Soviet Union. (7) ―Every 

proletarian artist must be a dialectical materialist. The method of creative art is 

the method of dialectic materialism.‖
114

 

Official culture in Dresden was therefore experiencing a tightening grip of dialectical 

thought on culture while Richter was training as an artist, and this tightening of cultural 

policy throughout the 1950s did not begin loosening until too late for him, in the 1960s.  

 

The Socialist Realist direction resulted from several aesthetic tensions. East German 

cultural policy makers sought to avoid the legacies of ill-fated prior German painting 

styles. They replaced Nazi cultural policy, which co-opted idealist neo-classical 

figuration, with the active engaged body of the worker. They also opposed the figuration 

used by artists of Neue Sachlichkeit. The figure in Neue Sachlichkeit referenced neo-

classicism but often cynically distorted it in order to critique the social body. Socialist 

Realism used the active, engaged body of the worker in order to appear accessible, 

optimistic, and not ideologically tainted.  

 

East German Socialist Realism self-consciously situated itself not only in a dialectical 

opposition with the artistic legacies of prior generations of German artists but also with 

the West. This represented a sophisticated epistemological format for making art that 

Richter assumed as an art student of the Dresden Academy. I argue that it cultivated a 
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sensibility grounded in the logic of otherness. Moving to the West was therefore not an 

exposure to a totally different epistemology, only a move to a different ideology, with its 

own project to shore up. Each, however, shared a common logic of otherness that 

animated their different ideologies. Thus the West offered a view of this same 

relationship of alterity but from the other side. The methodological knowledge that 

Richter had brought with him was not discarded but used to give his art a sense of ironic 

self-knowledge, as if always painting from the outside. Richter was less interested in 

taking sides than in the structure or logic of the dialectic and how this structure might be 

deconstructed.  

 

There are three main murals to consider from Richter's art education that preface his 

later highly self-reflective methodology in the West. He executed them for the art school 

cafeteria (Figure 26), the Hygiene Museum and the Socialist Unity Party Headquarters 

and they exhibit a subtle deconstruction of Socialist Realism. The early mural for the art 

school cafeteria, completed in the early 1950s, comically depicts several artists of 

different eras interacting with figures from various famous paintings. It runs counter to 

Socialist Realism, which sought to instrumentalise the figure of the worker in art, rather 

than participate in art‘s self-reference and frivolity. As such it is a gentle satire in 

contrast to the backdrop of rapidly solidifying cultural policy. 

 

 

Figure 26 Gerhard Richter, Detail from The Supper showing Toulouse Lautrec and the Mona Lisa, 1955. 

Mural in the Dresden Art Academy dining room (destroyed). Photo: Nugent, Jeanne Anne. "Overcoming 

Ideology: Gerhard Richter in Dresden, the Early Years." In From Caspar David Friedrich to Gerhard 

Richter : German Paintings from Dresden, edited by Ulrich Bischoff. (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 

2006). 

 

Richter performed well at art school, and was invited to paint a mural for the German 

Hygiene Museum in Dresden (Figure 27).
115

 This mural depicts a dense scene of 

convivial figures at an idyllic seaside location. The revolutionary fervour is sublimated 

with a picturesque panorama replete with art historical references. The historical 
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references in the painting are however very dense, as I explain below, and such density 

casts them more in the manner of quotation that became the hallmark of postmodernism 

that he would later experience, than history painting, which the artwork is ostensibly 

attempting to reinvent. 

 

 

Figure 27 Gerhard Richter, Mural for the Deutsches Hygienemuseum, 1956, Dresden. Installation view; 

mural now covered but with some parts showing. Photo: Storr, Robert, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of 

Painting. New York. 

 

The mural reveals the complexity of Richter‘s deconstruction of Socialist Realism. The 

bulky bathing figures are typical of Socialist Realism, and the mood is utopian as the 

figures dry off after a swim, socialize, flirt and dance. However, it draws on a period of 

modernism in fin-de-siècle France known for its use of the ―idyllic‖ trope.
116

 Socialist 

Realism disavowed modernism‘s imperative of foregrounding the individual‘s sphere of 

autonomy, seeing it as disconnected from the material conditions of working people. 

Despite rejecting Expressionism it did, however, allow the influence of forms of 

modernism that ventured into socialist territory. Perhaps this is why Richter‘s mural 

refers to the socialist/anarchist camp of modernist artists painting the ―idyllic‖ in France 

in the early twentieth century. Between the early 1860s and the beginning of the First 

World War, many of these French modernists imaged the homogenization of different 

classes by using bathing as a subject of painting. Those who painted bathing included 

Gustave Courbet, Édouard Manet, Edgar Degas, Paul Cézanne, Pierrre-Auguste Renoir, 

Paul Gauguin, Georges-Pierre Seurat, Paul Signac, Henri Matisse, and Pablo Picasso. 

Richter‘s mural tests the breadth of Socialist Realism by referencing several of these 

modernists as well as the earlier, unrelated, neo-classical artist, Sandro Botticelli.
117
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Figure 28 Gerhard Richter, Detail from Mural for the Deutsches Hygienemuseum, 1956, Dresden. Photo: 

Storr, Robert, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of Painting. New York. 

Figure 29 Sandro Botticelli, Birth of Venus, ca. 1484. Tempera on Canvas, 172 x 278cm, Galleria degli 

Uffizi, Florence. Photo: www.uffizi.com. 

Figure 30 Gustave Courbet, The Bathers, 1853. Oil on Canvas, 227 x 193cm, Musée Fabre, Montpellier 

Agglomération, Montpellier. 

 

At the top, in the middle of the mural, a couple is placed in close proximity to a lone 

male figure (Figure 28). The female figure loosely references Botticelli‘s Birth of Venus 

(c. 1485) (Figure 29). This is consistent with Socialist Realism which looked to classical 

art for direction but is sufficiently wary of the neo-classical body of plenitude promoted 

by National Socialism. The understated, realist female figure attracts the gaze of the lone 

male figure, which broadly suggests that individual fantasy can co-exist with collective 

ideals and family values in a utopian socialist society.  

 

Richter also borrows from the modernists Courbet and Manet, who were among the first 

to rework the voyeuristic gaze that fetishised the idealised female nude of neo-

classicism. For example, in The Bathers (1853) (Figure 30) Courbet shows the healthy, 

generously proportioned rear of a naturalistic nude whose body is turned away to shut 

the viewer out. Courbet‘s class critique foregrounds the common citizenry. He declared 

in 1861 that ―painting is an essentially concrete art and can only consist of the 

presentation of real and existing things. It is a completely physical language, the words 
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of which consist of all visible objects.‖
118

 This belief broadly fits the more radical 

objectives of Socialist Realism.  

 

It should be remembered that the socialist utopia represented by the Hygiene Museum 

mural was radical at the time. The establishment was the socialist vanguard who, Konrad 

Jarausch writes, made sure ―everyday life was punctuated with anti-traditionalist 

elements.‖
119

 It saw the culture of the West as antiquated, and made it the task of artists 

in the East to image the imminent utopian Communist state. In this sense the utopian 

thought was somewhat along the lines of earlier, similarly utopian avant-gardes. 

Richter‘s juggling of the references in the painting, however, presents the promised 

utopia as an image of borrowed motifs, which gives it an artificial atmosphere, and the 

viewer the feeling of being somewhat outside the system it projects. 

 

The status of modernism is unresolved in the mural. The viewing condition that the 

mural evokes is one of ambivalence, recalling modernism too nostalgically, too 

plausibly, for it to be seen as antiquated or surpassed. The reference to Manet is partly 

responsible for this. Manet problematised the conditions of spectatorship in the depiction 

of bathing in Dejeuner sur l’herbe (1863) (Figure 31). In it, the absurdity of a clothed 

male figure fawning over an idealized female nude is actually made the subject of the 

picture in which bathing has become a backdrop. This situates the viewing act as an 

internalized component of the painting. The bather in the foreground returns the gaze of 

the viewer in such a way that the fiction of the concealed voyeur is ruptured. The 

viewer/voyeur is watched by the female model and instead becomes the object of 

voyeurism. In this way, modernists used bathing to problematise the oversimplification 

of intersubjective experience in social relations along a class hierarchy, in order to 

rework social relations as transparent. The triangle of three figures in the left foreground 

of Richter‘s mural makes obvious reference to Manet and specifically his 

problematisation of the male gaze ( Figure 32). Richter has depicted two females and 

one male, reversing the balance of power in Dejeuner sur l’herbe. This is consistent with 

the rhetoric of socialism centred on a redistribution of power. Ostensibly, the purpose of 

the figures in Richter‘s mural is to depict individual and collective harmony under 

socialism, but they are crudely disjointed from the reference to Botticelli. The mural 

instead continues the light hearted self-reference of the comic mural for the art school 

cafeteria, replacing the portraits of artists with quotation and inversion of their artworks.  
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(New York: Berghahn Books, 1999). 
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Figure 31 Édouard Manet: Déjeuner sur l’herbe, 1863. Oil on Canvas, 2.08 x 2.65m, Musée d‘Orsay, Paris. 

Photo: www.musee-orsay.fr. 

 Figure 32 Gerhard Richter, Detail from Mural for the Deutsches Hygienemuseum, 1956. Dresden. Photo: 

Storr, Robert, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of Painting. New York. 

 

Richter has deliberately omitted traces of inequality, hypocrisy and exploitation from the 

mural, which would have been associated with capitalism. Instead, figures are enjoying 

themselves in nature, which also recalls those more abstracted images of bathers in 

bucolic settings painted by the early-twentieth-century modernists Paul Signac, Maurice 

Denis and Henri Matisse. Several figures dance in the right foreground (detail shown in 

Figure 33) loosely emulating the motif of dancing that Matisse used most successfully in 

The Dance of 1909 (Figure 34). Three females and a boy snake around the scene in such 

a way that the viewer is lead into the pictorial space, a fairly common theme in such 

bucolic paintings. However, in Richter‘s mural the dance is a cipher for socialism. 

Participation is the necessary condition of intersubjective harmony and idyllic fantasy on 

offer which appears to the postmodern viewer as though it were a sarcastic reference to 

the late medieval motif of the Danse Macabre (Figure 35). Finally, the awkward 

placement of an amorous couple on the far left of the mural alludes to the potential for 

forming relationships in the utopian state. The excessive referencing makes the picture a 

composite, with more ambivalence than commitment to the fabric of the fictional world 

in the image. 
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Figure 33 Gerhard Richter, Detail from Mural for the Deutsches Hygienemuseum, 1956. Dresden. Photo: 

Storr, Robert, Gerhard Richter, and Museum of Modern Art (New York N.Y.). Gerhard Richter: Forty 

Years of Painting. New York. 

Figure 34 Henri Matisse, Dance I, 1909. Oil on Canvas, 26 x 39cm, Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

Photo: www.moma.org. 

Figure 35 Wolg Hartmann Schedel (author) and Workshop of Michel Wolgemut and Workshop of Wilhelm 

Pleydenwurff. Michael Wolgemut (artist), Dance of Death, print from Liber Chronicarum (Nuremberg 

Chronicle), published 1493. 1 vol: ill: 1,809 hand-coloured woodcuts, printed from 645 different blocks, 

with Latin text on laid paper, page size: 47 x 32.4cm, National Gallery of Art, Washington. www.nga.gov. 

 

The nature of Richter‘s mural also recalls the artwork of the anarchist, Georges Seurat. 

Seurat is an interesting precedent to Richter because he was both a radical anarchist and 

one of the most extreme abstract painters of his generation due to his pursuit of 

pointillism. In his works such as Bathers at Asnières (1883) (Figure 36) the working 

class are the liberated, disrobed bathers, in contrast to the middle class, which he treats 

as more alienated figures. This is particularly true in works such as A Sunday Afternoon 

on the Island of La Grande Jatte (1884-1886). Linda Nochlin writes: ―Of all the Post-

Impressionists, Seurat is the only one to have inscribed the modern condition-with its 

alienation and anomie, the experience of living in the society of the spectacle, of making 

a living in a market economy in which exchange value took the place of use value and 

mass production that of artisanal production in the very fabric and structure of his 

pictorial production.‖
120

 In the scene at Asnières, the liberated semi-nude boy in the 

lower right foreground heckles a presumably middle class boating party, its existence 

implied, off the canvas. Richter‘s mural offers a similar scene of a liberated working 

                                                      
120 Linda Nochlin, "Seurat's Grande Jatte: An Anti-Utopian Allegory," Art Institute of Chicago Museum 

Studies 14, no. 2 (1989): 134. 
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class society. However, there is no allusion to the other side of the river in Richter's 

mural, which would have been the other side of the border dividing East Germany from 

West Germany. If the ocean stands in for socialism then its far bank, capitalism, is well 

concealed over the horizon.  

 

  

Figure 36 Georges Seurat, Bathers at Asnières, 1883. Oil on Canvas, 201 x 300cm, The National Gallery, 

London. Photo: www.nationalgallery.org.uk. 

Figure 37 Georges Seurat, A Sunday on La Grande Jatte, 1884-1886. Oil on Canvas, 207.5 x 308.1cm, 

Helen Birch Bartlett Memorial Collection, The Art Institute of Chicago. Photo: www.artic.edu. 

 

Richter also shares Seurat‘s scientific, materialist approach. Seurat‘s pointillism 

challenged the subjectivity of Impressionism with objectivity, which makes it consistent 

with Socialist Realism‘s classification of art in scientific terms. Richter‘s mural shares 

this desire for objectivity by creating an equally artificial atmosphere, also evident in 

many later landscapes and images, with a forensic-like composition that lacks a visceral 

or expressive sensibility. 

 

The Hygiene Museum mural uses Socialist Realism as a structure for quotation. This 

makes the pictorial space diagrammatic, alienating and even mannered. In turn, this 

makes the oddly typical Socialist Realist figures appear more like actors on a stage, 

coercing the viewer to participate in an obvious fiction. In the dance and the picnic the 

figures stare mindlessly out at the viewer, like actors at a rehearsal, emptied out, as if 

signs detached from their referents, floating in a sea of inconsequence. The 

unglamorous, bulky, active, and unspectacular bathers, used mechanically, like puppets 

left over from art history, create a collective dynamic, in which the viewer feels an 

expectation to participate, rather than an invitation to frolic. It is not a heavy handed 

example of Socialist Realism, but self-consciously creates a coercive gaze directed back 

to the viewer from a symbolic realm.  

 

The organization of figures creates a particularly strange atmosphere. The uniformity of 

the scene challenges individualism. There are individual groups but no individuals as 
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such, suggesting that this is not a place for dissent. The ideological other is not part of 

the composition. However, the dissenting individual, the bourgeois flâneur of the West 

acquires an absent presence. The notion of the ―new man‖ is thus ironically reversed into 

a notion of the ―new collective.‖ Each group has a social sphere that hems in the private 

spheres of individuals. Even the lone male figure is involved with the neighbouring 

couple and he bares himself to the looming all-seeing water, which, as mentioned above, 

stands in for socialism.  

 

The mural has since been painted over.
 
This erasure is part of a long series of erasures of 

Richter‘s experience in the East, which leads him to actively claim the role of erasing in 

the West. His erasures occur throughout his entire oeuvre. While he does the erasing 

through highly subjective cataloguing, as mentioned in the introduction, he also does it 

in his paintings through what I term ―destructive moments,‖ attaining a powerful effect 

in the ―blur.‖  

 

The third mural I briefly consider is Workers’ Uprising (1959) (Figure 38), which 

Richter painted for the Socialist Unity Party Headquarters. In it, he combines Socialist 

Realism with a Romantic painting tradition. As such, he demonstrates in a very literal 

way the form of passionate commitment that Socialist Realism could take, again testing 

its limits. The awkward fusion of the Romantic and the Socialist Realist qualities is a 

conflation that foreshadows his subsequent movement across styles. The mural‘s 

awkwardness, its resistance to dialectical synthesis, again makes Socialist Realism a 

mode of quotation counter to its objective. This perpetuates the self-referential and 

subtle comic quality of the other two murals. For example, the figure of a falling 

revolutionary bent backward into a hysterical arch does not just recall the mannerist 

exaggeration of neo-classicism—as in Canova‘s neo-classical sculpture Napoleon as 

Mars the Peacemaker (1806) (Figure 39)—it becomes downright ridiculous. The 

postmodern viewer cannot decide whether to admire it or laugh. It looks committed but 

it is in fact ambiguous as it empties the style it references. The ability to produce this 

kind of artwork prepared Richter well for the environment of Pop Art and  Neo-Dada in 

Düsseldorf, which embraced pastiche, as seen for example in one of his contributions, a 

pair of satirical busts, 2 Sculptures for a Room for Palermo  CR  297-3 (1971) (Figure 

40), which cast Richter and Blinky Palermo as deceased statesmen in the same ironic 

mode of quotation. 

 



 79 

   

Figure 38 Gerhard Richter, Worker's Uprising, 1959. Mural in the Socialist Unity Party Headquarters 

(painted over). Photo: Nugent, Jeanne Anne. "Overcoming Ideology: Gerhard Richter in Dresden, the Early 

Years." In From Caspar David Friedrich to Gerhard Richter: German Paintings from Dresden, edited by 

Ulrich Bischoff. Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2006. 

Figure 39 Antonio Canova, Napoleon as Mars the Peacemaker, 1806. White Marble, 345cm, Apsley House, 

London. Photo: Victoria and Albert Museum. 

Figure 40 Gerhard Richter, Two Sculptures for a Room by Palermo, CR 297-3, 1971. Bronze on Marble 

Base, 174cm. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Richter‘s particular use of Socialist Realism indicates that he held an ambivalent attitude 

toward it. He was a Master student with his own studio at the Dresden Art Academy 

from 1957 until 1959. An early painting, Triple Portrait: Picasso, Fougeron, Gerasimov 

(1957), shows that he continued to paint in the blunt and direct style of Socialist Realism 

during this time.
121

 This painting depicts the three artists: Pablo Picasso, Alexander 

Gerasimov, and André Fougeron in a self-congratulatory triangle.
122

 These artists were 

celebrated in the GDR as evidence of the internationalism of Socialism because they 

were from different places and worked in dramatically different styles but were 

ideologically consistent. This painting continues the density of references in Richter‘s 

early work and returns to the use of artists as figures. However, it seems to be more 

intent on a socialist ideology than his murals. Benjamin Buchloh has suggested that the 

poor execution of the painting indicates that Richter sought to make an image of 

propaganda, rather than to make propaganda itself.
123

 This seems less clear with the 

Triple Portrait than with the murals.  

 

                                                      
121 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 25. 
122 Alexander Gerasimov was a favourite artist of the Soviet establishment. See Ibid., 9. Fougeron was a key 

French Socialist Realist in France. See ———, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 25. 
123 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 26. 
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Figure 41 Gerhard Richter, Triple Portrait: Picasso, Fougeron, Gerasimov, 1957. Image possibly destroyed. 

Photo: Buchloh, Benjamin H. D. Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry : Essays on European and American 

Art from 1955 to 1975. Cambridge; London: MIT Press, 2000, 368. 

 

Richter‘s actual political beliefs during this time in Dresden were optimistic. Like the 

more liberal Party faithful, he had an interest in the popular ―third way,‖ a compromise 

between a capitalist and socialist system.
124

 However, political extremes dominated the 

media and the Cold War polarised division between the two systems. In this regard, the 

Triple Portrait is perhaps more politically charged than Buchloh suggests. In terms of 

the use of Picasso in the image, the GDR position on the artwork of Picasso was, in fact, 

one of ambivalence.
125

 Richter obviously sided with those liberals who embraced him as 

a visionary. Triple Portrait has not been sourced and may no longer exist because 

Richter left behind or destroyed much of his work from this period. Considering its 

idealism, in light of the polar divisions of the Cold War, it is not surprising that Richter 

has expunged it from the Catalogue Raisonné, together with other similar paintings from 

this phase, leaving only photographic evidence that they existed.  

 

As Richter‘s career took off in Dresden, he received permission to travel and visited the 

West many times to see various influential art exhibitions. Permission to travel was 

rarely granted during the Cold War period and it was usually given to only the most 

distinguished and trusted professionals. During his trips he was impressed by the work 

of several post-war artists, particularly at Documenta 2 in Kassel in 1959. There, he saw 

the work of Jackson Pollock, Jean Dubuffet, Jean Fautrier, Georgio Morandi, Alberto 

Giacometti, Lucio Fontana, Robert Rauschenberg and Karl Otto Götz. Götz was the 

leader of the German Informel movement and later became Richter‘s teacher in 

Düsseldorf. Richter produced several small sketches after he returned to the GDR that 

emulated several of these artists‘ styles; particularly those of Götz, Pollock and 

                                                      
124 Michael Kimmelman, "Gerhard Richter: An Artist Beyond Isms," The New York Times, January 27 2002. 

Richter has stated ―I… was enormously impressed by Pollock and Fontana… The sheer brazenness of it! 

That really fascinated me and impressed me. I might almost say that those paintings were the real reason I 

left the GDR. I realized that something was wrong with my whole way of thinking… But that is what I 

mean, I lived my life with a group of people who laid claim to a moral aspiration, who wanted to bridge a 

gap.‖ Storr, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of Painting, 22. 
125 Refer to the Picasso debate of 1955-6, footnote 41 in Nugent, "Overcoming Ideology: Gerhard Richter in 

Dresden, the Early Years.", 63. 
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Morandi.
126

 It was the first time that he witnessed the reconstituted modernism 

politicised by the Cold War binary en masse, and it suggested that the visual arts were 

fermenting in the West. Also, Theodor Adorno gave a lecture at the 1959 Kassel 

Documenta 2, and while I do not know if Richter attended the lecture, there is a parallel 

between Richter‘s practice and Adorno‘s deconstruction of dialectical thought, which 

will be mentioned later. 

 

Richter‘s ability to deconstruct a motif, a style and an idea are quite evident in the 

murals that he completed during his East German phase. He effectively uses the themes, 

motifs and styles available at this very early stage to create a grammar, a meta-logic that 

he then playfully deconstructs. While his early repertoire shows how he uses and tests 

this grammar, it is not until his move to the West—when this ability to deconstruct the 

avant-garde is focused on the plural avant-gardes of the West—that his deconstruction is 

pushed further and he starts to self-consciously examine the alterity that structures this 

grammar. 

  

                                                      
126 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 11. 
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Chapter 4 

One Dialectic, Two Systems: West 

Richter‘s move to the West brought about a complex change in his work. I argue that he 

deconstructed the multiple avant-gardes of the West with a similar logic to that which he 

had been using to deconstruct Socialist Realism. In the West however, plural avant-

gardes coexisted seemingly indicating an infinite relationality between image and idea. 

Richter‘s response to this recalls Derrida‘s discussion of the sign:  

The event I call a rupture... presumably would have come about when the 

structurality of structure had to begin to be thought... Henceforth, it was 

necessary to begin thinking that there was no centre, that the centre could not be 

thought in the form of a present-being, that the centre had no natural site, that it 

was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite 

number of sign-substitutions came into play... the moment when... everything 

became ... discourse... a system in which the central signified, the original or 

transcendental signified is never absolutely present outside a system of 

differences.
127

 

In order to cycle through many of the plural movements and styles of his milieu, Richter 

essentially latched onto and extended the devices of Informel and Neo-Dada that he 

encountered in Düsseldorf. He did this almost on a painting-by-painting basis, exploring 

difference across the plural avant-gardes, critically finding its limit and unmasking its 

constant deferral.  

 

The stylistic extremes of Richter‘s first decade in the West are the most pronounced of 

his entire oeuvre and establish the parameters of his subsequent exploration. He moves 

laterally across forms of art, flattening out the available styles into a grammar—as if 

seeking to expose the secrets of their avant-garde nature. Overall, I argue that he 

explored the autonomy that became available to him in the West as a staging of 

pluralism and that his interrogations translate the various strategies of the neo-avant-

garde into a grammar, specifically intended to halt its dialectical logic in the manner of 

Adorno‘s idea of a negative dialectic.  

 

  

                                                      
127 Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference (London: Routledge, 2002), 353-354. 
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Migration of Ideas 

 

Richter‘s trips to the West ultimately precipitated his decision to flee East Germany in 

March 1961.
128

 On one such trip, while returning from a week-long visit to Moscow and 

Leningrad, his train made an unexpected stop in West Berlin. He wasted no time, 

depositing his luggage in a locker at the station and returning to the East. There he sold 

his car, gathered a few possessions and had a friend drive him and his young wife, 

Marian ―Ema‖ Eufinger, on a ―day trip‖ to the West, which was permitted at the time. 

Having enough luggage already deposited over the border, they remained in West 

Germany (FRG). Several months later the Berlin Wall was built to stem the tide of 

refugees from the Soviet zone.
129

 Richter‘s escape placed him in an entirely new 

physical and psychological context: a fervent culture of avant-garde art practice. His 

output very quickly became prolific and he soon declared this as the point at which his 

oeuvre commenced. 

 

I argue that having migrated to the other side, Richter‘s art transcribed his 

deconstruction of the logic of Socialist Realism to a deconstruction of the logic of 

Western avant-gardism. His work in the West stages a faux optimism that troubles the 

certainties of avant-gardism and its logic of identity in difference. An early example is 

the art event that Richter organized in the West, the Happening Living with Pop - a 

Demonstration for Capitalist Realism (1963) at the Berges department store. Here, he 

and Konrad Lueg exhibited themselves in situ in a shop furniture display. The 

whimsical, ironic label Capitalist Realism posed his lived contradiction, yet also 

underscored the similar dialectical logic present in art on both sides of the border.
130

  

 

Although it was made much later, the painting Barn CR 550-1 (1984) is an interesting 

prima facie case study for understanding the transition in Richter‘s painting. In the GDR 

he experienced modernist art often as reproductions. This relationship with reproduction 

parallels that of Pop artists. Recall Kuspit‘s discussion of postmodernism: ―In 

postmodernity we no longer see the painting, only the reproduction, or, at best, the 

painting through the reproduction, so that painting and reproduction become identified 

                                                      
128 See Nugent, "Overcoming Ideology: Gerhard Richter in Dresden, the Early Years," 90. 
129Harten, "The Romantic Intent for Abstraction," 12. and Storr, Gerhard Richter: Doubt and Belief in 

Painting, 38. 
130 This was subsequently theorized by Rene Block as an accurate description of much art of the West. 

Block was one of Richter‘s important early curators. Susanne Kuper, "Konrad Lueg Und Gerhard Richter: 

Leben Mit Pop - Eine Demonstration Für Den Kapitalistischen Realismus," in Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch, 

Bd Liii (Köln: Wallraf Richartz Museum / Museum Ludwig, 1992). 
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and seem virtually the same to the popular(ising) eye.‖
131

 In Richter‘s work the 

dispassionate, objective, almost scientific gaze in paintings such as Barn (Figure 42) 

thus seems doubly encoded with the legacy of Socialist Realism and the objective 

devices of Pop Art, leading figures such as Buchloh to identify the influence of Socialist 

Realism on Richter as lasting and predominant.  

 

 

Figure 42 Gerhard Richter, Barn, CR 550-1, 1984. Oil on Canvas, 95 x 100cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

I argue that Richter‘s deconstruction of Socialist Realism, his ability to use it as a lens 

for the dense quotation of artists and artwork, largely structures his relationship with the 

neo-avant-garde of the West, whose devices he also uses in the capacity of a lens for the 

deconstruction of their dialectical logic. Barn exhibits the forensic gaze of photographs 

that indexically map space rather than express an experience or emotion. However, it 

also has an uncanny edge. At first it seems to present a nostalgic pastoral utopia 

reminiscent of the Hygiene Museum mural. The image might even suggest a nationalist 

connection to land; the kind aroused by the German Romantic imagination, represented 

in the writing of Hölderlin, Heidegger and Rilke. However, on closer inspection, the 

place that Richter depicts appears too generic to be identified as Germanic. It depicts a 

site that has been evacuated. There is no dance, no picnic and no little groups or clusters 

of figures as in the mural. Instead, it casts nature as strangely alienating. The viewer still 

does not feel invited to enter the pictorial space but for opposite reasons to the mural. 

While there appears to be a lot of empty space in the image, the composition would be 

over-filled if a figure were added. It does not actually construct pictorial depth and 

instead is quite flat; the distant horizon is slightly too brightly coloured so it does not 

recede into a subdued painterly grey. Also, its perspective is organised around diagonals 

that cut edge-to-edge rather than radial segments moving inward to a vanishing point. 

Further, there is nowhere for a figure to sit, nothing to do and nowhere to go, except for 

an empty, windowless barn on an untended plot of land. The omission of objects of a 

                                                      
131 Donald B. Kuspit, The End of Art (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 9. 
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human scale corresponds to the omission of an implied figure and makes the emptiness 

seem uncanny, forcing the viewer out of the composition and replacing the sublime 

trope with an optical ruse, in the manner of a stage set or theatrical backdrop. It 

deconstructs utopia as, in fact, an image of alienation by redeploying the critical devices 

Richter had developed in the Hygiene Museum mural. 

 

The former, seemingly awkward, dense referencing that characterised Richter‘s Socialist 

Realism translates in his later works in the West into referencing that is spread across 

seemingly awkward stylistic shifts. Socialist Realism was a lens for Richter to 

deconstruct the logic of Socialist Realist thought and this foreshadowed Richter‘s use of 

Informel,  Neo-Dada, Pop Art, Photorealism, Minimalism and Conceptual Art of the 

neo-avant-grade as styles to deconstruct thoughts about the possibility of the image. 

 

At first, throughout the early 1960s Richter painted a wide variety of ―blurred‖ 

photorealist paintings based on images and text that he found in newspapers, magazines 

and personal photographs. They included people, landscapes, objects and animals. Many 

of these paintings are illusionistic and limited to black and white but occasionally they 

are abstracted with carefully controlled dabs and random brushstrokes. These paintings 

are followed by entirely different work, which relies more heavily on a direct critical 

reference of the plural avant-gardes and includes: panes of glass, colour charts, gray 

paintings, monochromes, more complex examples of all prior categories (early 

illusionistic paintings become more abstract and conceptual), aerial landscapes, more 

conventional landscapes (taken from photographs), as well as paintings of clouds and 

stars and some rudimentary forerunners to the later inscrutable Abstract Paintings.  

 

His very early Western paintings use stylistic characteristics of East German Socialist 

Realism to explore more typically Western subject matter. Family at the Seaside CR 

35(1964) (Figure 43) recodes the collectivist language of the Hygiene Museum mural 

with figures that instead all address the viewer directly, front on, presenting themselves 

as individuals and ironically offering four private spheres which momentarily inhibits a 

collective intersubjectivity.  
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Figure 43 Gerhard Richter, Family at the Seaside, CR 35, 1964. Oil on Canvas, 150 x 200cm, Collection 

Sylvia and Ulrich Ströher, Museum Küppersmühle für Moderne Kunst, Duisburg. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

Richter preserves the awkward juncture of opposed ideology in this early phase of his 

oeuvre. For example Motor Boat (1
st
 Version) CR 79 (1965) (Figure 44) uses magazine 

imagery together with a contradictory visual language of surveillance to emphasise a 

subliminal control over apparent individualism promoted in the West, akin to his 

experience of suppression in East Germany. In the West, advertising and lifestyle 

magazines celebrated individual status as the expression of free will. The subject of 

Motor Boat, a middle class boating party, outwardly suggests the Western notion of 

freedom and free will but clinical, objective and materialist qualities of the monochrome 

palette contradict this flamboyant subject matter of the demonstrably Western lifestyle. 

The use of grainy black and white suggests surveillance video stills. The viewer feels 

pulled in opposite directions, which leads the purported utopia of the image to unravel. 

Further, the whole image is slightly obscured by the destructive element of ―blurring,‖ 

which dampens and imbues the image with the melancholic quality of a faded family 

photograph, prompting the viewer to feel oddly connected to the figures, as though it is a 

paradise that we have all mutually lost. 

 

 

Figure 44 Gerhard Richter, Motor Boat (1st Version), CR 79, 1965. Oil on Canvas, 170 x 170cm, Galerie 

Neue Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 
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Pop Art was also relevant to Richter precisely because it was between the formalism of 

modernist art and the crass imagery of mainstream visual culture.
132

 When Richter 

arrived in the West, Paolozzi had been making Pop collages from magazines for over a 

decade. The exhibitions ―Parallel of Life and Art‖ in 1953 at the Institute of 

Contemporary Art in London and ―This is Tomorrow‖ in 1956 at the Whitechapel 

Gallery increased the profile of the movement. While the directness of Pop had clear 

relevance to Richter, its central concern with repositioning dominant visual codes in an 

artistic context was an aspiration of Socialist Realism in the GDR. Accordingly, Richter 

produced a highly idiosyncratic form of Pop Art, one imbued with scepticism of its 

utopian narrative.  

 

The influence of Pop Art on Richter contrasts with its influence on Sigmar Polke, a close 

colleague early on, and also a migrant from the East. The two artists‘ work is 

substantially different. Richter‘s work does not have the commitment, alchemy, 

catharsis, symbolism and upbeat sarcasm of Polke‘s work. Their different employment 

of photography is partially the reason for this. Richter takes the instantly developed 

photograph as a fait accompli when he uses it as a raw product. He finds the slight 

aberrations of snapshots to hold a reservoir of content. Referencing such slight 

aberrations, a becoming aberrant, in painting undermines the ego-centred individualism 

of the artist and instead finds in the hiccups of the image, in the interference of unknown 

forces, an identity in alterity. Polke, in contrast, attempts to manipulate the developing 

and printing of photographs in order to bring about extremely aberrant images, by, for 

example, dropping unprocessed film into water. As such his images are heavily codified 

by the artist‘s hand (Figure 45). Richter‘s embrace of aberrant amateur photographs, as 

in Two Fiats CR 67 (1964) (Figure 46) expunges this expressivity and investigates the 

becoming-aberrant. This folds together contradictory forces, in an unresolved dialectic, 

freezing the alterity immanent in the becoming-aberrant of the image, as in the far later 

painting S. with Child CR 827-1 (1995) (Figure 47).
133

 

                                                      
132 Belting, Art History after Modernism, 73. 
133 Ibid., 96. 
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Figure 45 Sigmar Polke, Paganini, 1982. Dispersion on Canvas, 200 x 450cm, Saatchi Collection, London. 

Photo: Polke, Sigmar, David Thistlewood, and Anne MacPhee. Sigmar Polke: Back to Postmodernity. 

Liverpool: Liverpool University Press: Tate Gallery, 1996. 

 

  

Figure 46 Gerhard Richter, Two Fiats, CR 67, 1964. Oil on Canvas, 130 x 200cm, Museum Frieder Burda, 

Baden-Baden. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 47 Gerhard Richter, S. with Child, CR 827-1, 1995. Oil on Canvas, 34 x 41cm, Hamburger 

Kunsthalle, Hamburg. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

When Richter arrived in the West in 1961 the basic aesthetic approach that he has since 

sustained was established by the first painting in the Catalogue. His approach involves 

the radical material experimentation of Informel, which enables him to suspend 

synthesis and unified content and to image an immanent alterity. The Catalogue 

Raisonné commences with a painting called Table (1962) (Figure 48). Although not 

immediately evident, the work was produced from a photograph that appeared in an 

advertisement in Domus, an avant-garde architecture and design magazine and a 

signifier of taste and status in the West. Painted in lightly differentiated shades of grey, it 

crudely represents a small, plain, slightly flattened out table, functionalist in design, and 

ironically slightly reminiscent of Bauhaus, and standing on a featureless grey floor. 

However, Richter‘s representation is vexed. It appears that an unsuccessful attempt has 

been made to scrub out the image as bits of newspaper hang from roughly applied paint. 

The composition is clunky in contrast to the smoothness of the table it depicts. Overall, 

the painting appears unconsciously confused but is, in fact, more likely to be a deliberate 

enigma; its problematic and inconclusive appearance eludes the emphasis placed on 
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stylistic innovation and seeks to open a third space between the moments of action and 

representation but not a synthesis of them; a becoming-aberrant that seeks to arrest 

immanent alterity.  

 

In Table CR 1 (1962), the trace of the act of scrubbing out is important as it suspends the 

gesture of erasure or negation alongside that which is being negated. The effect was 

created by copying the result of using solvent on the source image with brushes, rags 

and newspaper. The use of solvent on the magazine recalls the American  Neo-Dadaist 

Robert Rauschenberg, whose work Richter had seen at Documenta 2, and whose 

―transfer‖ technique of 1958 also used lighter fluid, but in order to transfer images 

directly onto the surface of canvas. The significance of Richter reverting to the manual 

process of painting to represent Rauschenberg's transfer technique enables him to 

present the visual code of representation with its negation, in a mode of its becoming 

aberrant. 

 

  

Figure 48 Gerhard Richter, Table, CR 1, 1962. Oil on Canvas, 90 x 130cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

Figure 49 Karl Otto Götz, Untitled, 1956. Gouache on Paper, 60 x 70cm, Galerie Marianne Hennemann, 

Bonn, Photo: www.galerie-hennemann.de. 

 

Table indicates the primary influence of Art Informel on Richter from his earliest months 

in the West. The carefully painted representation is ―scrubbed-out‖ with brushes and 

newspaper in a manner that echoes the painting style of Richter‘s teacher Karl Otto Götz 

as shown in Untitled  (1956) (Figure 49). However, by representing this technique of 

erasure he leans on his Socialist Realist experience. This might seem self defeating, but 

it effectively freezes the dialectical movements of both representational Socialist 

Realism and expressive abstract avant-gardism. He exposes the limits of representation 

by ironically relying on representation in this regard (recall he has painted the scrubbing 

out and not merely scrubbed out) and at the same time instantiates the radical critique by 

Western Informel artists without seeking any synthesis of the opposition. In this regard, 

the painting is a model for Richter‘s entire oeuvre.  
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Art Informel represents a major, sustained influence on Richter. He initially planned to 

go to Munich but decided instead to further his studies at the Düsseldorf academy, where 

he was given a two-year scholarship and boarded with a former fellow student.
134

 There, 

he set about redeploying his critique of Socialist Realism on the avant-gardism of the 

West, under the influence of his teacher Götz, the eminent proponent of Art Informel.
135

 

The methodology of Informel provided almost the exact opposite approach to Socialist 

Realism, a desublimating, direct and notionally subjective, autonomous action. 

However, Richter strips it of the subjectivity with which his mentors, such as Götz, had 

imbued it. He replaces the vision of the artist-outsider with deconstruction of subjective 

avant-gardism‘s logical operation. The main device Richter borrows from the movement 

is beyond style and is rather the contradictory mode of working and un-working an 

image on one canvas. Richter not only uses a constructive and then a destructive or 

negative painting style on individual canvases, but spreads the moment across two 

canvases in Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) CR 11-1 (1963) and Nose CR 11 (1962) 

(Figure 50 and Figure 51), and goes on to construct his entire oeuvre in this mode; it 

becomes a consistently sustained negative dialectic intent to freeze the alterity immanent 

in the discourses of modern art and of the oeuvre itself.  

 

  

Figure 50 Gerhard Richter, Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips), CR 11-1, 1963. Oil on Canvas, 67 x 74cm, The 

Art Institute, Chicago. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 51 Gerhard Richter, Nose, CR 11, 1962. Oil on Canvas, 78 x 60cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

Richter uses the logic of Art Informel to successively set up and then collapse various 

styles of the unfolding neo-avant-garde generation of Fluxus, New Realism,  Neo-

Dadaism, German Pop Art and so on. These styles gave the Düsseldorf art scene an 

                                                      
134 Elger, Gerhard Richter, Maler. 
135 Friedel, Gerhard Richter : Red / Yellow / Blue: The BMW Paintings. 
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increasingly vibrant, artistic character.
136

 The milieu consisted of artists such as Polke, 

Joseph Beuys and Blinky Palermo, and the European and American neo-avant-garde 

who also passed through the city. This generation was, however, younger than he, and 

Richter was somewhat wedged between the old and new guard in his migration and 

return to art school, again between systems, which placed him outside these popular 

movements and styles that rapidly multiplied throughout the 1960s. This became an 

invaluable place from which to critique these movements and styles. With a keen sense 

of how the dialectic worked, and with a commitment to the critical potential of its 

negative moment, Richter sought to be between positions rather than aligned to any one 

idea or style. 

 

Theodor Adorno‘s negative dialectic refers to the negative or critical moment of the 

dialectic—essentially the voice of the other that undoes the idea or dominant logic. 

Adorno freezes this moment, suspending the logic of the idea and so refusing the 

dialectical synthesis by which it reproduces itself and represses the other. Always in the 

guise of the other, the avant-garde is the negative dialectic. Thus the avant-garde, or 

more generally modernism, positions itself as the negation of modernity, but 

characterises the means by which modernity reproduces itself through this logic of 

identity in difference. Postmodernism, post-1960s, replaced modernism‘s exotic other—

be it the primitive, the unconscious, the phenomenological or sexual—with its notion of 

the infinite relativity or otherness of pluralism. The question became what then is the 

repressed other of a logic that colonises all difference in its dialectical quest for identity? 

Boris Groys‘ analysis is telling in respect to Richter‘s origins:  

The discourse of diversity and difference presupposes a certain aesthetic choice-

I mean here a purely aesthetic preference for a heterogeneous, for the mix, for 

the crossover. This aesthetic taste is, in fact, very much characteristic of the 

postmodern art of the late 1970s and ‗80s-that is, during the time that the 

discipline of cultural studies emerged and developed to its present form. This 

aesthetic taste is ostensibly very open, very inclusive-and in this sense also 

genuinely democratic. But, as we know, postmodern taste is by no means as 

tolerant as it seems to be at first glance. The postmodern aesthetic sensibility in 

fact rejects everything universal, uniform, repetitive, geometrical, minimalist, 

aesthetic, monotonous, boring-everything grey, homogenous and reductionist. It 

dislikes Bauhaus, it dislikes the bureaucratic and the technical; the classical 

                                                      
136 Düsseldorf was a place of cultural ferment in this period. See Renate Buschmann; Jörg Boström, 

Zeitsprung. Rebellisches Düsseldorf 1966-1972 (Heidelberg: Kerber, 2007). See also Harten, "The 

Romantic Intent for Abstraction," 13. 
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avant-garde is accepted now only on the condition that its universalist claims are 

rejected and it becomes a part of the general heterogeneous picture. 

And, of course, the postmodern sensibility strongly dislikes, and must dislike, 

the grey, monotonous, uninspiring look at Communism. I believe that this is, in 

fact, why the post-Communist world today remains a blind spot. 
137

 

If Groys is correct, then Richter brought with him to the West a secret weapon, a type of 

illumination that allowed him to better ―see‖ the West‘s discursive logic of identity. His 

own immersion in the logic of dialectical thought provided him with the means to turn 

inside out the various techniques of the avant-garde. He thus reconstituted the Informel 

and Neo-Dadaist techniques of the avant-garde into a transparent but frozen moment of 

negation. He also uses the negative Neo-Dadaist technique of chance as a force of 

another‘s intentionality. This trail of immanent alterity laid across the oeuvre becomes 

like a ghost, an invisible force that refuses synthesis.  

 

Negative dialectics aptly describes Richter‘s methodology. Adorno discussed the 

negative dialectic as a dialectic that never was resolved into a new synthesis but instead 

preserved the otherness of the situation as an essential dynamic. For him it was the 

content of freedom. The idea had been implicit in his thinking since his years in the 

Weimar Republic, but was explicitly developed in his thesis of the negative dialectic; at 

the same time as Richter began his tenure in the West; Adorno‘s book Negative 

Dialectics was published in 1966.  

 

Adorno, like Richter, was disenchanted with the failed experiment of socialism. He 

writes: ―If Hegel‘s dialectics constituted the unsuccessful attempt to use philosophical 

concepts for coping with all that is heterogeneous to those concepts, the relationship to 

dialectics is due for an accounting insofar as his attempt failed.‖
138

 For Adorno, the 

challenge, when faced with the totalising forces of modernity, also evident in the very 

pluralism of contemporary art, is to focus on a dialectic that does not resolve to a 

synthesis and he states:  

No theory today escapes the marketplace. Each one is offered as a possibility 

among competing opinions; all are put up for choice; all are swallowed. There 

are no blinkers for thought to don against this... But neither need dialectics be 

muted by such rebuke, or by the concomitant charge of its superfluity, of being a 

method slapped on outwardly, at random. The name of dialectics says no more, 

                                                      
137 Boris Groys, Art Power (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2008), 150-151. 
138 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics (New York: Seabury Press, 1973), 4. 
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to begin with, than that objects do not go into their concepts without leaving a 

remainder, that they come to contradict the traditional norm of adequacy... it 

indicates the untruth of identity, the fact that the concept does not exhaust the 

thing conceived.‖
139

 

He continues: 

Aware that the conceptual totality is mere appearance, I have no way but to 

break immanently, in its own measure, through the appearance of total identity. 

Since that totality is structured to accord with logic, however, whose core is the 

principle of the excluded middle...‖
140

 

Richter‘s dialectical procession through styles does not seek to arrive at a new synthesis. 

He thus counters the totalising force of avant-garde art, and especially the pluralism of 

contemporary art.  

 

Richter also counters the totalising subjectivity of modernism, in which the artist is the 

overarching frame of meaning. He does this by reversing the conventional subject-object 

relationship of modernist art, as when he situates himself as a direct object to 

whom/which things happen. This negative moment deconstructs a single, unified, whole 

subjectivity. Adorno also states:  

We are blaming the method for the fault of the matter when we object to 

dialectics on the ground that whatever happens to come into the dialectical mill 

will be reduced to the merely logical form of contradiction, and that the full 

diversity of the noncontradictory, of that which is simply differentiated, will be 

ignored. What we differentiate will appear divergent, dissonant, negative for just 

as long as the structure of our consciousness obliges it to strive for unity.
141

 

This methodology aptly describes the content of Richter‘s art. A specific example is the 

third painting in the Catalogue: Party CR 2-1 (1963) (Figure 52). It depicts a soirée of 

jolly, white, middle-class adults from a page in a popular magazine: four females and 

one central male (a minor musician).
142

 The figures have been photographed at the 

moment that they lean in to pose. The image is cropped at the figures‘ foreheads and 

ankles and they have been mostly painted in black and white. The only colour that has 

been used is on the central female‘s legs, the male‘s mouth, and his glass, as well as on 

the slashes that open the surface of the canvas. It has been slashed many times, 

                                                      
139 Ibid., 4-5. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid. 
142 Storr, Gerhard Richter: Doubt and Belief in Painting, 43. 
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particularly over the female figures, and then roughly sewn closed. Together, these 

elements undermine the image of a jolly soirée and suggest a violent narrative with 

sexual overtones. 

 

 

Figure 52 Gerhard Richter, Party, CR 2-1, 1963. Mixed Media, 150 x 182cm, Museum Frieder Burda, 

Baden-Baden. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The direct action of cutting into the image acknowledges the failure of representation 

and lyrical abstraction but exists alongside representation to preserve the dynamic of the 

dialectic. The cutting references the Spatial Concept paintings of Italian artist Lucio 

Fontana. Fontana‘s elegant slice through monochrome canvases, usually of primary or 

neutral colours, was an undisguised assertion of the material reality in which painting 

exists, as defined against the pictorial representational space of painting. Instead, it 

establishes the image‘s surface as a performative site, a landscape, on which an act takes 

place. The ―painting‖ is the documentation of this action. Richter‘s cutting into a 

representational painting rather than a monochrome, does this, but it also places 

Fontana‘s cut into the history of vandalised paintings. In 1914 the feminist Mary 

Richardson attacked Velázquez‘s Rokeby Venus (1644) in the London National Gallery 

with a meat cleaver to protest the incarceration of the suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst. 

In showing the human body under attack Richter evokes a sense of embodiment in the 

viewer that Fontana‘s work could never demonstrate through its adhesion to anti-

representation, an abstract avant-garde dialectical negation. 

 

Party also recalls a specific kind of Neue Sachlichkeit painting. Otto Dix painted the so-

called Lustmort or ‗sex murder‘ paintings in the period following the First World War 

(Figure 53). They depicted scenes of extreme violence, such as crime scenes of 

murdered prostitutes.
143

 The paintings have been linked to a widespread misogyny in the 

                                                      
143 See Maria Tatar, Lustmord : Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 

Press, 1995), 85-87, Dora Apel, ""Heroes" And "Whores": The Politics of Gender in Weimar Antiwar 

Imagery," The Art Bulletin 79, no. 3 (1997). 
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Weimar period when females were often blamed for venereal disease epidemics.
144

 

Richter‘s painting Party, by contrast, has an implied violence rather than a depiction of 

actual violence and the violence is against the structure of the image, rather than the 

women. It attempts to go beyond such structure by preserving both sides of the dialectic. 

The dialectic is created in the contrast between the psychosis suggested by the slashing 

and the deadpan monochrome representation of the dinner party scene, which uses the 

subdued black and white in a similar way to Motor Boat (1965) (Figure 44). 

 

  

Figure 53 Otto Dix, Murder, 1922. Aquarelle, Otto Dix Foundation, Vaduz, Germany. Photo: Maria Tatar, 

Lustmord : Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995), 16. 

 

The reading is made more complex by a Neo-Dada attribute: the cuts in the canvas have 

been sewn up. They sew together two sides of a dialectic that seem mutually exclusive 

in the conditions under which we ordinarily experience art. In this suture there is 

therefore an epistemological leap, a demonstration of an elusive remainder of the 

unresolved dialectic. This remainder, however, requires moving beyond the literal 

dimension of the painting. Systems and logic are not literally sewn together. It has a 

logic that is only available on the symbolic level. The push and pull of the painting, its 

deconstruction of the dialectic is achieved through a heightened emphasis on its 

methodological and symbolic dimensions. The sutures are invested with a symbolic 

power that ripples through the oeuvre.  

 

The paintings Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) CR 11-1 (1963) (Figure 50) and Nose CR 

11 (1962) (Figure 51) are two of Richter‘s early paintings that develop another aesthetic 

strategy of suspended negation. They move the Informel operation, the making and the 

unmaking, across two images. Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) was exhibited in Richter‘s 

                                                      
144 Lewis has attributed the kind of painting to Dix‘s personal misogyny, quoting a tract from his diary 

―Actually, in the final analysis all war is waged over and for the vulva.‖ See Plumb, Neue Sachlichkeit 

1918-33 : Unity and Diversity of an Art Movement, 89. and Beth Irwin Lewis, "Lustmord: Inside the 

Windows of the Metropolis," in Berlin: Culture and Metropolis, ed. Charles Haxthausen and Heidrun Suhr 

(Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 1990), 111-140. 
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first two catalogued public exhibitions in Düsseldorf.
145

 It has been linked to other artists 

as I shall do here, but its uncanny structural inversion in the painting of Nose, a painting 

which has been far less frequently exhibited and documented, remains unexplored.  

 

The paintings Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) and Nose open up the dialectic to a pair of 

paintings, rather than taking both positions on the same canvas. Benjamin Buchloh has 

used the painting Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) to contrast Richter to Warhol. He 

compares the painting, which depicts Brigitte Bardot‘s lips (the identity of Brigitte 

Bardot is lost due to cropping), to Warhol‘s highly eroticized painting of Marilyn 

Monroe‘s lips, Marilyn Lips (1962) (Figure 54). Buchloh suggests that Richter paints the 

lips as flat and gaping as a critique of Warhol. He argues that Richter is more of a 

liberal-humanist than Warhol, more often ―recalling and understanding personal 

experience‖ than affirming ―collective amnesia,‖ adding that ―Richter‘s paintings 

constitute a European inversion of Warhol‘s position of anomie with regard to history.‖ 

146
 The effect that Richter achieves in Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) is accordingly quite 

different to that of Warhol.  

 

 

Figure 54 Andy Warhol, Detail from Marilyn Lips, 1962. Synthetic Polymer Paint and Pencil on Canvas. 

Two parts: 210.7 x 204.9cm and 210.7 x 209.7cm, Hirshhorn Museum, Washington. Photo: 

www.hirshhorn.si.edu. 

 

Richter‘s pair attempts a symbolic inversion. Like Marilyn Lips, Mouth (Brigitte 

Bardot’s Lips) connotes the smear of smudged lipstick. In Marilyn, the smudge is simply 

represented using a clean, screen-printing process. In Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips), the 

smudge is the actual smudge of smeared paint whereas the lipstick in Warhol‘s painting 

is just misplaced. Warhol objectifies subject matter by mechanizing his process with the 

screen-print process, but Richter instead uses a squeegee as a stand-alone tool, throwing 

                                                      
145 Richter‘s first exhibition in the West was not catalogued and took place 18 months after his arrival in 

Düsseldorf. It was a show with Manfred Kuttner in the Galerie Junge Kunst in Fulda organized with the 

support of Franz Erhard Walther. None of these images have been catalogued which suggests they no longer 

exist. Zweite, "Seeing, Reflecting, Appearing: Thoughts on the Work of Gerhard Richter," 20. See also 

Harten, "The Romantic Intent for Abstraction," 20. 
146 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 100,110-111. 
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away the silk-screen strainer, and letting the image become undone through carefully 

staged direct action. The destructive element of the smear has been made with a circular 

action in Richter‘s image, blurring the mouth into a hole-like form. This creates an 

intense and surreal atmosphere that Richter then negates in the successive painting Nose. 

 

In Richter‘s painting, the mouth opens in a more sexualized manner. The lips, the 

darkness of the mouth, and absence of bottom teeth evoke vaginal symbolism and 

suggest that it is sexually receptive. However, the top teeth are visible, which connotes 

the Freudian castration motif of the vagina dentate.
147

 As such it takes on a phallic 

power and manifests what Freud called Das Unheimliche or ―the uncanny.‖ Freud 

suggested that the subject's recognition of the otherness of sexual difference is important 

in personality formation, and the slippage in recognising sexual difference results in the 

uncanny, which he believed underlies neurosis. This slippage also occurs in the 

previously discussed painting Party. Slashes that have been sewn closed also create the 

vagina dentate motif over the four female figures. Both paintings have an implicit 

sexualised violence and locate phallic power in this motif, alluding to misrecognition 

and symbolic inversion.  

 

Nose is the understated painting of the numbered pair. Despite moving Mouth (Brigitte 

Bardot’s Lips) around in the oeuvre, as discussed above, it has not been severed from its 

double, Nose, in the catalogue. Nose depicts both an unidentified nose and a closed 

mouth in grey with a facial expression of submission, contributing to a problematisation 

of identity discussed below.
148

 In psychoanalytic terms, the mouth symbol is typically 

passive and receptive and the nose is phallic.
149

 However, in this pair these qualities are 

reversed. Not only has Richter made the mouth phallic in Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) 

but he has also made the nose into a passive phallus in Nose. The latter is cropped and 

painted in muted greyscale. (The image also includes a cropped and closed mouth.) The 

figure is censored, silenced and subdued. It is also slightly androgynous and neutered 

because there is no cheek, jaw bone or facial hair with which to determine the gender. 

Surrealists, Expressionists and even the abstract expressionist, Willem de Kooning, 

developed imagery of the phallic mouth symbol but Richter evokes the association in 

order only to then invert the motif through opposition with Nose. In Richter‘s artwork, 

the subjectivity is split, rather than overly representative of one side of the dialectic. 

 

                                                      
147 James Giles, The Nature of Sexual Desire (Westport, Conn. ; London: Praeger, 2003), 79.  
148 Numbered CR 11 and CR 11-1 in Pagé et al., Gerhard Richter. Catalogue Raisonné 1962 - 1993. 
149 William L. Pressly, "The Praying Mantis in Surrealist Art," The Art Bulletin 55, no. 4 (1973). 
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Jacques Lacan argued that subjectivity is split because misrecognition occurs during the 

―mirror stage,‖ typically between six and eighteen months of age, when the subject sees 

himself/herself reflected in the mirror. Misrecognition brings about a subsequent 

substitution when the subject identifies with the mirror image rather than the self. It is 

impossible for the subject to form a meaningful relationship with the image-of-self, and 

a relationship of desire and mastery of the mirror-self ensues. Richter‘s images of the 

mouth and nose also suggest misrecognition. These images portray a symbolic 

substitution in order to problematise identity with difference.  

 

Contrary to being the content of freedom as Adorno suggests, the effect here is what 

Slavoj Žižek would argue is a subjectivity deferred to the point that it exists only in the 

symbolic order. Its concern with suspending its own negation in the movement between 

images locates the meaning across these images rather than in them. The slippage, the 

remainder of the unresolved dialectic, becomes the content of the work. In Party this 

slippage exists in the sutures and in Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips) and Nose it exists 

across the images‘ juxtaposition of the emptied and flattened grammar of modernism, 

into a logical relation of both and neither. It is not the autonomy of Richter‘s 

subjectivity that is expressed in this work but the autonomy of the symbolic order 

created by the suspension of dialectical avant-gardism.  
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The Cologne Cathedral Window  

Given this dynamic, it is logical that Richter‘s oscillation between colour charts and grey 

paintings that I describe below culminates in the Cologne Cathedral window that he 

designed for a major commission in 2007. Richter designed the 20 metre tall window, 

using 11,500 pieces of coloured glass. It is the culmination of the colour chart series 

within his oeuvre, as well as a culmination of his investigations into immanent alterity. 

 

Originally, he painted three sets of colour chart paintings, all with small squares or 

rectangles of different colours that were randomly arranged into a grid. The first was in 

1966 (Figure 55), the second in 1971 (Figure 56) and the third in 1973/4 (Figure 57). 

The combinations range from four colours to 4096 colours, and ironically use 

juxtaposition derived from extensive planning calculations to make the arrangement 

appear random. The chance juxtaposition of colours was intended to insulate these 

paintings from both the dogma established by Joseph Albers regarding harmonious 

combinations of colours, and ideology more generally.  

 

 

 

Figure 55 Gerhard Richter, 10 Colours, CR 135, 1966. Enamel on Canvas, 135.2 x 120cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 56 Gerhard Richter, 180 Colours, CR 300-2, 1971. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 200cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 57 Gerhard Richter, 1024 Colours, CR 350-1, 1973. Enamel on Canvas, 254 x 478cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The colour charts continue a legacy of Dada and Neo-Dada/Fluxus but fuse a sense of 

chance with the objective, scientific and rational devices that Dada and Fluxus thwarted. 
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Benjamin Buchloh believes that the colour charts extend the photographic quality of 

Richter's paintings.
150

 He suggests Richter sees endless possibilities in painting in a 

similar way to the manner in which the amateur photographer sees photography. By 

replacing the traditional palette of oils with a large mass of automobile colours, Richter 

does, indeed, celebrate endless chromatic possibility. This is particularly relevant given 

the perceived redundancy of painting dominating this early period of Richter‘s career in 

the West. However, it is not a visualisation of endless possibility as much as it is, in fact, 

a staging of endless possibility, and it is specifically a staging designed to be unstrung 

by the Grey paintings, which neutralise the claims made by the colour charts about 

possibility and which extends the negative dialectic across sets and series. 

 

The colour chart paintings replay a modernist tradition but they foreground its aesthetic 

bankruptcy through mobilising an ambivalence that artists using modernism‘s grid 

generally did not have. Dadaists, Minimalists, Conceptual and Pop artists have all done 

variations on the colour chart but have all been far more exclusive about it, and more 

committed to its power in the moment of dialectical avant-garde negation. Richter‘s 

colour charts also deconstruct this avant-gardism. Rosalind Krauss has described the 

avant-gardist grid thus: ―In the spatial sense, the grid states the autonomy of the realm of 

art. Flattened, geometricized, ordered, anti-natural, anti-mimetic, antireal… a way of 

abrogating the claims of natural objects to have an order particular to themselves…‖
151

 

Krauss sees it as the ultimate autonomous form. This view parallels Jean Arp‘s view. 

Arp emphasised the autonomy of the grid when he arranged coloured squares by chance 

by dropping them into a grid formation in Untitled (Collage With Squares Arranged 

According to the Order of Chance (1916-1917) (Figure 58). Arp used the organizational 

quality of the grid to aesthetically disorganize. This satirised the ideological program of 

other modernists, such as Piet Mondrian (Figure 59), who used the grid to organise 

colours into dynamically balanced arrangements and exhibited conscious and deliberate 

adjustment. Both invested the grid with negation: for Mondrian it was a negation of 

post-impressionism and for Arp it was a negation of modernist ideology. Richter‘s 

colour charts use both extremes of this spectrum: the random arrangement and the 

carefully laid plan. While Richter‘s colour charts avoid repeating colours, foregrounding 

a condition of difference, his paintings are the result of elaborate computation. 
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Figure 58 Jean Arp, Untitled (Collage With Squares Arranged According to the Order of Chance), 1916. 

Collage of Torn Papers on Paper, 48.6 x 34.6cm, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photo: 

Dickerman, Leah, Brigid Doherty, Centre Georges Pompidou., National Gallery of Art (U.S.), and Museum 

of Modern Art (New York N.Y.). Dada: Zurich, Berlin, Hannover, Cologne, New York, Paris. Washington 

[D.C.]: National Gallery of Art in association with D.A.P./ Distributed Art Publishers, New York, 2005, 56. 

Figure 59 Piet Mondrian, Chequerboard Composition, 1919. Oil on Canvas, 86 x 106cm, The 

Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. Photo: www.gemeentemuseum.nl. 

 

Richter stages difference in his colour charts. His aversion to repetition in his colour 

charts also contrasts with Ellsworth Kelly‘s slightly earlier explorations of the coloured 

grid. Kelly produced colour charts as a result of meeting Jean Arp in Paris in 1950 and 

his ‗randomly‘ assembled colour spectrums of 1951 attempt to negate Abstract 

Expressionism. Kelly‘s choice of a palette is based not on variation but rather on 

analogy, even if couched in terms of serendipity. Use of analogical colour and repetition 

load his work with subjectivity rather than divesting it of subjectivity. The repetition of 

colours undulates to form a field that causes the eyes to move with a hypnotic rhythm. 

The suite Spectrum Colours Arranged by Chance VI and II (1951-1953) (Figure 61and 

Figure 60) uses darker and lighter palettes respectively to clearly evoke different 

responses in the viewer. The darker or lighter the part of the spectrum that Kelly uses, 

the darker or lighter the sensations he evokes. In his arrangements expression is thus still 

paramount, in stark contrast to Richter. 

 

   

Figure 60 Ellsworth Kelly, Spectrum Colours Arranged by Chance II, 1951. Cut-and-pasted Colour-coated 

Paper and Pencil on Four Sheets of Paper, 97.2 x 97.2cm, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photo: 

www.moma.org. 
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Figure 61 Ellsworth Kelly, Spectrum Colours Arranged by Chance VI, 1951. Cut-and-pasted Colour-coated 

Paper and Pencil on Four Sheets of Black Paper, 94.6 x 94.6cm, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

Photo: www.moma.org. 

 

Over the time in which Richter has been completing his colour chart paintings other 

artists have manipulated the colour chart motif in more diverse and ambitious ways. 

Damien Hirst‘s colour charts relate to the branding of pharmaceuticals. His 

interpretation of the colour chart is akin to a periodic table of anti-depressants. Jim 

Lambie uses colour charts to transform the space of galleries into psychedelic mazes 

evoking nightclub interiors. Still others have used the pixelization of modern media as 

the basis of their interpretation of the colour chart motif. The question that such 

contemporary artwork raises in regard to Richter is ―why has Richter retained such a 

simple model for the colour chart?‖ I argue that the answer lies in the centrality of the 

demonstration of unproblematic difference to his work and the dialectical negation of 

this in their arrangement with the grey paintings.
152

 

 

The Grey images (Figure 62 to Figure 65), which Richter began to paint in 1972, are 

interspersed with his colour charts like antitheses throughout his oeuvre. They refer to 

the greyness thwarted by pluralism, which Groys discusses in the above quotation, and 

which the colour charts forestall. Further, the Grey images are a site of interruptive 

performance. However, they are usually considered in their own right and with their own 

frames of reference, as in the hardcover catalogue for the exhibition of glass panes, 

Eight Grey (2002) by Benjamin Buchloh and the catalogue for a similar exhibition 

Gerhard Richter: Without Colour (2005) by Julia Gelshorn.
153

 While these writers 

identify the reference Richter makes to certain strategies of negation seen in artworks 

such as that of Robert Rauschenberg and Kazimir Malevich, their function as negations 

of the colour charts, of Richter‘s own work, is underestimated. The point of this 

demonstration of the sustained negation in the oeuvre is to prompt the thinking-through 

of an apparent epistemological impasse. The colour charts, which have a sense of 

difference, freedom and possibility, are interspersed with grey monochromes suggesting 

the opposite; creating a symbolic structural order that places a sense of freedom and 

possibility in the grey monochrome.  

                                                      
152 Kelly‘s elevation of colour is exemplified in his manifesto-like book Ellsworth Kelly and Harry Cooper, 

Line, Form, Color, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Art Museums, 1999). This was first 

submitted by Ellsworth Kelly in 1951, but was not published until 1999.  
153Julia Gelshorn, Gerhard Richter : Ohne Farbe / without Color (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2005). See also 

Benjamin Buchloh, Gerhard Richter: Eight Gray (Berlin; New York: Deutsche Guggenheim Berlin, 

Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2002). 
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Figure 62 Gerhard Richter, Tourist Grey, CR 368, 1975. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 200cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

Figure 63 Gerhard Richter, Untitled (Grey), CR 225-6 1969. Oil on Canvas, 40 x 31cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 64 Gerhard Richter, Grey, CR 883-6, 2003. Oil on Canvas, 122 x 102cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

Figure 65 Gerhard Richter, 6 Grey Mirrors, CR 884, Grey Enamelled Glass and Steel, 400 x 400 x 50cm, 

Dia:Beacon, New York. 2003. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The Grey paintings are also often the site for a wide range of direct action interventions 

through the use of a seemingly destructive act. They are constantly, subtly differentiated 

in scale, tone, opacity and texture. The images are sometimes made up of thick impasto 

brushstrokes and at other times of smooth, airbrushed vignettes. They are at times 

scratched, finger-painted and squeegeed. Richter has also smeared the grey paint on the 

reverse side of plates of glass, creating a ―blurring‖ action, as well as a mirror and a 

monochrome, which again fuses and doubles the motifs of his flattened grammar. As 

such, the grey paintings are logically consistent with paintings such as Party, Table and 

Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips). Further, they are the site for direct action and chance, 

and have taken grey further than any other contemporary artist. Moreover they are 

positioned to problematise the facile notion of difference suggested by the motif of the 

colour chart. 

 

Richter‘s stained glass windows in the project for the Cologne Cathedral Window 

(2007) (Figure 66) use the colour chart motif to produce the encounter with an immanent 

otherness. Richter‘s design and installation of stained glass in a church window 
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participates in a tradition that is too earnest to acquire the Neo-Dadaist feel of the colour 

charts. Such an installation cannot be severed from the questions raised by the religious 

nature of the site, this time effectively standing in for the operation of the grey paintings.  

 

 

Figure 66 Gerhard Richter, Cologne Cathedral Window, 2007. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The transcendental signified for Derrida is the otherness that escapes identification, 

which is responsible for the symbolic chain of signifiers, language, and its constant 

deferral. Lacan associates it with the objet A, which in monotheist tradition could be 

characterised as God.
154

 He sees it as a gap around which the symbolic order is 

constructed. Objects and imagery, such as the crucifix in the Christian tradition can 

operate in reference to this, as an ―objet a.‖ Objet a stands-in for objet A; the stained 

glass window stands in for the otherness that precedes identification, the master signifier 

and in this case God. The aberrations, disturbances and ruptures in Richter‘s work 

likewise, I argue, stand-in for the absolute other that precedes the symbolic order of the 

image, the primacy to which his imaged immanent alterity defers. In Richter‘s artwork 

this transcendental signified also represents an ethical a priori, an absolutism, a 

privileged extrinsic other, which pluralism and vision necessarily miss. 

 

Stained glass windows in European Gothic cathedrals are objets a. They stand in for the 

otherness of God. Stained glass has been charged with revealing the otherness of God to 

mankind since the thirteenth century. By dampening absolute otherness, it makes it 

visible. Derrida‘s master signifier occupies a nonspace, outside the symbolic economy of 

signs, and beyond representation.
155

 The stained glass window is already in a dialectic of 

otherness and visibility, thus enabling it to perfectly slot-in to Richter‘s oeuvre, an 

oeuvre which at first seems nihilist and materialist, and therefore at odds with the 

church. However, the oeuvre also has a fundamental concern with immanent alterity and 

the rupture of the symbolic economy of signs, not remarkably different from the 

institutions of monotheism which also posit a force extrinsic to the visible. Though it 

                                                      
154 Derrida, Writing and Difference, 354. 
155 The window of St Brinius at Dorchester Abbey, Oxfordshire, 1250 is generally seen as the earliest 

example of stained glass in church windows. 
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may be an aberration in the tradition of stained glass windows, the Cologne Cathedral 

window project does not appear awkward in Richter‘s oeuvre, as it seamlessly 

participates in Richter‘s practice of destabilising the symbolic order with alterity. Here, 

it is the notional immanence of God that both ruptures and creates the artwork, in this 

case from behind, whether the viewer is standing inside or outside the cathedral. The 

installation is, in fact, emphatically more successful than Richter‘s repetition of the 

window motif (Figure 67), panes of glass, colour charts, and other smaller experiments 

with coloured glass, because it engages this already established dialectic of visibility and 

otherness extrinsic to the frame of modernity.  

 

  

Figure 67 Gerhard Richter, Window, CR 204, 1968. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 400cm, Museum Kunst Palast, 

Düsseldorf. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 
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The Femme Fatale in October 18, 1977  

Richter‘s exploration of immanent alterity had another strong manifestation in the earlier 

group of paintings October 18, 1977 CR 667-1, CR 667-2, CR 667-3, CR 668, CR 669-

1, CR 669-2, CR 670, CR 671-1, CR 671-2, CR 671-3, CR 672-1, CR 672-2, CR 673, 

CR 674-1, CR 674-2 (1988). The series is the culmination of his experimentation with 

the destructive moment throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Throughout the 1970s Richter 

produced 48 Portraits, a set of paintings of historical figures drawn from 

encyclopaedias, for the 1972 Venice Biennale. Shortly afterwards, in 1973, he produced 

the increasingly blurred imitations of Titian's Annunciation which he had seen while in 

Venice.
156

 He also produced increasingly developed, semi-controlled abstract 

experiments that included: ―unpaintings‖ in which a painted image is destroyed through 

using blades, squeegees or running a brush through wet paint; ―overpaintings‖ in which 

he painted over photographs, and ―inpaintings‖ in which many colours are pushed 

around the canvas with the fingers, until they form one colour on the canvas. By this 

stage, his work included abstract paintings in the objective construction style; the 

fabrication of mirrors where panes of glass are painted on the reverse side; paintings of 

details of paintings; extended, abstract, manipulated photo paintings, and innumerable 

photographs taken for a variety of purposes and in a variety of formats. Altogether, the 

model that he established in the 1960s expands through the 1970s and 1980s: the 

problematisation and deconstruction of the avant-garde‘s discourse of identity in 

difference, through a negative dialectic that engages the immanent alterity of this 

discourse and the structure of the oeuvre itself. 

 

In the 1980s, Richter continued the methodology of staging difference in order to 

produce an inassimilable différance, a rupture in the symbolic realm which refers to 

immanent alterity. The ruptures in and between the images come to represent objets a, 

and defer to an absolute, extrinsic otherness that cannot be identified. Notably, he 

introduced customized squeegees to enact a protracted destructive moment, extending 

the device of Informel further in abstract ―construction‖ images. The dialectic, however, 

seemed to close in around Richter in the 1980s, when a major retrospective was mounted 

in Düsseldorf, Berlin, Bern and Vienna in 1986, which brought many of his divergent 

styles together. In this agglomeration, the art establishment attempted an affirmative 

phenomenon. The wild and provocative shifts were seen as eclectic, overlooking the 

oeuvre‘s many nuances, such as the dynamic of a negative dialectic. As the oeuvre‘s 

complex engagement with différance was homogenised and smoothed over, Richter 

                                                      
156 Friedel, Gerhard Richter : Red / Yellow / Blue: The BMW Paintings. 
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made the central, highly dramatic shift in the oeuvre, this time specifically in terms of 

content. In 1988, he painted the controversial series of paintings collectively called 

October 18, 1977 (1988) which dealt with a vehemently anti-establishment subject in 

recent German history: the Red Army Faction, founded by Andreas Baader, Gudrun 

Ensslin, Horst Mahler and Ulrike Meinhof and whose killings manifested the most 

dangerous radicalism to emerge from the student unrest of the 1970s.  

 

Richter painted the gang members and particularly Gudrun Enslin in a very sympathetic 

manner. As a recently established de facto cultural statesman, this enabled him to 

problematise his status. By sympathetically painting an enemy of the state, an actual 

other, he reopened his oeuvre to immanent alterity from which the affirmative gestures 

of the establishment were rapidly sealing it off.  

 

In this series of 15 paintings, which are to be exhibited only on the condition set by 

Richter that they are shown together, Richter again fuses the codes of more traditional, 

representational history painting with the effects of abstract, mass media photographic, 

televised representation.
157

 However, the series disturbingly humanizes the four German 

social activists-turned-terrorists. The works are mostly set within vast ineffable gray 

backdrops on a large scale and repeat the central figures at the various stages of the 

story: capture, incarceration and suicide under suspicious circumstances. The 

atmosphere of the paintings suggests the screen of a poorly tuned television—the frays 

of such images‘ aberrations again create an ironic individuality.  

 

 

Figure 68 Gerhard Richter, Funeral, CR 673, 1988. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 320cm, The Museum of Modern 

Art, New York. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Given its place in Richter‘s oeuvre, the series demonstrates a desire for the otherness 

                                                      
157 The title refers to the date Andreas Baader, Gudrun Ensslin, Holger Meins, and Ulrike Meinhoff who 

were found dead in their cells at a prison in Stammheim. Although they were officially determined to be 

suicides many suspected they had been murdered and that this was covered up. There were originally more 

than 15 paintings but the rest were used as the underpainting for later abstraction. See Lisa Saltzman, 

"Gerhard Richter's Stations of the Cross: On Martyrdom and Memory in Postwar German Art," Oxford Art J 

28, no. 1 (2005). 
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that remains unassimilated into avant-gardism‘s discourse of otherness.
158

 Richter 

painted the series when his reputation was recently sealed. He was a de facto state 

painter of a nation that was shortly reunified into one Germany. The series reaches a 

crescendo with an elegiac painting of the group leader‘s death. The viewer wonders 

whether this is in fact not related to the death of socialism, which was officially 

announced only a few months later. The dénouement of the series is a painting of 

Ensslin‘s funeral (Figure 68). Richter‘s paintings had never sought such drama and 

pathos. To do this using the subject matter of an enemy of the state characterises a 

conception of self from a position of otherness, and is Richter‘s attempt for 

identification with, or even from, the other. With the impending absorption of two 

Germanys into one, and an oeuvre conceived in a mode of otherness being seen as 

eclecticism, this raises the question over the role the strategic deconstruction of 

affirmative dialectics would thereafter play for Richter. I argue that in this series Richter 

responds with a shift to subject matter, which had previously been subordinated to 

methodology and symbolic manoeuvring.
159

 

 

Richter‘s portrait of the group member Enslinn, an attractive young woman by 

normative standards, looking over the right shoulder of the viewer in Confrontation 1 

(1988) CR 671-1 (Figure 69), partly relies on the form of the uncanny monstrous 

feminine, and the neurotic phobia of the vagina dentate that Richter established in Party 

and Mouth (Brigitte Bardot’s Lips). Here, however, the otherness beyond representation 

and extrinsic to a symbolic realm is recast as the other mind, the abyss of the mind of the 

femme fatale, which until then had only been a motif tested for its symbolic value in 

Richter‘s oeuvre. Here the Freudian monstrous feminine, in the figure of the murderess, 

is transposed onto an actual figure who represented the nemesis of the State, a figure in 

whom the State becomes undone because she is able to operate outside the ultimate 

symbolic order of law. Richter‘s depiction makes Enslinn appear entrancing. Her visage 

is youthful, innocent, and seductive. The painting recalls the figure of Antigone. Rex 

Butler has explained Žižek‘s position on Antigone in the following paragraphs: 

What this is taken to reveal by Lacan – and by Žižek following him is that the 

authentic ethical act does not obey any pre-existing social consensus, does not 

conform to what is generally accepted as good, but itself defines what is good. It 

does not take place from within the existing symbolic order but rather makes the 

                                                      
158 Robert Storr has published a comprehensive study of this work in his book Storr, Gerhard Richter : 

October 18, 1977. Benjamin Buchloh has also discussed it extensively and many other art historians, art 

critics and scholars have weighed into the discussion. 
159 See the introduction to Adorno, Negative Dialectics. 
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symbolic order, brings about the conditions that would justify it. And Žižek 

speaks of this aspect of the act in terms that again allow him to criticize what he 

sees as a typical deconstructive strategy of deferral and passivity, his belief that 

any act can only ontologize and compromise the ‗Other‘, which ultimately is 

only an excuse for putting off the act, not pursuing its consequences to the end. 

As he writes in Totalitarianism? of the performative ‗equivalence‘ made 

between act and ground in Antigone:  

Does not Antigone stand for the exclusive and uncompromising 

attachment to the Other qua Thing, eclipsing the Other qua Third, the 

agency of mediation/reconciliation?... from the Lacanian perspective, 

this ‗respect for Otherness‘ is the force of resistance against the act, 

against the ‗crazy‘ short-circuit between the unconditioned and the 

conditioned, the ethical and political. [Totalitarianism? p158, 160]
160

 

Butler points out that, for Žižek, Antigone‘s actions are separated from the symbolic 

realm because they accord with an absolute otherness. Richter‘s painting of Ensslin also 

has a sense not of just another inversion in the symbolic but of a transgression for the 

symbolic, a transgression by which the symbolic means. 

  

 

Figure 69 Gerhard Richter, Confrontation 1, CR 671-1, 1988. Oil on canvas, 112 x 102cm, The Museum of 

Modern Art, New York. www.moma.org. 

 

Žižek also discusses an ensuing paradox of public power and transgression, which is 

also played out by Richter. That is, the series ironically solidifies Richter as a cultural 

figurehead through producing an anti-establishment series. It turns out to be the action 

that shores up the establishment and his centrality to it. Using Ensslin as content enables 

a transgression of the symbolic order not only of modernism but also of a split Germany 

and ironically, shortly afterwards, the Berlin Wall came down. 

                                                      
160 Butler, Slavoj Zizek: Live Theory, 100-101. 
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Abstract Images 

Richter‘s abstract images increasingly dominate his oeuvre over recent decades and 

particularly during the period of re-unification (post-1989). They collapse direct action 

with representation, presenting both in the familiar, unresolved negative dialectic.
161

 He 

commenced the Abstract Paintings in 1976 mostly by transferring small sketches of 

random coloured marks into large, mimetically executed ―abstract‖ paintings while 

continuing to stage pluralism with diverse styles: monochromes, mirrors, glass sheets, 

abstract paintings, portraits, landscapes, and experiments that collapse the boundaries 

between these forms, however, his abstract painting are the least easily explained.  

 

Reconciling Richter‘s many abstract paintings with an oeuvre-wide analysis of the 

critical roles that différance, immanent alterity and the transgression of symbolic order 

play, requires analysis of the three projects: Inpaintings, Fictions and Constructions. The 

small group of seven to eight Fiction paintings (1973-1976) (Figure 71), for which 

documentation of only three exist, mark the transition from grisaille to colourful 

abstraction that begins in earnest with the subsequent painting Construction CR 389 

(1976) (Figure 72).
162

  

 

Richter‘s paintings in the abstract style generally attempt to create pictorial, 

representative space without representation (though they are frequently visibly 

influenced by his more overtly representational painting). The subsequent increased 

dependence on a smearing action and its overuse in his abstract paintings seems to 

suggest that there is something in his prototypical Fiction paintings and early abstract 

paintings that is somehow too revealing and requires dampening, resulting in a fetishistic 

overcorrection seen in his abstract painting over the ensuing decades.  

 

   

Figure 70 Gerhard Richter, Seascape (Wave), CR 234, 1969. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 200cm, Modern Art 

Museum, Fort Worth, USA. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

                                                      
161 The burnt surfaces of Alberro Burri, slashed surfaces of Lucio Fontana, accretions of Daniel Spoerri and 

Arman, hammered nails of Gunter Uecker are all part of this new wave of artwork. 
162 Harten, "The Romantic Intent for Abstraction."  
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Figure 71Gerhard Richter, Fiction (4), CR 372, 1975. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 200cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

Figure 72 Gerhard Richter, Construction, CR 389, 1976. Oil on Canvas, 250 x 300cm, Böckmann 

Collection, Neues Museum, Staatliches Museum für Kunst und Design, Nuremberg. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

The Construction painting clearly conceals an image akin to that of the Fiction 

paintings, which themselves exhibit methodology that he developed when painting 

earlier images of skies and clouds. The original abstract, yet illusionistic-

representational image of the Fiction paintings was thus concealed by subsequent work. 

After this point, Richter‘s mark-making, smearing and blurring of the concealing layers 

became extremely nuanced. Construction shows these concealing actions, which 

dampen the original sketch. In these, unlike in the blurring of his other representational 

artwork, a non-representational form is concealed, possibly even an idea and perhaps 

even the idea of the possibility of representation itself. The smearing and covering 

actions vastly outweigh the underpaintings in such images. (This overcorrection can be 

seen in time-lapse photography in the text Painting in the Nineties (1995), which shows 

that Richter has smeared a similar abstract painting in this style repeatedly, it seems over 

30 times).
163

 

 

Echoes of earlier, more representational paintings in Richter‘s oeuvre reappear within 

the nuances of this screen of concealment. It is a screen opened by the painting 

Construction but which I relate to the blur and deferral in other works and that I have 

characterised as a deconstruction. This screen seldom entirely masks the underlying 

layers leaving allusions to earlier styles that Richter has used: paintings of snapshots, 

gestural impasto cityscapes, and even colour charts. The screen, blur or shield that 

conceals the original image in the abstract paintings succeeds in forestalling the dialectic 

to a greater degree than the other forms, which relied more on movements between or 

across several images, and with at times more overtly symbolic language (see my 

discussion of Ema, (Nude Descending a Staircase) (1966) below). This destructive, 

negative screen over the abstract concept best resists the synthetic moment to create an 

ever expanding space for immanent alterity (see p. 158 for more information on 

Richter‘s abstract paintings).  

 

  

                                                      
163 Gidal, "The Polemics of Paint."  
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Conclusion 

 

This overview shows how Richter‘s oeuvre was driven by a dialectical methodology 

which perpetuates the negative moment, first tested in the East and brought to fruition in 

the West. In a sense, this was anti-dialectical methodology, or more accurately, it 

deployed the dialectical method against itself, against its totalising culmination in 

synthesis. Richter‘s unravelling of the dialectical logic of Socialist Realism was carried 

over to his unravelling of the visual codes of the West, which ostensibly were offering 

unproblematic pluralism and avant-gardism. He has structured his entire oeuvre with a 

diversity of styles in order to empty them of their content and thereby problematise the 

logic of avant-gardist discourses of otherness. This has been realised in individual 

paintings, in pairs of paintings and sets, and throughout the oeuvre, but also critically in 

the construction of the oeuvre itself, with strong effect in the complex abstract 

construction images. The group of paintings October 18, 1977 (1988) indicate a 

response to the result of this pushing and testing of the dialectic. They attempt to 

challenge the horizon of the symbolic with a move into content that is most extrinsic to 

the established grammar. 
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Chapter 5  

Gerhard Richter’s Oeuvre and Critical Discourse 

Many scholars of Richter‘s work who are agreed on its importance lodge his artwork in 

discourses concerned with the neo-avant-garde, photography, or appropriation. 

However, study of the oeuvre‘s destabilisation of the episteme of modernism is nascent. 

Further, in not studying Richter‘s oeuvre as a whole, critics have inadvertently missed 

the substance of his art. However, such omission is not a reason to dismiss previous 

criticism. I have argued that Richter‘s deconstructive methodology is central to an 

understanding of his art and its accomplishment, but this argument can only be sustained 

by also engaging positively with Richter‘s critics and the meanings they have located in 

his work.  

 

This chapter analyses, re-evaluates, and extends the critical reception of Richter‘s oeuvre 

in order to understand the ways in which critics have affirmed or negated my argument. 

The main focus is on the account of his principal critic, Benjamin Buchloh, who largely 

explains Richter‘s strategy in terms of the ―original‖ avant-garde. This chapter will 

claim that such an assertion is too historicist in its approach. While its historical context 

is important, its genealogical focus—which locates Richter‘s neo-avant-garde art in the 

so-called ―original‖ avant-garde—misses the important fact that Richter is a man of his 

times. On the other hand, Buchloh does provide an Adornian reading of Richter‘s work 

that, with some adjustment, illuminates Richter‘s achievement very well. 

 

While being historically conscious, Richter was most heavily influenced by his 

contemporaries, and in particular the sensibility of his milieu in Düsseldorf in the 1960s 

and 1970s, a group of artists that has been called Neo-Dadaist. Although the name ―Neo-

Dada‖ etymologically relates to the ―original‖ avant-garde, because Dada was part of the 

―original‖ avant-garde, the connection to the ―original‖ avant-garde is otherwise 

tenuous. The Neo-Dadaists embraced a new set of concerns, processes, and beliefs, 

borrowing little more than the irrational and exuberant elements and abstract 

relationality of Dada for their diverse practices. Richter‘s oeuvre is broadly in keeping 

with this tendency given that he generally presents the concept and the negation of the 

concept as one. He offers a dialectic that does not resolve and has no synthesis, in what I 

have called a sustained negative moment of the dialectic, intent to image the immanent 

alterity of the logic of the discourse.  



 114 

 

Richter‘s artwork renovates the dialectic to capture the ―excluded middle,‖ the becoming 

aberrant posed by the negation.
164

 In summary, I have argued that in Richter‘s artwork, 

difference, the move from one sign to another in the visual sequence is fractured with 

différance, slippage, and resistance to both equivalence and opposition. Richter‘s oeuvre 

works phenomenologically to destabilise structuralism and casts subjectivity, in fact, as 

a network of intersubjectivity.  

 

This phenomenon, which both relies on and overcomes the structuralism of the oeuvre, 

problematises postmodernism‘s discourse of relative otherness or pluralism, as well as 

avant-gardism‘s discourse of alterity. Avant-gardism‘s structural dialectics relied on an 

exotic otherness, through which, paradoxically, the given structure was both reversed 

and affirmed. Postmodernism‘s shift toward an infinite relativity of others, and a 

suggestion that dialectics no longer has a role in this non-teleological system of total 

equivalence, succumbs to the same ultimate effect of affirmation. Richter‘s imaging of a 

negative dialectic is an attempt to forestall this affirmation.  

 

The relevance of Buchloh‘s approach to my own is that he draws on a similar range of 

theoretical discourses. Indeed, my own approach has been heavily influenced by his 

writing, and is an attempt to revise and extend his methodology rather than ignore or 

reject it. Buchloh applies the critical theory of György Lukàcs, Theodor Adorno, Jürgen 

Habermas, Frederic Jameson and Guy Debord to Richter‘s oeuvre. However, I argue that 

in the process several pieces of the puzzle have perhaps been too ambitiously forced into 

place. In the context of the theory developed thus far in this dissertation, this chapter 

reworks Buchloh‘s theory, setting aside the historicism and focusing on the theoretical 

foundations of his argument. Reworking Buchloh‘s Lukàcsian and Adornian aesthetic 

theory produces a more exact knowledge of Richter‘s entire oeuvre, its shifts and logic, 

than would otherwise be possible, and it transpires that Buchloh‘s reading of Richter‘s 

resistance to the culture industry is unduly optimistic. 

  

                                                      
164 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 142. 
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Critical Reception  

Although there is a large and expanding body of literature on Richter‘s artwork, 

consisting of hundreds of exhibition catalogues and books, all addressing different 

aspects of his artwork, the authoritative academic research that accounts for his oeuvre 

as a whole and as a practice is in a nascent state. This is perhaps explained by the fact 

that the artist is now in his seventies and continues to produce paintings at a prolific rate. 

However, as I have already argued, the nature of Richter‘s work offers another reason 

for the scarcity of an oeuvre-wide study. His artwork has assumed several different and 

seemingly contradictory postures, making it a challenge for scholars to fix on consistent 

properties of his practice, or resulting in their seeing only contradictions and missing the 

critical ―remainder‖ of a dialectic that does not resolve, as I discussed at length in the 

previous chapter.
165

 When exhibition catalogues and mass-produced books have 

accounted for Richter‘s posturing, they have generally done so by isolating certain, 

usually relatively small, parts of his changeable oeuvre. Only two of the academic theses 

written about Richter take a broad view of his practice and only Buchloh‘s, in its robust 

theoretical ambit, is particularly suited to this discussion.  

 

Buchloh makes a thorough attempt to understand Richter‘s relationship to modernism in 

his dissertation Gerhard Richter: Painting After the Subject of History (1994). He 

accounts for Richter as a neo-avant-garde artist in the context of a rich, intellectual 

tradition.
166

 He suggests that Richter works in a way that recalls the earlier avant-garde 

artists Marcel Duchamp and Aleksandr Rodchenko. However, he underestimates the 

most important aspect of Richter‘s methodology: his deconstruction of his contemporary 

scene. 

 

Astrid Kaspar has also produced a dissertation with a wide theoretical focus. In Gerhard 

Richter: Malerei als Thema der Malerei (Painting on the Theme of Painting, 2003) 

Kaspar interprets Richter‘s paintings in relation to the artwork of early modern and pre-

modern artists such as Caspar David Friedrich, Jan Vermeer, and Pieter Brueghel.
167 

This is a departure from Buchloh‘s work but also takes a broad and thorough view of 

Richter‘s oeuvre. Both Kaspar‘s and Buchloh‘s dissertations indicate that there is indeed 

a connection between Richter‘s work and earlier moments in the history of Western 

European art. I agree that Richter‘s oeuvre is conceived in terms of the Western 

European tradition of painting, but I argue it is from the outside, and in a mode of 

                                                      
165 Ibid., 105. 
166 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History". 
167 Astrid Kasper, Gerhard Richter: Malerei Als Thema Der Malerei (Berlin: Reimer, 2003). 
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otherness, deconstructing concepts such as modernism‘s autonomy and avant-gardism‘s 

discourse of alterity from their first principles. An overly discursive view, merely 

showing what the oeuvre critiques, limits the potential for analysing the very deliberate 

loose ends left by Richter.
168 

 

 

At the time of its writing in 1994, Benjamin Buchloh‘s doctoral dissertation was the 

most comprehensive research into the production and reception of Richter‘s work. It 

situates Richter‘s artwork by making reference to Lukàcs, Adorno and several other 

theorists. Buchloh suggests that modernism engenders a dialectical relationship in 

stylistic terms, between originality and reification. For example, he discusses the 

reification of Malevich‘s monochrome in Rodchenko‘s triptych of monochromes. It is 

Richter, he argues, who breathes new relevance into the reified forms of the 

monochrome, the collage, and the readymade.
169

 However, I have showed that Richter 

stages modernism‘s styles more for the purpose of deconstructing them. His traversal of 

modernism‘s stylistic moves indicates an outsider‘s view, with a cool, forensic character 

more concerned to deconstruct pluralism and a notion of possibility. It stages the 

equalisation of difference to perforate it with devices suggesting immanent alterity. 

Buchloh sees Richter instead developing within the modernist historicist logic of 

stylistic innovation, to the extent that he innovates several of modernism‘s motifs. He 

argues that by doing this, Richter creates cultural memory in a time of cultural amnesia, 

and that the evidence of this lies in the contrast which he draws between Richter‘s 

artwork and the more amnesiac artwork of Andy Warhol. I argue however, that it is less 

the modernist logic of stylistic innovation that Richter adheres to than its discourse of 

alterity, which he demonstrates as bankrupt and destabilises with a notion of immanent 

alterity. 

 

Buchloh‘s complex argument, while scholarly, has in its historicism missed the crucial 

contemporaneity of the artist‘s practice. Buchloh indeed provides an historical context 

for the reception of Richter‘s art, especially its reception by a knowledgeable audience, 

but misses an important point about its production: that Richter is engaging with his 

milieu. Like most critical responses to Richter, the writing of Buchloh does not 

foreground the peculiar epistemological conditions demanded by Richter‘s oeuvre, the 

thinking beyond pluralism to shadows, ambiguity, and the creation of priority, privileged 
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gazes and an unrepresentable otherness demanding ethical priority. 

 

Buchloh‘s analysis of the role of photography in Richter‘s practice is a good initial 

example of his critique of Richter. Buchloh sources the photographic element of 

Richter‘s work in a rejection of East German movements that opposed photography.
170 

Buchloh suggests Richter‘s use of photography takes its direction from photomontage, 

archival and worker‘s club photography.
 
 

 

Buchloh suggests that Richter extends John Heartfield‘s anti-Dada photomontage. He 

argues that both Richter‘s aversion to the shock of Dada and his commitment to memory 

can be attributed to Heartfield who opposed the erosion of the cultural fabric of the 

Weimar Republic. Buchloh argues that this critique saw Dada as ―esoteric, aestheticist, 

apolitical and anti-communicative.‖
171 

According to Buchloh, Gustav Klucis, Lavar 

Lissitzky and Rodchenko shared this view and instead sought ―communicative logic‖ 

and ―action.‖
172

 Buchloh specifically cites Heartfield‘s post-Dada photomontage as 

attacking the bourgeois character of Dada and re-inventing photomontage. He concludes 

that this moment shows a model for critical art beyond the abstraction that Dada 

instigated, which he suggests, also characterises Richter‘s oeuvre.  

 

Secondly, Buchloh argues that in the mundane snapshots of Atlas, Richter extends and 

deconstructs August Sander‘s aspiration for an objective photographic archival project. 

Buchloh finds parallels particularly with Richter‘s Atlas and Sander‘s archive project, 

People of the Twentieth Century (c1924). Sander provides a documentary view of his 

life and times by depicting various professions and occupations. Buchloh suggests that 

Richter inverts this by archiving the trivial and mundane objects and activities of daily 

life. Atlas strips signs of their signification in the manner of Dadaism by being a 

seemingly random juxtaposition of images and pushes this principle to the extreme by, 

for example, placing images of concentration camp victims beside images of 

pornography in a very deliberate and therefore very specific way. For Buchloh this 

methodology generates meaning that is primarily concerned with the illogical nature of 

the commodity. Jürgen Harten further suggests that it is a critique of the voyeuristic 

scopic drive. I argue that Richter‘s methodology is more concerned with finding the 

limit of representation and symbolic structure. Effectively then, Buchloh believes that 

Richter‘s engagement with photography extends the work of the radical interwar avant-

                                                      
170 Buchloh considers collage and montage a paradigm in Bürger‘s sense of the term. Buchloh, "Gerhard 

Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", xvi and 44. 
171 Ibid., 49. 
172 Ibid., 50. 



 118 

garde.  

 

Buchloh‘s observations are remarkably thorough but, as a young artist, Richter denied 

any knowledge of the photographic legacy of the Weimar avant-garde and John 

Heartfield.
173

 Instead, he points to Robert Rauschenberg as the artist who introduced him 

to the methodology of montage/collage aesthetics. This is consistent with a reading that 

places him more in keeping with the critical ferment of his contemporary milieu. 

However, Buchloh‘s dissertation anticipates this argument and suggests that 

Rauschenberg‘s collage aesthetic is based on Duchamp‘s Dadaism. He contrasts 

Rauschenberg with Heartfield and argues that Richter, along the lines of Heartfield, is 

self-reflective and makes a negation of Rauschenberg which is equivalent to a 

perpetuation of Heartfield‘s rejection of Dada. This effectively suggests that Richter 

might have entered by the back door but that he nonetheless exists in a set of conditions 

mapped out by the ―original‖ avant-garde. Buchloh‘s discussion, I argue, over-

determines the role of the interwar avant-garde on Richter‘s practice and smoothes over 

the use to which Richter put his deconstructive practice developed in the environment of 

Socialist Realism during his period in the East.  

 

Buchloh privileges the direct influence of Socialist Realism on Richter‘s oeuvre. As I 

have shown, Richter‘s work used Socialist Realism critically, as a lens for dense 

quotation and self-reference while seeking to unpick its structural logic. As I have 

already shown in my analysis of Richter‘s mural for the Hygiene Museum in Dresden, 

he neither rejected nor entirely affirmed the content of Socialist Realism. I argue that he 

was then, after his move to the West, more influenced by the methodologies of Informel 

and Neo-Dada, which enabled him to translate this deconstruction to the plural avant-

gardes of the West.  

 

Buchloh discusses Richter as an exemplary artist of the neo-avant-garde, for whom 

Marcel Duchamp and Aleksandr Rodchenko provide the model.
174

 First, taking the 

example of Rodchenko, according to Buchloh Richter restages the monochrome, the 

collage and the readymade in order to establish cultural memory. He writes: 

                                                      
173 Ibid., 52. 
174 Buchloh first published the essay Readymade, Photography, and Painting in the Painting of Gerhard 
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I draw on the notion of artistic paradigms, invented in the teens and early 

twenties, and then repeated in the [following] decades through specific acts of 

reception - - - hence the appellation ―neo‖…[that] include the monochrome‘s 

attack on composition, collage‘s attack on both fine art materials and 

representations [sic]skills, and the readymade‘s attack on notions of both artistic 

skill and the priority of aesthetic intention, to name but three such paradigms.
175

  

Buchloh believes that the grey monochromes are a critique of the reification of the 

original, expressive, monochrome of Kazimir Malevich. Malevich was the first ―to 

monochrome the figure‖ onto a white surround with the suprematist painting Red 

Square: Painterly realism of a peasant woman in two dimensions (1915) (Figure 73).
176

 

Aleksandr Rodchenko made a triptych of different coloured monochromes, Pure 

Colours Red, Yellow, Blue, in 1921 which Buchloh argues reifies the form by rejecting 

the suprematist aspiration toward metaphysical expression.
177

 Instead, it asserted only 

physical material facticity. Rodchenko said in 1939: ―in 1921 I reduced painting to its 

logical conclusion… this is the end of painting…there will be no more 

representation.‖
178

 According to Buchloh, Rodchenko ―detached programmatically any 

spiritual or metaphysical meaning‖ from the expressive function of pure colour.
179

 

Buchloh suggests Rodchenko‘s work is a point when ―the last remnants of esoteric 

knowledge and transcendental thought are eliminated.‖
180

 He argues that Richter‘s 

Minimalist monochromes carry on and surpass the project started by Rodchenko which 

critiqued the culture industry, spectacle society, and high art.
181

  

 

Richter‘s monochromes are, however less in dialogue with the ―original‖ avant-garde 

than with his own generation, among whom the Minimalists should be counted, and they 

are in dialogue most of all with his own artwork, principally in the form of the colour 

charts. Richter engages contemporary discourses involving notions of perception and 

process that subvert the notion of an artist‘s aura or genius. As such, his grey 

monochromes have more in common Robert Ryman‘s series of White Paintings from 

1959-61 than Rodchenko‘s coloured monochromes of 1921. The accentuation of 

Ryman‘s white brushstrokes anticipates Richter‘s experimentation throughout his Grey 

paintings with the surface textures of grey paint, from sharp impasto to seamless 

airbrushed vignettes. Ryman‘s use of many different techniques to explore exclusively 
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white coloured grounds foreshadows Richter‘s exploration of the more neutral tones of 

grey. Both artists focus their attention on surfaces, materials, and the attempt to be 

determinedly objective by rejecting representation and abstraction and choosing neutral 

colours. During the 1970s Ryman began experimenting with metal hardware and 

mounting devices, also a path that Richter pursues in his wall and floor mounted 

enamelled glass sheets.  

 

The key difference between the two artists is that Ryman made the monochrome a 

signature style, whereas Richter used it as one mode of painting among several others. 

The Minimalists showed an intense interest in Russian Constructivism, yet Richter‘s 

involvement has more to do with raiding their phenomenological framing devices. 

Buchloh makes a good argument that Rodchenko could be the logical precedent to 

Richter; nevertheless his argument overlooks the contemporaneity of Richter‘s practice. 

 

Buchloh suggests that Richter‘s monochromes overcome Rodchenko‘s detachment of 

the spiritual/expressive/authorial qualities of Red Square without returning to 

expression. However, I argue that Richter‘s monochromes are inextricably linked both 

with his milieu and with his other modes of painting. They function as a structural 

inversion of the colour charts. Additionally, they are not a screen for a specific retinal 

afterimage as in the case of Warhol but rather create a symbolic inversion and platform 

for the exploration of the negative moment of the dialectic as discussed in the previous 

chapter.  

 

 

Figure 73 Kazimir Malevich, Red Square: Painterly realism of a peasant woman in two dimensions, 1915. 

Oil on Canvas, 53 x 53cm, State Russian Museum, St. Petersburg. Photo: www.rusmuseum.ru. 

 

Buchloh believes that Richter produces ―painted readymades.‖ He suggests that the 

illusionistic Curtain paintings CR 48-5, CR 48-14, CR 48-15, CR 48-16, CR 54, CR 55, 

CR 56, CR 57, CR 58-1 (1965), Corrugated Iron paintings CR 161, CR 161-1, CR 162 

(1967), Tubes CR 163-2 (1967) and Shadow Pictures CR 209-1, CR 209-2, CR 209-3, 
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CR 209-4, CR 209-5, CR 209-6, CR 209-7, CR 209-8, CR 209-9, CR 209-10, CR 209-

12 (1968) (Figure 74) paraphrase Duchamp:
182

  

More concretely, just as the technical perfection of the painting can make us 

forget that we are looking at a painted photograph, so, in the same way, can this 

illusionistic and figurative painting cause us to fail to recognise that we are 

witnessing an exercise in the practice of painting. Moreover, the successful unity 

of the two procedures might lead us to believe that we are looking at a 

traditional picture when, in fact, conceptually speaking we are looking at a 

painted readymade.
183

  

By embracing banal representation and optical illusions and patterns, Richter was 

engaging strategies that were used in Pop Art and Op Art in this period, which answered 

to a slightly different call than the readymade. Buchloh‘s interpretation of Richter‘s 

painting implies that the neo-avant-garde functioned in a similar way to the ―original‖ 

avant-garde of Duchamp and Rodchenko, as if Richter‘s production extends their project 

in a fraught historical period. However, Richter‘s oeuvre is better explained if 

considered in terms of artists from his generation and their experience of radically 

altered and fractious conditions of knowledge.  

 

 

Figure 74 Gerhard Richter, Shadow Picture, CR 209-8, 1968. Oil on Canvas, 67 x 87cm, Serralves Museum 

of Contemporary Art, Porto, Portugal. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Buchloh substantiates his position by discussing very few artworks. He extensively 

discusses only four main artworks of Richter‘s mature oeuvre in his dissertation: Ema 

(1966), 48 Portraits (1972), October 18, 1977 (1988), and Betty (1988).
184

 I argue that 

his small sample reflects the tendency of art historians to focus on limited parts of an 

oeuvre, which can at best skew an understanding of an artist‘s sensibility and at worst 

substantiate untrue positions. 
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Richter‘s work views the legacies of modernism from both inside and out, resulting in a 

sustained deconstruction. In 1961, Fluxus, Informel artists, Tachiste artists, as well as 

American Abstract Expressionists, Neo-Dadaists, Pop artists, Op artists and Minimalists, 

as well as other figures among the neo-avant-garde replaced Richter‘s former Socialist 

Realist peers.
185

 In a completely foreign environment the exposure to new ways of 

working from the Fluxus embrace of chance to Neo-Dadaism‘s embrace of anti-rational 

relationality, together with the Pop Art synthesis with popular media and Op Art‘s 

illusionism, provided him with one multi-faceted subject, a plural avant-garde, to be 

worked through and flattened into a grammar. Using these styles like a toolkit empties 

them of their content, equalises them and turns them into a grammar, restaging the 

pluralism of his new environment in a simulacrum of his oeuvre. 

 

The cultural conditions of the GDR represent less of a source for Richter‘s later work 

than the first model that he sought to unpick with his highly critical mode of painting. It 

was in fact Richter‘s early complex encoded critiques of the cultural climate of the GDR 

that lay down a pattern for the later shifts in his work and dependence on quotation and 

inversion. While the influence of his very early work on his later work has generally 

been under-emphasised it is also problematic to read his later painting as sourced in an 

uncritical production of Socialist Realism, or as a delayed, outright rejection of Socialist 

Realism. 
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Reality 

 

Buchloh‘s argument is overly historicist but it has a compelling theoretical foundation. 

His argument is built upon four very solid pillars of critical thought. The theoretical 

basis of his dissertation has been drawn from the critical theorists Jürgen Habermas, 

Theodor Adorno, Guy Debord and Frederic Jameson. In this sense Buchloh‘s study is a 

consideration of the artist in light of: the transformation of the public sphere 

(Habermas), the growth of the culture industry (Adorno), the conditions of spectacle 

culture in modern society (Debord) and the sophistication of late capitalism (Jameson). 

However, working through certain aspects of Buchloh‘s applications of critical theory to 

Richter‘s oeuvre prompts a slight shift in this theoretical foundation.  

 

Buchloh‘s adaptation of the theory of Adorno to his reading of Richter‘s oeuvre is 

strangely in conflict with his theorisation of the role of realism in the oeuvre. I argue that 

Adorno‘s theory can be better applied. In the following text I lean more on Adorno‘s 

concept of autonomy than Buchloh and argue that his concept of artwork aspiring to 

resist the culture industry is problematic in Richter‘s case. 

 

Buchloh grounds his understanding of twentieth century Western culture and society in 

the terms of certain theorists, particularly the Frankfurt School, as well as Guy Debord 

and Frederic Jameson. Richter‘s art is thus positioned in terms of mass culture and a 

―society of the spectacle.‖
186

 According to Buchloh, Richter reinvents the motifs of the 

―original‖ avant-garde to make them particular to these changed conditions.
187

 However, 

the society of the ―original‖ avant-garde was characterised by fractious subjectivity that 

was uniquely shaped by the ideological conditions exacerbated by the First World 

War.
188

  

 

Buchloh uses Adorno‘s aesthetic philosophy as well as that of Lukàcs to understand 

Richter‘s artwork.
189

 However, Adorno and Lukàcs disagreed on aesthetic theory: 

Lukàcs championed realism whereas Adorno supported art‘s autonomy from the 

imperative to be mimetic. Buchloh updates the theory of Lukàcs by discussing a form of 

mimesis that does not resemble representation in Richter‘s painting. It is necessary to 
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Richter: Painting after the Subject of History", 24. 



 124 

have an understanding of Lukàcs‘ aesthetics in order to understand Buchloh‘s argument. 

Ultimately, the main question is whether the revision of Lukàcs‘ ideas is appropriate to 

understand Richter‘s artwork. A second concern is whether the use of such an argument 

is consistent with the other theoretical references that Buchloh uses.  

 

Lukàcs argued against the kind of artwork that Richter produces.
190

 Lukàcs was the first 

to explicitly develop a Marxist aesthetics and advocated mimesis.
191

 From his early book 

The Theory of the Novel (1923) he asserted mimesis as the form most grounded in 

reality. This theory grew out of his rejection of naturalism in literature. He defined 

naturalism as an empirical representation that ignored human social relations. He 

thought it was too detached from reality and offered no possibility for changing social 

reality.
192

 He extended this critique to modernism in art, which he believed put the 

human being beyond any sense of community. He saw it as irrational, and a ―distorting‖ 

and ―crippling‖ portrayal of the human subject in a contrived state of obsession or 

weakness.
193

 He argued that art inhabited a “spielraum” or ―space for play‖ between the 

essence and an individual instance of a thing, between the two poles of ―the individual‖ 

and ―the universal.‖ Where an artwork sat on this spectrum represented ideally a critical 

redefinition of the genre to which it belonged.  

 

Lukàcs thought that modernism, by which he meant Expressionism and Symbolism in 

art, countered historicized experience.
194

 Buchloh believes that Richter's realism is an 

example of ―anti-modernism‖ because he argues that it reinvents the mode of realism 

thus embracing historicised experience and memory.
195

 However, Lukàcs would 

consider Richter‘s realism descriptive and dwarfed by the larger extremely abstract 

portion of his oeuvre. Richter‘s numb, nihilist aesthetic has an anaesthetic quality and 

resists the moralizing, realist historicisation required of a truly Lukàcsian art. For 

example, the 48 Portraits actually leave history ambiguous and unresolved and as such 

avoid the historicisation required of Lukàcsian realism. The main problem with using 

Lukàcs‘ philosophy as a lens for understanding Richter then is that Richter‘s art 

represents that which Lukàcs wanted to purge from art.  
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Richter's stylistic shifts are wide and far flung. Although he has looked to the readily 

available everyday image his paintings traverse and collapse genres, deconstructing both 

idealism and materialism along the way but always remaining outwardly ambivalent. 

Accordingly, Lukàcs‘s aesthetic theory needs radical revision to be applied to Richter‘s 

oeuvre, or is better left aside.  

 

Lukàcs‘ argument for mimesis deteriorates because he transposes it directly from his 

theory of literature to the visual order of art. As a result, his endorsement of realism as 

emancipatory art and literature was cut off from the revolutionary aspirations of 

numerous modernist movements. Buchloh attempts to give Lukàcsian aesthetic theory 

revolutionary character it lacks by discussing a sense of reality known indirectly; in 

other words, through abstraction. He quotes Lukàcs: 

The adventures of subjectivity – if I may be allowed that expression – which, by 

the very nature of the things, always have objective causes and are based on a 

reflection of reality, often lead to errors… Nevertheless, by such means, 

definitions of reality can be discovered which could never have been arrived at 

by then current logical thought processes, and whose theoretical nature would, 

in such a situation, have been unascertainable.
196

 

Buchloh updates Lukàcs‘s definition of realism by expanding it to include the 

Constructivists‘ influence on Richter through his Minimalism. However, Buchloh 

underestimates Richter‘s engagement with Minimalism. His raiding of the style of 

Minimalism is in fact more cognitive, more to do with reframing rather than reduction, 

which I discuss at length in a later chapter. Richter had left the GDR by the time 

Socialist Realist cultural policy began to re-evaluate the work of the Constructivists as 

relevant to its utopian idealism; otherwise this theory of Buchloh‘s may be more tenable.  

 

As Buchloh perceives it, realism in Richter's work is Lukàcsian in an unconventional 

way. However, Richter‘s realism, for example in paintings such as Toilet Roll, Chair and 

Administrative Building, connects to a photographic reality more than real, lived 

experience, which is counter to Lukàcs's thought in any guise it might take. Richter‘s 

objectivity and the othering of his own hand can tend to withhold the exploration of a 

spielraum and instead offer only the play of styles. Unperturbed by this, Buchloh points 

to Richter‘s paintings that distort scale as examples of Lukàcsian realism. However, like 
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the others, these works are also concerned with the impossibility of knowing reality 

rather than moulding a redeeming vision of it.  

 

The similarity between Richter‘s art and Lukàcs‘ theory is that both share the belief that 

modernism can cultivate myth and alienation. However, they respond in vastly different 

ways. Lukàcs‘s solution is that art should deal with the realism of everyday life with 

historical materialism, and while Buchloh sees Richter‘s oeuvre doing this by 

repositioning the styles of the original avant-garde in a mass society, Richter is instead 

more ambivalent. He leaves the dialectic unstrung. His staging and rupture of stylistic 

shifts outstrips the commitment of Lukàcs even when radically updated by Buchloh.  

 

Adorno disagreed with Lukàcs‘s belief that realism was capable of resisting ideology. 

Adorno knew that it could harbour a dangerous idealism, whereas modernism resisted 

idealism through its truthful and expressive function. He did not mince words when 

refuting the aesthetic theory of Lukàcs:  

In a highly undialectical manner, the officially licensed dialectition (Lukàcs) 

sweeps all the irrationalist strands of modern philosophy into the camp of 

reaction and Fascism. He blithely ignores the fact that, unlike academic 

idealism, these schools were struggling against the very same reification in both 

thought and life of which Lukàcs too was a dedicated opponent… Under the 

mantle of an ostensibly radical critique of society he surreptitiously reintroduced 

the most threadbare clichés of the very conformism which that social criticism 

had once attacked… the objectivity he misses in modern art and which he 

expects from the subject-matter when placed in ‗perspective‘, is in fact achieved 

by the procedures and techniques which dissolve the subject-matter and 

reorganize it in a way which does create a perspective – but these are the very 

procedures and techniques he wishes to sweep away… No bearded Privy 

Councillor could pontificate about art in a manner more alien to it. He speaks 

with the voice of the dogmatic professor who knows he cannot be interrupted, 

who does not shrink from any digression, however lengthy, and who has 

evidently dispensed with those reactions which he castigates as aestheticist, 

formalistic and decadent, but which alone permit any real relationship with 

art.
197
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For Adorno, the abstraction of modern art is ironically mimetic of a system characterised 

by abstract social relationships arising from capital.
198

 Unlike Lukàcs, Adorno 

recognized that the dominant aesthetic modes of modernism were mostly critical of 

modernity. Richter‘s critique of modernism is carried out more through a reworking of 

an Adornian notion of autonomy than a Lukàcsian notion of realism. 
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Poetry after the Culture Industry 

Although Richter‘s art can be understood in terms of Adorno‘s ideas of autonomy, 

Buchloh does not emphasize this. Instead, he argues that Adorno‘s analysis of the 

culture industry is most relevant and he sees Richter‘s art as critically resisting it. He 

writes that for Richter the question of artistic practice is ―how these activities could be 

positioned in relationship to the ever-increasing power of the apparatus of the culture 

industry, newly consolidated at the beginning of the 1950s in the various European 

countries.‖
199

 However, I argue that Richter is subsumed by the culture industry; that it 

is insurmountable, and has already absorbed his work. Adorno‘s impatience with the 

dogmatism of officially licensed dialecticians as well as the culture industry is paralleled 

in the double disenchantment that Richter felt about his past experience with Socialist 

Realism in the East as well as the plural avant-gardes of the West. This pushes both to a 

strategy intended to renovate the dialectic rather than completely reject it. 

 

Richter‘s abstract images loosely fit Adorno‘s idea of autonomy. They break the 

subjective tradition of Expressionism with a more objective approach and always 

foreground the processes of their production. Their surfaces never disguise squeegee 

residue, spray from an industrial airbrush and marks of a roller or cuts from a blade. 

Such industrial tools and materials of building and construction are more associated with 

industrial labour. So too are the actions by which they apply paint: spraying, wiping, 

cutting and coating.  

 

The abstract paintings that I began discussing in Chapter 4 are always built up to a point 

where they achieve a very specific effect. Their density marks the duration of their 

production but they also have another temporal quality, more like sheet music, suggested 

by the various punctuations in the overall composition. Their lateral smears allow 

individual marks to punctuate the image like lines of text or a musical staff. These marks 

resemble the encoding of information as in a strip of magnetic tape or optical disk. The 

questions then seem to be—what sensitivity decodes this score?—a question that could 

equally be raised over the innovative music notations of composers such as John Cage 

(Figure 75). How is the viewer to read these paintings? And, what temporality do they 

suggest?‖ Adorno‘s writing on the music of Alban Berg provides a reference point for 

the answering of such questions. Adorno wrote: 

The Piano Sonata, Op. 1, is Berg‘s apprentice piece. Worked out to the last note, 

it can be proclaimed a complete success. But it bears the marks of the stress and 
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agony of that achievement; the hand that conquered the recalcitrant material left 

its trace everywhere on the resultant form; to the experienced eye signs of its 

production are everywhere apparent in the product... Berg‘s dynamic-dramatic 

genius insists on asserting its right to continuing development – and it is that 

development that prescribes the technological law governing each of his works... 

as yet unconsolidated, it lies exposed before the listener; the urge to reconstruct 

its technical structure means in a certain sense to compose it a second time, out 

of itself...
200

 

While this quote could seemingly be applied to Abstract Expressionism in art more 

generally, specifically the sense of laying bare the means of production and at the same 

time creating a sense of resolution running parallel with fragmentation makes it relevant 

to Richter‘s abstract images, which depend on an unresolved dialectic of production and 

negation. Additionally, wiping over the wet paint in a lateral and abstract manner 

suggests trauma, along the lines of Adorno‘s ―stress and agony.‖ Accordingly, these 

images develop autonomy in an objective yet potentially traumatic encoding of 

information. Adorno‘s emphasis on art‘s autonomy as the foregrounding of an absent 

relationship to a problematic society—its ―relating to the world through the principle by 

which it is contrasted to the world‖—thus seems manifest in these paintings.
201

 Richter‘s 

abstract images can be said to fit Adorno‘s idea of autonomy certainly more than his 

―representational‖ paintings fit Lukàcs‘s idea of realism.  

 

  

Figure 75 The Music Notation of John Cage, Fontana Mix, 1958. Image: Cage, John. Notations. New York: 

Something Else Press, 1969. 

Figure 76 Gerhard Richter, Cage 1, CR 897-1, 2007. Oil on Canvas, 290 x 290cm, Tate Modern, London. 

Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

If Richter‘s oeuvre can be understood in terms of Adorno‘s idea of autonomy, it does not 

fit with Adorno‘s critique of the culture industry, which Buchloh applies to Richter. 
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Adorno‘s description of the culture industry specifically situates it as insurmountable, 

particularly in regard to an activity such as that of an individual artist. He writes: 

The term culture industry was perhaps used for the first time in the book 

Dialectic of Enlightenment, which Horkheimer and I published in Amsterdam in 

1947. In our drafts we spoke of ―mass culture.‖ We replaced that expression 

with ―culture industry‖ in order to exclude from the outset the interpretation 

agreeable to its advocates: that it is a matter of something like a culture that 

arises spontaneously from the masses themselves, the contemporary form of 

popular art. From the latter the culture industry must be distinguished in the 

extreme. The culture industry fuses the old and familiar into a new quality. In all 

its branches, products which are tailored for consumption by masses, and which 

to a great extent determine the nature of that consumption, are manufactured 

more or less according to plan. The individual branches are similar in structure 

or at least fit into each other, ordering themselves into a system almost without a 

gap. This is made possible by contemporary technical capabilities as well as by 

economic and administrative concentration.
202

  

Adorno sets up an opposition between spontaneity and planning in the above quote. The 

role of spontaneity is, however, qualified. The spontaneity represented by Dada or jazz 

improvisation, of which Adorno was critical, is problematic. Spontaneity posited as 

notionally unproblematic is too near to the unreflective conditions of the culture 

industry. Adorno championed modernists in music and literature such as Arnold 

Schoenberg and Samuel Beckett who were able to weave together spontaneity and dense 

reflection.
203

 Richter‘s abstract paintings portray an equally dual encoding. In this way, 

Richter‘s artwork again exhibits the kind of autonomy about which Adorno wrote. 

However, in keeping with Adorno‘s writings, although his art might succeed in this 

sense, it cannot subvert the broader dynamics of late capitalism. It can only come to 

represent the screaming that ―diminishes unbearable pain.‖
204

 

 

Rather than resist the culture industry, Richter could be the living artist most central to 

the culture industry. According to Adorno art can no longer have meaning after 1910, by 

which he was referring to the shift in abstraction. He described this as the moment when 

the possibilities that opened up to art came into conflict with the ―unfreedom of the 

whole,‖ or, in other words, that the infinite possibility that was now open to the artist 
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was met only with art‘s radical failure to have extrinsic meaning.
205

 He saw its waning 

effect on anything other than itself not necessarily as a negative consequence, since by 

doing this it avoided fashioning its own rules from the kind of thought dominating late 

capitalism. However, he considered that, at its worst, art can cause a negative effect, 

unearthing destructive forces as in the case of idealist art ―bathed in a Sunday school 

glow‖ that fed images into fascism, akin to ―popular music‖ feeding the culture 

industry.
206

 However, Buchloh diagnoses a resistance to the culture industry in Richter‘s 

art that it cannot offer. Adorno writes:  

Modern art is as abstract as the relations between people have in truth become… 

since the spell of external reality over the subjects and their mode of behavior 

has become absolute, the work of art can only oppose it by making itself like 

that spell. At the point of absolute zero, however, at which Beckett‘s prose 

exists, a second world of images is produced, as sad as it is rich, the precipitate 

of historical experiences which in their immediate form would be unable to 

impinge on what is decisive, the hollowing out of the subject and of reality. The 

poverty and damagedness of this world of images is an imprint, a photographic 

negative of the administered world. To this extent Beckett is a realist.
207

 

Buchloh‘s conception of Richter‘s work as subversive must then be rethought.
208 

For 

Adorno, art cannot subvert ideology along the lines that Buchloh suggests. As Richter is 

increasingly subsumed by the quicksilver forces of the spectacle society and his 

paintings are commoditized by the culture industry, he accepts this fate by continuing to 

paint. His relationship to the culture industry is neither subversive nor an endorsement of 

it. The culture industry is able to absorb Gerhard Richter.  

 

Buchloh‘s use of Adorno‘s theory is indebted to Peter Bürger, who briefly offered the 

foremost contemporaneous engagement with Adorno‘s aesthetic philosophy. Further, 

Bürger‘s model of the neo-avant-garde has been used in contemporary art historical 

discourse to describe the generation to which Richter belongs.
209

 However, Bürger 

dismisses the neo-avant-garde as fundamentally lacking in insight, effectiveness and 

radicalism by comparison to the original 1910-1925 movements. He has written, ―to 

formulate more pointedly: the neo-avant-garde institutionalises the avant-garde as art 
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and thus negates genuinely avant-gardist intentions.‖
210

 He describes the neo-avant-

garde strategies of appropriation and reinterpretation as a reification of the original that 

can be blamed on mechanisms of rationalization.
211

 ―The neo-avant-garde could not but 

consist of an empty, trivializing repetition, on the order of Hegel‘s formula, repeated by 

Marx, that everything in history happens twice, first as tragedy and then, subsequently, 

as farce.‖
212

 Bürger adopts an Adornian position: that the original avant-garde tragically 

failed to unite art with life.
213

 He finds that the subsequent neo-avant-garde also fail, 

although farcically and without the heroic quality of the original. 

 

Buchloh critiques Bürger‘s argument, ―I will end by criticising that model as inadequate 

to addressing the complex, and far from either trivial or farcical, task of historical 

acknowledgement and commemoration that Richter‘s work sets itself.‖
214

 However, 

Buchloh misses Bürger‘s central point, which is: ―It is the status of their products, not 

the consciousness artists have of their activity that defines the social effect of works.‖
215

 

Bürger is aware of the shift in modernism toward a popular audience that has been 

happening throughout the twentieth century and that this has meant art‘s radicalism has 

been subsumed by the administered world—its token alterity absorbed in the reiteration 

of the idea. Buchloh‘s writing, in contrast, has a sense of the possibility of cultural 

memory (re)creating a revolutionary avant-garde. 

 

As previously suggested, Buchloh has attempted to situate Richter in the world as it has 

been perceived by the key critical theorists Adorno, Habermas, Jameson and Debord. As 

such, it is Buchloh‘s priority to establish that Richter‘s art subverts the culture industry 

and is not symptomatic of it. However, he must reconcile this with Bürger‘s radical 

pessimism. In Theory of The Avant-garde (1974), Bürger establishes that the mass 

character of modernity ends the aesthetic possibilities of a culture of high art.
216

 He 

demonstrates that late modernism suffers from the impossibility of both sublimation and 

critical resistance in mass society. Accordingly, he argues that modernism is in 

decline—a conclusion that reflects its time. When Buchloh wrote his doctoral 

dissertation on Richter in 1994, critical conditions differed from when Bürger wrote 

Theory of the Avant-garde in 1974. After Bürger sought to extend Adorno‘s Aesthetics, 

                                                      
210 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 58. 
211 Bürger defines this term as both quantification and programming of daily life in Peter Bürger, The 

Decline of Modernism (Cambridge [England]: Polity Press, 1992). 
212 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde. 
213 The realism and naturalism distinction in literature is held by Bürger who considers naturalism an 

aestheticism. Ibid. 
214 Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History". 
215 Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, 58. 
216 Ibid., 108. 



 133 

Buchloh was exposed to postmodernism as an optimistic new post-Marxist mood that 

emerged in the art world during the 1980s.  

 

Buchloh expands from Bürger‘s Hegelian base to view the cultural shift of the early and 

mid-twentieth century through different theories simultaneously, rather than through a 

single dialectical process. Buchloh conceives of the context of post-war art production as 

witnessing the structural transformation of the public sphere and the rise of the culture 

industry, spectacle culture and late capitalist consumer society. In other words, Buchloh 

frames his analysis with ideas from Habermas, Adorno, Debord and Jameson in 

attempting to establish Richter as resisting the historical moment that Bürger‘s view 

cannot accommodate. However, Buchloh also underestimates the effect of Richter being 

both an outsider and an insider among the neo-avant-garde, which gives his work a 

unique ability to deconstruct his milieu.  

  



 134 

The Real 

Buchloh casts Richter‘s restaging of modernism‘s motifs entirely in the service of 

creating cultural memory. He sees the oeuvre ultimately ―… as a continuous attempt to 

address the quintessentially anti-modernist question, originally posed by Giorgio de 

Chirico and rearticulated… how can the avant-gardes‘ impulse to annihilate historical 

memory… be counteracted by strategies of cultural commemoration that oppose the 

erasure of the mnemonic functions of culture… without finding themselves in the 

embrace of politically reactionary and culturally conservative forces?‖
217

 However, I 

take Richter‘s restaging of modernism‘s motifs as, in fact, the creation of a symbolic 

grammar to be juxtaposed and interwoven in endless comments on difference.  

 

Richter‘s transposition of modernism into a flattened grammar also transfers authentic 

memory into symbolic logic, again locating subjectivity in a symbolic realm. For 

example, his image Two Candles CR 497-1 (1982) (Figure 77) offers an ironic, nostalgic 

kitsch symbol instead of a cultural memorial, posing the impossibility of memory 

outside a brittle symbolic realm. When such a realm becomes total, as it ultimately does 

in Richter‘s artwork (recall that he still has not painted ―from life‖ in decades) Žižek 

argues separately that such a realm effectively becomes the Real. However, Richter 

defers to something beyond this symbolic realm, which keeps an otherness beyond 

identification in place. The blurs, inversions, and contrived accidents and so on all defer 

to the vanishing point of the oeuvre, an unpaintable image outside the symbolic. Where 

on the one hand painting many styles of image suggests that there is only abstraction of 

varying degrees, it is also true to say that it brings about a situation where there is, 

equally, only representation to different degrees, and by extension such representations 

depend on the unseen.  

 

 

Figure 77 Gerhard Richter, Two Candles, CR 497-1, 1982. Oil on Canvas, 120 x 100cm, The Art Institute, 

Chicago. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 
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The blur offers an example of the substitution taking place in the oeuvre. Richter‘s 

paintings of newspaper reports, such as the eight student nurses murdered in Chicago in 

1966 or of the prostitute Helga Matura, also murdered in 1966, are based on images 

from newspapers and magazines, but they have been ―blurred‖ by running a brush 

through the paint while still wet (Figure 78 and Figure 79). The ―blur‖ in this case 

dampens the sensationalist drive to visualise death (a drive that is paramount in 

Warhol‘s work) in order to distance the viewer from the tragedy depicted, but also, in 

order to bring the viewer closer to the tragedy depicted by it; the blurring carries the real 

presence of the subject. 

 

  

Figure 78 Gerhard Richter, Eight Student Nurses, CR 130, 1966. Oil on Canvas, Each Panel 95 x 70cm, 

Private Collection, Zurich. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 79 Gerhard Richter, Helga Matura, CR 124, 1966. Oil on Canvas, 180 x 110cm, Art Gallery of 

Ontario, Toronto. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The artwork of Andy Warhol operates in stark contrast in this regard. Warhol takes 

death as a subject without any dampening. His paintings exhibit the drive to see the 

moment of death. He often used unpublishable, extremely graphic police photographs as 

source material. Buchloh argues that historical memory is not created when the subjects 

become objectified like this and that it is amnesiac. He understands Richter's paintings, 

in contrast, as able to invest the representation with cultural memory and that this is 

central to Richter‘s countering of modernism. Richter‘s artwork invests the symbolic 

with the Real, but it is the extrinsic, chance occlusions that are responsible for this as 

they counter the volition of the artist with immanent alterity. This dissertation has 

discussed this dampening as the crucial moment when Richter places his subjectivity on 

the receiving end of the artistic act, which is handed over to chance, the volition of 

otherness.  

Desublimation, Ema and the Phallic Frame 

Buchloh argues that Richter sublimates and illustrates the impossibility of sublimation in 

modernism. He discusses Ema (Nude Descending a Staircase) CR 134  (1966) (Figure 
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81), Richter‘s painting of his then pregnant wife Ema Eufinger, as an ironic evocation of 

historical memory in a chapter of his dissertation titled A Nude in the Neo-avant-

garde.
218

 The artwork references Duchamp‘s Nude Descending a Staircase in the 

context of the nude‘s contemporary (i.e. 1966) anachronism.
219

 According to Buchloh, 

Ema harks back to a moment in modernism when sublimation was rejected and argues 

that it both sublimates and illustrates the impossibility of this in modernism. I detract 

from Buchloh‘s argument, suggesting instead that the painting Ema (Nude Descending a 

Staircase) (1966) is a rare example of the failure of the blur to sufficiently, materially 

affect the image beneath, ironically in line with Duchamp‘s original failed image.  

 

  

Figure 80 Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, 1912. Oil on Canvas, 146 x 89cm, The 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. Photo: www.philamuseum.org. 

Figure 81 Gerhard Richter, Ema (Nude On a Staircase), CR 134, 1966. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 130cm, 

Museum Ludwig, Cologne. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The idea of sublimation in art history derives from the idea originally proposed by 

Freud. It is the process whereby the subject‘s libidinal energy is transferred into a form 

that is culturally positive and not explicitly sexual. Freud thought that the role of art was 

to sublimate experience and direct libidinal energy into cultural form. He wrote of the 

artist: 

He [sic] bribes us by the purely formal - that is, aesthetic-yield of pleasure 

which he offers us in the presentation of his phantasies [sic]. We give the name 

incentive bonus or fore-pleasure to a yield of pleasure such as this, which is 

offered to us so as to make possible the release of still greater pleasure arising 

from deeper psychical sources…Our actual enjoyment of an imaginative work 

proceeds from a liberation of tensions in our minds…The artist avoids our 

―renunciations‖ in part, indulging in fantasies we cannot... they are born of the 

same dissatisfactions that we feel and we are seduced by their notional 
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resolution in the form, this leads to a resolution of psychic tensions within 

us.‖
220

  

Sublimation involves controlling certain aspects of the subject. However, modernism 

rejected sublimating, mimetic representation and attempted to produce desublimation by 

foregrounding repressed libidinal drives with avant-garde formal strategies. Freud was 

averse to modernist art because he believed this desublimation sought to release cultural 

ferment that would ―open viewers up to disruptive forces.‖
221

 Walter Benjamin, 

however, defended desublimation as aesthetic strategy of modernism. He wrote: 

The Dadaists attached much less importance to the sales value of their work than 

to its uselessness for contemplative immersion. The studied degradation of their 

material was not the least of their means to achieve this uselessness. Their 

poems are "word salad" containing obscenities and every imaginable waste 

product of language. The same is true of their paintings, on which they mounted 

buttons and tickets. What they intended and achieved was a relentless 

destruction of the aura of their creations, which they branded as reproductions 

with the very means of production... Dadaistic activities actually assured a rather 

vehement distraction by making works of art the centre of scandal. One 

requirement was foremost: to outrage the public.
222

 

So too did another member of the Frankfurt School, Herbert Marcuse, who believed that 

desublimation provides an ―anticipatory moment of an existence liberated from needs 

and instrumentalising demands.‖
223

 Ultimately sublimation and desublimation are highly 

subjective terms. 

 

Buchloh dismisses desublimation as unable to create cultural memory and argues that 

Richter counters this effect in artworks such as October 18, 1977 (1988).
224

 I discussed 

this suite of paintings in the previous chapter, establishing its importance in Richter‘s 

oeuvre as the moment when he moves from a methodology that foregrounds stylistic 

structure to attempt to approach the Real with content—yet requiring the subject to be 

obscured, an obscuration which Buchloh takes to be a sublimation.  

 

Duchamp‘s painting Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2 (1912) has an unusual place in 

art history. It was severely criticised at the time of its execution and was a turning point 
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for Duchamp, who went on to more radical forms of art practice. Contemporary 

criticism has rehabilitated the painting owing to Duchamp‘s perceived importance to 

Conceptual and post-Conceptual (i.e. contemporary) art. Buchloh says that it ―…linked 

with the photographic strategies of measuring and surveying the socialized body via 

chronophotography.‖
225

 Overall it was an example of Cubism reduced to an aesthetic 

design without the critical content that Cubism usually carried.  

 

As with his paintings of candles (Figure 77), Ema (Nude on a Staircase) (1966) (Figure 

81) clutches at nostalgia and the symbolic image leftover from the original artist rather 

than at cultural memory.
226

 Richter has admitted he wanted to ―improve on‖ Duchamp‘s 

Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2 (1912) but endorses the framing of the female form, 

from which Duchamp radically broke in the far more sophisticated artwork, Given: 1 

The Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas (1946-66) (Figure 82).
 227

  

 

 

Figure 82 Marcel Duchamp, Given: 1 The Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas, 1946-66, Mixed media 

assemblage: (exterior) wooden door, iron nails, bricks, and stucco; (interior) bricks, velvet, wood, 

parchment over an armature of lead, steel, brass, synthetic putties and adhesives, aluminium sheet, welded 

steel-wire screen, and wood; Peg-Board, hair, oil paint, plastic, steel binder clips, plastic clothespins, twigs, 

leaves, glass, plywood, brass piano hinge, nails, screws, cotton, collotype prints, acrylic varnish, chalk, 

graphite, paper, cardboard, tape, pen ink, electric light fixtures, gas lamp (Bec Auer type), foam rubber, 

cork, electric motor, cookie tin, and linoleum, 242.6 x 177.8cm, Philadelphia Museum of Modern Art. 

Photo: www.philamuseum.org. 

 

In Rosalind Krauss‘s essay, ―The Photographic Conditions of Surrealism,‖ she suggests 

that surrealist photography exposed the compromised position of the subject of the 

nude—in which the frame itself was revealed as the phallic structure.
228

 Richter‘s work 

suffers the same condition. The blur, as a structure of othering, fails to subvert the 

phallic frame as something that captures and images the female nude. The destructive 
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running of a brush through wet paint does not alter this objectification of the subject. 

The artwork is not the direct object, to use a linguistic term, to which accidents happen 

in this painting because the artist does not sufficiently relinquish the optical control 

organising and regulating the subject. Buchloh argues that the painting is a return to 

sublimation in a moment of desublimation. I argue it is more useful to discuss the blur in 

terms of dampening, specifically because, while it may be a sublimation, it has not been 

dampened enough or in such as way that it can evoke alterity; there is too much framing 

and organisation of the figure remaining in this image.  
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Conclusion 

Buchloh argues that Richter‘s work radically revises key motifs of the ―original‖ avant-

garde. He focuses on Richter‘s paintings as ―painted readymades‖ qua Marcel Duchamp, 

his monochromes as metaphysical meditation qua Alexandr Rodchenko and Atlas as a 

critique of collage qua John Heartfield. He argues that Richter radically rejects the 

Dadaist and Constructivist models by creating the ―painted readymade,‖ the 

contemplative monochrome and unique memorialising anomie in Atlas. This identifies 

Richter's work as a critique of Dada logic, and overlooks the central aspect of his work: 

that it is very much an engagement with the conditions of his time. Neo-Dada is a more 

useful frame for discussing Richter‘s work, reflecting his engagement with the plural 

avant-gardes of the fermenting Düsseldorf art scene. Accordingly, Buchloh‘s historicist 

critique underestimates the influence of Richter‘s peers and context and misses his 

deconstruction of the structural logic of both the East and West German cultural 

systems.  

 

Buchloh conjoins the aesthetics of Lukàcs and Adorno to formulate an elegant theory 

which is outstripped by Richter‘s art practice. Also, his theory is limited by a reading of 

very few paintings, an approach that collapses when expanding the view to Richter‘s 

entire oeuvre. It also overlooks Bürger‘s point about the totalising nature of the culture 

industry. However, it is important to acknowledge Buchloh‘s rich analysis of Richter‘s 

artwork in an age described as hemmed-in by the culture industry; a world Buchloh 

describes with reference to Lukàcs, Jameson, Adorno, Habermas and Debord. Situating 

Richter in a generation prior to the 1960s and 1970s underestimates his post-structuralist 

strategy in a society characterised by a more schizophrenic and incoherent exchange 

between symbol and reality. Richter‘s deconstruction of the dialectical method does not 

offer a synthesis. Rather, immanent alterity drives his practice in most cases with the 

notable exception of the work Ema (Nude on a Staircase) (1966).  
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Chapter 6  

Gerhard Richter and the Neo-avant-garde 

 “Art acquires its specificity by separating itself from what it developed out of; its law of 

movement is its law of form. It exists only in relation to its other; it is the process that 

transpires with its other”
229

 

- Adorno, Aesthetic Theory 

 

In the previous chapter I asserted that Buchloh‘s historicism neglected the contemporary 

milieu in which Richter participated after fleeing to the West and in this chapter I aim to 

substantiate this assertion by making a detailed analysis of how Richter interacted with 

the Western Neo-avant-garde. This extends the argument about Richter‘s 

methodological approach in the West introduced earlier and focuses on the dynamics of 

Richter‘s interactions. As I argue, Richter‘s to exposure the art scene in Düsseldorf 

provided him constituents of a grammar of the image that he went on to create. 

 

After his arrival in West Germany, Richter was exposed to a diverse field of artistic 

practices and his engagement with them is quite complex. He alternates between being 

both inside and outside this field, between critique and endorsement of the avant-gardes, 

resulting in an oeuvre characterised outwardly by ambiguity and ambivalence. This 

chapter investigates Richter‘s interaction with the specific strategies, styles and 

movements that were emerging and already underway in Düsseldorf in the early 1960s 

(see table at end of chapter).  

 

Richter critically engaged the styles of Informel, Neo-Dada, Fluxus, Zero Group, 

Nouveau Realisme, and Pop Art (Minimalism and Photorealism are discussed in the next 

chapter), at times sharing their critical negation of certain atrophied aspects of 

modernism, but at other times undermining them, emptying them entirely of their critical 

content and fusing them with the subject of their opposition.  

 

Buchloh‘s assertion that Richter critiques the original avant-garde by appropriating their 

aesthetic strategies and deploying them with critical content is, at best, only half of the 

story. Richter‘s work is conceived in dialogue with his milieu. Neo-Dada endorsed the 

―original‖ avant-garde as much as it critiqued the ―original‖ avant-garde. I argue that 
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through his engagement with his Neo-Dada milieu, Richter‘s critique of Dada is second-

hand and ambivalent, attempting to consolidate Dada‘s abstract linguistic connections 

and take art a step further; in an attempt to come to terms with the limit of the symbolic 

realm, rather than merely critique relationality. This second-hand engagement with Dada 

is in keeping with Richter‘s ambivalence. His practice is not resolved to a single 

perspective. Richter‘s engagement with neo-avant-garde styles translates them into 

signs, emptied of their meaning, dislodged from their context and used instead as images 

encoded in a grammar: a realm that is symbolic and punctuated by deferral. 
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Düsseldorf Neo-Dada 

Richter‘s move from the GDR to the FRG can be compared to that of several other 

artists who migrated around the same time, notably George Baselitz, Eugen Schönebeck, 

Sigmar Polke, Blinky Palermo and later A. R. Penck.
230

 There is substantial variation in 

the styles of these artists but, as others have observed, they exhibit similar patterns 

within their practices. They have, in fact, exhibited three documented tendencies.
231

 

Firstly, they distanced themselves from the Socialist Realism which prevailed in the East 

by consciously rejecting the styles of the key Socialist Realists: Alexander Gerasimov, 

André Fougeron and Renato Guttuso and the second generation of Socialist Realists: 

Bernard Heisig, Werner Tübke, and Wolfgang Mattheuer. Secondly, their new teachers 

in the West influenced their transitional work. They were primarily interested in 

variations of Tachisme and Art Informel. Thirdly, they came to reject those aspects of 

Tachisme and Art Informel seen as international abstraction emanating mainly from 

Paris and New York. Richter certainly exhibits two out of these three tendencies but his 

relationship with the different styles and movements underway in the West is unusually 

complex. I argue that rather than put it aside, Richter extends the logic of Informel in a 

methodology recalling his deconstruction of Socialist Realism.  

 

Compared to the other East German artists that moved to the FRG, Richter‘s art is more 

ambivalent. It downplays the self-parodying outsider tradition that Penck and arguably 

Baselitz and Polke extend: that of the exotic other, and inversion of the dominant notion 

of self. These artists more enthusiastically and less critically engaged Neo-Dada anti-art 

strategies, perhaps because they are all around ten years younger than Richter and were 

in more formative stages when they migrated. As I have argued, this notion of the artist-

outsider underpinned by a binary opposition was, in fact, precisely what Richter sought 

to overcome.  

 

The Neo-Dadaist ferment and the influence of Informel that Richter experienced once he 

arrived in the West encouraged his extensive material experimentation within painting 

and particularly his use of moments of negation: un-making through concealing, 

blurring, and so on, turning the image into a site of investigation, as much as a site of 

conceptualisation.
232

 Incidentally, for Astrid Kaspar Richter‘s art explicitly draws the 

                                                      
230 Anja N. Werner, Zeitsprung. Rebellisches Düsseldorf 1965-1972, ed. Renate Buschmann (Bielefeld 

Kerber Verlag, 2007). 
231 Foster, Art since 1900 : Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism. 
232 See Andrew E. Benjamin, Disclosing Spaces : On Painting (Manchester: Clinamen Press, 2004). 

Benjamin emphasizes that painting is the locus of painting itself and no other practice and that as such it 

loses its ―particularity‖ whenever it gains ―exemplarity‖ of a principle or idea.  
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viewer‘s attention to the veil of perception implicit in all experience. She argues that 

Richter‘s work constitutes uncertainty like a receding mirage. In paintings such as Roses 

CR 799-2 (1994) (Figure 83) representation is grasped but cannot be resolved by 

drawing near. This also occurs in Richter‘s cityscapes painted in bold gestural impasto 

(Figure 84). Moving closer only dissolves the image into visceral qualities of 

unmediated paint. Kaspar argues that this way of working demands an active viewing.
233

  

 

  

Figure 83 Gerhard Richter, Roses, CR 799-2, 1994. Oil on Canvas, 46 x 51cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

Figure 84 Gerhard Richter, Townscape PL, CR 250, 1970. Oil on Canvas, 170 x 170cm, Böckmann 

Collection, Neues Museum, Staatliches Museum für Kunst und Design, Nuremberg. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

It is important to distinguish the term ―Neo-Dada‖ from the term ―neo-avant-garde,‖ 

which has already been used extensively in this dissertation. Neo-Dadaism began as a 

general mood or approach of the Cold War period that influenced Richter as early as 

Documenta 2 in 1959, suggested by small private sketches completed on his return to 

Dresden. ―Neo-Dada‖ was originally a derogative term coined in the 1950s for artists 

whose work did not overtly express anything. This reflected the low status that Dada had 

at the time. In post-war Germany the original Dadaists were hardly ever exhibited. The 

first two Documentas in 1955 and 1959 only included one artwork by Kurt Schwitters 

and nothing by Marcel Duchamp, who was not shown in Germany until 1965. By 

contrast, North American artists who were seen as Neo-Dadaists, such as Robert 

Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns, received far more attention in Germany in the late 

1950s and early 1960s. By this time artists reclaimed the term ―Neo-Dada‖ by self-

consciously producing Neo-Dadaist art, often formulated as a critical response to the 

dominant styles of modern art of the day, such as Abstract Expressionism and Informel, 

and this aligns with the nature of Richter‘s extension of Neo-Dada into an oeuvre-wide 

deconstruction. 
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Figure 85 Robert Rauschenberg, Studio Painting, 1960-61. Combine painting: mixed media with rope, 

pulley and canvas bag, 183 x 183 x 5cm, Michael Crichton Collection, Los Angeles. Photo: 

www.artnet.com. 

Figure 86 Gerhard Richter, CR 457-5, Isa, 1980. Oil on Wood, 60 x 85cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

In Düsseldorf, native and transient populations of artists generated one of Europe‘s most 

fervent artistic climates during the 1960s. Richter arrived in 1961 and actively 

participated from early on. Jean Pierre Willhelm had a notorious contemporary art 

gallery in Düsseldorf, Gallerie 22, which held Neo-Dadaist events from 1957 to 1961.
234

 

The 1958 exhibition in the Kunstverein fur die Rheinlande und Westfalen was a Neo-

Dada show, as was the Fluxus show ―Neo-Dada in Music‖ held in the municipal theatre 

(Düsseldorfer Kammerspiele) in 1962.
235

 These events brought Neo-Dada into the centre 

of cultural life in Düsseldorf in the early 1960s when Richter underwent an artistic 

transition in the city. He came to know the artwork of the original Dadaists, including 

the German Kurt Schwitters, only after having been exposed to the Neo-Dadaists of his 

milieu in Düsseldorf. 

 

On the other hand, the term ―neo-avant-garde‖ is generally used as an umbrella term for 

several movements. According to Hal Foster, the ―neo-avant-garde‖ is Peter Bürger's 

term for ―a loose grouping of North American and Western European artists of the 

1950s and 60s who reprised and revised such avant-garde devices of the 1910s and 20s 

as collage and assemblage, the readymade and the grid, monochrome painting and 

constructed sculpture.‖
236

 It refers to Abstract Expressionism, Neo-Dada, Pop Art, and 

Fluxus.
237

  

 

                                                      
234 Harten, "The Romantic Intent for Abstraction," 15. 
235 Ibid., 16. 
236 Foster admits he is ―in close dialogue‖ with Benjamin Buchloh on these points. Hal Foster, "What's Neo 

About the Neo-Avantgarde?," October 70 (1994): 5-32. Martha Buskirk and Mignon Nixon, The Duchamp 

Effect (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996).  
237 It is seen to exist from the 1950‘s until the present. Foster, Art since 1900 : Modernism, Antimodernism, 

Postmodernism, 437. 
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―Neo-avant-garde‖ is a term that has received a lot of use. While Neo-Dada is a sub-set 

of the neo-avant-garde, its participants did not have a unified aesthetic or objective. At 

most they shared a similar sensibility. The Neo-Dada generation of artists in Düsseldorf 

in the early 1960s sought to distinguish themselves by invoking anti-rationalism akin to 

that of the original Dadaists. It makes more sense to discuss Richter in terms of these 

Düsseldorf Neo-Dadaists than the more general umbrella term of neo-avant-garde, under 

which Buchloh and others typically situate Richter. Hal Foster‘s notion of a second 

generation of more complex neo-avant-garde artists gives the term an inflection that 

better suits Richter. Richter‘s embrace of Neo-Dadaist anti-rationalism enabled his 

deconstruction of the dialectic still present within the avant-gardes of the West in line 

with Foster‘s discussion of a second more self-critical generation of the neo-avant-garde, 

although possibly a few years ahead of it.
238

  

 

While Richter did not officially belong to any of the Neo-Dada groups such as Fluxus or 

Nouveau Realisme, his work emerges from a similar theoretical position; however, this 

is seldom the subject of research because Richter appears to have worked within the 

fairly tight confines of painting in this period, a medium that is not associated with the 

multimedia approach of Fluxus or the collages of Nouveau Realisme. Also, he worked in 

a mode more often seen as based on Pop Art. However, there are strong similarities 

between his work and the work of contemporaneous Neo-Dada artists who were testing 

the limits of materials, processes, and codes of visual order and popular experience. It is 

also worth noting that his first exhibition, with Sigmar Polke and Konrad Lueg, had a 

flyer on which ―Neo-Dada‖ was printed as one of several possible labels for the show, 

and two years later he participated in Neodada, Pop, Décollage, Kapitalistischer 

Realismus, an exhibition at the René Block Gallery, in Berlin, between September and 

November 1964.  

 

Richter was unique among his milieu in his systematic rigour, which foreshadows the 

emerging tendencies of Minimalism and Conceptual Art. In Richter‘s art it enables an 

important negative dialectic within his work. This rigour perhaps reflects his past 

experience of the highly academic environment of the Dresden academy. The anti-

rationalist Neo-Dada sensibility within Richter‘s practice allows him to problematise 

this more objective materialism, to flip it into another realm, one of chance and 

                                                      
238 In ———, "What's Neo About the Neo-Avantgarde?.". The question Foster asks is whether the 

reappearance of prewar forms in the postwar period are examples of citation or sites of action. See also 
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destructive modes, and this dynamic makes Richter‘s work unique amongst his 

generation.  

 

Richter‘s balance of an objective materialist approach to painting and a Neo-Dada 

sensibility creates a Neo-Dadaism within tight conceptual confines. This way of working 

that involves a Neo-Dadaism kept in check results from an experience of the legacies of 

past cultural damage. Specifically, it emerges from the stigma that anti-rationalism had 

in post-war Germany. Artists of Richter‘s generation required an objective foil to 

distance themselves from the anti-rationalism associated with National Socialism. This 

stigma dissolved by the time of the emergence of Neo-Dada, as seen in the success of 

the Zero Group shortly after, who sought to unproblematically reset historical cultural 

taboos.  

 

Richter had already been negotiating the burdens of post-war cultural identity under 

Socialist Realism when Neo-Dada represented the desire for an unproblematic anti-

rationalism. In Richter‘s artwork the reason for the posing of the impossibility of the 

notionally unproblematic relation to history becomes clear. The coupling of materialism 

with an anti-rational destructive logic exists in a negative dialectic in the artwork to 

forestall an unimpeded anti-rationalism.  

 

Richter‘s critical success was delayed due to this unusual space that his art occupied. 

This ironically recalls the delayed reception of Dadaism. Fifty years earlier, art critics 

and historians were more interested in Cubist, Surrealist and Expressionist art forms than 

the Dada movement due to its inscrutable anti-rationalism. Similar forces existed at the 

time of Richter‘s migration. George Baselitz together with Eugen Schönebeck issued the 

Pandemonium Manifesto in West Berlin in 1961, the year Richter migrated, in which 

they committed themselves to an impassioned expressionism and rejected the tendencies 

of Neo-Dada. Their continuation of an Expressionist tradition delivered them critical 

attention earlier than Richter, whose work had an ambivalent position akin to anti-

rationalism which made its reception more difficult.  

 

On the other hand the Zero Group achieved international critical success because they 

totally jettisoned tradition, expressionist or otherwise. Heinz Mack and Otto Piene 

formed the group and were later joined by Gunter Uecker.
239

 Their optimism and desire 

to start afresh, from zero, attempting to metaphorically distance themselves from the 
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―sins of the fathers‖ earned them vast international popularity.
240

 Where Informel 

dominated Documenta 2 (1959), the Zero Group dominated Documenta 3 (1964). The 

Light Room by Piene, Macke and Uecker (1963) (Figure 87) helped to shift the focus 

from the art object to phenomena. The group dissolved in 1967 but by then had had a 

wide influence. Their network of collaboration and exchange included Jean Tinguely 

(France), Yves Klein (France), Lucio Fontana (Italy), Pierro Manzoni (Italy), Antoni 

Tapies (Spain) and Arnulf Rainer (Austria).
241

 Their light and kinetic installations 

rejected the art object and the associated aura of the artist. They embraced humanism 

and moved away from the metaphysics that still characterised Informel, which clung to 

style and rested on the vision of the artist.  

 

  

Figure 87 Gunter Uecker, Otto Piene, Heinz Mack, Light Room, 1963. Photo: www.medienkunstnetz.de. 

 

In Richter‘s case, the idea of starting from zero was impossible, he could not escape his 

painterly background and embrace anti-traditional, anti-formalist, post painterly anti-

rationalism; neither, however, could he avoid being unproblematically drawn into the 

fervent cultural explosion underway in Düsseldorf at the time. Accordingly, his painting 

is a veiled critique of the notion of an unproblematic anti-rationalism and it becomes a 

symbolic order with occlusions, ruptures and slippages that defy the world of total 

transparency and cleansing light suggested by Zero. Zero‘s cultivation of dynamic 

relationships between people and their environments demonstrates a notion of facile 

intersubjectivity that was plainly untenable for Richter. For Richter, a dynamic space of 

intersubjectivity necessarily avoided the metaphysical and romantic tropes and could be 

measured from an ethical absolute resounding in immanent otherness.  

 

Richter‘s destruction of painterly forms in the negative moment of his methodology 

resonates with nihilist, anti-rational art practices that sought to obscure or problematise 

visuality in this period. His erasures, overpaintings and blurs are consistent with the 

practices of the Neo-Dadaists discussed below as well as other artwork in the post-
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painterly discourse. Arnulf Rainer was a Viennese Actionist who manipulated materials 

and his own body throughout the 1950s in order to shift the focus beyond the art object 

and its inherent notion of inspired creation. Richter enacts similar manipulations of 

materials to Rainer albeit within painting.  

 

Richter extended this methodology to a series of photographic self-portraits in this early 

period which also involved manipulations of his own body. He staged several 

photographs of himself pulling faces with plastic bags, adhesive tape, twine and other 

materials wrapped around his head and/or body. Like his paintings, they problematise 

the notion of a whole, self-regulated self. 

 

 

Figure 88 Gerhard Richter, Self Portrait, Photograph. Photo: Richter, Gerhard, and Hans-Ulrich Obrist. The 

Daily Practice of Painting : Writings and Interviews, 1962-1993. Cambridge, Mass. London: MIT Press; 

Anthony d'Offay Gallery, 1995. 

 

Hubertis Butin has discussed these photographic self-portraits of Richter‘s in reference 

to Dadaism.
242

 He suggests that they parody the elevation of the artist's ego in 

Surrealism. In particular they challenge the photographic portraits of Salvador Dali, 

casting the artist as a buffoon instead of an eccentric genius.
243

 Butin discusses this as 

Richter‘s challenge to the notion of a singular and autonomous subject that formerly 

characterised conventional bourgeois portraiture.  

 

The generation of Neo-Dadaist artists was not as interested in destabilising bourgeois 

subjectivity as it was the notion of subjectivity itself. Post-structuralist theorists of the 

time such as Derrida and Michel Foucault rejected Jean Paul Sartre‘s notion of an active 

subject and suggested that the self is constructed by discourses of culture and power, a 

self thrown into question, as in Richter‘s self-effacing work.  
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I argue that the influence of the Neo-Dadaists on Richter is greater than the influence of 

Pop artists after his move to the West Germany, despite the latter being more often 

documented. Artists from both Pop Art and Neo-Dada used well established modernist 

strategies, such as the found material of newspapers, advertisements and amateur 

photography. The Neo-Dadaist groups, however, took this a step further with greater 

material experimentation that foregrounded the process of making and unmaking over 

the resulting image. This is an aspect of Richter‘s practice that is lost in the 

overemphasis of the influence of Pop Art on his oeuvre.  

 

The direct influence of the Neo-Dadaist generation on Richter's work can be seen in his 

use of industrial processes and chance. The processes characterising 1960s Neo-Dada 

often includes damaging and obscuring surfaces to destroy an image rather than emulate 

the slick artifice of print-media as Pop Art often did. Richter uses cutting, scoring, 

stencilling, suturing, fabricating, mopping, brooming and squeegeeing paint to engage 

with this wave of material experimentation.  

 

Richter‘s work fuses Neo-Dada and Informel. Or rather, Richter‘s work combines the 

material experimentation of Neo-Dada with the productive/destructive direct action of 

Informel. When Richter moved to the FRG particular neo-avant-garde artists such as 

Emil Schumacher, Bernard Schultze and Karl Otto Götz, were promoting Art Informel at 

the West German academies. Informel paved the way for the use of non-traditional 

direct actions to make paintings. However, Astrid Kaspar notes that their success was 

limited.
244

 Presumably, this is because German Informel aligned with other abstract 

movements such as the French Informel movement, which included artists such as Jean 

Paul Riopelle, Jean Fautrier and Henri Michaux, and North American Abstract 

Expressionism, and which removed their art from the cultural shifts occurring in West 

Germany. This younger generation of artists sought to acknowledge post national 

identity, even if only through negation.
 
 

 

The basis of Informel, its logic, was a strong influence on Richter. The French critic 

Michel Tapié used the French term “Informel‖ in his book Un Art Autre (An Other Art, 

1952) to describe styles that were based on informal and improvised methodology. The 

term covers many different styles of abstraction of the 1940s and 1950s, including 

Tachisme, Matter Painting, Lyrical Abstraction and Abstract Expressionism. He saw this 

art as other because it was other to the traditions of modern art. As such its manifestation 
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tended to appeal to the fetishisation of primitivism.
245

 Art Informel emerged as the 

preferred name to Art Autre, which disguises its attempt to shore up the signs and 

symbols of Western Europe with its repressed other, the barbaric and the primitive. 

Richter is concerned with the artistic legacies of Western Europe, as though painted 

from the outside; as though they, in fact, are the barbaric and primitive, extending the 

principle of Informel to a self-reflexivity that works across his entire oeuvre.  

 

Interestingly, Richter also retains a quality of Tachisme in his later abstract paintings. 

Tachisme is a branch of Informel that was seen as a contemporary non-objective 

Impressionism which attempted to take the light and colour experiments of 

Impressionism to the realm of the fictive, abstract and conceptual. In several of Richter‘s 

abstract paintings there is a Tachiste sensibility that is evident alongside its own 

suspended destructive moment.  

 

It was not until the generation of Neo-Dada that action painting was taken to an absurd 

extreme and shorn of metaphysical undertones in an attempt to connect to that which 

was extrinsic to art and anathema to the supposedly narrow confines of painting. Joseph 

Beuys, for example, made a painting by riding a bicycle that had paint on the tyres. The 

Neo-Dada fervour that pervaded the Düsseldorf art scene extended Informel into a 

nihilistic tendency by pushing direct action to a performative moment in which the 

process, event and site become part of an artwork no longer confined to objects.
246

  

 

The Neo-Dada generation rejected the metaphysical and existentialist sensibility of 

Informel. They moved away from the notion of the artist-outsider. They instead sought 

to enable relationships between all people under a broadening of artistic phenomena, in 

which actions and environments began to constitute artwork. Richter‘s work critiques 

the metaphysical role of the artist in keeping with Neo-Dada but retains certain qualities 

of the Informel movement. Mainly, he uses the Informel device of using two forms of 

painting on the same canvas. This ultimately imbues Richter‘s productive-destructive 

strategy with a Neo-Dadaist conception of art to go beyond a symbolic realm.  

 

Richter derived this strategy under the colliding influences of Informel and Neo-Dada 

and sustains it throughout his oeuvre. The groups that have come to be popularly 
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associated with the term ―Neo-Dada‖ were Fluxus and the Zero Group in Germany and 

the French Nouveau Realisme group. Beuys, who taught at the Düsseldorf academy 

where Richter studied, together with George Maciunas, established Fluxus in 1962. 

Simultaneously, Pierre Restany attempted to legitimate Nouveau Realisme as also 

connected to the broader ―reality‖ than that offered by art, and he too was in Richter's 

milieu in the early 1960s.  

 

Richter could not fully assume the hardened Neo-Dada sentiments of Zero and Fluxus. 

Their programs and ideologies had become too committed for Richter to uncritically 

imbibe. The strategy of the negative dialectic that he used stopped short of either the 

radical position of Fluxus or the conservative position of Informel. His Fluxus 

exploration of performance, a Happening in a department store, Demonstration for 

Capitalist Realism in 1961, was a point from which he retreated back into painting. In 

that Happening, part of the performance involved him hanging Beuys's felt suit in a 

wardrobe on display at the store. This closeting of the ideology of Beuys continued in 

Kitchen Chair  CR 97 (1965) (Figure 89), which references Beuys‘s Chair with Fat 

(1964) (Figure 90) but removes the fat, as though the extreme radicalism of Neo-Dada 

could be negated like the mysticism of Beuys. In fact, Richter drew more from Neo-

Dadaism‘s conceptual strategies than its ideological intent. His artwork is more aligned 

to that of Conceptual artists such as Joseph Kosuth who produced One and Three Chairs 

(1965) (Figure 92) in an attempt to render epistemological frameworks transparent. 

  

  

Figure 89 Gerhard Richter, Kitchen Chair, CR 97, 1965. Oil on Canvas, 100 x 80cm, Städtische Kunsthalle, 

Recklinghausen, Germany. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

Figure 90 Joseph Beuys, Chair with Fat, 1964. Wood, Metal, Fat. Photo: Buchloh, Benjamin H. D. Neo-

Avantgarde and Culture Industry : Essays on European and American Art from 1955 to 1975. Cambridge, 

Massachusetts; London: MIT Press, 2000, 50. 
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Figure 91 Gerhard Richter, Small Chair, CR 99, 1965. Oil on Canvas, 80 x 50cm. 

Figure 92 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, 1965. Wooden Chair and Two Photographs, 200 x 271 x 

44cm Centre Pompidou, Paris. Photo: www.centrepompidou.fr.  

 

Nouveau Realisme is another form of Neo-Dada that influences Richter‘s work. The 

Parisian group included many artists: Raymond Hains, Francois Dufrêne, Jacques 

Villeglé, Jean Tinguely, Arman (Armand Pierre Fernandez), César Baldaccini and 

Daniel Spoerri. Arman, César, Tinguely and Spoerri worked with everyday objects and 

Hains, Dufrêne and Villeglé were Affichistes, continuing Dada collage with posters. 

Richter works in this aesthetic vein of décollage in many paintings. Hains and Villeglé 

reframed urban experience and used Dadaist anomie to destroy conventional visual 

relationships and force new connections. Richter‘s paintings parallel this in specific 

examples that use paint as layers that are torn into, sometimes with a blade.
247

 

Specifically, the peeling back of paint as though it were a billboard poster gives his 

abstract paintings a texture akin to the poster art technique of concealing and revealing 

associated with Nouveau Realisme.  

 

Painting allowed Richter to experiment with Neo-Dada without endorsing its aspiration 

to fuse art with life. Its ability to work across and interrogate different media sought to 

break away from the available structuralist model of style, and this was invaluable to 

Richter. By Jean Piaget‘s definition, structuralism embodies the qualities of ―wholeness, 

transformation and self regulation.‖
248

 The advantage of structuralism is its power to 

systemise thought and thereby decode, in terms of its own critique. However, in 

reducing ideas to a structured language or semiology, the phenomenological encounter is 

bracketed, which Richter‘s painting recognises and reverses with Neo-Dada inspired 

approaches.  
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For Richter, the contingencies of actual experience corrupted the wholeness and self-

regulating nature of the structuralist systems of both the East and the West. This is why I 

have argued that readings of Richter‘s work ought to focus on his oeuvre rather than a 

single thematic group of his work, and consider the oeuvre in terms that allow a set of 

questions to be asked about material, methodological properties of paintings and the 

manipulations of various kinds of content. Richter‘s work on this more 

phenomenological dimension deconstructs conventional structural logic as an 

operational principle.  
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Post-structuralism 

 

Richter‘s oeuvre questions the metaphysical presence of the subject in a similar manner 

to the writing of Jacques Derrida. Derrida believed that metaphysics attached to notions 

of wholeness and self-regulation in its search of absolute principles of truth and reality. 

The late modernism that Richter rejects, as theorised by Clement Greenberg, often 

exhibited this sensibility. In Greenberg‘s teleological notion of truth to the medium, the 

attempt to find an origin and a destination through metaphysics and specifically through 

binaries, derived from Platonic essentialism. The privileging of a metaphysical presence, 

however, also privileges certain ideas, values and beliefs. Richter‘s oeuvre unsettles its 

emphasis on presence and the subject. As in Derrida‘s deconstruction of metaphysics, 

there is never a full presence in any painting of Richter‘s oeuvre. Like Jacques Derrida‘s 

text Glas, Richter‘s oeuvre takes on the qualities of a subject that is conceiving of itself 

in a mode of otherness. In 1974 Derrida wrote: 

The qualitative leap would be brought about with the human individual: 

radically dividing itself, the human individual is conscious of itself as the other. 

No longer having, by the fact of this division, its natural movement in itself, it 

constitutes itself by its Bildung, its culture, its discipline, its symbolic 

formation.
249

 

In this context, Richter‘s blurring of the subject of the individual painting can be 

characterised as the phenomenological ghost of the oeuvre and thereby, a post-

structuralist unframing of the subject as conditioned by discourses of modernism. 

Presence is not fully realised because it is blurred, always in deferral to an otherness 

beyond representation despite all manner of shifting styles.
250

  

 

Richter's methodology attempts to go beyond structuralism‘s limit to where 

interpretative critique cannot go. For Derrida structuralism is ―almost everything‖ and 

simultaneously ―almost nothing‖, which is also an appropriate description of structuralist 

approaches to Richter‘s oeuvre.
251

 Various readings that situate his work as an example 

of a contemporary theoretical paradigm behave like yeast, as it is only their exhaustion 

and inadequacy that creates further life for his painting. For example, Buchloh‘s 

structuralism seeks to locate Richter within a set of co-ordinates: the ―original‖ avant-

garde, the neo-avant-garde, and the theories of Jameson, Debord, Adorno, and 

Habermas. This structure exhibits a profound intellectual discipline but misses, for 
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example, the phenomenological power of the destructive moment of the blur as a central 

device of the oeuvre used to trace the limit of the symbolic realm. 

 

The destructive moment undermines visibility. Ordinarily, perspective forces a 

distinction between the eye and what is seen. This has the effect of privileging the eye, 

and the seeing subject. The blur undermines this and challenges the presence of the eye 

and the seeing subject. This effectively orients the viewer in an exchange with an unseen 

perceiving subject staring back at the viewer from the image.  
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Imaging the Non-Objective Subject of Immanent Alterity 

Richter‘s use of industrial techniques in a destructive moment reveals immanent alterity 

by visually suspending the negation of the subject. In his early abstraction he enlarged 

small abstract sketches in mimetic representation. However, he painted the first 

Construction painting (1976) in a different manner, as discussed in Chapter Four. The 

Construction painting layer involves the use of industrial painting techniques in contrast 

with the mimetic representational techniques characterising the Fiction painting layer. 

The industrial processes of the Construction layer can be seen in his obvious use of the 

industrial tools: the airbrush, the paint roller and various oversized brushes.  

 

The under-painting in question then, has not just been erased, it has been othered. There 

are many erasures in Richter‘s oeuvre, such as the destruction of his painting of Hitler; 

however, this and the other early layers of paintings that subsequently were subject to a 

negative layer, occupy a unique place. These paintings represent what had to be 

concealed and an indication of what required dampening. 

 

Photographs taken in Richter‘s studio of his later paintings occasionally show early 

layers of his abstract images (Figure 93). Often base layers underneath the topmost 

squeegeed layers in these images are highly abstract. They are often carefully composed 

and appear remarkably complete. It is in fact their wholeness, their uninterrupted 

completeness and evenness, their unproblematic nature, which is evidently problematic 

because it is too representative of a complete, whole and regulated system. This quality 

calls for the dampening, concealment, partial erasure, censorship, contradiction and 

ambiguity that Richter develops through their negation. This casts the Neo-Dada 

destructive strategy as a move beyond representation.  

 

 

Figure 93 Gerhard Richter in studio. Photograph. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Richter‘s abstract images are emphatically contrived and result from spontaneous yet 

contemplative and undisguised labour processes. Ostensibly, they exhibit a Neo-Dada 
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defiance of fine art processes. However, it must be pointed out that they inadvertently 

transform chance processes into a very aesthetically pleasing result. They too are staged. 

The destructive moment is too heavily contrived to be merely destructive. It is, in fact, 

not a demonstration of ―chance‖ whatsoever. Richter also increasingly moves toward 

more contrived subjective compositions. Construction is from an early phase when the 

squeegeed marks look similar to those of other industrial processes. Subsequently, 

however, Richter has created a set of tailored squeegees up to three metres in width, in 

order to apply and remove paint to a remarkably attenuated degree. When Richter 

doctors tools in this way he inverts the operational principal of undisguised, generic 

industrial mark-making. It produces a new fine art tool and takes the painting from 

industrial labour toward a conscious imaging of a destabilising force or ghost of a non-

objective subject. 

 

The screen form of the Construction painting and many other abstract paintings in 

Richter‘s oeuvre ultimately develops three-dimensional representational pictorial depth. 

Wide, sculptural brushstrokes often float in space and look like objects rather than 

brushstrokes. This challenges the Informel tendency to flatten out the picture plane. This 

also surpases the destructive quality of Neo-Dada achieved through the use of industrial 

processes.  

 

The abstract screen in Richter‘s most abstract of paintings also achieves this by 

manipulating the notional scale of objects in representational space. Richter has distorted 

scale quite obviously in paintings that enlarge brushstrokes and reproduce blobs of paint 

as in Red CR 345-1 (1973) (Figure 94). However, this distortion of scale is less clear and 

far more potent in the abstract screen smears of many of his abstract images. For 

example the green marks in the foreground of the painting Orangery CR 495 (1982) 

(Figure 95) produce a bizarre cognitive effect: exactly what makes it a foreground is the 

viewer‘s cognition. In the same painting, the broken screen of orange squeegeed paint 

alludes to an apparent extreme zooming-out of scale because it is made with a large tool 

in contrast to the apparent close-up of the foreground of green, which has been totally 

fragmented, as though painted with many small tools. Deforming scale and using the 

qualities of sculpted objects in space prevents the viewer from anchoring perspective in 

a concrete subject. It has verifiable qualities, such as depth and scale but apparently it is 

not there, it is not arrested by the frame but deferred.
252

 Richter‘s entire oeuvre functions 

in this way. The presence of the subject is constantly deferred but the viewer is given 

                                                      
252 In terms of painting a representational space by using abstract marks see Elger, Gerhard Richter, Maler, 

259. 
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sufficient qualities to be aware of a force that cannot be identified. The image is in a 

constant state of flux, replacing presence with a dynamic immanent otherness.
253

 

 

 

 

Figure 94 Gerhard Richter, Red, CR 345-1, 1973. Oil on canvas, 300 x 600cm. 

Figure 95 Gerhard Richter, Orangery, CR 495, 1982. Oil on Canvas, 260 x 400cm, The Museum of Modern 

Art, New York. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

  

                                                      
253 See Elger et al., Sechs Vorträge Über Gerhard Richter : Februar 2007, Residenzschloss Dresden. 
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Conclusion 

 

Richter‘s oeuvre fuses techniques of Informel and Neo-Dada to deconstruct notions of 

presence inherent in avant-gardism‘s discourse of alterity and postmodern notions of 

infinite relationality. Informel equipped Richter with the strategy of making and 

unmaking an image, which he extends to a production/negation process that he uses to 

suspend the work of art and let it become unstrung in the individual painting and across 

the oeuvre. Neo-Dada equipped him with the horizon of that which is extrinsic to fine 

art‘s conventional ambit and the ability to displace content from a subject to a 

methodology. However, in fusing the conceptual basis of Informel with that of Neo-

Dada, Richter also confuses their programs. Each becomes a lens for the other‘s 

deconstruction. Informel has a notion of otherness that carries over from existentialism 

and Art Autre, and Neo-Dada entails a notion of the unproblematic nexus of art and life. 

Richter‘s position between these movements is central to his ability to use each as a lens 

for tracing the other‘s limits. He transforms their negative logic into a grammar that 

allows him to slip from difference to différance, from an inevitable result of relationality 

as a reconstituted symbolic realm to the subject of a Real that precedes representation. 

 

Richter was not the reconstituted ―original‖ avant-gardist, as much as he was and 

remains an artist whose sensibility manifests an oeuvre-wide deconstruction of his 

milieu and particularly of the culmination of the avant-garde‘s discourse of alterity that 

manifests in the stylistic pluralism of his milieu. The Neo-Dada generation, in which 

Richter moved, provided the tools and targets of Richter‘s deconstructive practice, 

premised as it is, on an Adornian negative dialectic, a position intent on freezing the 

negative moment of the dialectic and preserving the immanent alterity of the logic of the 

discourse. 
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Zero   Nouveau Realisme Fluxus 

Early  

Neo-

Expressionism 

 
Informel 

Zero 

The 

Zero 

network Affichistes/Décollage 

Everyday 

objects  

 

1959 

Informel 

dominates 

Documenta 

2. 

Heinz 

Macke and 

Otto Piene 

form Zero 

group to 

which 

Gunter 

Uecker 

later 

comes.  

Raymond Hains, 

Francois Dufrêne and 

Jacques Villeglé. 

Jean 

Tinguely, 

Arman, 

César and 

Daniel 

Spoerri.  

 

1960        

1961 

 

Richter moves to Düsseldorf. 

George Baselitz 

and Eugen 

Schönebeck issue 

the 

Pandemonium 

manifesto in 

West Berlin, 

rejecting 

contemporary 

tendencies in art 

and committing 

to impassioned 

expressive figure 

painting. 

1962 

 

    

George 

Maciunas 

and 

Beuys 

create 

Fluxus. 

 

1963        

1964 

 

Zero 

dominates 

Documenta 

3. 

Jean 

Tinguely, 

Yves 

Klein, 

(France), 

Lucio 

Fontana, 

Pierro 

Manzoni, 

(Italy) 

Antoni 

Tapies 

(Spain) 

and 

Arnulf 

Rainer 

(Austria).    

 

 

A table showing several artists active in Düsseldorf and West Berlin between 1959 and 

1964. 
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Chapter 7  

Gerhard Richter and Postmodernism 

While Buchloh‘s thesis on Richter is a substantial theoretical engagement with Richter‘s 

art along certain lines of postmodernist theory, I argue in this chapter that there are other 

more useful lines of enquiry regarding postmodernism in respect to his artwork. On one 

level this chapter extends the discussion of Richter‘s use of the diverse aesthetic 

strategies that characterise the pluralism of neo-avant-garde art practices he encountered 

when he moved to Düsseldorf in the early 1960s.
254

 However, the focus of this chapter is 

how Richter‘s aesthetic methodologies engage with postmodernist and post-structuralist 

strategies—specifically as theorised by Rosalind Krauss and Hal Foster who are close 

associates of Buchloh through the journal October but who have mostly left the critique 

of Richter‘s art to Benjamin Buchloh. However, their conceptual frameworks for 

understanding postmodernism provide useful ways to understand Richter‘s oeuvre.  

 

It is generally accepted that in the art world ―Postmodernism‖ has come to mean the 

expansion of art practice into diverse media and discourses since the 1960s. While the 

term is often used to denote a period style within the pluralist art world, its apparent 

pluralism and associated theory suggests that there can be no more period styles. This 

phenomenon has become the condition of contemporary art. The Neo-Dadaist ferment in 

Düsseldorf of the 1960s that greeted Richter on his move to the West is generally 

considered a nascent example of this condition. As I argued in the previous chapter, 

Richter‘s response is not one of simply sampling and reproducing the available styles in 

the spirit of an eclectic postmodernism, but of raiding those styles for their aesthetic 

strategies, while staging the movements and styles of his milieu and his forbears in 

succession in his oeuvre, as a symbolic grammar which he then destabilises in a broader 

philosophical project. 

 

Hal Foster discusses shifts in art in the second half of the twentieth century beyond the 

late Marxist dialectical model of comparative avant-gardes suggested by Peter Bürger 

which depend on notions of continuity and teleology. Instead, Foster emphasises the 

crisis of the historical subject, a subject around which late-Marxist readings of avant-

gardism have been constructed. The crisis in the subject visible in the art of the 1960s, 

Foster argues, calls for another way of understanding art of that period. He demonstrates 

                                                      
254 Rosalind Krauss, "Sculpture in the Expanded Field," October 8 (1979). 
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how it can be read with a different theoretical model, drawing on notions of a contested 

subjectivity. In this model the avant-garde is cast as a rupture whose historical and 

epistemological significance can never be apprehended in its time. Instead, it is 

registered as a form of trauma Foster associates with the Freudian notion of deferred 

action (nachträglichkeit). The subsequent avant-garde, in this case, the neo-avant-garde 

that revisits the ―original‖ avant-garde, then engages with the original in a mode of 

repetition akin to a neurotic response to trauma. It is only the second wave of the neo-

avant-garde who work through the trauma, in a mode of recollection, and for Foster this 

is the ―critical‖ reworking.  

 

Additionally, Foster argues that these generations engage in processes of making art and 

theory with varying criticality. While he dismisses Bürger‘s assumption that the neo-

avant-garde results in banal pluralism, he separately discusses reactionary uncritical art 

which participates in an equalisation and neutralisation of interchangeable signs. I argue 

that Richter also demonstrates this critique through staging the movements and styles of 

his forbears and his milieu, which he then deconstructs through various destructive, 

negative devices.
255

 In line with my previous argument, I claim that Richter challenges a 

system of total equivalence and neutralisation of difference through exploration of the 

remainder left after destabilising the sign in the chain of signifiers. I argue that his 

oeuvre deconstructs discourses of identity and difference through seeking to trouble the 

limits of this symbolic order. 

 

Foster argues that by the mid-1990s the dialectical model is no longer appropriate given 

that the successful postmodern artists of the neo-avant-garde overcame the crisis of the 

collapse of dialectics. He argues that the nullification of the dialectical terms ―history‖ 

and ―criticism‖ results from art‘s shift of the criterion of quality from one that is 

historically grounded to one that is socially or politically determined.  

 

Foster discusses Neo-geo and Simulationism as the painting movements working in a 

cynical mode in the 1980s in response to the crisis of the signifier that occurred in 

various art forms throughout the 1970s after the crisis of subjectivity. The move to 

design, decoration, kitsch and sarcasm was seen to extend Op Art, which was 

―abstraction already reduced to a sign.‖
256

 Foster cites this extreme deconstruction as the 

opposite to strategic reductive ideological critique. However, I argue that Richter‘s work 

avoids this area of dystopic sarcasm. Richter preserves the dialectic in a mode of 
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negation. While his oeuvre also empties many of modernism‘s moments of their original 

critical ambit, and demonstrates their signification in an economy of signs, it also 

exposes the limit of the sign in the context of immanent alterity, undermining its critical 

dependence on visibility. Whereas Buchloh orients Richter as a resistant figure in 

relation to the culture industry, I find that his oeuvre is less concerned with a resistance 

than it is with a deconstruction of the symbolic realm that uncovers an alterity beyond 

signification.  
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A Paravisual Phenomenon 

Richter‘s art in the West traverses several styles and strategies and his practice is in 

keeping with the increasing fluidity between so-called positions in the expanded field 

that Krauss observed of sculptors in the late 1960s. However, Richter‘s oeuvre comes to 

characterise a symbolic realm wherein fissures, impaired gazes, slippages and shadows 

take on a heightened meaning. Rosalind Krauss observes that sculpture transformed into 

so many forms by the end of the 1960s, such as performance, installation and ephemeral 

art, that the medium had to be rethought as an ―expanded field,‖ and she uses a 

structuralist approach to explore this expansion.
257

 Taking a general and long term view 

of sculpture, she argues that modernist sculpture shed the objectives of monumental 

sculpture which had sought to represent and signify; instead exploring practices of 

negation. She argues that this culminated in Minimalism and that the exploration of 

negation then became exhausted and resulted in sculpture that flips out of the confines of 

both modes: representation/signification and negation. Instead of being mere opposition, 

she discusses subsequent sculpture as an exploration of forms that are to an extent, both 

or neither. Specifically, she argues that sculpture was seeking new combinations in the 

two sets of binaries: landscape/architecture and their negations not-landscape/not-

architecture. She tabulates these in a diagram shown in Figure 96 influenced by various 

structuralist anthropologists to produce the ―expanded field.‖
258

 I apply Krauss‘ model to 

painting to understand Richter‘s oeuvre. 

 

 

 

                                                      
257 Krauss writes ―Over the last ten years rather surprising things have come to be called sculpture: narrow 

corridors with TV monitors at the ends; large photographs documenting country hikes; mirrors placed at 

strange angles in ordinary rooms; temporary lines cut into the floor of the desert. Nothing, it would seem, 

could possibly give to such a motley of effort the right to lay claim to whatever one might mean by the 

category of sculpture. Unless, that is, the category can be made to become almost infinitely malleable.‖ 

Krauss, "Sculpture in the Expanded Field," 30. 
258 Krauss references Marc Barbut‘s discussion of the Klein group and A.J Greimas and F. Rastier‘ 

discussion of the Piaget group. See Michael Lane, Introduction to Structuralism (New York,: Basic Books, 

1970). And A. J. Greimas and Francois Rastier, "The Interaction of Semiotic Constraints," Yale French 

Studies, no. 41 (1968).  
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Figure 96 Rosalind Krauss's diagram of the expanded field of sculpture.259 

 

 

Krauss argues that the modernist preference for absolute negation brought about a 

structural implosion, and that avant-garde sculpture then essentially came to affirm a 

variety of possibilities. She discusses the practice of several contemporary sculptors in 

these terms: 

With regard to individual practice, it is easy to see that many of the artists in 

question have found themselves occupying, successively, different places within 

the expanded field. And though the experience of the field suggests that this 

continual relocation of one's energies is entirely logical, an art criticism still in 

the thrall of a modernist ethos has been largely suspicious of such a movement, 

calling it eclectic.
260

 

I argue that Richter was among the first to make art that both engaged with and critically 

reflected on this epistemological shift, in which the notion of style was no longer 

connected to a historically determined or period discourse.  

 

Richter‘s practice is in keeping with the increasing fluidity of the expanded field that 

Krauss observed of sculptors in the late 1960s. The same misunderstanding that she 

describes of contemporary sculptors has ensued in readings of Richter‘s work: 

This suspicion of a career that moves continually and erratically beyond the 

domain of sculpture obviously derives from the modernist demand for the purity 

and separateness of the various mediums... But what appears as eclectic from 

one point of view can be seen as rigorously logical from another. For, within the 

situation of postmodernism, practice is not defined in relation to a given 

medium-sculpture-but rather in relation to the logical operations on a set of 

                                                      
259 Krauss, "Sculpture in the Expanded Field," 37-38. 
260 Ibid.: 42-43. 
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cultural terms, for which any medium-photography, books, lines on walls, 

mirrors, or sculpture itself-might be used... It follows as well that any single 

artist might occupy, successively, any one of the positions.
261

 

A closer examination of Richter‘s imaging of various movements and styles reveals that 

he uses the aesthetic strategies of these styles and movements in a unified project. The 

diverse paintings of his oeuvre stage different conditions of viewing, in order to trace the 

limit of the visible. The simultaneity of these different paintings in his oeuvre suggests 

that it is a question not just of what can be seen, but of what cannot be seen; only framed 

by the visual.
262

  

 

Richter‘s movement between styles is akin to a Barthesian movement between codes. 

Barthes discussed a similar effect in literature. He writes: 

To depict is to unroll the carpet of the codes, to refer not from a language to a 

referent, but from one code to another. Thus, realism consists not in copying the 

real but in copying a (depicted) copy of the real.... This is why realism cannot be 

designated a ―copier‖ but rather a ―pasticheur‖ (through secondary mimesis, it 

copies what is already a copy).
263

  

Richter‘s raid of the historic and newly-available practices for their particular conditions 

of viewing thus is a shift to the semiotic, a move to the abstract economy of signs which 

he exploits for a single philosophical project. The question for Richter is how to navigate 

this economy, specifically in order to discover how to step outside it, outside the sign, to 

instantiate the transgression of the symbolic realm into the symbolic realm. 

  

Richter‘s practice not only shows the movement between positions in the expanded field 

of forms, styles and movements demonstrated by Krauss‘s structuralism, it critiques its 

facile notion of possibility by using another effect, which was also discussed by 

Rosalind Krauss in a subsequent, unrelated article on post-structuralist theory. In 

Poststructuralism and the Paraliterary she discusses the theory of Jacques Derrida. She 

specifically discusses it in terms of his creation of a paraliterary voice within his work 

that exhibits an autonomous flow, sometimes in tandem with his thoughts and, at other 

                                                      
261 Ibid.: 43. 
262 In Given Time. 1, Counterfeit Money, Derrida writes of the gift as a kind of remainder that notionally 

exists outside the circular economy of signs. However, Derrida finds that the gift is a paradox due to only a 

displacement that occurs in the symbolic realm. Once recognised as a gift, the received gift creates a debt in 

the recipient, specifically, to not return the gift. For the gift to be a gift such a radical forgetting is necessary 

that it must not signify, which means that it cannot take place between subjects. See Derrida, Given Time. 1, 

Counterfeit Money. 
263 Roland Barthes and Honoré de Balzac, S/Z (New York,: Hill and Wang, 1974), 55. 
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times in opposition to it. She writes about having seen this at its most effective in a 

lecture that she attended: 

Derrida's lecture was the presentation of part of an essay called ―Restitutions,‖ 

which, in examining the claims Heidegger makes in ―The Origin of the Work of 

Art,‖ focuses on a painting by Van Gogh commonly thought to be the depiction 

of a pair of shoes. In that lecture, Derrida placed special emphasis on the role of 

a voice that continually interrupted the flow of his own more formal discourse as 

it spun out the terms of philosophical debate. Enacted in a slight falsetto, this 

voice was, Derrida explained, that of a woman who repeatedly breaks into the 

measured order of the exposition with questions that are slightly hysterical, very 

exasperated, and above all short. ―What pair?‖ she keeps insisting, ―Who said 

they were a pair of shoes?‖ Now this voice, cast as a woman's, is of course 

Derrida's own, and it functions to telegraph in a charged and somewhat 

disguised way the central argument which for other reasons must proceed at a 

more professorial pace. But aside from its rather terroristic reductiveness, this 

voice functions to open and theatricalize the space of Derrida's writing, alerting 

us to the dramatic interplay of levels and styles and speakers that had formerly 

been the prerogative of literature but not of critical or philosophical discourse.
264

  

Krauss alludes to the device that Derrida uses, the impersonated voice of another, as 

opening a possibility for theory to become a place of contested forces that otherwise are 

usually eclipsed by the priority of the active speaking subject. By using the 

impersonated voice to bracket the subject and impede its presence, Derrida emphasises 

the rupture and porosity of the code in which the text exists, a code he identifies with 

Western philosophy‘s emphasis of presence and origins, and he allows the trace of 

otherness—which, he argues, always occupies the frame of the subject, albeit 

invisibly—to be heard.  

 

Something similar can be said of Richter‘s paintings. While he moves between styles, 

the frequent return to a destructive moment hands the presence of authorial intent over to 

the trace of otherness, the immanent alterity. The blur, the over-painting of photographs, 

the use of chance, or any other of his many destructive moments, produce a phenomenon 

that, at its most potent, appears as a trace of a ghost of the depicted object, as, for 

example in Uncle Rudi CR 85 (1965) (Figure 97), and at its weakest is seamlessly 

absorbed into the aesthetic of the whole, as in Ema (Nude Descending a Staircase) 

(1966). This invariably unsettles the chain of signifiers. Like Derrida‘s falsetto voice, 
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this unseats the active author-subject and situates him as a direct object, a recipient of 

the rupturing and interference of the transmission of his message. In the visual realm it 

troubles the screen held tentatively in place to dampen the real.  

 

 

Figure 97 Gerhard Richter, Uncle Rudi, CR 85, 1965. Oil on Canvas, 87 x 50cm, Lidice Gallery, Lidice, 

Czech Republic. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Richter‘s oeuvre exhibits a unique post-structuralist approach. He explores an expanded 

field along the lines of Krauss‘s discussion of sculptors of the 1960s and 1970s, but his 

oeuvre is constructed as a text that is constantly exposed to rupture. The oeuvre is 

constantly engaged in a process of interruption, erasure, ambiguity and contradiction 

which outwardly appears as ambivalence and ambiguity. Krauss‘s explanation of a 

similar phenomenon in the theory of Derrida illustrates this methodology:  

Rather, criticism finds itself caught in a dramatic web of many voices... and 

what is created, as in the case of much of Derrida, is a kind of paraliterature... 

The paraliterary space is the space of debate, quotation, partisanship, betrayal, 

reconciliation; but it is not the space of unity, coherence, or resolution that we 

think of as constituting the work of literature.... What is left is drama without the 

Play, voices without the Author, criticism without the Argument... the 

paraliterary cannot be a model for the systematic unpacking of the meanings of a 

work of art that criticism's task is thought to be... The creation of the 

paraliterary… is, of course, the result of theory-their own theories in operation, 

so to speak. These theories run exactly counter to the notion that there is a work, 

x, behind which there stands a group of meanings, a, b, or c, which the 

hermeneutic task of the critic unpacks, reveals, by breaking through, peeling 

back the literal surface of the work. By claiming that there is not, behind the 

literal surface, a set of meanings to which it points or models to which it refers, 

a set of originary terms onto which it opens and from which it derives its own 

authenticity, this theory is not prolonging the life of formalism… instead of a 

work's being ―about‖ the July Monarchy or death and money, it is "about" its 
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own strategies of construction, its own linguistic operations, its own revelation 

of convention, its own surface.
265

 

Richter‘s post-structuralism evokes this phenomenon visually. He moves across styles, 

raiding them like a toolkit, to put them in an oeuvre where they are destabilised yet 

united by the destructive moments, which brackets the artist and introduces a paravisual 

phenomenon.
266

 This treatment of the canvas metaphorically, as a direct object, to which 

things happen, suggests the artist working in the mode of reception, less interested in the 

active ―I‖ than in being one to whom things happen. This casts painting as an image in 

the symbolic realm at one level yet it also opens a glimpse beyond its quality as a sign 

circulating among other signs. 

 

  

                                                      
265 Ibid. 
266 Storr, Gerhard Richter: Doubt and Belief in Painting, Hal Foster, "Semblance According to Gerhard 

Richter," Raritan 22, no. 3 (2003), Buchloh, "Gerhard Richter: Painting after the Subject of History". 
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An Expanded Field of Painting 

 

Figure 98 A diagram proposing an expanded field of painting 

 

Arguably Rosalind Krauss‘s ―expanded field‖ of sculpture also exists in the register of 

contemporary painting as I have attempted to demonstrate in the diagram shown in 

Figure 98. To begin, the binary terms of modern painting would be the poles of 

―representation‖ and ―reductive abstraction‖ in place of ―architecture‖ and ―landscape.‖ 

To expand this into the ―quaternary field,‖ which Krauss discusses, first requires 

creating a place for ―non-representation” (which is also not reductive abstraction) under 

the pole of representation. On this axis one could situate the anti-rational, metaphysical 

monochrome. The first example of this was produced by Kasimir Malevich, whose 

strategy was reconstituted by artists of the expanded field such as Barnett Newman and 

Brice Marsden. In the Malevich work, Red Square, Painterly Realism of a Peasant 

Woman in Two Dimensions (Figure 73) a figure is evoked linguistically through the title. 

However, the image is vehemently non-representational and it patently is not a reductive 

abstraction of the figure. It is an abstraction concerned with the qualities of the surface 

of paint and the frame rather than reductive abbreviation of the ―peasant woman,‖ a 

representation conjured by the title. It embraces the ―trans-rationalism‖ or zaumnaya of 

avant-garde Russian poets such as Roman Jakobsen, who were interested in the 

connection between signs, rather than the sign‘s connection to its referent. Non-

representation, which is also not reductive abstraction, describes a vast amount of 

Richter‘s images and particularly his abstract paintings with evocative titles such as 

Faust CR 460 (1980) (Figure 99), Seahorse CR 486 (1982) (Figure 100) and December 

CR 700 (1989). Note the non, here, connotes an inversion (as the role of the text of the 

title) rather than a negation as in not. 
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Figure 99 Gerhard Richter, Faust, CR 460, 1980. Oil on Canvas, 295 x 675cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

Figure 100 Gerhard Richter, Seahorse, CR 486, 1982. Oil on Canvas, 200 x 320cm, Migros Museum für 

Gegenwartskunst, Zurich. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Figure 101 Gerhard Richter, December, CR 700, 1989. Oil on Canvas, 320 x 400cm, Saint Louis Art 

Museum, Saint Louis. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

The second step in hypothesising an expanded field of painting would be establishing a 

place of ―non-reductive-abstraction‖ (which is also not representation). Along this axis 

of reductive abstraction/non-reductive-abstraction would be Gotthard Graubner‘s 

expansive, atmospheric, humanist monochromes (Figure 102), as well as Yves Klein‘s 

monochromes of notionally transformative and unique Yves Klein Blue. These paintings 

flip the reductive mode of abstraction into metaphysics. Reduction is flipped into a 

metaphysical fullness: entitled Pillow Paintings and Colour/Space/Body in the case of 

Graubner. 
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Figure 102 Gotthard Graubner, Colour Space Body (Red), 1990/91. Oil on Canvas, 180 x 180cm, Neues 

Museum Weserburg. Photo: www.weserburg.de.  

 

Third, on the bottom axis between the points of not-representation and not-abstraction, 

are painting acts that exist in neither term of negation, that is, paintings wherein there is 

no painting as such. Here, the verb painting is explored in lieu of its value as a noun. 

This would be a place occupied by not easel-painting, but rather by, for example, 

slashing the canvas, as in the case of Lucio Fontana‘s Spatial Concepts, or by giving 

performers instructions as in the case of Yves Klein‘s Anthropometries.  

 

This double-negative space is also the site of the critique of the painted surface. The 

Achromes of Manzoni are perhaps the superlative illustration of this critique. The 

prescient Manifesto of Albisola Marina, which Manzoni signed in 1957, insists that the 

canvas can no longer be ―the utopia of an aesthetic order or the folly of idealism without 

concrete human origin, an impersonal program whose sole and squalid presence resides 

in the creation of matter. Rather it will be a living flesh, direct and scalding.‖
267

 His 

obscure, barely modified supports, (much like the thick layered impasto monochromes 

of Ryman and Richter), focus on the verb painting rather than the institutions of fine art 

paintings. They emphasise the process over the present as well as the actual site over the 

metaphor of representation, or signification.  

 

These artists exploring not painting as a form of painting were articulating surfaces and 

invoking performance and institutional critique; all of which had radically shifted from 

Greenberg‘s discourse of reductivist negation. The original generation of Abstract 

Expressionist painters had faded when Greenberg curated the exhibition ―Post Painterly 

Abstraction‖ in 1964.
268

 The exhibition indulged a second generation of Abstract 

Expressionists that included Kenneth Noland, Morris Louis and Jules Olitski. In 

                                                      
267 Germano Celant, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum., and Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg., The Italian 
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retrospect, this exhibition has been seen to mark the end of modernist painting.
269

 The 

search for more pure expressions of the surface-as-a-support via staining and optical 

illusion, anticipated the critique-of-the-surface-itself as inert, without meaning, and 

requiring inscription through a more sculptural process, a concern of the subsequent 

generation to which Richer, Fontana and others belonged. 

 

Richter, like Ryman and Fontana, exemplifies this sculptural exploration of surface 

topology, which was conceived in opposition to late modernist painting. He images post-

Minimalist ―site-making,‖ to use Krauss‘s term, and engages in process-driven 

sculptural painting, foregrounding usually absented actions over the present object by 

treating the painting as an accretion of processes at a micro-site on the canvas. Unseen 

processes of production became more important than the presence of the image in the 

expanded field of painting, akin to the expanded field of sculpture beyond the object. 

However, in Richter‘s work this dimension is often coupled with another. The surface is 

one code that runs alongside another code of the image in Richter‘s artwork; often 

conceived in an attempt to rupture the symbolic with the extrinsic. 

 

In Richter‘s artwork, the post-Minimalist surface rupture of the image ironically borrows 

from Minimalism. Treating the surface of the painting as a significant site for 

performative inscription ironically relies on the Minimalist use of industrial materials 

and objective processes. The extensively, objectively constructed surfaces of Richter‘s 

abstract paintings, his panes of glass and overpainted photographs all thus operate like a 

parergon, effectively bracketing the art object to turn the viewer‘s attention toward the 

phenomena under-cutting the image. This is a strategy of unframing. In the over-painted 

photographs such as 8/4/89 Overpainting (Figure 103) the smeared paint acts as one half 

of the frame, reconstituted, and the image—in this example, literally the photograph—is 

the other. Immanent alterity is the phenomenon sealed between these two corners of the 

reconstituted frame: image and surface.  
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Figure 103 Gerhard Richter, 8/4/89, 1989. Oil on Photograph, 10.1 x 14.8cm. Photo: www.gerhard-

richter.com. 

 

Applied to the image, this is a way of tautologically bracketing the image with the 

painting, thus destabilising the symbolic realm of the sign. The ensuing objectivity and 

materialist facticity, for example in Richter‘s smooth and featureless monochromes, 

fabricated glass sheets and mirrors, all transpose the extrinsic experience of conditions 

of the gallery onto the delineated internal life of the artwork. This collapses the interior 

and the exterior of the image, again rupturing the symbolic realm, severing the 

connection between the brushstroke and the identity of the artist (conscious or 

subconscious) which characterises expressive theories of painting. However, limiting 

this bracketing or unframing to the image, and not bracketing the art object spatially, 

restricts the critique to the picture plane. The result is a painting of sorts, arguably 

creating another link in the chain of signifiers, and perhaps ultimately failing, except for 

the common root of all these paintings in the unpaintable image of the oeuvre.
270

  

 

The axis of the affirmation of both representation and reductive abstraction is occupied 

by Photorealism, which is highly representational yet highly abstract, as it emulates the 

reproduction of reality that is constructed by photo-media. Photorealism occupies an 

interesting place in the expanded field of painting. It was a response by painters to 

Minimalism, and exists in a dialectic that brought together Pop representation, that uses 

the photograph to raise banal subjects to the subject matter of art without modernist 

design, and abstraction, which rejects reductivism to foreground abstraction that has 

always been evident in realism, at least since the invention of perspective.
271

 Richter‘s 

Photorealism operates somewhere between that of Chuck Close, whose Photorealism 

leans more toward abstraction, and James Rosenquist, whose Photorealism leans more 

toward Pop Art. As a critical tool, it uncovers and deconstructs the structure of the order 
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of visuality. Richter raids Photorealism for this aesthetic strategy to map a limit to the 

visual rather than create a potential style in which to remain.
272

  

 

Photorealism also established a notion of the impossibility of a subjectivity that was not 

comprised of appropriation. While Postmodernism disassociated self from all grand 

narratives, including that of the artist genius, the rejection of ideology, the negation of 

negation, leaves the artist unable to make an affirmative gesture, and they are forced to 

return to an intellectual construction of self. This ironically leaves nothing but the 

subjectivity of the artist no matter how fictional this might be. Thus the aura of the artist 

is constructed on a mythic scale by some of its practitioners, as in the enormous self-

portraits of Close comprised of many small abstract paintings.  

 

Richter has occupied all points in the expanded field. However, he has exposed the field 

to its immanent alterity through a repeated self-destructive act. All of his examples of 

painting in this expanded field exist simultaneously, such as the Photorealism, the 

atmospheric monochromes, the exploration of surface rather than image, and implied 

representation. They have been produced concurrently and contemporaneous with the 

sculpture in the expanded field that Krauss identifies. Richter‘s engagement with this 

expanded field of painting that I theorise here is one that attempts to activate strategies 

of all points more or less simultaneously, specifically in order to structure this pluralism 

so that it can be deconstructed.  

 

Painting ceded its monopoly on the canon of art history to the ―expanded field‖ of 

sculpture at this point. In Krauss‘s reshaping of the canon into the expanded field, both 

Minimalism and painting were marginalised as reductive modernisms and seen as out-

of-step with the negation of negation that was the basis of attempts to critically engage 

the contemporary context.
273

 My argument shows that similar shifts occurred in painting 

and that Minimalism was, in fact, less overcome than itself expanded. Most importantly, 

Richter‘s critique, that two negations do not make an affirmation, enables his work to 

both participate in the expanded field of art practice and to rupture this field through 

methodology grounded in Informel and Neo-Dada in the mode of a negative dialectic, 

holding both the old guard and the new school to account.  
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Richter‘s equanimity overcame the limit of several contemporaneous modes of painting. 

Graubner, for example, was committed to humanism and sculptural effect. This was in 

step with the timbre of the expanded field as much, if not more than it perpetuated late 

modernism‘s identification through negation. His Colour/Space/Body paintings 

presented a transformative atmospheric aesthetic that began where Rothko‘s Abstract 

Expressionism left off. The paintings of Yves Klein were equally committed. His 

monochromes emphasised the importance of coming to terms with the limitations of the 

picture plane by interweaving it with performance and institutional critique, which gave 

them a contemporary critical currency. Richter avoids this commitment through his 

strategy of deconstruction.  
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Rejecting Neo-Expressionism 

Lyotard‘s conclusion from the combustion of his so-called grand narratives is that ―all 

that remains‖ is the self. However, he writes: ―Each individual is referred to himself. 

And each of us knows that our self does not amount to much.‖
274

 Richter‘s work 

attempts to go beyond the construct of a unified self, through the destabilisation of the 

codes on which it is constructed. This methodology represents a severe rejection of Neo-

Expressionism, which became popular in the 1980s.
275

 Contrary to his engagement with 

the popular positions in the expanded field, Richter‘s artwork never engages the 

aesthetic strategies of Neo-Expressionism. Richter‘s aversion to Neo-Expressionism 

illustrates his rejection of its inherent notion of the unproblematic, intrinsic imaging of 

difference. Richter‘s abstract paintings such as Seahorse (1982) (Figure 100) are 

emphatically un-expressionist, as if Expressionism is a taboo methodology. This 

indicates his scepticism of the fixing of identity in the ego of the artist, and 

communication of it in expression. Instead, for Richter, self is the co-location of 

intersubjective forces, structured by otherness, and not that which manifests a structure 

of otherness in superficial difference.  

 

In the late 1970s painting regained mainstream popularity when painters challenged the 

pluralism of the expanded field and returned to the expressive realist image using Neo-

Expressionism. This signified a return to the notion of a unified subject and it placed the 

artist again as the artist-outsider, a conduit of Eurocentric notions of otherness, which 

often depended on the other as primitive, emotive, uncivilised and so on. Richter‘s 

avoidance of the movement reveals his commitment to subjectivity structured by 

immanent alterity. 

 

Neo-Expressionism fit historicist discourses so well that Robert Storr observed it was 

difficult for a German who was not a Neo-Expressionist, such as Richter, to have 

exhibitions outside Germany during this time.
276

 In West Berlin the painters Rainer 

Fetting, Salomé (Wolfgang Ludwig Cihlarz), Bernd Zimmer and Helmut Middendorf 

spearheaded the Neo-Expressionism movement with the ―wild style‖ (jungen 

wilden/neuen wilden).
277

 However, it was the artwork of Georg Baselitz, Jörg 

Immendorf, Markus Lüpertz and Anselm Kiefer that more ambitiously mythologised 

                                                      
274 Jean François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition : A Report on Knowledge, Theory and History of 

Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 15. 
275 The notion of neo-conservative postmodernism in this section references Hal Foster, "(Post) Modern 

Polemics," Perspecta 21 (1984). 
276 Storr, Gerhard Richter: Forty Years of Painting. 
277 Kasper, Gerhard Richter: Malerei Als Thema Der Malerei, 150-151. 



 179 

recent German history. Immendorf and Kiefer reclaimed the mythologizing narratives 

that had been instrumentalised by National Socialism as well as the expressive styles 

that had been purged by National Socialism. Kiefer‘s thick, impasto materials: wads of 

paint, earth, lead, timber, concrete, iron and debris invoke a nationalist mythology of 

rebirth from the ashes. His artwork suggests the foraging of a war-torn landscape to 

regain a wandering, romantic connection to national identity. Critical supporters of Neo-

Expressionism, such as Achille Bonito Oliva and Donald Kuspit, believed that this 

movement represented a post-war cultural catharsis by reclaiming a German 

Expressionist tradition. Its appeal to the expressive represents a position that Richter 

overcame in his earliest experiments with Socialist Realism, and specifically in his 

citation of the expressive Romantic style in the mural Worker’s Uprising (1959) (Figure 

38) over two decades earlier (discussed in Chapter Three).  

 

Richter‘s position can be understood by reference to Benjamin Buchloh‘s critical 

rejection of the movement. Buchloh attacked the movement indirectly via the 

participation of Neo-Expressionists in Documenta 7 in 1982.
278

 He argued that the 

―absence of perspective was, of course, rationalised as liberalism, pretending as it did, to 

offer absolute freedom to the work of art understood as an autonomous, ahistorical 

entity, a product of the artist seen as ‗the last practitioner of distinct individuality.‘‖
279

 

However, this critique was a marginal view and Neo-Expressionism was irrevocably 

absorbed by the establishment as part of the rebirth of painting. In 1981, the Royal 

Academy mounted the exhibition A New Spirit of Painting that showed 38 painters 

across three generations and cemented Neo-Expressionism‘s popularity.
280

 The artwork 

of Richter‘s selected for the show was the Annunciation after Titian (1973) series, which 

in its dissolution into a blur was curiously read as a progression toward expressivity. 

This contextualising of a section of Richter‘s work again characterises the misreading 

produced in selective accounts of Richter‘s oeuvre and the ways in which the oeuvre has 

been moulded to illustrate a theory. 

 

Buchloh argues that Neo-Expressionism‘s return to representation has the same 

problems as early twentieth century modernists who returned to various neo-classical 

styles. He describes Picasso‘s use of the Harlequin as representative of the role that 

expressionist realism gave to the artist more generally: ―The clown functions as a social 
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archetype of the artist as an essentially powerless, docile, and entertaining figure 

performing these acts of subversion and mockery from an undialectical fixation on 

utopian thought.‖
281

 He believes Neo-Expressionism offered a puerile notion of identity; 

a capitulation to the instrumentalising demands of modernity that modernism had 

otherwise sought to critique. Neo-Expressionism could not offer Richter the strategies 

discussed above that map spaces beyond facile notions of identity.  

 

The nostalgia and irony of Neo-Expressionism came to be seen as symptomatic of the 

postmodern condition. Francois Lyotard states in ―The Postmodern Condition: A Report 

on Knowledge‖: ―Narrative is the quintessential form of customary knowledge‖ and 

believes that society loses meaning when faced with the possibility of a significantly 

reduced quantity and quality of narrative knowledge combined with an accelerated 

accumulation of scientific knowledge.
282

 According to Lyotard, in the postmodern 

society the loss of narrative forms of knowledge prompts the collapse of the broader 

meta-narratives they support, such as theism and Marxism. This produces a resurgent 

interest in narrative cultures. Neo-Expressionism exists in the aftermath of the grand 

narrative of painting and evokes a nostalgic utopianism. An early account of the 

appearance of Neo-Expressionism in the New York Times read: ―One thing Neo-

Expressionism is about, surely, is the legitimation of a mode of painting that exults in 

the physical properties of the medium, and in its capacity to generate images and stir the 

emotions. This is painting that… addresses itself without embarrassment to our appetite 

for poetry, fantasy, and mystery.‖
283

 Kiefer‘s redemptive generation was perceived to 

counter the amnesia and nihilism of Richter‘s generation. This is also visible in the 

artwork of Jörg Immendorf, a West German who formed the ―German-German Action 

Alliance‖ with the GDR painter A.R. Penck in 1976, and who emulated the East German 

Socialist Realist painting style for a West German and international art audience. In the 

Café Deutschland series from the early 1980s he created a fictional setting, a place 

notionally between East and West Germany, where figures from both sides of the border 

could theoretically meet in a café. Such work, when compared to that of Richter, seems 

to take refuge in the symbolic realm that Richter seeks to shatter. 
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Figure 104 Jörg Immendorf, Cafe Deutschland – Cafeprobe, 1980. Acrylic on Canvas, 280 x 350cm, Private 

collection. Photo: www.perryrubenstein.com/exhibitions/2006_1_jorg-immendorf/. 
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Conclusion 

 

Richter‘s engagement with the contemporary scene in Düsseldorf was characterised by 

movement through several positions in the expanded field of art practice. This provided 

a basis for his continuing practice over subsequent decades, a practice that was geared to 

an emerging ―critical postmodernism‖ and post-structuralist methodologies. Uniquely, 

Richter demonstrates the implication for the image in such a field as it comes to 

characterise a simulacra of the competing forces of the increasing pluralist art practices 

of the contemporary period. Alongside this, Richter uses the surface of the image as a 

site, in the manner of Minimalism‘s objectivity, to rupture the codes that he references 

with the image. This has the effect of a paravisual phenomenon, a phenomenon that 

interrupts the active speaking voice of the artist. This rupture of the intrinsic and internal 

qualities of the image exists as a critique of the modes of the plural avant-garde. The 

ultimate effect is an attempt to image the immanent alterity of plural avant-gardes 

through a fractured and dampened visibility, which establishes the non-visual as that 

which destabilises the symbolic codes of images. 
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Chapter 8 

Modernity and Alterity 

Modernism has been characterised as modernity‘s other. This can be seen in the myth of 

the artist-as-outsider, which has been a mainstay of the reception of modernist painting. 

Artists who were perceived as outside, but who were more likely on the fringe of civil 

society, could supposedly image the crisis of subjectivity that occurred with the 

decentring of bourgeois values in Western European culture.
284

 Throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries artists from Goya to Dubuffet increasingly sought 

out, embraced, and inhabited the repressed margin in order to critique bourgeois culture, 

and they thereby upheld modernism‘s discourse of otherness. 

 

Modernity‘s Enlightenment values produce this dominant reading of Western European 

modernism as inextricably bound up with what is essentially the notorious 

Enlightenment problem of other minds. The artist-outsider‘s critique of modernity 

depended on the maintenance of a distinction between civilised and barbaric. The artist-

outsider was not outside the forces of modernity but rather represented, in a Hegelian 

sense, a dialectical negation that ultimately affirmed the idea of a ―civilising‖ modernity 

by being absorbed into a synthesising teleological movement. This, in short is the theory 

of the avant-garde deconstructed by Richter‘s art. 

 

Modernist painting has posed the artist-outsider as the cognate other. It is specifically 

what is inside the artist-outsider that has fascinated the viewer of modernism: what the 

artist feels and thinks and what occupies the artist‘s subconscious. The reception of 

Symbolism, Expressionism, Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism exemplify the 

residue of this Romantic curiosity. Artworks belonging to these movements are seen as 

often expressing metaphysical exchange. The artist is seen to express his/her 

cognition/emotion. The mind/soul of the artist is seen to make an image of the unknown 

aspects of self, parts of the self underneath consciousness, and vicariously underneath 

the instrumental reason of modernity, but, as post-structuralist theory suggests, which 

are fundamental to insuring its presence.  
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Otherness after Abstract Expressionism 

Symbolism, Expressionism, Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism cultivate the 

persona of the artist as an outsider with a privileged interiority. Clement Greenberg 

thought that Abstract Expressionist painters ―without any infusion of theory or 

knowledge‖ confronted something detached from the preoccupations and motivations of 

daily existence, something beyond Kantian ―interest.‖
285

 The ―autonomy‖ of their 

artworks stripped the Enlightenment mind of its instrumentalisation or use value. 

However, this critique of instrumentalised Enlightenment thought is soon absorbed by it. 

It participates in the same idealism that made the Enlightenment possible. The modernist 

artist becomes the Enlightenment‘s recalibrated noble savage, under the dualism that 

places both the bodily and savage outside the rational and civil. This relationship can 

also be seen in Harold Rosenberg‘s writing on Abstract Expressionism. He writes: ―the 

painter no longer approached his [sic] easel with an image; he went up to it with material 

in his hand to do something to that other piece of material in front of him. The image 

would be the result of this encounter.‖
286

 The artwork images a metaphysical process 

that the modernist art critic translates for the viewer.  

 

In this respect, Abstract Expressionism is typical of modernism‘s attachment to the 

genius of the individual artist. Specifically, Abstract Expressionism is a type of 

existentialism. The existentialist theorist, Jean-Paul Sartre, discusses the problem of 

other minds, using Edmond Husserl's Phenomenology. Sartre writes: ―at the origin of the 

problem of the existence of others, there is a fundamental presupposition: others are the 

Other, that is the self which is not myself.‖
287

 Sartre conflates the non-being of the self 

with the other person. This is ethically problematic because it brackets the subjectivity 

of the other person. This bracketing applies Husserl‘s phenomenological method.
288

 

According to Husserl, one must not assume that the other exists, one must ―bracket it,‖
 

and focus ―exclusively on the perceptual structure of consciousnesses‖ as knowledge of 

being is acquired only through the analysis of the ―phenomenon.‖
289

 As such, this 

discourse of otherness, so closely associated with modernism, very easily insulates it 

from a meaningful consideration of others and intersubjectivity. 
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Existentialism and Abstract Expressionism typically account for the other as a 

phenomenon in the structure of consciousness; the consciousness of a fixed, 

insurmountable perspective of a fully present subjective self. In existentialist literature, 

this typically manifests in a character that ambles through a wasteland of non-existence 

resulting in expression taking on a heightened meaning. This can be seen in Paul 

Bowles‘s The Sheltering Sky (1949): 

He awoke, opened his eyes. The room meant very little to him; he was too 

deeply immersed in the non-being from which he had just come. If he had not 

the energy to ascertain his position in time and space, he also lacked the desire. 

He was somewhere, he had come back through vast regions from nowhere; there 

was the certitude of an infinite sadness at the core of his consciousness, but the 

sadness was reassuring because it alone was familiar.
290

 

This protagonist can be compared to the Abstract Expressionist, who is separated from 

others and deeply immersed within his/her own mythic consciousness, a consciousness 

that brackets the existence of others in a phenomenological reduction and expresses a 

metaphysical exchange with the subconscious for the viewer to vicariously experience.  

 

Dorothea Olkowski articulates the shortcoming of this approach. She notes: 

That the subject of a narrative constructs a self that proceeds to carry out various 

actions and projects assumes that the unified self and the unified narrative are 

desirable and real. This assumption makes pathologies of fragmented 

personalities and narratives while providing no criteria by which to evaluate the 

amount of self-deception, distortion or prejudice a narratee is caught up in.
291

 

The intransigence that she describes can also clearly be seen in Abstract Expressionism. 

Richter‘s oeuvre rigorously resists this construction of a self that is defined in its 

expressivity and experiences the encounter with the other person as a phenomenological 

reduction. Richter rejects a Sartrean concept of a unified self and phenomenal other. His 

use of objectivity and chance does not depend on existentialism and the bracketing of 

the subjectivity of the other whatsoever. 

 

For Sartre, the encounter with another person is a phenomenon that discloses part of the 

subject‘s being to the subject. The viewer of Abstract Expressionism, likewise, is caught 

up in this disclosure when viewing the painting. The ethical limitation of Sartre‘s 
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account for the relationship self/other is clear in his magnum opus, Being and 

Nothingness (1953). He uses an entire chapter to give the other qualities of a self via the 

conflation of the other person and otherness that ―lies coiled in the heart of being, like a 

worm.‖
292

 Accordingly, despite his long excursus he cannot avoid characterising the 

exchange with the other as hostile. His often-cited anecdote of the eavesdropper recalls 

himself crouched at a keyhole when suddenly he hears footsteps of another person 

approaching from behind. He realizes that he is being watched, having been caught in 

the act of watching, and feels disgusted at himself. This anecdote characterises the other 

person as arousing anguish in the subject specifically by his/her accusatory gaze, which 

arouses feelings of guilt in the existential subject. Sartre writes ―I am ashamed of myself 

as I appear to the other.‖
293

 This recognizes the consciousness of the other by observing 

the existence of the gaze of the other but prima facie places the subject in an adversarial 

relationship with the other person because he/she represents those parts of self that are 

repressed from consciousness.  

 

The viewer of late modernism takes the place of Sartre in the anecdote. In the gallery, 

the viewer is subject to the same triangulation of watching as he/she peers into the 

metaphysical inner life of the artist-outsider. The form of artwork that critically reflects 

on this phenomenon is Minimalism, rather than Abstract Expressionism. Minimalism 

directs the viewer‘s focus back to the context and the relationships prompted by the 

artwork‘s installation. By substituting Sartre‘s keyhole with, for example, Richter‘s 

Minimalist mirror (Figure 105), the triangulation of viewing becomes clear. When 

observing this artwork the viewer is watching the reflection of another person in the 

gallery in the mirror, when suddenly the viewer becomes conscious of his/her own 

visibility to the other person and their indirectly, or quite possibly directly, returned 

gaze.  

 

 

Figure 105 Gerhard Richter, Mirror, Grey, CR 735-1, 1991. Colour-coated Glass, 280 x 165cm, Musée des 

Beaux-Arts, Nantes, France. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 
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Minimalism‘s critical deconstruction of the existentialism of Abstract Expressionism 

and modernism more generally relies on the critical use of phenomenal effect. 

Minimalist artworks, such as Richter‘s mirror, bracket the subjective metaphysical 

introspection of the Abstract Expressionist artist-outsider and replace it with the more 

objective infinite regress of gazes in the gallery. The aura of the artwork is dropped and 

the focus shifted away from the interiority of the artist-outsider, thus challenging 

modernism‘s discourse of otherness. The internal world of the symbolic realm of the 

image is subjected to the extrinsic world.  

 

Richter‘s Minimalist works in particular arouse diverse and non-specific responses. For 

example, 4 Panes of Glass CR 160 (1967) (Figure 106) makes every point of perspective 

an object of perspective. The movable panes invite the viewer to collapse the myth that 

something ―original‖ or ―ingenious‖ exists on or behind the picture plane. They focus 

the viewer‘s attention on the construct of subjectivity, transforming the role of 

―inspiration‖ or ―creativity‖ with abbreviated form and essential planar properties that 

evoke multiple perspectives. This overcomes the privileging of an artist-outsider 

perspective by allowing for radical viewing relationships which also connote a far more 

radical philosophy of otherness than existentialism can offer. It deconstructs the viewing 

relationships of modernist painting and brings about interlaced gazes of plural others; 

intersubjectivity. This replaces a hierarchical perspective with a notion of transparent, 

accessible and interwoven subjectivities.  

 

 

Figure 106 Gerhard Richter, 4 Panes of Glass, CR 160, 1967. Glass and Iron, 190 x 100cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Richter also recognises that Minimalism can be underpinned by reliance on what 

Michael Fried calls ―theatricality:‖ a total control of the mise-en-scène in keeping with a 

charged ideological basis.
294

 Fried believes this theatricality puts Minimalism beyond 

                                                      
294 Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 

1998), 154. 
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critique by keeping it behind a veil of the total phenomenon. This limitation of 

Minimalism makes the more irrational strategies of Neo-Dada central to Richter‘s 

practice, as they provide the quintessential way of avoiding the totalalising phenomenon 

of Minimalism and the existential metaphysics of Abstract Expressionism.  

 

Richter‘s strategies of stylistic shifts, blurring and distorting paintings, painting on 

photographs and the making of other negations and deferrals, reject modernism‘s 

preoccupation with the question of other minds and avant-gardism‘s discourse of alterity 

without being overly reliant on the mise-en-scène of Minimalism. Introducing the blur, 

discussed below, is particularly interesting as it means that an image is hypothetically 

viewable from an imaginary two steps forward or backward, putting into question the 

viewer‘s privileged perspective. Acknowledging inaccessible gazes like this refers to a 

limit of the notion of facile intersubjectivity, and overcomes the exclusivity of many 

among the Minimalist generation. Richter‘s Minimalism is juxtaposed with the painterly 

suggestion of occlusion and inaccessible, clearer views from absent other perspectives.  

 

Richter‘s use of a Neo-Dada strategy creates a post-structuralist notion of otherness in 

his work, which is, in part, explained by Emmanuel Lévinas. Lévinas points out the 

failure of ontology to faithfully acknowledge the other person beyond a manifestation of 

consciousness.
295

 He attempts to form a theory of the other in its own right: a humanist 

―philosophy of the other.‖
296

 His book Totality and Infinity (1961), published in the 

same year that Richter moved to the West, insists that the other is transcendental and 

absolute, existing without and beyond the subject, and that only this realisation could 

address the perspectivalism inherent in all prior Western European ontology. He 

believes that ontology failed to acknowledge the ―absolute alterity‖ of the other, and that 

this exempts an ethical relationship with another person prima facie.  

 

According to Lévinas the other cannot be entirely known and understood by the subject 

and is inaccessible to epistemology. He argues for the importance of the question over 

how to have an ethical exchange with the other rather than the question of explaining the 

phenomenon of others. Maurice Blanchot worked with Lévinas and describes this 

approach in The Unknowable Community (1983): 

An ethics is possible only when – with ontology (which always reduces the 

Other to the Same) taking the backseat – an anterior relation can affirm itself, a 
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1995), 637. 
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relation such that the self is not content with recognizing the Other, with 

recognizing itself in it, but feels that the Other always puts it into question to the 

point of it being able to respond to it only through a responsibility that cannot 

limit itself and that exceeds itself without exhausting itself.
297

 

Accordingly, Lévinas locates the subject in relation to the other. Because the other is 

transcendental, it opens the possibility for ethics by placing the being of the subject into 

question. The other can arouse the shameful response in the subject, about which Sartre 

wrote, but the other can also prompt a response of infinite responsibility, a response that 

Lévinas believes turns the human animal into a human being.
298

 Lévinas substitutes the 

other for God in order to express this point, and to shift the tone of the phenomenology 

of otherness, breaking it free from ethical relativism to make it more concerned with 

ethical absolutism. For Lévinas, the other, even in the simple form of the first encounter 

of the infant with the nursing mother, gives the human being self-consciousness and not 

vice versa, and thus comes even before language, the removal of which creates the hole 

or vanishing point that brings about the symbolic order.  

 

Jolanta Nowak relates the art of Gerhard Richter to the thoughts of Lévinas in her 

doctoral thesis Critical Ethics : Contemporary Art and Art Criticism in the Light of 

Lévinas' Ethics.
299

 In general, Lévinas, like Plato, believed that representation cannot 

responsibly stand in for the other. Nowak argues that Richter attempts to make 

representation that can responsibly stand in for the other, particularly in his sensitive 

depictions of his wife breastfeeding their child. I extend her discussion below to 

Richter‘s decisions not to paint; particularly not to paint the image of Holocaust victims, 

but also his decisions to entirely destroy his painting of Hitler and to iconoclastically 

distort images. I also extend the discussion to take into account Richter‘s staging of 

modernism as a flattened grammar, pierced by phenomenal ruptures in terms of 

Derrida‘s post-structuralism, which entails the radical positing of otherness as a crisis of 

ethics emerging in the structure of language.  

 

                                                      
297 Maurice Blanchot, The Unknowable Community, trans. Pierre Joris (New York: 1988). 
298 Lévinas was influenced by reading the Jewish Talmud. See Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes (Berkeley and 

Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), 551.Jeff Malpas explains how Lévinas makes this leap 

from other minds to the otherness of God in Jeff Malpas, Place and Experience: A Philosophical 

Topography (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 80. Lévinas believed the ―face-to-face 

encounter‖ with the other was an encounter with the ―infinite,‖ an encounter with the categorically absolute 

other. The absolute character of it means that it cannot be entailed by an ontological system.  
299 Jolanta Marie Nowak, "Critical Ethics : Contemporary Art and Art Criticism in the Light of Lévinas' 

Ethics" (Ph.D. diss, University of Melbourne, 2006). 
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Figure 107 Gerhard Richter, Hitler, CR 3, 1963. Oil on Canvas, 110 x 130cm, Destroyed. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Lévinas does not entirely dismiss art. He emphasises responsibility in art, writing: 

If art is to go beyond itself it is to engage with reality, and if that means that it 

must expose itself to critical exegesis, this does not mean that it must give way 

to the promotion of a cause or the defence of a social or political thesis. If it 

means that the artist must interpret his myths to himself, it also means that the 

artist must be in a position to explain them to others… one person‘s signifying 

of him or herself to another… this assignation in unique responsibility for 

another is something that can be told by the nakedness of an arm in a sculpture 

by Rodin. 

This quote emphasises art in the capacity of a reflexive relationship with the viewer. The 

particular example casts the arm of a figure by Rodin, and particularly its nakedness, as 

assignation in unique responsibility. I argue that this responsibility is lost in strategies 

central to modernism and avant-gardism more concerned with the reflexivity of the 

subconscious.  

 

The assignation in unique responsibility by Rodin‘s sculpture comes from its slippage 

between Romanticism, Symbolism and Expressionism. His artwork is a constant 

negotiation of these movements. It casts the figure as excess, as psyche and as rooted in 

the expression of the artist. It demonstrates the insufficiency of these styles singularly by 

attempting to discharge responsibility to that which is extrinsic to art through a fusion of 

them. I argue that Richter similarly strives for responsibility to that which is beyond the 

formal, stylistic constructs of the visual and the image. His oeuvre attempts to relate 

visibility to otherness by testing methodological processes: chance acts, destruction, 

occluding and dampening of the subject and so on. 

 

Rosalind Krauss argues that Rodin was the last to make monumental sculpture and in 

whose sculpture of Balzac the true project of modernist sculpture can be seen to 
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commence. She suggests that sculpture increasingly takes on a program of negation after 

Rodin. In the program that Krauss describes, responsibility for signifying fundamentally 

shifts as, instead, the exploration of negation prompts cascading styles which eventually 

culminate in the ultimate negation of Minimalism. Richter uses Neo-Dada strategies, 

such as blurring, to deconstruct the logic of dialectical negation and re-introduce a 

notion of responsibility for the other. Instead of the artist‘s subjectivity bracketing the 

other in order to focus on the phenomenon, the chance processes of Neo-Dada bracket 

the artist‘s subjectivity and freeze the dialectic, allowing immanent alterity to organise 

Richter‘s oeuvre. 

 

Richter‘s post-structuralism demonstrates that meaning is created through the inter-

relationships of images rather than being created through the image‘s relation to its 

signified–or indeed through a signified‘s relationship to another signified. However, his 

oeuvre also indicates that there is at least one image which cannot ethically be made, 

which cannot be even indirectly engaged, a signification which neither takes place nor is 

negated but whose medusan power requires total omission from the symbolic realm. 

This ambivalence, the notion that there is both infinite possibility, which turns out to be 

staged, and ever present impossibility, a vanishing point, the lack for which the visual 

language of the image stands in like a screen, harks back to a more fundamental problem 

that is reflected in Richter‘s oeuvre: the quandary opened by a pluralism of diverse new 

possibilities in culture and a question of ethical representation in this brave new world. 

 

Jacques Derrida argues that the other emerges in a crisis of ethics that occurs within the 

language system itself. Claude Lévi-Strauss argued, following Lacan who proposed that 

the ―unconscious is structured like a language,‖ that society was ―structured like a 

language,‖ and speaks through social organization. In his theory, otherness was the 

necessary opposition for the identification of subjects. Derrida‘s emphasis on 

undecidability (the impossibility of deciding between orders of meaning) and différance 

complicates this view of otherness.
300

 He suggests that the absolute nature of the alterity 

of the other, the alterity immanent in the available logical structures, is not a structure 

available to structuralist linguistics except in a phenomenological capacity.  

 

Richter is forced to use the phenomenal effects of rupture because representation 

counters meaningful consideration of immanent alterity. Derrida argues that there is no 

―transcendental signified‖ and thus the alterity of the other is only apparent in the 
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breaching of language and destabilisation of hierarchical structuring.
301

 Richter‘s oeuvre 

searches for this différance; the slippages and fissures evoked by moving between visual 

codes, the breaches of the linguistic chain; the destructive negation left in a state of 

becoming-aberrant alongside its formative moment. These ruptures phenomenologically 

destabilise seamless imbrications between codes and signifiers, repositioning 

modernism‘s discourse of otherness as a mirror of its own identity. 

  

                                                      
301 Ibid., 188. 
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The Un-paintable Image 

Richter encounters the quandary of ethical signification of otherness when painting 

historical subjects relating to National Socialism and the Holocaust. His seemingly 

effortless movement between diverse styles and motifs collapses when attempting to 

paint Holocaust victims, Hitler and Nazi soldiers. The responsible ethical representation 

of these subjects resists their unproblematic depiction for circulation in an economy of 

signs. Such subjects pose Adorno‘s notion that lyrical poetry is impossible after 

Auschwitz.
302

 

 

Richter wanted to paint photographs of concentration camp victims beside pornographic 

images but felt that it could not ethically be done. For my purposes, the project yielded 

an un-paintable image. The original photographic sketches remain in Atlas (Atlas Sheet 

16-20, 1967).
303

 In order to understand Richter‘s intent it is necessary to momentarily 

turn to Žižek‘s discussion of Hannah Arendt‘s text Eichmann in Jerusalem. A Report on 

the Banality of Evil (1963).
304

 Arendt wrote the text after covering the Adolf Eichmann 

war crimes trial in Jerusalem for The New Yorker. The trial revealed how easily 

catastrophic consequences can ensue from the mere following of orders. Žižek agrees 

with Arendt‘s rejection of the idea of a sublime evil. He concurs that the notion of the 

Nazi as a kind of evil genius is misguided. Richter‘s work also suggests this, as he 

intersperses banal imagery with images that deal with Nazism. Žižek argues that the evil 

was generally committed by the average bureaucrat who was following orders, but he 

goes much further, disagreeing with Arendt on the point that these Nazi‘s were merely 

following orders. Instead, he points to their enjoyment of following horrific orders as a 

kind of sexual perversion. He proposes that this pleasure ―arises from tension between 

the performative instrumental activity and the secret obscene way it is enjoyed.‖
305

 

Richter‘s project would have underscored this conceptualisation of the horrors of 

Nazism, in that it was underpinned by the same drives that are invested in pornography. 

 

The fact that he did not paint these images from death camps but that the plans remain in 

Atlas (Atlas Sheet 16-20, 1967) beside pornographic images (Atlas Sheet 21-23, 1967) 

(Figure 108) strikes a position between the perverse-banal evil suggested by Žižek and 

the un-representable image along the lines of Adorno‘s imperative. It suggests that the 

                                                      
302 Theodor W. Adorno and Rolf Tiedemann, Kulturkritik Und Gesellschaft (Frankfurt, Main: Suhrkamp, 
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structure of civilisation creates the fetishised dehumanisation of the other—which ought 

to lie in fact at the unpaintable vanishing point of symbolic representation.  

 

 

Figure 108 Gerhard Richter, Photographs from Books, Atlas sheet 16, 1967. 66.7 x 57.1cm. Photo: 

www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Holocaust photography has a different status to Holocaust painting. Holocaust 

photography is the subject of a large discourse with many facets. Most eminently, the 

photograph‘s role of historical documentation distinguishes it from the painted image. 

On this point, the work of different documentary photographers has been seen as more 

or less sensitive to the suffering of victims. The photographic images in Richter‘s Atlas 

span both ends of this spectrum. Some images are more sensitive, showing only two or 

three starved and tortured figures, their faces staring at the viewer. Others seem more 

anaesthetic, images of masses of dead bodies, more distant from the viewer and with 

whom a direct relationship with the viewer is less emphasised but these are perhaps 

better able to indicate the colossal scale of the genocide. Painting this subject would 

have required Richter to take a position on this spectrum; perhaps a decision that was 

unbearable. 

 

The painting of images of the anonymous victims of the Holocaust generates a different 

discourse, yet one more perplexed by a question of responsibility. Richter‘s artwork 

suggests that responsible representation of the already dehumanised other is, after all, 

impossible. His withdrawal from painting the images effectively says that the other 

human being is transcendental and absolute along the lines of the theory of Lévinas.
306

 

However, like a carefully framed silence, this position comes only after working through 

the sketches, wherein he applied ink to the source photographs to explore ways of 

                                                      
306 Lévinas writes ―A calling into question of the Same which cannot occur within the egoistic spontaneity 

of the Same – is brought about by the Other. We name this calling into question of my spontaneity by the 

presence of the Other ethics. The strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I…, to my thoughts and 
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Metaphysics, transcendence, the welcoming of the Other by Same, of the Other by Me, is concretely 

produced… as the calling into question of the Same by the Other, that is, as the ethics that accomplishes… 

the critical essence of knowledge.‖ in Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity (Pittsburgh: Duquesne 

University Press, 1969), 33. 
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engaging with this subject. Here, an unpaintable space between the codes and signifiers 

of representation is an otherness immanent within language—manifest as a crisis of 

ethics within language. Leaving the photographic images in Atlas, the shadow catalogue 

of his oeuvre, makes the absence of the painting the ghostly hole to which all other 

ruptures in the oeuvre point. 

 

Richter completed a painting of his Aunt Marianne as a young girl, (who was murdered 

under the Nazi party decree to euthanize the infirm) in Aunt Marianne (1965) (Figure 

17). Richter‘s intellectually disabled aunt was not an anonymous statistic, and thus does 

not pose the same problem of ethical representation that Richter experienced with 

painting other unknown victims. She was part of his family and what Lévinas would call 

a same. By painting her beside himself as an infant, together on a blanket, this closeness 

is emphasised. 

 

Painting encounters difficult subjects when connotative qualities of the image are easily 

confused with denotative qualities. Markus Lüpertz used motifs such as Wehrmacht 

helmets and officers‘ caps in his artwork from 1970 to 1974. Siegfried Gohr noted that 

Lüpertz ―entered the path towards a redefinition of his painting, by facing up to the 

greatest emotional barrier, the taboo of silence imposed on the Nazi period, and breaking 

through it with his German motifs.‖
307

 However, the artwork caused a furore because the 

use of such symbols was seen as too similar to their use by the Nazis.  

 

 

Figure 109 Markus Lüpertz, Helmet-dithyrambic IV, 1970. Distemper on Canvas, 236.3 x 190.8cm, National 

Gallery of Australia. Photo: www.nga.gov.au. 

 

The painting Hitler CR 3 (1963) (Figure 107), which Richter destroyed shortly after 

having made, undoubtedly caused a similar tension. It is a clear, flat, stencilled image of 

Adolf Hitler in a Pop Art style. The figure is shouting over the left shoulder of the 

viewer in an imposing pose. Jürgen Harten has pointed out that the image references the 
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Berlin group who were working expressionistically in the mid-1960s (Figure 110). Its 

leader, Ulrich Baehr, started the first artist run space in Germany, Galerie Großgörschen 

35 and the Critical Realism movement Berlin Kritischen Realisten.
308

 His paintings 

rejected the neutrality of history painting and sought to be critical and political rather 

than objective. However, Richter‘s treatment of Hitler represents him as also what 

Lévinas would call, a ―same.‖ He is not completely demonised or alienated in the 

painting, which problematises reading him as the profoundly evil mass murderer of the 

twentieth century. While his image is dampened by being flattened out and made banal 

and placed on a deadpan gestural grey background, the usual sense of inconsequence 

associated with Pop, as in Warhol‘s colourful Mao paintings, is absent. In Richter‘s 

early oeuvre the image has a place alongside images of toilet paper, antler horns and a 

portrait of Lassie. However, the iconographic power of Hitler casts a shadow over all the 

other banal subjects, remaining even after the destruction of the painting. It is too strong 

for the dampening effects of Pop representation. It is the shadow of the banal paintings 

and imbues them with a gravitas they would not otherwise have. While the disjunctive 

string of images foregrounds the ―banality of evil‖ about which Hannah Arendt wrote in 

that same year, and the dampening has been attempted, the image was too 

inextinguishable, too powerful to be allowed to remain in existence. It is paintable, all 

too paintable.
309

 It represented Hitler too clearly as a ―same,‖ which this time called for 

the radical erasure of the image and upholding of a taboo punctuating Richter‘s 

movement through codes and signifiers, made and unmade; although this time unmade 

completely.  

 

  

Figure 110 Ulrich Baehr, Sportpalast, 1966. Distemper on Canvas, 128 x 108cm, Galerie Poll. Photo: 

www.poll-berlin.de. 

 

All in all, this argument demonstrates the critical necessity of taking a broad view of 

Richter‘s oeuvre. It is an oeuvre with a courageous and sustained objective. An 

expansive view of the oeuvre can of course not take the entirety of it into account but it 
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can give an indication as to the objectives, achievements and shortcomings of the 

oeuvre. 

 

In general, Richter dampens or others representation of subjects by using the 

concealment and partial erasure of the blur. This also has the effect of making the 

otherness of the (not) depicted subject felt. The portrait of Richter‘s uncle in Wermacht 

uniform, Uncle Rudi (1965) (Figure 97), is one such example. Benjamin Buchloh 

suggests it images a confrontation with a previously a ―unrepresentable subject of 

history‖ for the immediately post-war generation.
310

 It represents a personal photograph 

dampened by a destructive act of ―blurring‖ that has been made by dragging a brush 

through wet paint.  

 

Richter uses the ―blur‖ to both obfuscate and to indicate something that cannot be 

represented. A painting cannot be blurred in the same way as a photograph and the term 

should be understood here to mean an effect created by dragging a brush through the still 

wet surface of the painted image. Accordingly, the cognitive apparatus that defaults to 

the idea of ―blurring‖ when attempting to describe these paintings, reveals that the 

consciousness of the viewer is irrevocably shaped by the advent of photographic 

accidents.
311

 However, blurring more generally is a very old technique used to 

desacralise painting. For example, after Australian Aboriginal initiates of many different 

tribal groups have finished their initiation ceremony the paintings on their bodies are 

blurred to dampen their mythic power. This means the paintings are no longer dangerous 

(sacred) and can be viewed safely by ordinary people. That is, the sacred codes have 

been made banal or ―outside.‖
312

 Richter‘s subjects are powerful too, particularly in the 

case of the iconographic power of Hitler. Also, they are occasionally taboo, as in the 

case of Uncle Rudi. When painting on canvas, early Papunya Tula painters dampened 

paintings with dotting. While this was an ideal means of concealing dangerous and often 

secret designs, it both camouflages and simultaneously registers a presence, which can 

never be known only felt. Richter‘s work evokes a presence of the unseen and unknown 

in the same way, without recourse to expression but with this ghostly quality.
313

  

 

Richter‘s phenomenal ―destructive acts‖ interrupt the artwork and allow for the 

possibility of something other than intention, volition or ego to comprise the painting. 
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The ―destructive moment‖ occludes the viewer‘s gaze and renders the image less 

threatening. The subject is made observable, having been blurred, de-sacralised, othered, 

and made banal. However, the result is a blur that also has an autonomous status like the 

ghost or presence of the actual other that interrupts the here and now and casts a shadow 

even after its erasure. 

 

In Uncle Rudi the blur dampens the iconographic power of the image.
314

 It dampens 

Rudi‘s uniform with a grey mist, visually distancing him but making his actual presence 

more felt. Richter also gives the figure a subjectivity that is hard to dismiss outright as 

he depicts Rudi‘s awkward smile addressing the viewer, betraying his boyish pride, 

servility and naivety. This casts Rudi‘s generation of soldiers as also victims, as fathers 

and uncles, who were killed or became pariahs on their homecoming. However, the 

frontal, monochrome composition also alienates the figure. The viewer is compelled to 

feel both traumas, that of his status as both a victim and a criminal.  

 

In these paintings Richter asserts otherness through slippages in visual codes and 

problematising of the image with a sensed absent presence. Richter also completed 

several paintings of World War Two fighter jets from Allied, German and Russian air 

forces in the mid 1960s in which he also used the blur. He depicts the jets with muted 

colours that undermine the ostensible thrill of the speeding aircraft blurring them to 

make them also banal. The vertiginous blur of Phantom Interceptors CR 50 (1964) 

(Figure 111), however, creates a unique sense of confusion. When the markings on the 

planes are blurred, identity is thrown into question. The blur confuses enemy and ally. 

As such, it foregrounds an in-between space, emphasizing the need for an ethical 

relation prior to an ontological reflection. This resonates with Lévinas‘s philosophical 

imperative that an ethical relation must precede ontology. The other remains un-

identified and the decision of ethical relation comes first. 
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Figure 111 Gerhard Richter, Phantom Interceptors, CR 50, 1964. Oil on Canvas, 140 x 190cm, Froehlich 

Collection, Stuttgart. Photo: www.gerhard-richter.com. 

 

Richter breaks up these images of subjects relating to National Socialism with sharply 

dissimilar images, which seem at first completely dissimilar. However, Dietmar Rübel 

has studied the placing of idyllic scenes beside grave historical images. He finds that it 

registers trauma in a phenomenon that also marks the writing of author W.G. Sebald. 

Sebald writes:
315

  

... my childhood and adolescence were spent in an area north of the Alps which 

was untouched by any direct effects of the so called ―fighting actions.‖… I 

cannot remember any real events from this period of destruction. 

Notwithstanding this I have the feeling even today when I see war 

documentaries or photographs as if my origins are this war and as if the horrors 

that I have not experienced follow me like a shadow that I can never shake off.  

In an historic study of the small village of ―Sonthofen‖ (1963) it says ―the war 

has robbed us of so much but the beauty of our home country remains forever 

flourishing and untouched.‖ Reading this sentence my visions of country lanes, 

river shores and meadows are blurred by pictures of destruction and 

paradoxically it is the later images that create a feeling of home and belonging 

in me. Maybe (it is) because they represent the more powerful superior reality of 

my infancy.
316

 

Rübel suggests the same tension between the possibility and limitation of representation, 

the limits to memory and suffering that exists in the oeuvre of Gerhard Richter. He 

refers to a theory of Siegfried Kracauer to explain the phenomenon. Rübel argues that 

the ―redemption of physical reality‖ occurs in the image-making of the artist. The 

question is how to deal with experience ―which breaks through the limits of tolerable 

stress.‖
317

 Sebald‘s answer in The Emigrants (1996), which Rübel relates, means that ―to 

remember does not mean reflection on history but to be able to conjure up a picture.‖
318

 

In Richter‘s oeuvre, the differentiation of images, the erratic change between codes of 

imagery, and the sharp fissures between types of images are part of the dampening 

diffusion and othering of the iconographic potency of the traumatic image arising from 

the need to make and then (un)make an image that cannot be made. 
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Forming a Conclusion 

Richter‘s oeuvre deconstructs the foundational modernist notion of the artist-outsider. It 

displaces Enlightenment preference for visibility supported by a hierarchical dichotomy 

privileging the visible, present, and civilised by invoking the present unrepresentable as 

the inaccessible prior. While his Minimalism makes a sharp break from the ego of the 

artist that brackets the other, and creates a possibility for the infinite regress of gazes that 

take a notion of otherness to an infinite relativity in which we are all others to one 

another, it is primarily the Neo-Dada strategies and their return to pre-modern devices 

that enable Richter to problematise clarity, knowing, resolution and subjectivity. The 

notion of an unproblematic movement between codes remains ever haunted by an 

unpaintable image in his oeuvre. As well as absences, silences and aftermaths exist, 

playing the active role of displacing the volition usually reserved for the full presence of 

the subject. Ultimately, I argued that Richter‘s oeuvre has one singular vanishing point, 

the unpaintable image, around which his entire oeuvre exists. 

 

This dissertation has argued that Gerhard Richter‘s oeuvre entails a post-structuralist 

deconstruction of modernism‘s discourse of otherness and the ways in which avant-

garde art conceptualises critique in alterity. The chapters have interwoven varied visual 

analyses and accounts of Richter‘s artwork with the artwork of others and accounts by 

others. One contribution of this dissertation to extant work is the promotion of an 

expansive view of an artist‘s oeuvre and deeper thinking of what is characterised by the 

ambiguity and ambivalence in Richter‘s oeuvre. The dynamics of his oeuvre have been 

demonstrated in detail as enacting sophisticated manoeuvres which can be understood 

through a careful application of various tenets of post-structuralist theory. 

 

I have argued that Richter‘s cultural origins enabled him to radically destabilise 

modernism‘s discourse of otherness and replace avant-gardism‘s binary notions of 

alterity with a notion of immanent alterity. Socialist Realism was conceived in 

transparent opposition to the past and the West which enabled Richter to deconstruct its 

avant-gardism and also the multiple avant-gardes in the West. Experiencing Informel, 

Neo-Dada, Pop Art and Minimalism exerted enormous influence on Richter and he 

responded with an ethical desire to picture and ultimately freeze the synthesis of 

immanent alterity into avant-gardist logic.  

 

Richter‘s practice resonates with the writings of Emmanuel Lévinas, Jacques Derrida, 

Hannah Arendt and Theodor Adorno. Richter‘s critique is essentially posed in the 
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aesthetic mode, challenging the priority of the artist and his/her speaking voice and 

dampening the iconographic power of the image. Ultimately, Richter makes the 

artwork‘s autonomy dependent on the preservation of the autonomy of immanent 

otherness. This is a sensibility across the entire oeuvre, concerned to mobilise otherness 

as a dynamic immanent and autonomous force in the manner of Lévinas‘ 

conceptualisation of otherness. 

 

I find Richter‘s post-structuralist sensibility to be heavily engaged with the conceptual 

strategies identified by Hal Foster and Rosalind Krauss. The character of Richter‘s 

succession of images has the tight internal logic of a language system, yet also has the 

inversions, fusions, slippages, and shadows of a language game. Most importantly, it has 

ruptures that, I argue, align with one key caesura. By establishing an unpaintable image, 

a silence in the oeuvre, a painting prepared but never executed in an image of 

anonymous Holocaust victims, Richter‘s work alludes to that which lies behind the 

symbolic realm. Taken as an oeuvre, the occlusions, blurs, and methodologies of 

deferral have a heightened significance in regard to this caesura.  

 

In order to open an ethical space for the other in the very langue of representation, 

Richter‘s aesthetic techniques of troubling identity with the presence of the other 

deconstruct the binary structures of Western ontology that fix the presence of identity. 

Constant deferral of full presence preserves immanent otherness in the rupture of the 

grammar of images; it is separate from the artist‘s and viewer‘s egos and antagonistic to 

a notion of infinite relativity.  

 

When a succession of images is interrupted, ruptured, or an individual image is 

punctured, smeared, partly destroyed, or even entirely destroyed or stillborn, an alterity 

that is neither fixed nor located comes to inhabit the oeuvre like a ghost, which 

challenges the notion of visibility, presence and the priority of the artist‘s action. 

Gerhard Richter‘s oeuvre is an echo chamber for an immanent otherness, a shadow that 

never can be fully visible.  
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