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Gerhard Richter (*1932, lives and works in Cologne) is one of the most important artists of our times. 
In the sixty years of his artistic career, he has produced an oeuvre remarkable for the variety of its 
themes and styles. The show at the Fondation Beyeler will be the largest ever devoted to him in 
Switzerland. For the first time, his series, cycles and rooms will be placed centre stage, highlighting a 
previously little considered aspect of his work.   
  
Since the 1960s Richter has repeatedly created series in addition to individual works. That is true of 
his earliest photorealistic paintings as well as of his abstract pictures, his works with mirrors and glass 
and the very recent cycles with digital prints he did in 2013. At the same time, he has from the outset 
also been interested in the way his art is presented and its relationship to architecture, sometimes 
creating works for specific locations. Over the years, he has created numerous series and rooms that 
reflect in different ways on the changing relationship between an individual work or group of works and 
the exhibition space.  
 
The series in Richter’s oeuvre have very different inspirations and raise very different questions. Some 
groups of works have common subject matter–from the Acht Lernschwestern (Eight Student Nurses) 
(1966) to 18. Oktober 1977 (1988), whereas in others–from the Verkündigung nach Tizian 
(Annunciation after Titian) 1973) to S. mit Kind (S. with Child) (1995)–he approaches a motif in the 
course of several different versions, so that the relationship between the theme and its variation 
becomes paramount. His ensembles of abstract paintings, on the other hand, create an extended 
pictorial space in which the individual painting and the overall impression constantly interact–as with 
Wald (Wood) (2005) and Cage (2006). The exhibition will, for the first time, permit a concentrated 
experience of this and other aspects of Richter’s work with series and rooms.  

 
* 
 

The origins of Richter’s preoccupation with the relationship between painting and space date back as 
far as the 1950s, when he studied mural painting at the Kunstakademie in Dresden. Sketches he did 
at that time already show that the architectural context was something to which he paid special 
attention. His intense interest in the rooms and forms for presenting art became particularly obvious as 
from the 1960s in his numerous sketches for Atlas. Those sketches include Utopian and real exhibition 
which develop the relationship between pictures and architecture in a diverse, fundamental way, with 
the boundaries between art and space in some cases becoming blurred. Richter has underlined his 
deep interest in the exhibition space in an interview: “It is a dream of mine–that the pictures become 
their surroundings that they turn into architecture.”  
 
Parallel to this interest in architecture, the creation of works consisting of separate paintings also 
played a role even in Richter’s early career. As one of the earliest examples, the exhibition includes 
the Acht Lernschwestern (Eight Student Nurses) (1966), with its portraits of eight young female 
murder victims based on photographs published in the press.  
 
In the 1970s, groups of works with common subject matter were supplemented by another kind of 
cycle, which explored the relationship between theme and variation. In his paintings of the   
Verkündigung nach Tizian (1973), Richter approached the original work, which was done in 1535, 
through different versions done one after the other that increasingly move towards abstraction. Richter 
has said the following about this cycle: “It started with my trying to copy the painting. The failure of my 
attempt showed me the difficulties we face because our whole culture has been lost and because we 
need to come to terms with that and make something of it.” The paintings are in different collections 
today, so their presentation as a group in the exhibition will be an exception.  
 



Another important group of works from the 1970s are the Grau (Grey) (1975), which Richter installed 
as an ensemble in the Museum Abteiberg in Mönchengladbach. He has said the following about those 
paintings’ creation: “It began with small pictures that I simply overpainted with grey and with pictures 
from photographs that I blurred for so long that absolutely nothing was visible.  And then I realised that 
they had qualitative differences and I found it very exciting to consider why one was good and another 
less good or less bad and so on.” The result was a series that, even with the negation created by the 
grey paint, reveals artistic qualities in variation. 
 
The painting process adopted by Richter for his cycles of abstract paintings, of which Bach (1992), 
Wald (2005) and Cage (2006) are just some of those that will be shown, is different from that for single 
works.  Richter has said in this connection: “With the abstract works, everything is created at once. It 
is not a case of one being completed and then the next being started, but of all the works being set up 
at once. At first, they all have the same status and then they start learning from one another. Like that 
I can compare them.” The interaction between the individual canvases creates a new, extended 
pictorial space.  
 
Titles also play an important role with these abstract cycles. Cage (2006) is named after the music of 
John Cage, to which Richter listened while he was working on the paintings. The cycle entitled Wald 
(2005) is based on photographs of walks through forests. The paintings are not figurative, but 
thematise in an abstract way the feeling that one could get lost in the forest: “What is portrayed is 
really the feeling one has in the forest that it is beyond our grasp.” The imaginary space of the abstract 
paintings replaces tangible, material space.   
 
The cycle 18. Oktober 1977 (1988) will occupy a special position in the exhibition, as it does in 
Richter’s oeuvre. It is based on the artist’s long-standing preoccupation with German history and, 
more particularly, with the Red Army Faction. The cycle consists of 15 paintings based on press 
photographs of which several– like the three pictures entitled Tote (Dead) – try to draw closer to their 
subject through variations. The pictures offer no answers to questions about political ideology, but 
place uncertainty, doubt and even insistent, concentrated preoccupation in the foreground. The room 
becomes a place of history, where the act of viewing can provide an occasion for further reflection on 
the capacity that painting has to represent history.   
 
In the Verkündigung nach Tizian, Richter explored an earlier art historical model. In the series S. mit 
Kind (1995), which is based on family photographs, the relationship between tradition and the present 
is developed differently, taking place at the level of motifs. Richter has said about this: “Actually, one 
can no longer paint a mother with child. It is totally reactionary. They are Madonna pictures. You 
sense something of this predicament when you scratch the picture again during painting, cover it over 
again with the scraper and then let it emerge again. This series was really just an attempt to paint a 
mother and child despite everything. They are actually all destroyed pictures or unbearably sweet.” 
The room will show Richter’s attempts to stick to the motif in the face of all doubts.  
 
Such paintings belong firmly together as a group. In that respect, they differ from the series that 
explore certain motifs but that are nonetheless intended to be seen as single works, such as the still 
lifes, for example: “One of the reasons why most of the series are so different is because they are 
different attempts. They do, it is true, have a theme but they were never intended to be hung together. 
That is the case with the Kerzen (Candles) paintings, for example. But there are also paintings that are 
interrelated and that, because they treat a theme with different variations, should be displayed 
together. Those are suited for a room.” It is on such groups of works that the exhibition will focus.  
 
With the Spiegeln (Mirrors), with which Richter increasingly worked from the 1990s onwards, the 
relationship to the room took on a new quality. Whereas viewers had previously seen paintings, the 
reflections in the glass panes now directed their gaze towards the exhibition room and their own 
bodies. Even the room’s architecture becomes part of the pictures. The reflecting objects, the room 
and the constantly changing images in the mirrors are superimposed layers. The viewer’s experience 
becomes a conscious part of the work. Richter’s work Vier graue Spiegel (Four Grey Mirrors) (2013) 
will be shown in a room at the exhibition.  
 
The object-like character of these monochrome mirrors is further intensified in Richter’s works with 
panes of glass. With the series with 12 panes and the house of cards with 7 panes, both from 2013, 
multiple shifts in the viewer’s perception take place. These have to do with the act of looking through 
the panes, the pictorial space created by their reflections and their tangible presence as objects. 
„Glass is something very fascinating: as a transparent pane it separates and protects us from reality, 



which it shows us as a picture. And as a mirror, it shows us a picture that does not in fact exist where 
we see it. Only when we exhibit the pane as an object is it something that should be seen. I have 
always found that very stimulating”. 
 
The most recent works in the exhibition include the series of Strip pictures (2013). They are based on 
photographs of an abstract painting from 1990, details of which were enlarged by computer and then 
reflected several times. Questions about the artistic potential of serial works and repetition acquire a 
new facet here.  
 
Overall, the exhibition therefore demonstrates a large number of different aspects of the importance of 
series, cycles and rooms in Richter’s oeuvre. It extends from thematic rooms to rooms that make the 
artistic process visible, from extended pictorial spaces to direct correlation between the artwork’s 
space and the exhibition space in the glass and mirror rooms. Visitors to the exhibition will move not 
only from work to work but also from room to room, in which they will on each occasion find 
themselves amidst an ensemble. New relationships between Richter’s works and the context of (the) 
place will develop in each of these rooms.    
 
Contrapuntal single works by Richter will be exhibited at intervals between the series. They will include 
paintings that have attained iconic status, such as Betty (1988) and Lesende (Reader) (1994). They 
will interrupt the sequence of the rooms, inviting visitors to think further about the relationship between 
single pictures and groups of works in Richter’s oeuvre.  
 
Hans Ulrich Obrist, January 2014 
 

* 
 
Gerhard Richter was born in Dresden in 1932. He first studied art at the Kunstakademie Dresden. In 
1961 he fled to the Federal Republic of Germany and continued his studies at the Kunstakademie in 
Düsseldorf, where he held a chair from 1971–1994. In 1972 his work was exhibited in the German 
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale as well as at Documenta in Kassel, where he was also represented in 
1977, 1982, 1992 and 1997. The Museum of Modern Art in New York devoted an extensive 
retrospective to him in 2002. In 2011/12 the retrospective Panorama was shown at the Tate Modern in 
London, the Neue Nationalgalerie i Berlin and the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. 
 
“Art as part of our crazy ability to hope makes it possible for us to endure our permanent madness and 
our boundless brutality.” 
Gerhard Richter 
 
The exhibition is being conceived in close cooperation with the artist and the Gerhard Richter archive.  
The guest curator of the exhibition is Hans Ulrich Obrist, the co-Director of the Serpentine Gallery in 
London. Obrist is a long-standing friend of Gerhard Richter, an expert connoisseur of his work, and 
has realised projects with him for over twenty years. He is also the author of numerous publications 
about Gerhard Richter. This is the first major exhibition that Obrist, who is Swiss, is curating in his 
home country. The exhibition is being developed with the support of Sam Keller, Director of the 
Fondation Beyeler, and Michiko Kono, Associate Curator with the Fondation Beyeler. 
 
An illustrated Fondation Beyeler catalogue, in German and English, will accompany the exhibition. It 
includes essays by Georges Didi-Huberman, Dietmar Elger, Michiko Kono and Dieter Schwarz as well 
as an interview with Gerhard Richter conducted by Hans Ulrich Obrist. Special thanks go to Dieter 
Schwarz for his contribution to the concept and to Dietmar Elger for the support given to the 
preparations for the exhibition.  
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