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"Birkenau" at the Jewish Museum Jewish Museum

Gerhard Richter has produced worksBranging from photorealism to abstract-impressionism
since he leftBEast Germany in 1961, shortly before the construction of the BerlinBwall. Now,
at 84-years old, Richter is widely regarded to be theBworld’s greatest living artist.

His engagement with the titanic eventsBof the 20th century is at the heart of his current
exhibition at theBRJewish Museum and Tolerance Center, the first major solo exhibitionBof
the artist’s career in Russia.

The centerpiece of the show,B“Abstraction and Appearance,” is an abstract series dedicated
toRthe Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp. Curated by Paul Moorhouse,Bsenior
curator at the National Portrait Gallery in London, theBexhibition explores if and how art can
represent a monumental humanBtragedy of such magnitude.
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A Response to thelHolocaust

The exhibition surveys Richter’sBmajor works from 1973 to 2016, particularly focussing on
the artist’sBuse of abstraction. But as Moorhouse was keen to point out, this isBjust a facet of
his oeuvre.

‘“He’s famously an artist who worksHin a range of different styles, some of which appear
contradictory —Hthey seem almost opposed. As a painter, he is famous for working in aBway
that both figurative and at the same time abstract. These twoRthings which have been
opposed for so much of the 20th century areBunited in Richter’s work.”

This union of opposing styles is mostHtangible in “Birkenau” (2014), a series of four large-
formatBabstract paintings based on photographs taken by a JewishBSonderkommando at the
Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp in AugustB194/4. The atrocities depicted in the
photographs are not visible inBthe paintings, and instead layered over with daubs of paint.

These are accompanied by the originalBphotographs and 93 photographic details of Richter's
abstract works,Bwith the aim of exploring the role of replication in our experienceBof reality
and appearance.

For Moorhouse the question posed inB“Birkenau” is about how we react to reality with art:
“how doBwe represent an event which was entirely real, but none of us hereBexperienced it?
We have to find way to describe it.”

Found Photographsiiand Photorealism

In 1962 Gerhard began making paintingsBthat were based on photographs. Using images
taken from magazines andBfamily albums, he would turn them into incredible
photorealisticBpainted portraits, landscapes, and still lifes. In some works he wentEon to
incorporate a signature “blur” to image on the finalBcanvas.

In 1966 he surprised everybody byHchanging the direction completely and began making
abstractBpaintings. First, as Moorhouse puts it, they were just “randomBEpermutations of
color,” but by 1976 he was making theB“extraordinary painterly abstractions” he is now
most famous for.

Speaking of his art, Richter has said:B“I don’t mistrust reality, of which I know next to
nothing. I@mistrust the picture of reality conveyed to us by our senses, whichBare imperfect
and circumscribed.”

This is particularly tangible in hisB“overpainted photographs,” a style in which photographic
andBEabstract elements of his work come together, such as the specialBproject “Museum
Visits,” which includes a selection of 24 worksBon show at the current exhibition.

Moorhouse is firm that thatB“Abstraction and Appearance” is not a retrospective.
“AlthoughHit is the first time Richter's work is shown in Russia, we didn'tBwant to do a kind
of introduction. What we wanted to do was to createBan exhibition that would have a
relationship with this museum andBwith Jewish history.
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