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OUR LOVE FOR PAINTING

A Conversation between Charline von Heyl and Isabelle Graw

Isabelle Graw: I remember how we met in your studio in Diisseldorf in the
early 1990s, discussing your paintings. They were highly suggestive, witty, and
full of references at the time, often displaying figurative elements—recogniz-
able body shapes such as a woman’s arm or a female silhouette, or objects such as
a ladder or an armchair, all arranged in pastiche fashion. But these paintings also
prevented one from projecting content onto them—they somehow made it clear
to me that an attempt to produce meaning for them in this way was futile and
inadequate. In retrospect I would say that they only triggered content—some-
thing considered quite necessary among artists in Cologne in the early 1990s—in
order to make sure that they wouldn’t get reduced to it. Would you agree with
such an analysis? Could this triggering of and simultaneous withdrawing from
content have something to do with the “female” motifs in these works, which
could easily be reduced to the gender of their maker—something that had to be
prevented at all costs?
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Charline von Heyl: The “female” motifs were maybe the ones that stood out the
most, since they were the most direct. I was placing bits of “skin” into paintings,
since that is where the eye wants to go to first, no matter what; it carries a higher
charge than any color or any shape. But I was also obviously conscious about its
gender connotations, and I did use them happily the way you have suggested, as
a preemptive missile.

The images were deliberately elusive and multilayered. They came often from
what [ was reading—philosophy, poetry, and theory; heavy soul-searching stuff
that one in no way could talk about. I wanted to use this loud silence in the paint-
ings, collaging the fragments into “faux ideas” to match the “trompe-’oeil” effects
and tricks of the material execution.

You are right—content kind of imploded and became meaningless, just weird,
and sometimes stupid funny.

I was fascinated by the potential of painting to act outside of language, so I was

careful to always detach or shift before the images would turn into a sentence.
The paintings were tight compositions with meaning attached almost arbitrarily:
If I need a circle in my composition, why not use a wheel or a breast? Or an orange
or a pupil?
IG: You speak of “images turning into sentences” and just mentioned concepts
such as “meaning” and “reading,” which is a way of implying that we can treat
painting like a language. On the other hand, you insist on painting’s capacity to
“act outside language.” Is this the paradox of painting? Does this mean that it has
a semiotic dimension @zd goes beyond it? The latter belief is quite mythical and
often expressed in relation to painting: that we can’t reach it via language, that it
escapes our linguistic efforts, and that we can only approach it approximatively.
Are you holding onto this mythic belief because it is— like every myth—also true
to a certain degree, a narrative based on an actual experience?
CVH: It’s not only painting; everything always goes beyond language. Even
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language itself works on more than one level. It is something that art thrives
on, especially painting. I don’t think it is possible to make anything that can do
totally without words, and I wouldn’t want to, but I find the in-between spaces
of not-knowing, where the narratives don’t quite gel, much more interesting and
stimulating ... I am still exploring them. I’m not sure I would call it a paradox; it’s
more like a multidimensionality.

IG: I also wanted to discuss Zow your early paintings managed to fend off reduc-
tivist and content-fixated readings. In my view, they emphasize in manifold ways
that painting is a language of a very specific £ind. In painting, our attention gets
drawn to the physicality of its signs—and this happens regardless of how these
signs refer to something. All of its signs, whether iconic or symbolic, are experi-
enced in their physicality. It seems to me that this physicality of the painterly sign
is constantly accentuated in your work. Your paintings could be described as a vir-
tuosic display of the materiality, the rhetorics—and tricks—of painting. Different

types of brushstrokes, textualities, and surfaces are activated and coexist with one
another. Whatever these paintings may represent, they are also experienced as
physical reminders of the skillfulness of their absent author. Did you intend to
demonstrate virtuosity and painterly know-how at the time? How did you relate
to so called “Bad Painting”—a deliberate deskilling combined with a do-it-your-
self attitude that seems very different from your approach, but was very popular
among your colleagues until the late 1980s?
CVH: “Bad Painting” actually was my approach. You have to go through “Bad
Painting” to get to a new place. The deskilling is a shedding of an old skin, a kind
of alienation that puts everything into question, but then you have to reskill. At
the time I needed that nervous, giddy giggle of delight that comes from doing
something embarrassing and totally “wrong” that, surprisingly, not only works, but
can actually make a painting.

It was a way to get truly weird, unexpected results; to make work that made me
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uneasy, that challenged my own taste. It was something that I had to learn to first
understand myself in order to push it further.

So instead of using the calligraphic quality of the brush, which can only go so
far in either a “good” or a “bad” direction, I went for other ways of applying color.
In layers, with hands, with sponges; as pure pigment, as a paste using sand, papi-
er-méché, dirt, or spray paint; rubbing color in, scraping color off, applying colored
glazes, using polyurethane, enamels, oils, acrylics, or whatever else was at hand.

I was unearthing weird shards of future paintings in the basement of my mind,
which became the physical entities you mentioned. There was very little self-con-
scious virtuosity involved, actually.

The thing that you picked up on, the significance of a symbol in a painting resid-
ing as much in its materiality as in its content, was really important.

The combination of the image as physical reality and the ambivalent associa-
tions that constitute its content turn into a physical feeling, into an active expe-

rience of the painting in its entirety. Materials, imagery, size, and colors all work
with and against each other in paradoxical ways, which turns into a strange and
unstable viewing experience.

IG: I wonder whether reskilling is a step that necessarily comes after deskilling.
This reminds me of Mark Godfrey’s argument in his Ar#forum text “Statements
of Intent,” on four female artists: you, Jacqueline Humphries, Laura Owens, and
Amy Sillman.! The text basically argues against empty gestures—in regards to
gestures that simulate expression, which are a central device of Bad Painting, at
least, to my mind. He also praises all of you for having developed new ways of
subjective compositional procedures—as if noncomposition, as the antisubjec-
tive device par excellence, had been totally exhausted at this point. Now, one
might ask, why are empty gestures and noncomposition currently considered so
passé? Maybe because they imply a deskilling and thereby threaten the deeply
rooted belief in painting as a holy art form that requires serious engagement and
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skillfulness? Nobody would ever admit to this belief, but it latently operates in
Germany, especially, when people refer to Die Malerei as if it was a higher being,.
CVH: Deskilling and reskilling are all mannerisms. For me at the time, it just
meant exchanging one approach, which did depend on gesture and speed, for
another that favored a slow buildup, relying more on composition and effects. I
have a pretty easy hand and work sometimes with and sometimes aganst it. I still
do love over-the-top compositions though, even if I used them at the time mainly
to differ from what painting around me was about. It felt so awkward and wrong,
and therefore gave me this perverse pleasure. You could say it was my version of
“Bad Painting.”

I totally disagree with you, though: I actually think noncomposition is exactly
where subjectivity roars loudest, since it relies so heavily on gesture as statement.
IG: But I didn’t want to imply that noncomposition is a way of undermining sub-
jectivity. I would rather argue that it is especially nonsubjective devices, such as

aleatory methods, that produce a sense of subjectivity in painting because agency
shifts from the artist to the painting, as I have shown elsewhere with the example
of artists like Gerhard Richter or Sigmar Polke. Is this what you mean when you
refer to “subjectivity roaring loudest” in noncomposition?

CVH: No, that is not what I mean. I was referring to paintings that get their
power from actual gestural mark-making, like Don Van Vliet’s paintings, who was
one of my heroes at the time. Or right now, the resurgence of “primitive” paint-
ing, which so often will show a simple painted face—an extremely reduced and
given compositional entity that also acts as instant animation, turning the canvas
into something that “looks back at you.” I was thinking of these fast expressionist
paintings as not being concerned with composition at all, but now I realize that
this doesn’t mean that there is no composition, so I was wrong.

IG: So there is no way around composition and mark-making?

CVH: Even deciding on the size of the canvas is about composition in the end.
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As for “Bad Painting” in Cologne, I don’t agree that it was about the empty ges-
ture. It was crude, aggressive, and ironic, but also very specific and purpose-driven.
It was more about content and statement than expression. And if you look at
Kippenberger’s paintings, for example, it was also very inventive.

Let’s just drop that notion of “Bad Painting” altogether. The situation is so
much more complicated today, anyway. You have to start as free as possible to
make a painting that is alive and kicking,

You just can’t pay too much attention to fashions and opinions. Things are hori-
zontally spread out now; there is no longer an avant-garde spearhead, and that has
really changed the rules. There is just too much and too many people sincerely
working on it as a project—which has its rules, but not that much mystery to it.
In fact, “nonknowledge” as part of painting’s operating system is totally accepted
and made use of.

Anything goes as long as it can get and hold attention.

And what is considered passé or not shifts all the time anyway, and is not in sync.

In Europe, what might be revered there is totally uninteresting in New York.
The art market cherishes what the alternative movements are despising, etc. You
can’t take any of this at face value as an artist, or you’re toast.
IG: But isn’t the assumption that one has “to start free” a phantasma? Perhaps
a necessary and productive one, but a phantasma nevertheless that protects one
from acknowledging the real? I consider your early work, for instance, to be full of
specific painterly conventions and fashions that are not ignored—from the plastic
shapes a la Fernand Léger to the dry figuration of Konrad Klapheck, from cir-
cles a la Sonia Delaunay to the occasional palette of early Markus Liipertz. I also
wouldn’t agree with your “anything goes” statement. Are you really arguing for a
pluralist stance? Isn’t it more important, when faced with a highly segmented and
differentiated global art world, to develop normative and well-argued arguments
for or against certain artistic practices? And even more so now, since we live in a
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“contact world,” per Boltanski and Chiapello, where everybody is afraid to openly
criticize another position because this would mean losing a necessary and valuable
social connection?
CVH: My painting also came out of my looking at other artists. I was constantly
getting art books from the library at the academy, or poring over new monographs
in the bookshop. I was always actively searching for inspiration. On top of that
I was very much influenced one way or the other by painters I admired, espe-
cially Albert Ochlen, who was a friend, and Jorg Immendorff, for whom I was
working. And later it was the Streitéultur in Cologne around Michael Krebber, and
all the important discussions I had with you and Merlin [Carpenter] and Mayo
[Thompson].

I came out of the postmodern eighties, where everything was already up for
grabs and depleted of meaning, so painterly conventions have never really worried
me that much.

If I say “as free as possible,” I am thinking more of a position of autonomy and
idiosyncrasy.

I really don’t think there is one right way to be an artist, and there should not
be only art that is reacting and arguing. I don’t see how “normative and well-ar-
gued arguments for or against certain practices” can be made by paintings; I would
think that this is where cultural criticism should come in, if anything.

Your notion of a chicken “contact world” would apply there for sure. It feels
outright shocking and almost like something from another era to see somebody
lash out at another position or person in print today, like how Michael Fried
recently did at Peter Schjeldahl, as much as it is also highly entertaining, for
obvious reasons.

IG: But some paintings do operate like speech acts—think of Immendorff’s
Hirt auf zu malen [1966], which does argue against something by asking his col-
leagues to stop painting, while still being painting—and that is the work’s funny,
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performative contradiction. But Immendorff did try to interfere in a discussion
and to produce controversy, at least in his early work. So it is possible?

CVH: Absolutely! Especially if you put actual words into the painting, obviously.
But I can think of many other works that can agitate just through the image,
directly or metaphorically, like La Liberté by Delacroix or Picasso’s Guernica, to
name just the most famous. And today the sheer obstinacy of sticking with paint-
ing seems to be enough to produce controversy in a critical discussion.

IG: There is an interesting tension in your early work: On the one hand, there is
an insistence on reference, which opens up painting to its external social condi-
tions. On the other hand, there is an insistence on painting as a specific system of
signs where the physical form of its signs gets constantly emphasized. And these
signs, due to their physicality, forcefully point to their absent author, who seems
to be somewhat physically present in them. What I like about these paintings is
that this tension never gets resolved—they are neither about something nor sim-

ply a manifestation of their absent author. Toward the end of the 1990s, when you
already lived in New York, you seem to have opted for less obvious references or
figurative elements in your work. Could you explain why?

CVH: In Cologne, authorship had to be backed by dogmatic statements or impos-
sible coolness; it was linked to a notion of hierarchy and authority, and even had its
own morality. The author did not only make the work, but would also be the one
to provide the key to it. . . but only to a chosen group. The audience was deliber-
atedly limited, and authorship was often inflated.

New York seemed much more affirmative and generous. Authorship was granted
easily and happily. It allowed me to make some paintings of the “Because I Say
So” variety, testing the boundaries of how little or how much a painting can live on
before it falls apart. If I had done the same in Germany, it would have feltas if I did
it for the sake of authorship, as a strategic move, to play a part in the community.

In New York, I could embrace being the author simply for the sake of painting.
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That turned out to be quite liberating, actually.

It was also in New York that I started, for the first time, to talk to other painters
and to indulge in connoisseurship, so the paintings became more “painterly” for
a while.

IG: I agree that authorship in Cologne was less attached to one’s work than to the
way one performed oneself. One’s attitude, the so called Haltung, counted above
all. The artist had to be considered convincing as a person in order for her—and
more often “his”—work to be considered believable and trustworthy. But don’t
we find such a strong nexus between the artist’s product and her persona in New
York as well? Didn’t you have to perform yourself convincingly in order for your
work to be taken seriously?

CVH: I was probably already established enough, or maybe I was oblivious to
the demands ... I didn’t feel at all as if [ had to perform in one way or the other.

But even if you start out in New York—there are so many different pockets in

the art world here that it’s probably easier to find one to be comfortable in. In the
end, it is the work that does it, anyway.

IG: I am not sure if the work alone does it. Think of Giorgio Vasari’s account of
the lives of “legendary artists” in the Renaissance, 1550. He remembers them
as personalities, and the description of their artworks comes secondary. Vasari
indeed never speaks about the work alone, but tells anecdotes about the sup-
posed behavior of the respective artists, which produces meaning and credibility
for their work as well. I therefore don’t believe that you can draw an absolute
distinction between the product of the artist and her persona. They mean each
other; they have a metonymic relationship to one another. I recently reread Jutta
Koether’s first novella, £. While it insists on painting’s longevity—“In the end,
they will be there when I’'m not anymore”—this book also reminds us of the
increased importance of the persona of the artist behind her product, i.e., her art,
in our media society, which is mostly interested in the person behind the work.
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Jutta always treated the way she staged herself as an integral part of her practice.
Her discourse, the books she reads, and the records she listens to—they are all
recorded in f.
CVH: Yes, that was the credo of that time in Cologne, and it was what I knew [
wanted and needed to learn: How to be and behave as an artist, or as you say, a
persona. That was actually the reason I chose to have my first show at Christian
Nagel gallery, where I was totally isolated, being the only one who “just” painted.
I got a fair amount of shit for it, but it also helped me define myself and it made
me stand out. If  would have shown in a gallery devoted to painting, it would have
been about painting, which was a discourse I just was not interested in at all at the
time. I don’t think I would be where I am now without these strategies; they made
me as much as making the paintings made me.

But once I came to New York, the discourse was more about the work, and at
that point I was ready for it, and it was a relief.

IG: T also wonder about “indulging in connoisseurship.” Why affirm a type of
knowledge that is as phantasmatic as it is exclusive? Isn’t connoisseurship, when
embraced by artists, mainly a way of insisting on their right to make arbitrary
decisions? I am thinking here of some moments I witnessed between Christopher
Wool and you in his studio. You stood in front of two of his paintings that looked
very similar, and you both agreed immediately that one was better than the other,
something that couldn’t be explained or rendered plausible, but seemed self-ev-
ident. This is how connoissseurship operates to my mind—it is the place where
artists, or other insiders, insist on a knowledge that is nonaccessible to others and
nondiscursive. Is this secret knowledge, Geheimwissen, which is especially tied to
painting, to be defended nowadays? And wouldn’t one have to admit that this
knowledge is also imaginary to a certain degree?

CVH: I don't think it is a secret knowledge; it is a kind of visual intelligence.
It is not imaginary and it is not arbitrary. Some people have it and choose their
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profession accordingly; they become artists, or art historians, or something else
that allows them to put it to use. It evolves the more you use it.

The problem is its bad rap, as if it means something more valuable to be able to
judge and talk about artworks than being a farmer and talking about crops.

But then connoisseurship also involves the notion of taste, and that’s where it
gets tricky and where the real fun and the real fighting and the real dirty love comes
in, since everybody’s taste has its own very subjective history and arguments.

Taste is in a way the ultimative anarchistic agent, since it is fueled by desire . . .
It is pure feeling at its roots. A lot of painting’s power comes from its potential to
make it, or break it, or just play with it. There is also the power that allows paint-
ing, maybe more than other art forms, to transcend the insider problem, since it
engages any beholder immediately on his or her own level, and actually functions
as well without demanding special knowledge. It doesn’t matter if the reaction is
affirmative or a rejection; what matters is that it is an engagement and a decision.

But back to your question, these shop-talk conversations with other artists were
actually super important. You could test your own work, but you could also get into
somebody else’s mind and be confronted with new propositions.

IG: Taste is subjective, yes—but it also claims for a universal validity, as Kant
already demonstrated. Once I judge something aesthetically, there is a normative
dimension to this judgment, and I want others to be convinced by it. I can only
draw them in by exposing my criteria and by making a convincing argument. This
is not really happening if one painting is declared to be better than another one,
because the argumentation is skipped. Wouldn't it be necessary to explain why?
CVH: Why? It wasn’t an argument but an agreement, and not on taste but via a
shared knowledge.

IG: I also wonder what it means to embrace authorship “for the sake of painting,”
as you put it? Do you mean that painting deserves authorship, or do you refer to
the way that painting suggests authorship in a specific way? I have observed that
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even those antisubjective procedures that aim at undermining authorship in paint-
ing—think of Gerhard Richter using a squeegee—end up granting subjectivity to
it. These works seem to have a life of their own and appear to be self-active, as
if they painted themselves. Do you consciously try to suggest that your paintings
have agency and are quasi-subjects as well? Could one say that your authorship
consists in granting authorship to them?
CVH: No painting is objective. Paintings are always made by someone, so there
will always be an author, meaning the painter, or printer, or squeegee-ist, or what-
ever; all the same in my view. Marilyn Minter or Jeff Koons don’t even touch their
paintings anymore, but they are very good painters.

You seem to totally fetishize the way paint gets on the canvas. I think that’s a
misleading approach.

It is the decision-making that makes the work. Sometimes I allow my hand or
the material to “make decisions” that outpace my mind, but it’s in the process.

I’'m the painter and the painting gets painted. It really doesn’t matter how, but
it definitely doesn’t paint itself.

It is always highly subjective, and it will be always me who made the painting.

I actually don’t see how it could be otherwise, and why should it be? For me,
there is no question about authorship.

But I, as the author, also make decisions that allow the painting to take on a life
on its own—not literally, obviously, since it is an object, but as a carrier of visual
information, loose and multisuggestive enough to allow different viewers to see
them differently, following their imagination more than mine.

IG: This must be a misunderstanding. I do not fetishize the way paint gets on
the canvas—far from it. I am rather interested in painting’s capacity to trigger
vitalist projections! I believe that it is due to painting’s specific indexicality—and
by painting I mean the picture on canvas or variations of it—that it is able to pro-
duce the sensation of a ghostlike presence of its absent author. For me, painting
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is, in other words, a highly differentiated language that consists of a number of
techniques, methods, and artifices that allow for the fabrication of the impression
of the author’s quasi-presence as a7 effect. And for these indexical effects to occur,
the artist does not have to set his or her hand on the picture, to have brandished
a brush, or to have thrown paint on the canvas. A mechanically produced printed
painting by Wade Guyton is no less capable of conveying the sense of a latent
presence of the artist—by virtue, for instance, of imperfections deliberately left
uncorrected. Does this attempt to understand what is specific to painting, once it
has been despecified, seem convincing to you?

CVH: Yes, that’s exactly what I meant.

IG: I believe that it is time for a very fundamental question concerning your defi-
nition or notion of painting. Do you assume painting to be a clearly delineated
entity, or do you consider the boundaries between what is inside and outside of
painting as instable as I tend to ?

CVH: Itis what painting does that is interesting, not what it is, and what it does is
constantly shifting depending on when, where, and how it is seen, and by whom.

But I also love painting’s power and persistence as an object, and I love the
making of it.

I don’t see that as a contradiction. I cannot give you a fundamental answer.
IG: From a historical vantage point, painting has opened up to its outside and
expanded in manifold ways—whether absorbing social conditions, other art forms, or
relying on the artist’s nexus of social relationships, as more recently in so-called net-
work-painting. But once painting has despecified to such a degree, it seems difficult
to say what is specific about it. What are the parameters seemingly external to paint-
ing that you consider as internal to it? And if we restrict painting to the picture on
canvas or variatons of it, do we find a potential here that could be specific to painting?
CVH: I believe in this potential that is specific to painting: that you can stand
and look and let it happen all at once, but also let it unfold in layers and in time.
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Nothing else works quite the same way. Painting is made to be seen, and every-
thing happens first in that space and time of the visual attention. Any whichever
way painting is supposed to ultimately function has to deal with that fact; there is
no way around it. For me, that first moment is also still the most interesting: I did
choose to stay in there to see how far I can extend that need to look, and what I
can do with it. I try to activate the space between the painting and the beholder.
It is more interesting to me if the painting reaches out, as opposed to the viewer
looking into it like a window, so my surfaces are often quite uninviting.

This space between viewer and painting is external and internal at the same
time, one could say. It only exists during the act of seeing. During the duration of
looking, thoughts shift, attention shifts, focus shifts. One can never quite take the
image of the painting away in one’s mind, since there will be no one image. If it
has clicked, one needs to go back to it, to stay in relation to it. The love of painting
is also the love of one’s potential of making any one painting one’s own.

NOTES
1. Mark Godfrey, “Statement of Intent: Mark Godfrey on the Art of Jacquline Humphries, Laura
Owens, Amy Sillman, and Charline von Heyl,” Ar#forum, May 2014: 295-304.
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