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"Art no longer serves any institutions; it has become autonomous. / cannot describe the new situation, since art cannot be described. /t proves itself only in its performance. First of all, / can feel that something is expected of art and of me, some sort of hope. "

Gerhard Richter, 1970, from an interview with Rolf Gunter Dienrt

the artist

Born in Oresden in 1932, Gerhard Richter trained as a painter at the Kunstakademie in Dresden. He worked as a commercial artist and scenery painter before emigrating from East to West Germany in 1961, arriving in Dusseldorf two months before the Berlin Wall was erected. He left East Germany in search of artistic freedom, later explaining in a letter to a colleague that "art requires freedom in order to develop, and in dictatorships there is no art, not even bad art ... when it comes to so-called modern art, with its declared autonomy (no longer depicting something, but creating itself as a reality in its own right), then all tutelage is lethal."

Upon his arrival in West Germany, Richter studied at the Academy of Fine Art in Dusseldorf in the early 1960s. There he came into contact with the activities of the European avant-garde, and artists such as Imi Knoebel, Sigmar Polke, Blinky Palermo and Joseph Beuys. He first attracted attention in the mid-1960s with blurred paintings based on photographs. By using photography, a technology of the mass media, as the basis for his paintings, he deliberately subverted the conventions of painting, and drew upon modern society for his source material. While many artists during the 1960s exploited the potential for social or political commentary offered by photography, however, Richter made paintings derived from photographic images chosen specifically for their everyday banality. For this reason, Richter's work has often been compared with the Pop Art movement - in particular with Andy Warhol, whose work greatly interested him. In contrast with these artists, however, he avoided front-page sensationalism, and never took up a deliberate anti-aesthetic stance. Rather, he explored the assumed 'truth' of photographic images, and the potential of painting as the vehicle of its own reality.

During the late .1960s and early 70s Richter explored separately the properties of colour, monochromaticism and gesture, In overlapping series of paintings suas the Greys, the Inpaintings and the rigorously structured Colour Charts. During .the late 1970s, developing from a series of small oil sketches, he began painting the 'free' and 'soft' abstract paintings which comprised the greater part of his output for the next fifteen years. These were almost all made using spatulas to drag successive layers of paint across the canvas and, whilst painted in a bold, seemingly gestural style, were actually the result of careful contrivance. Richter's figurative works from the same period included several paintings based on the memento mori imagery of candles and skulls, and he also painted a series of romantic landscapes based upon his own photographs.

In 1969, Klaus Honnef remarked that in Richter's work the" permanent stylistic inconsistency has become a stylistic principle", and throughout his career, Richter has resisted identification with any style. He has painted in every manner from realism to abstraction, geometric to gestural, and his subject matter has ranged from history through landscape and figure studies. Throughout his varied and numerous series, however, Richter has sustained a systematic, unified critique of popular cultural idioms and fine art categories, as well as a commitment to the integrity of oil painting.

"The much despised 'artistic scene of today' is quite harmless and friendly when we do not compare it with false claims: it has nothing to do with traditional values that we uphold (or which elevate us), it has virtually nothing at all to do with art. Thus the 'art scene' is not despicable, cynical or without spirit but a perpetual social game that fulfils needs for communication, in the same way as sport, stamp collecting or breeding cats. Art happens despite this, rarely and always unexpectedly, never because we make it happen."
From the art, journal, 1990

the exhibition

This comprehensive exhibition, organised in collaboration with the Anthony d'Offay Gilliery, London, represents a complete collection of Gerhard Richter's multiples and editions to date. 'Multiple' is a broad term referring to all works which may be reproduced by a mechanical or graphic process, and encompasses objects, photographs, oil paintings, prints and artist's books. Seen for the first time in the UK, the exhibition clearly demonstrates the diversity of style and subject matter which has characterised Richter's work over the past thirty years.

In 1970 Dieter Honisch curated the first exhibition of Richter's multiples at the Museum Folkwang in Essen, Germany. After a twenty-three year gap, the Kunsthalle Bremen curated a comprehensive exhibition of the multiples from 1965 to 1993. Due to the enormous international interest in Richter as a painter, however, the importance of these works remains underestimated despite its significance as a medium, and its use by artists such as Goya, Daumier, Toulouse-Lautrec, Munch, Kirchner and Picasso, graphic reproduction has remained outside the boundaries of conventional art historical categorisation, and has gone largely unrecognised as a result. In his multipfes and editions Richter photographic and other reproduction techniques (such as offset prints, silkscreens, heliographs, and collotypes) and, like Andy Warhol, narrows the gap between industrial technique and artistic craftsmanship. In so doing, he also removes all personal and subjective elements from these works - exactly those qualities which otherwise tend to be valued so highly. This radically challenges our expectations of authenticity and originality, and also questions the idea of the artist as a direct and autonomous creator.

Throughout his career Richter has manipulated and modified his images, experimenting with the perccived 'truth of the photographic image by interfering with it during the printing process. In his offset print Auto (1969), for example, he mounted a toy car on a window pane and photographed it slightly out of focus, creating the impression that the car is driving along the street outside. In his first edition, Hund (1965), he smudged the wet ink with a broad flat brush immediately after the printing process, creating a blurred image which is difficult to make out. In the offset print Bahnhof (1967) he not only left the camera lens out of focus, but later exposed the positive picture twice and then printed it in two different shades of grey, a process which completely denies access to the original postcard image. The offset print Meer (1972), was created as a montage of two different sea images, one of which he turned upside down.

By using pre-existing images as the basis for his works - whether photographs he has taken, newspaper clippings, or his own paintings - Richter's work enters the realm of the 'ready​made'. Pioneered by Marcel Duchamp, ready-mades were objects taken from everyday life which were labelled and exhibited as art - Duchamp's famous Fountain (1919), for example, which presented a urinal turned upside down and signed 'R. Mutt'. By changing the role of the artist from creator to mere selector, the ready-made constituted a radical denial of traditional artistic production, and a turning point in 20th century art theory. Through Richter's use of found images as the starting-point for his work, he remains true to the spirit if not the practice of the ready-made. Perhaps the clearest example of this is the offset print Sarah Bernhardt (1970), which uses a wood engraving by an unknown artist which he found in a book about the French actress. By exploiting this image, Richter used a work of art as a ready-made which he then reproduced virtually unchanges, with the offset  print technique.

"I have tried to avoid everything that touches upon known problems or any problem, for that matter: painterly, social or aesthetic ones. I tried not to find anything concrete. Therefore, there were so many trivial themes; and again I had to be careful not to let triviality become my problem and my emblem. "

From an interview with Rolf Gunter Dienst. 1970

Prints such as Betty (1991) and Ema (1988) were also produced by this means, using his own paintings as the ready-mades from which the prints were produced. Betty is a faithful reproduction of an oil painting by the same name which he made in 1988. The multiple differs very little from the original - even the sizes are virtually the same - and is a reproduction only in the technical sense. The painting was made using a colour photograph, and for the printing process it had to be photographed again. Thus, the image of the real Betty had to go through four stages (photo, oil painting, photo, offset print) in order to be reproduced in three different media, each reproduction causing further distancing from the original image.

Originally painted in 1977, Retty fei1tures Richter's eleven-year-old daughter, ilnd has become one of his best-knowil inhlgcs. Although obsclvcd ill grcilt detilil, thc fJililllillg could ill 110 way be described as a portrait of Betty as it reveals nothing about her. By painting his daughter turning away from the viewer, and denying us a view of her face, Richter has once again undermined accepted notions of painting and representation, and created a kind of 'anti-portrait'. The background that she turns- to is a grey oil painting by Richter - a little piece of the bottom corner of the painting can be seen in the bottom right corner of the print. "For me grey is very welcome," he says, "and also the only possible equivalent to indifference, to the refusal to give evidence, to lack of meaning and lack of shape."

"I see myself as the heir to an enormous, great, rich culture of painting, and of art in general, which we have lost, but which nevertheless obligates us. /n such a situation it is difficult not to want to restore that culture, or, what would be just as bad, simply to give up, to degenerate. "

From an interview with Benjamin Buchloh, 1986
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