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Are vyou going to change yet again. shift
your position according to the questions
that are put to yous and say that the
objections are not really directed at
the place from which you are speakingf-
Are you already preparing the way out
that will enable you in your next book to
spring up somewhere else and declare as
you're now doing: nos nos I'm not where
you are lying in wait for mes but aover
heres laughing at you?

Whats do you imaginme that I would take
so0 much trouble and so much pleasure in
writing-, do you think that I would keep
so persistently to my tasks if I were not
preparing-with a rather shaky hand-

a labyrinth into which I can venture.

Do not ask who I am and do not ask me

to remain the same! leave it to our
bureaucrats and our police to see that
pur papers are in order. At least spare

us their morality when we write-
Michel Foucault
here are trees in Albert Oehlen’s stuadio,

They are towering, twelve feet tall, o small

forest comprised of previously unidenti

fiead species, each specimen an example of
some new hybrid grafted together ont of

parts, Bix or seven giant free paintings lean
arainst the wall, one of them singled ont for attention
on a specially designed hydranlic easel that raises the
tree even higher or lowers it into the oor, Outside sits o
qHHHl“Hh=HHHIuthluuﬂuLhHMHIm_HHMHHHh
hehind it, their blnffs covered in patehes of fivs nearly
np to the anow |';||||||'|| ||1';ik:-.
ach of the trees in Ochlen’s paintings con
sists of o trunk and limbsa, They foat (o
wiard the center of the ||]1III v there’s no
definite horizon and -...'Il"l'.ll'l.' not “planted”
in any stable ground, In the background,
a rectangle of color hugs the edge of the
picture, a soft plom-purple-pink gradient with plenty

of white sace aronidd il. The tree ilsell is I':-].'ll'i-\. wilh a

THSAY BY JOHN CORBETT

thick trunk, branches on top and roots on bottom that
et thinoer a2 they grow further from the body, Some
limbs are brushed by hand, some are aprav-painted, a
few rendered in gray fading to white,
hile these shapes may sound like trees on
Jl:?lll'l'_ ;|I|-| I]l-:-ll:h I|I-'_\. are i|t||l||'||i;lle'|_';
identifinhle as snch, they don’t really resem
ble the trees one finds in nataree, Instead,
the huge canvases, which the artist exhibit-
ed at Gagosian Gallery’s Los Angeles space
in 2014, |'\11':IF:|||:I'1' the fidea of a troe, the coneept of
troc-ness applied to a painting. Ochlen's nse of the tree
as 1 vehicle for generating images fivst appeared tweniy
five years ago, when he made a gronp of tree dreawings
and ||:|ir|['t|:_:.~ that had a different look but ntilized the
aame guiding principle, The notion is simple; a very slim
set of constraints help concentrate the artist’s decision
making process, setting up a little chess game between
the painter and the eanvas, This mateh contains an al
most infinite set of potential moves: a branch can go
thiz way or that, can he straight, angled or eorved, ean
end or continue, can loop back to connect with other
branches or poke out into space. In these earlier can
vases, the trees appear against a looser backdrop, the
thinned out lavers of drips and scombled paint adding
an atmosphere around the mutant plant, as if it was
bfleted by a storm.
pon seeing the tree paintings and under
standing how they work, you begin (o rec
ognize similar mechanizms in olher Oehlen
picees, There's something abont the logie of
hranching, the arborescent way that lines
can hehave, that is echoed in his many dis
parate bodies of work. Its there embryonieally in the
figurative paintings he made before the trees— their con
verging lines articulating space or ontlining a figure (di-
nosanr, lawnmower, portrait of Hitler) in the most eco
nomical way. It ean al=o be found at the heart of some
of the abstract paintings he's made sinee, with their
encyelopedie array of marks and the myrind wavs they
interaet, Throughont, Oehlen has remained a stndent of
the line, a dedicated observer of its form and fonetion.
He chronicles the secret life of lines, testing how they
relate to other elemental ideas like area and edge, ex-
amining their proclivities and scheming how they might
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ow, then, do we account for those Oehlen
paintings in which there are no added lines?
Take his most recent canvases, created ex-
clusively from exeised areas of appropriated
billboard advertisements, ITn these works,
he takes an existing image-—an artwork
by Dali or Artschwager, an carly pai

ting of his own,

an example from a book on the cows of Appenzell—as

a puide in making contour cutonts of the obnoxionsly

bright, visually hyperactive billboard materials, which he

then reassembles into dizeyingly concentrated abstrae
assemblages, Oehlen constructs hilarions combinations

Promn inane ad imagery, playving illusory space—a room or

the sky—against the flatness of grocery store announee-
ments, mismatching an image of a woman in one of the
prosters w ith o entout of a woman from one of the sonree
paintings, or puntting a photograph of a horse into the
contonr cutout of a cow. In doing so, the souree image
virtnally disappears

ity of their signifying power.

L and the billboard signs lose the e
ompared (o the trees, there are e foewer
lines here, Nor is there paint superimposed
on these images, the way there was when
Oehlen first started using advertising post-
ers in 2007, As sueh, vou could be forgiven
for thinking the work is basically about arvea.

But if von look closely at these paintless paintings, there

are in fact lines, There are those that alveady existed in

the adve

=y

letters and n

hers and their font specificity. And there
are the contours deawn by Oehlen’s knife, which separate
one area from another, the seams funetioning a= marks.
Oshlen plays with all of these constituent parts, conlino-
ing a linea

ing a curve inan ad to g corve inoa souree,

element from one poster to another, mateh-
o while the line remains important to him,
Oehlen is not the Painter of Lines, His work
iz much too rich for that, too full of other
kinds of information: conflicting and eontra-
dictory impulses, historieal connotation and
formal ingenuity, a brilliant anderstanding
ol the semiotics of images, sensitivity to color, awareness
of process, The sheer rmange of approaches he's explored
across 35 years of painting is impossible to eneapsn-
late though this haso't stopped others from trying, New

bodies of work have emerged occeasionally as ripostes to

maxhetzler.com

including the branching, looping logies of

eritice who have sought to define him, more often as so-
lutions Lo problems he set out for himsell, sometimes
confounding fans that thought they understood him, Per-
haps the most surprising left turn came in the early "90s,
as Oehlen shifted from the dirty earth-tones and paint-
erly application of the early abstractions to the Computer
Paintings, which were hlack and white, starkly graphic,
and contained sereen printed passages. “1 am not willing
o e a pawn of the art market, theorists, or curators,”
he's said. 1'he refusal to be pigeonholed is the first order
of business in such a gambit,

g a result, Oehlen i= often labeled an eclectic,
but this is o serions misunderstanding of his
motivations, Oehlen doeso’t move frivolously
between ideas: he examines them in detail
and thinks through the consequences with
a eritical eve, He is restless, no donbt, and

1 adopt a contrarian’s hypereritical mindset toward
himself and others, but there's always a throngh-line that
links all the different modalities in which he works, from
the aggressively expressionistic to the most photoreal-
istically rendered. I is the artist’s sensibifity, one that
includes humor and agitation as well as an appreciation

of the false dichotomy between brazen ngliness and ideal-

e beanty, between bad and good taste, The whole of

his life’s work is imbuoed with something unigue to him,
an identity that’s more than an aesthetic, more than a
style, more than a signature gesture, Ochlen relics on a
way of thinking, an introspective mechanism that starts
with self-exa
but ends up in a highly freewheeling and playfol place.
hiz i= evident in a series of important col-

ination, a brutally harsh interior dialogoe,

lages from 1955 collectively titled “Hwige
Feile,” Oehlen is essentially o painter, bot
he's also been one of the most advaneed and
infloential collage-makers of the last three
decades, and these breathtakingly outra

geons works set the standards for a new generation of

artists interested in the medivm. Colling images from
nudist magazines, wartime photographs of tanks and =ol-

diers, ku Klux Klan rallies and the oceasional Hoatinge

pipe, guitar or architectural photograph, he constrocted
an unseltling world in which blithe utopian naiveld and
savage macho eynicism openly eavorted in a nentralizing
bz, Amusing as it may be, Ochlen's work is never capri-
cions, Take the ineredible gronp of carpets that he had

MONO

Fabricated in 1926, the designs for which featured simi-
larly disjunetive photographs, stray ballpoint pen marks

and short, politically infused phrases anfolding on seralls

like fortunes from cookies, As in so much of his output,

the results are eritieal and inventive in equal measore,
ometimes taking something very coneretely
olfers a new and unexpected result, In some
of hi= fignrative works from the early "s0=, a
period when he was closely associated with

a cirele of fellow Germans that included his

brother Markoas, Werner Bitttner and Mar-
tin Kippenberger, Oehlen painted banal interior spaces
in rough, brusguely ageregated brushstrokes, Secking
literally to add another dimension to the canvases, he
allixed mirrors 1o their sorfoces, ringing the room of
the spectator into play with its oil-rendered connterpart,
Oehlen’s so-called grey paintings of the late "=, mean-
while, started with the observation that Gerhard Richter
always swiped his canvases one direction; as a sort of
snarky expoeri

wend, he made a pices that instead wiped
in all different directions. The results were caplivating
and unexpected and led to an entirely new direction.
Even the Computer Paintings came aboul as a result of
wanding an obstacle, eager for the unforeseen outeomes
that can come from dealing with an impediment —in this
cage, the lnnkheaded-ness of drawing with a mouse, “1

like it that procedure can lead to a strange resolt,” he

A

said. “T had a mess of lines, and T thonght, *Okay, now 1
have to work on it until it looks good.”™

no recent musenm  exhibitions,  Oehlen's
work has been shown as a clashing of sub-
groups: the Grey Paintings facing off with
his so-called *FM™ series (for_fingermalerie),
brown-toned abstractions feom 1991 with re-
eent collages, Tn viewing, however, one ofien

finds continnity instead of div

ergenee, and as a result,
we begin to do away with the idea of linear development,
the worn ont eliché that an artist’s work can be read as
a neat, logieal journey fr

1 primitive state to an ad-
raneed one. Oehlen has remarked that in te

i=itioning

from figuration to abstraction, he followed the same path
as modern art, but he's seabtled soch a clear nareative all
along—doubling back to reconsider the tree, reintrodne-
ing representational images into abstract canvases, even
putbing a current painting on the cover of a catalog for
a show of his earliest works (“Krision™at Max Hetzler,

(R

Berling 200:2), The history of each artist, he seems Lo say,
is g construction, a convenient myth.

n Oehlen's ease, it's not a matter of alsify-
ing or doctoring the actual historical record,
but more subtly andermining its cortainties,
complicating its sense of inevitable forward
an #=un Ka did this

momentum. The muosi

om some of his records, sitnating wild free
improvisation from the late "G0s alongside straightfor-
ward hig band pieces from the 50, going back in the *80s
to re-examine Duke Ellington's and Fleteher Hender-
son's songhooks in detail. In the process, Ra thoronghly
confused discographers while enlightening his andience
to the artiliciality of conventional stylistic chronologies,
Chehlen is just such a historical zig-zag wanderer, his own
story and the story of contemporary art made to dovetail
and digress at varions intervals, the path decidedly non-

programmatic.”] believe in day-to-day work,” he says.

“1 know that something good comes from that—and not
just in my ease, It goes withoot saving that yon muost
work with vour hewd, too, The rest is just the interplay
ol experience, freshness, sorprise and aversion” Each
dawn invites a new set of problems and a refreshed
paradicm. Like Foucanlt, Oehlen ventures into the lahy-
rinth, putting his assumptions on the block, daring to
do something difforent from what he's done before, all
while donning the guise of a trickster and ealling from
an unforeseen tree limbe Mey, you, vicwer— turn avounid,
D'm oover heve! &
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<<To
improve
something
yvou have

to repailnt -

overpalnta
take the
painting
further>>
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INTERVIEW BY FREDI FISCHLI AND NIELS OLSEN

Your upeoming show at New York's
New Muoseum is centered on your
“Computer Paintings.”

Yes, that series is based on comput-
er-generated images that have then
been painted on, I made them in two
short bursts, sometime in the middle
of the 1900 through 2000, 1t's a greal
thing to see these paintings together
again—it makes me happy.

And along with the computer paint-
ings, there's a group of works from
the late 19905 Massimiliano Gio-
ni ealls them “switeh paintings.”
Where did that concept come from?

[t's a temporary title sogeested by
the material. In theseiz works, 1 lay-
ered various images over each other
on the computer, printed them oot
in large format, and then painted
over them. They ean be seen either
as computer-generated art or as
physical constructions. | appropri-
ate something “found™ and imagine
I have painted it mysell. Natarally,
U'm not satisficd, so then 1 take for-
ther steps.

Are these further steps closer to
erasure or to improvement?

Both. The two go together. To im-
prove something—in order to make
it fresh—yon have to repaint it.
That's one part of the process, Yon
also have to overpaint—that is, to
take the painting forther, playing
surgeon to an extent by conneeting,
swabbing, sewing together, plaster-

ing over,

How do you bring the computer
into the process{

Lo

maxhetzler.com

[t allows me to bring op many dif-
ferent images. A= L consider them, 1
define a vocabulary of gualities that
[ want to see brought together: deli-
eaey and coarseness, color and vague-
ness and, nnderlving them all, a base
note of hysteria,

The work does have a very hysteri-
eal quality to it, probably becanse
it does not represent any realistic
composition. They are totally “all-
over” paintings,

Yes, they are extreme “all-over”
paintings. From time to time, some
specific element is aeccentoated, bt
then there will be something absurd,
right in the middle of the picture. 10s
the third eve—the Eve of God, =0
to speak. But 1 also don’t think that
“all-over™ is contrary to composition.

Yes, though the paintings follow
the “all-over” principle and are hys-
terical, they're also very speeifice.
Your imagery draws strongly on the
aesthetic of computer-assisted de-
sigm, which makes it cmblematic of
those technigues, This is made all
the more true because you use the
computer’s traditional tools in your
compositions: spirals, patterns,
shading, grids, pixels, ete. Then yon
bring vour painterly art to it. To
me, the group makes a compelling
center of the exhibition beeaunse it
rows oul of one pariicular meihod.

The beantiful thing is that here,
people ean see this whole gronp of
paintings togedher for the fivst time
and =see that they fall somewhers in
the middle of my oeavre, It marks a
central point and shows where the

streams cross,

I wonder, as you develop a new
eroup ol work—your current col-
laged “interior”™ paintings, for ex-
ample—what role the contemporary
context plays in il. Tt seems to me
that your works engage the zeit-
geist, but they also have a markedly
nostalgic mood.

| assess my ideas to see where they fit
in time. I did that pretty conscions-
ly with the computer paintings, the
black-and-white ones—1 knew just
where I was, and it turned out to be
right. Maybe 1 just was lncky that my
idea was correct, that T simply knew
how it wonld look in the end. With
these collaged “interior™ paintings, 1
have no idea where they rightly be-
lomg, but the nostalgic element is of
course part of il, becanse there are
references (o déealioge, Pop art, and
the anti-consumerist ealture of the
18705, While it’s all deliberate, it does
fascinate me when 1 hit on something
that other people have overlooked
that’s the coolest thing of alll

The same holds troe for the com-
puter paintings, At the moment
vou were making them, il was
probably clear that the prevailing
computer technologics were pre-
carious and would soon become ob-
solete. Now, more than a decade
Iater, they've taken on an almost
archacological aura.

Obviously, when a new approach or
teehnique appears, yon can bet that
some clown from Krefeld doesn'i
stand the best chanee of gaining a
worldwide monopoly on it. But there
are mistakes a person can avoid mak-
ing and mistakes yvou can gel away
with, to a degree,

Computer art has always been asso-
clated with precise ellfects that yon
can't normally achicve by hand. When
computer art began to appear on elec-
tronica album covers, for instanes,
yvou wonld 2ee spirala that were far
too labor-intensive and complex to
be drawn by hand. The computer can
generale improbable images pretiy
elfectively, and that's become the ex
pectation we place on computer art,
Expectations are still being delined
in the context of extremes: new tech-
nology offers new possibilities. Buot
at the same time, just becanse these
days we can print cheaply and large-
seale doesn't mean we shoold print
like fiends: just beeanse the comput-
er's color palette is varied doesndl
mean we should assume it might give
us more colors than can be produced
with the oils we buoy.

It's remarkable the way vou blend
the precarions technology of com-
puters with motifs from preexisting
visual material, creating a new Kind
of pictorial composition. You don’'t
treat the images you've isolated as
individual elements—you add to
them by bringing them into contact
with new images, so they are freed
of their original content and exert a
ditferent impact on the picture. Do
the original images work primarily
as triggers to your compositions?

Yes, something like that. Although,
actually, in my evolution as a whole,
I really wanted to recapitulate the
evolution of modern art—from rep-
resentational to abstract. T say thal
only half-carnestly, but it’s ezsentially
true and was conscionsly done.

Was it actually programmatic?

L1

MONO

Yes, Perhaps 1 didn't find the same
solutions for my compositions that
Picasso would have; 1 have no idea
what he would have to say about that.
But T wouldn't have stuck to the pro-
cram if T hadn’t had so moch fun with
it, I did it simply becanse [ felt enthn-
giasm for this evolation, and it basi-
cally worked out. T'he modern age has
rise toa certain attitnde toward

given

it’s mot =0

the image. In my opinion
much a shifi
it’s closer to the idea that you can
extract the meaning of images from
the ecanvas, This was probably alveady

to the abstract: rather,

implicit in my representational work.

The motives you chose were always
very  exaggeraled—you  worked
mostly with iconographically-
charged motils.

That's right! That was the point

that you had to counteract them.
I think that when yon're doing an
cxperiment, von should make it ox-
treme, If I want to make a point
about the meaninglessness of an im-
age, 1 have to find o strong im
to challenge it, Practically speak-

H L

ing, they're chosen based on what
they represent for me. Hand: hard
to draw. Here is where real talent
ghows itsell, Cockiail glazs: a con-
temporary painter, up for disconrse,
Landseape: you've got to bother with
too many shades of brown. And so on.
The painter recognizes such things
instantly, instinctively.

Did vou experiment with elassieal
wenres of painting, like portraiture
and interiors, in vour early work?

Yes, of course, evervihing there was.
I was inflnenced by my older col-

leagues, who were constantly harping
on that: people like [Georg| Baselitz,
[Markus| Liipertz, |Anseln| Kieler
and [Jorg] Immendortt, Though Tm-
mendoril actually took the extreme
opposite position—that everything
was secondary to meaning,

For vou, does it come closer to a tug
of war between meaning and form?

You could say that. Uve had a lot of
fun tacking cheesy phrases onto ap-
palling images, That has let me de-
fine my painting as a kind of unigue
sentenee constroction system. T
gave me a starting point to boild
From. This strategy isn't followed by
any radical Coneeptual art praclice
that would deny or attack connec-
tions between motils and meaning.
Instead, it requires me (o come up
with pr:
that passive-ageressive? In any case,
it was my way of working aronnd

tieal rules. Wonld yon eall

unlovely images or content.

Are there separate calegories of
motils in vour work? It seems that
there are some elements that come
from Pop, which you can tell are
deliberately construeted and are
meant to be understood as a code;
and then there arve actual “Ur-Mo-
tifs,” like the dog, the cow, or the
tree, which we enn see as a guiding
motil'in vour newest group of work.

I see the tree as a program for my
work, not just as a motif, This is
the problem: how do vou represent
something that has no consistent
formé A trec really has no form, I
vou were to take all trees together,
von wonld only be able to elucidate
the principle of the thing. And if yon



were to single ont a fow trees and
look at them, von would notice that
they do all kinds of crazy shit with
their branches. Prom that, 1 con-
cluded that my task as an artist was
too make all Kinds of evagy shit with

my lines—to do easentially the same

thing. You become a tree yoursell

and let your branches grow.

The newer works are starting to
look like pictograms again, but in
the 1900=, were your trees more ex-

pressived

My approach to painting trees in
the 1990 was similar, but 1 nsed dif-
ferent, murkier colors and a back-
gronnd. Now I've simplified the prin
ciple 0 1 ean foens on the branches,

I've: fit them into the program.

How should we interpret the grado-
ated red background? It reealls o

digital Fude-oul ellect.

Tt has to do with the image, not with
the tree in itsell: the background
funetions to keep three-dimensional
elfects to a minimum. Bat it i=s ot
important to me to offer interpre-
tations in this way., Someone onec
toald me that it could also be seen
as a psychogram, which iz a cool

thonzht-—a kind of Rorschach test,

Drawing a tree is a test that chil-
dren have to do at the psyvehia-
trist's... If vou draw no roots, von

have o bad charneter!

Burdened with ved flags like these,
the paintings become hysterical,

They shout: “Interpret me!™ &
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puldlishing series STUIOLD

Ida Ekblad, 2015

4 color screen-print using ink with Puff Additive
on Somerset Tub Sized Satin 410gsm, 59 x 42 cm

Edition of 75
Sold exclusively at www.countereditions.com
as the first of a series of limited editions presentad in partnership by

Kaleidoscope and Counter Editions, UK's leading website for buying
contemporary art.
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