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The Reception 
of History and 
the History of 
Reception. On the 
Contemporaneity 
of Gerhard Richter
Abstract

The essay examines the reception of Gerhard Richter in a range of his
torical writing and exhibitions both in and outside Germany. Drawing 
on critical theories of reception, it is argued that the history of Richter’s 
oeuvre is created as much by the artist himself—who actively controls the 
construct of his oeuvre—as by curators, critics, scholars, and biograph
ers. The heterogeneity of Richter’s work provided a basis for scholars 
to integrate Richter into the historical models of the neoavantgarde 
and postmodernity. A return to narrative, iconography and, ultimately, 
biography in Richter’s reception came with an increased art historical 
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interest in German postwar art in relation to historical trauma. With 
the biographical turn, certain works by Richter became the subjects of 
almost contradictory narratives and stories and ultimately, deceptive 
witnesses of an exemplary German history.

KeyWoRDs: Gerhard Richter, German art, art in the GDR, Dresden 
galleries, Caspar David Friedrich, historiography, neoavantgarde, 
postmodern, postmodernity, German postwar art, postmodernism, sig
mar Polke, art criticism

Introduction by Debbie Lewer (University of Glasgow)
This text by art historian Julia Gelshorn first appeared in German 
in a 2007 collection of essays on Gerhard Richter published by the 
Gerhard Richter Archive. It is based on one of six lectures given at 
a symposium in Dresden to celebrate the artist’s seventy-fifth birth-
day. The article is remarkable because it makes a rigorous, outspoken, 
and theoretically grounded critical challenge to the very many more 
conventional and often essentially celebratory accounts of Richter’s 
practice and his significance. It takes strident issue with the dominant 
interpretations of Richter’s work and his own self-presentation, in 
such a way that it raises important wider issues around the historiciz-
ing of recent art.

The essay deals with the reception of Gerhard Richter in a range 
of contexts, including by biographers in the GDR and former GDR—
today’s Dresden—and internationally. It makes a critical dissection of 
the diverse cataloguing and archiving strategies employed by the artist 
himself. It highlights the marked degree of control exercised by Richter 
over the publication of text, image, and chronology pertaining to his 
own oeuvre. Especially interesting is the exposure of the extent and 
rationale for Richter’s practice of the radical and extensive editing of his 
own interview texts after the event. The author then places these find-
ings within a wider framework of the neo-avant-garde and postmod-
ern with respect to historiographical practice. These latter sections of 
the essay open up the case study to make wider methodological points 
before returning, finally, to a critique of the use of biography in the 
construction of the public Richter. Because this is a near polemic revi-
sionist reading of Richter, the target readership is one already familiar, 
at least to some degree, with Richter and his international standing and 
reputation (given Richter’s recent ubiquity, this could be said to include 
almost anyone with even a passing interest in art). It is also very useful 
as a case study for considerations of methodology: specifically in rela-
tion to art biography, cataloguing practice, and canon formation in a 
postmodern context as well as more generally as an exemplary text un-
derlining the critical importance of “reception history” itself. Within the 
large and growing field of “Richter studies,” it is a highly unusual piece 
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of writing—it is an argument that cuts, provocatively, right against the 
grain of the habitual apprehension and common celebration of Richter 
within the wider monographic literature.

The Reception of History and 
the History of Reception. On the 
Contemporaneity of Gerhard Richter

Julia Gelshorn

The circle has closed. History has followed an apparently logical narra-
tive thread and is now returning to its point of origin: forty-three years 
after Gerhard Richter’s departure from his native city of Dresden, the 
artist made a permanent loan of his works to the city, which at the time 
of the donation was plunged into turmoil by the ravaging floods of the 
River Elbe. Richter’s works were destined to be displayed in the provi-
sionally refurbished Albertinum in August 2004.1 The press solemnly 
celebrated this gift as Richter’s “homecoming,” his “choice for Dres-
den,” and even as the “return of the absconded [instead of ‘prodigal’] 
son” who for a long time had turned his back on Dresden, virtually 
denying his origins.2 This is a somewhat truncated version of a story 
that the Albertinum and the artist attempted to narrate in a much more 
neutral and seemingly objective form: Richter’s loan works were not 

Figure 1  
Gerhard Richter, Familie [Family], 
1964, oil on canvas, 150 x 
180cm. © Gerhard Richter 2011.
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celebrated in a solo exhibition but presented as part of the lineage of the 
new masters and in direct dialog with the Dresden master Caspar David 
Friedrich.3 The point of origin and the end of the narration were already 
established by the exhibition title that featured on the façade of the Al-
bertinum. The exhibition itinerary offered the visitor the option to go 
either directly into the rooms with Richter’s loan works, or to follow a 
route which led chronologically through the collection of paintings via  
Romanticism, Impressionism, and Expressionism to the art of the GDR, 
and presented Richter as the singular manifestation of West German 
or rather pan-German contemporary art in the final three rooms. The 
narrative—based on a radically reductive selection of paintings from 
the museum’s collection and with the focus on Richter as the point of 
culmination—attempted to present Richter’s heterogeneous work as a 
direct digestion and reflection of the history of art presented in the 
previous rooms. At the same time, the spatial layout made it possible 
to create a direct connection between the two Dresden artists Caspar 
David Friedrich and Gerhard Richter, which was made explicit by the 
use of glass doors between a suite of rooms so as to provide a view of 
the two modern icons facing each other. The chronological exhibition 
itinerary was truly transformed into a circuit here: on the one hand 
Richter represents the end but also leads back to the beginning. Even 
though Richter’s 11 Glasspanes, which had been originally intended to 
be installed in the viewing line, was replaced for technical reasons by a 
Gray Painting, the press, nevertheless, responded to this confrontation 
between Richter and Friedrich, stating that Romanticism and Abstrac-
tion mirrored each other.4 By juxtaposing the two artists, the curators 
indeed succeeded in visualizing a fundamental point in Richter’s oeu-
vre: the relationship with a tradition of the Sublime, which is mirrored 
in exemplary fashion in Richter’s Romantic, often paraphrased land-
scapes as well as in his abstract paintings.5 Werner Spies interpreted 
this notion of “mirroring” even more directly, suggesting that Richter 
and his works are “a mirror, the mirror of today’s period” held up to 
the Romantic artist [Friedrich], and concluded accordingly that their 
artistic encounter in the exhibition would help to “decode” Richter’s 
oeuvre.6

Spies’s comment appears a logical conclusion from the display in 
Dresden: the experimental hanging of the paintings compared  Richter 
with Friedrich, who had already been identified by art historical 
 scholarship as an important reference point for Richter. In addition, the 
exhibition itinerary and the catalog attempted to tie Richter’s oeuvre 
back to Dresden and to the collection of the Galerie Neue Meister: this 
is suggested, for example, by the juxtaposition of Richter’s Secretary 
and Jean-Etienne Liotard’s Chocolate Maid.7

The actual retrospective dependence of Richter’s work on his place 
of origin remained, however, a blind spot. It is true that the exhibition 
showed GDR art, but both Richter’s origin in Socialist Realism and 
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generally his artistic beginnings in Dresden were overlooked, as was the 
question as to which of the presented “-isms” he could have actually ac-
cessed in 1950s Dresden. These omissions are, of course, the result of a 
conscious decision taken by the curators and by the artist himself, who 
played a significant part in the hanging of his own works and influenced 
to some degree the display of the works in the other rooms.8 Accord-
ingly, the exhibition’s aim did not consist in reviewing the past of an art-
ist but in cautiously establishing a relationship between a West German 
artistic career and a historical tradition. The narrative that is offered 
in the process is a construct, which has to be recognized as such, for 
the reactions of the press have shown that the Albertinum was eagerly 
reviewed as a “memorial site” that would be able to break through the 
repressions and taboos of public debate in order to negotiate a chapter 
in the history and art history of a divided Germany.9

On the Problem of “Contemporaneity”

The history of an oeuvre and its significance is constituted, or even 
 constructed, as much by the artist himself as by art criticism and schol-
arship, or by the entire “art world,” to use a term coined by Arthur C.  
Danto to describe the interplay of these forces.10 Accordingly, the ques-
tions surrounding the understanding of an artist’s work must also in-
clude questions regarding the histories that produced the work and 
the forces that contributed to it. If the above title explicitly draws at-
tention to Gerhard Richter’s contemporaneity, then this is not only 
in order to suggest that he continues to write and rewrite his story as 
our contemporary, but also to indicate that Richter has always been a 
contemporary—a contemporary of a historical situation and a contem-
porary of artistic and art historical expectations and ideas to which he 
has responded. The history of his oeuvre, therefore, came into being 
through a continuously oscillating relationship between its production 
and reception.

In 1994, the art historian Stefan Germer drew attention to this 
alternating relation in a short article—entitled “Die schwierigen 
Zeitgenossen” [The Difficult Contemporaries]—on the problems of 
historicizing contemporary art. Based on the assumption that meaning 
is always a construct—by the artist himself or by the reception of the 
works—Germer argued for a more flexible understanding of history. 
To this extent the enrichment of an oeuvre through contextualization, 
art writing, or reception should be considered as an integral part of 
the history of the oeuvre.11 In this sense Richter’s appropriation and 
reception of history and art within his own work are closely tied up 
with the history of the reception of his work, especially since Richter’s  
art is an exemplary self-reflexive art that keeps its own context in 
mind. The artist’s comments, the historical context, art historical  
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interpretations, and the development of the art market should not be 
considered as  external conditions of the work, but rather as a meaning- 
producing network, as alternating acts of documenting, interpreting, 
and  producing history.

Richter’s works of art themselves, as much as their interpretations, 
are at the mercy of the demand for “contemporaneity.”12 In this respect 
the aim here is to demonstrate to what extent the changing zeitgeist and 
the corresponding expectations of art have led to different, and some-
times even to contradictory histories.13

Initially, however, we shall consider the constants: a number of 
key points in Richter’s biography have been turned into the founding 
 pillars for the interpretation of his work. After finishing his training at 
the Dresden Akademie and completing a number of commissions in 
the  socialist realist style, the artist decided to leave the GDR in 1963 
together with his wife Ema Eufinger. What ultimately inspired his de-
parture was,  according to his own comments, the visit to the second 
“Documenta” in Kassel and his confrontation with Informel painting 
in European and North American postwar art. Once arrived in West 
Germany, Richter embarked on a second training at the  Kunstakademie 
in Düsseldorf. Influenced by his teachers, he engaged at first with In-
formel painting in the style of Fautrier, Dubuffet, and Fontana, but 
then literally made a tabula rasa with his painting Tisch [Table, 1962], 
founding a new body of work that is known today as the oeuvre of 
Gerhard Richter. Soon afterwards he disrupted his grisaille painting 
based on photographs and turned to the most diverse artistic concepts 
of painting, with the result that stylistic heterogeneity emerged as the 
major characteristic of the artist. These seem to be the “facts” that pro-
vide the key moments to all histories on Gerhard Richter’s art.

Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, whose writings and interviews have made 
a fundamental contribution to Richter’s reception, emphasized in his 
dissertation on the artist that his “peculiar biographical circumstances” 
turned Richter into a figure with a double identity. Richter, after all, 
had first trained and worked within the context of communist East 
Germany, and was then confronted with West German capitalist con-
sumerist  society. For Buchloh, therefore, Richter is an exemplary repre-
sentative of a divided heritage.14

For the critics this double identity was all the more mysterious and 
difficult to research since there was hardly any evidence for the GDR’s 
impact on Richter. Upon his departure from the GDR not only was Rich-
ter forced to abandon all the works that he had created during his time 
at the Akademie of Dresden, but he was also extremely economical in 
publishing these works, even though they had been carefully documented 
through photographs.15 Only occasionally could an early self-portrait or 
a detail from his mural (later painted over), the degree work for the Dres-
den Hygiene-Museum, be found in some publications. It was only with 
the biography by Dietmar Elger of 2002, the  biographical-journalistic 
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novel by Jürgen Schreiber on Richter’s family (2005), an article by Jeanne 
Nugent included in the exhibition catalog of the Getty Museum (2006), 
and another Getty publication on Richter’s Early Work that a few more 
early works were added to those already known.16

The same situation applies to Richter’s early West German work cre-
ated within the ambit of the Kunstakademie in Dusseldorf, and this is 
even more remarkable for the work did not get lost but was set on fire 
by the artist himself in 1962 after a first and last public presentation.17 
Nevertheless this phase, which was inclined toward Informel painting, 
was also recorded by the artist through photographs. Still in the same 
year he initiated a new phase with the work Tisch [Table], thereby of-
ficially founding the beginning of his West German artistic career, and 
thus the history of Gerhard Richter’s art.

Anti-Linear Historical Constructs

While any artistic beginnings tend to remain diffuse, early works offer us 
insights into an artist’s first cautious efforts and the later artistic devel-
opment toward a mature style. Richter, however, deliberately  obscures 
this early phase and turns it into a blank space.18 From the outset, any 
attempts to study the stylistic or iconographic  developments of the artist 
are undermined by Richter and his concept of painting. The totality of his 
oeuvre is presented  instead through the numbering of his works all the 
way through from the beginning. The first picture index [Bildverzeich-
nis] clearly confirms this claim. Hubertus Butin and Catharina Mancanda 
have shown that, in aesthetic terms, Richter turns to practices of concep-
tual and minimalist art, listing his works in a bureaucratic manner, ap-
parently without subject, by number, title, year, and measurements.19 Yet, 
the fact that his own index is turned into a work of art as an offset print 
points to a conscious act of artistic self-representation on the one hand, 
and on the other, demonstrates the artist’s clear attempt to control his 
own reception. As a work of art, the Bildverzeichnis reveals Richter’s own 
self-construction and artistic position and, at the same time, his demand 
to establish personally the documentation and the historical chronology 
of his works. The artist thereby takes on genuine art historical tasks.20

Under the guidance of the artist the index then appeared for the 
first time in full and illustrated form with proportionately sized color 
reproductions in the exhibition catalog of the major Richter retrospec-
tive of 1993, which as a fictive miniature museum offered the viewer 
a chronological parkour through the work.21 The small-sized illustra-
tions not only served a pragmatic purpose—the pictures can be easily 
located—but have above all a conceptual effect: in the fashion of a sales 
catalog for artistic styles and forms, each double page exposes the het-
erogeneity of the works at a single glance. The Bildverzeichnis with its 
individually numbered works not only appears as a complete opus but  



192 Julia Gelshorn

also provides a general overview of all the orchestrated changes within 
the work.

Independently from Richter’s index, Erik Verhagen argued that 
the artist deliberately challenged certain works or groups of works 
of art that appeared to suggest a change in the oeuvre, by adopting  
an opposite painterly position at the next stage so that he could not 

Figure 2  
Gerhard Richter, Bildverzeichnis [Picture Index], 1998, 83 x 68cm. © Gerhard Richter 2011. 
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be pinned down to a defined position or development.22 For instance, 
Richter’s Akt auf der Treppe [Nude on a Staircase]—his first work to be 
based on a colored photograph and which was discussed for its classical 
 impetus—was followed by his first Color Chart. The controversial RAF  
cycle 18 October 1977 was countered with the intimate, private por-
trait of Betty in order to undermine the label of “political painter.” 
Whether the motivations for Richter’s sequence of works really match 
the ones given by Verhagen is subject to further debate. It is, however, 
important to note that the illustrated index offers an ideal possibility to 
visualize and document such changes in the work, even beyond the time 
of the production of the paintings. In this respect Robert Storr has sug-
gested that the index of works ultimately represents a construct, which 
proposes a partially fictive chronology.23

One of the last pages of the index reveals this construct once again: 
the painting Fenster [Window] classified as number 880-1 and dated 
2002, corresponds exactly to number 205 which is dated 1968. Did 
Richter copy his own work thirty-four years later, as the catalog with 
its indication of the year 2002 seems to suggest? Or, did he simply paint 
exactly the same painting again in 2002? If this was the case, then the 
artist specifically reminds us, through his illustrated catalog, that his 
work should not be considered in terms of a linear development, even 
though the abstract paintings have clearly gained majority over time. 
The alternative thesis, which is debatable, would be that Richter only 
decided in 2002 to integrate an old variant of the window series, which 
might still have been in his studio, into his index. In this case, the in-
dication of the year 2002 is deliberately misleading and comparable to 
the procedure with the ready-made, an object that already exists and 
only subsequently declared by the artist to be a work of art. While the 
index does not offer an explanation, it is important to note that even 
after forty years of working in West Germany, Richter strategically and 
rigorously presents his own history as anti-linear.

In this respect the oeuvre catalog is widely understood to be a vehicle 
for self-documentation, which is further complemented by the Atlas, the 
collection of photographs, collages, and sketches.24 A similar procedure 
can also be detected in Richter’s comments in his notes, interviews, and 
own texts. What Richter once presented in an openly ironic way in  
his early artistic texts though—partly in collaboration with Sigmar  
Polke—is masked in later interviews, although it is equally present. Some 
of Richter’s comments on the themes of his paintings, for example, show 
that he entirely contradicts himself within a period of two years: “I do 
not favor any particular pictorial themes”; or “For me, there is certainly 
a hierarchy of subject matters—turnip and Madonna are not equal, not 
even as objects of art”; or “Do you know what was great?—To notice that 
how such a ridiculous and absurd thing as the simple copying of a post-
card can result in a painting. And the freedom to be able to paint what is  
enjoyable. Stags, airplanes, queens, secretaries.” Yet, finally, he stated 
again: “I am only concerned with the subject [Gegenstand],  otherwise 
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I would not put so much effort into the choice of the sujet, otherwise 
I would not paint it at all.”25 At a later stage, by which time Richter’s 
painting already comprised a much wider spectrum, he insisted: “My 
paintings are subject-less; like objects they are objects themselves. They 
do not have any content, significance and meaning, just like objects 
or trees . . . ,” only to declare soon afterward the exact opposite: “It is 
the most natural thing in the world to respond to distinctive events. It 
would be absurd if precisely that which concerns us most were taboo. 
Then we would only produce trivial things.”26

When interviewing Richter in 2002, Robert Storr referred to such 
statements in examining Richter’s interest in specific themes. Storr, 
therefore, was demanding a confirmation from Richter when he  referred 
to one of the artist’s earlier statements: “After all, you have said: ‘The 
Mona Lisa is not a turnip.’ There are hierarchies of subject matter; a 
cow, which you have also painted, is not a 1940s fighter plane or a 
1960s fighter plane.”27 Richter’s reply refuted these assertions and fixed 
views, yet in the most revealing way: “I never knew what I was doing. 
What am I supposed to say now? Now I could lie here, like I am on an 
analyst’s couch, and try to figure out my actual motives with the help of 
others and make sense of them. Is that what you want now?”28

The selected extracts are just arbitrary examples from Richter’s 
production of texts, which reveal that here, too, the artist’s stylistic 
progress has been staged so that he cannot be associated with one 
particular position or even a conceptual development. On the one 
hand, this strategy must be interpreted as a play on the concept of 
“The Death of the Author,” as it was theorized by Roland Barthes and 
 Michel Foucault at the time, that is as a decentralization of the artist as 
a subject. On the other hand, however, it reveals itself in many places 
as a paradoxical confirmation of the artist’s power and authoritative 
gesture which precisely contradict his orchestrated disappearance.29  
I do not intend to expand on these paradoxes here and would like to 
suggest instead that Richter’s writings and comments function as a 
“parallel phenomenon” to his works of art insofar as they undermine 
a linear history, take up discursive positions like ready-made paintings, 
and orchestrate as well as conceal artistic breaks behind an apparent 
authenticity.30

This proprietorial attitude over his own verbal expressions and 
hence his own history is also apparent in the accuracy with which  
Richter edits his interviews: a transcript of a conversation between an 
art historian and the artist, if examined, turns out to be a carefully 
reworked text. As an example, Dieter Schwarz has kindly offered the 
heavily edited transcript of his interview with Gerhard Richter, which 
took place on June 26, 1999 on the occasion of the exhibition of Rich-
ter’s watercolors in the Kunstmuseum Winterthur.31 The typescript of 
the original conversation was sent by fax back and forth, and annotated 
with handwritten corrections by Gerhard Richter, while Schwarz him-
self rearticulated certain questions.32 This shows that Richter  corrected, 
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rearticulated or entirely replaced nearly all his comments. Other seg-
ments of the conversation were deleted but not replaced, and new 
transitional passages were created retrospectively. It is striking that the 
written corrections simulate an oral immediacy that is characteristic 
of free speech. The resulting impression of a conversational situation 
where ideas and comments develop spontaneously is actually a fabri-
cation, which not only has been carefully planned and reworked, but 
through decisive insertions and changes has grown into a fictive con-
struction that is accepted by both parties.33

This case in point does not, of course, exemplify a unique practice 
pertaining to Richter alone, but is rather a common procedure among 
many artists and other public figures. And yet, it clearly shows the ex-
tent to which an artist’s interview should not simply be used as a source 
text for our writing of history, but must be read and interpreted as a 
construct created by the artist.

Already early in his career Richter began to systematically document 
his work and to control access to this information: This started with his 
first photographic record of the work dating from his first two periods, 
which reached the public only occasionally. It continued with his oeuvre 
catalog, his Atlas and not least the many interviews, notes, published 
letters, and texts. This seems to be one side of the story, which itself 
stands in an alternating relationship with the demands of the art world 
on the artist and the fulfillment and undermining of expectations. How 
then has art history dealt with the artist’s own historiography?

Neo-Avant-Garde and Postmodernism: Historical Models 
of Reception

One of the most influential interpretations of Richter’s oeuvre, namely 
Benjamin Buchloh’s, takes the heterogeneity of his work as a starting 
point in order to integrate Richter into a clearly defined historical model. 
Buchloh’s historical model is based on Peter Bürger’s distinction between 
the historical avant-garde from 1910 to 1925 and a  European post-
war neo-avant-garde that returns to its earlier  practices.34  Accordingly, 
 Buchloh interpreted the constant changes in Richter’s painterly positions, 
made visible in the catalog of the oeuvre, as an artistic repetition of the 
paradigms of the avant-garde, of which the specific manner of the re-
ception and different interpretation is marked by the prefix “neo.” For 
Buchloh, the avant-garde paradigms, which themselves already com-
mented on and undermined a tradition of painting and which were now 
taken up again by Richter in various ways, fell into four categories. The 
first is the legacy of photomontage and collage, which Buchloh analyzes  
above all through Richter’s Atlas. The second category is the reduced 
painterliness of monochrome painting and the grid. Third comes 
 classicism, which Buchloh precisely interprets as anti-modern and, fi-
nally, we have gestural painting as a fourth category. The panorama of 
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Richter’s painterly beginnings was interpreted by Buchloh as a working 
through of the rhetoric of painting, but which demonstrates the actual 
loss of historical categories and functions.35 Accordingly, Richter’s paint-
ing reveals the impossibility for authentic painting in the postwar pe-
riod. Other scholars have criticized this interpretation as reductive and 
reproached Buchloh for using Richter’s work merely to fit his thesis.36 
Opposed to this, Hubertus Butin, for example, suggested that Richter’s 
adaptation of avant-garde paradigms to the “conditions of his own con-
temporary gaze” did ultimately result in “new and individual images.”37

Buchloh’s historical model of the neo-avant-garde contrasts with theo-
ries of postmodernism, which were paramount to the historical interpret-
ation of Richter’s work by Buchloh’s American colleagues. This model, 
like that of the neo-avant-garde, also referred to Richter’s repetition of 
images and the resulting heterogeneity. Yet, it should be remembered 
that the labeling of Richter’s work as “postmodern”  derived from two 
distinct theoretical models: the theoretical concept of posthistoire [post-
history] created by Arnold Gehlen pessimistically assumes the end of all 
innovations and historical possibilities,38 whereas the concept of the post-
modern, as represented mainly by Jean-Francois Lyotard, rather optimis-
tically declares the end of the idea of a unitary history and its totalizing 
meta- or master narratives. Frederic Jameson, in contrast, established a 
radical break between modernism and postmodernism through the “end 
of ideology, art, or social class; the crisis of Leninism, social democracy, 
or the welfare state, etc. etc.” In his understanding, postmodernism is 
conceived as a “cultural dominant” necessarily bound up with postindus-
trial and multinational capitalism.39 Wolfgang Welsch, in his study of the 
definition and history of postmodernity, specifically points out that the 
theoretical concepts of posthistoire and postmodernism are often used in 
an identical fashion, although they do not have anything to do with each 
other.40 Nevertheless, in the attempt to analyze contemporary phenomena 
such as the repetition or plurality of forms of expressions, the two con-
cepts have often been merged in the process, although they are based on 
two fundamentally different end-visions—the end of innovations on one 
hand, and the end of great histories on the other. Horst Bredekamp has 
shown that the conflation of different ideas of the “end” under the para-
digm of postmodernity finds its origin in Hegel’s philosophical idea of the 
end of history,41 and is expressed in numerous other end-visions: in the 
“death of the subject,” “the death of the author,” “the end of the book,” 
and in this respect also in the “end of art,” and more specifically, the 
“end of painting.”42 That Gerhard Richter along with many other artists 
was used to illustrate these verdicts of “the end,” rather than being ana-
lyzed through them, emerges from various interpretations which identify 
the artist with so-called “post-narrative” and “post-historic” art. Danto 
even argues directly for the conflation of the terms “post-narrative” and 
“post-historic” in order to describe the state of art “after the end of art.”43 
In the period after this, narrative painting survived by adapting to new  
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circumstances and integrating the plurality of the art world within its 
forms.44 On the basis of Richter’s declaration that all media and styles are 
equally legitimate and his rejection of a “certain ideal of purity,” Danto 
explicitly identifies Richter with those artists who “most aptly exemplify 
the post-historical moment.”45

In contrast to this, Douglas Crimp quotes Richter’s statement that 
painting is “pure nonsense” as evidence for, and in endorsement of, 
the end of painting itself. In relation to postmodernism, he discusses a 
 turning-away from painting and instead a turn toward photography and 
non-museological art.46 Craig Owens, another apologist for postmod-
ern art, compares Gerhard Richter’s demonstration of conceptual inco-
herence and stylistic heterogeneity with the photographic role-playing 
of Cindy Sherman, who stages the disappearance of the author through  
her repetitions, just like Richter does.47 This last comparison alone gives 
the impression of a historical model being forced upon an artistic prac-
tice, instead of shedding light on the work itself.

Richter’s edition Űbersicht [Survey] of 1998 (Figure 3) can be read 
precisely as a counterpoint to the appropriation of such historical 
models: the diagram shows a long line of tradition of Western culture 
from antiquity to the present day. The Űbersicht presents a list of a 
selection of artists, architects, composers, philosophers, and writers 
in chronological order, including Richter himself in the section of art.  
Dieter Schwarz has proposed the thesis that Richter presents here not 
so much a personal selection, but rather a collective consensus that  
inevitably becomes weaker in the present time, with the consequence 
that the number of names increases from the left to the right side.48 In 
any case, Richter positions himself as an heir of a chosen family that 
consists of his own created canon of important artists. By seizing the 
myth of a survey in his Űbersicht, he shows that he is indeed interested 
in a tradition. While Danto sees the end of history confirmed by the idea 
that the “canon . . . is closed,”49 Richter actually places himself and his 
contemporaries into such a canon and history without any reservation. 
And yet, history must not be equated with a purposeful processing of 
stylistic development, and this is made obvious through his own oeuvre 
index. To this extent, we can agree with Jeanne Nugent, who para-
doxically observes a simultaneous deconstruction and reconstruction of 
 history in Richter’s work.50

Against a Rhetoric of Painting: The Return of  
the Subject

While the historiographical models of postmodernity and the neo-
avant-garde are based on stylistic heterogeneity and arbitrarily chosen 
motifs, a detailed discussion of the choice and meaning of the subjects 
in Richter’s work began at the latest in 1988 with the exhibition of  
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Figure 3  
Gerhard Richter, Übersicht [Survey], 1998. © Gerhard Richter 2011. 
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Richter’s RAF cycle 18 October 1977. Richter had already juxta-
posed politically loaded paintings, such as the portrait Hitler or the 
Phantom Abfangjäger [Phantom Fighter Planes], with trivial subjects 
like Eisläuferin [Ice Skater], the painted advertisement of a washing 
stand or the blurred image of the dome of Milan. Now he focused 
on repressed themes from German history in a comprehensive cycle. 
Consequently the art critics felt alienated as much by Richter’s choice 
of the subject matter as by his ambivalent way of representation.51 It 
is significant that the explicit attention to Richter’s motifs and iconog-
raphy and hence the move away from Buchloh’s “rhetoric of paint-
ing” was tied to the North American reception of the RAF [Red Army 
Faction] cycle by Robert Storr. Following the single 2000 exhibition 
of the RAF cycle (purchased by MOMA in 1995), Storr also used 
it as a center point in his great American retrospective of Gerhard 
Richter in 2004 and 2005.52 On the one hand Richter was presented 
to the American public as a responsible German artist, whose suc-
cess could be justified by his critical and diverse engagement with 
the past of his native country, which was also a major theme in other 
parts of the exhibition and the catalog. On the other hand, Storr 
finally encapsulated Richter’s oeuvre in the term “an iconography of 
the everyday.”53 Storr was primarily interested in the themes and the 
painterly refinement in each individual masterpiece, and not in the 
hitherto dominant generalization of the paintings that classified them 
into larger groups.

This change in Richter’s reception is not due to Storr’s interpretation 
alone, but must be ascribed to the lasting painting boom that began in 
the 1980s, especially in German painting, and to the return to narrative 
and iconography on the one hand and to a new interest in painterly 
modes on the other. The persistent discourse involving a historically 
obsolete painting and the prescription of avant-garde paradigms seemed 
outdated in the face of two new phenomena: the abundance of anti-
aesthetic conceptual art and a “craving for pictures,” to use Wolfgang 
Max Faust’s description.54 In addition there was an increased art his-
torical interest in the question as to how German postwar art dealt 
with its historical trauma.55 The RAF cycle did not only react to these 
debates on suppression and memory but also triggered them in relation 
to Richter’s entire oeuvre, thereby drawing attention to the content of 
the paintings.56

This attempt to come to terms with history revived an interest in 
the subject of the artist himself, which is reflected in the biographical 
projects on Gerhard Richter. Dietmar Elgar authored a comprehensive 
biography of Gerhard Richter, while others, such as Hubert Butin or the 
curators of the exhibition “Wie alles began” [“How It All Began”] of 
2004, also centered their investigations upon the biographical aspects of 
Richter’s career and work.57
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The Biographical Turn: From the Death of the Author to 
the Life of the Artist

This biographical turn in the reception of Gerhard Richter is evident in 
a group of works that perfectly illustrates how certain works by Rich-
ter became the subjects of almost contradictory narratives and stories 
and ultimately, deceptive witnesses of an exemplary German history. 
The group of works in question may be summed up with the keyword 
“family pictures.” This term has a double meaning in Richter’s work: 
on the one hand it simply describes the works, which have arisen from 
Richter’s documented collection of family photographs included in his 
Atlas (Figures 4 and 5). On the other, this group of works overlaps with 
paintings after photographs that do not depict any family but Richter’s 
own family.

In his seminal essay on the Atlas as an “anomic archive,” Buchloh 
hypothesizes that the photographs of Richter’s family members had 
served the artist as a starting point to reflect on the relationship between 
photography and historical memory. According to this, the power of 
the mnemonic connections to the past and their lasting effects on the 
present are best confirmed as material processes through a reflection on 
the family picture. By confronting these panels with others that showed 
the most diverse press photographs as a confusing heterogeneous en-
semble, Richter juxtaposed the private construction of identity through 
the family photograph and the public construction of identity through 
media culture. What is represented by Richter, according to Buchloh, is 
the memory of an archaeology of pictorial and photographic registers, 
which, in short, reveals the condition of German suppression in the ban-
ality and heterogeneity of the images.58 Photography, including family 
photography, is understood here as a medium that was used to physi-
cally implement and transmit the historical suppression. According to 
Buchloh, given the historical suppression during the postwar period, 
Richter had to ask himself to what extent images of memories were 
possible at all and at the same time dealt with the problem of whether 
a painting was actually still feasible in consideration of photographic 
mass culture. In Richter’s art, the examination of the uses and function 
of photography therefore has to do with collective memory. For Buch-
loh, the anomic and hence arbitrary order of the photographs reveals 
the randomness of their selection and the banality of their motifs. This 
use of photographs based on avant-garde collage techniques is to be 
understood as an expression of the decentralization of the subject. The 
fact that the family photographs came to a great extent from Richter’s 
private family albums only plays a minor role in Buchloh’s argument: it 
is only relevant with regards to the question as to whether Richter had 
been motivated by the personal loss of a familiar environment.59

In Robert Storr’s interpretation, by contrast, the photographs of 
Richter’s family underwent a transformation from collective souvenir 
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pictures to testimonies of an individual history. These individual his-
tories, embodied by Richter’s relatives, were interpreted by Storr as 
exemplary in the sense that they showed a collective heritage.60 For in-
stance, Richter’s Onkel Rudi in Wehrmacht uniform is representative 
of a  generation who voluntarily contributed to self-destruction and the 
destruction of millions of lives. By contrast Tante Marianne (Figure 6), 
who is seen as a young girl with the artist as a baby, is, according to 
Storr, a counter-figure to Uncle Rudi, because as a schizophrenic she fell 
victim to the national socialist program for euthanasia. Finally, Richter 
indirectly painted the murderer of Aunt Marianne in the portrait Herr 
Heyde, since he largely directed the euthanasia program under Hitler. 
Storr does not just look for a narrative in individual works, but con-
nects individual works that are scattered over Richter’s whole oeuvre to  

Figure 4 
Gerhard Richter, Atlas, plate 2 (album photos). © Gerhard Richter 2011. 
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form a coherent narrative. As Storr sees it, Richter tells exemplary stor-
ies through his images, and thereby closes the fracture which still runs 
through German culture due to the denial of the past.61 To what extent 
the images really tell these stories is not questioned by Storr.

The connection between private and collective history culminated 
in the journalistic novel by Jürgen Schreiber published in 2005 on the 
“drama” of the Richter family.62 The author covers here the story of 
Aunt Marianne in all its frightening and sad details and discovers in the 
process not only the symbolic murderer Heyde, but also the person who 
actually ordered her sterilization, and, as fate would dictate, who turned 
out to be nobody other than Richter’s ex-father-in-law, Dr. Heinrich  
Eufinger—facts that were unknown to Storr. Richter had eternalized him 
in his entirely unpolitical portrait Familie am Meer [Family at the Seaside] 
(Figure 7), together with his first wife as a girl wearing a bathing cap.

Figure 5 
Gerhard Richter, Atlas, plate 9 (newspaper photos). © Gerhard Richter 2011. 
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The discovery of this connection finally leads Schreiber to describe 
the portrait of Herr Heyde, which openly thematizes the Nazi crime, 
in Freudian terms as a “concealed memory” that represents a group of 
blocked issues for Richter.63 This inference of an apparently biographical 
impact on the work is a fatal error, and does not rely on any art histori-
cal line of argument either. In Schreiber’s biography, Richter’s paintings 

Figure 6 
Gerhard Richter, Tante Marianne, 
1965, oil on canvas, 100 x 115cm.  
© Gerhard Richter 2011. 

Figure 7 
Gerhard Richter, Familie am 
Meer, 1964, oil on canvas,  
150 x 200cm. © Gerhard 
Richter 2011. 
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are reduced to being illustrations of history on the one hand, and on the 
other they are explained through history in an arbitrarily constructed 
manner. For instance, Richter’s artist’s book War Cut, on the Iraq War, 
produced fifty-nine years after the destruction of Dresden—which  
Richter only experienced from a distance—shows, according to 
Schreiber, “the colors of death” rooted in Richter’s “experience of the 
abyss” at Dresden.64

Schreiber’s reading, which seems to open a radically different per-
spective on this “family gang,”65 argues that the picture of the  German  
disaster emerges from the covering colors. This is problematic as it 
 confuses the form and content of the work, and does not seriously 
 consider the context in which Richter’s family pictures were made. 
Richter’s insertion of Aunt Marianne in his oeuvre catalog already 
shows that the connections between the political paintings, as proposed 
by  Robert Storr, tell an entirely different story from the one told by the 
artist  himself in his oeuvre catalog. In addition, the fact that the paint-
ing Tante Marianne was still entitled Mother and Child in Richter’s first 
Bildverzeichnis, even though he knew very well that the image showed 
himself with his aunt (in the same way that the Familie am Meer does 
not represent a father, mother, and children, but a patient of Eufinger 
and her son),66 suggests that Richter was studying the genre of the fam-
ily portrait and its artistic and photographic tradition in a pictorial way 
rather than engaging with the personal history, which is veiled behind the 
pictures. Familie am Meer and Tante Marianne remain as anonymous as 
the nameless family of 1964, which once again shows Richter’s family 
and himself, or the pictures of families that have names but are equally 
stereotypical: the families Wende (1971), Liechti (1966) or Ruhnau  
(1968). However, at the same time, Richter’s deindividualization of his 
works indeed provoked their reindividualization, and thereby the search 
for a story in and behind the pictures.

It is perhaps timely that Buchloh’s reading of photographic media in 
terms of the suppression of the past has been counterbalanced by Storr, 
who sees the photographs in terms of individual biographies, such as those 
of Aunt Marianne and Uncle Rudi, who are at the same time representa-
tives of a generation.67 Jürgen Schreiber, however, turns Gerhard Richter 
himself into this figure: the “painter from Germany” is declared a collec-
tive representative, who embodies and commemorates our entire history.

This conception of Richter was once again accentuated by the 2004 
exhibition in Dresden and the installation of the Gerhard Richter  Archive 
in Dresden: as Jürgen Becker wrote in the exhibition catalog, Gerhard 
Richter should be seen retrospectively as “a Dresden painter,” even 
though, as Becker admits, he never really was a Dresden painter and even 
though the cities on the Rhine may claim him in future as the “Dussel-
dorf painter” or a “Cologne painter.”68 It is only against this back-
ground, however, that Richter can become the exemplary “painter of the 
divided and reunited Germany” within Dresden’s construct of history, 
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and thereby a kind of collective singularity. With the newly established 
Gerhard Richter Archive, the memory, the neglect, and displacement of 
Gerhard Richter will be transferred into a public and collective act. And 
so Richter himself has engaged with his own history and increasingly en-
dorses the rehabilitation of, and research into, his hitherto neglected early 
body of work.69 What the individual  Richter himself does not remember 
will therefore undoubtedly be retrieved through  academic research.
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