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Foreword



Since the 1960s, the international neo-avant-garde has captured new spaces by increasingly integrating societal and social contexts into the field of artistic practice. This development continues to shape the ideas and methods of contemporary art to this day. Painting is similarly influenced by this striving for a larger context—a process that Katharina Grosse (born 1961 in Freiburg) has been pursuing for the last twenty-five years.

Grosse became internationally renowned in the late 1990s for her sensational installations, employing a spraying technique to realize these paintings in situ. Her first work sprayed directly onto an existing architectural structure was created in 1998 at the Kunsthalle Bern. Soon after, Grosse expanded her works to even larger surfaces, transforming not only the walls and floors of museums and exhibition halls, but also entire landscapes and urban spaces, as well as organic materials and objects into colored environments that viewers could enter and walk through. The results were always radically painterly, combining the luminosity of pure pigments with the large-scale character of Land Art, blurring the boundaries between two- and three-dimensionality. Today, Katharina Grosse is one of the most significant contemporary artists. Her work exemplifies the erosion of traditional boundaries of painting and challenges viewers, in Grosse’s own unique way, to question their usual habits of seeing and thinking vis-à-vis painting.



The Publication

The present volume of conversations, which accompanies the exhibition at the Deichtorhallen Hamburg, brings together eleven in-depth interviews that Klaus Dermutz conducted with Katharina Grosse in her studio in Berlin Moabit between 2020 and 2022. The individual interviews probe the central themes of her artistic work in great depth, more so than in any other previous publication – exploring concerns such as the haptic image, the border, reversal, repetition without origin, interruption, the visible and the invisible, and temporality, to name just a few.

The conversations also discuss the range of methods (milling, heaping, casting, printing, spraying, etc.) and materials (earth, wood, aluminum, latex, glass, metal mesh) employed in her work over the past forty years. The question of how these methods continue to shape Katharina Grosse's insights into the possibilities of the painted image is explored. The conversations are illuminated by a rich trove of images from the artist’s own private archive, offering unparalleled insight into the multifaceted panorama of her radical way of thinking and working.




Wunderbild

The desire to grant Katharina Grosse the space of the Deichtorhallen Hamburg for her energetic, immersive art has existed for a long time. We are all the more delighted that the installation Wunderbild, an absolute masterpiece and milestone in her art, unites the vastness of the Deichtorhallen’s Hall for Contemporary Art with the expansive power of her painting, while at the same time serving as starting point for an extensive exhibition devoted to her art. The walk-in work, which has never been shown anywhere else except in Prague, challenges the classic forms of pictorial representation in a highly unique manner. Originally developed in 2018 for the Messepalast of the National Gallery in Prague, Katharina Grosse restaged this monumental installation in Hamburg and supplemented it with a sound piece composed especially for the work by Stephan Schneider. The installation consists of two gigantic, approximately 55-metre-wide paintings on overlapping pieces of fabric suspended from the ceiling and flowing several meters across the floor, which can be viewed from both sides. The central space of the Hall for Contemporary Art remains otherwise untouched, giving the Wunderbild undivided attention. The painting extends over two surfaces across more than two-thirds of the length of the hall and looks as if nature itself had been transformed into a painting. In this canyon of color, visitors pass through a corridor between fabric panels, transforming the exhibition environment into a living space of reflection as visitors move through the work.

As emphasized in the catalog for the Prague installation of the Wunderbild, the work represents a watershed in the artist's career. It is the first and only time that Katharina Grosse has worked with stencils on such a large surface. The resulting empty sections within the complex layered painting act like windows onto imaginary spaces and lend the work a distinctly architectural character. The shifts between sprayed and unsprayed passages that both project and recede open the work to a variety of interpretations and associations. In the unpainted areas, for example, one could speak of unoccupied intermediate spaces—of picture windows or frames within the picture, reminiscent of Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition, inviting viewers to take alternating movements through different pictures within the larger image. These voids can also be perceived as mysterious sound holes in the larger structure of iridescent dark and light green, red, or pale blue sprays of color; hermetic blank fields that fall out of rhythm in the broad continuum of the densely packed painting in terms of perspective and space. In addition to stencils, Katharina Grosse has also repeatedly worked with cut-up canvases, as a means of interrupting the fluidity and illusionism of the sprayed traces of color with hard-edge painting forms.




Earth Piece

In a 300-square-meter room at the back of the hall, Grosse has created an earth piece that forms a vibrant contrast to the large, hanging fabric panels. The painting covers almost the entire area of the floor and parts of the walls, continuing seamlessly onto these organic mounds of earth. Here too, a narrow path leads through the landscape, allowing visitors to actively experience the work through perambulation. The smell and tactile quality of the earth similarly influences the act of perception, while the colors change depending on the movement of the viewer and the raking light. The aura of the artwork dissipates as visitors, with their feet, leave their own real imprints that the artist herself could not have foreseen or controlled.




Prodigious Canvases

In the exhibition, there are six large-format canvases that illustrate a striking change in Grosse's work between 2005 and 2024. The earlier works, mostly painted with wide brushes, appear more reduced and in some ways bulkier, with sweeping gestures of color that emphasize the flatness of the painted structures and reveal the color itself as a kind of setting. The artist's characteristic gestures extend beyond the edges of the canvases and strive to remove the boundaries inherent in pictorial space—a concept that plays a central role in Grosse’s artistic practice and leaves an immediate and lasting impression on the viewer's senses. The more recent works executed in spray technique, on the other hand, are more playful and serial, with wild bundles of color that emerge from the depth of the picture in rollercoaster-like loops. Sharp and blurred areas are separated from each other as in a photograph. In these works, the means of expression—the spray nozzle and the artist's gesture—merge and intensify the emotional impact of the works.




Film

In contrast to her large indoor and outdoor installations, in which Katharina Grosse works with larger teams, and which are often preceded by various planning phases, the artist is completely self-reliant for the works that are created in her studio. Claudia Müller's film documents the process of creating the works and provides fascinating insight into the mental and physical dimension of Katharina Grosse's painting. The viewer is thus directly invited into the process of consideration regarding the choice of colors and the gestural moments that shape the physical-performative events during the painting process. Together with award-winning cinematographer Christine A. Maier, the director documented the process of creating the works over several days on the studio premises in Trechwitz/Brandenburg from various perspectives and, together with Isabel Maier, who was responsible for the editing, realized the thirty-minute film. The aim of the film is to involve visitors directly in this process in order to further hone our understanding of the artist's work.
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Wunderbild, 2018/2025, acrylic on fabric, 1,300 × 1,800 × 6,000 cm
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Untitled, 2024, acrylic on canvas, 295 × 422 cm
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Untitled, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 298,8 × 900 cm
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Untitled, 2024, acrylic on canvas, 298 × 605 cm
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Untitled, 2025, acrylic on mud, 75 × 3,100 × 1,100 cm
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Untitled, 2024, acrylic on canvas, 287 × 587 cm
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Untitled, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 393 × 900 cm
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Untitled, 2006, acrylic on canvas, 298 × 598 cm











“I am on an equal footing with all the elements”



Ms. Grosse, you were nominated as one of the finalists for the “Preis der Nationalgalerie” at Hamburger Bahnhof in 2000. For the exhibition, you built a wall in the Historic Hall: on one side you applied long, bronze-colored strips on a white background; on the other, you used a spray gun to create an ephemeral world of pink, orange, violet, light and dark green. How was it for you to work again at Hamburger Bahnhof, now twenty years on?

In 2000, it was a different situation. There were four finalists exhibiting in the same space, so we behaved rather strategically with each other. For this, we thought about how we could deal with this shared spatiality without building ourselves into separate compartments, yet still allow each of us the proper space to realize their artistic position without ending up as an accumulation of all of them. Each carved out a place for themselves: Ólafur Elíasson realized a large earthwork, pressed a wall out of earth; Dirk Skreber turned three rooms into a kind of construction site with carpented interior walls; Christian Jankowski created a projection; and I built an angled wall to create two spaces.

With It Wasn’t Us (2020), you not only had the entire interior space, but also the exterior.

In It Wasn’t Us, the hall has a completely different meaning, though the light from above is similar—it exposes the space, illuminates it like a model. The space represents a certain style, takes inspiration from the English steel architecture of the mid to late nineteenth century. I was aware that I was the only eye looking into the room from above. I almost looked into the space from the outside and wondered how my work could unfold in it, especially given the fact that the exhibition continues outside.

A design principle of Japanese gardeners is always to think about the outside of an interior space and include it in the design.

The idea of incorporating what is outside of the work is also of great importance to me. I know this Japanese principle called the borrowed scenery. It behaves like the converted supermarket in Friedrichshain, where I currently live in Berlin. Behind the garden are trees along the street and behind them, another row of trees. If you don’t see the street and houses, only the rows of trees, you think you’re living in a park. At Hamburger Bahnhof, the points of reference that surround the hall also play a role. What can you see when the door opens? How does the sky move when I look through the window? These visual cues lead to decisions in my work.

Twenty years ago you locked this hall with a built-in wall. In the publication for your exhibition Cool Puppen—Der weiße Saal trifft sich im Wald—Ich wüsste jetzt nichts (Cool Dolls—The White Hall Meets in the Forest—I Knew Nothing Now), shown in Birmingham, Munich, St. Gallen, and Kiel in 2002 and 2003, you comment on this work as follows: “There, because the large room has such good light, I tried to work with a free-standing wall that locked the large hall. So, you couldn’t know what would open up inside behind the outside of the painting. I didn’t know for sure if it was really a painting or painted architecture … it was ambivalent.” In It Wasn’t Us, one senses an extreme opening. The staging of the space begins with two curtains folded aside. Through a discrete gray, one enters the space.

It Wasn’t Us is a staging of the image. Every exhibition also poses the question of how it is that the images are shown, where are they shown, not just which images are on display. How does the painted image move in space, what is its relationship to its volume? Couldn’t the painted image be much more independent of the built wall, or the wall provided?


A year ago, you received the curatorial invitation for the exhibition at Hamburger Bahnhof. Was it an open invitation, or were specific wishes or suggestions also expressed?

The curator, Gabriele Knapstein, along with director Udo Kittelmann, invited me for different reasons. Both know my work and have been following it for a long time. With Kittelmann, the time and place always play a role; the amalgam of certain local conditions actually becomes meaningful for an artistic work. Kittelmann was particularly interested in using the outdoor space and giving the expansive and large format of the work an opportunity to develop, whereas Knapstein was more interested in the sculptural aspect of the work. In the exhibition One Floor Up More Highly in 2011 at mass Moca in North Adams, north of New York, large, cut forms had also been on view. The mass Moca exhibition had an intense indoor-outdoor relationship as well—the architecture in the space looked like the façade of a house—but did not yet have a physical connection between inside and outside. Making that connection explicit first started to make sense with It Wasn’t Us. I noticed that if I open the big double doors at Hamburger Bahnhof and go back into the museum from the grounds afterwards, I have a completely different flow in terms of movement into the exhibition; I can make the inside and outside a new kind of hinge. As far as locking the space is concerned, the Historic Hall has the problem that you stand at the entrance as if on a gallery and see everything immediately. If you walk through the exhibition, you reenact what you already anticipated at the beginning. I didn’t want to work defensively—to close things up at the front—so that you can’t see anything, and thus have to walk around a wall. It Wasn’t Us unfolds piece by piece through close-up views of the work. In the beginning, you have a distant view, and I thought to myself, I can let the image take on a new form, when the work is seen from inside it. The Styrofoam structure is torn on all sides, it does not divide the space horizontally or vertically, it blocks some walkways, in some places you can only get through with your eyes.
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It Wasn’t Us, Hamburger Bahnhof – Museum für Gegenwart – Berlin, 2020, acrylic on floor, polystyrene and bronze; paint on asphalt, concrete, bricks and metal, 700 × 6,500 × 18,300 cm






You once said that the painting is already contained in the space; in the exhibition it comes to presence.

I would even go so far as to say that is true of painting as a whole. We artists, with different approaches and perspectives, are updating the capacity to paint images, carrying on the treasure of the painted image that has existed for many, many thousands of years. The great presence of painting has been established over centuries and is passed on to the next generation like a relay race. Basically, there is a huge picture available in painting, and only a part of that picture is ever updated or made visible. It Wasn’t Us can be seen in this way.

For you, there is a certain spirit present in the space—related to its history, the architecture, the use of the space, and also the light.

I don’t think it’s a particular spirit. I’m not sure I’m able to perceive such specific realities. I come across a deposit of image sequences embedded in each other, and in them, I allow the possibility of the image spilling in from outside to become visible. Perhaps the reality inscribed through my work holds a higher, denser form of information, beyond its mere functional qualities. It is of great interest to me to experience this form beyond the real, and that is why I resist the notion of the abstract.

The Styrofoam blocks in mass Moca were unpainted and looked like crystallized light. What was the situation with the Styrofoam blocks in It Wasn’t Us? These blocks were first digitally milled in Hannover and then cut by you with a heated wire.

I had cut large pieces with hot wire before, to ten meters in length for an intricate piece in Shanghai in 2017, for the exhibition Mumbling Mud organized by the K11 Art Foundation and the chi K11 art museum. There, we pushed individual pieces together so that it looked like one large work. If you cut individual pieces with hot wire, it has the advantage that you can push undercuts and cavities into each other in a way that generates spaces that are otherwise impossible to calculate algorithmically. They’re hard to repeat, but fascinating to look at. The first model for It Wasn’t Us was on a scale of 1:100. I put very rough parts into the model and painted over individual sections and also built the exterior and played through everything once. After that, I assumed that there would be a large structure inside. This I then built to 1:50 scale, which I liked, and proceeded to have that scanned and milled at 1:10. I got two versions at this scale and didn’t like either of them at all.

I suddenly realized that such a large sculpture standing on the ground that you can walk under becomes difficult to manage statically. With my assistant Arne Schreiber, I cut apart the two 1:10 versions with the hot wire and reformulated them. We didn’t get anywhere with this. We started re-cutting entirely new elements in 1:10 and realized that certain facts were important in the hall: there have to be holes throughout the sculpture so you can see from one side to the other, and also places where the sides close. We cut five different elements, each with its own characteristics: a large, straight-cut element with light tubes and valleys, and flat elements that went only to the waist and were meant to float as if above the ground. We worked for a very long time to get the individual elements to connect, again producing two versions composed of five pieces each for scanning and had them scaled up to 1:5 models. We then cut these two versions with hot wire and differentiated them. Decisions had to be made about how detailed our cut needed to be in order to be visible in the next step, scaled up to 1:0.9. Like, will this part be too complicated or too fine? We decided to also fine cut the 1:5 model before we had it scanned again. In December, we started producing the whole thing in 1:0.9—a bit thicker than we needed it to be. Earlier, we had done a kind of rehearsal at Hamburger Bahnhof with the positioning, deciding to make the piece bigger and taller than we had initially intended. The individual parts were milled up in Hannover, where I cut segment by segment with the hot wire, before we assembled them layer by layer in Berlin. I never saw the assembled mold in Hannover.

How does cutting with hot wire work? The digital milling machine can very precisely recreate the cut form?

The milling machine has a head that is one and a half to two centimeters thick. The surface has very fine gradients, like lines or a texture, and the great thing about Styrofoam is that the hot wire melts the surface into something very smooth, which basically looks like snow. This also makes the material fantastically reflective. If the Styrofoam gets a corrugated surface, everything softens up, it looks like a soft blanket over everything. With the wire, I can cut very sharp, feathery edges and also make the large structure fragile.

At what distance do you cut?

We cut at fourteen meters, but often changed the distance. We also cut some elements at only three meters, and once I also cut them with a one-handed bow. We tried all of these techniques and also used ones that we learned on the job. It was conceptually very exciting to develop such a structure.

What are the different cutting techniques?

For example, to cut straight at long distances. Or, you let the wire sink into the Styrofoam and you don’t know what it’s doing for quite a while, and you then pull it out in another place. Or one person stops at one spot, holding one end of the wire, and the other person guides the wire, so you don’t actually see it, only the other person at a distance of ten meters. Before cutting, you discuss what you’re going to do, and you each move the wire in opposite directions. The pre-cut piece made it easier for us to make certain decisions in advance and still keep the anchor points within the overall topography. Other times we just reshaped the form, and occasionally we changed a shape fundamentally.

Did hot wire cutting help you in the development of It Wasn’t Us?

With more complicated setups, it’s interesting to see that what is cut is not meant to exist without the painting. Even while cutting, I’m concerned with how the object moves in space. In the end, I could only tell once I was finished whether it had developed in the direction I had imagined. In these processes, there are often movements that show completely new possibilities, so that a proper evaluation cannot be made for quite a while. This freedom to evaluate has made painting much easier for me. Once the actual process of painting began, I was able to approach the freshly cut form with an incredible degree of curiosity.

You usually begin a work from a corner. Was this the case with It Wasn’t Us as well?

No, there, I started from the sculpture. At the very beginning, I thought I had to be careful that the work didn’t get too big and that not too much of the Hamburger Bahnhof disappeared.


Wasn’t the sculpture in the model a lot bigger?

Hard to say. You might think so when you see the model of the sculpture from above. A lot of things turn out differently when I paint on the spot. The lines, which I can inscribe on the model with the mini gun, are very precisely directed and painted by an oversized hand. On location, I have a completely different radius with the lance. I first had to try to understand the curvature of the painting stream, which took me a while to really understand which significant changes of direction were possible as a result. In the beginning, it bothered me that I couldn’t relate linearly to the work.

How long is the lance?

Three to four meters.

And the area that can be sprayed through it?

I can’t express that in meters, but it’s big. There is also the fact that I am constantly moving. Two or three assistants are making sure that enough paint is running and that I can paint for as long as I need to. My co-workers move around behind me, carrying the hose, so I don’t walk or fall over anything; this makes it so that I feel completely unimpeded when I work.

How much paint goes into one fill of the lance, half a liter?

No, it’s a machine, with a nozzle at the back that sucks paint from 20-liter buckets.

How long can you work like this?

As long as I want.

How is peripheral vision during your work? Does the protective mask restrict this?

The mask doesn’t bother me at all anymore, it’s like second nature now. So, no, the image is composed of what I’m doing at the moment and everything I’ve probably stored in my memory from before. With It Wasn’t Us, I painted about ten days from morning to night indoors, doing nothing else, not leaving, not going out, just eating something. I painted maybe six, seven hours a day. Sometimes I would walk around the work and back to the place where I might want to continue painting with yellow, for example. It was a permanent walking around and having everything in view. Exactly how this worked I can’t explain to you, but there was definitely an awareness that a painting is made up of a cluster, not a linear, logical, complementary action. This idea is incredibly ingrained and what interests me so much about painting. What I do at the beginning and what I do at the end coincide the moment I look at the work. I’m trained to think in terms of temporal clusters and to organize my pictorial strategy accordingly.
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Making of It Wasn’t Us, Hamburger Bahnhof – Museum für Gegenwart – Berlin, 2020, acrylic on floor, polystyrene and bronze; paint on asphalt, concrete, bricks and metal, 700 × 6,500 × 18,300 cm





Wassily Kandinsky writes in his 1911/12 major work On the Spiritual in Art: “The color is the key, the eye is the hammer, the soul is the piano with many strings. The artist is the hand that purposefully vibrates the human soul through this or that key.” What are color, eye, and hand for you?

It can change. I understand each painting as an attempt to formulate certain connections. Frequently, I have the experience that it’s crystal clear why I’m doing something, and then there are actions that I perform with a great deal of confidence that I then realize I have no clue what caused them. It’s impulsive, completely intuitive action, but there’s also action that takes place because otherwise nothing would take place. Outside, I painted the wall very quickly, in one afternoon. I usually paint everywhere, but with It Wasn’t Us I separated the interior and exterior into two different painterly systems. Once I had a color indoors, I proceeded to paint everywhere with it. The exterior went very quickly, it just fell to me. The light, wind, and atmosphere helped me a lot. The weather was incredibly stimulating in May—clear and brilliant, shimmering everywhere, diamond-like from freshly fallen rain—maybe the wind was the key [laughs]. I felt a great sense of urgency, that I really needed to start, otherwise time would be lost because maybe tomorrow it would rain. The team wasn’t ready at all, the wall of the Rieckhallen wasn’t taped enough, but I really wanted to start. My assistants supported me, and within two or three hours, I had managed to paint this wall. The work on the exterior took place immediately after that on the interior, but it was possible to paint in a completely different way, looser, more independent of the internal compression of the space, it docked on all the available places. The field that produces the work is very open. I am placed on an equal footing with all the elements.

I also felt this openness when I visited the exhibition again a few days ago. This atmosphere comes across very strongly.

I also find that the work has this looseness, but it is not indeterminate. It helped that I had ten days to paint the interior. I could compress the painting, make it gravitate toward the sculptural structure. The Styrofoam work frays the organized flow of painting, and also makes it burst. Maybe that’s why the painting inside the historic hall is very realized or compact. Where the work exits the indoor space, I worked with a much larger nozzle and the ground was very different—a coarse-pored structure.

You talked about the coarser surface from the digital milling and the smooth surface that comes from working the Styrofoam with the hot wire. Do you see certain colors through the different surfaces, also through the coarsely porous structure of the Rieckhallen?

Actually, I decided on the colors on site from day to day. The painting is totally dependent on the lighting conditions and the determination of the place.

I looked at the cuts and lines up close. Two images came to my mind: on the one hand, the edges look like the break of a rock; in the mountains you see similar edges when a boulder has broken off. And on the other hand, I remembered photos of icebergs, large parts of which have broken away. Also, the vertical green reminded me of icebergs, where green lines and stripes can be seen. Did the structure of such fractures enter into your work?
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