The thinking thing

Cian O'Neill views Gerhard Richter's portraits

National Portrait Gallery, London until May 31

he wark of Gerhard Richter looks so casily achicved that

it would make an ape wish he could paint, for even che
simple human being can be persuaded o oy jogging should
an Olympian make it look casy. or, for thar maceer, in the
remotest sense usefl. Post the development of the photo-
graph, painting stuced ro look less useful and Richrers por-
craies, produced mainly from photographs, mock at the photo-
graph by showing the consciousness in vismal gune-plaving
during the process of reproducien thar the camera can never
emulare, as it s inanimare. In sum, a Richrer portrair looks as
good as 2 photo, but is better beciuse 1t is a thinking thing,

HI.: Wl IJQJI'[I EI'I |l||.‘. [{"!\ |: resr 10w (,Ji ]jl'l:.ﬁ[.,ll.‘.” il'l .I('}_%j_

and was thirey vears of age before he ook w painting from
photographs, They were taken mamnly from family albums,
and that is Impaortant as it set a noc wholly impersonzl content
for the paincings resultane of this magpic image-collation
which renders it distinet from that of TopAre, which was
lonended paerely i the borrowed fmages of mass-media and
adverrising, .
Capiral Realists', o quietly satirical group of painters based in
eatly 1900 West Germany whe favoured seemingly bland

Alongside Polke and Baselitz, Richrer formed the

phatagraphs as source marerial, Today one of the Big Artises,
Richrer is reverad even by the more conceptually-inclined as
he 3= by those who accually possess the rechne thar peers such
as one-rime unsuccessful shoe illustraror Andy Warhol so
despised and soughr o undermine using the corruption of
plamour and disease of commercializm.

This is nar o say that there are no arcas of similaricy: boch
Favoured @ cool’ look tn their works dido’ ever R]JL‘RL’. [
loudly in thelr personzl or public life; and spent time in the
There, however, the similarides end, Richoer works
withour distractions in a vast dlean stdio space in uncool

studio,

Clologne, whereas BlackHoleAndy signed his prints ar the cen-
tre of 2 whorl of the fumbling drug addices and desperace nue-
citses who were ciught helpless in the gravitonal pull of his
MY
them often, whereas Andy didn’t seem to love anything bue
anyhody else’s carcrash,

“Factory'. Richrer also quice likes women and paines

The first of the women in this show at the Natonal
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thit has a mare backpround counterpointed wich shiny,
thinned p’unl: for the tizure. the visual facts of which are per-
ceptible from a small distance away but become almost
abysiract when seen from close up, like any ordinary phorto-
graph. The whole thing has also been ‘smearsd” laerally [as iF

it fuael been ser oo i side and left our in che ain] e blur che

image as if an unsteady hand acchvared the shutter, Nexr
this ane finds a tiny painred image of LB] holding Jackie
Fannedy ac JFRS state funeral, as resembles a small posieand
danhed over in the manner of painting-by-numbers. The
grieving tace of Jackic was of course ene of Warhel's commen-
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er tropes and this linle image by Richter, in a restricoing scale
he didn't and dees noc often emplaoy, is of perhaps imitive
litclossness, Spealing of lifeless, Lee Harvey "Oswald’ [1964]
wets bis own large canvas on the next wall over, and, much w
his discredin, doesn't really do much wich i Another learning-
work, "[Alunt Maranne [1963], shows how the rouch for chis
kind of monochromatic, out-of-focus painting must be very
slight indeed. As reo much shadow is added o the face of the
baby 10 centre-frame, it brings to mind no charming nacvicy
scene, bt rather the baleful stare of some rope-leaning
pugilist, 'Horst wich dog’ [1965] is all Horst and no dog,
There is some snarling kice in the shape of 2 Pomeranian
L::L:Lghl iz the {rzime, b you wouldo’t bet on ic barking any
day soon...

It gers becter quice quickly, however, '[Flamily in Snow’
[1966], displays wonderously subile maodularion of greys,
creams and, in one small area, mured ivory blacle. It reminds
one of Renaissance-cra silverpoint and as the 19605 went on,
Richier started 1o evince more of his early, classical art-train-
ing. “The Schmide Family’ [1965] leaves the wisping swokes of
a round-heacled brush visible and the lateral smears have diag-
onal cousins that add incerest and action o the surface. In this
work one finds also plain love of colour and indeed che wry,
slightly salt tenor of the earlier work begins to change to sin-
cerity. The lasc ruly humourous picrure in this show is that of
‘Helga Matura with Fiancee' [1966], which depiers an artrac-
tive woman [using only shades of grey], perched on the arm of
a chair thar sears a rather smug boy of twelve. Wharever the
backstory, the checky misrepresentation muse be deliberare, for
this painter couldn't miscus if he tried.

[ proof of this were needed, one could round the corner,
andd bang! There it is, a portrait thar, for wanc of finish,
WVermeer himsell would not have shunned. (B:tr}r" [1977] is
left here by the curator presumably as some sort of payofl For
sticking out these first two rooms of smeared whites and greys,
and being produced our of a full colour spectrum palere i is
like & bomb going off in the gallery. The gently artentive
observation of iv also brings in the personal tone quite forcibly,
This is a porteait of the artists ten year old daughrer, and
whereas earlier subjects were treated racher distancly, this wel-
comne interlude piece glows with love, The next room jumps
back to the game-playing of the 1960s. "Woman wich child'
[1963] has a deliberately fumbled area of whices where the
woman's skirt was to go and while it is daring, it is not neces-
sarily moving, Richrer has, very often it is repured, repeated
Johin Cage’s ling about having nothing to say and saving i, It
may be more ruchful o say thar he cries o very quietly
express his care for people bue char his self-control fails rather
spectacularly in the case of porrraies of his children, or beauti-
[l women. As such, this is a rare example of an artise failing
to achieve a goal and yer in so doing, beneficing humankind.
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Another example would be Danuen
Hirst net quite managing to make it out
of bed,

The fandness for women is eviden:
in thiz third and last room of carly work.
‘Liz Kerreige' [1966] s given the full
Richard Avedon neanment and looks
fairly happy about her stmple, almos
unsmeared porteai. Mao' [1971] has
no stears art all, juse wotally assured 1onal
warls in steely grevs, The games hive
largely gone and despite the suiably joc-
ular tane in the multiple-perspective
double parreaic of, "Gilbert and George’
[1975], anmasphere Becomes key The
strokes are mere rounded, finished and
invisible, the tenor very close 1w sincere.
This resches its apothensis in the final
ronen wheteln one finds apparently ease-
ful, poised portraics. many of which
showe voung women | girls and simply
exalr their beaury, The 1966 portrait of
the artist’s first wile, for example, s a
lowe peem of violer purple and diluced
sienna shadows that plavs no games
whatsoever,

In his porraiture the young Gerhard
Richrer was as much commenting on the
merit of painting in the post-ramera age
as he was memorialising his birch-family
in a purposchully impersonal way. Tt
would seem thar having a family of his
own brought forch the emetional wuth
thar was muted in his work up o that
point. In '[§] with child’ [1995] one
finds a series of eighr mid-sized paintings
which show his third wife with his son
anel sum up his interests and previous
worl neatly: the smears, scrapes and
recreated misprint of fmily scenes from
the phote lab so typical of his carly
work; the almost ‘ald-fashioned” ver tin-
gling and conscions later portraits that
shionw the quier love of che ardst, father
and famnily man. A family man, that is,
who happens to use paing wich such
felicicous skill and intelligence that one
wonders, quite naturally, what the use of
a camera i5 if painting can be this good.
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