
In the Midst; or, 
A Really Tangible Option

In her spatial works, Anja Gerecke sounds out the 
conditions of visibility/invisibility and expansion/
compression. She creates a cartography of possible 
spaces, which in their infinite variety have the same 
claim to reality, or at least the same potential of be
coming reality, as all other possible spaces. Again and 
again the spaces she creates are contingency turned 
picture. They are options which in their matterof
course quality take their place with equal right visà
vis the factual. Gerecke teases out the potential of 
spaces, be they in architecture, in painting, or in the 
mind. She poses questions as to the conditions of 
perception, consciously confounding in subtle man
ner our ‘ways of worldmaking’.1 

The facets of perceiving an architectural space are as 
varied as the motivations for entering the latter in  
the first place. Depending on the situation, there may 
be an awareness of these preinstated and precisely 
selective thought and vision filters, but mostly it  
requires an impulse to challenge the second glance  
and direct attention to the selfpresenting object. 
Anja Gerecke’s works repeatedly constitute such an 
impulse: they evoke the inkling of a doubt, which  
is in itself sufficient to trigger an unprecedented se
ries of questions.

I encounter her work Cut Off in the Berlin exhibition 
1,2,3, its allure drawing me into the far righthand 
corner of the exhibition room. What I see is a yellow 
wall, some 25 metres long and almost 3 metres high, 
standing just a slight distance away from the brick 
wall of the room itself. Was it always there? On the fron

ting wall, which joins up with the yellow wall in its 
righthand corner, there is a truncated black triangu
lar form, at least 5 metres high, in front of which 
stands, in pronounced asymmetrical relation, a small 
er yellow triangle. I think “stands”, because from 
this distance I cannot decipher the materials used but 
assume it to be painting. Can painting stand? Paint 
and colours perhaps! My gaze creeps further up, over 
the wiring ducts, pipes, and pulley remains threading 
their way along the steelbearer construction of the 
shed roof. Is all this part of the arrangement? Step
ping closer I can see the vertical impact of brushwork 
on the long yellow wall. I think “brush” although it 
soon becomes clear that broad painters’ rollers must 
have been employed here. It’s painting then! Now  
I encounter yellow at my feet: the safety markers on 
the floor — scattered remains of the prior use of the 
exhibition space — lose their matterofcourse quality, 
and yet — I have already concluded — they must have 
been here all the time. Or are they, too, painting?  
Is the light as bright as this throughout the exhibition 
space? Equipped with a modicum of knowledge,  
I think of Daniel Buren and try once more to fit in 
something probably not intended, but how can one 
stop making associations? Is it a question here of mak 
ing the invisible visible? Yes, assuredly — but not  
in the sense of Buren’s frame model or his version of 
visualizing art’s modes of presentation. It is not “it” 
that is doing the painting,2 but Anja Gerecke, who em
ploys painting consciously to determine a space.  
Expanding Carl Andre’s definition, whereby sculpture 
itself is to be defined as a “place”3—i.e. as an area  
not defined by the architecture—Gerecke actually does 
create space by means of painting. This space is 
achieved with reference to, but also in distinction from, 
any existing space.
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The starting point for Gerecke’s spatial works is  
always painting. A study of her drawings, collages, 
and photographs clarifies her approach: already on 
the compressed, twodimensional pictorial surface 
she structures and creates spaces, formulating weight 
ings and relationships—only in the same breath to 
mark them as fragile, optional, and infinitely variable. 
In her analog colour photography she employs multi
exposures to bring together a range of spatial per
spectives in one picture, thus accentuating the paral
lelization of structures subject to a wide variety of 
localized conditions. Here too, the question as to the 
hierarchization of the spaces is not solved but above 
all broached and adumbrated.

Her material and, in a broader sense, her method it
self are recruited from what is present on the spot: 
her media, her choice of colours, the chosen propor
tions, the intensity of interventions in the building 
substance, and the—in part orchestrated—light con
ditions always emerge first and foremost in dialogue 
with the architecture present. Insofar as she introduces 
chipboard, wooden planks, plasterboard, lighting  
elements, and the like, one would be led to believe — at 
least as far as appearances go—that it was all already 
there before she ever arrived. Now she herself con
structs the support for her painting, now she adopts 
available surfaces as her substructure. Now she her
self skews a wall, elsewhere she finds one already so 
positioned. The coloration of her painting also always 
takes something found on the spot as its starting 
point—and yet Gerecke extracts, exemplifies, propor
tions, and evaluates it anew, according to her idea  
of the place concerned.

In 1965, looking at the then situation of art,  
Richard Wollheim noted that contemporary works, 

for all their several differences, “have also an iden
tifiable feature or aspect in common”—namely “that 
they have a minimal artcontent in that either they  
are to an extreme degree undifferentiated in them
selves and therefore possess very low content of any 
kind or else the differentiation that they do exhibit, 
which may in some cases be very considerable, comes 
not from the artist but from a nonartistic source, like 
nature or the factory.”4 In the case of Anja Gerecke’s 
spatial works this can be extended to the place  
in question—the given architectural frame with all its 
peculiarities and especial atmospheric qualities.  
In contrast to the endeavours of the protagonists of 
Minimal Art, however, she is explicitly concerned  
to fathom the space in terms of feeling, to gain a sub
jective relationship to a place. This becomes clear  
if one looks at the creation process underlying her 
works. Vilém Flusser‘s example of stepping back from 
something (in this particular case, a pony),5 in order 
to gain a full impression of it—this being, how ever, 
not just a stepping back to create spatial distance but 
also a “retreat” in the sense of a “pondering”— 
 is worth placing in parallel to Gerecke’s method. For 
how can one step back from a space if not through 
pondering introspection? It can, therefore, only be a 
question of a mental picture and this form of “mak 
ing an image for oneself” is, of course, embedded in a 
complex interweave of memories, experiences and 
expectations. In her oeuvre, this introspection is—in  
a real sense—reexpressed or reexternalized so as to 
become an experiential space for the beholder.

In the chapter entitled “Perception: or the Thing  
and Deception” in his work The Phenomenology of Spi-
rit, Hegel writes: “This, then, is how the Thing of 
perception is constituted; and consciousness is percipi
ent in so far as this Thing is its object. It has only to  

take it, to confine itself to a pure apprehension of it, 
and what is thus yielded is the True”.6 If we transfer 
this to the spaces created by Gerecke, then the demand 
made on the beholder is in the first instance only  
to take what surrounds him or her. The artist further 
impels this attitude of “pure apprehension” by with
holding many of the customary indices regarding 
fram 
ing, materiality, or dimensioning that are habitually 
given in the act of artistic reception. Seen in this 
light, the works really do become space and room
dominating, with little escaping their dominion. 
Suddenly, everything seen enters an unspecified 
realm between work and nonwork. Gerecke’s space 
presents itself  
as the true, the prevailing space and yet it sites itself 
between all the spaces that it could also be, has been, 
and will become—so being set free from temporality, 
or at least acknowledging only its own temporality. That 
truth acknowledges many options of itself should 
come as no surprise. 

And so her spatial works run the risk of being not 
seen, being overseen, or being taken as the givens,  
as the particularities or again the peculiarities of  
a place. It seems—and this is as paradoxical as it is 
paradigmatic—as if her works were sometimes simply 
“too big” to be perceived, confounding the habitual 
border drawn between work and nonwork. By means 
of painting, Gerecke flags at least one area of her 
work, yet even if this gives access to a mapping of her 
oeuvre, the outcome remains decidedly open. But is  
it appropriate to speak here of a danger at all? Just think 
of Satie, who was enraged that, when his music was 
played, the conditioned audience immediately fell silent 
and began listening in reverence. Or think again  
of Carl Andre, who wrote in 1968: “I do not want to 



create works that overwhelm or blind you. I love 
works you can be in the same room with and that you 
can ignore if you want to.”7 This points to a charac
teristic of both the oeuvre and its reception that holds 
good for Gerecke‘s spaces as well, although in her 
case one would have to speak of “works one is in a 
room with”. And in point of fact, their subtlety is their 
strength. Just as an option acknowledges many  
options, just as a glance is always situational, and just 
as a flash of insight is always the result of countless 
unrecapitulatable synapse shots, so her oeuvre is  
an offer for a gaze—or rather, an offer for a (way of) 
vision. By no means static, but an ongoing offer  
of relations which—reminiscent of the theatricality of 
road construction—change with every step of the  
beholder. The works are the result of a consecutive 
sequencing of subjectivization and objectivization. 
They instate and exhibit themselves at one and the 
same time. With seemingly minimal interventions, 
Gerecke creates maximal spaces for a beholder who is 
forever in their midst.

Translated from the German original  
by Richard Humphrey


