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Gerhard Richter (b. 1932)
Abstraktes Bild (593-4), 1986
Charged with high-key color and a dynamic range of paint
applications, Gerhard Richter’s Abstraktes Bild (593-4), 1986 is a
salient example of the artist’s ‘Free Abstract Paintings’ completed after
1980. In this body of work, he engaged the full vocabulary of picturemaking – form, color, gesture, figure/ground oppositions,
relationality, alloverness – not as pure formal relations, but fully
attentive to their evocative capacity and associative meanings. The
vibrancy of the colors in Abstraktes Bild (593-4), 1986 – acid and lemon
yellows, chartreuse, a range of fiery reds and puce, thunderclap grays,
and deep blues – immerse the viewer in the pictorial plane with their
strength and energy. The work’s complex, fractured surface bears
witness to Richter’s expanding inventory of tools; primarily squeegees
and pallet knives. As hints of figurative reality jostle with painterly
pyrotechnics, the work highlights the dialogue between abstraction and representation that has
come to define Richter’s practice (Nasgaard, Gerhard Richter: Paintings, Chicago, MoCA, 1988).
Between 1982 and 1987, Richter undertook some of his most important and innovative abstract
explorations. His early ‘Smooth Abstracts’, begun in 1976, relied heavily on studies and snapshots
as visual aids. However, by the early 1980s, he had begun to work freely on a large scale for the
first time; allowing himself to be guided by the intrinsic properties of pigment itself. Embracing
chance and contingency as essential elements of his practice, Richter postulated an increasingly
autonomous existence for painting. Speaking of the artist’s practice during the 1980s, Roald
Nasgaard explains how “Richter will begin a new group of paintings by placing a number of
primed canvases around the walls of his studio, eventually working on several or all of them at
the same time, like a chess player simultaneously playing several boards. He begins by applying a
soft ground of red, yellow, blue or green … But then it must be altered, with a new move, a first
form; a large brushstroke, a track of color drawn out with a squeegee, a geometric shape. Step by
step the painting changes in appearance, sometimes sharply, with each new accretion, and goes
through several states … They are finished "when there is no more I can do to them when they
exceed me, or they have something that I can no longer keep up with"' (R. Nasgaard, 'The
Abstract Paintings' in T. Neff (ed.), Gerhard Richter: Paintings, London 1988, p. 108).
As Richter describes below, his abstract paintings are completed over time, on multiple levels,
and continue to be read in this manner after their completion, with illusionistic passages still
visible amidst the squeegeed, brushed, dragged, splattered, and dripped paint:
"A picture like this is painted in different layers, separated by intervals of time," Richter
explained, "The first layer mostly represents the background, which has a photographic,
illusionistic look to it, though done without using a photograph. This first, smooth, soft-edged
paint surface is like a finished picture; but after a while, I decide that I understand it or have seen
enough of it, and in the next stage of painting I partly destroy it, partly add to it; and so it goes on
at intervals, till there is nothing more to do and the picture is finished. By then it is a something
which I understand in the same way it confronts me, as both incomprehensible and self-

sufficient. An attempt to jump over my own shadow… At that stage, the whole thing looks very
spontaneous. But in between, there are usually long intervals of time, and those destroy a mood.
It is a highly planned kind of spontaneity" (G. Richter, 1984, quoted in H.-U. Obrist (ed.),
Gerhard Richter: The Daily Practice of Painting. Writings and Interviews 1962-1993, trans. D. Britt,
London, 1995, p. 112).
Appearing before the viewer like natural topographies, with little trace of the artist’s hand, the
‘Abstract Paintings’ suggest that pigment has the power to create its own narratives. 'I'm more
concerned now to have [my paintings] evolve of their own accord', he claimed. 'I don't work at
random but in a more planned way, in the sense that I let a thing happen by chance, then correct
it, and so on. The actual work consists in taking what appears, looking at it then deciding
whether it's acceptable or not' (G. Richter, quoted in D. Elger and H.U. Obrist (eds.), Gerhard
Richter – Text. Writings, Interviews and Letters 1961-2007, London 2009, p. 275). The squeegee
was to become one of Richter’s most important tools in this regard: coercing paint into
independent, incalculable formations, it blurred the relationship between the artist’s mind, eye,
and hand. Famous for radical shifts in his creative process and overall aesthetic, the squeegee is
one of the few tools Richter returns to in his abstract paintings. Its application is apparent even in
his paintings of the mid to late 2000s recently exhibited in The Met Breuer’s major 2020
exhibition, Gerhard Richter: Painting After All. ‘It is a good technique for switching off thinking’,
Richter explained. ‘Consciously, I can’t calculate the result. But subconsciously, I can sense it.
This is a nice “between” state’ (G. Richter, quoted in S. Koldehoff, ‘Gerhard Richter, Die Macht
der Malerei’, in Art. Das Kunstmagazin, December 1999, p. 20).
Similar paintings to Abstraktes Bild 593-4 can be found in museums around the world, including
Abstract Bild, 1984, in The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Confus, 1986, in The Museum
of Modern Art, New York, and Ölberg, 1986, in The Saint Louis Art Museum, Missouri.
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