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Painting, and Photography. 
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Introduction  

In Heidegger’s famous essay on the nature of art, published in 1936, Heidegger put forward a 

complex thesis about the metaphysical character of art. In the introductory part of the essay, in 

which Heidegger introduces his thesis that art should be understood as a discovery and disclosure 

of truth, he deals with a painting of Van Gogh. Heidegger’s thesis is that the painting by Van 

Gogh makes something present about the nature of the shoes depicted in the painting. As 

Heidegger claims, the shoes are shown in two regards. First, they belong to a certain world 

which is characterized by nature, earth, working, and peasant life. Second, they make visible a 

certain usability of things, which Heidegger calls “equipmentality.” What we see in this painting, 

accordingly, is not simply a pair of shoes; rather, we see and discover the essence of a specific 

way in which these shoes belong to and determine a world. In this vein, Heidegger writes: 

The artwork  lets us know what  shoes are  in  truth.  […] What happens here? What  is at work  in  the work? Van 
Gogh’s painting is the disclosure of what the equipment, the pair of peasant shoes, is in truth. This being emerges 
into the unconcealement of its being. The Greeks called the unconcealement of beings aletheia. We say ‘truth’ and 
think little enough in using this word. If there occurs in the work a disclosure of a particular being, disclosing what 
and how it is, then there is here an occurring, a happening of truth at work” (Heidegger 1936, 161‐62). 

For Heidegger, the work of art or, more specifically, selected works of art, is another way of 

addressing metaphysical questions, if we take for granted that metaphysics deals with the 

question of Being. Heidegger ascribes to Van Gogh’s painting the power of letting us see how 

and what something is. Simply put, Heidegger’s thesis is based on the idea that art reveals 
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something essential. It allows us to see the essence of something, that is, it lets us see what 

something is.  

I do not agree with all aspects of Heidegger’s text and since I do not intend in this lecture 

to discuss Heidegger’s ideas, I will not enter a detailed discussion of Heidegger’s text, which has 

produced a large debate in European philosophy and in art history. Instead, I would like to take 

Heidegger’s thesis as the starting point for further reflections on the nature of images and 

paintings. With Heidegger I assume that works of art, or, to be more careful, certain works of art, 

indeed open up something essential. As I do not want to remain on the abstract level in this 

paper, though, I will develop my theoretical considerations in exchange and in dialogue with one 

of the most important painters working today: Gerhard Richter. Since I will claim that images are 

dynamic formations and come into being through being engaged with them, I will avoid 

speaking about too many works and too many paintings at once. Instead, I will mainly deal with 

two paintings in order to demonstrate in which way Heidegger’s thesis about the essential nature 

of works of art can be verified, at least in regard to the paintings that I will discuss.  

What I would like to do first is to reflect on a painting that is part of a series of 15 

paintings that Richter painted at the end of the eighties, which deal with the death of four leading 

figures of the German terrorist group Rote Armee Fraktion. The series is entitled 18th October 

1977 and is owned by the Museum of Modern Art in New York. I shall then go over into more 

theoretical reflections about the concept of images, which, with the concrete interpretation of 

Richter’s painting in mind, will be easily understandable. My claim is that images are complex 

dynamic and unfixed formations that are coming into being throughout our engagement with 

them. This is to say that the nature of images is performative and that they should be understood 

as formations rather than as fixed forms. In the second part of my talk I will consider the 
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expressiveness of painting, which will lead me to further analyze the difference between 

photography and painting, which is important for Richter’s so called photo paintings (both 

paintings I will discuss are examples of those photo paintings).  My thesis is that paintings 

neutralize the specific temporal dimension of photographs, that is, the past. I will finally focus on 

a painting by Richter entitled The Reader, which can be seen here in San Francisco in the 

Museum of Modern Art. I believe that this painting is a superior example of how complex 

thoughts can be transformed into an image, which allows us (in a certain sense) to speak of 

painting as an embodied form of thinking.  

Youth Portrait 

Let us look at Youth Portrait, a painting from the series 18th October 1977, which depicts Ulrike 

Meinhof, one of the German terrorists who founded the left terrorist group RAF, who died with 

three other terrorists in the prison “Stammheim,” 

which was built for them in 1977. Richter’s series is 

one of the most fascinating series of paintings after 

WWII dealing with the conflict of moral ideals, 

death, and the power of images and painting. The 

history of the RAF involves a whole generation of 

young left Germans disappointed with the Nazi 

generation of their parents, which is still highly 

debated in Germany because of its mixture of moral 

idealism, resistance and left ideas, which led to the 

death of several high powered German bankers and employer representatives. As a full reflection 

Gerhard  Richter.  Youth  Portrait,  Jugendbildnis,  1988,
67x62cm. 
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on this series and on this selected painting, which require further consideration of the political 

background, is not the purpose of the present talk I shall leave this background discussion for 

another time, and will directly move to the main structure of the painting itself.  

This particular painting is carried out, as Robert Storr, the curator of the US retrospective 

in 2002 points out, not only as if it is “derived from old-master painting,” but, in addition, it also 

“resembles a high-school yearbook picture” (Storr 2000, 105-106). Unfortunately for modern art 

critics this rather embarrassing “sentimentality” (Richter) of the picture leads to a surprisingly 

careless analysis on the side of the commentators. Storr does not pay enough (if any) attention to 

the details and the structure of the painting. Let us therefore see how Richter’s painting comes 

into being throughout a more careful analysis. I think that this work functions through four 

tensions that it unites and synthesizes into a single view of them: [1] youth and death, [2] 

presence and absence, [3] inner and outer, [4] innocence and corruption. The painting, in other 

words, gives us the visible unity and therefore the image of these aspects. 

[1] Youth and Color Appearance 

Though we should keep in mind that Meinhof is depicted before she became a terrorist, we 

should above all note that the painting’s title does not refer to the name of the terrorist. Rather, 

Youth Portrait is fairly neutral and points to a larger background. What we see and what the title 

tells us is the fact that this painting seems to deal with someone who is young, or, since it follows 

the composition of a certain photographic stereotype, with the situation of being young. The 

painting presents an image of youth and not, what we might think at first, an image of Ulrike 

Meinhof. Meinhof is not really the referent of this painting, in contrast to the photograph, on 

which Richter’s painting is based (I will later come back to this aspect). The aboutness of the 

image defined in this way leads to noticing a first tension in the painting, namely the contrast 
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between looking at youth and the way in which the painting is carried out: the tonal structure of 

the painting is somewhere between black and white without much variation, which means that 

the contrast between what we see and what we do not see is carried to its extreme. Though 

Richter often worked in grey, Youth Portrait is exceptional in its reductive quality, as it is carried 

out within an extremely narrow range of grey tones. A field of almost solid black and white tones 

determines the painting. Her hair is hardly identifiable in front of the black background on the 

right and her left arm almost merges with and disappears within the black background. In 

contrast to this, the face is lit and emerges out of the background, like an event in a dark world. 

Her face is apparently the center of the painting and shows a soft, very smooth surface, 

especially around the nose and the mouth, which stands in contrast to the sharp black and white 

appearance of the whole painting. We should therefore keep in mind that we are confronted 

already on the formal level with the unity of contrasts. 

[2] Inner and Outer 

There is something strange about her eyes, for they do not look into the spectator’s eyes, i.e., 

they do not look at us; rather, the gaze seems to lose itself in her and thereby is turned inward. 

Accordingly, it is not the head that is turned away (as in Betty, another famous painting painted 

one year after Youth Portrait); instead, the eye balls are visible but turned away, and turned into 

something “inner.” One might ask: what does she see? What is here inner vision? What is her 

secret? A gaze that is not turned outward presupposes a specific temporal structure: instead of 

being present – present for us and present to us as spectators – the gaze is here for itself present 

to itself. For us, the spectator, the gaze is present in its absence. Only the absence of the gaze is 

present. She therefore does not really look at us. Human eyes are not identical with their gaze, 

which we do not find in the eyeballs. The reason is that a gaze shows up only in contact with 



 
6 The Event of the Image. Gerhard Richter, Painting, and Philosophy. Please do not cite without permission 

another gaze. In this painting her gaze here shows up as not being in contact with our gaze. She 

is absent. Who is really present? It is us, the spectator. But our gaze does not find her gaze in the 

image. Consequently, we become aware that her gaze turns away from what is present - which is 

us. It pushes us from a possible dialogue to a monologue. We often call someone “absent” who 

does not seem to be with us, but is lost in thoughts. Communication and dialogue is only possible 

when through speaking and looking the communicating persons establish one present between 

them. In other words, a shared “here” and “now” has to be established between two speakers and 

lookers. The gaze in this painting, however, is disconnected from any communication. It does not 

share the same space and the same time with us. In a sense, the painting presents an image of a-

sociality. She turns away from society. She is gone, in her secret inwardness and not 

understandable to us. She has turned away from being social, since turning inward is a negation 

of being social. She is not social. She has left us. Is she, we might ask, already a murderer in this 

painting? Put differently, is this a painting of youth or of murder? Perhaps it is both forming 

contradictory opposites into one image and uniting it for our gaze. Though at first the painting 

seems to be about youth, we should slightly change our first observation and notice that Richter 

works out a tension between being young and a refusal of all communication.  

[3] Past and Future 

The gesture of turning away has also to do with the act of memory. We are all familiar with the 

situation in which a person with whom we want to communicate does not really look at us. 

“What are you thinking about?” is the standard question, one asks when this happens. Turning 

away from the present, becoming blind of what is in front of her, lets her turn towards what is in 

her. But what is in her? What is in someone’s mind? In her is not our present, from which she 

turned away, and also not the future, which has yet to come, but her memory - the past. 
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Consequently, the movement here is ambivalent, since turning away means becoming present, 

and becoming present means to become absent. The tension, then, that the image builds up, is the 

tension between youth as something that has all future ahead of itself and the melancholic gaze 

as something that turns toward the past. This has two aspects: someone who has his or her past 

behind him or her, is someone who is (almost) dead or at least at the end of his or her life. That is 

why in traditional depictions of thinking, melancholy and vanity symbols were so often put 

together. Someone who turns inward discovers the finitude of human life. In addition, as Freud 

puts it in his famous essay on mourning and melancholy, the melancholic person is a person who 

is unable to accept the reality (of something or someone lost) and therefore turns inward. All this 

reminds us of the subtle connection between the refusal of accepting the reality that we find in 

left leaning terrorist and in teenagers or young adults. We clearly see depicted in this painting a 

teenager. What do we know about teenagers? As teenagers, human beings are defined in their 

looking forward, namely forward toward their future. As young people we are supposed to be 

open and not closed off in ourselves and in our inner world. We know that this person in front of 

us is heading towards a disaster and Richter’s painting plays with this shocking fact by uniting 

the tensions and ambiguities we find between the hope for the future, the non-acceptance of the 

present and the reality, as well as the lostness in her inner world. 

[4] Corruption 

We know by now that the painting is formed as a set of contradictions: youth and death, thinking 

and seeing, past and future, absence and presence, black and white. The painting gives us an 

image of these absolute opposites in their unity. The painting is therefore primarily not about the 

individual called “Ulrike Meinhof;” rather, it is about the tensions between these concepts. The 

image forms them and brings them together in one image. The “work” of the painting entertains 
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these thoughts visually. The German title of the painting is called a “Bildnis,” which in German 

means something slightly different than simply portrait [Bild]. “Bildnis” is a combination of 

image [Bild] and parable [Gleichnis], which implies that we are confronted with an image that is 

also an idealization: this painting presents a model of something, an exemplary instantiation of 

human life. Let us go back to the problem of youth.  

The image is, as we said, of youth and about being young. “Innocence” here has a double 

meaning: first, we call someone innocent when we want to refer to the age of that person. 

Usually, by using this word, we refer to a person who has yet to reach adulthood, to a person 

whose life “really” has not yet begun. An innocent person is pure, untouched like an angel. 

Second, we call someone “innocent” when we want to refer to the moral and legal status of a 

person. An innocent person is a person who has not committed crimes or at least has not yet been 

convicted of a crime. Consequently, this painting is not simply giving us an image of youth and 

what youth is; more precisely, what we have here is an image of human corruption. It is not the 

corruption of Ulrike Meinhof. What is represented in the painting is a universal idea, the shaped 

eidos of innocence in general. As Richter himself says in a famous interview with Jan Thorn-

Prikker, “what counts is that the pictures […] become universal. They are there to show 

themselves and not me. That’s why form is so important – and that is difficult nowadays” 

(Richter 1995, 197). In regard to portraiture painting Richter is even clearer, for in another 

famous interview he outright rejects that portraits (if understood as paintings of something 

individual) are possible, “since one is unable to paint an individual human being, but always only 

an image, which has absolutely nothing in common with the original” (Richter quoted in 

Ehrenfried 1997, 147). The image lets us see something non-individual, although it seems at first 

as if it shows an individual. The individual as the referent, however, is bracketed and neutralized 
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in the painting because the painting creates its own referent and, as explained, becomes an 

image. The consequence is paradoxical for our usual attitude towards portraits: though we expect 

to see something that is individual (such as Meinhof), we see something universal, namely a 

formation of something new, here human corruption.1  

Much more could be said about this painting, particularily in the context of the whole 

series, of which this painting is part. However, I would like to talk more about the underlying 

theoretical considerations that motivate my overall interpretation of this painting: 

Painting as Philosophy 

Let me summarize the first step. [1] First, what I have tried to demonstrate is that speaking about 

this painting can reveal that the painting as it first appears to us subtly changes throughout the 

process of speaking and thinking about it. Consequently, the goal here is to present a conception 

of image that is opposed to those that take images to be immediate and intuitive entities. It is 

rather the other way around: an image must form itself into a unity through the process of 

understanding that is lead by the image itself. The primary feature of images is not that these 

present themselves in their immediate unity; rather, the unity is their condition of possibility and 

is achieved through a process of formation. The unity is temporal. [2] Second, through our 

reflection on Youth Portrait we come to realize that this – the painting in front of us – is the 

sensual, embodied and visible presence of a conception. We stand in front of it and realize that 

this is human corruption, not in the form of an abstract concept, but in the form of an exemplar, 

                                                 
1
  Innocence and  corruptibility of human beings  is  connected  to  two aspects:  first,  it  is  connected  to  the problem of death  (which  is 

already  contained  in  the  problem  of  youth);  second,  it  is  connected  to  the  problem  of  crime  and murder.  The  painting  contradicts  our 
knowledge (we certainly only know, but do not see that she is – or, to be more precise, later became – a murderer). What we see here is a dead 
murderer before she was a murderer and before she was dead. The past appears on two levels: in the inward turn of the gaze and in her youth 
(before she died). Don’t we all die somehow when we enter adulthood? Something dies in us, namely our innocence. Life is the process of dying 
away. The painting keeps this innocence in all of its tensions alive and turns innocence into a permanent form: this is precisely the meaning of 
“Bildnis.”  
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that is, in the form of a sensual particular. This conception leads to two consequences: on the one 

hand, images – in this case in painting – remain bound to what I would call the “thisness of the 

image” inasmuch as everything we see and discover in a careful interpretation remains tied to the 

sensual presence of the idea and cannot be disconnected from it. However, the sensual presence 

of the idea, or, put in Hegel’s language, the “reality of the idea,” enriches our understanding, 

since – in contrast to abstract philosophical considerations (for example, considerations of 

human corruption) – the work of art, here the painting, gives us more because “it adds to the 

abstract understanding an intuition of the object to be understood and thereby removes the 

abstractness of understanding and puts a real moment [reale Bestimmtheit] in its place” (Hegel, 

Aesthetik III, 62; my translation).2 We thereby, as Hegel further puts it, can see something 

substantial in something particular (ibid., 61).3 It is, put differently, the living idea. 

Recognition, in other words, is an important concept in this context and must lead us to a 

rejection of semiotic accounts of paintings. Paintings do not point to their referents and to their 

meaning as being beyond the paintings, a thesis put forward by Nelson Goodman. In contrast, as 

Hans-Georg Gadamer puts it in Truth and Method, the meaning of an art work is to be found in 

the “configuration of the formed image,” which does not signify an external meaning, but rather, 

lets the meaning be present in the formation (Gadamer 1993/8, 125). Paintings are not like words 

or signs that point to their meaning as something that is external to the material presence of the 

sign. For example, the word ‘table’ does not show in its materiality, here the scribbles, a table, 

whereas in the painting that we just discussed human corruption must be visible in the painting. 

The image is the “speculative” unity of both conception and materiality. Our perception and our 

vision must return to the material object in front of us in order to take it to be an exemplar of 
                                                 

2
 A. Gethmann has in her work of the last 20 years shown that Hotho’s formulation “shining of the idea” is not meant in a negative way, 

but  that Hegel has  something positive  in mind, namely art as  the visible  formation of  the  self‐consciousness of a  social‐political group and 
culture (see exemplarily Gethmann‐Siefert 2005, 91‐92). 

3
 Hegel at this point speaks about the poetic image, but I think that we can apply his thesis also to (at least some) paintings. 
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human corruption, whereas once I have learned to use the word ‘table,’ I never have to return 

again to the material scribbles. Unless we take the word ‘table’ within an aesthetical context, 

such as type face design, it does not matter to us whether the word is written in black or white 

ink, whether it is handwritten or typed, whether it is typed in bold or italics.4  

In what follows, I would like to further elaborate on the claim that what is shown in a 

painting does not depend on something external to the painting; instead, the painting constructs 

its own denotation internally through itself. What is coming to presence in a representation is 

what I shall call an “image.” I will later further reflect on this claim by adding that photographs 

are precisely in this respect different from paintings [make comment on importance for Richter]. 

Photographs are dependent on a referent outside of the image. 

Representation: What is an Image? 

Let us first examine an example. Let us suppose that we are watching a play, such as 

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. One of the major characters of the play is a Jewish 

money lender called Shylock, the figure of whom has produced a lot of discussion and 

accusation of Shakespeare as an anti-Semite. Depending upon who plays Shylock, the 

configuration of the play changes. For example, in the newest film adaptation Al Pacino plays 

Shylock in a very complex way, which allows neither for a final judgment of Shylock’s character 

as the money hungry merciless Jew, nor as the exploited figure in the play. The complexity of 

Pacino’s masterful play allows us, as viewers – despite all debates and battles over the meaning 

of the play – to discover Shylock’s character anew. Accordingly, we should take into account 

three levels in our analysis of the play’s meaning: first, the actor (Pacino), second, the 

                                                 
4
  In contradistinction, “art,” as Susan Langer puts  it, “is expressive through and through – every  line, every sound, every gesture; and 

therefore  it  is a hundred per cent symbolic.  It  is not sensuously pleasing and also symbolic; the sensuous quality  is  in the service of  its vital 
import” (Langer 1953, 59). 



 
12 The Event of the Image. Gerhard Richter, Painting, and Philosophy. Please do not cite without permission 

represented character (Shylock), and third, the character as it presents itself in the represented 

(played/interpreted) Shylock. The last category is the most important category, as it leads to the 

important insight that the “represented” is neither outside of the representation nor simply 

identical with the representation. The represented in this special sense, and taken as something to 

be formed, will be called “image.”  

Let us translate our example into our language: the actor, here Al Pacino, is an individual 

with a specific history, education, background, etc. Throughout the play the individuality of 

Pacino himself disappears behind being an actor of a specific character, which is in this case the 

character Shylock. However, being an actor means that the actor not only gives a performance 

within which a character is represented: the performance is at the same time the ongoing 

establishment of a character; it is the performance of a character. The being of the character is 

indeed constituted throughout the performance and cannot be found as something outside of the 

performance. Even if a real person exists that the actor represents, the constitution of the 

representation remains ultimately independent of the real referent. This character, as it appears in 

and throughout the performance, has its being only in the performance, and not beyond the actual 

play. In other words, what we call “the Jew Shylock” is neither a naively understood imitation 

nor simply represented by Pacino; rather, the character is systematically built up and presented 

by the actor. Although images can only be found in representations, they are built and formed on 

the basis of an internal difference from the representation. Playing a character precisely means 

that specific aspects of that character are established through the play (representation) and that 

they are put together in a synthesis established by the actor. In German we call an actor a 

“Darsteller,” which means “presenter.” But what is it exactly that is presenting itself in the 

representation of Shylock? I think that it is an ideality, which appears to be detached from the 
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representing activity of Pacino, which we should call “formed image” [Gebilde]. The formed 

image is not a fixed entity; rather, it is the unified view of what appears throughout the 

performance and play. It is precisely this view - as distinguished, but not independent from 

representation - that we should call “image.” This image is neither a “mental” image nor a 

“material” or physical image; rather, following Gadamer on this point, I think that both mental 

and physical images have as their condition of possibility the process of imaging within which 

we discover the image as that which shows up and comes to being in and through a 

representation. Consider this quote from Gadamer’s Truth and Method: 

“Only  through  this  change  does  play  achieve  ideality,  so  that  it  can  be  understood  as  play. Only  now  does  it 
emerge as detached from the representing activity of the player and consist in the pure appearance (Erscheinung) 
of what  they  are  playing. As  such,  the play  –  even  the  unforeseen  elements  of  improvisation  –  is  in  principle 
repeatable and hence permanent. It has the character of a work, of an ergon and not only of energeia. In this sense 
I call it a formed image (Gebilde)” (GW1, 116; TM, 110; translation altered) 

My reflections have their roots in specific key terms and in semantic fields of the German 

language. In German one can say, for example when one sees a spectacular landscape, “What an 

image!” [Was fuer ein Anblick], which literally means “What a view!” or “What a look!” 

However, the “view” here does not refer to a subjective feeling or subjective impression of the 

landscape: it refers to the appearing landscape. In other words, we must – even in the case – take 

into account the difference between the landscape and how it appears within itself; for the 

landscape is perceived not simply as a percept but as a specifically constituted and appearing 

landscape. Indeed, images always imply at least a simple difference between the representation 

(landscape) and the appearing representation (view [Anblick]), which several philosophers, from 

Sartre to Colin McGinn, have addressed as the “negativity of the image.” In the hermeneutical 

context, we should underline that the negativity of the image constitutes an internal difference: 

the image is related to itself and is – in Hegelian language – a for-itself [Fuersichsein] (see GW1, 

143), since the relation that the image opens up does not point beyond its representation but 
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comes to being in the representation. Put very simply, the image comes into being through its 

formation. For example, a painting of a landscape does not (primarily) refer to the “real” 

landscape; rather, as a condition of the possibility of reference, it is related to what comes into 

being and presents itself in the painting, which is (according to what we have said so far) the 

enacted or formed image. Accordingly, the image should be understood as the specific unity of 

the presentation (Darstellung): in this example, the presentation of the landscape. The image as 

that which presents itself in its representation is, as I pointed out, not a static or immediate entity; 

instead, it has a temporal dimension and, moreover, the image is something that comes into 

being. In sum, what I am proposing here is that we perform a sort of epoche and let our fixed 

concepts of subject and object go, an act of taking the image seriously and by thinking about it 

we can realize that in truth we are thinking with it given that our thinking about the image is 

truthfully a thinking about the image. This is true, so long as we can claim that what we think 

can be seen in the image. This process requires us to take the image as something that is not 

fixed in front of our eyes and removed from the temporal process; rather, we must see that our 

thinking of the image is in truth a process of two correlates that enrich each other throughout the 

process. The image – thoughout our reflection  - will change because it dynamically unfolds 

itself in front of our thinking about it. An analogy might help: listening to a symphony is a very 

dynamic process that unfolds itself a temporal unity of the retention of what was heard, the 

presence of what is heard, and the coming of what will be heard. This temporal synthesis is not 

something that we can have without the music heard; it is bound to the performance of the music 

score. I think that the same thing happens in seeing images (if we really see them): if we 

immerse ourselves into seeing this painting, we build up a temporal unity with the painting, 
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which will lead us to a formative process that includes both us and the image presented in and 

given by the painting. 

This seeing into and forming oneself into what the painting “images” always presupposes 

that the spectator has given up a simple form of identifying elements in a painting (though this is 

part of the process). For relational seeing and receiving the “work” of a painting is not a semiotic 

process of taking elements to be signs of something else; rather, it is based on how the painting 

and the spectator bring the elements together and thereby form an image. The image constitution 

occurs above and independent from the semiotic level. The question of a spectator, accordingly – 

of what the other spectator sees – is not only directed towards the elements of the painting 

(though those are necessary); instead, it is directed towards the image, that is, towards the unity 

of what comes to presence in the representation. It is this unity that becomes the object of any 

communication about a painting (if we assume that more than one spectator is encountering a 

painting). The complexity of the formed image that the spectator establishes in exchange with 

the painting depends on both poles of this process and is similar to the general concept of 

understanding. As Gadamer has repeatedly pointed out, understanding is only possible if we 

interpret the parts in relationship to the whole and thereby already presuppose a “unifying” sense 

of the whole. On this view, an art historian who would only give us pieces of incoherent parts 

and elements of a painting will not be successful, since the towards which (the from… to… 

directionality (Boehm 1980, 131)) – of the process of meaning constitution remains empty if it is 

based on a mere collection of facts without internal coherence. Successful seeing and successful 

understanding is only possible, in other words, if we have an idea of what or towards which the 

process should lead, and of how the elements that belong to this process are organized and 

related to each other. The most perfect examples of this process of understanding are paintings 
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that determine and form each of their elements in all possible aspects. A good painting is 

therefore like a symphony. Meaning here is both the ongoing result of seeing as well as its 

presupposition. Thus, seeing can only be a correction, differentiation, and re-unification of this 

presupposed “whole.” Unification as a collection of internal differences and relations is, then, in 

the case of image formation, a directed gathering and has a normative structure. This should 

allow us to see that the nature of this gathering is a form of “reading.” The German word for 

reading is “lesen” and originally means harvesting. Gadamer has described the role of reading in 

the following way: 

This harvest  is the  fullness of sense that  is built up  into a structure of meaning and similarly with a structure of 
sound. There are likewise the building blocks of meaning: motives, images, and sounds. But these elements are not 
letters, words, sentences, periods or chapters. No, these things belong to grammar and syntax, which belong to 
the mere skeleton of writtenness and not  to  its  formed  image  [Formgestalt].  It  is  the  formed  image  that comes 
forth thanks to the means possessed by the language of art in poetry, sculpture and picture, which in the flow of 
its play builds up  the Gestalt. Afterwards,  the work can be articulated and  this may enhance  the  real seeing or 
hearing of the work so that it gains in differentiation. In general, however, the formed image of the picture or of 
the text takes shape without any critical distance. The event of emerging as experienced by the viewer, hearer or 
reader,  i.e.,  the  performance  as  experienced—the  Vollzug—is  the  interpretation  (Gadamer,  1993/8,  393; 
translation altered).5 

What Gadamer has in mind here is quite simple. He wants to point out that reading is not a 

two level process within which we first see the colors or signs on canvas or on the paper, which 

we then somehow interpret and connect to meaning; rather, reading is itself the very process that 

articulates what is read while we are reading it, and as such, reading is a re-formulation and 

forms into a Gestalt. For example, reading poetry is not a simple reproduction or echoing of the 

text: what we call “the” text or “the” poem is forming itself throughout the activity of reading, 

the consequence of which is that from the hermeneutical perspective, a poem does not exist 

independently of its being read, collected, structured, unified, and formed into an image. 

                                                 
5
  The  quote  is  taken  from Wort  und  Bild,  the  translation  of which  is  available  online  at  http://nasph.tamu.edu/.  Palmer  translated 

“Formgestalt” with “design;” however, Gadamer seems to mean by “Formgestalt” what he calls “Gebilde”  in Truth and Method.  In addition, 
while Palmer translates “durchgliedern” with “taking apart,” “articulation” seems to be the better option (for the sake of coherency). 
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Everyone who has heard Ginsberg speaking Howl, Celan speaking Der Tod ist ein Meister aus 

Deutschland, or Kinski speaking Brecht’s Vom Sprengen des Gartens knows this.  

Thus, although reading is certainly not identical with “speaking out,” it nonetheless requires 

the internal structuring of meaning, which depends upon the relation of whole and part, retention 

and protention, memory and anticipation, etc. Reading, whether it is in the form of speaking 

aloud or whether it is in the form of seeing a painting, accordingly, is a “plastic process,” the 

essence of which is performative. 

Expressiveness 

It is in this context that we also should reconsider both the materiality and the bodily aspect of a 

painting, for it will lead us to further understand the difference between paintings and 

photographs. Every painting, which it binds us in its presence, is not only the process of image 

formation as such, but, in addition, is an effect of the material and bodily expressiveness of the 

painting, which makes it impossible to understand paintings as simple realizations of intentions 

on the side of the painter. Instead, we should say that “the materials of painting […] become a 

world the painter inhabits” (Wentworth 2004, 49), a thesis first put forward by Merleau-Ponty. 

As much as I agree with this thesis, I do believe that the expressive effect of painting is more 

than a simple bodily expressiveness. Instead, as I would further claim, speaking of bodily 

expressiveness only makes sense if we take into account that the expressive form implies an 

attitude towards the world as well as a specific conception of what the object of the painting is.  

For example, the landscape paintings of the early period of German expressionism all deal with a 

new relation towards nature: by looking at these paintings we encounter the sensual, in this case 

the visible, “working out” of a whole new world. What we find here is a new emotional, rational 
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and bodily conception, projection, and disclosure of what it means to be in this world. This 

world, formed into a conception of nature presented in images, is totally different from what was 

worked out in 19th Century landscape painting, in Abstract Expressionism, or in Edward 

Hopper’s Realism. All of these different ways are attempts to establish specific world attitudes, 

which are at least partly opposed to each other and involve the way in which they embody their 

meaning.  

A painting, in other words, comes with a specific character that is produced by the 

expressiveness of how the materiality appears in the painting. It is not simply the paint or simply 

the way the painter paints; rather, the expressiveness and bodily quality of a painting is how the 

materiality shows up and brings itself to presence within the whole of the painting. In this vein, 

we should see a painting like a face that looks at us. All faces somehow look alike; they have a 

general form, and yet they are determinate shapes. Faces have certain characteristics such as 

bigger and smaller elements, as well as certain appearances such as “harsh,” “smooth,” or 

“friendly.” Faces are what they express. The same happens in painting. The materiality, as it 

appears in front of us as a specific way of laying paint on a canvas, has a character that faces us, 

and it is precisely this character that we should call the bodily gesture [Gebärde] or gestureness 

of a painting. The character of a painting carries with it the immediate realization of meaning. As 

Sartre puts it in an essay on faces, joy lives in a face as green lives in leaves (Sartre 1997, 329). 

Similiarily, the gestureness of a painting lives in the paint as green lives in leaves. 

In a similar fashion, Deleuze has interpreted Francis Bacon’s paintings as the attempt to 

render the level of experience visible that we find beneath or prior to intentionality and object-

relations, which Deleuze calls “sensation.” The sensational level – transported through the 

gestureness of painting – establishes what he calls the “pathic” moment (Deleuze 2004, 37) 
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between the viewer and the painting. Put differently, every painting not only opens up a 

distanced relation through our attempt to identify elements in the paintings and the attempt to see 

something, but also opens up a bodily dimension through which we experience the painting as 

“neutral,” “wild,” “disgusting,” “expressive,” etc, which must come to us in the form of a unity: 

“The painter,” as Deleuze puts it, “would thus make visible a kind of original unity of the senses” 

(Deleuze 2004, 37). The way in which such a unity moves and affects us Deleuze calls the 

“rhythm” of a painting, which is a very helpful term that we can use for Richter. The rhythm in 

Richter’s paintings is extremely distanced - almost cold - the effect of which goes back to 

Richter’s neutral style of showing the brushwork. In his photo paintings, the brushwork is only 

visible in the form of a fine pattern produced by the brush with which Richter produces the 

smooth and blur effect in his paintings. Even in his abstract paintings that seem to be very 

expressive – such as the forest series (2005) – the rhythm remains neutral, since we do not find 

any traces of Richter’s hand. Instead, we feel the tools that Richter uses for his paintings, such as 

large wooden beams, spatulas, and scratchers. Accordingly, what we find embodied in Richter’s 

work is not only the negation of his own person and individuality, but also a negation of the 

bodily dimension. This attempt remains unsuccessful, though, since the attempt to negate the 

bodily dimension in painting is itself a form in which the bodily dimension is expressed. In 

regard to Richter, this means that the body is visible in his paintings in the form of an intellectual 

rejection, the consequence of which is that Stohr’s thesis that in Richter’s paintings the 

gestureness remains without author (Stohr 1994, 102) must be rejected. This is the case since the 

attempt to avoid a style that implies an author and the subject is a privative phenomenon: in its 

absence the non-expressive style in Richter refers to a style, namely the absence of expressive 

gestures. It thereby presents itself in a distanced way, which reflects itself in how the paintings 
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are distancing themselves from emotionality, feeling, and affection. However, this – we might 

say Dutch - mode of and attempt to free painting from affection turns into its opposite, insofar as 

the absence of emotion is itself a mode of being emotional. Let us first work with an analogy: it 

does not make sense to speak of a cold, neutral, and very distanced person, as a person who has 

no emotions, since this, given human nature, impossible. Coldness, neutrality, and distancing are 

forms in which such a person forms out her feelings and displays herself as an affectionate 

person. Being affectionate for such a person is identical with its coldness. Richter’s paintings 

work in a similar fashion: the apparent absence of wild brushwork, subjective expressions, 

transgressions, grotesque elements, etc., have to do with an almost rational attitude formed 

materially in these paintings. Richter’s style of painting is neither expressive nor formalistic. 

Instead, what we find here is a kind of suppressed emotionality. In other words, Richter tries to 

hide the genesis of his paintings, however, this does not mean that they do not have a genesis. 

Put differently, he tries to negate the bodily narrative, which remains unsuccessful, because the 

question of bodily narrativity (its rhetoric, movements, expressions) becomes even more a 

question when confronted with its absence. In addition, in a person who represses all visible 

emotional expression the gaze becomes important, inasmuch as desire now turns away from the 

body to what can be held in distance. The gaze is also the center of Richter’s photo-paintings. 

Instead of being obsessed with the hand (such as in De Kooning), his photo-paintings are 

obsessed with vision, seeing, and looking. Distance is Richter’s obsession, not touch.6  

                                                 
6
  I believe  that we  should  extend  this notion  so  that  it  also  includes what  I would  like  to  term  attitude or  ethos of  a painting.  The 

gestureness of a painting  is not, as we already noticed, a purely bodily effect; rather,  it reveals the attitude of the painting to  its gestureness 
and bodily component. Gestureness and Gebaerde, in other words, are the way in which a painting is related towards the world. “Emotional,” 
“wild” or “neutral” do not only  refer  to  irrational categories;  rather,  they open up  the possibility  for  the viewer  to  form herself  into such a 
world. Standing  in front of one of De Kooning’s paintings when compared with one of Richter’s paintings  is  like being  in different worlds, for 
both paintings open up a different attitude towards the world and towards being in such a world, which we as the viewers can either embrace 
or reject (or being disinterested). We either have the feeling that we can live in the world offered by the painter, or we must reject the world. 
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After having introduced two of many elements of a philosophy of painting, namely image 

formation and gestureness, let me now turn back to Richter and his painting The Reader, which 

is an extraordinary painting within Richter’s whole oeuvre. 

Richter’s Reader 

The Reader, painted in 1994, 

appears at first to be an 

extremely classical painting, 

since it defines itself with a 

schema that secures the 

importance, weight, and identity 

of the image. As we know, up to 

the 19th Century, the idea of the 

classical artist and the idea of the classical image was substantially ruled by the repetition of a 

schema, which secured the truth and reality of the topic chosen by the artist. It was self-

explanatory for a classical artist in the middle ages, up to the end of the 18th Century, to have 

full power over and access to the repertoire regarding the topic chosen. Richter places himself in 

this tradition by choosing a topic that has been painted over and over again throughout the last 

2000 years of our Western history, namely, women reading (this painting in particular is a 

specific reference to one of Vermeer’s paintings, namely Woman in Blue Reading a Letter 

painted around 1662). Much could be said about the art historical placement of Richter’s 

painting, as well as the gender topic of the painting (women reading, males looking, 
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emancipation, erotics., etc.). For the purpose of this paper, I shall leave these two aspects aside, 

however. 

On the other hand, we must see that this embracing gesture of Richter’s work is 

immediately negated by the way in which Richter takes up a modern position in this painting: the 

painting is based on a photograph, which is an aspect that I did not deal with when I talked about 

Youth Portrait. What we find here is the tension between two moves that the image introduces, 

namely on the one hand, an affirmative and almost celebratory character of beauty resulting from 

the affirmation of the classical conception of images, and, on the other hand, an equally 

celebratory process of distancing this image from the tradition that it tries to embrace. Distance 

and identification is the main structure in Reader, which is both similar to, but also different 

from Youth Portrait. 

It is important to note in this context that Richter, when asked about his motivation to 

paint photographs, repeatedly points out that it allows him to paint without any reference to his 

own subjectivity and personal preferences, which in turn points to a conception of painting as 

being based on vision instead of on imagination or narratives. For example, in an interview, his 

response to the question of why he started to paint photographs is the following: “There was no 

style, no composition, no judgment,” Richter tells the interviewer, “[i]t liberated me from 

personal experience. There was nothing but a pure image” (Richter, quoted in Antoine 1995, 57; 

Ehrenfried 1997, 170). Accordingly, painting photographs has two aspects: first, it belongs to 

Richter’s attempt to eliminate expressiveness in his paintings, though, as I said above, with the 

result that this attempt fails and that we should rather speak here of an extreme rational and 

intellectual attitude towards the world). Reader is an extremely unemotional painting, almost 

totally removed from any affective expression. In addition, painting photographs can be taken as 
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the attempt to negate the bodily dimension and to suppress the bodily quality, especially if we 

take into account that the difference between paintings and photographs is what Roland Barthes 

calls the “flatness” of the photographic image (Barthes 1980, 106). Some scholars have 

discussed photography in relation to painting in terms of intentionality and causality, but I think 

that these concepts only make sense if we understand by intentionality a form of bodily 

intentionality (which I have called expressiveness above). The difference between how a 

photograph is given and how a painting is given is not that one is the product of a mental act 

whereas the other is a product of causality; rather, how the photograph embodies its meaning is 

different, since it does not have any expressiveness and gestureness. Put differently, photographs 

do not have a bodily dimension and thereby lacks what Deleuze calls the “pathic” quality of a 

painting. One consequence of this consideration is that in photographs we can only find a view 

from the outside of the objectified body, that is, the body taken as an object; whereas in painting 

we always also find the lived body, that is, the movable and intentional body experienced from 

the inside. Accordingly, the recipient is part of the formative power of painting, whereas in 

photography the recipient’s involvement of the image is blocked given that the photograph 

ultimately remains impenetrable by our body (to use once again use a term introduced by 

Barthes in his famous essay on photography). This impenetrability goes back to the other main 

difference between a painted and a photographed image, namely the indexical nature of the 

photograph. By “index” Pierce meant a sign that is in its materiality a trace of what it is a sign of. 

As we know, the photograph can be manipulated, changed, cropped, transformed in many ways, 

but ultimately – as long as it is a photograph – the photograph is unable to invent or construct its 

referent internally. Instead, in the photographic image, the referent appears as a fixed and passive 

referent, but not as a constructed referent. It might be extremely difficult to figure out what we 
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see in certain photographs, but whatever we see and however we “interpret” the photographic 

image, ultimately we must take the photograph as an arrest of something that passed by in the 

moment, in which the photograph was taken. Let me quote Barthes at this point: 

“I might put this differently: what founds the nature of photography is the pose. The physical duration of this pose 
if of little consequence, even in the interval of a millionth of a second (Edgerton’s drop of a mil) there has still been 
a pose, for the pose is not, here, the attitude of the target or even a technique of the Operator, but the term of an 
‘intention’ of reading:  looking at a photograph.  […]  I project the present photograph’s  immobility upon the past 
shot, and it is this arrest which constitutes the pose” (Barthes 1980, 78). 

Barthes describes the “pose” neither as an intention on the side of the photographed person nor 

as an effect of the photographer; instead, as he claims, the pose is the effect of the moment in 

which the motive was fixed for an eye or a camera, which, and this is important, establishes a 

temporal relation between past (the pictured) and present (the looker and the picture). The looker 

takes the present photograph to be there PPP when it was taken (which is not now). Of course, 

what Barthes has in mind is that something that belongs to the past can never be totally 

constructed. Something that we claim to be in the past we take to be part of a past reality, but we 

do not take it to be there now. A photograph, to borrow again Barthes’s language, does not show 

“what is no longer, but only and for certain what has been” (Barthes 1980, 85). Photography is 

an art of the past because – due to its indexicality – it remains bound to its referent as something 

that was there (whenever and wherever). As long as we do not take the image as a total 

construction – which we are unable to do as long as we take it to be a photograph – we take the 

photograph as an image of something that was present somewhere when it was taken. This 

temporal structure that constitutes the indexicality of the photographic picture is certainly not 

applicable to painting. 

In Richter’s The Reader the person depicted is precisely not presented as fixed in its past 

form. In contradistinction, the fixation in this painting is an effect of what we could call its 

essentialization. What we must take to be a fixed image of Richter’s wife in the photograph that 
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Richter used becomes, through the act of painting, something else: the aboutness of the image is 

no longer necessarily tied to the past existence of its referent and its pose. We no longer take it to 

be as something that was there. Instead, what we find here, is a strange bracketing or 

neutralization of the referent’s existence. By “neutralization” Husserl understood the possibility 

of transforming every act into what he called the “as if” mode of beliefs. It is as if we leave it 

open whether the referent exists or not, which enables the painting and us, the viewer, to form an 

image in the way we described above. Something totally independent from the has-been of the 

referent can come into presence, which no longer with necessity is bound to the external referent. 

What comes into presence in this representation of a reader? We should first look at what we 

might call the “conflict of mental activities.” On the one hand, the painting seems to present us 

with the activity of reading; on the other hand, it also seems to make present another activity that 

is connected to reading, namely seeing or vision. The reader seems to do at least one of these or 

perhaps both together: looking and reading. I shall come back to this point shortly. 

We should also notice the constitution of two spaces and distances that the painting 

introduces. On the one hand, the painting offers us an entrance into its virtual situation; on the 

other hand, it blocks this entrance. It allows us entrance because we can follow the gaze of the 

reader and – due to the blurred reading material – let’s us asks what she is reading. This way the 

viewer is able to enter the picture. In addition, the position of the spectator is very close to her. It 

is as if we virtually stand (invisible) in front of her, and it seems as if we occupy one space with 

her. However, it is precisely this de-distancing move that, at the same time, blocks the entrance, 

insofar as we are becoming aware of the conflict between the activities presented in this painting, 

namely reading and seeing. What she is reading, we can only see. As a consequence, the move to 

enter the picture is blocked by a specific form of absence that is present in this painting, though 
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we encounter here a different absence if compared with Youth Portrait. The painting works out 

an extreme closeness of the viewer and the scene depicted, as well as an extreme distance, 

particularily through what the image withholds from our gaze. This distancing effect is based on 

what Michael Fried has called “absorption” and which was introduced in the 18th Century by 

Diderot into the theory of art. Absorptive images are characterized by their ant-theatrical 

structure. Things, scenes and persons depicted do not act for the spectator; rather, they act as if 

the spectator is not present. They treat, in Fried’s words, the beholders as if they are not there 

(Fried 1980, 5). Objectivity and authenticity is the goal of these paintings. However, the effect is 

thoroughly paradoxical, for the beholder is introduced as a beholder through her as-if absence. It 

is as if we observe a reading scene without the knowledge of the reader. She does not know that 

and what we see. Accordingly, though she is there as if we weren’t there, it is precisely this fact 

that makes our voyeurism even more apparent than in works of art that are theatrical. It is us who 

know more than her. We find a double-secret worked into this illusionistic painting, namely, the 

secret of the reader and the secret of the spectator. This tension between involvement and 

distance of the spectator is carried out again by the contrast between absence and presence, or 

between past and present. The reader clearly seems to be fully absorbed into her activity and 

fully immersed into herself. However, in contrast to Youth Portrait, in this painting we do not 

find the inner presence of a past through being immersed into an inward activity (thinking), but 

rather through being immersed into an outward activity (reading). However, what seems to be an 

outward activity, namely reading, in truth is an inward activity if we take into account the nature 

of reading. We are certainly not directed towards the scribbles on paper when we read a text; 

rather, while we are reading we are “living” through what the text and our mental activity 

construct in front of our “inner eyes.” Reading is a formation of memory: we hold something in 
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mind, anticipate something coming and thereby establish a unity and synthesis of everything we 

gather together. We are turned away from the outer and the visible while we are reading. Instead 

we are turned into our selves. Whereas writing has something to do with the transfer of 

something that is inner and in our memory into the outer world, reading is the transfer of 

something that is outer into the inner world. Accordingly, what we find here is a self-reflective 

form of absorption, a second-order type of consciousness. It is not simply the case that we see 

someone being absorbed in an activity, such as playing football or writing a letter; rather, the 

absorption is characterized by an attention to this being absorbed. Consequently, the inwardness 

presented in this painting is pushed to its extreme because it does not only build up a first level 

absorption, namely, the fictitious absence of an observer for the agent, but rather, it builds up the 

total absence of the agent because the agent is turned inward and being related to her inner 

activity. We are alone in front of the painting. We are denied access, so to speak. Consequently, 

this painting is not about seeing or reading; rather, we must come to the conclusion that it is 

about not-seeing and not-reading. We cannot see what she is reading, we cannot see what is 

going on in her, as we cannot see what she is absorbed in. Above all, we cannot see the activity 

of reading as such, for it does not make sense, if we take reading to be an inner activity. Just as 

we are unable to see thoughts, we are unable to see reading. Seeing, in other words, is presented 

in this painting (and in other paintings by Richter) with skepticism. What seems to be so 

accessible at first, turns out to be almost impenetrable – though this impenetrability remains 

different from the impenetrability of photographs. Richter’s Reader differs from Dutch 

depictions of the same topic in one important regard. Most of the old master paintings deal with 

letters, the topic of which is love (and the origin of painting) (for this see Alpers 1983, 192-200). 

In Richter’s work the reader is not reading a letter, but a magazine. It has been argued that the 
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reader in this painting is reading a German news magazine called “Der Spiegel.” We might ask: 

what is the function of news magazines like Time Magazine? The main function of these 

magazines and other news media certainly is to make something present that is absent from the 

situation of the reader, and, in addition, to give their readers an image of what otherwise remains 

hidden. They thereby make the world accessible. Finally, “Spiegel” in English means “mirror.” 

A mirror reflects what is going on outside of the mirror. This can either be taken as an ironic 

reference to the history of paintings, in which females are looking into a mirror (which indicates 

vanity), or a subtle introduction of another tension. As we said above, the spectator is present 

here because of her supposed absence. The more we look at and the more we desire to enter into 

the painting, the more we experience distance and the limits of our vision, – as the reader reading 

a magazine is removed from what is absent in two regards: the reader has only a representation 

of what she is reading about and, in addition, while reading she remains removed from the action 

referred to. What the image mirrors is, accordingly, the situation of the spectator in front of the 

painting. It is not only her turning away from vision; rather, it is our turning away from vision: in 

this moment we realize what this painting is about, namely not-seeing. The topic of this painting 

is seeing as blindness. It allows us to see the shocking situation of our gaze – before we hear, 

before we listen and before we speak. I shall now come to the end of my considerations. 

Conclusion 

The French philosopher and art historian Didi-Huberman has – using Benjamin’s concept of aura 

- called this structure of vision as both presencing and distancing “double distance:” “Aura 

would be something like the original distancing [espacement] of both seer and seen, of the seer 

through the seen” (Didi-Huberman 1992, 136). Benjamin’s famous definition of aura is the 
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following: aura is the “unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be” (Benjamin 

GS I/2, 479). What Didi-Huberman and Benjamin have in mind is the dialectic that vision opens 

up to us: on the one hand, vision not only brings us closer to the seen, but brings us the shocking 

presence of what is seen. Seeing something new is a shocking and dazzling moment in 

experience. On the other hand, something that has an aura is what appears in distance. It is the 

distance, then, that is shockingly close to us. It is precisely this structure that we find in Richter’s 

painting: although it allows us to be in the image, that is, it celebrates us in the presence of the 

painting, it leaves us in total distance to what it presents. Richter’s Reader is about that 

experience of being in the presence of something that remains “untouchable,” – which is the old 

definition of the vera icona (true icon; St. Peter, Rome). Let me finish with a rhetorical question: 

could it be the case that it is precisely this that we should call the experience of beauty? 

Thank you. 


