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Seit den frühen er Jahren hat sich Malerei als 
zentrales Vehikel einer Vielzahl unterschiedlicher 
Interessen innerhalb von Jutta Koethers Praxis 
entwickelt: eine Art Informationsprozessor, der 
von einer extremen Durchlässigkeit gegenüber 
Koethers parakünstlerischen Inputs – literarischen 
Tropen, kunsthistorischen oder theoretischen 
Modellen oder Pop-Affekten – bestimmt ist. Aus 
der daraus resultierenden Destabilisierung der 
malerischen Souveränität hat sie eine eigene 
Sprache von Farben, Formen, Symbolen und 
Methoden entwickelt: Der Gebrauch von Text 
im Bild, das schmutzig-dunkle Rot, das seit den 
späten ern als ihre signature-Farbe fungiert, 
die Aneignung und letztliche Kannibalisie-
rung des malerischen Kanons sind einige der 
bekanntesten. In München ist nun zum ersten 
Mal – und längst überfällig – eine umfassende 

Werkschau der Malerin Jutta Koether mit rund 
 Arbeiten von  bis heute zu sehen. Die 
von Achim Hochdörfer und Tonio Kröner am 
Museum Brandhorst kuratierte Ausstellung „Jutta 
Koether – Tour de Madame“ zeigt Koethers (An-)
Forderungen an dieses Medium und seine Kapa-
zitäten. Zur Ausstellung erschien außerdem ein 
etwa  Seiten langer, reich bebilderter Katalog 
mit der bisher vollständigsten Werkliste und 
Biblio grafie der Künstlerin sowie Essays promi-
nenter Kunsthistoriker*innen zu ihrer Malerei. 

Koethers Positionierung in einer malerischen 
Genealogie ist heute (wie übrigens auch schon vor 
mehr als zehn Jahren) für viele dennoch nicht 
ganz schlüssig. Was ist mit den Texten, der Musik, 
der Performance? Die permanente Bewegung 
aus der Malerei heraus und wieder in sie zurück, 
Vielfachfunktionen und -interessen sind zwar 

MAD / AME

Jenny Nachtigall über Jutta Koether im Museum Brandhorst, München

„Jutta Koether: Tour de Madame“, Museum Brandhorst, München, 2018, Ausstellungsansicht
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seit jeher Teil von Koethers Praxis – konzeptuelle 
Beschränkung, die Wahl nur eines materiellen 
Outputs gehören aber auch schon seit Langem 
dazu (man denke z. B. an das Rot). In München 
ist dieser Output die Malerei selbst. Da es sich 
um eine museale Präsentation handelt, ist das 
konsequent. Der Kontext fordert das in gewisser 
Weise ein – nicht so sehr, weil ein Noise-Konzert 
im Untergeschoss sich vielleicht irgendwie falsch 
anfühlen würde oder die Präsentation der Texte 
über die malerische Produktion Gefahr laufen 
könnte, sie zu verkunsten. Vielmehr in dem 
Sinne, dass Koethers Praxis schon immer eine des 
begehrlichen Zugriffs war: Sie fügt sich Kontex-
ten nicht ein, sie stellt ihre eigenen her. „Tour de 
Madame“ ist ihr Zugriff auf den Kontext einer 
musealen Retrospektive, auf die Bedingungen 
(der Präsentation und Wahrnehmung) von Kunst, 

die dieser Kontext setzt. Koethers Umgang mit 
Form kennt dabei keine ästhetische Hierarchie. 
Für sie wird der museale Kontext zu einer Form 
unter vielen, die sie – genauso wie Cézannes 
Äpfel, van Goghs Arabesken, Lucien Freuds Akte 
oder die Figur des Genies selbst – zu ihrer eige-
nen macht. 

Exemplarisch hierfür ist das Herzstück der 
Ausstellung, der „Tour de Madame“-Zyklus (), 
eine Art Retrospektive in der Retrospektive im 
Untergeschoss des Museums, in der  Koether 
Motive, Bewegungen und Methoden ihrer male-
rischen Position der letzten gut  Jahre noch 
mal neu durchspielt, die Palette neu mischt. Die 
halbrunde Glaskonstruktion auf der zwölf Bilder 
installiert sind, spiegelt den Grundriss von Cy 
Twomblys monumentalem „Lepanto“-Zyklus 
(dem Mittelpunkt der ständigen Sammlungs-

Jutta Koether, „Untitled“, 1983
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präsentation) im Obergeschoss – aka Tour de 
Monsieur.

Die Gesamtstruktur von „Tour de Madame“ 
ist chronologisch und größtenteils nach Koe-
thers Ausstellungen geordnet. So werden auf der 
ersten Etage die in den frühen ern im Kölner 
Umfeld des Neoexpressionismus entstandenen 
Bilder zum ersten Mal gezeigt. Im angrenzenden 
Raum folgen die musikinfizierten Malereien (z. B. 
die „Blues“-Bilder, /), die sie während 
ihrer Arbeit bei SPEX produzierte. Über Koethers 
Einzelausstellung in der Grazer Galerie Bleich-
Rossi (in der Rot und das Raster programmatisch 
wurden) und die ersten großen Setzungen, „Kis-
sing the Canvas“ () und den „% Ma le- 
reien“ (), nähert man sich schließlich den 
New Yorker Anfängen mit „The Inside Job“ 
(). Den Abschluss des ersten Stockwerks 

bilden schließlich Koethers Einzelausstellungen 
(, ) in der Pat Hearn Gallery in New York. 

Die retrospektive Linearität, die dieser Aufbau 
suggeriert, wird gleich im ersten Ausstellungs-
raum gebrochen: „Golden Days“ () und 

„Lucian David and Eli“ (), zwei große dia-
phane Kompositionen der letzten Jahre, hängen 
hier neben und über Koethers kleinformatigen 
Malereien aus der Kölner Zeit – pastose Lein-
wände, auf denen in verdichtetem Pinselstrich 
geometrische und organische Formen abgebildet 
sind, die Körperlichkeit suggerieren, aber keinem 
bestimmten Körper zugeordnet werden kön-
nen. Im Untergeschoss kehrt diese Spannung in 
anderer Konstellation wieder. Im Gegenüber der 
objekthaften Haptik der „Zodiac Nudes“-Serie 
() und den transparent geschichteten Ober-
flächen von Bildern wie „Freud Broodthaers #“ 
(). Statt der Überwindung vorheriger Formen, 
Farben oder Methoden sieht man hier also ihre 
Metamorphosen, ihre Loops: Loops innerhalb der 
Ausstellung und ihrer Räume wie auch zwischen 
den Arbeiten selbst. Im ersten Raum gibt es z. B. 
die (Warhol-)Bananen-Form, die in „Untitled“ 
() auf einem schematisch angedeuteten 
Gesicht mit geschminktem Auge als lässige Frisur 
funktioniert. Im benachbarten „Lucian David and 
Eli“ () erscheint sie dann als schlaffes, leicht 
deplatziertes Glied an einem sexuell verunklärten 
Körper. Lucian David and Eli … „and Andy?“, 
phallisches Haar, haarige Bananen. 

Die extreme Statik und Enge der frühen Bilder 
suggeriert nicht nur Verletzlichkeit (z. B. die 
einer Malerin im Bro Environment des Neoexpres-
sionismus), sondern auch die Bereitschaft, sich 
zu wehren. Ihre intensive Dichte ist so fixierend 
wie ein Medusablick. In Hélène Cixous’ feminis-
tischer Relektüre des Mythos hieß es bereits  

Jutta Koether, „Lucian David and Eli“, 2014
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wie auch in Reaktion auf die Lesart von Medusa 
als einer verfemten Kastrationsfigur monströser 
Weiblichkeit: Medusa lacht.  machte Koether 
in ihrem „rd-Generation-Women Fem-Trash-
Manifest“ einen ähnlichen Zug: „Fem-Trash 
heißt, die eigene Unnatürlichkeit als Frau im 
Kapitalismus zu steigern. Offensiv gebrochen sein, 
‚krank‘ sein, Vielfachfunktionen einnehmen, sich 
zelebrieren.“

Die Steigerung der Vielfachfunktionen und 
Widersprüche der Malerei und der Position als 
Malerin – und das  Prozent – wird ab hier 

programmatisch. Nach den „eingeklemmten 
Bildern“ der frühen er und der im zweiten 
Raum zu sehenden Diffusion ihrer rauen Farbp-
anzer in die pastelligen Farbtöne der Text-Bilder 
markiert das Diptychon „Kissing the Canvas“ 
() diesen Wendepunkt: Es zeigt die Intensi-
vierung von Koethers bereits bestehendem Form-
repertoire (z. B. die Kreise, die Arabesken, die 
Textelemente). Das Rot ist maximal hochgefahren. 
Dieses laute Bekenntnis zur Malerei kam wohlbe-
merkt zu einem Zeitpunkt, als zum zigsten Mal 
ihr Abgesang prophezeit wurde. Koether malte 

Jutta Koether, „The Inside Job“, 1992
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weiter, ohne sich auf ein Template zu versteifen. 
Im Untergeschoss sieht man die Entwicklung 

ihrer Malerei seit den er Jahren bis heute: die 
Farbraster, die Materialbilder mit Devotionalien 
aus Punk und Noise, die transparenten Zeichen-
Körper nach Freud, Balthus u. a. – und natürlich 
auch die berühmten Poussin-„Adaptionen“, der 

„The Seasons“-Zyklus () und „Hot Rod (after 
Poussin)“ (). Nicht zuletzt die performative 
Aktivierung von Malereien wie „Hot Rod“ war 
zentraler Bezugspunkt für Theorien zur Netz-
werklogik der Gegenwartsmalerei und zum Ver-
hältnis von Kunst und Subjektstatus. Mit Lecture 
Performances/Texten wie „Mad Garland“ hat 
Koether selbst aktiv an diesen Diskursen parti-
zipiert. In ihrer Retrospektive scheint es eine 
Verschiebung innerhalb dieser Position zu geben. 

Im letzten Ausstellungsraum wird eine 
Reihe von Koethers „digitalen Dossiers“ proji-
ziert, Sammlungen von Materialien, mit denen 
sie sich während der Produktion verschiedener 
Werkgruppen beschäftigt hat. Im Folder zu „Tour 
de Madame“ gibt es ein Blatt mit Notizen zum 
Titel, darunter u. a: „MAD/AME“. MAD AME, als 
Amalgam aus Englisch und Französisch, ließe sich 
als „verrückte Seele“, besser noch als „verrückter 
Geist“ lesen, als fortlaufendes dezentrieren – ver/
rücken – stabiler Bedeutungen und geistiger 
Tatsachen durch Vielfachfunktionen. Wie „Tour 
de Madame“ zeigt, sind die Konsequenzen solcher 
Eingriffe ins Diskursive materiell und körperlich: 
eine Destabilisierung/Reorganisierung der Wahr-
nehmungsmuster, die uns eingeschrieben sind 
und deren diskursive (kunsthistorische) Formung 
ein musealer Rahmen notwendig setzt. In Mün-
chen verschieben die Leinwände bar jedes perfor-
mativen Supports die Aufmerksamkeit von Koe-
thers Aktivierung der Malerei, von ihrem Körper 

nicht zuletzt zu unseren eigenen: Die Überblen-
dung und Manipulation verschiedener kunsthisto-
rischer Bildcodes in ihren Arbeiten, und pointiert 
in „Tour de Madame“, fordern eine Positionie-
rung, fordern dazu auf, Farbe (und Linie) zu 
bekennen. Koether lässt Betrachter*innen damit 
zu einem Teil des malerischen „Beziehungspro-
blems“ werden. Status: It’s complicated.

„Jutta Koether: Tour de Madame“, Museum Brandhorst, 
 München, . Mai bis . Oktober .

Anmerkungen
  Dazu vgl. Jutta Koether/Isabelle Graw, „Painting 

Abuse – ein Gespräch zwischen Jutta Koether und Isabelle 
Graw“, in: Lerchen_feld, HFBK, , , S. –.

  Die Ausstellung wurde in Zusammenarbeit mit dem 
Mudam Luxembourg –Musée d‘Art Moderne Grand-Duc 
Jean organisiert, wo sie vom . Februar bis . Mai  zu 
sehen sein wird.

  Vgl. Jutta Koether. Tour de Madame, Ausst.-Kat., hg. von 
Achim Hochdörfer/Tonio Kröner, Museum Brandhorst, 
/Mudam Luxembourg, , Köln .

  Vgl. Diedrich Diederichsen, „Das Treffen der anwesenden 
mit der abwesenden Künstlerin“, in: Jutta Koether, Köl-
nischer Kunstverein, , S. –, hier: S. .

  Vgl. Hélène Cixous, Das Lachen der Medusa, hg. von Esther 
Hutfless/Gertrude Postl/Elisabeth Schäfer, übers. von 
Claudia Simma, Wien .

  Jutta Koether, „rd-Generation-Women Fem-Trash-Mani-
fest“, in: Eau de Cologne, , , S. –, hier: S. . 

  Vgl. David Joselit, „Painting Beside Itself“, in: October, , 
, S. –, und Isabelle Graw/Daniel Birnbaum/
Nikolaus Hirsch (Hg.), Art and Subjecthood. The Return of 
the Human Figure in Semiocapitalism, Berlin .

Jutta Koether, „The Inside Job“, 1992
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Under Female Competence
Flash Art, Volume 51, N°320, May, 2018, p.42-61.

Beyond the Beautiful View, 1993.
Oil on canvas. 97×77 inches.
Courtesy of the artist and Bortolami, New York.

42 – 61 Under Female Competence

Jutta Koether is a central figure in the recent 
history of painting. On the occasion of this 
summer’s ambitious survey of Koether’s work 
at the Museum Brandhorst, Munich, this issue of 
Flash Art presents the following special dossier 
on the artist. Kerstin Stakemeier discusses 
Koether’s paintings in the gendered and art-
historical afterlife of mannerism, while Quinn 
Latimer considers Koether’s novella f., first 
published in German in 1987.
Koether was also a contri-butor to Flash Art 
in the late 1980s. Reproduced here is an essay 
Koether wrote for the magazine in April 1986, in 
which she reflects on how certain female artists 
have defied the status quo.

Jutta Koether’s exhibition “Tour de Madame” 
will be on view at Museum Brandhorst, Munich, 
from May 18 to October 21, 2018.
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Beyond the Beautiful View, 1993. 
Oil on canvas. 97 × 77 inches. 
Courtesy of the artist and Bortolami, New York.

42–61 Under Female Competence

Jutta Koether is a central figure in the recent
history of painting. On the occasion of this
summer’s ambitious survey of Koether’s work
at the Museum Brandhorst, Munich, this issue of
FlashArt presents the following special dossier
on the artist. Kerstin Stakemeier discusses
Koether’s paintings in the gendered and art-
historical afterlife of mannerism, while Quinn
Latimer considers Koether’s novella f., first
published in German in 1987.
Koether was also a contri-butor to FlashArt
in the late 1980s. Reproduced here is an essay
Koether wrote for the magazine in April 1986, in
which she reflects on how certain female artists
have defied the status quo.

Jutta Koether’s exhibition “Tour de Madame”
will be on view at Museum Brandhorst, Munich,
from May 18 to October 21, 2018.
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Since the 1980s, Jutta Koether has summoned, intensified,
distributed, and branched out a form of painterly mannerism,
producing a consistent painterly non-masculine sex. Koether
commands a unique mastery in her field of work, since her
mannerism is made up of highly contemporary chimeras of
unmodern (painting) pasts, which are kept in constant painterly
motion between oil, criticism, theory, performance, and music.
Koether does not legitimize herself against painterly tradition,
but rather lets its accumulated unmodernness come to her. She
continuously recomposes newly conjured centers of perception
in painterly forms, which appear more as contested artistic
nodes than aesthetic highlights of achievement. Heinrich
Wölfflin, one of the founding fathers of academic formalism
in German-speaking art history, saw in mannerism a central
threat, or, more precisely, the “bewildering alienation of
the sign from the thing” in that “the representational signs
have severed themselves completely from real form,” “a
form-alienated technique.”1 The seemingly endless desire
in Koether’s paintings for her body’s presence, her praxis
as a painter, summons a libidinal and endless series of
historical revenants from the traditional narratives of modern
painting that appear, recede, and return before us — a series
of “form-alienated techniques.” An argument by philosopher
Alenka Zupančičs comes to mind in the context of Koether’s
ever-evolving and divergent reproduction of painting: “human
sexuality is ‘sexual’ (and not simply ‘reproductive’), as the
standardization of all instincts toward a single purpose never
really works, but allows the various partial instincts to continue
their circular, self-sustaining activity.”2 Koether’s handling of
the genre of painting as a model that is continuously repeated
and that, in all its contemporaneity, is ultimately historical,
demonstrates exactly this in her field: a multifaceted libidinal
self-deviation. Koether’s work in every medium is painterly, as
she allows the reproductive traits of painting to proliferate in 
mannerist deviations in each of them.
Koether’s contribution to the hundredth issue anniversary
edition of Texte zur Kunst, a journal she has been closely
linked to since its beginnings in Cologne in the early 1990s,
was a kind of confession letter. But, contrary to the bourgeois
convention, this confession was an aesthetic form free of
avowal. She characterizes herself as “an artist who made a life
decision to paint.”3 “In my world, this meant reconfiguring the
old canon as counter-canon, so to speak, by means of a play/
performance practice.”4 The self-commitment to the canon is
followed by its radical intensification toward Koether herself.
The confession is that of her own embodiment of painting.
In this way, Koether lists her canon-horde, which goes from
Edouard Manet, via Henri Matisse and Florentine Stettheimer,
Joan Mitchell, William S. Burroughs, Sigmar Polke, Pierre
Klossowski, Francis Bacon, and Jacques Lacan, among others,
to Nicolas Poussin. This epic series of inputs isn’t included
here as a form of relativization, but rather, in Peter Gorsen’s
words, these figures here return “under female competence.”5

Koether’s application of painting history “under female
competence” changes its societal position entirely.
In the last few years, this historical lineup has especially
featured Baroque painter Poussin. And Koether’s approach is
two-sided, always foregrounding an unbridled extension of
the painterly past into the present and its resolute restaging as
the present. Georges Bataille, already in his 1961 book The

Tears of Eros, identified Poussin as a misconstrued eroticist, 6

as a misunderstood mannerist. And in the 1930s Carl Einstein
recognized a “periodicity of regression”7 in his works. Koether
makes very visible use of him, as she does of others who
enter her form. The references in Koether’s scenes remain
integrated, recognizable, readable, yet the deterritorialization
of these historical figures simultaneously lies precisely in their
isolation, their visibility as elements of her body of painting,
of her painterly aesthetic practice. Their isolation is what
makes their radical presence readable — as an attribute of the
artist, as directed desire. A permanently sexed space, which,
however, can never be naturalized: Koether behaves like a
male painter in the form of a female painter. Koether arranges
her canon-horde in and outside of painting proper; it is a
feminine mannerism, composed with and within this painting,
the feminine as a painterly form, a feminine that repeatedly
becomes as much hermaphroditic as androgynous, since it
arranges the attributes of gender in alternating motions as parts
of her painterly metamorphosis. In this way, the mannerist
character of Poussin’s painting is now ultimately more in
Koether’s hands than in Poussin’s. She repeatedly reveals the
exaggerated severity of Poussin’s painterly compositions as
a deeply mannerist manifestation of the inevitable aesthetic
abstraction that separated him from the naturalization of
his body. It is Poussin’s aesthetic consequence itself that is
rendered mannerist in the face of the real. By thus denying the
ordering power of narratives of historical progress, Koether
implements a perpetually antagonistic actualization of her
ancestral horde. Koether presents these historical figures in
their shifting confrontation with the present, with what lives, as
revenants, as brutal simultaneities. The actualization of pasts
is always that of their brutalities. And with this deviance from
the model of historical fulfillment, Koether’s ancestral horde
shifts its sexed mode of functioning: sex shifts from subjective 
feature to individuating attribute. Sex becomes the art of
refusing reproductive conditioning. Sex becomes the working
form of a deviant painterly metabolism. Koether’s present is
composed of a profoundly inconsistent time, which finds a
measure in its re-appropriations, in constant assertions of a
radically non-simultaneous absolute simultaneity: the painterly
sexual aesthetic of a causally mannerist sex: useless in terms
of developmental logic, but extremely productive for someone
expanding an unbounded femininity through every sex.
In 2012, Koether produced a series of works following and
actualizing Poussin’s last cycle, the Four Seasons (1660–64).
Titled The Seasons, Koether’s series consisted of three
complete sets, two of which were exhibited in parallel in
the Whitney Biennial in New York and in an exhibition of
reproductions at Bortolami gallery. The third set of small
“material image versions”8 was exhibited at the Reena
Spaulings Fine Art booth at the first Frieze New York. The
Whitney series, which is the only cycle that remains undivided,
traveled to Dundee Contemporary Arts and Arnolfini in Bristol
in 2013, and there was combined with Koether’s second
Poussin series, The Seven Sacraments (2012–13). The Seasons
wandered through a sequence of different exhibition formats,
in which they were not only regrouped in ever-changing
installation scenarios, but also presented alongside a variety of
texts. These included, among Koether’s own notes, short texts
that Jay Sanders, co-curator of the Whitney Biennial, wrote for

45 A Sexed Mannerism

By Kerstin Stakemeier

i



¬π

Kerstin Stakemeier, Jutta Koether and Quinn Latimer
Under Female Competence
Flash Art, Volume 51, N°320, May, 2018, p.42-61.

Since the 1980s, Jutta Koether has summoned, intensified, 
distributed, and branched out a form of painterly mannerism, 
producing a consistent painterly non-masculine sex. Koether 
commands a unique mastery in her field of work, since her 
mannerism is made up of highly contemporary chimeras of 
unmodern (painting) pasts, which are kept in constant painterly 
motion between oil, criticism, theory, performance, and music. 
Koether does not legitimize herself against painterly tradition, 
but rather lets its accumulated unmodernness come to her. She 
continuously recomposes newly conjured centers of perception 
in painterly forms, which appear more as contested artistic 
nodes than aesthetic highlights of achievement. Heinrich 
Wölfflin, one of the founding fathers of academic formalism 
in German-speaking art history, saw in mannerism a central 
threat, or, more precisely, the “bewildering alienation of 
the sign from the thing” in that “the representational signs 
have severed themselves completely from real form,” “a 
form-alienated technique.” 1 The seemingly endless desire 
in Koether’s paintings for her body’s presence, her praxis 
as a painter, summons a libidinal and endless series of 
historical revenants from the traditional narratives of modern 
painting that appear, recede, and return before us — a series 
of “form-alienated techniques.” An argument by philosopher 
Alenka Zupančičs comes to mind in the context of Koether’s 
ever-evolving and divergent reproduction of painting: “human 
sexuality is ‘sexual’ (and not simply ‘reproductive’), as the 
standardization of all instincts toward a single purpose never 
really works, but allows the various partial instincts to continue 
their circular, self-sustaining activity.” 2 Koether’s handling of 
the genre of painting as a model that is continuously repeated 
and that, in all its contemporaneity, is ultimately historical, 
demonstrates exactly this in her field: a multifaceted libidinal 
self-deviation. Koether’s work in every medium is painterly, as 
she allows the reproductive traits of painting to proliferate in 
mannerist deviations in each of them.
Koether’s contribution to the hundredth issue anniversary 
edition of Texte zur Kunst, a journal she has been closely 
linked to since its beginnings in Cologne in the early 1990s, 
was a kind of confession letter. But, contrary to the bourgeois 
convention, this confession was an aesthetic form free of 
avowal. She characterizes herself as “an artist who made a life 
decision to paint.” 3 “In my world, this meant reconfiguring the 
old canon as counter-canon, so to speak, by means of a play/
performance practice.” 4 The self-commitment to the canon is 
followed by its radical intensification toward Koether herself. 
The confession is that of her own embodiment of painting. 
In this way, Koether lists her canon-horde, which goes from 
Edouard Manet, via Henri Matisse and Florentine Stettheimer, 
Joan Mitchell, William S. Burroughs, Sigmar Polke, Pierre 
Klossowski, Francis Bacon, and Jacques Lacan, among others, 
to Nicolas Poussin. This epic series of inputs isn’t included 
here as a form of relativization, but rather, in Peter Gorsen’s 
words, these figures here return “under female competence.” 5 
Koether’s application of painting history “under female 
competence” changes its societal position entirely. 
In the last few years, this historical lineup has especially 
featured Baroque painter Poussin. And Koether’s approach is 
two-sided, always foregrounding an unbridled extension of 
the painterly past into the present and its resolute restaging as 
the present. Georges Bataille, already in his 1961 book The 

Tears of Eros, identified Poussin as a misconstrued eroticist, 6 
as a misunderstood mannerist. And in the 1930s Carl Einstein 
recognized a “periodicity of regression” 7 in his works. Koether 
makes very visible use of him, as she does of others who 
enter her form. The references in Koether’s scenes remain 
integrated, recognizable, readable, yet the deterritorialization 
of these historical figures simultaneously lies precisely in their 
isolation, their visibility as elements of her body of painting, 
of her painterly aesthetic practice. Their isolation is what 
makes their radical presence readable — as an attribute of the 
artist, as directed desire. A permanently sexed space, which, 
however, can never be naturalized: Koether behaves like a 
male painter in the form of a female painter. Koether arranges 
her canon-horde in and outside of painting proper; it is a 
feminine mannerism, composed with and within this painting, 
the feminine as a painterly form, a feminine that repeatedly 
becomes as much hermaphroditic as androgynous, since it 
arranges the attributes of gender in alternating motions as parts 
of her painterly metamorphosis. In this way, the mannerist 
character of Poussin’s painting is now ultimately more in 
Koether’s hands than in Poussin’s. She repeatedly reveals the 
exaggerated severity of Poussin’s painterly compositions as 
a deeply mannerist manifestation of the inevitable aesthetic 
abstraction that separated him from the naturalization of 
his body. It is Poussin’s aesthetic consequence itself that is 
rendered mannerist in the face of the real. By thus denying the 
ordering power of narratives of historical progress, Koether 
implements a perpetually antagonistic actualization of her 
ancestral horde. Koether presents these historical figures in 
their shifting confrontation with the present, with what lives, as 
revenants, as brutal simultaneities. The actualization of pasts 
is always that of their brutalities. And with this deviance from 
the model of historical fulfillment, Koether’s ancestral horde 
shifts its sexed mode of functioning: sex shifts from subjective 
feature to individuating attribute. Sex becomes the art of 
refusing reproductive conditioning. Sex becomes the working 
form of a deviant painterly metabolism. Koether’s present is 
composed of a profoundly inconsistent time, which finds a 
measure in its re-appropriations, in constant assertions of a 
radically non-simultaneous absolute simultaneity: the painterly 
sexual aesthetic of a causally mannerist sex: useless in terms 
of developmental logic, but extremely productive for someone 
expanding an unbounded femininity through every sex.
In 2012, Koether produced a series of works following and 
actualizing Poussin’s last cycle, the Four Seasons (1660–64). 
Titled The Seasons, Koether’s series consisted of three 
complete sets, two of which were exhibited in parallel in 
the Whitney Biennial in New York and in an exhibition of 
reproductions at Bortolami gallery. The third set of small 
“material image versions” 8 was exhibited at the Reena 
Spaulings Fine Art booth at the first Frieze New York. The 
Whitney series, which is the only cycle that remains undivided, 
traveled to Dundee Contemporary Arts and Arnolfini in Bristol 
in 2013, and there was combined with Koether’s second 
Poussin series, The Seven Sacraments (2012–13). The Seasons 
wandered through a sequence of different exhibition formats, 
in which they were not only regrouped in ever-changing 
installation scenarios, but also presented alongside a variety of 
texts. These included, among Koether’s own notes, short texts 
that Jay Sanders, co-curator of the Whitney Biennial, wrote for 
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each of the seasons, and which Koether integrated on the back 
sides of some of the paintings in subsequent exhibitions; the 
catalogue contributions that Michael Sanchez and Jeff Nagy, 
Graham Domke and Axel Wieder authored for the exhibitions 
in Bristol, and a series of (partial) reviews. The reception of 
this body of work is compartmentalized in space and time, it 
breaches out, and its seasons insert this spatial and temporal 
compartmentalization into our present; they exhibit approaches 
to life between crisis, catastrophe, and free play. “Poussin’s 
Winter is apocalyptic, with a biblical flood,” Koether said in an 
interview� “my Winter uses the same composition to create a 
pretext that draws you in.” 9 Whereas Poussin’s abstraction 
was in catastrophizing the seasons as human fates, Koether 
isolates in them a fateful present. As she concludes in one of 
her notes on Poussin’s Winter: “So, look at the real without 
synthesis.” 10 In their text on Koether’s cycle, Sanchez and 
Nagy further quote from her notes that the series could have 
been titled The Seasons: Crises. For in it, Koether’s sense of 
painting’s urgency as an aesthetic form for any time meets its 
envisioned acute urgency, which she embraces as a form of 
embodiment of one’s own lifetime. �er Seasons are specific 
crises: “the Arab Spring, the Greek Summer, the NY Autumn 
(�ccupy Wall Street)” and the “Euro Crises.” 11 In her paintings 
and their installation, in the performative approaches and the 
texts that appear around them, Koether measures not only her 
distance from Poussin, but also the distance between her various 
spaces of painterly performance: their reception doesn’t provide 
the contemplative abstraction of their own present, but rather an 
assisted present shock of both this and past presents. As Sanders 
concludes in a short text on Summer: “a developing diagram 
of the phantasmagoric in which we all live.” 12 Remembering 
Zupančič’s argument of sex’s necessary deviationist nature, this 
phantasmagoria becomes perceivable as a permanent crisis that 
knows no end, only new transition points.
“I made the disconnected compatible” 13 is one of the ways 
Koether characterizes the artistic approach that has, in 
various ways, accompanied her since the 1980s. In a sense, 
Koether always seems to understand her approach as a kind 
of unsolicited synthesis. What might initially appear to be a 
transgressive standard of production — such as the spread of 
her work across aesthetic modes as a “music critic, musician, 
writer, theoretician, art critic” 14 — could in this sense also 
be understood as its opposite: as a rampant synthesis that 
moves through a conditioned reality, whose power center 
is the painterly. A steady shifting of the boundary instead of 
its breach. An extension of painterly compatibility, not the 
transgression of its genuinely distinguished areas. Ultimately, 
Koether does not seem to recognize their separation as non-

painterly anyway. The fact that she usually shows her paintings 
as installations corresponds to a standard form of upgrading 
painting within today’s museum-assisted “installation 
aesthetics.” 15 But with Koether the installations don’t serve as 
the ornamental completion of an oeuvre or a context, but are 
rather always used as a kind of localized spacer. �ltimately 
they are painterly isolation aids, configurations of the paintings’ 
visibilities. Koether’s oeuvre spreads through decentralization, 
as a series of radically synthesizable series of inclusion, 
reappropriations of widely visible cultural tropes of various 
origins reduced both to themselves and to the painter. In her 
2011 text Mad Garland, 16 she summarized another dimension 
of her confessional letter:

This is not a performance. This is not a program. 
This is not a theory. This is not an opinion. This is the 
reappropriation of all the above techniques. This is a 
reappropriation of the means of struggle.
Redefine painting as the demarcation line between 
materialism and idealism. 17

Wherever Koether expels figuration from its painterly 
naturalizations — where she fundamentally produces 
overloads, which always also reveal an inherent sense 
of abstraction in the translucent colors of each of their 
embodiments, in all the lines of demarcation and challenges 
that permeate her metamorphic approaches — there always 
remains something genuinely pleasurable. Koether’s 
hermaphroditic and androgynous overstatements ultimately 
relish in making catastrophic every possibility of a calming 
painterly narrative. And her narrowly delineated yet all-
encompassing boundless syntheses also superimpose the 
present as an ultimately historical form. Here, Koether 
intervenes: her painting places continuous ruptures into the 
presence of the present, a canon of forms that turns out, 
under “female competence,” to be as hermaphroditic as it 
is androgynous. Because Koether’s “female competence” 
ultimately offers not an alternative, but rather a concatenation 
of problems.
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each of the seasons, and which Koether integrated on the back
sides of some of the paintings in subsequent exhibitions; the
catalogue contributions that Michael Sanchez and Jeff Nagy,
Graham Domke and Axel Wieder authored for the exhibitions
in Bristol, and a series of (partial) reviews. The reception of
this body of work is compartmentalized in space and time, it
breaches out, and its seasons insert this spatial and temporal
compartmentalization into our present; they exhibit approaches
to life between crisis, catastrophe, and free play. “Poussin’s
Winter is apocalyptic, with a biblical flood,” Koether said in an
interview� “my Winter uses the same composition to create a
pretext that draws you in.” 9 Whereas Poussin’s abstraction
was in catastrophizing the seasons as human fates, Koether
isolates in them a fateful present. As she concludes in one of
her notes on Poussin’s Winter: “So, look at the real without
synthesis.” 10 In their text on Koether’s cycle, Sanchez and
Nagy further quote from her notes that the series could have
been titled The Seasons: Crises. For in it, Koether’s sense of
painting’s urgency as an aesthetic form for any time meets its
envisioned acute urgency, which she embraces as a form of
embodiment of one’s own lifetime. �er Seasons are specific
crises: “the Arab Spring, the Greek Summer, the NYAutumn
(�ccupy Wall Street)” and the “Euro Crises.”11 In her paintings
and their installation, in the performative approaches and the
texts that appear around them, Koether measures not only her
distance from Poussin, but also the distance between her various 
spaces of painterly performance: their reception doesn’t provide
the contemplative abstraction of their own present, but rather an
assisted present shock of both this and past presents. As Sanders
concludes in a short text on Summer: “a developing diagram
of the phantasmagoric in which we all live.”12 Remembering
Zupančič’s argument of sex’s necessary deviationist nature, this
phantasmagoria becomes perceivable as a permanent crisis that
knows no end, only new transition points.
“I made the disconnected compatible”13 is one of the ways
Koether characterizes the artistic approach that has, in
various ways, accompanied her since the 1980s. In a sense,
Koether always seems to understand her approach as a kind
of unsolicited synthesis. What might initially appear to be a
transgressive standard of production — such as the spread of
her work across aesthetic modes as a “music critic, musician,
writer, theoretician, art critic”14 — could in this sense also
be understood as its opposite: as a rampant synthesis that
moves through a conditioned reality, whose power center
is the painterly. A steady shifting of the boundary instead of
its breach. An extension of painterly compatibility, not the
transgression of its genuinely distinguished areas. Ultimately,
Koether does not seem to recognize their separation as non-

painterly anyway. The fact that she usually shows her paintings
as installations corresponds to a standard form of upgrading
painting within today’s museum-assisted “installation
aesthetics.”15 But with Koether the installations don’t serve as
the ornamental completion of an oeuvre or a context, but are
rather always used as a kind of localized spacer. �ltimately
they are painterly isolation aids, configurations of the paintings’
visibilities. Koether’s oeuvre spreads through decentralization,
as a series of radically synthesizable series of inclusion,
reappropriations of widely visible cultural tropes of various
origins reduced both to themselves and to the painter. In her
2011 text Mad Garland, 16 she summarized another dimension
of her confessional letter:

This is not a performance. This is not a program.
This is not a theory. This is not an opinion. This is the
reappropriation of all the above techniques. This is a
reappropriation of the means of struggle.
Redefine painting as the demarcation line between
materialism and idealism.17

Wherever Koether expels figuration from its painterly
naturalizations — where she fundamentally produces
overloads, which always also reveal an inherent sense
of abstraction in the translucent colors of each of their
embodiments, in all the lines of demarcation and challenges
that permeate her metamorphic approaches — there always
remains something genuinely pleasurable. Koether’s
hermaphroditic and androgynous overstatements ultimately
relish in making catastrophic every possibility of a calming
painterly narrative. And her narrowly delineated yet all-
encompassing boundless syntheses also superimpose the
present as an ultimately historical form. Here, Koether
intervenes: her painting places continuous ruptures into the
presence of the present, a canon of forms that turns out,
under “female competence,” to be as hermaphroditic as it
is androgynous. Because Koether’s “female competence”
ultimately offers not an alternative, but rather a concatenation
of problems.
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Georgia O’Keeffe, Jimson Weed /White Flower No.1, 1932.
Oil on canvas. 40×40 inches. Photography by Edward C. Robinson III.
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Even contemporary American women
artists have that advantage over the
Europeans that Andy Warhol still has
over every German artist (and while
we’re on the subject of women, Marlene
Dietrich always had over Greta Garbo),
that is, a superior attitude toward their
own artificiality, their own invention
and fiction, which does not refer to
anything higher or different, and
does not even necessitate a quotation
of the superior. Cool profanation is
successful where banalities are strictly
subordinated to a strategy and formally
welded together until bonded, until
a dynamic of compulsion occurs that
reveals no will, no cramping: but
that clears the way for the controlled
neurosis of the superior woman artist.
Art is never healthy, but it is never only
sick either.
We can actually be grateful for the
embarrassing and sick excesses of
self-recrimination (camouflaged as self-
presentation) that caused the inflation
of “women’s art” in the 1970s. They
patently demonstrated that working
with personal suffering from the
position of subjective oppression — as
opposed to objective analysis — leads
to self-humiliation and autism. Not only
is there nothing right here, but there is
nothing exciting either. Excitement has
to be controlled, but invention has to be
pure!
“Go home and work. That’s all I can
tell anyone,” said Georgia O’Keeffe.
The content is right, the categorical
tone is equally right, just as the content
of her paintings, the flowers, the
bones, and the colors agree with the
incisiveness and urgency of their form
(that urgency, however, that comes
from monotony and compulsion of
repetition), defying the search for
authorship and the idealization of the
artist’s personality, and, although the
work is visibly singular, it constantly
volunteers its services and provokes
impact. In a different way the same
can apply to Cindy Sherman, who can
be considered as a model for women
painters — in one respect: the renewal
of codes or new artistic language

or manners of speech comes about
from the consciousness of one’s own
second-rateness or, more depreciatively,
“secondarity.” The photographic
medium is more prepared to accept
the loss of the classic author principle,
or rather, to lay open the question of
the author principle — and thus the
question of the persistence of betrayed
ideals and ideologies like that of
original genius, that One who always
bars the way for the Other, women.
Cindy Sherman exploits all this.
The male painter, faced with the loss
of originality, which among other
things, our century and its inflations
have bestowed upon him, helps himself
to exaggerated forms of originality,
i.e., phantom and pseudo-originality,
in order to satirize not only himself
as an author, but also his work; but
on the other hand, he inconsistently
strives for identity again (from Lüpertz
to Schnabel), he does not entertain
“secondarity,” and he continually
produces a mirror of himself as a
painter-prince.
Despite the slight irony they allow
themselves, these painters cling to the
question of authorship and originality,
and contribute little if anything to a
renewal of language. In the end, with
all the risks they run, what is left is
their artist egos, which feel threatened
by an infiltration of deconstructivist
techniques.
An artist like Cindy Sherman,
in comparison, is not afraid of
deconstruction. She is in a position
to work with it, or rather, she has
reached this position precisely through
deconstruction. She rubs salt into
the wound and treats herself to pure
invention. The fruits of this refusal and
shamelessness with which the forms
of the self-presentations as we know
them from the first unsure tentatives of
women’s art, can and should today be
seen also as purifications, making Cindy
Sherman’s game and its appreciation
possible. Now there is clarity and a slice
of history as a backbone, and that is
more than any woman artist had one
hundred or even ten years ago. And for

“If Giotto, the obscure shepherd boy, 
and Van Gogh with his fits could 

make it, why not women? […] What 
is important is that women face up 
to the reality of their history and of 

their present situation. Disadvantage 
may indeed be an excuse; it is not, 
however, an intellectual position.”

— Linda Nochlin 

This is neither the time nor the place to 
talk about disadvantages. These should 
be left aside for the time being, because 
a list of the disadvantages that women 
artists have to surmount would only 
result in yet another of those tiresome, 
counterproductive itemizations. “Just let 
me lie here,” would be the weary and 
passively resigned response, for which 
the only remedy would be to draw up 
lists of female artists again. As for alibis 
and false evidences, which always have 
something in common with monuments 
to unknown soldiers, these can be taken 
care of in one clean sweep. So now it’s 
your turn, out onto the front!
And out come those women artists, 
exceptions produced by alibi rhetoric, 
who cannot advance an inch further 
than the (male alibi) system allows 
them. Phrases like, “I don’t differentiate 
between male and female art” coming 
from the lips of a woman artist (like 
Grace Hartigan, for example) say 
nothing about having overcome 
anything, and only aid and abet the old 
well-known excuses and confirm the 
status quo.
At the most, those women artists who 
have learned how to imitate, but have 
never been prepared to bring their 
inventions into play, perform strategic 
maneuvers. “Good inventions are the 
dramatization of their own functioning,” 
observe Frieda Grafe and Enno Patalas 
on invention in film. Let us apply this to 
the demands on the female artist. That 
is: instead of reflecting a bad reality (the 
listing of disadvantages that was the 
norm in “tampon art,” as feminist navel-
contemplating, defensive art was once 
derisorily called), today, as the errors of 
this “tampon art” have been sufficiently 
analyzed, an arbitrarily placed invention 

of reality must be instigated and pushed 
to its extremes.
This exaggeration comes through 
neither in the work of those who have 
narratively probed the problematics 
(like the “surrealist” painters from Frida 
Kahlo to Dorothea Tanning) nor in that 
of those (like Grace Hartigan or Joan 
Mitchell) who have “purely formally” 
chosen not to distinguish themselves 
from their male colleagues and act as 
if there were no female history and 
therefore no female sex.
Only those who have had the courage 
to wage large-scale attacks on the 
avant-garde of their times come into 
consideration: Susan Rothenberg, 
for example, and of course Georgia 
O’Keeffe. Two cases that prove it 
is possible to develop and pursue 
strategies instead of being content with 
executing single strategic maneuvers. 
But strategy also means perseverance, 
not only in the acceptance of the 
meaning that one’s own work has for 
oneself as well as for the collectivity, the 
public, but also in the repeated assertion 
of it. Defensiveness is forbidden.
There are few women artists who have 
managed to do this. Most of them have 
exhausted themselves and dissipated 
their energies in single operations 
(maneuvers); even an artist like Meret 
Oppenheim would have to be counted 
among them.
In Georgia O’Keeffe’s case this 
worked, it was able to work, because 
she forged a weapon out of the 
compulsion of belief, the female one, 
with the aid of monotony, repetition, 
and techniques of perseverance, with 
which to construct those paradoxes that 
always determine an essential work, 
finally to take up the offensive and 
ride the assault, not as the martyred, 
suffering, defensive individual that 
woman (and especially the woman 
artist) is gladly transfigured into and 
gladly lets herself be transfigured into. 
No pleasure in defeat.
Georgia O’Keeffe, heroically isolated 
and closed in, repeatedly broke out of 
this isolation and answered back, stood 
her ground and defended herself.
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Even contemporary American women 
artists have that advantage over the 
Europeans that Andy Warhol still has 
over every German artist (and while 
we’re on the subject of women, Marlene 
Dietrich always had over Greta Garbo), 
that is, a superior attitude toward their 
own artificiality, their own invention 
and fiction, which does not refer to 
anything higher or different, and 
does not even necessitate a quotation 
of the superior. Cool profanation is 
successful where banalities are strictly 
subordinated to a strategy and formally 
welded together until bonded, until 
a dynamic of compulsion occurs that 
reveals no will, no cramping: but 
that clears the way for the controlled 
neurosis of the superior woman artist. 
Art is never healthy, but it is never only 
sick either.
We can actually be grateful for the 
embarrassing and sick excesses of 
self-recrimination (camouflaged as self-
presentation) that caused the inflation 
of “women’s art” in the 1970s. They 
patently demonstrated that working 
with personal suffering from the 
position of subjective oppression — as 
opposed to objective analysis — leads 
to self-humiliation and autism. Not only 
is there nothing right here, but there is 
nothing exciting either. Excitement has 
to be controlled, but invention has to be 
pure!
“Go home and work. That’s all I can 
tell anyone,” said Georgia O’Keeffe. 
The content is right, the categorical 
tone is equally right, just as the content 
of her paintings, the flowers, the 
bones, and the colors agree with the 
incisiveness and urgency of their form 
(that urgency, however, that comes 
from monotony and compulsion of 
repetition), defying the search for 
authorship and the idealization of the 
artist’s personality, and, although the 
work is visibly singular, it constantly 
volunteers its services and provokes 
impact. In a different way the same 
can apply to Cindy Sherman, who can 
be considered as a model for women 
painters — in one respect: the renewal 
of codes or new artistic language 

or manners of speech comes about 
from the consciousness of one’s own 
second-rateness or, more depreciatively, 
“secondarity.” The photographic 
medium is more prepared to accept 
the loss of the classic author principle, 
or rather, to lay open the question of 
the author principle — and thus the 
question of the persistence of betrayed 
ideals and ideologies like that of 
original genius, that One who always 
bars the way for the Other, women. 
Cindy Sherman exploits all this.
The male painter, faced with the loss 
of originality, which among other 
things, our century and its inflations 
have bestowed upon him, helps himself 
to exaggerated forms of originality, 
i.e., phantom and pseudo-originality,
in order to satirize not only himself
as an author, but also his work; but
on the other hand, he inconsistently
strives for identity again (from Lüpertz
to Schnabel), he does not entertain
“secondarity,” and he continually
produces a mirror of himself as a
painter-prince.
Despite the slight irony they allow
themselves, these painters cling to the
question of authorship and originality,
and contribute little if anything to a
renewal of language. In the end, with
all the risks they run, what is left is
their artist egos, which feel threatened
by an infiltration of deconstructivist
techniques.
An artist like Cindy Sherman,
in comparison, is not afraid of
deconstruction. She is in a position
to work with it, or rather, she has
reached this position precisely through
deconstruction. She rubs salt into
the wound and treats herself to pure
invention. The fruits of this refusal and
shamelessness with which the forms
of the self-presentations as we know
them from the first unsure tentatives of
women’s art, can and should today be
seen also as purifications, making Cindy
Sherman’s game and its appreciation
possible. Now there is clarity and a slice
of history as a backbone, and that is
more than any woman artist had one
hundred or even ten years ago. And for

“If Giotto, the obscure shepherd boy,
and Van Gogh with his fits could

make it, why not women? […] What
is important is that women face up
to the reality of their history and of

their present situation. Disadvantage
may indeed be an excuse; it is not,
however, an intellectual position.”

— Linda Nochlin

This is neither the time nor the place to
talk about disadvantages. These should
be left aside for the time being, because
a list of the disadvantages that women
artists have to surmount would only
result in yet another of those tiresome,
counterproductive itemizations. “Just let
me lie here,” would be the weary and
passively resigned response, for which
the only remedy would be to draw up
lists of female artists again. As for alibis
and false evidences, which always have
something in common with monuments
to unknown soldiers, these can be taken
care of in one clean sweep. So now it’s
your turn, out onto the front!
And out come those women artists,
exceptions produced by alibi rhetoric,
who cannot advance an inch further
than the (male alibi) system allows
them. Phrases like, “I don’t differentiate
between male and female art” coming
from the lips of a woman artist (like
Grace Hartigan, for example) say
nothing about having overcome
anything, and only aid and abet the old
well-known excuses and confirm the
status quo.
At the most, those women artists who
have learned how to imitate, but have
never been prepared to bring their
inventions into play, perform strategic
maneuvers. “Good inventions are the
dramatization of their own functioning,”
observe Frieda Grafe and Enno Patalas
on invention in film. Let us apply this to
the demands on the female artist. That
is: instead of reflecting a bad reality (the
listing of disadvantages that was the
norm in “tampon art,” as feminist navel-
contemplating, defensive art was once
derisorily called), today, as the errors of
this “tampon art” have been sufficiently
analyzed, an arbitrarily placed invention

of reality must be instigated and pushed
to its extremes.
This exaggeration comes through
neither in the work of those who have
narratively probed the problematics
(like the “surrealist” painters from Frida
Kahlo to Dorothea Tanning) nor in that
of those (like Grace Hartigan or Joan
Mitchell) who have “purely formally”
chosen not to distinguish themselves
from their male colleagues and act as
if there were no female history and
therefore no female sex.
Only those who have had the courage
to wage large-scale attacks on the
avant-garde of their times come into
consideration: Susan Rothenberg,
for example, and of course Georgia
O’Keeffe. Two cases that prove it
is possible to develop and pursue
strategies instead of being content with
executing single strategic maneuvers.
But strategy also means perseverance,
not only in the acceptance of the
meaning that one’s own work has for
oneself as well as for the collectivity, the
public, but also in the repeated assertion
of it. Defensiveness is forbidden.
There are few women artists who have
managed to do this. Most of them have
exhausted themselves and dissipated
their energies in single operations
(maneuvers); even an artist like Meret
Oppenheim would have to be counted
among them.
In Georgia O’Keeffe’s case this
worked, it was able to work, because
she forged a weapon out of the
compulsion of belief, the female one,
with the aid of monotony, repetition,
and techniques of perseverance, with
which to construct those paradoxes that
always determine an essential work,
finally to take up the offensive and
ride the assault, not as the martyred,
suffering, defensive individual that
woman (and especially the woman
artist) is gladly transfigured into and
gladly lets herself be transfigured into.
No pleasure in defeat.
Georgia O’Keeffe, heroically isolated
and closed in, repeatedly broke out of
this isolation and answered back, stood
her ground and defended herself.
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Mikey Cuddihy in her studio, Riverside Studios, London, 1985.
Courtesy of the artist.

Bettina Semmer, Fisch auf Pferd, 1983. 
Acrylic on canvas. 150 × 190 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
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conservative painting style, almost
penetrating; but her objects dwell
in their casual, equalitarian, anti-
hierarchical order (shoes, books, coats,
skirts, etc.). In their cool existence,
on a blank white background, in a
world that has allowed them to move
freely, to unite dramatically in all
directions without cultural obligation.
The attitude of “secondarity” permits
things, invented things, to spread out.
Lisa Milroy lays bare these methods by
literally making them the contents of
her pictures.
Similarly Anne Loch’s landscapes are
references to something that cannot
be represented realistically, that is,
realistic representations are used,
but as personal will. What does this
will want? Not to bring to mind at all
costs something that has not yet been
represented, but to realize it. Things
not yet said: objects, landscapes —
not ethereally idealized, but very
real, direct, opulent, and nevertheless
distanced. Coolness and difference.
Beauty in a twisted way because it

simultaneously represents beauty, in an
exploitative and revealing way, as it also
appears in Bettina Semmer’s paintings:
that is, no longer holding back, taking
the freedom to represent a “cow” as
an idiotically staring animal head on a
female body holding an apple. That is,
exposing oneself to the evident paranoia
of so-called feminine painting and
pushing this whole complex one step
further until it becomes a movement.
That is, entertaining, commentating,
and exhausting. Here personal work
methods are reflected upon and
examined, as must be required of
contemporary art (as I demand from
my own work), which should speak
of triumphs even if there are no final
victories.
On the edge of the picture there is
chaos, inside the picture it is pushed
out. I want to talk about crises that are
methodically constructed, as the art of
language in pictures, and therefore as
pure invention. Until someone comes
along and invents the illumination. For
the second time.

(Translated from German by Janice Guy.)

women artists, to ignore this history 
or dismiss it as obstructive can only be 
prohibited, even though blood and dirt 
still cling to it. The strategy mentioned 
above can only be developed when the 
story of all women artists, the cleverer 
and the less brilliant ones, has been 
processed. Precisely pure, arbitrary 
invention is only valid when it has 
been built on the ground of the past. 
Everything else would be too easy … 
just a strategic maneuver, suppression, 
boredom.
So, out of the ruins! But it is obligatory 
to go through them first. Then: 
intervene, dirty your hands, work, 
produce, put yourselves on show, bring 
yourselves into discussion. Gertrude 
Stein adopted such a process in a model 
way. A self-evident, massive attack in 
the broadest sense of the word. Her 
work can stand next to Joyce, precisely 
because that’s where she saw herself. 
At the same time this process must 
be kept under control, and the mise-
en-scène amplified with the work, 
perfected.
Women artists are often afraid; 
obsessively afraid of being understood 
as just that, as women artists. Often 
they prefer to lurk anonymously 
and mutely in isolation, considering 
intervention in history as a burden. It 
isn’t their history anyway. But now 
that objective intervention has gained 
currency and consequently can no 
longer be tossed off lightly and the 
ghettos are about to be abolished, it’s 
time to speak up. And many are doing 
just that. In some cases speech is 
dissected and put back together again, 
as in the work of Jenny Holzer, directly: 
speech as speech, in sentences. In 
others: speech in images.
The struggle for content: the practice of 
dismantling principal errors also means 
appropriating existing forms. “But 
we’re living in times in which we’ve 
moved away from totally excluding any 
particular method. We can innocently 
use one of those methods whose guilt 
we don’t acknowledge, that is, whose 
original historical purpose we observe 
with a mixture of doubt, aversion, 

and emotion (with simple errors); 
others require a guilty use” (Diedrich 
Diederichsen).
Gallery owner Monika Sprüth has 
attempted to do precisely this with 
her project “Eau de Cologne.” The 
exhibition catalogue with works by 
women artists is designed in the style 
of Andy Warhol’s magazine. Interview, 
that is, in the elegant exhibitionist style 
that says, “these are the things/people 
that you should take into account.” 
The works shown (by Barfuss, 
Kruger, Holzer, Trockel, and Sherman) 
presented the latest achievements in the 
merging of photography and painting. 
Rosemarie Trockel also exhibited knit-
works that look like a revolt against all 
the feminist atrocities of the past; some 
of them, in spite of all good advice 
and warnings, have simple, familiar 
subjects, such as signs of the German 
wool industry, or the Playboy bunny. 
Similarly, in her paintings of vases, 
instead of a dramatic mass of symbols 
of the kind that so often ends up in 
dramatic nothingness, she treats this 
worn-out symbol in a cold and energetic 
way, bringing it to a purer and plainer 
form by lining several vases up in rows 
in which one of them contrasts with 
the other. Here and there something is 
intentionally put in the wrong place. 
The Playboy logo in a knitted image: 
something doesn’t fit. But it works. And 
its function is fulfilled. Women are not 
fit to be artists so says the law. But they 
work anyway; and even this function 
can be fulfilled.
There are women who paint. They do 
so neither out of pure passion nor out 
of the desire to participate or share in 
the same will that the painter-princes so 
arrogantly boast — for it is an illusion 
that this pure imitation of such a will 
could lead to freedom and personal 
statement — but only out of the 
understanding that no method should be 
totally excluded. For the time being no 
passion for this medium is involved, no 
blind devotion, but rather an arbitrary 
dramatization.
Lisa Milroy’s paintings indulge in 
the charm of beautiful things: a crisp 
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conservative painting style, almost 
penetrating; but her objects dwell 
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skirts, etc.). In their cool existence, 
on a blank white background, in a 
world that has allowed them to move 
freely, to unite dramatically in all 
directions without cultural obligation. 
The attitude of “secondarity” permits 
things, invented things, to spread out. 
Lisa Milroy lays bare these methods by 
literally making them the contents of 
her pictures.
Similarly Anne Loch’s landscapes are 
references to something that cannot 
be represented realistically, that is, 
realistic representations are used, 
but as personal will. What does this 
will want? Not to bring to mind at all 
costs something that has not yet been 
represented, but to realize it. Things 
not yet said: objects, landscapes — 
not ethereally idealized, but very 
real, direct, opulent, and nevertheless 
distanced. Coolness and difference. 
Beauty in a twisted way because it 

simultaneously represents beauty, in an 
exploitative and revealing way, as it also 
appears in Bettina Semmer’s paintings: 
that is, no longer holding back, taking 
the freedom to represent a “cow” as 
an idiotically staring animal head on a 
female body holding an apple. That is, 
exposing oneself to the evident paranoia 
of so-called feminine painting and 
pushing this whole complex one step 
further until it becomes a movement. 
That is, entertaining, commentating, 
and exhausting. Here personal work 
methods are reflected upon and 
examined, as must be required of 
contemporary art (as I demand from 
my own work), which should speak 
of triumphs even if there are no final 
victories.
On the edge of the picture there is 
chaos, inside the picture it is pushed 
out. I want to talk about crises that are 
methodically constructed, as the art of 
language in pictures, and therefore as 
pure invention. Until someone comes 
along and invents the illumination. For 
the second time.

(Translated from German by Janice Guy.)

women artists, to ignore this history
or dismiss it as obstructive can only be
prohibited, even though blood and dirt
still cling to it. The strategy mentioned
above can only be developed when the
story of all women artists, the cleverer
and the less brilliant ones, has been
processed. Precisely pure, arbitrary
invention is only valid when it has
been built on the ground of the past.
Everything else would be too easy …
just a strategic maneuver, suppression,
boredom.
So, out of the ruins! But it is obligatory
to go through them first. Then:
intervene, dirty your hands, work,
produce, put yourselves on show, bring
yourselves into discussion. Gertrude
Stein adopted such a process in a model
way. A self-evident, massive attack in
the broadest sense of the word. Her
work can stand next to Joyce, precisely
because that’s where she saw herself.
At the same time this process must
be kept under control, and the mise-
en-scène amplified with the work,
perfected.
Women artists are often afraid;
obsessively afraid of being understood
as just that, as women artists. Often
they prefer to lurk anonymously
and mutely in isolation, considering
intervention in history as a burden. It
isn’t their history anyway. But now
that objective intervention has gained
currency and consequently can no
longer be tossed off lightly and the
ghettos are about to be abolished, it’s
time to speak up. And many are doing
just that. In some cases speech is
dissected and put back together again,
as in the work of Jenny Holzer, directly:
speech as speech, in sentences. In
others: speech in images.
The struggle for content: the practice of
dismantling principal errors also means
appropriating existing forms. “But
we’re living in times in which we’ve
moved away from totally excluding any
particular method. We can innocently
use one of those methods whose guilt
we don’t acknowledge, that is, whose
original historical purpose we observe
with a mixture of doubt, aversion,

and emotion (with simple errors);
others require a guilty use” (Diedrich
Diederichsen).
Gallery owner Monika Sprüth has
attempted to do precisely this with
her project “Eau de Cologne.” The
exhibition catalogue with works by
women artists is designed in the style
of Andy Warhol’s magazine. Interview, 
that is, in the elegant exhibitionist style
that says, “these are the things/people
that you should take into account.”
The works shown (by Barfuss,
Kruger, Holzer, Trockel, and Sherman)
presented the latest achievements in the
merging of photography and painting.
Rosemarie Trockel also exhibited knit-
works that look like a revolt against all
the feminist atrocities of the past; some
of them, in spite of all good advice
and warnings, have simple, familiar
subjects, such as signs of the German
wool industry, or the Playboy bunny.
Similarly, in her paintings of vases,
instead of a dramatic mass of symbols
of the kind that so often ends up in
dramatic nothingness, she treats this
worn-out symbol in a cold and energetic
way, bringing it to a purer and plainer
form by lining several vases up in rows
in which one of them contrasts with
the other. Here and there something is
intentionally put in the wrong place.
The Playboy logo in a knitted image:
something doesn’t fit. But it works. And
its function is fulfilled. Women are not
fit to be artists so says the law. But they
work anyway; and even this function
can be fulfilled.
There are women who paint. They do
so neither out of pure passion nor out
of the desire to participate or share in
the same will that the painter-princes so
arrogantly boast — for it is an illusion
that this pure imitation of such a will
could lead to freedom and personal
statement — but only out of the
understanding that no method should be
totally excluded. For the time being no
passion for this medium is involved, no
blind devotion, but rather an arbitrary
dramatization.
Lisa Milroy’s paintings indulge in
the charm of beautiful things: a crisp
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Cindy Sherman, Untitled #145, 1985. 
Color photograph in artist’s frame. 72 1/2 × 49 1/2 inches.

Courtesy of Skarstedt, New York. Copyright of Cindy Sherman.
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Cindy Sherman, Untitled #145, 1985.
Color photograph in artist’s frame. 72 1/2×49 1/2 inches.

Courtesy of Skarstedt, New York. Copyright of Cindy Sherman.
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59 Now She Brings the Things into Motion:
JuttaKoether’s f.

By Quinn Latimer

In the hours before I sat down to read f., I fought with my
cell phone provider, bought a new lipstick, threw out some
old flowers, and looked at some paintings in a book. The
visual identity of my phone company: red. The lipstick:
red. The flowers, the paintings: all red, or variations of.
The sky above my terrace also strangely red: it was March
in Athens and the wind was blowing sand from the Sahara
across the Libyan Sea. The sky was full of the Sahara and
I was inside, reading f., Jutta Koether’s 1987 novella-cum-
meditation on painting and womanhood (whatever each
of those things is) and those stages we create out of the
conditions for each. In Koether’s book, first published by
the Austrian gallery Bleich-Rossi and recently translated
into English by Nick Mauss and Michael Sanchez in a
beautiful edition for Sternberg Press, the trappings of these
stages — heavy velvet curtains, dark wooden floors — are
red for sure, the color that stains f. and its central artists
and objects (lipstick, coral necklaces, velvet, red paint,
fire). What else stains Koether’s small book, seeps through
its pale pages (those papery frames not metaphors for
painting’s support structures but not not metaphors for them
either)� “The things that make art and the things that art
makes,” she writes. It’s a refrain that returns throughout. Its
dry pop chorus a signal of the life — violent, ardent, social,
skeptical, political, intellectual — that situates an artist
and her work, then nothing, then that (teeming) life again.
In the way of a hook it feels good in the mouth. Much of
Koether’s book does.
“To write an �I’ for the first time and to let it get out of
hand right away: spreading out, dispersing, movement,
essentially. That’s how it all began.” It’s an interesting line
for a book in which, essentially, the “I” — one that might
be attached, however fictionally or performatively, to the
author — is dispersed into a number of women characters,
all artists though their practices vary: writer, painter,
runner, sister. (A mirror of the disparate roles we all play
in our own lives as well as Koether’s famed multiplicity:
painter, musician, writer, performer, New Yorker, Berliner,
etc.) In her book, these characters — which seem to bleed,
not unawkwardly, between the first and third person,
between the critic and the artist and the character — are
grouped under not an “I” but an f., a title that stands as an
abbreviation for both female and a father’s fountain pen
with which one of the characters first wrote herself into
being. The symbolism here is head-on, which seems right.
Power is rarely subtle� that is, men and their rote patriarchal
machinations. Neither need be resistance, always.
“It’s a matter of power and its objects instead of culture
and its others.” 1 This recent observation by Hal Foster
— unrelated to Koether’s practice — rhymed in my head
with the mores of f. when I read it (like another instructive
refrain). Despite the artistic figures that prompted Foster’s
reflection — a group of white male European modernist
painters with whom any reader will be overly familiar with,
no need to mention them here, really — his line seemed to
more interestingly attach itself, in my mind, to Koether’s
novella. Despite the “others” that are her subjects — that
is, woman painters — and despite the “culture” of their
work, her real subject here is power and how we manifest
it in the objects that constellate and punctuate our world.

In a style at once rough and beautifully inevitable, Koether
shows how we imbue such objects with the world’s often
intangible and inexplicable meaning, and how those objects
then come to stand in for the systems of relations that
become the conditions for one’s work.
The objects of Koether’s f. are gendered in a strange,
slant way. Their “f.” is at once obvious and obscured, like
masks, like a slash of red across the mouth (or the canvas).
�elvet, lipstick, fountain pens, buttons, coral necklaces,
curtains, red paint, canvas, money, books, fruit: each thing
becomes at once fetish and a means of exchange, a sign
to be written and material to be used for the practice and
thinking of painting. Early in the book these objects stand
as titles and subjects of her short chapters. But everything
written here becomes an object in f. — the key of the book,
were we to think sonically, as Koether often does — and
is given form, strict or not, even immaterials like debt
and discourse. One sees the contours of debt, the material
fact of discourse. Moreover, “seeing was writing,” as
Koether writes, pointedly. �er objects and characters have
a corporeal violence that suggest or make explicit the act
of making, painting, or writing, and the act of living. They
teem with physicality, with the social, with meaning, with f. 
They team.
Indeed, among its many pleasures, I was struck by the
strange solidarity of this book — so social for a book about
the (f.) mind, and the (f.) body creating something out of it.
It’s a polemic about painting and radical subjecthood that
employs a kind of narrative, social intelligence. In doing
so, Koether reveals the narrative potential of art criticism
— that is, the fictional (f.) potential, the ability of writing
about art to actually be writing about the world, its fabrics
and aspirations and violence and needs and intelligence
and economies and feminisms. Reading through some old
Flash Art texts of Koether’s after I reluctantly finished f., 
I found glimmers of this fictional tendency: traces of life,
and its embodiment in language, that seem out of place in
the snuffbox of much art criticism. In a summer of 1988
“Report from the Field” for Flash Art, Koether wrote:

First there were the black paintings: the works a painter
simply has to paint her way through if she is truly a
painter, showing no regard for herself or her public.
An insistence on the physical presence of a painting,
and on all the pain and sorrow connected with it. She
throws herself against the power of the effectively
greater cunning of the faculty of understanding and
brings it as thoroughly as possible into confrontation
with its opposite. �ne knows that everything can be
said but by no means wants to paint it.2

It’s a wonderful passage. A deft psychological portrait, as
some gray literary critic might write in red in the margins.
The margin here is relevant (maybe red, too): the painter
is a woman, she has a name — Bettina Semmer — she is
making black paintings, those dark monochromes known
(still) as emissions of a certain kind of Western market
masculinity and genius. Thus the power of the pronoun
here, the figure of a woman artist, is a thrill. Still. As it
is in f. And despite Semmer’s reality, this passage seems
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59 Now She Brings the Things into Motion: 
Jutta Koether’s f.

By Quinn Latimer

In the hours before I sat down to read f., I fought with my 
cell phone provider, bought a new lipstick, threw out some 
old flowers, and looked at some paintings in a book. The 
visual identity of my phone company: red. The lipstick: 
red. The flowers, the paintings: all red, or variations of. 
The sky above my terrace also strangely red: it was March 
in Athens and the wind was blowing sand from the Sahara 
across the Libyan Sea. The sky was full of the Sahara and 
I was inside, reading f., Jutta Koether’s 1987 novella-cum-
meditation on painting and womanhood (whatever each 
of those things is) and those stages we create out of the 
conditions for each. In Koether’s book, first published by 
the Austrian gallery Bleich-Rossi and recently translated 
into English by Nick Mauss and Michael Sanchez in a 
beautiful edition for Sternberg Press, the trappings of these 
stages — heavy velvet curtains, dark wooden floors — are 
red for sure, the color that stains f. and its central artists 
and objects (lipstick, coral necklaces, velvet, red paint, 
fire). What else stains Koether’s small book, seeps through 
its pale pages (those papery frames not metaphors for 
painting’s support structures but not not metaphors for them 
either)� “The things that make art and the things that art 
makes,” she writes. It’s a refrain that returns throughout. Its 
dry pop chorus a signal of the life — violent, ardent, social, 
skeptical, political, intellectual — that situates an artist 
and her work, then nothing, then that (teeming) life again. 
In the way of a hook it feels good in the mouth. Much of 
Koether’s book does.
“To write an �I’ for the first time and to let it get out of 
hand right away: spreading out, dispersing, movement, 
essentially. That’s how it all began.” It’s an interesting line 
for a book in which, essentially, the “I” — one that might 
be attached, however fictionally or performatively, to the 
author — is dispersed into a number of women characters, 
all artists though their practices vary: writer, painter, 
runner, sister. (A mirror of the disparate roles we all play 
in our own lives as well as Koether’s famed multiplicity: 
painter, musician, writer, performer, New Yorker, Berliner, 
etc.) In her book, these characters — which seem to bleed, 
not unawkwardly, between the first and third person, 
between the critic and the artist and the character — are 
grouped under not an “I” but an f., a title that stands as an 
abbreviation for both female and a father’s fountain pen 
with which one of the characters first wrote herself into 
being. The symbolism here is head-on, which seems right. 
Power is rarely subtle� that is, men and their rote patriarchal 
machinations. Neither need be resistance, always.
“It’s a matter of power and its objects instead of culture 
and its others.” 1 This recent observation by Hal Foster 
— unrelated to Koether’s practice — rhymed in my head 
with the mores of f. when I read it (like another instructive 
refrain). Despite the artistic figures that prompted Foster’s 
reflection — a group of white male European modernist 
painters with whom any reader will be overly familiar with, 
no need to mention them here, really — his line seemed to 
more interestingly attach itself, in my mind, to Koether’s 
novella. Despite the “others” that are her subjects — that 
is, woman painters — and despite the “culture” of their 
work, her real subject here is power and how we manifest 
it in the objects that constellate and punctuate our world. 

In a style at once rough and beautifully inevitable, Koether 
shows how we imbue such objects with the world’s often 
intangible and inexplicable meaning, and how those objects 
then come to stand in for the systems of relations that 
become the conditions for one’s work. 
The objects of Koether’s f. are gendered in a strange, 
slant way. Their “f.” is at once obvious and obscured, like 
masks, like a slash of red across the mouth (or the canvas). 
�elvet, lipstick, fountain pens, buttons, coral necklaces, 
curtains, red paint, canvas, money, books, fruit: each thing 
becomes at once fetish and a means of exchange, a sign 
to be written and material to be used for the practice and 
thinking of painting. Early in the book these objects stand 
as titles and subjects of her short chapters. But everything 
written here becomes an object in f. — the key of the book, 
were we to think sonically, as Koether often does — and 
is given form, strict or not, even immaterials like debt 
and discourse. One sees the contours of debt, the material 
fact of discourse. Moreover, “seeing was writing,” as 
Koether writes, pointedly. �er objects and characters have 
a corporeal violence that suggest or make explicit the act 
of making, painting, or writing, and the act of living. They 
teem with physicality, with the social, with meaning, with f. 
They team.
Indeed, among its many pleasures, I was struck by the 
strange solidarity of this book — so social for a book about 
the (f.) mind, and the (f.) body creating something out of it. 
It’s a polemic about painting and radical subjecthood that 
employs a kind of narrative, social intelligence. In doing 
so, Koether reveals the narrative potential of art criticism 
— that is, the fictional (f.) potential, the ability of writing 
about art to actually be writing about the world, its fabrics 
and aspirations and violence and needs and intelligence 
and economies and feminisms. Reading through some old 
Flash Art texts of Koether’s after I reluctantly finished f., 
I found glimmers of this fictional tendency: traces of life, 
and its embodiment in language, that seem out of place in 
the snuffbox of much art criticism. In a summer of 1988 
“Report from the Field” for Flash Art, Koether wrote:

First there were the black paintings: the works a painter 
simply has to paint her way through if she is truly a 
painter, showing no regard for herself or her public. 
An insistence on the physical presence of a painting, 
and on all the pain and sorrow connected with it. She 
throws herself against the power of the effectively 
greater cunning of the faculty of understanding and 
brings it as thoroughly as possible into confrontation 
with its opposite. �ne knows that everything can be 
said but by no means wants to paint it.2

It’s a wonderful passage. A deft psychological portrait, as 
some gray literary critic might write in red in the margins. 
The margin here is relevant (maybe red, too): the painter 
is a woman, she has a name — Bettina Semmer — she is 
making black paintings, those dark monochromes known 
(still) as emissions of a certain kind of Western market 
masculinity and genius. Thus the power of the pronoun 
here, the figure of a woman artist, is a thrill. Still. As it 
is in f. And despite Semmer’s reality, this passage seems 
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to shadow the very fictional pleasures of f. That is, the 
pleasure of serious and strange writing about painting 
— writing in which ideas of margin and center and 
hegemonic power and artistic ambition are metabolized and 
transformed in real ways — and about serious and strange 
women making and thinking and living critically and 
physically, together and apart.
Is it odd that as an art critic begins to approach fiction in 
her form, that I as a reader find it so much more promising 
and illuminating in its writing about art itself� It recalls a 
kind of ouroboros — the serpent that by slipping itself into 
its own mouth, became a palindromic-alchemical figure 
that so often tells the story of our world in its simple, 
devastating sign — and suggests, anew, the possible powers 
of art criticism. Not to serve the market, its banal and 
indefensible machinations, which include so many of the 
progressive political publications calling for its destruction 
(but not really), but to serve art in a larger sense, or in 
Koether’s words, again: “The things that make art and the 
things that art makes.”
During a conference in 2011 at the Frankfurt �t�delschule 
on the “Return of the �uman Figure in �emiocapitalism,” 
organized by Isabelle Graw (who contributed a cogent 
introduction to this new edition of f., with Daniel 
Birnbaum), Koether stated that: “Coming out with a 
painting is coming out to go into a battle with a totally 
inadequate material. To shove materiality in everybody’s 
face. There it is.” She also reportedly said that if paintings 
do anything, they now create work for critics. I would say, 
though, that this book — written when she was twenty-nine 
in the late 1980s in Germany, in an ideological and cultural 
moment much removed from our present — does the 
opposite. Most contemporary books of fiction about visual 
artists are embarrassing exercises in a lack of knowledge 
or feeling for art on the part of the author. f. goes far to 
show that, in contrast, contemporary art as a subject for 

fiction, that is, as a narrative by which to explore our 
current social and political and economic conditions, as 
well as cultural, is ripe. Red, also. I keep thinking about 
f. Its meaning, its strictness, its form. There are so many
f.’s, though. In Koether’s critical hands, f. is an index of
resistance: one profane and political and fictional and
formal and female and feminist — and fable. The Grimm
Brothers, best known for their fables (that is, our defining
Western fictions, full of a colonial-patriarchal morality that
does not dissipate), also wrote the first German dictionary,
the Deutsches Wörterbuch, which was left unfinished at
their death. They only made it to the letter, yes, f. Not a bad
place to begin (writing anew the world).

��INN �ATIM�R is an American poet, critic, 
performer, and editor. �er most recent book is Like 

a Woman: Essays, Readings, Poems (Sternberg 
�ress, Berlin 201�). �he was editor-in-chief of 

publications for Documenta 14, Athens and Kassel.
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