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Foreword Markus Amm’s paintings are a challenge. They challenge
Ines Goldbach what we are capable of seeing and how we engage with that.
They also, however, challenge what language can express.

We meet a few times in Amm’s studio in Geneva, where
he currently lives and works, prior to his exhibition and pub-
lication. At each meeting within the space of a few months
new paintings in various formats are there to be seen. This
despite the fact that his creative process is particularly
lengthy. Countless paintings lie spread out on the floor or
installed on the walls. The artist will not touch many of them
again, though by the by he will return to some of them; he
will observe them for a long time and then decide whether
he should intervene further or indeed start again from the
beginning. Countless new, specifically produced painting
grounds, his so-called boards, wait on shelves for the next
step. The artist creates these image carriers with numerous
layers of gesso, sanding the last, uppermost layer in order
to obtain a perfect, smooth surface. Many such boards are
made at the same time. They are the precondition for any act
of painting.

It is easy to imagine these intensive moments in the
studio—a highly concentrated endeavour, the artist almost
staking out his work, observing how the thinned oil paint
that Amm allows to flow over the boards behaves at every
instant. How do the pigments dry and how does the interac-
tion of the colours play out? When must he rapidly intervene
to avoid the upper layer drying too fast, thus splitting the
taut surface? Correction is not possible in the highly com-
plex process he chose for himself. To correct would mean
sanding the paint applied off the ground and starting the
whole process again. Every movement must work. It almost
seems as if Amm is pushing the material, and himself, to
their limits: how thin can the oil paint be before it loses its
materiality and luminosity? How smooth can the grounds be,
how smooth must they be? How swiftly do the artist’s hands
have to move? And when does he have to intervene?

Considering the many ready and as yet unfinished
paintings and the prepared, seemingly impatiently wait-
ing painting grounds, an oft-cited statement by the German
painter Gerhard Richter comes to mind once more. He once
stated in an interview that painting requires an obsession to
move forward, and that anyone who does not feel that obses-
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Richter. Text 1961 bis 2007. Schriften, Interviews, Briefe,
edited by Dietmar Elger/Hans Ulrich Obrist, Cologne 2008,
p- 70). It seems that Markus Amm shares the obsession. For
days, indeed for weeks and months, he is engaged solely
in the pursuit of what grips him, that unassuaged need to
advance painting.

There are no breaks for Markus Amm. The material
determines when the act of painting can end and the artist
can leave the studio. This time- and energy-consuming pro-
cess which can take many days, even weeks, is followed by
the stage of understanding, grasping and seeing. Something
that can be described as a picture only crystallises on the
surface after the paint’s drying phase. The artist first waits
in anticipation of what reveals itself bit by bit, as if it were a
polaroid picture, through the surface—as do we, when we
look at the painting.

It is tempting to describe the transformation the art-
ist achieves as an alchemical act, using materials such as
gesso, canvas, oil, pigments, thinner and binding agents to
enable an astonishing visual experience in painting. Though
all the methods and actions can be named and compre-
hended, the result eludes what can clearly be understood.
Markus Amm’s paintings open up to, and at the same time
resist, any easy approach. While their edges suggest coarse-
ness, their surfaces radiate astonishing delicacy and fragility.
This dynamic relationship and the concurrent constructive
abrasion, letting neither the smooth nor the raw have the
upper hand, are essential features of Amm’s painting. They
are approachable, positive and yet elude our grasp. It is also
clear that the artist anticipates no form of framing for his
paintings. It would obscure that fruitful encounter of edge
and surface, of painting and object, and of tangible and
transcendent.

But what is it that presents itself to us here, and what
do we call it? His painting captures our eye and makes it see
images that seem to have an effect within us, images that
continually change as we observe. Even if we think we see
suggestions of figuration, Markus Amm’s paintings illustrate
nothing and yet seem to show everything: the ground, which
is mounted unframed, object-like on the wall, the coexis-
tence and intermingling of different colour runs, and a matt
surface that reacts sensitively to the light that falls upon it.
It is astonishing how the paintings—despite their sometimes
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diminutive formats—can hold a wall, a whole room even, and
occupy it with their distinct presence.

So an exhibition of paintings by Markus Amm is any-
thing but a work presentation trying to ‘sort’ the pieces with
the aid of criteria such as chronology or themes. An exhi-
bition with paintings by Markus Amm, paintings which
originate in reality, not abstraction or fiction, must include
reality itself and the individual qualities of the given exhi-
bition space. The character of the space must be considered,
likewise the light that effects it, whether it be from natural or
artificial sources as well as its changes as time progresses.
Only with the interplay of painting, proximities, space, light,
emptiness and the viewer’s presence can a situation come
into being in which the works emit their astonishing effect.

It is precisely this that is fascinating in Markus Amm’s
paintings. They are an invitation to an experience, to spend
time with them and to become aware of the moment of look-
ing. In return, they allow anyone who engages with them
heightened sensitivity and a finer quality of seeing. Markus
Amm’s paintings are, in fact, a challenge—a challenge worth
accepting.



