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LARGER THAN LIFE

The park as a “seeing machine”: Arcadian landscapes unfold here before the viewer’s eyes. 
Majestic trees, serene bodies of water, broad meadows, lines of bushes, and gently  
sloping hills draw the eye into the distance. It does not take much to become immersed in 
these Elysian realms. One even discovers some kindred spirits: depicted figures can be 
seen contemplating and enjoying the beauty of nature.

Nevertheless, these images do not evoke a sense of the sublime. On closer inspec-
tion, not only is the virginity of nature lost forever, but the innocence of perception is also 
denied. The natural realms presented here are simply too beautiful to be true. The beauty, 
wildness, and potentially threatening aspects of nature have been skillfully merged into  
a decorative whole, as they were in landscape painting from the 17th through to the  
19th century. Beate Gütschow’s photographic works reproduce traditional patterns of de-
piction, incorporating landscape elements that recall compositions by Nicolas Poussin 
(1594 –1665), Jacob van Ruisdael (1628 –1682), Claude Lorrain (1600 –1682), John  
Constable (1776 –1837), and Philipp Otto Runge (1777–1810). The subjects portrayed by 
these landscape painters were based on an idealized worldview, the construction of which 
reflected the dominant philosophical ethos of their time. The artists themselves, however, 
presented this ideal in a manner bordering on the absolute.

It is not only in the virtual communities of our modern world, where life itself is experi-
enced as artificial and the concept of “naturalness” is exposed as an illusion, that the  
issue of differentiating between the original and the substitute becomes irrelevant. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau long ago realized that nature and naturalness could only ever be  
ideals; his search for a natural truth became more of an intellectual exercise. The romantic 
idyll that prioritizes naturalness and regards it as an immediate mode of being has always 
been a myth, an illusion. “Nature” has indeed always been a cultivated, designed, and  
constructed environment, while the conception of nature has assumed many different forms 
throughout cultural history.

The longer one looks at them, the clearer it becomes that Beate Gütschow’s images 
are like jigsaw puzzles: they have been put together in the same way as what is commonly 
referred to as reality. Too clearly has the “not beautiful” been excluded and the “real” been 
denied or made hyperreal: the green of the meadow is just that little bit too saturated;  
the bark of the tree is too sharply in focus, making it appear too dominant; the light on the 
blades of grass seems to be coming from a different angle than that on the treetop; and, 
despite the clouds on the horizon, no mist obscures the view into the distance. The images 
begin to break down into their artistically conventional and culturally familiar components, 
shifting the focus of interest onto the materials and tools that have been used to create them.

Beate Gütschow photographs landscapes with a medium-format analog camera, 
then converts the images into digital files. From this archived material she then constructs 
new landscapes in Photoshop, basing their spatial arrangements and compositional  
structures on the principles of landscape painting. As part of this subsequent editing pro-
cess, she adjusts the light and colors in the images, applying lighting techniques from the 
realm of painting to her photographs. Because Gütschow uses only the retouching tool 
and other traditional darkroom techniques offered by Photoshop, not its painting tools, the 
photographic surface is preserved and the joins between the component parts are not  
immediately visible. These digital tools make it possible to employ a painterly method with-
out the resulting picture being a painting. The viewer is given the impression that this is a 
completely normal photograph. When, however, an ideal landscape is presented in the 
form of a photograph, it appears more unnatural than the painted version of the same view. 
In this way, Gütschow’s work explores concepts of representation, color, and light — the  
formal attributes of painting and photography— as well as the distinctions between docu-
mentation and staging.

Playing the role of an android puppet master, George Michael whips a group of sexy 
women through the video for Freeek! (2002). In this larger-than-life scenario, the dream 
girls are wired up, brought to their knees, and led around on leashes. They are at once 

erotic cyborgs and “desiring machines.” Specifically designed to arouse sexual fantasies, 
they are more potent than tangible flesh and invite viewers to project themselves into the 
scene. What is technically possible appears real, a fact that has always influenced culturally 
determined perception. Like this music video, which offers a wry commentary on how  
the pop and TV industries operate — namely, with the aid of some very simple and very direct 
visual stimuli — Gütschow explores and plays with the manipulative power of artifacts in  
the form and content of her artworks.

Following the initial dreamy immersion in the apparently idyllic natural scenes 
Gütschow depicts, it gradually becomes clear that these scenes may not actually contain 
what one had hoped to find there. The willing viewer has all too eagerly allowed him- or 
herself to be seduced by traditional notions of beauty and is now being led around devot-
edly on the digital leash of the deus ex machina. This process has been carried out in a 
very direct and calculated manner. The term “fake” etymologically combines “factual” and 
“fictitious.” Attracted by a desire for the truth, beauty, and goodness of the natural state,  
the seeker gets lost in the reflected representation. Echoing the ideal landscape thus leads 
to a demythologization of what is supposed to be a natural phenomenon. 

Although they lose their absolute character, nature and the natural remain valid as 
relational concepts with respect to the simulated or artificial, and bravely oppose the  
increasing tendency towards artificiality. As a hypothetical postulate of “being good,” the 
idyll not only communicates the contrasting conditions in the actual social environment, 
but also refers to appearance and illusion. It points to the fact that what is presumed to be 
obvious and evident is based solely on a combination of modes of seeing, ways of thinking, 
and material practices that are specific to a given time. How greatly these elements are  
determined by and symptomatic of each other has been outlined by Michel Foucault in his 
extensive archeological and genealogical studies.

Gütschow demonstrates this game of historical references by using photography and 
digital montage to reconstruct landscape paintings. Her works examine the technical  
apparatus of visualization and the spatial organization of knowledge, both of which influence 
how seeing is conceived and also shape current thinking. She appropriates technologies 
of the visible, applies these to contemporary media, and subjects them to transfer processes. 
In doing so, she conveys what Foucault deemed impossible: the thought from outside  
(la pensée du dehors). The speculative reconstruction of a supposedly natural state invites 
reflection upon civilizational influences and hence an examination of the organization of 
knowledge.

In any case, the blooming landscapes prove to be artificial paradises, their truth  
content as fragile and short-lived as the grasses swaying in the warm summer wind. The ve-
racity and inspirational quality of statements made primarily for media effect last only for 
one brief season, while the question of what is real gets lost in the Elysium of shiny surfaces.

The social environment is a media-driven civilizing machine that not only defines our 
mode of seeing, our desires, and our viewing inclinations, but also sets the scene for  
our self-stagings. In Emile, Rousseau develops an educational theory aimed at raising a 
“natural” man, a man liberated from all of the attributes and apparent existences that he 
adopts in order to improve his image in the eyes of others, and through which he is deformed 
by institutions that regard human beings in the “state of nature” as uncivilized savages or 
freaks. Freeek! is the first single George Michael released after being arrested in 1998 for 
lewd conduct in a public lavatory that was known to be a popular meeting place for gay 
men. At the end of the video, when the musical storm and the visual staccatos have abated, 
the sex god / cyborg is left behind, breathing heavily and exhausted. 

Anna-Catharina Gebbers
Translated by Jacqueline Todd.

Anna-Catharina Gebbers: “Larger than life.” In: Beate Gütschow: ZISLS. Heidelberg 2017, pp. 18 -17. 

LS  #8

LS  #13

2LS



COOL PATHOS 

According to Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, the “objective”1 of the paintings of Jacob van 
Ruisdael (1628 –1682) was to “[represent] the past in the present […] by visibly uniting the 
living and the dead.”

Beate Gütschow has chosen two works by this revolutionary 17th-century Dutch land-
scape painter in order to examine their potential for re-presenting the past or “updating” 
history: her digital video diptych R#1 + R#2 (2007) references Van Ruisdael’s depictions of 
The Jewish Cemetery from 1654 and 1655. 2  Van Ruisdael constructed both versions of this 
somber scene by combining fragments of reality; of these, only the tombs are presented  
as he found them in Beth Haim, a Jewish cemetery in Ouderkerk, near Amsterdam. The ruins 
shown may be those of the castles at Egmond or Bad Bentheim, while the stream and  
the hills are probably fictitious. By manipulating reality in this way, Van Ruisdael created  
an idealized image of nature: the viewer is presented with a perfect utopian scenario that 
resonates with allegorical significance. Both paintings evoke an atmosphere of sublimity 
that is meant to inspire spiritual contemplation and reflection. 

In R#1 + R#2, Gütschow used digital montage to transform Van Ruisdael’s “sampled” 
paintings into a video installation. Having first filmed the same tombs in Ouderkerk, she 
sourced and filmed other corresponding elements for her own work, above all in the south 
of England. The ruins of Corfe Castle and dead trees in the New Forest, for example, pro-
vided suitable equivalents to the motifs in Van Ruisdael’s bleak landscapes. Gütschow’s 
videos adhere to the Dutch painter’s method and adapt this technique to the present day, 
thus also bringing the pathos of the images up to date. In her work, however, the utopian 
intimations are overturned: the babbling stream — a reminder of the transience of life — and 
the crumbling “tombstones to themselves” (Goethe) now provide the dynamic backdrop for 
what appears to be a post-apocalyptic present.

R#1 + R#2 can be regarded as a development of Gütschow’s photographic series LS. 
With this new diptych, she has extended her practice to include the medium of video and 
for the first time focuses her artistic investigation on two specific paintings. In LS, Gütschow 
reconstructed and explored the pictorial conventions of 17th- and 18th-century landscape 
painting in general. She created digital montages of motifs she had previously photo-
graphed with an analog camera, and while the resulting large-scale prints of idyllic land-
scapes seem familiar, the depicted locations cannot be identified or placed in a particular 
temporal or geographical context. Instead, the format and composition of the works recall 
painted landscapes by Van Ruisdael and other artists such as Nicolas Poussin (1594 –1665), 
Claude Lorrain (1600 –1682), Thomas Gainsborough (1727–1788), or John Constable 
(1776 –1837). Within each of Gütschow’s montages, however, subtly but discernibly differ-
ent depths of field and angles of light reveal the constructed nature of the Arcadian scenes.

Gütschow’s next body of work, entitled S, also combined dramatically heightened 
compositions with the alienation effects of epic theater. In these large-format black-and-
white photographs, elegant examples of contemporary urban architecture embody the 
ideals of modernity. On closer inspection, however, cracks and flaws can be seen not only 
in the depicted materials but also in the pictorial space as a whole: the concrete is crum-
bling and the photographic collages do not completely conceal the discrepancies between 
their individual components. Belief in progress and the accompanying autonomization of 
the subject have here produced a fragmented, disintegrating reality. 

Beate Gütschow merges the traditional model of analog representation in photography 
(in the sense of a space-time connection between a light-sensitive surface and a real  
situation in front of the camera) with that of painting, which can simulate and modify reality. 
In doing so, she offers a contemporary interpretation of both of these historical methods 
and creates new systems of reference. In the context of Gütschow’s oeuvre as a whole, 
R#1 + R#2 marks a shift from the reconstruction of general patterns of depiction in land-
scape painting to the specific analysis of two works in this genre. The video diptych  
converts the analog still images of Van Ruisdael’s paintings into digitally assembled moving 
images. The dispassionate gaze through the camera lens examines how the eerily beautiful, 
melancholy atmosphere is created and considers its formal influence and semantic  
implications with respect to the mediated perception of the present day. 

Anna-Catharina Gebbers
Translated by Jacqueline Todd.

Gebbers, Anna-Catharina. “Cool Pathos” In Beate Gütschow: ZISLS. Heidelberg, 2017, pp. 31- 33.

1 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Ruysdael als Dichter” (1813; published in 1816); trans. John Gage as 
 “Ruisdael the Poet” in Goethe on Art. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980, p. 212.
2 Jacob van Ruisdael, The Jewish Cemetery, c. 1654 / 55, oil on canvas, 142.2  × 189.2 cm. Detroit Institute of Arts, 
 Detroit; Jacob van Ruisdael, Der jüdische Friedhof (The Jewish Cemetery), 1655, oil on canvas, 84 × 95 cm. 
 Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden.
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STAGED PRESENTATIONS OF HAPPINESS AND ITS DESTRUCTION: 
ON BEATE GÜTSCHOW’S PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGES

The notion of the ideal landscape in the Enlightenment and the urban spaces of modernity: 
these two eras with their respective pictorial genres provide the subject matter for Beate 
Gütschow’s photographic series LS and S. With these bodies of work she not only portrays 
flawed and crumbling utopias, but also makes a theoretical statement. On the basis of 
these works it becomes clear that there are few points of contact between Gütschow’s 
photographic compositions and the images produced by contemporary artists such as 
those associated with the “Becher School”; in fact, her works take a stand against these. 
Beate Gütschow addresses the fundamental issue of photography — the fact that reality 
and the photographic image represent two different poles and exist in a tense and ultimate-
ly irreconcilable relationship to one another — in a quite different way than the photogra-
phers who studied under Bernd and Hilla Becher in Düsseldorf (including the younger 
generation that came after Ruff, Struth, Höfer, etc.) and who take what can in the broadest 
sense be termed a documentary approach to the medium. Gütschow rejects this kind of 
approach with its suggestion of authenticity, regarding it as a residual form based upon  
a photographic method that does not adequately address or question the representational 
nature of photography itself. 

Fact and Fiction But how can the relationship between reality and representation be  
addressed within photographic discourse? In this context, representation means not only 
a (technical) relationship to the object photographed, but also a particular relationship  
between this photographic record and the viewer. It is, therefore, a system of recognizing 
and understanding the world based on communications that can be read or interpreted  
in a particular way, i.e., they can be imbued with a specific meaning; it involves processes 
of image generation and different ways of reading (media) surfaces. Gütschow’s practice 
asserts a singular position—also with respect to a fundamental development within our  
visual culture and its possibilities of manipulation (including technical manipulation) — by 
presenting the photographic image as a highly artificial and meticulously composed  
construct.

The surfaces of Beate Gütschow’s images consist of exposed photographic paper.  
If you go up very close to the large-format images, you can even see the image-forming 
grain — “a manifestation of reality, even though it is actually a manifestation of the medium” 
(Gütschow). To a certain extent, however, Gütschow has also left the realm of photography 
with these images, because their content is completely fictitious. Her method can be re-
garded as a reversal of creative processes; she herself refers to her practice as “pre-photo-
graphic.” “The pre-photographic method is a different way of approaching the image. With 
photography you are usually forced to choose a piece of reality, so the result is a framed 
section of this reality that has been extracted from a much larger situation. Using a pre-pho-
tographic method, reality is not the starting point; the starting point is the blank canvas,  
or in my case the empty document, the digital sheet of paper: I am free to do whatever I want 
with this space; I can place all sorts of things inside it.” (Gütschow). Gütschow’s images 
are montages, made by combining a large number of image fragments into a single picture 
in Photoshop, a process she describes as “sampling.” The source images are photo-
graphed by Gütschow herself using an analog camera, then converted to digital files and 
archived, creating a stock of images from which she later selects the material she needs  
for the finished works. In this way, Gütschow constructs her own view of reality, because 
even though every element she presents to us in these detailed images is a reference to 
reality, the picture as a whole has been entirely constructed by her.

The Ideal Landscape Gütschow organizes her pictorial spaces like theater stages, upon 
which every single detail is part of the staged presentation. In this respect her photographs 
are based on the compositional principles of 18th-century landscape paintings with their 
broad perspective and illusion of recession into depth. Similar to the landscape painters of 
that period, Gütschow works in a large format and chooses a pictorial arrangement that  
allows viewers to enter the image, as it were, and engage with the depiction on an almost 
physical level. This reception-aesthetic approach is supported by the emblematic character 
of the figures portrayed, who lead the viewer further into the scene. In Gütschow’s photo-
graphs, however, the ideality of the landscape that was conveyed as an unimpaired quality 
by artists such as Claude Lorrain, John Constable, Nicolas Poussin, Jacob van Ruisdael, 
Claude-Joseph Vernet, or Thomas Gainsborough — whose studio-based works her compos-
ite landscapes reference — begins to show fine cracks. The images in her succinctly titled 
series LS (an abbreviation of Landschaft, the German word for landscape) thus contain 
pointers to the fragility of such an idealized view of reality: scattered litter, churned-up soil, 
sawn-off trees, weeds, and bits of corrugated iron initially appear to blend seamlessly  
into a utopian view of nature; once discovered, however, they introduce a disturbing note 
that underlies Gütschow’s works like an evocative soundtrack.

Urban Spaces of Modernity This sense of disquiet is even more pervasive in Gütschow’s 
series S (for Stadt — city), which succeeds her series of landscape depictions. Here, an  
idealized view of nature — a positive ideal — is inverted into a negative view, a dystopian urban 
scenario.

Gütschow’s cityscapes refer not only to the utopias of modernity and modernist archi-
tecture, but also to the “planning euphoria” of urban developers with their radical concepts 
for expanding cities based on a scientized and technocratic worldview, the impact of 
which extended into the 1970s. Gütschow has chosen to produce the photographs for this 
more recent body of work in black and white, and in doing so pays homage above all to 
American documentary photographers of the 1960s and 1970s. With their aim of using the 
medium of (landscape) photography to reflect upon the commercialization and accelera-
tion of social space, and the impact of these processes upon American social reality, the 
“New Topographics” photographers, for example, could provide formal references for some 
of Gütschow’s works: the precise composition of her images reminds me to an extent of 
those by Stephen Shore, while the depicted figures with their uprooted air could have come 
from the works of Robert Adams. But unlike the photographs of her American colleagues, 
Beate Gütschow’s images are explicitly not forms of documentation, and in this respect 
they are the exact opposite of those cited! As if to underline this fact, Gütschow has also 
opted to produce the photographs in the series S as large-format works (whereas the 
American documentarists produced only small-format images or found books to be their 
ideal medium), and thus emphatically presents these images as spaces for projection that 
have been opened up for the viewer. Here, too, it is the details of the superficially perfect 
architectural structures and the urban designs taken straight from drawing board that call 
attention to the flawed feasibility concepts of modernity: crumbling walls, overturned cars, 
and people wandering around aimlessly who seem strangely out of place. The planning 
fantasies of the 1970s are exposed as failed utopias that “tip over into the threatening emp-
tiness and decay of what has become an unworthy future” (Katja Blomberg).

The strength of Beate Gütschow’s works derives not only from the artist’s reflective 
approach to her chosen medium, but also from the consummate skill with which she  
executes them. This enables the monumental gesture that accompanies all of her work and 
underlines its powerful narrative force. Gütschow’s practice is therefore at the interface  
of continuing debates on a reformulation (including a theoretical restatement) of conceptual 
strategies in contemporary art.

Maren Lübbke -Tidow
Translated by Jacqueline Todd.

Lübbke-Tidow, Maren. “Staged Presentations of Happiness and Its Destruction” In Beate Gütschow: ZISLS. 
Heidelberg, 2017, pp. 38 - 48.

This text is a slightly revised version of an article that was written in conjunction with Beate Gütschow’s 
solo exhibition ganz woanders (2008) at Haus am Waldsee in Berlin, and was first published in the magazine 
Kunst Bulletin (Zurich), 3 / 2008. We would like to thank the editors for allowing us to reprint it here. 
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THINGS, NAKED 

The two objects are viewed from overhead and depicted approximately life-size in the illu-
minated image. The black plastic covering of the automatic transmission can still be identi-
fied; the rod next to it with the brackets and small accessories also comes, one is left to  
assume, from the automotive world. Though the meaning of their juxtaposition may not be 
clear at first glance, the image is evidently attempting to describe the objects’ conditions. 
Lit with flash from the front, they are photographed against a background of square tiles, the 
chilly whiteness reinforced by the lightbox in which the 91 × 66 cm image is presented.  
The work’s title can be translated as “Are you ready?”

For the past several years, the artist Beate Gütschow has used lightboxes — a kind of 
image shell omnipresent in public spaces and sometimes referred to as “city light”— to  
present her photographic works. Illuminated from behind, the images impress viewers with 
their luminosity and sharp contours. These advertising media can lend even the most  
profane products a kind of aura, as one senses in their luminous glow the former glory of 
church windows in addition to the striving of modernity for immaterial visual forms. The 
promises of modernity are also the focus of Gütschow’s artistic explorations. Thus the city-
scapes from her earlier work series entitled S reflect urban utopias — photographic frag-
ments of real constructed architectures that, when digitally assembled, yield new, synthetic, 
drawing-board architecture. These large-format panels are hybrid constructs of photo-
graphic depictions, classic image perspectives, and new forms of image montage. 

Gütschow offers new interpretations of traditional genres of pictorial representation. 
With her series I, she has left behind natural and urban landscapes and has entered an  
inner realm, the interior, which includes the still life — a depiction of things or objects. Yet 
these rooms have nothing in common with the daylight-flooded interiors of Dutch painting. 
The various settings are contemporary locations that remind us of photo studios, ad ver-
tising agencies, laboratories, or offices. These are chilly, functionalistic rooms in which  
a great variety of things appear to stand under careful scrutiny or, in the case of the photo 
studios, to be in the process of being turned into “images.” There is a pause, a short delay, 
before, one can imagine, the objects are rearranged again.

Some of the objects she photographs are automobile components, torn from the 
world of perfectly designed surfaces. They have ceased to be autonomous things and are 
instead mechanical organs extracted from the complex organism to which they once  
belonged. As a result, the titles of the images of which these objects are the protagonists 
might sound somewhat ironic. The names are taken from advertising slogans that the artist 
found on the websites of various manufacturers. Gütschow has laconically called the  
exhibition of these works Produktpolitik (Product Politics). The show explores the after-life 
of objects, now that they have ceased to be products.

The photographic constellations of things and devices remain enigmatic; the function 
and purpose of their juxtaposition cannot be determined at first glance. If for the Surreal-
ists the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissecting table was 
still an expression of beauty, the things in Gütschow’s new works seem instead to be lost, 
without any clear connection, homeless. This hermeticism of the objects stands, as sug-
gested above, in a strange contradiction to the absolute precision and transparency elicited 
by their presentation in the lightboxes.

Transparency: With this quality of photographic depiction, the photography of the 
Neue Sachlichkeit (or New Objectivity) of the late 1920s heralded a new era. The picturesque 
glorification of the world that characterized artistic photography prior to World War I had 
come to an end. The apparent immediacy of precise, photographic representation discov-
ered in objects a new world of motifs to be explored, a world of modern products to be  
portrayed. These images of objects are rendered with an empathetic gaze, as if the essence 
of things might in this way voluntarily reveal itself to the eye of the camera. “Objective 
meaning” without any kind of “artistic transfiguration” (Walther Petry) thus stands at the  
beginning of the modern history of objects in photography. 

If the identity of things is today defined above all by their marketability, this also 
changes how they appear and how they are viewed. In Beate Gütschow’s works, things  
appear at first glance naked and without context, and yet the artist is always staging the 
objects, even though this staging is not always evident. While the photographic space, the 
setting, is included as part of the image with utmost precision, the partly incidental, partly 
enigmatic, partly random arrangement of the things follows a certain contemporary notion 
of vision. In some of the constellations Gütschow found inspiration in photographs that 
sellers on eBay took of their products — summary juxtapositions of objects that were to be 
sold, photographed with iPhones in garages or basements. 

In Gütschow’s modern still lifes, the illusionistic dispositif of commercial photography 
meets the crude realism of the new image culture of the internet. Presented in lightboxes, 
the objects that have served their time and now stand at the end of their value chain appear 
as cannibalized components and eerie revenants of our consumer culture.  

Florian Ebner
Translated by Chris Michalski.

Ebner, Florian. “Things, Naked.” In Beate Gütschow: ZISLS. Heidelberg, 2017, pp. 66 -75.
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PRESENCE AND IMAGINATION

“For every image of the past that is not recognized by the present as one of its own con-
cerns threatens to disappear irretrievably.” 1  Walter Benjamin

When I was a child, I imagined that the paint on the walls of the rooms I lived in would 
record every single sound to be heard there, similar to the magnetic tape used for record-
ing; for this reason, nothing would ever be lost and, with the right equipment, you could  
listen to anything that had ever happened here — children chattering, declarations of love, 
music played on the radio, or conspiratorial agreements. I never really gave up on this idea, 
and anyone who has moved into a house or apartment previously occupied by strangers 
and, upon removing layers of old kitchen wallpaper, has uncovered even older newspapers 
behind them, who has found a coin jammed between the floorboards or a random selec-
tion of pan lids, old shoes, dilapidated suitcases, and other junk in the loft, will perhaps  
recall the strange chill they felt when they came across these things. It is a sudden reminder 
that others have been where you are now; others lived here and went about their every  - 
day activities, then they disappeared, leaving nothing behind except some random, frag-
mentary, mysterious traces as irrefutable evidence of their existence. Only later did I come 
to realize that what I had wished for as a child was a peculiar totality— that everything 
should be preserved, accessible and meaningful; no disappearance, no death should be 
final. None of these wishes were ever fulfilled.

A piece of land near Berlin’s main railway station was once the site of the Zellen-
gefängnis Lehrter Straße, a solitary confinement prison that was built in the late 1840s and 
mainly held prisoners on remand. The prison complex suffered extensive bomb damage 
during the Second World War and most of the buildings were demolished in the late 1950s. 
The three remaining buildings had previously been used to house prison guards and ad-
ministrative staff. Between 2003 and 2006, a large part of the former prison site was trans-
formed into a “history park” dedicated to the resistance fighters and activists who had 
been detained there, including members of the clergy, Communists, and some of those  
involved in the 20 July 1944 plot to assassinate Hitler. The apartments in the remaining 
buildings were rented out; Beate Gütschow now uses one of these as a studio.

The park is one way of dealing with a past that has condensed into history, in other 
words, into a network of names, dates, and events — an arrangement of facts and accounts. 
It is a history with its own words and images, a history that can be communicated, exam-
ined, and articulated, whereby it shows itself above all as something absent and resolved. 
It can be converted into symbolic monuments, memorial stones, and plant arrangements, 
and it can also be represented in a museum context in the form of relics — mundane every-
day objects such as caps, spoons or pencils — that are usually unable to provide specific 
information about what happened but are assigned value as relics because they were in a 
particular place at a time when history was being made. Such constellations enable history 
to be recognized as an occurrence and to be banished; they invite shocked emotional  
responses and may lead to the claim that lessons have ultimately been learned from what 
took place. But is that possible? Can something be learned from history for the present? 
This history is less for than about the present — a present that prefers to transform the space 
and time of its past into memorial sites and days of remembrance ensures that this history 
can simultaneously be separated from itself as something that is over and done with, finished, 
something that has passed and may now be occasionally recalled in a ritual manner, as  

Ray 2015, Imagine Reality, Museum für Angewandte Kunst,  
Frankfurt am Main, 2015

a tradition or day of commemoration. And while installations such as the park may attempt 
to translate history into the present tense and give it presence, these transformations  
into copper beech hedges, keyholes in the climbing wall of a children’s playground, or 
lines from poems written by a former inmate can easily be overwhelmed by the incidental 
banalities of everyday life in the present.

Yet it is precisely into everyday life that not so much “history” as “the past” can seep, 
its pores opening up in places where this past has remained material and the relics have 
not been completely stripped of their accessibility and their specific functions. What we 
then have are reconstructions in the subjunctive — this is how it might have been, how it could 
have looked. Although such reconstructions are also based on historical knowledge, the 
result is not a historicist determination of “how it really was” but rather an oscillation between 
presence and imagination.

This hybridity is evident in the reconstructions themselves. They lack not only the 
cheerful assurance with which visions of the future are so often imbued, for example the 
simulated everyday scenarios of architectural renderings, but also the unity of such  
simulations. The images are not intended to illustrate or represent the past; instead, for the 
time being, they extend the realities of the respective presents into these pasts. The recon-
structions cannot achieve completeness; they can only create a roughly defined image 
that remains open to other subjunctive forms of the past: if it could have been like this, how 
could it have been different?

Friedrich Tietjen
Translated by Jacqueline Todd.

Tietjen, Friedrich. “Presence and Imagination” In Beate Gütschow: ZISLS. Heidelberg, 2017, pp. 90 -103.

1 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in idem, Illuminations, trans. Harry Zorn. 
 London: Pimlico / Random House, 1999, p. 247.
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LANDSCAPE AND HOMELAND [LANDSCHAFT UND HEIMAT] 

Over the course of the Kunstverein in Hamburg’s 200-year history, the theme of ‘landscape 
and homeland’ [‘Landschaft und Heimat’] has repeatedly gained a contemporary relevance; 
various artistic interpretations have thereby shown that this subject often has social and 
political connotations. Beate Gütschow’s photographic series Schuldige Landschaft, which 
is being exhibited at the Kunstverein as part of The History Show, explores these inter-
related aspects. The work’s title – which translates as ‘guilty landscape’ – is borrowed from 
the Dutch painter Armando, who participated in the group show Landschaftsbilder at the 
Kunstverein in spring 1989. He used the term ‘guilty landscape’ to describe “a landscape 
that witnessed events, because the most gruesome acts are often committed in landscape 
settings, in magnificent natural surroundings. Bloody battles. Treacherous murders. Hand-
to-hand combat. The construction and maintenance of camps. Barracks. Places where 
defenceless creatures are tortured. The aforementioned landscape never took any notice 
of what was going on; it even had the audacity to simply keep on growing. It is a disgrace.  
I will never be able to stop talking about it.” (Armando)

Armando transforms landscapes into abstract drawings and non-representational 
paintings, a practice he regards as a political statement in reference to the artistic avant-
gardes in the early 20th century who were condemned as ‘degenerate’. Gütschow, for her 
part, employs the landscape as it appears in front of her camera lens: each of the eight 
photographs in her series shows a tree. Painterly abstraction and photographic documen-
tation initially seem to be mutually exclusive, but in Schuldige Landschaft Gütschow po-
sitions herself between these two poles. In her photographic depictions, the landscape is 
rendered abstract by means of lighting, so that the tree trunks stand out as ghostly forms 
against a dark, impenetrable background. While this diminishes the informational content 
of the images, the nocturnal setting and black background offers viewers first visual clues, 
and the title of the work alludes to an undefined guilt. Supplementary information on the 
series serves to recontextualise these images and reveal the layered history of the site, as 
in a palimpsest: an ordinary tree thus gives an account of past events.

The trees form an avenue along the path to Gütschow’s Berlin studio, which is located 
in a former warders’ house behind the Geschichtspark Ehemaliges Zellengefängnis Moabit 
(Moabit Prison Historical Park). The prison that used to stand on this site was constructed in 
the 1840s; the panopticon design made it possible to oversee all the cells from a single, 
central spot. The building gained notoriety from 1940 onwards when it was used as a remand 
prison by the Wehrmacht and the German police force, and subsequently by the Gestapo 
to detain resistance fighters involved in the plot to assassinate Hitler on 20 July 1944. The 
trees in Gütschow’s photographs are part of the former prison complex; they stand between 
buildings that once housed prison personnel and the prison cemetery, in which the re-
mains of inmates and staff were interred. Only the area of this cemetery reserved for prison 
personnel is still intact; the grounds of the inmates’ cemetery were turned into allotments. 
Beate Gütschow has made this former prison site the focus of her artistic and critical  
approach to the subject of ‘landscape and homeland’. She explores the concept of Heimat 
[home, homeland] with specific reference to the period of National Socialism. Having  
become increasingly politicised in the context of the German nationalist movement in the 
19th century, the notion of Heimat was a key element of the Nazis’ ‘blood and soil’ ideology. 
The photographed trees do not merely shape a contemporary landscape, therefore; they 
are also witnesses to the events that took place around them as a result of this ideology. 

Fabian Röderer und Veronika Zöller
Translated by Jacqueline Todd.

Fabian Röderer and Veronika Zöller, ‘Landschaft und Heimat. Beate Gütschow’, in Kunstverein in Hamburg 
and Uwe Fleckner (eds.), The History Show. Reader (Hamburg: Kunstverein in Hamburg, 2017), pp. 28–37.

The History Show, Kunstverein Hamburg, 2017
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2HC

RELIEVING THE CONTINGENCY

HC (hortus conclusus), a series of photographs by Beate Gütschow, offers ostensibly  
passing views of urban parks. The viewpoint carries a sense of detachment, as if the ob-
server was disconnected from the world outside. Urban life is evident in the shabby turf, 
trampled by many careless visitors and scorched by the sun. There are stinging nettles and 
shards of broken glass; familiar sights in big cities. The dispassionate, precise detail of  
the pictures shows objects and plants to be vital and verdant yet also worn or even ragged. 
Accessing the pictures seems easy, almost coincidental, like glancing casually out of a 
window. But at length the observer becomes aware of the fact that the light beam usually 
evoked by a camera lens is missing.        

Beate Gütschow photographs parks to rearrange the perspective. For each work, 
she takes up to 150 photos of individual objects, such as walls, benches and plant troughs, 
to assemble them digitally as photogrammetric models. An algorithm connects identical-
appearing points on several photographs to form a polygon net, visualising the objects’ 
depth. Finally, the photographic surface is projected on to the net. Taking this data record 
as raw material, rather than the usual linear perspective camera-lens alignment, Gütschow 
uses a 3D computer programme to let the object appear in a cavalier perspective. In this 
way, for example, the depth contours of cubes are turned into rhombuses, so the lines in 
the picture do not converge but run parallel. 

By her free composition of the photograph’s surface in HC (hortus conclusus), 
Gütschow refers to the garden portrayals of medieval illumination. Conventionally, some 
aspects of an object are overlooked due to the photograph’s central perspective. But in 
photogrammetry, they all gain equal value, allowing Gütschow to decide on the view she 
wants retrospectively and digitally. During the composition process, Gütschow puts  
together landscape elements from different images of architectural objects in varying  
perspectives and painstakingly re-assembles them at the computer in time-consuming,  
precision work. Where grass meets walls, she recreates continuity by adjusting the colour 
nuances, brightness and contrasts.

The garden that Gütschow creates reflects her delight in photographic abundance; 
every picture element used is photographed reality. Her artistic strategy is to mediate  
between two-dimensional composition and photographic depth. Within the photographic 
series, the run-down park becomes a visual puzzle; the observer can only imagine the  

unseen breaks in the pictorial continuity by drawing on his or her own visual experience. 
As well as missing vanishing points, the photographs composed by Gütschow have no  
linear horizon but appear opened like a book, pouring the picture content toward the ob-
server. In some pictures the horizon appears as a resting place; a broad band that forms  
a central oasis rather than an alignment. While expanding the non-prioritising photographic 
abundance to encompass multiple views of objects, Gütschow also places it within a  
narrative framework in the form of the garden motif. What the observer finds, abandoning 
expectations of a conventional photographic perspective, is a sedate place. 

People in this photographic series are conspicuous mostly in their absence: Graffiti on 
the walls and benches bear witness to a lively youth culture but the seats and paths are 
mostly empty. Plants and trees are pruned, and sometimes  stunted. If visitors can be seen 
in the park, they appear as incidental figures, some lost in reverie. One figure is particularly 
striking: a woman immersed in using a cellphone, oblivious to the world around her. With 
her physical attitude, seated cross-legged and head inclined over her mobile device, she is 
reminiscent of Spinario, the Roman sculpture of a boy removing a thorn from his foot. Her 
bent back shields her from the outside world, protecting her while she concentrates on the 
tensed part of her body. Like Spinario, she is hoping for relief. And Gütschow’s pictures  
offer relief – from the rationale of photographic reality. They relieve the contingency of pho-
tography without diminishing its abundance. The pictures appear almost conciliatory,  
precisely because they transform the survey – the operative purpose of the photographic 
process – into a form of artistic mediation, instead of measuring the objects by  pressing   
a button.                                

Sara Hillnhütter

HC  #2

HC, Produzentengalerie Hamburg, Hamburg 2018 
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