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of the television paintings he made between 1989 and
2001, along with three new monochromes, a trancey video,
and two multipanel paintings from the early 2000s.
Preserving pastness, the television canvases now broadcast
nostalgia. The series emerged from the advent of twenty-
four-hour, private satellite broadcasting in West Germany
in 1984. Unprecedented access to a thick flow of roguish
programming gave the Cologne-based artist, surfing at
night, the subjects of these works in which snowy
apparitions return through pointillist static with a
distinctive gravelly sheen. With a glint in her cathode-blue
eye, the woman in untitled, 1992, is a fascination of
pewtery pixilation. Who is she? A halftone honeytrap, a
lonely punctum, an orphaned siren whose doleful gaze
bores into a classified beyond? A déclassé Greta Garbo,
whose visage Roland Barthes venerated as “a moment of
transition . . . an Idea”? In any case, this unnamed she is
an effaced someone, hazed by the freeze of efflorescing
electrons. 

Desiring “a clean path from the electronic signal to the
canvas,” Groebel fashioned his own painting machine in
1989, a decade before the widespread adoption of
multicolor plotters. A Fischertechnik painting toy was its
skeleton structure, which Groebel modified by assembling
it vertically, scaling up its surface area, and replacing the
toy’s original pencil with an airbrush. In cyberpunk spirit,
Groebel robotized the apparatus with salvaged detritus:
windshield wipers, plastic rollers, and bike chains. Select
footage was then processed through software that
converted analog signals to digital pixels that could be
sprayed in acrylic, dot by dot, across the canvas. But
consider: Such a machine demands tender maintenance. It
does not fetishize the abdication of the hand so much as
ventriloquize, to lushly narcotized effect, the very
technicalities of painterly dexterity. 

As television broadcasters shifted to subscription models
in the early 2000s, Groebel returned to his own
photographs and videos as source material. The vertical
triptych virgins, 2002–2003, features tightly cropped
images of shelved skulls whose cavitied features are
shrouded by embroideries, their craniums exposed.
Displayed in individual niches and bordered at the right by
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Displayed in individual niches and bordered at the right by
golden scrollwork, the skulls appear as hallowed yet
anonymized relics. Here, the gauzy texturing of Groebel’s
machine deftly captures the atmosphere of stale
temporality. Dank chiaroscuro intermingles with filmy
blue, lending the composition a moldered delicacy that
exacerbates the impression of senescence while assuring
fidelity to its lensed source. It’s a lossy, nauseous, and
timeworn iridescence accomplished by liaising machines.
Conceived from video stills, the nine-paneled collective
memories, 2003, multiplies surfaces as dissonant
interfaces with entropic translucency. Reflections
spectrally overlay a proto-humanoid skeleton in a natural-
history museum, with vitreous passages of calcium yellows
and Hammershøi-esque shadows. The surgeons in
untitled, 2000, backlit by the chronic glare of halogens,
peer into the canvas’s center: With perception itself under
operation, the painting-body hacks the viewer. 

Three fractalized monochromes (all untitled,2024)
originating in analog photographs of street life—roughly
painted panels of pink, green, and turquoise—are
encrusted with diagramming lines. To make these works, a
scanner rendered Groebel’s photographs into datasets,
each comprising tens of thousands of points, and an
algorithm directed colored pens to connect set points.
These optimized paths sketch themselves into tortuous
obscurity: Densities of vermiculation imply a sunlit skull,
planar surfaces, and abstracted architectures, while
hyperactivities of black describe a texting figure and

clustering foliage. Addling the eye, exhaustive hi-res
ultimately ensures the paintings’ encryption. Unlike
Groebel’s other works with their absorbing torpidity, these
paintings nevertheless provide an alternate view of his
informatic materialism: strategized line work as
algorithmic craquelure.

Groebel’s necromantic technics shows a wicked empathy
for digital desuetude. These are paintings of electrical
traces and lo-res lyricisms with results glacially
indeterminate. Continual transitoriness—transmitting,
receiving, translating—imparts solemnity for incognito
presences slipping from view, allowing that what touches
us deepest is likely already lost, or wholly numbs us to its
contact.
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Voyeur of Himself Matthias Groebel in conversation with Hans-Christian Dany
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AMERICAN BEAUTY #1, 2001
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
100 X 100 CM





Hans-Christian Dany_Did you get a 
good night’s sleep?

Matthias Groebel I’m just having my first cup of coffee.

HCD_Later tonight, your exhibition 
phantoms all around me, curated by 
Hannes Schmidt, opens at Gathering, 
London. It’s your first exhibition 
in England, but you already have a 
longer history with the city.

I would often visit a friend here in the early 2000s. I was traveling a lot at the time. 
What I had been doing up until then wasn’t working out anymore and I was looking 
for new avenues. After transforming found footage from television for over ten 
years, I bought a simple video camera and started filming. You could say that tele-
vision had become dull, so I started recording my own program. After a while, this 
home-made TV program evolved into an experimental approach to convert stere-
oscopic photography to video using a home-made attachment for my Canon cam-
era. In a second attempt, I got myself a somewhat obscure adapter from Japan that 
did a better job than the one I had made. The slightly offset stereo photos were in-
tended to create a spatial image in the viewer’s head when they were reassembled 
with the appropriate viewing device. It was a technical construction that attempted 
to reproduce what was there but more vividly, while at the same time creating an-
other layer of reality.

HCD_This viewing apparatus that al-
lows the offset stereo images to be 
combined in the viewer’s mind, how 
come you didn’t use it for the video 
recordings transposed to paintings?

As a painter, I was interested in the paradigm shift at the end of the 19th century, the 
moment in art history when the pointillists began to paint pictures whose color ef-
fect only emerges in the mind. This was a major step in the history of painting, to-
wards a picture that first materializes in the eye of the beholder and engages them 
as an active voyeur.

HCD_Many of the technological de-
velopments at the beginning of the 
21st century were much more regres-
sive in comparison. The voyeur, in 
charge of forming their own image, 
was once again disempowered, de-
prived of agency in the face of 
ready-made suggestions.

Which is why I don’t supply the device used to recombine the offset stereo image. 
Viewers have to construct this tool themselves, so to speak. At first, I took pleasure in 
the incomplete suggestions depicting their own reality. Beneath this joy of pictures 
where the spatial element fades in the fissure of displacement, the stereo images 
were intriguing to me along the lines of a much older aspect of painting – the central 
perspective of the painter as observer, whose point of view defines the picture.

HCD_Why did this artistic innova-
tion from the Renaissance become 
relevant to you as an artist working 
in 2005?

In the years before, I translated television images into painting through a series of 
manipulations. This transfer into another medium involved a technical where I 
connected myself to various machines, serving as both the initiator and observer 
of this transformation.

Matthias Groebel picks up the phone in a London hotel at 7 o’clock in the morning. 
It is March 14, 2024, one day before his 66th birthday. While others retire at this age, 
Groebel finds himself in the acceleration phase of an unusual career. It began 35 
years ago on the fringes of the art world and remained in the shadows until, three 
years ago, Swiss artist Andreas Selg curated an exhibition of Groebel’s paintings 
from the 1990s at Galerie Bernhard in Zurich. All of a sudden, paintings that were in 
some cases over a quarter of a century old resonated with the times. Exhibitions in 
Cologne, Berlin, Düsseldorf, Paris, and New York followed in quick succession.
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HCD_In German, “to translate” 
(übersetzen) also means to ferry 
across from one shore to another.

This ambiguity, the different worlds on the two sides of a river, can be taken literally 
in this case. Image production occurs at a completely different velocity in painting 
than in television. The flood of television images surging in the 1990s was fascinat-
ing, but also frightening, precisely because of its speed. At the same time, I wanted 
to undermine the myth of painting, the assertion that there is someone who alone 
wields the brush. That’s why I built a machine to take the place of the painter, whose 
point of view in relation to the central perspective defines the image. It was sup-
posed to produce something that has a lot to do with pointillism by transforming 
shimmering dots into a material image. The information contained in a TV image is 
rendered visible via cathode ray, firing thousands upon thousands of tiny dots onto 
the screen. Many artists tried to capture this fleeting information, characterized by 
its constant disappearance and replacement with other constellations of rays, by 
taking photos of screens. But I thought this was too unrefined. At that time, the first 
programs were released that made it possible to digitalize the on-screen flurry of 
light at a certain moment and fix it in place. I could capture the fleeting specter of 
the television image as a mathematical snapshot of a moment – zeros and ones – 
which, in turn, I could translate it into painting.

HCD_Just listening to you explain 
it really paints a picture of how 
much effort must’ve gone into in-
venting and setting up this con-
traption to catch a quick moment in 
the flow of images. Your studio 
still looks like more of a lab than 
an artist’s space. Did all of this 
spring from the mind of a researcher 
tinkering away on a particular 
problem?

Protractedness doesn’t seem to me all that unusual in the field of painting. It takes 
place on a completely different temporal level. Perhaps it’s precisely this deliber-
ate pace that gives the paintings a renewed relevance today.

HCD_Why would this slowing down of 
the ephemeral be relevant right 
now?

The younger generation is no longer familiar with the shock of television airwaves. 
The speed of images has become so commonplace that someone who takes the 
edge off this normalcy by slowing it down attains an astonishing aura. This is so 
deviant a behavior that it can even be felt through Instagram, currently the domi-
nant channel of image dissemination. The threat that was still associated with the 
shockwaves of television at the time the works were created has faded from the 
images. Television is no longer threatening today; people watch it, if they watch it 
at all in a hotel, as a nostalgic memento of a bygone era. But in the paintings, it’s 
transformed into a return to the future, because the images give an idea of what can 
be done with technical images in the future.

HCD_Does this also touch on another 
anachronism of your work, tinker-
ing? Which has also gone somewhat 
out of fashion, as today’s technol-
ogies appear to be so self-con-
tained because of their modular na-
ture and micro-scale fabrication. 
Hardly anyone tinkers with their 
devices anymore.

I learned a lot about accessing the inner workings of machines from the punk mechan-
ic who was helping me out. I still think tinkering is a productive path in art, because in 
art, whatever I build only has to work for myself; it doesn’t have to be perfect.

HCD_Was punk your first access to 
the wider world?

No, I grew up in a small town, Münster, where everything happened a bit delayed. It 
was still the hippie era there, but there was also a disrespectfulness for the older gen-
eration, who had been traumatized by fascism in Germany. That’s why it seemed im-
possible for us to do things according to their rules, which also applied to technology.



UNTITLED, 1992
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
95 X 95 CM

HCD_Using devices against the user 
manual sounds like hacking.

It was still more of a gray area. Back in the late eighties, many things still didn’t come 
with operating instructions. People just did things the way they thought would 
work. There were also none of the restrictions that we see everywhere when it 
comes to technology today. And not least, it was much more common back then to 
write programs yourself. If it didn’t exist, you had to build it yourself, and you went 
about this like more of a tinkerer than an engineer. Trial and error until it somehow 
worked the way you wanted.

HCD_In what context did you find 
yourself building your first ma-
chines?

Alternative counterculture. There were artists there too, but it was mainly an open 
field. And the particularly experimental branch proved to be only partially compat-
ible with professionalism, but also with art. Before the Internet, people had to rely 
on informal channels of counterculture to access new tendencies. These struc-
tures hardly exist today since most things are at one’s fingertips online.

HCD_The first time I saw an exhibi-
tion of yours, I thought you were a 
Gerhard Richter student trying out 
something different.

I actually saw a Richter show very early on and that was a very important experi-
ence. But I wasn’t part of those circles. I started going to galleries when I moved to 
Cologne in 1989. When I saw General Idea or Jeff Koons, those were epiphanies to 
me. But Robert Filliou, the Fluxus artist, was perhaps even more important, even if 
you couldn’t tell from my work. I was working on abstract paintings at the time, but 
they were still pre-machine-made. Different experiments with photography then 
led to the painting machine.

HCD_In a way, it was appropriation 
art, because it was based on a con-
sumer product that you misappropri-
ated as a painting machine.

Actually, it was a toy. The Fischertechnik company had launched a mini plotter for 
teenagers keen about technology and this became one of two components for my 
device. The other was an interface that could convert video signals into digital 
code, a video grabber. The experimental setup didn’t earn me much credit from 
serious painters at first.

HCD_Living a double life as a part-
time pharmacist meant you weren’t 
in such a hurry for recognition, you 
simply had plenty of time. Now, al-
most thirty years later, your 
paintings have been discovered by a 
much younger generation. Do you 
ever wonder what it is about your 
paintings that appeals to them?

Not really. I think age plays a different role today. Younger people don’t have to dis-
tance themselves to the same extent as previous generations. The reaction is also 
extremely affective and therefore contemporary. It’s basically: I like these pictures. 
People hardly ever ask how old they are. There is something similar in music, where 
old songs can suddenly rise to the top ten on streaming sites. But it’s usually only 
younger people who are really enthusiastic about my paintings, older people re-
main skeptical about what they actually are. I don’t have an explanation as to why 
this is, someone else will have to explain it to me.

HCD_The exhibition in London has a 
somewhat gloomy title, phantoms all 
around me.

It’s a misread line from a song. But it’s also the phantoms of the past that lurk in the 
houses shown in the paintings. The phantoms’ memories are held together by the 
houses.

HCD_These phantoms, looming from 
all directions, provoke an insight: 
You’re constructing a hybrid of 
painter and machine, a third person, 
a cyborg. And in turn you’re watch-
ing it as a non-cyborg, as a voyeur 
of yourself, so to speak.

I have ceramic in my knee and could also go on about the lenses I rely on, but I know 
what you mean. It’s a hybrid of myself as a painter and the calculating machine that 
assists the painter. The numbers in particular, the mathematical nature of the zeros 
and ones of the digital code, blur the distinction – what is painted by the human and 
what by the machine.

HCD_But doesn’t the construction of 
this hybrid – the division of your-
self into the artist Groebel and the 
painting machine Groebel construct-
ed by you – also allow you to assume 
the role of a voyeur of yourself? You 
are watching a model of yourself.

I would expand on that a little: you see something of me, but also something else, 
this apparent duplication of myself into a machine that could be me, but which, 
strictly speaking, is only a partial displacement of my possible self into the mathe-
matical. This slightly offset self, almost a stereo image, creates a model for many 
duplications – a doppelganger casting doubt on the original, which is always just a 
hypothesis, always already in the process of vanishing.
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MATTHIAS 
GROEBEL

Matthias Groebel produced, since 1989, 
hundreds of computer assisted paintings 
with a machine he created: a life working 
out of the spotlight. Today, his art found a 
renewed resonance to the epoch.

Matthias Groebel a produit, depuis 1989, des 
centaines de peintures assistées par ordina-
teur au moyen d’une machine qu’il a créée : 
une vie à travailler loin des projecteurs. Au-
jourd’hui, son art trouve une nouvelle réson-
nance à l’époque.

An interview by Louis Dufreche and Antoine Clauss 49, 95x95cm, 1993
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Could we see the machine? It was broken 
right and now it’s working again?
Almost. I have to admit that the airbrush is not 
installed. In general this thing works. You can 
see the little thing that controls the airbrush. 
As we stand in front of the machine activating 
the mechanism, MG comments the movement 
of an airbrush kixed to a moving metal arm: 

So this points at 
the canvas. The 
basic construc-
tion is from the 
old days. 
I have recently replaced all the motors and of 
course electronics are different now, with new 
programming so that’s what’s going on.
Is there a software behind the machine ?
Yeah, at the beginning the first computer I 
bought to control this thing didn’t have a hard 
drive, you know. The operating system worked 
from floppy disk and it was a very basic ma-
chine.
Now it’s more sophisticated?

A lot of things have become much easier over 
the years. The system does all the planning on 
the computer and you push it through the mi-
croprocessor and then it controls the machine. 
Within this kind of work you always have a 
timeframe for something. In the beginning the 
computer was a computer and the program 
was controlling the computer to perfectly find 
the control of the motor that needs a certain 
rhythm. Then you have a multitasking system. 
This kind of rhythm would be interrupted by 
the computer itself like “ did someone send 
an email ? no let’s go”. Deadly for controlling 
real life. After that I had to rebuild the system 
adapting to the new situation and this micro-
processor controlling the motor thing. Things 
that were easy in the beginning became com-
plicated in the middle and became easy again. 
it’s shifting all the time, you are adapting to 
technology.
It has been working for quite a time?
?? The whole thing was constructed based on 
the resolution of the TV Screen that was fixed 
for decades : every TV screen was the same 
That was a while ago and i had these points 
ranged the size of the canvas based on that re-
solution. The moment that high resolution tv 
came in, it became high res 4k, dzzzooom: you 
couldn’t do that anymore. And at the same time 
you had these high resolution printers avai-
lables. When I started there was one in London 
that could apply color on canvas. You could 

send your image and you got back a canvas a 
couple weeks later.
Have you tried?
One of my friend was in the staff and I thought 
my machine was cooler and cheaper.
When was it?
Late 80’s. I haven’t done a deep research about 
it.
How does it feel now that it’s working again? 
Pretty good, haha. I mean it was always a 
tool and as a matter of fact you don’t start so-
mething like that if you don’t like technology. 
I worked with somebody who was really good 
with mechanics for the construction. You see 
(pointing at the machine): these are parts of a 
bicycle . I also worked with somebody who 
could work with metal. They were like “you 
will never get the mechanics to work” I said 
shut up and you do what you can, haha. And I 
had studied a bit of programming at university 
so it was based on a toy for children. like an 
operating pen over a piece of paper that was 
for a 6 years old. And the idea to make it bigger 
and to replace the pen with the airbrush and to 
put it in front of the canvas didn’t sound like a 
big problem. It took me two years to build it. It 
worked, in a sense. I didn’t need to apply for a 
rent or something. I could do it with the help of 
friends and using the leftovers toys or stuff; i 
never bought high end machines for anything.
Where did you find the parts?
We actually went to the stretch places and 

Could we see the machine? It was broken 
right and now it’s working again?
Almost. I have to admit that the airbrush is not 
installed. In general this thing works. You can 
see the little thing that controls the airbrush. 
As we stand in front of the machine activating 
the mechanism, MG comments: So this [an 
airbrush fixed to a moving metal arm] points 
at the canvas. The basic construction is from 
the old days. I have recently replaced all the 
motors and of course electronics are different 
now, with new programming so that’s what’s 
going on.
Is there a software behind the machine ?
Yeah, at the beginning the first computer I 
bought to control this thing didn’t have a hard 
drive, you know. The operating system wor-
ked from floppy disk and it was a very basic 
machine.
Now it’s more sophisticated?
A lot of things have become much easier over 
the years. The system does all the planning on 
the computer and you push it through the mi-
croprocessor and then it controls the machine. 
Within this kind of work you always have a 
timeframe for something. In the beginning the 
computer was a computer and the program 
was controlling the computer to perfectly find 
the control of the motor that needs a certain 
rhythm. Then you have a multitasking system. 
This kind of rhythm would be interrupted by 
the computer itself like “ did someone send 

an email ? no let’s go”. Deadly for controlling 
real life. After that I had to rebuild the system 
adapting to the new situation and this micro-
processor controlling the motor thing. Things 
that were easy in the beginning became com-
plicated in the middle and became easy again. 
it’s shifting all the time, you are adapting to 
technology.
It has been working for quite a time?
The whole thing was constructed based on the 
resolution of the TV Screen that was fixed for 
decades : every TV screen was the same That 
was a while ago and i had these points ranged 
the size of the canvas based on that resolution. 
The moment that high resolution tv came in, it 
became high res 4k, dzzzooom: you couldn’t 
do that anymore. And at the same time you 
had these high resolution printers availables. 
When I started there was one in London that 
could apply color on canvas. You could send 
your image and you got back a canvas a couple 
weeks later.
Have you tried?
One of my friend was in the staff and I thought 
my machine was cooler and cheaper.

When was it?
Late 80’s. I haven’t done a deep research about 
it.

How does it feel now that it’s working again? 
Pretty good, haha. I mean it was always a 

tool and as a matter of fact you don’t start so-
mething like that if you don’t like technology. 
I worked with somebody who was really good 
apply to it and you can only do one color at 
a time.

You can choose the color yourself and mix 
them the way you want? 
What I use is acrylic pigmented color and it’s 
a very classical way of painting in a way. One 
layer on top of the other.

How long does it take for a square painting 
(???)?
A square painting is almost a week. One layer 
of color was like 10 to 12 hours then you have 
to take it apart, clean it, mix the next color and 
start over again.

I guess you are not watching it the entire time? 
At that time I was actually living in the place 
and I could tell when it would stop at night: I 
woke up and knew something was wrong.

You can’t work horizontally because of the 
airbrush. Does it add some theatricalisation to 
the creation process? 
It turned out to be a very unique machine and 
of course it has its aesthetic quality to it.
But the window is there to keep the paint dust 
from spreading all over the place.
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took what we could use. And over the years, 
it picked up, the thing got better ; it was in 
constant construction. I had a very good sys-
tem for a while and then some electronic parts 
got destroyed and couldn’t be replaced be-
cause they had mercury in it so we had to do 
something else.
The machine is genuinely operating an 
airbrush?
Yes. You have three things you can control: 
how wide you open the airbrush like shhh or 
s, how long you open it and the distance to the 
canvas. For every shade of gray you have a set 
of numbers: that distance, that kind of opening 
for that time. And these are the set of data you 
can apply to it and you can only do one color 
at a time.
You can choose the color yourself and mix 
them the way you want? 
What I use is acrylic pigmented color and it’s 
a very classical way of painting in a way. One 
layer on top of the other.
How long does it take for a square painting 
(???)?
A square painting is almost a week. One layer 
of color was like 10 to 12 hours then you have 
to take it apart, clean it, mix the next color and 
start over again.
I guess you are not watching it the entire time? 
At that time I was actually living in the place 
and I could tell when it would stop at night: I 
woke up and knew something was wrong.
You can’t work horizontally because of the 
airbrush. Does it add some theatricalisation to 
the creation process? 
It turned out to be a very unique machine and 
of course it has its aesthetic quality to it.
But the window is there to keep the paint dust 
from spreading all over the place.
So you did not shape an aesthetic on purpose?
No, that really happened in the process.
Still, we could see it as an artwork itself.
I was constantly working the machines; it’d be 
modifying, repairing. That’s an ongoing thing. 
It has always been integrated in my personal 
practice of making art. There is a major diffe-
rence than all the guys these days who have a 
production process that they pay for and give 
it out to. It’s totally legitimate but it was not 
what I wanted. My obsession was controlling 
everything in the process, driving myself a bit 
crazy sometimes.
I guess at the beginning there was a TV 
somewhere and that the TV was plugged to the 
machine ?
To get the TV and the image was the other part 
of the original setup. There was one of these 
cards that you could put into the computer like 
you open the thing up and there are these slots 
where you can put in a specific electronic card 
for several purposes. And I somehow learned 
that there was something that could convert it 
into a digital image, a pixel image. That was 
apart from the toy, the other part that I needed. 
At the same time what you needed was a still 

image. Over the years this became a totally 
different thing because that TV was analog and 
when it became digital it was a different thing 
again and yet you had to convert it.
How long has it been working again?
I didn’t use it for a while and then I saw it was 
a waste of a beautiful thing. I wanted it to work 
again. It turned out that one of the big motors 
we got from scratch in the late 80’s was ruined 
and there was no replacement for that. This will 
be a big makeover.
The relationship with you and the machine and 
your art. Did you feel like you were working on 
your art when you were repairing and making 
the machine ? 
In the beginning it was a very conceptual idea. 
I had no idea what it would look like and there 
was nothing to compare it to. When the first 
images came out I was like “I’m not sure I like 
it”. But that is also an important element be-
cause 

I didn’t go for a 
specific aesthetic 
it developed out 
of the process. 

The process of making the image is so different 
from, let’s say, you have something in Photo-
shop and you want to print it. You give it out to 
a printer and do a colorproof, it’s all perfect, it’s 
all fine. With this machine I wasn’t really able 
to do the same painting twice. 
Impossible. There were always differences. I 
tried. The needle in the airbrush was adjusted 
differently, a bit more yellow…  The only way 
to create identical paintings was to put two 
canvases in there at the same time to do identi-
cal images at the same time. 
Does the painting process change the image?
I mean even if you watch the same program 
on different TV screens the color is never the 
same. The color of a TV screen, especially on 
the tube, is totally different from a painting. 
And the impression of the painting is something 
I developed out of the process. Like at some 
point I said “it should have a little bit more red 
in the upper left corner”. Then I would go to the 
computer. Make one set of data with a little bit 
of red for the upper corner and then put red in 
the airbrush and do some red.
Why do you use linen canvases?
I was already working as an abstract painter 
at the time and I was actually using the same 
kind of square format. I came in with these 
stretchers and material so I basically built the 
machine around my format.
The format didn’t come from the TV?
Obviously not. It came out of my painting 
practice and, you know, for a painter it’s usual-

ly landscape or portrait and then you have the 
fucking square. The square for composition is 
always tricky and I always liked that.
So you were doing abstract painting before?
It was abstract and also photography on canvas. 

Then at some 
point this thing 
developed a life 
of its own and 
consumed every 
other activity.
What got you into making art back then? 
I made a decision very early when I was still 
at school between becoming an archeologist 
or an artist. And I had a vague idea that an ar-
tist would work more for the future. This was 
what I wanted even though I had no idea what 
it meant. ahah
Then you’ve done pharmacy studies right? 
Yes. Turned out to be a perfect ally because as 
a pharmacist you can work any hours you want 
to. As an architect for example, if the house is 
in the process of building you have to be there 
full time. As a pharmacist you sell your pills 
and you leave it to somebody else to sell in the 
afternoon.
You have never studied art? 
No. First of all I didn’t understand how the sys-
tem of studying art functioned. When I took a 
closer look I really didn’t like the hierarchical 
structure from these professors and their stu-
dents. It was after my studies and I was like I’m 
not doing that, I don’t want anybody to tell me 
what I should do and what I shouldn’t do. 
And in the 90’s you started the computer as-
sisted paintings?
The first painting is from the end of 89. 
And you got shows in New-York at that time?
A bit later. I moved to Cologne, I installed the 
machine and started doing the very first pain-
tings. The machine was under construction and 
by the end of the year I had it up and running. 
I started to do those paintings and at the same 
time I slowly got into contact with people from 
the arts.
How did you network?
For me it was really difficult to come without 
a network or a background. I didn’t speak the 
same language as the art scene. In Cologne at 
the time, I mean, a group of older artists were 
doing videos. For all these new media people 
the fact that I was thinking practicing painting 
was very suspicious. And then you had the 
painters, these minimal color field painters who 

took what we could use. And over the years, 
it picked up, the thing got better ; it was in 
constant construction. I had a very good sys-
tem for a while and then some electronic parts 
got destroyed and couldn’t be replaced be-
cause they had mercury in it so we had to do 
something else.
The machine is genuinely operating an 
airbrush?
Yes. You have three things you can control: 
how wide you open the airbrush like shhh or 
s, how long you open it and the distance to the 
canvas. For every shade of gray you have a set 
of numbers: that distance, that kind of opening 
for that time. And these are the set of data you 
can apply to it and you can only do one color 
at a time.
You can choose the color yourself and mix 
them the way you want? 
What I use is acrylic pigmented color and it’s 
a very classical way of painting in a way. One 
layer on top of the other.
How long does it take for a square painting 
(???)?
A square painting is almost a week. One layer 
of color was like 10 to 12 hours then you have 
to take it apart, clean it, mix the next color and 
start over again.
I guess you are not watching it the entire time? 
At that time I was actually living in the place 
and I could tell when it would stop at night: I 
woke up and knew something was wrong.
You can’t work horizontally because of the 
airbrush. Does it add some theatricalisation to 
the creation process? 
It turned out to be a very unique machine and 
of course it has its aesthetic quality to it.
But the window is there to keep the paint dust 
from spreading all over the place.
So you did not shape an aesthetic on purpose?
No, that really happened in the process.
Still, we could see it as an artwork itself.
I was constantly working the machines; it’d be 
modifying, repairing. That’s an ongoing thing. 
It has always been integrated in my personal 
practice of making art. There is a major diffe-
rence than all the guys these days who have a 
production process that they pay for and give 
it out to. It’s totally legitimate but it was not 
what I wanted. My obsession was controlling 
everything in the process, driving myself a bit 
crazy sometimes.
I guess at the beginning there was a TV 
somewhere and that the TV was plugged to the 
machine ?
To get the TV and the image was the other part 
of the original setup. There was one of these 
cards that you could put into the computer like 
you open the thing up and there are these slots 
where you can put in a specific electronic card 
for several purposes. And I somehow learned 
that there was something that could convert it 
into a digital image, a pixel image. That was 
apart from the toy, the other part that I needed. 
At the same time what you needed was a still 

image. Over the years this became a totally 
different thing because that TV was analog and 
when it became digital it was a different thing 
again and yet you had to convert it.
How long has it been working again?
I didn’t use it for a while and then I saw it was 
a waste of a beautiful thing. I wanted it to work 
again. It turned out that one of the big motors 
we got from scratch in the late 80’s was ruined 
and there was no replacement for that. This will 
be a big makeover.
The relationship with you and the machine and 
your art. Did you feel like you were working on 
your art when you were repairing and making 
the machine ? 
In the beginning it was a very conceptual idea. 
I had no idea what it would look like and there 
was nothing to compare it to. When the first 
images came out I was like “I’m not sure I like 
it”. But that is also an important element be-
cause 

I didn’t go for a 
specific aesthetic 
it developed out 
of the process. 

The process of making the image is so different 
from, let’s say, you have something in Photo-
shop and you want to print it. You give it out to 
a printer and do a colorproof, it’s all perfect, it’s 
all fine. With this machine I wasn’t really able 
to do the same painting twice. 
Impossible. There were always differences. I 
tried. The needle in the airbrush was adjusted 
differently, a bit more yellow…  The only way 
to create identical paintings was to put two 
canvases in there at the same time to do identi-
cal images at the same time. 
Does the painting process change the image?
I mean even if you watch the same program 
on different TV screens the color is never the 
same. The color of a TV screen, especially on 
the tube, is totally different from a painting. 
And the impression of the painting is something 
I developed out of the process. Like at some 
point I said “it should have a little bit more red 
in the upper left corner”. Then I would go to the 
computer. Make one set of data with a little bit 
of red for the upper corner and then put red in 
the airbrush and do some red.
Why do you use linen canvases?
I was already working as an abstract painter 
at the time and I was actually using the same 
kind of square format. I came in with these 
stretchers and material so I basically built the 
machine around my format.
The format didn’t come from the TV?
Obviously not. It came out of my painting 
practice and, you know, for a painter it’s usual-

ly landscape or portrait and then you have the 
fucking square. The square for composition is 
always tricky and I always liked that.
So you were doing abstract painting before?
It was abstract and also photography on canvas. 

Then at some 
point this thing 
developed a life 
of its own and 
consumed every 
other activity.
What got you into making art back then? 
I made a decision very early when I was still 
at school between becoming an archeologist 
or an artist. And I had a vague idea that an ar-
tist would work more for the future. This was 
what I wanted even though I had no idea what 
it meant. ahah
Then you’ve done pharmacy studies right? 
Yes. Turned out to be a perfect ally because as 
a pharmacist you can work any hours you want 
to. As an architect for example, if the house is 
in the process of building you have to be there 
full time. As a pharmacist you sell your pills 
and you leave it to somebody else to sell in the 
afternoon.
You have never studied art? 
No. First of all I didn’t understand how the sys-
tem of studying art functioned. When I took a 
closer look I really didn’t like the hierarchical 
structure from these professors and their stu-
dents. It was after my studies and I was like I’m 
not doing that, I don’t want anybody to tell me 
what I should do and what I shouldn’t do. 
And in the 90’s you started the computer as-
sisted paintings?
The first painting is from the end of 89. 
And you got shows in New-York at that time?
A bit later. I moved to Cologne, I installed the 
machine and started doing the very first pain-
tings. The machine was under construction and 
by the end of the year I had it up and running. 
I started to do those paintings and at the same 
time I slowly got into contact with people from 
the arts.
How did you network?
For me it was really difficult to come without 
a network or a background. I didn’t speak the 
same language as the art scene. In Cologne at 
the time, I mean, a group of older artists were 
doing videos. For all these new media people 
the fact that I was thinking practicing painting 
was very suspicious. And then you had the 
painters, these minimal color field painters 
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were really strong at the time. 

To them, I was 
somebody fooling 
around with toys. 
It was just disgusting. And somewhere you 
have these Kipenberger guys. So I didn’t fit in 
anywhere at the time and, as a result, I showed 
my work in a small gallery here. Nothing hap-
pened. And then I was represented by the in-
famous universal concepts unlimited in New 
York.
Why infamous?
Haha! You know these guys were in the middle 
of Chelsea at the time. It was the same old Ga-
gosian on the block and we had this ground 
floor space that they rented from an old italian 
guy who had been repairing taxi cabs there and 
running a gas station forever. They started a 
gallery and they had some people there in the 
media field and it was not all wrong. But there 
were… the drinking habits were a bit out of 
control to put it mildly.
And it never went anywhere! I had two solo 
shows in NY. I thought that was fantastic : the 
New York Times recommended to go and see it 
for three weeks in a row. Didn’t sell anything, 
nobody picked me up for any curated shows, 
nothing.
It didn’t feel right to you? 
I mean for many other artists I had a bit of vi-
sibility and nobody was really interested so at 
some point. I showed with another gallery after 
that in a group show.
And that was it. When you do something you 
kinda expect that other people will appreciate 
what you do, it doesn’t always happen. Some-
times it does and sometimes it doesn’t.
What about today?
A totally different story. See there was one guy 
I met in the early days in Cologne who was 
the head of the museum in Lichtenstein and at 
some point they were talking about this show 
TeleGen about art and technology but without 
video. So I was part of the show with 4 or 5 
paintings. There was the artist Andreas Selg 
who went to the show and was like “wow, this 
is interesting”. So he came up to me and said 
“I’m an artist. I work with a gallery in Zurich 
and I want to take one of my slots and not show 
my own work but yours” Great! Because the 
result of the museum show had been zero. 
There were no reviews of the show, there was 
no press, no nothing, nobody contacted me, it 
was just like “ok sure, another line in my bio-
graphy and that’s it” and Andreas said let’s do 
that and maybe we can publish a book. Let’s 
see where it goes. He became sick, I broke my 
leg, corona came and took forever. But they 
talked to Patrick Frey for a publication and he 
said we are making a book so that became a 

bigger thing. Then we set up that show at Ga-
lerie Bernhardt and the moment it opened the 
doors something changed. Another generation 
of people - all half my age - were really inte-
rested and then all of a sudden Hannes asked 
me to be in a show with Schiefe Zahne in Ber-
lin, the guys from DREI here in Cologne asked 
me to do a show with them. 

And all of a sudden 
there was an inte-
rest in things that 
I had done twenty 
five years ago. 

Based on this TeleGen thing. Of course it was 
the TV images. And that became a very inte-
resting story, I mean, first of all, for me it’s like 
losing control : it is the same paintings, I ha-
ven’t changed too much on my behavior and 
something happened out of my control.
Like, the opposite of your behavior with the 
machine?
Yes, haha. Nonetheless, it’s absolutely fascina-
ting. You don’t expect things like that to hap-
pen, you really don’t.
After that you got some more shows.
The major thing was of course the show at the 
Kunsthalle in Düsseldorf. Again I learned about 
the structures and the network of the next gene-
ration, all stuff I didn’t know and if I talked to 
people from my age group they normally don’t 
really understand these networks. But that is a 
generation thing. And let’s see how it goes.
Are all the paintings in the book?
No. The book is pretty good indeed at covering 
the early years because I used roughly televi-
sion material for ten years including the abs-
tract ones and then I got bored with television 
and got myself a camera. 
When was that shift?
Beginning of the century, in the 2000s. 
What were you filming? 
I got one of these cheap consumer video came-
ras that I was carrying where I was going. As a 
matter of fact I ended up not only doing pain-
tings from the tapes but also doing videotapes. 
Now the paintings are based on your camera 
work?
Roughly: it has been ten years working with te-
levision and ten years with video cameras. 
How did you choose the TV images? 
I mean I was taping the TV and I was taping the 
world that I was living in.
What draws you into a specific image? Be-
cause, I personally think that there is almost 
an esthetical transgression or misappropria-
tion almost humoristic sometime?

There was a lot of what it was not about. And 
that goes back to the TV and it is also true for 
my own tapes. First of all, I didn’t want people 
to recognize what they were looking at. It is 
specially important if you talk about television 
stuff because if you have a certain soap opera 
actor, a politician, everybody would be discus-
sing content which I didn’t like so I avoided 
that. There was another rule: I never used docu-
ments of real violence. If I have violent content 
it’s always staged. 
So you had rules in your image choosing? 
I would turn on the TV and watch one of these 
programs that I knew would be fulfilling my 
needs in terms of not. Turn the sound off so as 
not to get dragged into it and then tape it. And 
I would turn it off and think about what I re-
membered and then I would go and look for the 
remembered images on the tape. Sometimes 
they were there, sometimes not. That is where 
photoshop came in hahaha. It was sometimes 
a reconstruction of remembered images that 
were not on the tape.
About this choice by the no, does it apply to 
your camera work?
If you think about it a bit, I was working pretty 
similarly with my own tapes. Like I have the 
camera with me and let it run as soon as I get 
interested and then the resulting image will 
always have a certain kind of distance to the 
source. It’s not about the content of the source.
Like with the TV: you wander around until 
you find something you like?
Yes, something that gets me interested. If you 
take the decision to put a week of work into 
a painting, you better choose something that 
you are interested in. Sometimes, I have made 
mistakes and I chose boring things, images that 
I thought were relevant for one reason or the 
other and was not a good idea.
And I just wanted to say something about 
the look offscreen of the character. Is it so-
mething that you look for?
It is always a certain kind of balance: what gets 
you interested / what gets me interested. It’s not 
like “Ok I do a painting about a certain content 
thing” and that was something that was even 
harder to get across in the old days. People 
would tell me “you have to define what you are 
talking about” I said I don’t know. That was 
a certain kind of in between thing that I was 
interested in and that I was trying to define in a 
form of a painting. 

I really didn’t like 
the idea of making 
a painting that 
could be explained.

62, 95x95cm, 1994



92 93

were really strong at the time. 

To them, I was 
somebody fooling 
around with toys. 
It was just disgusting. And somewhere you 
have these Kipenberger guys. So I didn’t fit in 
anywhere at the time and, as a result, I showed 
my work in a small gallery here. Nothing hap-
pened. And then I was represented by the in-
famous universal concepts unlimited in New 
York.
Why infamous?
Haha! You know these guys were in the middle 
of Chelsea at the time. It was the same old Ga-
gosian on the block and we had this ground 
floor space that they rented from an old italian 
guy who had been repairing taxi cabs there and 
running a gas station forever. They started a 
gallery and they had some people there in the 
media field and it was not all wrong. But there 
were… the drinking habits were a bit out of 
control to put it mildly.
And it never went anywhere! I had two solo 
shows in NY. I thought that was fantastic : the 
New York Times recommended to go and see it 
for three weeks in a row. Didn’t sell anything, 
nobody picked me up for any curated shows, 
nothing.
It didn’t feel right to you? 
I mean for many other artists I had a bit of vi-
sibility and nobody was really interested so at 
some point. I showed with another gallery after 
that in a group show.
And that was it. When you do something you 
kinda expect that other people will appreciate 
what you do, it doesn’t always happen. Some-
times it does and sometimes it doesn’t.
What about today?
A totally different story. See there was one guy 
I met in the early days in Cologne who was 
the head of the museum in Lichtenstein and at 
some point they were talking about this show 
TeleGen about art and technology but without 
video. So I was part of the show with 4 or 5 
paintings. There was the artist Andreas Selg 
who went to the show and was like “wow, this 
is interesting”. So he came up to me and said 
“I’m an artist. I work with a gallery in Zurich 
and I want to take one of my slots and not show 
my own work but yours” Great! Because the 
result of the museum show had been zero. 
There were no reviews of the show, there was 
no press, no nothing, nobody contacted me, it 
was just like “ok sure, another line in my bio-
graphy and that’s it” and Andreas said let’s do 
that and maybe we can publish a book. Let’s 
see where it goes. He became sick, I broke my 
leg, corona came and took forever. But they 
talked to Patrick Frey for a publication and he 
said we are making a book so that became a 

bigger thing. Then we set up that show at Ga-
lerie Bernhardt and the moment it opened the 
doors something changed. Another generation 
of people - all half my age - were really inte-
rested and then all of a sudden Hannes asked 
me to be in a show with Schiefe Zahne in Ber-
lin, the guys from DREI here in Cologne asked 
me to do a show with them. 

And all of a sudden 
there was an inte-
rest in things that 
I had done twenty 
five years ago. 

Based on this TeleGen thing. Of course it was 
the TV images. And that became a very inte-
resting story, I mean, first of all, for me it’s like 
losing control : it is the same paintings, I ha-
ven’t changed too much on my behavior and 
something happened out of my control.
Like, the opposite of your behavior with the 
machine?
Yes, haha. Nonetheless, it’s absolutely fascina-
ting. You don’t expect things like that to hap-
pen, you really don’t.
After that you got some more shows.
The major thing was of course the show at the 
Kunsthalle in Düsseldorf. Again I learned about 
the structures and the network of the next gene-
ration, all stuff I didn’t know and if I talked to 
people from my age group they normally don’t 
really understand these networks. But that is a 
generation thing. And let’s see how it goes.
Are all the paintings in the book?
No. The book is pretty good indeed at covering 
the early years because I used roughly televi-
sion material for ten years including the abs-
tract ones and then I got bored with television 
and got myself a camera. 
When was that shift?
Beginning of the century, in the 2000s. 
What were you filming? 
I got one of these cheap consumer video came-
ras that I was carrying where I was going. As a 
matter of fact I ended up not only doing pain-
tings from the tapes but also doing videotapes. 
Now the paintings are based on your camera 
work?
Roughly: it has been ten years working with te-
levision and ten years with video cameras. 
How did you choose the TV images? 
I mean I was taping the TV and I was taping the 
world that I was living in.
What draws you into a specific image? Be-
cause, I personally think that there is almost 
an esthetical transgression or misappropria-
tion almost humoristic sometime?

There was a lot of what it was not about. And 
that goes back to the TV and it is also true for 
my own tapes. First of all, I didn’t want people 
to recognize what they were looking at. It is 
specially important if you talk about television 
stuff because if you have a certain soap opera 
actor, a politician, everybody would be discus-
sing content which I didn’t like so I avoided 
that. There was another rule: I never used docu-
ments of real violence. If I have violent content 
it’s always staged. 
So you had rules in your image choosing? 
I would turn on the TV and watch one of these 
programs that I knew would be fulfilling my 
needs in terms of not. Turn the sound off so as 
not to get dragged into it and then tape it. And 
I would turn it off and think about what I re-
membered and then I would go and look for the 
remembered images on the tape. Sometimes 
they were there, sometimes not. That is where 
photoshop came in hahaha. It was sometimes 
a reconstruction of remembered images that 
were not on the tape.
About this choice by the no, does it apply to 
your camera work?
If you think about it a bit, I was working pretty 
similarly with my own tapes. Like I have the 
camera with me and let it run as soon as I get 
interested and then the resulting image will 
always have a certain kind of distance to the 
source. It’s not about the content of the source.
Like with the TV: you wander around until 
you find something you like?
Yes, something that gets me interested. If you 
take the decision to put a week of work into 
a painting, you better choose something that 
you are interested in. Sometimes, I have made 
mistakes and I chose boring things, images that 
I thought were relevant for one reason or the 
other and was not a good idea.
And I just wanted to say something about 
the look offscreen of the character. Is it so-
mething that you look for?
It is always a certain kind of balance: what gets 
you interested / what gets me interested. It’s not 
like “Ok I do a painting about a certain content 
thing” and that was something that was even 
harder to get across in the old days. People 
would tell me “you have to define what you are 
talking about” I said I don’t know. That was 
a certain kind of in between thing that I was 
interested in and that I was trying to define in a 
form of a painting. 

I really didn’t like 
the idea of making 
a painting that 
could be explained.

212, 90x110cm, 2006
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Because you knew what you weren’t looking 
for and not what you were looking for kind 
of.
That’s a good one, haha.
Before that you were really into TV, watching 
programs until you found something.
I started working with TV because at that time 
the private stations became big over here in 
Germany. I’ve been raised with three black and 
white channels and that was it. And then all of 
sudden you had one more channel, one more 
channel, one more channel and they didn’t 
have enough material so they bought all the old 
American soap operas and small production 
films. These groups of ten people, one was hol-
ding the camera, one with the mic and you had 
the director, they  would do whatever to come 
back with something. They would just shoot, 
haha. 

These were the 
golden days from 
my point of view. 

Because this kind of like random producing 
that they were doing was kinda subconscious 
in a way and that was a very good point for 
me to adapt and then we had the first satellite 
and I have no clue till today of who made the 
selection and what channels would go up there.
I guess you found interesting images to say 
the least. Were you looking for something in 
particular ? Sometimes it looks like sex or 
kinda ..
At that time they would do erotic films at night, 
they would take hardcore films and then they 
would cut out all the explicit scenes. It totally 
damaged whatever movie structure the movie 
might have had hahah. There is this giant wave 
of images and we have this TV set in every 
home so that is really changing the way you 
look at a painting also and my idea was that 
painting would become something where you 
have to find a certain position or mindset to 
look at it or to appreciate it. You have to come 
up with so many things you had to do to get 
into the painting and my idea was that people 
would probably not do that anymore because 
they were like consuming all these other images 
and I wanted to give an answer as a painter in 
the sense that I was working with images and 
what I wanted to do with the canvas. To me 
that made sense as a move. And then most of 
the time when I was looking for something I 
could guarantee I would end up with something 
different
What about the text combination, how did 
it come about because it looks like subtitles 
when you look at it for the first time?
It started with images that had subtitles haha 
and … I liked that! (smiles) and I started to 
make separate collections just for subtitles, 

haha. I mean as a matter of fact I was working 
with the tapes doing archives of still images 
to work with and I had within these archives 
an archive for subtitles. All the text material is 
from TV except for the American Beauty se-
ries that’s a different story. A friend of mine 
moved into a flat in London and the guy who 
had lived there before left a big box of video 
CDs he bought when he was working in China. 
These were illegal copies of American films. 
Somebody would go into the cinema and set 
up a camera, film it from the seats and make 
a video CD out of it and they added chinese 
subtitles. I mean I was always missing the first 
5 minutes of the American Beauty film because 
they didn’t turn on the camera until everybody 
was sitting and watching. And also for me it 
was impossible to know what chinese subtitles 
to translate, hahaha.
When you are adding a sentence do you try 
to make something happen with the image 
or is it something random?
It is composition. Nothing is really random.
When the screen image evolved to high re-
solution, how did it change your aesthetic 
approach?
When the high resolution kicked in and I was 
like pfff What’s the point in a machine that 
made paintings when everybody does these 
high resolution prints. I went on vacation with 
a pinhole camera and developed a system of ta-
king pinhole images with a film camera and I 
did a cyanotype from that and these cyanotypes 
somehow related to the work of a guy named 
Ted Serios. Ted Serios was a man who was 
quite famous in the 60s for his ability to create 
polaroid images by concentrating mind power. 
He made it into live magazines, the paper, it 
was a well documented thing.
He never got caught. I totally loved the story 
because nobody was talking about the content 
here. He would get drunk, half naked, put up 
a perfect performance and all of a sudden you 
had the image. Sometimes they were just black 
images and, I mean, it was nonsense of course. 
Certain elements fit perfectly into what I was 
thinking when doing those cyanotypes. I set up 
that man’s facebook account and published for 
the next ten years new photographs that I made 
under the name of Ted Serios. Nobody knew it 
was my work, hahaha.
A : I was thinking backwards about so-
mething you said: the way you, as a painter, 
looked at the TV and for a long time without 
the sound. It was almost like an education 
of the painter’s look. You wouldn’t be able 
to do it today with the new media Insta tv 
shows netflix etc?
I’m actually not that interested at this moment 
in this kind of media as a source. From using 
my own video camera to using the pinhole 
camera to using the film from the analog came-
ra. There is a constant process of taking pic-
tures. I’m recording the images myself.

173, 100x100cm, 2001
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Because you knew what you weren’t looking 
for and not what you were looking for kind 
of.
That’s a good one, haha.
Before that you were really into TV, watching 
programs until you found something.
I started working with TV because at that time 
the private stations became big over here in 
Germany. I’ve been raised with three black and 
white channels and that was it. And then all of 
sudden you had one more channel, one more 
channel, one more channel and they didn’t 
have enough material so they bought all the old 
American soap operas and small production 
films. These groups of ten people, one was hol-
ding the camera, one with the mic and you had 
the director, they  would do whatever to come 
back with something. They would just shoot, 
haha. 

These were the 
golden days from 
my point of view. 

Because this kind of like random producing 
that they were doing was kinda subconscious 
in a way and that was a very good point for 
me to adapt and then we had the first satellite 
and I have no clue till today of who made the 
selection and what channels would go up there.
I guess you found interesting images to say 
the least. Were you looking for something in 
particular ? Sometimes it looks like sex or 
kinda ..
At that time they would do erotic films at night, 
they would take hardcore films and then they 
would cut out all the explicit scenes. It totally 
damaged whatever movie structure the movie 
might have had hahah. There is this giant wave 
of images and we have this TV set in every 
home so that is really changing the way you 
look at a painting also and my idea was that 
painting would become something where you 
have to find a certain position or mindset to 
look at it or to appreciate it. You have to come 
up with so many things you had to do to get 
into the painting and my idea was that people 
would probably not do that anymore because 
they were like consuming all these other images 
and I wanted to give an answer as a painter in 
the sense that I was working with images and 
what I wanted to do with the canvas. To me 
that made sense as a move. And then most of 
the time when I was looking for something I 
could guarantee I would end up with something 
different
What about the text combination, how did 
it come about because it looks like subtitles 
when you look at it for the first time?
It started with images that had subtitles haha 
and … I liked that! (smiles) and I started to 
make separate collections just for subtitles, 

haha. I mean as a matter of fact I was working 
with the tapes doing archives of still images 
to work with and I had within these archives 
an archive for subtitles. All the text material is 
from TV except for the American Beauty se-
ries that’s a different story. A friend of mine 
moved into a flat in London and the guy who 
had lived there before left a big box of video 
CDs he bought when he was working in China. 
These were illegal copies of American films. 
Somebody would go into the cinema and set 
up a camera, film it from the seats and make 
a video CD out of it and they added chinese 
subtitles. I mean I was always missing the first 
5 minutes of the American Beauty film because 
they didn’t turn on the camera until everybody 
was sitting and watching. And also for me it 
was impossible to know what chinese subtitles 
to translate, hahaha.
When you are adding a sentence do you try 
to make something happen with the image 
or is it something random?
It is composition. Nothing is really random.
When the screen image evolved to high re-
solution, how did it change your aesthetic 
approach?
When the high resolution kicked in and I was 
like pfff What’s the point in a machine that 
made paintings when everybody does these 
high resolution prints. I went on vacation with 
a pinhole camera and developed a system of ta-
king pinhole images with a film camera and I 
did a cyanotype from that and these cyanotypes 
somehow related to the work of a guy named 
Ted Serios. Ted Serios was a man who was 
quite famous in the 60s for his ability to create 
polaroid images by concentrating mind power. 
He made it into live magazines, the paper, it 
was a well documented thing.
He never got caught. I totally loved the story 
because nobody was talking about the content 
here. He would get drunk, half naked, put up 
a perfect performance and all of a sudden you 
had the image. Sometimes they were just black 
images and, I mean, it was nonsense of course. 
Certain elements fit perfectly into what I was 
thinking when doing those cyanotypes. I set up 
that man’s facebook account and published for 
the next ten years new photographs that I made 
under the name of Ted Serios. Nobody knew it 
was my work, hahaha.
A : I was thinking backwards about so-
mething you said: the way you, as a painter, 
looked at the TV and for a long time without 
the sound. It was almost like an education 
of the painter’s look. You wouldn’t be able 
to do it today with the new media Insta tv 
shows netflix etc?
I’m actually not that interested at this moment 
in this kind of media as a source. From using 
my own video camera to using the pinhole 
camera to using the film from the analog came-
ra. There is a constant process of taking pic-
tures. I’m recording the images myself.

172, 170x100cm, 2001


















































Among all the painters who have abandoned their brushes, 
Matthias Groebel occupies a special position. Upon the 
introduction of satellite television, Groebel began trawl-
ing the frequencies of obscure channels, compiling and 
composing images from their transmissions that he then 
transferred onto canvas using a homemade device. His 
oeuvre falls somewhere between the history of painting, 
cyberpunk, and the flickerings of the cathode ray tube.

No text currently written about Groebel can omit the de-
tails of his biography. For instance that he worked part-
time in a pharmacy, using the rest of his days to make art 
for which no audience existed—until, in his sixties,  
he suddenly found himself discovered and embraced by 
the art world (in the last ten months alone, he has had 
solo shows at Galerie Bernhard in Zurich, Drei in Cologne, 
and most recently Berlin’s Schiefe Zähne, with a Kunst- 
verein show coming soon). Or that he at some point wired 
a new computer program up to a fischertechnik chil-
dren’s construction kit to create the basis of a painting 
machine, which he would subsequently iteratively re- 
fine and modify. Looking at the paintings this device spat 
out over the years almost automatically places Groebel  
in a lineup with Taslima Ahmed, Gili Tal, Alan Michael, 
and Wade Guyton—painters who print onto canvas as  
a way of forging a new path out of the exhaustion and nega-
tion of their medium. Yet anyone who sees this as evi-
dence of Groebel’s “ostensibly highly contemporary ap- 
proach”1 ignores the fact that these works were mostly 
produced a decade before the arrival of the first multi-
color plotters.
That Groebel’s paintings are currently capturing the hearts 
of so many is not, however, primarily due to how they 
were made. Take L1096 (1996), a quadriptych whose four 
panels splice together close-ups of bodies and faces, as if 
carving out the element of transgression inherent in any 
excess. One features the words “Lapping Up Luxury,”  
irritatingly positioned on the picture plane and with a 
meta appeal that may be purely imagined. The fleshy 
diptych L0599 (1999) is similar; somewhere between al-
ternative medicine and sexual deviance, it shows  
painfully stretched necks, ironically annotated with “Both 
ways / save us.” These paintings equally display fea- 
tures that have characterized Groebel’s works from the 
mid-1980s onward: a strong compositional control over  
the panels and details, which are additionally furnished with 
sections of text, and the unbelievably dominant and 
trancelike picture quality of the cathode ray tube screens 
of that era, which the artist skillfully transferred into  
his paintings. Moreover, the chosen footage is itself trance-
like and distinctive in every respect. Groebel dug his  
way through a vast number of underground channels dur- 
ing this pioneer period of analog television, some of 
which broadcasted extremely bizarre material. This new 
technology opened up to the artist such strange and  
eccentric worlds as bodyhacking, cyberpunk, and acid 
communism, and his fascination with them oozes out  
of every work.
Groebel straddles two positions: that of the artist as a fig-
ure who records the vibrations of the world with highly 
tuned sensors, and that of the advanced techie (that he was 
and is). For this reason, the painting process occupies a 

125 Matthias Groebel, Untitled (detail), 1994. Courtesy: Drei, Cologne. Photo: Simon Vogel
126 127 Matthias Groebel, L0597, 1997, the rhythms of reception installation view at Schiefe Zähne, Berlin, 
2022. Courtesy: the artist and Schiefe Zähne, Berlin. Photo: Cedric Mussano
128 Matthias Groebel, Untitled, 2003. Courtesy: the artist and Edition Patrick Frey. Photo: Simon Vogel

129 Matthias Groebel, Untitled, 1992. Courtesy: the artist and Edition Patrick Frey.  
Photo: Simon VogelM. Groebel, M. Scheper
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Moritz Scheper

1  Claire Koron Elat, “The Best Painting Shows to See This Spring,” 
frieze, May 6, 2022, https://www.frieze.com/article/best-painting-
shows-see-2022-spring. 

2  Frank Popper, From Technological to Virtual Art (Cambridge, MA:  
MIT Press, 2006), 95.

3  It is significant that Groebel’s painting process is irreducibly related 
to the idea of receiving signals. His painting device is ultimately  
a receiver, which precisely distinguishes his approach from those of 
other tech-savvy painters who developed machine-assisted paint- 
ing processes before the invention of multicolor plotters, for example 
Bogoslav Kalaš.

central role within his work. The notion of a mysterious 
machine always runs the risk of taking on mythical  
dimensions (one need only think of Franz Kafka’s In the 
Penal Colony) overshadowing the actual sensation of the 
paintings themselves; this is especially true in the case of 
Groebel’s Cinderella story. In the absence of any estab-
lished language for describing them, his works are some-
times identified as “computer-robotic-assisted-paint- 
ings,”2 but the notion that he merely had to select a file 
to be printed is entirely misguided. In fact, he developed  
a machine-assisted painting process that used a computer- 
controlled airbrush to apply paint in multiple semitrans-
parent layers —a protracted operation full of artistic deci-
sions, since neither the sequence and frequency of the 
layers, nor their necessary combinations, could be defined 
in advance. The results were consequently also never  
reproducible.
The significance of this process for the works themselves 
might be explained in light of the historical context in 
which they were created, for a new condition was becom-
ing established at that time, which continues to this 
day—namely, that our bodies are constantly bombarded 
with images in the form of electromagnetic waves with- 
out us ever perceiving it. Equally, without painters in the 
mid-1980s responding in any major way to this new  
situation: while tech continued to carry utopian poten-
tial back then, painting preferred to dwell on sec- 
ondary issues, with Martin Kippenberger leading the pack. 
The sense of disillusionment many felt at seeing the  
new spaces digital technology had opened up becoming 
increasingly capitalized is correspondingly mirrored  
in Groebel’s oeuvre. When analog television broadcasters 
transitioned to subscription models around the  
turn of the millennium, he attempted to hack into their  
signals. 
Worn out and corroded to the point of abstraction, the  
results would have been unsatisfactory to any TV viewer. 
But Groebel liked the degraded quality of the images, 
and transposed their often entirely gray tones into sen-
sational grisailles in his Hacked Channels series (1999–
2000), which self-evidently recalled the blurred paintings 
of Gerhard Richter—mercifully forgoing their didactic 
pathos. The series marks an end point altogether: the switch 
to payment models terminated the wave bath’s mas- 
saging stream of images from around 2000 onward, and 
Groebel’s machine correspondingly no longer produces 
any paintings.3 His oeuvre, by contrast, is much wider than 
that, full of pockets large and small that are only now  
being opened. Above all, it’s far from complete, as Groebel 
is currently experimenting with a new machine.
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