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At the very beginning of his career, around 1980, Gunter Damisch found himself in a conversation with a friend and colleague. They were talking about the future, their projects and concepts, when his friend suddenly came up with a plan: he was going to paint the Nothing. Faced with such a tall claim, Damisch felt he had no choice but to counter, in that case, he would paint the All.

Now, it is simply impossible to capture the Nothing, this upper-case instance of complete absence, in two dimensions. One can leave the canvas untouched, the idea unexecuted, the space empty. One can choose not to paint anything but one cannot paint the Nothing. However, can anybody conceivably hope to paint the All? It appears that Gunter Damisch has made this the goal of his life’s work. And it also appears that tackling the All is a more workable proposition than trying to capture the Nothing. 

Painting the All is obviously not the same as painting everything. Among contemporary artists there are some, like Gerhard Richter for example, who have dedicated themselves to an exuberance of motifs and methods and through handling such diversity may at least claim to be trying to keep an eye on everything. However, it is nothing less than utopian to presume that the quantity of abundance can ever be transmuted into the quality of a whole. Gunter Damisch does not even try to go that way.

In the past there were artists, Hieronymus Bosch for instance, or Pieter Brueghel, who sought to combine expansive prospects with minute detail, also known as panoramas of the world. In a way, this does indeed open up a perspective on the All, and Damisch was correspondingly interested in this approach. The problem is, old masters were able to profit from all sorts of guarantees no longer available to the modern period. God has disappeared, certainly as a legitimizing authority for art, and with him any guarantees that the visible world and the beyond together make up a universe. However attractive he may have found it, this path, too, was closed to Damisch. 

Ever since the Occident has put paid to metaphysical certitudes, the All has indeed become somewhat problematic. So far the substitute offered by the encyclopedists has proven most successful in cultural historical terms. Using the generally comprehensible surrogate order of the alphabet, they produced a volume which did not in fact contain everything in existence, but acted as if it did. While their analysis, the egalitarian itemization of individual units, did not actually apprehend the world as a whole, its presentation unified what was at man’s disposal. The encyclopedia belongs to the Enlightenment. It suggests that the world is universal because it is universally useful. 


The Romantics rejected this idea because it failed to be all-embracing, because it lacked the “totum,” a concept of some fundamental guiding principle behind the world. They demanded synthesis. When Gunter Damisch strives to paint the All, he, too, demands synthesis. No outside authority, not even a god, can ensure this synthesis because it is a matter of perspective, of the concepts one has of the world and therefore of nature. One might say that this makes Damisch a Romantic in the strictest, historical, methodical sense of the term.

“Two crucial ideas,” Madame de Stael writes in the single most influential account of German and Austrian cultural life around 1800, “afford guidance to Romantics studying the sciences. According to the one, the universe is modeled after the human soul; according to the other, the analogy between the universe and each of its parts is such that an idea existing in the whole will be found in every part, and, conversely, an idea existing in a single part will be found in the whole. It is a beautiful thought, meant to establish laws similar to those of nature, and thereby consider the physical world as a relief of the moral world.”

Two pictorial principles, according to Madame de Stael’s text first published in 1813, support the Romantic concept of the world: model and analogy. The result is, in her own wonderful phrase, a “relief” in which the natural world corresponds with the spiritual one. Damisch’s paintings embody a similar principle. They, too, are reliefs.

Though Damisch’s paintings often feature eloquent titles, the reference between them and what they signify, nature in its entirety, reveals itself more readily through the interference between the gigantic and the tiny, between macro- and microcosmic, between quantum and quark. And above all in the shift from the atmospheric quality of the particular conditions under which the works were created to an assumption of a more general validity, based on the associations and analogies with the natural.

Madame de Stael described this mechanism in the following terms: "They are much more than just a fatuous game of our imagination, those constant metaphors we use to compare our feelings with outside appearances—sadness with a cloud-covered sky, peacefulness with the silvery rays of the moon, wrath with waves whipped by the winds—they are one and the same thought of the Creator, expressing itself in two separate languages, where one serves to interpret the other.” In what is small the big, in oneself the other, in feelings the surroundings, in language what remains unsaid, and vice versa. An appeal to the All carried by the medium of painting. 

One is left with the question as to the status of such an artistic approach. Friedrich Schlegel, companion of Madame de Stael, chief theoretician of Romanticism and a philosopher of aesthetics of undiminished relevance might have given the following answer: "If it’s just instinct, it’s childish or silly; if it’s just intent, it produces affectation. What is beautiful, poetic, ideally naïve has to be intent and instinct in equal measure.” Intent and instinct. It does not seem too farfetched to include the genuine, sensitive, associative, and fragmented attitude of Gunter Damisch in Schlegel’s definition of the “beautiful, poetic, ideally naïve”—and who could resist its charm?
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