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Gerhard Richter’s show, entitled “Lines which do not exist,” comprises some fifty 
graphic, watercolor, and ink-on-paper drawings done over a period of five decades-from 
1966 to 2005. In this show, the first of its kind in the United States, we see a broad range 
of output, indicating that Richter, despite his known ambivalence to drawing as a genre, 
has nonetheless created a varied body of work. Indeed, the collection of works on paper 
demonstrates not so much the artist’s wariness of the medium as his skilled exploration of 
an art category that identifies him as an artist willing to embrace all manner of 
expression. The exhibition, which nicely fits into The Drawing Center’s main gallery, 
offers visitors the chance to see Richter’s open treatment of drawing. Some of the pieces 
stand as correlates to the artist’s highly acclaimed painting practice, but others are less 
finished and more improvisatory. Richter, never a painter who works informally, does 
seem to let go a bit in this interesting show. At the same time, there is the oddity of the 
care Richter does not take; some of the drawings appear to be so ephemeral, it proves 
hard not to see them as throwaways whose interest is limited—even if they have been 
produced by a leading painter of the time.

Drawing on paper of course is a transparent medium in the sense that it is hard to correct 
an apparent mistake. In the case of Richter, whose work in “Lines which do not exist” is 
almost entirely abstract, makes use of the medium’s freedom in brilliant ways that define 
his efforts as being more or less outside the realm of his paintings, which have a force 
and autonomy all their own. His drawings seem to be one-offs, notable for their gestural 
intelligence even when Richter doesn’t look like he is giving them much thought. Even 
so, there are a few highly finished pieces that can be easily linked to the artist’s abstract 
production in painting. That this happens means Richter is in fact perfectly capable of 
mastery in a genre that he has ambiguous feelings about. More than anything else, it is 
important to see Richter’s drawing output as experimental and exploratory, even when his 
art seems thematically and formally lax, a problem that does occur in the show. Unlike 
his highly realist paintings and his sequence, equally finished, of abstract works, 
Richter’s drawings signify a relative informality that is linked to the medium itself.

Of course, it is possible to have doubts concerning the work, which ranges from the 
simple to the sublime. But often Richter is successful. He often shows, to wonderful 
effect, how he thinks in graphite, watercolor, and ink on paper. Drawing, famously a 
medium for rapid thought, becomes a mostly quick means of expression in his art. He 
uses both color and black-and-white media and is equally accomplished in both, although 
his color drawings are usually more intricate and more finished than his graphite works. 
For example, one luminous piece, 2.1.1984 (1984), a small watercolor on paper, bears a 
close resemblance formally to his output of larger abstract works. Consisting of a bright 
red field, upon which a seething mass of gray and splotches of yellow operate, the 
painting has all the force if not the size of his more ambitious paintings. But this work is 



a bit of an exception in its degree of completedness and its radiant sense of color. Another 
work, also a small watercolor, 18.1.1984 (1984), displays the finish and ambition of a 
larger painting: yellow-green patches occupy most of the painting, but they act as an 
overlay for other colors and shapes beneath them, which consist of blue, green, and red. 
A swirling eddy of imageries that are wholly abstract animates this work of art.

One of the most spectacular of Richter’s examples is a Chinese ink-on-paper work, which 
relays a wide variety of effects to its audience. The complexity of imagery makes 7.1991 
(1991) a model of Richter’s technical skill; layers of small dots, transparent washes, and 
perfectly contained dark splotches show us that the artist is marvelously adept at the ink 
medium. One can hardly claim an Asian influence on the artist despite the fact that he is 
using Chinese ink; instead, the material becomes a vehicle for a particularly inspired train 
of thought, allowing Richter to organize a range of imagery that stays close to Western 
origins rather than the Chinese tradition of landscape painting, no matter how close to 
Asian art some of Richter’s effects might be. It seems to me that Richter’s work rarely 
strays from its place within the Western canon. We appreciate the ambition and cutting-
edge inspiration of the three paintings that have been discussed. The works prove that 
Richter shows us how something might be accomplished on an abstract level that is not 
so much in dialogue with Asian painting—or with abstract expressionism for that matter.

Richter’s graphite output is more complex in its achievement, mostly because the pencil’s 
imagery is somehow more scattered, more given to superficial recording of the mind and 
what lies before the eyes. His effects in this medium range from the clearly figurative to 
the intricately abstract; there is a nude in one, and others offer studies of mountains, but 
in many cases, the lines looks to nothing but itself for form. But even the forms seen in 
Gebirge/Mountains (1968) demonstrate a certain bias for abstract structures. Here the 
mountains are built up by a row of biased lines; above the lines are horizontal ones and 
also what looks like a cloud form. The overall gestalt of the image is nicely presented; we 
see that Richter is as proficient in realism as he is in the world of abstraction. One 
striking, untitled drawing from 1966 offers his audience the chainlike imagery that results 
from placing a pencil in a drill and applying it to the paper. Here, though, the sketch 
simply consists of a range of effects—there is no attempt to create something 
recognizable. Richter moves through various compositions whose imagery is resolutely 
nonobjective, implicitly arguing for the freedom of the artist to create in whichever way 
he wants.

This freedom, I think, is central to Richter’s oeuvre. While he may distrust drawing as an 
art category, he nonetheless uses it to draw attention to his highly skilled, conceptually 
challenging output in painting. There are images that do not amount to much, such as 
5.5.1975 (1975), an ink-on-paper work whose improvisations seem sketchy to the 
extreme, even if their elements are elegantly handled. Even so, the viewer looks carefully 
at the work--there is the tradition within visual art to take seriously even the slightest 
work of a major artist like Richter. It is important to recognize the subtlety of most of the 



drawings in this show. The works that seem most like improvised sketches demonstrate 
Richter’s familiarity with an esthetic that is essentially exploratory and questioning, not 
only the forms but also the concepts behind them. Moreover, the drawings exist as a 
commentary on the paintings, whose larger dimensions supposedly argue for greater 
ambition but which actually address similar issues of content in abstract art. It is 
relatively easy to see the connection between Richter’s drawings and paintings, especially  
in the finished works of the former. Richter’s output is continuously interesting. Drawn 
from five decades of image making, “Lines which do not exist” exemplifies the well-
considered drawing show. The title of the exhibition, conceptually difficult, also places 
this work more firmly in the realm of abstraction. Time will tell whether this work will 
last in the same way his paintings will. In the meanwhile, it is interesting in the extreme 
to see the consequences of Richter’s inquiring mind.

Jonathan Goodman


