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Graduating with an MA in Fine Art from Goldsmiths during the late 1990s, Michael
Raedecker’s career as an artist certainly got off to a roaring start when Charles Saatchi

bought a sizeable chunk of his final degree show. Since then, Raedecker has spent the last
two decades perfecting the unique methods for which he has become known. His ability to
create haunting and absorbing works that blend both needlework craft and brush stroke so
beautifully, culminated in a Turner Prize nomination in the year 2000.
During the mid 1980s, you initially trained as a fashion designer at the distinguished
Gerrit Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam. What caused the shift towards your
current career as an artist?
For many years, I was sure that I’d end up working in the fashion industry. Whilst I was
still just an apprentice, I travelled to Paris to work for various different people – one of the
most notable being Martin Margiela. The brand was still in its infancy back then, with a
very small number of employees. I realise now, that I was very lucky – the whole
experience of working alongside him was very impressive and somewhat life changing.
After assisting Margiela with the catwalk shows, I saw how important it was to work as
part of a team, and how as a designer it’s essential for you to be able to delegate parts of the
creative process. I felt that working within the constraints of clothing I could never say
everything I wanted to say, and would always have to work alongside other people, when
my ideal was to work solo. I still went back to Amsterdam to finish my BA, but in the end,
I started to drift away from the idea of a lifetime working as a fashion designer.
"After assisting Margiela, I saw how important it was to work as part of a team, and how
as a designer it’s essential for you to be able to delegate parts of the creative process"
The concept of combining paint and embroidery thread is unusual. Do people often
presume it’s as a result of your former training?
People do always tend to automatically assume there’s a connection – they make the
tenuous link between the thread in my work and my background in fashion, but it’s not like
that. I think when I started to make the transition from fashion to art I felt like an intruder. It
was as though I was sneaking through the back door of the art world. There were so many
incredible artists who had existed before me, the only way to understand what it really
meant to be an artist, was to spend time down at the library, researching those who had
gone before me. The quest for information was pretty labour intensive and lengthy (before
the internet existed). Gradually, I became much more focussed, and decided that I wanted to
fight the commonly held ideas of fine art, I wanted to kick against it and make something
unholy. Combining a folksy, feminine craft with traditional painting was such a huge
discovery for me, controversial and rebellious - it was definitely my "eureka" moment.
The first time I saw one of your paintings was in 2002 at the Royal Academy’s
Galleries Show. I felt inextricably drawn to this eerie glow emanating from a single
story bungalow. Although the subject matter of your work has diversified a lot since
then, the viewer still feels simultaneously connected and disconnected. Was this your
intention?
Although I grew up in the Netherlands during the 1970s, American television still played a
huge part in my childhood. The Brady Bunch was one of my particular favourites. I just
loved the idea of these neat, suburban homes with their manicured lawns and neat
driveways. Sure, I have an appreciation of modernist architecture, but the houses in my

paintings are purely props, they punctuate the otherwise empty landscapes. The houses
formed a part of my cinematic ideas of composition – the way the camera moves into the
house and pans back out again, encompassing fluid movement, like a film strip. We have all
indirectly experienced so much from watching films and television, we don’t need a lot of
storytelling anymore because we tend to fill in the gaps ourselves and my work
acknowledges that. I am the author, not a dictator. The fact that the viewer has the space to
walk around, and then decide for themselves how the story ends is all part of the appeal.
Michael Raedecker, Volume, showing at Hauser & Wirth, closes today.
Text by Leanne Cloudsdale
Leanne Cloudsdale is a London based writer. She has previously contributed to titles
including AnOther, Arena Homme Plus, i-D and Inventory.

GEM MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART
Since his nomination for the Turner Prize in 2000, London-based Dutch artist Michael Raedecker
has not had a solo museum show in the Netherlands, where he is arguably under-represented
in public collections. The Gemeentemuseum is changing all that—it recently bought one of the
artist’s large-scale paintings, Reflex, 2003, and is putting much of his work from the past five
years on display for the first time in the Netherlands. Raedecker is best known for combining
embroidery with paint to create images of eerily empty suburban streets and buildings, but this
exhibition sees his idiosyncratic technique applied to a variety of subjects, including portraiture.
Images of flowers, food and textiles with darkly ambiguous titles, such as Therapy, 2005 (above),
bring the feminine and domestic associations of his stitching into play with his subject matter,
and show his interest in the Dutch tradition of still-life and vanitas; paintings. Raedecker mines art
history and popular culture, sourcing compositions from 17th-century garland paintings, obscure
magazines and film stills. His use of thread to imitate pencil lines or globules of paint, questioning
conventional divisions between “high” and “low” art, reflects his background; he studied as a
fashion designer before shifting his attention to painting. The exhibition was previously shown at
London’s Camden Arts Centre, and is supplemented at the Gem Museum with several works from
private collections.
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lust (2007), Acrylic and thread on canvas, 102 x 146 cm

MICHAEL RAEDECKER

BEAUTY IN RUINS
Inspired by Churchill and referencing Hiltler, Michael Raedecker’s unsettling, textured paintings are steepped in the hisotry of art, war and politics. And with his recent pared-back images
of ruins, it seems that current world events are seeping in too

M

ichael Raedecker is a brave artist. In an art world
almost pathologically fearful ofcraft, he has used
thread as a primary element of his work, and united
it with another frequently beleaguered material,
paint. This use of sewing materials is no idle mannerism, for 44-year-old Raedecker studied fashion
in his native Amsterdam before moving to London in the 1990s
and joining the Goldsmiths MA painting course (Charles Saatchi,
presciently,bought much of his degree show). Ever since, he has marshalled his humble media to create enigmatic, haunting and absorbing
works, gaining international acclaim and a Turner Prize nomination in the process. Fittingly, for an artist who updates the historical
traditions of painting and tapestry, he mines the art of the past, fusing
it with images found in old magazines and charity -shop books, to
reinvent established genres in art - still-life, interior, landscape, and
portraiture.
Raedecker spoke to Art World at his studio in London’s
Shoreditch in the East End, just as he was completing the works
which formed his recent exhibition at Hauser & Wirth, his first in
London for five years. Typically for Raedecker, who makes all his
works alone, and thus has a far smaller output than most painters, the
exhibition featured only a small number of works.
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But equally characteristically, the works themselves pack an enormous
punch. A striking new development is Raedecker’s use of multiple panels
in the larger works. He says he has wanted to make more paintings on a
grand scale for some time but, in the past, his process had proved inhibiting. “I need to have a painting hanging in the space so that I’m able to walk
around to work with the needle,” he says. “It would just take too long, and it
wouldn’t really benefit the paintings. I would dread making them.”
In 2006 he finally found the answer, thanks to a post-war
American master. “I was in New York seeing the Met’s Robert Rauschenberg Combine Paintings show,” he explains. “He had a painting there, a
larger work made out of panels that were stuck together, and I thought, ‘yes,
that’s an ideal solution for me’.”
Adominant motif in several new paintings is a ruin. “When I start a new
body ofwork, in a way I try to stick to a theme. I have never been able to do
that, and again I failed,” he laughs. “So far I have only done three, but it was
a good starting point.”
Depictions of ruins have a rich history in art. In the 18th and 19th centuries, countless artists embarked on the Grand Tour, visiting atmospheric and
picturesque European sites with Italy, and not least Pompeii, at the core of
the experience. Their images became part ofthe landscape tradition, encapsulating the search for the mysteries ofthe classical world. Delving into
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nameless (2007), acrylic and thread on canvas, 285 x 240 x 4.5 cm (2 parts: each 285 x 120 x 4.5 cm)
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insignificance (2007), acrlic and thread on canvas, 230.5 x 410 x 4.5 cm (4 parts: each 230.5 x 102.5 x 4.5 cm)
history, Raedecker found an ideal subject for his paintings.
“The ruins come from either etchings or paintings, and the ruins depicted are from different eras. What I like about the ruin is the fact that,
when I do a painting, it’s always about the amount ofinformation you
need to put into an image to make it successful, and the need to simplify
your source material. It’s a lot to do with how much you leave out of
the image, and I think with a ruin you have something which was once
perfect, but now there is lots ofinformation missing.”
A view of Pompeii, called Insignificance (above), most directly engages with the history ofpaintings of ruins, though the source is a rather
tame little watercolour by a minor 19th century French painter, LouisPhilippe Boitte. After stretching Boitte’s image on a computer, Raedecker consciously blurred or omitted some ofits more identifiable elements.
“I did try to disguise it a little bit,” he explains. “In the original, at the far
end, you could see Mount Vesuvius, as well as a few other elements that
were more clearly Roman.”
His reinterpretation of the work is a powerful physical monument in
its own right. Amaster ofatmosphere, he removes the decayed buildings
from their heritage site reality, and re-energises them with a potency
which unavoidably recalls the news images that emerge daily
from Iraq and Afghanistan. Although Raedecker stresses the ambiguity
of the images, he acknowledges that his meditations on recent world affairs might “seep through” into the ruin pictures.
“On a subconscious level, it has almost become a cliche, but after
9/11 you walk into your studio and you think, ‘What the fuck am I do
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ing? What’s the purpose of all this? What am I trying to do? Alot
ofartists feel that way, whatever they are doing. We are living in a time
when there is a war going on, but what do you with that, as an artist?”
Another painting in the ruin series, Trip (above right), does deal
directly with the wreckage ofwar: not from Iraq, but from France
nearly a century ago. Raedecker found a Winston Churchill painting
of the ruined cathedral at Arras, which Churchill had based on a work
by John Singer Sargent, who was a war artist in World War I. Again,
Raedecker’s response is compelling. Against a brooding bluish-grey,
he delicately describes the opulent detailing ofCorinthian columns, or
suggests with intense yellow thread the light hitting the stone. These
carefully realised higlights are consciously at odds with the overall
ominous feel ofthe work, a testament to a moment ofgreat violence.

W

inston Churchill’s art is a surprising reference for a
contemporary artist. But it’s not the first time that
he has inspired Raedecker. When he switched to
fine art from fashion, Raedecker admits that he felt
like “a bit ofan intruder”, and started to look deeply
into the history ofart, both recent and distant. “You start to look around
and think, ‘Some great things have been done, even today, by fantastic
artists. Who the hell am I to think that I can contribute to that?’.” His
eclectic search eventually led him to Churchill, whose work he used as
a basis for the pieces in his degree show - a deliberately provocative

MICHAEL RAEDECKER

“Of course I knew Winston Churchill, but I didn’t
know that he’d been such a keen amateur, and he’d
painted for about 50 years. He even wrote an essay
on painting, entitled Painting as a Pastime. The 80s
were very theoretical and it was all about the French
philosophers, it all seemed dry. Then reading about
Churchill, he sort of said, ‘The sun is shining, take
your easel out there and just paint. It’s lovely; go and
paint’. I thought, ‘exactly - fuck you! That’s what I am
going to do’.”
In those early paintings, Raedecker formed the
vocabulary which he has steadily refined ever since:
paint washes in muted colours; scumbled, uneven and
broken surfaces; and richly varied incidents created
in thread, from pencil-like lines to intensely woven,
thick clusters. Raedecker employs the thread following
an initial, aggressive distressing of the canvas, giving
it his characteristic weathered, aged feel. “Whenever
I start a canvas, I puncture holes in it, and I have this
fake fur, these loose kind offibres and particles. I paint
almost flat and Ijust throw it on the canvas, so when I
paint over it, the fur just kind of moves and settles.”
Saatchi bought the works from Raedecker’s MA
exhibition in 1997. It is a famously dubious honour,
as many have had the collector’s favour similarly
bestowed on them, only to struggle to escape this early
pressure. However, for Raedecker, a postgraduate
emerging into the real world, the cash Saatchi paid for
his paintings was
a lifeline. “He was kind ofimportant to me in the
beginning,” Raedecker admits, “and with the money, I
could rent a studio and continue to work.” He admits
that Saatchi’s interest created a broader consciousness
of his work: “Maybe it seems that his place is less

work: “Maybe it seems that his place is less important
now, but at the time I think it did mean that people
would look again, or were curious about who he bought,
so it did help to get some exposure.”
Raedecker soon attracted attention in his native
Holland and his first solo museum exhibition at the Stedelijk Van Abbe Museum in Eindhoven helped earn him
a place on the Turner Prize shortlist in 2000, alongside
Glenn Brown, Tomoko Takahashi and Wolfgang
Tillmans. Raedecker says he knew instantly that
Tillmans would win, which allowed him quietly to
concentrate on making new works for the show at Tate
Britain. Raedecker and Brown have had studios in the
same building for a number ofyears, first in Bermondsey
and
now in the East End. Brown is an important ally for
Raedecker and the Dutchman even provided the title
Deep Throat for one of Brown’s recent paintings.
The naming ofRaedecker’s works is one ofthe most
crucial aspects in the unsettling world that they present. His titles are frequently jarring, “contradictory to
what you see”, as he puts it. His flower paintings have
particularly evocative names, among them Pornography, Toxic (facing page, inset) and Propaganda. When
we meet, Raedecker is considering calling the latest
example Syphilis. He frequently plays with the moral
and sexual connotations offlowers in art history, citing
both the Dutch tradition offlower painting and the work
of Georgia O’Keeffe. An erotic quality is clearly present
in his flower pieces, but the more you look at them, the
more abiding is their atmosphere of death.
“We have something that’s growing and we cut it off,
we put it in a vase,” he says. “In a way, of course, we
don’t want to think about it, because it’s about that
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“Gerhard Richter
never did anything
about [Hitler], and
Luc Tuymans has
never touched upon
him. Am I stupid
enough to think that
I can?”

when they look beautiful. But quite quickly, in a couple of
days, the water starts to stink and they are dying.”
Raedecker’s flowers carefully capture both the initial
seduction, and the inevitable rot.
The stench of death pervades what are undoubtedly his
most provocative images - two portraits ofHitler made in
2005 from an archive photo. “All ofa sudden I had this
idea ofdoing a portrait ofHitler. I said immediately,
‘Forget it, you can’t do that - it’s ridiculous, why would
you do that?’ But then, you can’t let go, you start to play
with it and try to explain what is interesting. Maybe it’s
interesting because you’re not supposed to do it.”
Again, Raedecker was mindful of historical precedent.
“I did feel responsible about how I was going to treat this
subject matter,” he says, “which is why I dismissed it at
the beginning. I thought that Gerhard Richter never did
anything about it, and Luc Tuymans has never touched
upon him. Am I stupid to think that I can? I thought to be
satirical or cynical is too easy. Ofcourse, I started to look
around me and see who had done anything with Hitler
and I think the most recent example that I could find was
Maurizio Cattelan’s Praying Hitler - it’s a miniature, and
it’s a bit ofa caricature. I wanted to make it heavy and
dark. In the colour of his face, it’s like he’s dead.”
The Hitler portraits are deeply disquieting. Most
unsettling is the care with which Raedecker describes the
face - the delicate embroidery around the eyes, the
gentle, rippled stitching on the brow. He felt that his
medium was as apt as any for this bizarre exercise:
“Somehow it almost seemed it was more permissible, it
would give it slightly more innocence, while at the same
time being totally perverse.”
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ome ofthe more impressive effects
Raedecker achieves with thread - such as
his trompe l’oeil paint drips or pencil lines
- are only detectable close up. His work is
slow-burning, but once you are drawn into
his world, it captivates you. “One ofthe functions is to
show the slowness ofthe medium,” he explains. “Painting is a very slow medium today, but then using it with
thread slows it down again.”
He is cautious not to let his increasing accomplishment get in the way. “I think skill could be your biggest
enemy,” he says. “Ifyou become better and better at
what you are doing, it can just become slick and dead.”
One way he avoids this is to make his work sparer, more
austere: “It’s usually better to have less than more.”
Tipping Point (above), which depicts a washing line,
is compelling evidence ofthis more minimal quality.
Reworking an image found in what he describes as a
“silly hippie book”, Clothes Lines USA, Raedecker
imbues the billowing sheets with an elegant ghostliness
that belies the image’s source. The painting has the feel
ofa faded and blemished black and white photograph.
Raedecker is clearly excited at the new possibilities in
his work, and passionate about painting itself. He is
conscious ofthe frequent declarations ofhis medium’s
outdatedness, its irrelevance, and the theories behind
those arguments, but sees them as a challenge to him and
his fellow artists.
“We have all these results, these scientific results.
Well, let’s start again, let’s see what we can do with
these conclusions. We have to react to that, we have to
move on. And that’s what we are doing.”

Hauser & Wirth, London, UK
The street in Michael Raedecker’s painting
insignificance (all works 2007) is empty, its paving
slabs the same colour as the smudged grey sky.
Blind-eyed buildings march sullenly towards the
vanishing point, a last act of expiration in a scene in
which everything - hope, life, colour - has huffed its
last, exhausted breath. This is aburned world whose
contents have turned to ashes; you can almost taste
them, can almost feel their sour dryness leeching
moisture from your tongue.
While the departure point for insignificance was
an 18th-century watercolour depicting the volcanic
metrocide of Pompeii, there is something transhistorical about Raedecker’s abandoned boulevard
- it might belong to present day Iraq, or the postapocalyptic America of Cormac McCarthy’s novel
The Road (2006). Characteristically, the image is
hand-embroidered in thread and wool onto washed
out, occasionally shadowy painted grounds that are
here and there infested with hairy clumps of fibre,
or suffer from deep puncture wounds. In this work,
however, the artist’s familiar needlework seems to
possess anew urgency of purpose, as though it is the
only thing holding atorn and tattered reality together - aset of sutures made in the hope that some
terrible chasm will heal. Raedecker’s ruins might be
compared to those in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem
‘Ozymadias’ (1817), but here something ‘besides
remains’. Behind the facades of those crumbling
buildings, abare existence might yet be eked out.
Another painting, nameless, depicts what might
be alonely farmhouse, or aholiday home shut for
winter. The buildings huddle towards the top of the
image, as though straining towards alukewarm
sun, while beneath them hangs along, rectangular
stretch of grey canvas, here and there dappled
with what appear at first glance to be spots of blue
and pink paint. Look closer, and it becomes clear
that anumber of these drips and splodges have in
fact been embroidered on to the picture plane in
ameticulous,labour-intensive replication of accidental marks. Much has been written over the past few
years about the ‘slowness’ of painting as a medium,
but it is by exchanging oils for threads that Raedecker ties up the eye. Vision snags on these faux
splashes of pigment.
Three stililifes of flowers punctuated the show, their
titles - voyeur, exhibit and lust - unde scoring their
dark kinkiness and pungent whiff of perfumed rot.
In Voyeur, gossamer petals bloom like a gorgeous

disease, and tendrils of foliage probe pictorial space
like sticky, insectoid antennae. Looking at this work,
I think of all the damp, breathless acts the average
domestic object bears witness to, the microscopic
particles of sweat that bead on their proximate surfaces. Raedecker’s cut flowers are beautiful corpses
slicked with the leavings of human life.
Perhaps the best work in this show, tipping point
is athree-panel,landscape-format canvas across
which snakes awashing line, its shirts and sheets
billowing forward in asinuous wave that recalls the
19th-century compositions of Utagawa Hiroshige.
There is, however, no Persil whiteness here, only concrete tones and spidery agglomerations of black
fibres. Against this grey backdrop, our dirty laundry
seems fated never to be made clean, no matter
how often we go through the motions of wash, rinse,
repeat. Fluttering in adeath-rattle breeze, these are
flags for asick planet, grubby bunting strung up at a
suicide’s wake.
If Raedecker’s paintings speak of flesh and ashes,
of memory and its fading, they also speak of the
history of his chosen medium. In stripped and denial,
the artist represents two horizontally striped beach
towels, each of which resembles a sagging, grimy
canvas by an obscure hard edge Abstractionist
that has been scalpeled from its stretcher and sewn
hastily onto a new support. Is this cosmetic or emergency surgery? Is the patient our species’ fraying
past? Raedecker seems less concerned with heroics
(political or painterly) than with modest, and very
human acts of preservation. Like death, forgetting is
always seeking to unravel us. Best make sure, then,
that the stitches are knotted and tied.
Tom Morton

Michael Radecker
lust
2007
Acrylic and thread on canvas
102 x 146 cm

frieze | November -December 2007 | 174

March 17, 2006

Art in Review
Up

Andrea Rosen Gallery
525 West 24th Street, Chelsea
Through March 25
Are those curlicues of pigment encrusting the coffee cup and saucer, drifting like
wiry hair on the manly torso, highlighting
the outlines of two bodies having sex ? No,
what seems like pigment are stitchings that
seem to grow on the painted images, so
that the two mediums are virtually indistinguishable.
Not quite tapestries, not quite paintings,
Mr. Raedecker’s evocations run to flowers
and floral sprays; still life elements; and
bodies or parts thereof, like the joky pair of
bottoms-up feet that seem to be detached
from the female partner in the aforementioned coupling.
He lays down his pigment-thread partnerships on paint-primed grounds enhanced
by incidents: tiny snippets of other tactile
materials -- hairs, fibers and such -- and
random punctures that give each work a
look of timeworn survival. And they can
remind us of our mortality. One wreath
of sere stitched flowers encloses a blank
oval space like a dead mirror; the Greekstyle torso, titled ‘’fix,’’ hints at the cult of
body-building, with the stitches placed to
indicate muscle development but also suggesting a crumbling stone rot.
The combination of stitchery and paint,
with its inevitable hobbyist connotation of
needlework, takes some doing to bring off.
But Mr. Raedecker’s artfulness does it.
GRACE GLUECK

E37

The World’s Leading Art Magaznie Vol. XXXVIII No.244 October 2005 US $8 International

ZURICH
MICHAEL RAEDECKER
HAUSER & WIRTH GALLERY

MICHAEL RAEDECKER, Ah (detail), 2005.
Acrylic and thread on canvas, two parts: 70 x 56 cm and
70 x 57 cm. Courtesy of Hauser & Wirth Gallery, Zurich.
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‘Virulent’ is the word that springs repeatedly to mind
while walking through Michael Raedecker’s latest show.
‘Ghostly’ runs a close second, and this conflation of
the ghost and the virus, the corporeal and the spectral,
is everywhere in the work. The embroidered flowers in
Ultimatum seethe like maggoty bits of venison. Darkness
and random glitches of thread encroach from the edges of
the canvas, blackening the dark green of a thinly painted
space whose ectoplasmic atmosphere is as thin as a watery soup.
The figurative paintings (flowers, portraits, and one,
titled Consume, of a log fire) are accompanied by a set of
icky, delicate, bacterial abstract works, and embroidered
semi-abstracts such as Prosthetics, in which a central
lacuna, equal parts bruise and cloud, floats encircled by
a halo of flowers. The painting’s surface - as with most of
these works - is crossed, sullied and punctuated by bits of
fluff, straggling threads, scrapes and knots punched into
the canvas, disrupting the spaces the pictures try to maintain, infecting the unreal with the real. The more you look,
the more they appear sickly, on the verge of relapsing into
their constituent parts.
There are also two near-identical portraits of Hitler:
hung on different walls of the same room, you can’t really
look at them simultaneously. Raedecker wanted to see
how much they could ‘infect’ the rest of the paintings, but
what’s more interesting, and perhaps surprising, is how
the other paintings infect them, integrating them into a
subtle, poetic hang that builds around echoes and repetition like a tour through the vestiges of a wilting purgatory,
revealing glimpses of an imaginative space with the looping, elegant ineffability of a Mobius strip. Whether Hitler
is an inhabitant here, a memory, a photograph glued to the
back of a mirror or something else, remains satisfyingly
unclear.
Lee Triming

MARCH 2004

Michael Raedecker
at Andrea Rosen
In Michael Raedecker’s new paintings (all 2002-03), he
continues to develop his signature process of combining
washes, drips and daubs of paint with blobs of yarn and
embroidery stitched into the canvas. In these works, the
imagery is more disjointed and the atmosphere more
surreal than in some of his earlier paintings that took
suburban landscapes or interiors as their subject matter.
Some canvases were based on art-historical subjects
while others were landscapes with a dreamlike, imaginary, almost disjointed quality.
Seeming to reference a Chardin still life, it is happening again (51 by 39 inches) shows a deer carcass
hung upside down by one hoof. Metallic thread and sections of ‘’fur’’ made from woolly, golden yarn form the
awkwardly dangling animal; inexplicably, one of its front
hooves is shaped like a duck head with a bright yellow
bill. The white backdrop resembles a fringed altar cloth,
with small fir trees stitched in the bottom portion. This
delicate embroidery contrasts with the aggressive handling of the paint. Thick and muddied in some sections,
the white paint seems to have been dragged across the
surface, perhaps even scraped off and then reapplied.
In dissociation (for the best future), 29½ by 43¹⁄3 inches, Raedecker offers a twist on the vanitas still life by
replacing the usual human skull with a football helmet,
dramatically lit by two candles. Like a strand of pearls,
tufts of knotted gray yarn encircle the setup, which also
includes a pair of pliers, another duck head and what
appears to be a pint of beer.
Of the landscapes, breakaway (78¾ by 130 inches) is one of the most intriguing. The entire canvas is
a wash of peachy orange color with sewn passages
in reds and rusts. The topography is suggested with
thick, horizontal patches of paint. A Middle Easternstyle tent surrounded by three palm trees stands near
a murky gray pond crafted from long strands of closely
stitched thread. Three white armlike forms are trying to
pull themselves out of the water and onto the sand. The
entire unpopulated landscape has an eerie air about it
as if seen through an infrared camera at night.
That’s the way it is (72 by 108 inches) retains vestiges of Raedecker’s earlier architectural subject matter. A ranch-style house rendered in grisaille appears
to be aflame as it peeks through the foggy landscape.
Two flower beds in the foreground are delineated with
thickly stitched green and brown borders. An erect penis “grows” insouciantly beside a clump of foliage in one
of the beds, while a unicorn sits in the other. This slightly
surreal suburban scene also includes a birdbath in the
middle of the canvas, where two
enormous ravens splash about.
Raedecker cleverly incorporates the craft of embroidery into works that are aggressively painterly. In his
hands, thread, string and wool are used as expressively
as the boldly poured and scumbled paint.
-Melissa Kuntz
126 March 2004

Michael Raedecker: breakaway, 2002-03, oil, acrylic and thread on canvas,
78 ¾ by 130 inches; at Andrea Rosen.
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ANDREA RO SE N GA LLE RY
Since he first attracted notice some five
years ago, Michael Raedecker has rightfully been admired for his distinctive coupling
of homespun materials and the “high”
practice of painting. Often he has used
thread and yam to “sketch” the contours of
the generic modern landscape-say, an empty driveway bordered with well-spaced,
overly pruned trees-consistently revealing the formal qualities inherent, if rarely
considered, in string (known, of course, to
the Renaissance painters who regularly employed it for perspective studies). Layered
onto a thick application of paint, Raedecker’s strands-thin and shimmery or fat
and fuzzy-elegantly describe spare lines in
space, though their unshakable “craftiness”
hints at one of modernism’s most repressed
elements: the domestic.
In Raedecker’s most recent exhibition,
summarily titled “that’s the way it is,”
these dissident strains were far more in
evidence. He’d swapped an icy, bloodless palette for one of humid hues (salmon
pink, coral orange); his subject matter now
included still lifes and portraits, genres
rarely compatible with aspirations to
distance or indifference. Cotton and wool
often left line and plane behind for more
“decorative” behaviors-here miming bristly
facial hair, there simulating weeds that
had burrowed through tarmac. The still
lifes could have been memento mori-crab
walk, 2003, includes an intricately stitched
cigarette, the eponymous crustacean,
and a grinning double-handled vase-while
the portraits were queasily rendered,
gunked-up imitations of works by Renaissance masters like del Sarto.
It’s hardly novel for an artist to employ
textile: as a critical step “within” painting

Michael Raedecker, crab walk, 2003, acrylic and thread on canvas, 24 1/2 x 37 3/8”.

(like Robert Rauschenberg) or as out-andout resistance to the historically classed
and gendered elitism of the medium (like
Rosemarie Trockel’s knit canvases of the
’80s). Still, discussions of Raedecker’s
work have typically granted the artist an
exemption from the considerations of class
and gender that would seem implicit in his
materials. “I am on the edge of kitsch, but
I don’t want to make kitschy paintings. I
don’t want to be that explicit,” Raedecker
has stated regarding the cultural associations his paintings invite. One wonders if,
for an artist like Trockel or Ghada Amer,
more than a simple disclaimer would be
required to dissociate such materials from
readings beginning and ending on the
sewing-room floor.
In Raedecker’s latest work, the tension
he’d set up previously between form and
content literally unraveled. The paintings
were messier, loopier, louder, and less well

behaved. In 1972, Leo Steinberg, himself
complicating the form/content dichotomy,
coined the term “optical oscillation” to
describe what one experienced while standing in front of a good painting, modern or
old master. Simply put, a successful canvas
stubbornly reminds viewers that it’s twodimensional while at the same time seductively suggesting a kind of third dimension.
Raedecker has always engaged in material
oscillations, asking thread to behave as
pigment and calling on traditionally “low”
means to produce “high” ends. Now that
the artist has, however unwittingly, fallen
squarely onto more postmodern concerns
of class and gender, his works no longer
oscillate smoothly-indeed, they seem to
stutter. Yet it is this imperfect oscillation
that, with or without the artist’s consent,
makes their new tension even more compelling.
-Johanna Burton
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People often say “writing a film”.
When will they consider “painting a film”?
Michelangelo Antonioni 1

Museum fur Gegenwartskunst, Basel,
Switzerland, February 15 – April 21, 2003
pages 19 - 26

In memory only, reconsidered passion
The landscapes and interiors of Michael Raedecker’s paintings seem familiar territory: a house
surrounded by trees, a spare living room window flanked by curtains opening onto a landscape, a
plush wall-to-wall carpet, a building lit from inside and surrounded by darkness. His vision-austere and abstract-is of archetypal houses (they don’t really exist) and of a barren imagined nature.
By analogy, and drawing from our own experience, we may think these images closer to movie
props than to the actual houses and gardens that we inhabit. In fact, as is the case with still life, 2001,
these objects and spaces openly declare their fictive nature, but unlike those seen in film, they are
not made of light’s ephemeral skin on the silver screen. Instead, in a twist that is characteristic of
Raedecker’s expressive disposition, he treads the thin line between the representation of the unreal
and the imagined, while undermining his own metaphysical tendencies by giving his canvases a true
substance: the texture that he painstakingly creates with threads that penetrate into and extrude

from the canvas, and by the thick pools of congealed paint, that are reminders of the tactile reality
and of the labour that make up the artist’s pictorial vocabulary.
Raedecker’s canvases are placed on the floor of his studio; then they are suspended in mid-air
from the ceiling, so that he can push the needle trough the front to the back and again to the front
of the canvas. Finally they are placed flat on a table, so that the liquid paint he pours on them can
condense in thick three-dimensional areas, either’ giving life to an explosion of light, such as in radiate, 2000, or creating the effect of the geological layering and of the solidity of stone, as in thirteen feelings, 2002.
We, the spectators, look at the few objects delineated on the canvas: a close-up of a twig (again,
the cinematic metaphor of the movie camera zeroing-in on a detail comes to mind) or a light shining from the window of a house into the sky22 , rendered with a methodical embroidery of threads
that simulate the principle of chiaroscuro-a light line, a dark line-the curtains, the bedspreads, the
carpeting, all of which are tautologically represented by yarn. These objects evoke events that
have taken place on a stage, of people that have inhabited these landscapes and houses, and yet
leave us only with the awareness of their absence.
Like in the films of Antonioni, such as L’Avventura, 1960 or L’Eclisse, 1962, objects and places
acquire an emblematic value, associated with a place of memory-a place therefore that has been
first selectively recalled and then abstracted-that suggests past relationships and a drama that has
unfolded, leaving a taste of emptiness and a sense of somber foreboding. Like in the work of the
Italian filmmaker, whose scenes are also frequently framed by windows, (in Antonioni’s vocabulary, glass stands for the invisible barrier that separates us from the others), in Raedecker’s paintings the suggestion of our impossibility to communicate is ever present. In this context,
memory-that is, the recalling of one’s emotional and psychological states, as they were affected by
past events-acquires the value of a viable existential solution. Besides texture and light, the third
element that characterizes the surface of a painting, i.e. color, is crucial to the iconography of the
artist. Similarly to Antonioni’s yellow and pink hues of Deserto Rosso, 1964, Raedecker’s grays,
mauves and beiges are not the mere qualifiers of an atmosphere, but they pervade the canvas and
become, in fact, personages themselves: active agents of the pathos of the image depicted.
In Raedecker’s paintings, a narrative without characters unfolds, marked by a feeling of solitude and of contained turmoil. His canvases work inside of us as mirrors of our past: they are spare
and uninhabited portraits of the empty rooms and of the landscapes that we, ses semblables, ses freres, have found, made barren and then left behind.
There is no sentiment in Raedecker’s paintings, but the mere acknowledgement of a fact: that of
the transience of things, of their deaf silence and the endurance that it takes to record it. There is a
sense of acceptance of life’s indifference and a patient way of recollecting its places and sites.
Raedecker wrestles with time, images an d thoughts and in the end gives us the semblance of an
emptiness loaded with meaning.
One last thought to his work, and in particular to hollow hill, 1999. If it had a voice, it would
resonate as in this quatrain: “Sometimes I fear memory
In its concave grottoes and palaces
(Said Saint Augustine) there are so many things.
Hell and Heaven lie there.” 3
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The near and the remote
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“Neurotic men,” Sigmund Freud writes 1919 in his essay The Uncanny, “sometimes relate that they
find female genitals unsettling. This uncanny place, however, is the entrance to the former home of
the child, the locality in which everyone once, and initially, resided.“l The uncanny (in German unheimlich) or unhomy contains the term ‘home’. To Freud “horny” is meant in the sense of familiar
and cosy, as well as also secretive and clandestine. Thus the sole difference between horny and unhomy is the prefix, which Freud calls a “mark of repression”. That the known and the familiarly
horny can be uncanny and unhomy was already then a noted phenomenon and flares up once again
in Michael Raedecker’s painting is this it, 2001 with its obvious affinity to Courbet’s L’Origine du
Monde. At the same time the explicit context of is this it-i.e., its colour areas-risks decomposing and
flip-flopping into a volcanic landscape.
The uncanny is repeatedly manifest in Michael Raedecker’s work via the basic tone of his painting that laments a loss, one we may see as nostalgic. If, then, the uncanny is the result of a repression
of the familiar, it must also have something to do with memory and childhood. Uninhabited landscapes with solitary houses, avenues and windblown trees inevitably call up in the viewer a feeling
of the familiar: modernist architecture, yawning garage doors, abandoned wooden homes, and driveways surface as leitmotifs. This thematic repertoire is fed from the collective memory of film, advertising and illustrated magazines from the 50s and 60s. It was the time of the artist’s own socialization,

which he perhaps looks back on with wistfulness. At the same time these stereotypes of popular and
commercial picture production (such as the middle-class single home including an uneventful life) enhance a virtuoso play on concepts of time. The brightly lit and mysterious garage entrance in ins and
outs, 2000 heralds an imminent event with the means of science fiction, while in zone, 2000, night banishes day and evokes a narrative dimension. What is notable is that Raedecker first makes up a storyboard in order to arrive at his final images.
The narration-underlined by the installation-like manner in which Michael Raedecker hangs his
paintings-and the soberly memorable images of a remote and nostalgic dream time transform the
landscapes into a melancholic, eternal delirium. They are venues of the uncanny, both near and far,
past-memory and future. They are venues of a story with no beginning or end.
Moreover, the layer of time concepts broaden and link the means of presentation with the present. Not a single line is painted. Michael Raedecker picks out all the lineation on the mostly grayish, brown-tinted. washed-out, monochrome backgrounds with thread; he embroiders the lines onto
the canvas with string and wool. Here and there shoots of color grow from the pores of the canvas
into grass. The lineation freed from all subjective emotions, however, still refers partly to tree and
bush, but wool, needlework and thread likewise try to imitate their subject. The trees do not merely
represent trees, but claim to actually be growing out of the picture. The woven threads blend into
paint and canvas, and it almost seems as if nature has in fact usurped art. The present is thus the result of a growth process that goes on before our eyes. As though the works wanted to grow old
along with artist and viewer, and as though their lush encroachment had taken on a life of its own.
Picking out the pictures with thread and needle corresponds to weaving the story, which for the
viewer can lead to its outcome. Painting as well as embroidering are acts that compromise the
world’s relentless flux.The suspicion could arise that this way of seeing his art aims at describing
Michael Raedecker’s painting as analytical and at seeking its starting point and gratification in a self-referentiality of some kind or other. But like with a coin, our eyes are directed either
to the latent reflection of the means or to the ensnarement of the viewer. Illusionism-the means by
which spatiality can at all come about-is just as seductive and irresistible as the achievements of
the mass media. The light and dark, the centralized perspective and the foreshortened constructions
in ins and outs, 2000 generate an out-and-out vortex in which the media as such is easily sidelined.
Landscapes are therefore not only projection screens for the imagination in a metaphorical sense
but, owing to their size seem physically accessible. The proximity
of Michael Raedecker’s painting to cinema finds expression in the often fantastic viewpoints (which
likewise incorporate romantic and Dutch art traditions), the wide-angle shots and blow-ups.
The sensual potential of the pictorial is in no way in competition with the legitimate ballast of
painting. On the contrary, it is the affirmative that constantly attracts our attention by permanently
courting the viewer. All the means that are available to painting (scorned in the time of modernism)
are utilized to allow a specific atmospheric dimension to germinate, which can only really be experienced In direct confrontation with the paintings. Embedded in a leaden grey vacuum, Raedecker’s
painting achieves a kind of sensitive realism. Sensitive in the sense of internal and intuitive, which
conveys the thematic and pure material fragility of all his works. The flimsiness of these inner worlds
up to the repression of the horny-familiar and its tilt into the unhomy-unfamiliar is what accompanies us from picture to picture, as though a permanent reverberation inhabited the exhibition room.
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DIRTY PICTURES
BART VERSCHAFFEL

Viewed from the proper distance every painting becomes flat.
When the picture is reproduced, this flatness remains. In the
copy the painting obviously loses its materiality and its scale.
But in addition, an entire array of viewing possibilities is reduced and simplified, as it were, to a single view: in contrast
to studying paintings in “real life,” their reproduction remains
the same no matter how you look at them. Michael Raedecker’s
often large-scale paintings also turn into the “beautiful” flat
images seen in reproductions when viewed from the right distance. However, his works revolve around what ensues by not
looking from the proper distance, that is, by standing too close
and hence seeing what happened in the process of making the
picture.
In very realistic or illusionistic painting the image stays
clear and sharp up to the shortest distance: the image sticks on
the canvas; one sees the things portrayed just like one sees real
objects in daily life. In many other and practically all modern
paintings, the image gradually dissolves as one approaches. The
image turns to “matter”: roughly structured patches of paint
and color that signify nothing more than just paint and color.
Just one step backwards allows miraculous recovery of the image from the magma, a witnessing of how order and meaning

emerge out of the original chaos, and this bestows on the aesthetic experience a mythical depth ... In the first case the artist
is a master artisan or illusionist, who hides behind the realistic
effect of his skillfully created images, in the second case he operates as an alchemist constructing form and definition from primal elements. Are image-makers extraordinary people?
It has rightly been said that Michael Raedecker’s paintings
are “unsettling”: we do not readily comprehend what is actually happening in them nor do they offer us an ideal viewing
distance from which we might feel that the image coalesces into
an accessible whole. The paint, the various kinds of threads, and
the other materials sometimes pasted and painted over, work
at cross purposes. At the distance where, for example, the paint
still yields an immaterial “image” and forms readable figures, the
threads already break away from the whole and turn into “wool”
and “hairs” that undermine the image. On closer examination,
loose hairs and threads stuck into the paint, along with protruding lumps of paint, evoke miniature landscapes, which then
again approximate the complete image first seen in the painting,
and so on. The embroidery and plaiting that Raedecker uses to
imitate painterly effects never blend into the image evenly. The
painting is never consistently “image” and the image never dissolves completely into paint. The image actually stays “messy”
at all times; Raedecker’s technique always generates the appearance of sloppy patchwork. The painter in this case is not
a conjuror and not a magician, but a craftsman and a bricoleur.
Seen from the right distance or in front of the camera the paint-

BART VERSCHAFFEL is a philosopher teaching Architectural Theory
at Ghent University, Belgium. He is also on the board of the Dutch art
magazine De Witte Raaf.
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MICHAEL RAEDECKER, DIM, 2001, acrylic and thread on canvas, 28 x 31 1/8”.
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MICHAEL RAEDECKER, OPERATOR (AFTER GIORGIONE), 2002, acrylic and
thread on canvas, 35 7/16 x 29 1/2”.

taken from the tradition of painting or popular visual culture.
His images are never entirely strange or original-they seem familiar, easy to label and to classify. Thus, most of his pictures
to date show landscapes and interiors. A number of landscapes
clearly allude to the oriental landscape tradition: a few lines and
some threads pasted into the pale, primer-like ground suffice
to evoke depth in the desiccated paint soil. There are various
surrealistic landscapes, deep spaces with no horizon or sky, over
which nameless shapes, marked by sharp shadows, are spread
out. Since the objects elude identification, the scale of the depiction remains uncertain: Is it microscopic, is it cosmic? Surrealism is often just around the corner: the way in which the shapes
are placed in the empty spaces and the confrontation of woolly,
almost immateri.al figures and objects with solid and yet’ amorphous ones are reminiscent of Magritte in his early work and
even more so of Tanguy. Particularly innovative are some landscapes in which the world is folded or rolled up or forms a ring
enclosing a vortex or hole. Raedecker’s interiors-in fact the interiors of a type of house he also uses for his suburban exteriors-

ing obviously does become “image”; yet, from (too) nearby the
visual information transmits contradictory messages and the
picture proves to be half made of noise. The paintings are like
worn-out vinyl LPs, with a scarcely discernible voice or melody
amidst the many hisses and scratches, being played to an audience accustomed to a flawless and clean rendition.
Raedecker’s strategy can also be read in the details of his
images. In MIRAGE (1999) there are two tiny tree trunks to
the left. And to the left again of these trunks a shadow line runs
straight upwards, alongside the stem; this way, the tree-thread
slightly detaches itself from the picture plane, yet simultaneously it treats the painting itself as a plane on which the shadow is
cast. However, at the foot of the trunks the shadow of the stems
starts sloping to the right, deep into the “landscape” of the image. Hence, the literal reading of the thread on the plane and
the reading of the image as a surreal landscape are both evoked
and yet mutually opposing. How could one look at such an image and not feel unsettled?
Raedecker’s paintings evoke a recognizable basic imagery,
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do not refer to a traditional painting theme or genre, yet they
are very recognizable: It is the suburban home of the B-movie
or police series, shot at the moment when the telephone starts
ringing or the first car pulls up, and the story begins. In addition
to these landscapes and domestic scenes, Raedecker also painted a few extremely spatial still lifes and a few portraits. In all
these pictures the spectators will easily recognize the genre and
be able to name what they see. However, at the same time it is
evident that such naming or such references are secondary and
do not reveal what is really happening in Raedecker’s work.
Raedecker does not paint stories or situations but places.
These places are like small boxes or cases. When we discover a
lovely box we want to open it even if we know that it is empty;
we want to see the bare interior, to smell it and give free rein
to our dreams before closing it and turning it upside down in
search of a sign or a name. To me that is the way in which Raedecker’s paintings work: They seem to be made in order to put
something in them, to save something preciously smal1 and
intimate, but they feel empty somehow. They are storage locations, the topoi of the classical ars memoriae. This even applies
to the still lifes: The depicted objects naturally behave like actors who know they are being watched and address the viewers. But the spatiality of the pictures is more powerful than the
single objects in them; the objects-actors do not perform on a
stage but in a landscape, and the spectator’s gaze passes through
them into the depths.
The two portraits recently made by Raedecker radically reverse the spatiality and landscape setting of his earlier works. His
mode of working remains the same inasmuch as there is initial
recognition: “Ah, Giorgione!” However, instead of portraying
sitters of his own, he remodels classical portraits using his own
techniques. The choice of a painting by Giorgione as his source
image is obvi.ously not motivated by the sentimental desire to
make a faithful, “true” picture of a face, but rather by the wish
to revise the genre of the portrait. Not even Giorgione himself
was primarily interested in rendering a face when he painted
his PORTRAIT OF A GENTLEMAN (ca. 1510), now in the
National Gallery in Washington. The Renaissance painter turns
the head of his model in partial profile so that the “hole” of the
left eye becomes central to the face and heightens the piercing
impact of the gaze, hence imparting it with-in Deleuze’s wordsvisageite or faceness. Giorgione experiments with the pose of the
fist and the eyes as a means to strengthen the artificial nature of
the portrait (frontality,juxtaposition, presence ... ). It is exactly
this “hole” of the eye and gaze that serves as the point of departure and even takes the focal position in Raedecker’s OPERATOR (AFTER GIORGIONE) (2002). These portraits are not
spatial or poetical like “spaces” or like the small empty boxes,
and unlike conventional portraits they do not arouse “human
interest” in faces. They are laboratory tests demonstrating the
existence of the pure, immoral, meaningless force of the image.

MICHAEL RAEDECKER, BLIND SPOT, 2000, acrylic and thread on
canvas, 46 x 34”.

(Translation: Jo Pollet)
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Their Second Home
DAVE EGGERS

Hollis and his father broke the upper crust with each step. Below the crust the snow was dry and granular, a
feel of both cotton and sand. Hollis and his father were walking home from his grandmother’s house, where
they had turned her over and washed her.
Hollis’s family was now in a new house. Two months ago they had moved from their grandmother’s house,
where they had lived the nine years of Hollis’s life, to this new house, about three miles away. The air was heavy
with cold, and breathing it in felt to Hollis like inhaling glass and expelling wool.
Sixteen inches of snow had fallen in two days and nothing had been plowed. The car Hollis’s father drove
would not make it through this, so they had walked. Their grandmother was alone but for the neighbor girl,
Kelly, who was fine but sometimes needed relief. They were walking up a hill in the park, a shortcut that would
take them under the highway and to a field that led through the incorporated area and to their house.
“I figured out how to scare your mom,” Hollis’s father said.
It was the first thing Hollis or his father had said during the walk.
“How do you mean?” Hollis said.
“You know that window next to her desk?”
Hollis did. His mother’s office was on the second floor. He nodded.
“Well, she’s not used to anything happening right out her window, right?”
Hollis nodded again. His mother’s window, over her desk where she did bookkeeping and tax returns, overlooked the backyard, and beyond it, the unincorporated land.
“Well, I’ve been thinking that a great way to really scare her would be to jump out right there and yell like
crazy. She’d scream like a banshee.”
Hollis didn’t know what a banshee was, but his father had said this before, so he assumed a banshee was either someone who screamed a lot, or screamed loudly and well. Hollis pictured his mother screaming. “I would
DAVE EGGERS is the author of a new novel, untitled at press time, and the editor of McSweeney’s.
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MICHAEL RAEDECKER, MONUMENT,
1998, acrylic and thread on canvas, 55 7/8 x 72”.

just get up on the ladder and pop out, and yell Wah!” his father said.
They were walking under the highway now and his father’s voice was louder, and his Wah! stayed in the
underpass for some time.
As they were passing through the dim corridor Hollis wondered how loudly his mother would scream, and
how long afterward she would calm down. He wondered if his mother would find the scaring funny, or if she
would be angry.
Hollis wanted to scare his mother.
“I want to scare her,” he said.
“You can watch me do it,” his father said. They were now in the light again. “Actually, maybe it’s not such a
great idea. Your mom doesn’t like being scared.”
Hollis took in a quick breath.
“She does!” Hollis said.
“No, I don’t think she does. That one time I did it she was mad for a pretty long while.”
Hollis remembered hearing about that afterward. After seeing a suspenseful movie on TV, his father had
hidden in the back seat of the car. He knew Hollis’s mom would go to the convenience store, which she did
every night to get fresh bagels for the next morning, so he snuck out to the car and had hidden in the back seat.
He had stayed there, in the back seat, while she started out on the highway and then exited onto the frontage
road. He waited until the third stop light, when the road was dark and quiet. Then he jumped up and yelled
“Wah!”
They had stayed there, at the intersection, for an hour afterward.
“She’ll like it this time,” Hollis said.
“No, I don’t think so,” his father said. “It was a bad idea.”
Hollis was furious. He couldn’t believe this possibility was being taken from him. The scaring
was something that was about to happen, the event looming ahead like a holiday, and now it would not happen. He felt dizzy. He would have to argue with his father to ensure any possibility of it happening, and even
then it probably would not happen.
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MICHAEL RAEDECKER, INS AND OUT,
2000, acrylic and thread on canvas, 130 x 78”.

As they walked, the snow breaking underfoot, Hollis explored other ways he could jump in front of his
mother’s window. He could do it himself, but the ladder was too heavy for him to lift and raise. He could jump
from the tree nearby, but that was too far. He could somehow swing from the rooftop from a rope, perhaps tied
to the chimney. He couldn’t remember if they had any rope that would be strong enough.
As they came across the field and saw the house in the distance, Hollis pleaded with his father to scare his
mother. His father told him to drop it. Hollis begged. His father stopped responding. He was finished with the
subject.
When they pushed through the hedge at the perimeter of their yard, they could see Hollis’s mother in her
second-floor window, her soft oval face painted in ochre. She was reading something under her grandfather’s
ancient lamp, steam from her tea rising around her face like creeping ivy.
Hollis’s father went inside, stomping his feet on the porch, releasing the snow. Hollis went to the garage
and found the dead frog he’d been keeping in a jar. He dropped it onto his father’s worktable and cut its belly
stem to stern.
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MICHAEL RAEDECKER, ECHO, 2000,
acrylic and thread on canvas, 100 x 78”.

MICHAEL RAEDECKER, SYNCHRONICITY, 1998,
acrylic and thread on canvas, diptych, 67 x 149 5/8”.
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MICHAEL RAEDECKER, RADIATE, 2000, acrylic, wool, and thread on canvas, 701⁄₄ x 503⁄₁₆”
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TERRY R. MYERS

No Place
Like
Homeless
No doubt these paintings are unlivable. But there is a lot of there there, in the form of
rather weird things or substances that obviously have found a supportive, fecund home.
This is a contradiction, but it is more specifically a productive discrepancy that initiates
what appears to be an almost natural offsetting of terms rather than a gratuitous gesture
of altercation (e.g. a sign of painting as a “struggle”). The overwhelming sense of calm that
emerges from this balancing act is the primary reason why the resulting bleakness is so
satisfying, filling, and even funny. All of the paint and all of the other materials that have
been distributed across or planted in the surface of these canvases look as if they have been
able to take root and take up all available space due to some type of fermentation or fertilization process. The implied growth potential of this abundance is poignantly negotiated
by a visual barrenness that has been very specifically distributed (rationed?) amongst the
necessary components of image: line, shape, and color. The illusion is that these abandoned rural or suburban homes, rooms, and landscapes pictured in these paintings do
not have what is necessary for our survival only because all of the “home improvement”
stuff-paint, yarn, thread, veneer, wood stain, etc.-has moved in and taken over the place.
And why not? After all, this is painting, not a house.
But, of course, painting is often a home, albeit one that is rarely comfortable. There
is compelling evidence that Michael Raedecker believes this to a certain degree, especially
since he also makes it clear that he has productively invested (like all interesting painters)
in the alienating aspects of his chosen activity, most of which have to do with an inability
to leave the material as it is. In other words, it has never been easy to keep paint going
for very long as paint, to maintain “painting” as ‘just painting.” In 1962, even Clement
Greenberg had to admit something like this, if somewhat begrudgingly: “as the fifties
wore on, a good deal in Abstract Expressionist painting began fairly to cry out for a more
coherent illusion of three-dimensional space, and to the extent that it did this it cried out
for representation, since such coherence can be created only through the tangible representation of three-dimensional objects.”1) Identifying de Kooning’s Women paintings

of 1952-1955 as a watershed moment, the critic went on to coin the phrase “homeless
representation,” which he defined as “a plastic and descriptive painterliness that is applied to abstract ends, but which continues to suggest representational ones.” With this
definition on hand (and keeping Raedecker’s paintings in mind), it makes perfect sense
that for Greenberg an artist like Richard Diebenkorn “found a home for de Kooning’s
touch,” when he returned to representation via Matisse. For “homeless representation,”
however, there was a need for some visible (and tangible) tension, a “dialectical” pressure
that would transpose the ways and means of abstraction and representation. Enter the
early work of Jasper Johns, who, for Greenberg, sang “the swan song of ‘homeless representation,’” in his bait-and-switch approach to painting.
Forty years later, this song is still being sung provocatively in painting, even if today
it is much more about sampling, or even-particularly in Raedecker’s case-the sampler.
Like music, painting has been completely rescued by sampling and its hands-on (even
craft-like) approach-much of painting’s history is now available without the baggage of
nostalgia or the antagonism of appropriation. Raedecker gets it, and not only because he
used to be a DJ. His paintings remind us that the only home any image has anymore is the
one we make for it using things like the movies we will never forget or the songs we will
never stop loving. Titling some of his paintings after songs by the likes of, for example,
Elvis Presley or Spandau Ballet, Raedecker gives clues that everything in his paintings is
directly tapping into the kind of collective memories that never leave us since they are perpetually re-woven into our brains because we want them to be. This is the part of painting
that is very much not alienating.
Speaking of weaving, Raedecker’s move from fashion to painting has been sufficiently
written into his back-story, despite his assurances that his experiences in the former industry are not directly responsible for his use of some of its materials and techniques in
the latter. In his early work embroidery was a practical and efficient way in which to make
it clear that he considered painting to be most valid as a pastime (his early paintings were
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a sort of deconstruction of the paintings of Winston Churchill via photomechanical reproduction and thread that was used to “write” their context on their surfaces): “I wanted
to use a technique which let me enjoy what I was doing, maybe listening to some music,
and let my mind drift away.”2) Regardless of the explanation behind it (don’t forget, after
all, that Jasper Johns claims he had a dream in which he made a painting of an American
flag), at the very least Raedecker’s sewing technique literally grounds what comes across
as his complete comfort with exploring and analyzing the relationship between materiality and “look” in his paintings. It could be said that all of the fibers in his work give him
and us something to come home to, loose threads that actually anchor our shared experience of what should remain an impermeable painting.
It is just as likely that Raedecker’s use of embroidery gives him an effectual way to get
started or get something in or on the painting quickly during any moment of its making.
It surely also makes it easier for him to rip or unravel something out of the picture if it isn’t
working.3) The flexibility of Raedecker’s needlework is what gives many of the images in
his paintings the appearance of something that could easily be changed, particularly in
works from a few years ago like REVERB (1998). In this painting (made with very little
paint) “lines” of white thread dart like streaks of light or scratches across the surface of
a schematic image of a living room that seems to have a floor made of water (or is the
room slightly flooded?) that “reflects” the ceiling, walls, a window with a view of distant
mountains, and-most boldly-an open curtain made with a dense stitching of yellow and
brown embroidery thread that is the most physical thing in the work. (It is much more
“present” in both material and color than the scattering of loose, frayed threads that hug
the perimeter of the room like dust bunnies.) Since 1998, Raedecker’s paintings have
become much denser, creating a slowness in both image and material that has guaranteed
that the work is seen fundamentally as painting instead of drawing or craft.
Of course, craft in the “handicraft” sense of the term (rather than, for example,
the “Dutch landscape painting” sense of the term) is a relatively new issue in painting,
and I’d imagine that if I were to only have Raedecker’s paintings described to me that I
might jump to some conclusion about their having a problematic relationship to the wellrehearsed ideological battles of art versus craft in gender or class terms. In his most recent
paintings, Raedecker has successfully side-stepped this issue by conceptually opening up
his use of fiber, not only by moving beyond a more “conventional” application of stitching
and sewing, but also by enabling more of it to act like paint while remaining very much
not paint. For example, in a painting like RADIATE (2000), the fibers on the floor of the
depicted room are like tiny worms of paint. Other parts of this painting contain paint
that has a lot more body than in other works: often the depleted paint in Raedecker’s
paintings looks like the residue left behind after a flood; in this instance, it has impossibly been able to wet through the window of another empty-yet-very-full room. Maybe

a rather liquid avalanche has buried this house? A window in a similar painting, BLOCK
(2001) has literally been boarded up with veneer. In its conceptual and physical melding of fiber and paint, Raedecker’s work has much in common with the mid-seventies
paintings of Joe Zucker. Well-known for his “cottonball” paintings from the late sixties,
in which each puff was dipped in a different color of paint and placed on the painting in
even rows, Zucker went on to produce a series that he called the Reconstruction paintings
which grandly depicted the history of cotton production in the United States in cotton
and paint. Rather than simply coating cotton balls with paint, in this series Zucker employed something akin to Greenberg’s “descriptive and plastic painterliness”: the fibers
became part of the paint, fusing art and craft inextricably together. Zucker’s statement
at the time works nicely for Raedecker: “My selection of subject matter in relation to
kinds of surfaces is important. Pictorial content becomes an iconography to discuss the
topography of the painting.”4)
I would argue that it has been Raedecker’s increasing attention to the topography
of his paintings as paintings that has allowed him to open up the iconography of this
work in terms of its content as well as its orientation. Exploring a considerable reorientation first in major paintings like KISMET (1999) and UP (1999), and extending it in
paintings like JOURNEYS TO GLORY (2001/2002) and EXPOSURE (2001/2002),
Raedecker has demonstrated his willingness to move beyond the conventional spatial relationship between an image and the painting it inhabits, to make representation “homeless” in more ways than one. Now he has us flat on our backs looking up into the sky or
who knows where, rather than standing upright gazing out of a window or across a field.
Disoriented and more than a little dazed, we are definitely not in Kansas any more, and
it’s very likely that we never were.
1) This quote from Clement Greenberg and all that follow are taken from his essay “After Abstract Expressionism” in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism. Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969,
ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993), pp. 124-125. First published in Art International, October 25,1962.
2) Louisa Buck, “UK artist Q&A: Michael Raedecker,” The Art Newspaper, no. 104 ( June 2000), p. 67.
3) The beginning of Johns’s first FLAG painting was a disaster: starting with enamel paint on a bed sheet he
made a mess so he switched to encaustic. Rauschenberg then asked if he could paint one of the stripes and
used red encaustic where he should have used white, and several of its collage elements needed to be stitched
on to hold them in place. In fact, the entire painting is rather desperately stapled to at least one edge of its
plywood support because the sheet was barely large enough to cover it. Moreover, the painting is awkwardly
dated 1954-55 not because it took that long to complete it but because it was damaged at a party and had to
be repaired. My point here in direct relationship to Raedecker’s work is that interesting paintings are usually
put through hell.
4) Joe Zucker, artist’s statement in Richard Marshall, New Image Painting (New York: Whitney Museum of
American Art, 1978), p.68.
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michael raedecker
I have never been to Michael Raedecker’s studio, but I can
imagine what brightens the walls besides his intricate, serious
paintings. Photographs of Modernist architecture in inhospitable places, for example, the 1940s houses of Albert Frey
in the parched wilderness of Palm Springs. Reproducrions
of flat Dutch landscapes in sharply recessive perspective by
seventeenth-century painters such as Jacob van Ruisdael and
Meindert Hobbema. NASA photographs, embroidery patterns,
and pages from antiquated home decor caralogues. If these
influences aren’t on his
paint-splartered walls, rhey are all over his paintings, and his
ability to synthesize them ioto atmospheric images of disturbingly archetypal locales has made Raedecker one of the most
successful of London’s painters.
His ascent has been swift. Born in 1963, he worked as a
fashion designer (collaborating with Martin Margiela on three
collecrions) before studying painting at Amsrerdam’s Rijksakademie and London’s Goldsmiths’ College. In 1999, jusr
one year afrer graduating, he won the UK’s prestigious John
Moores Prize for
painting, and in 2000 he was nominated for the Turner Prize.
He found his signature style early: Impastoed, washed, and
poured paint in subdued colors, plus embroidered addenda, the
legacy of his career as a couturier. More often than not, he alchemizes this mixture into an architectural landscape: a single
building, usually
a low-slung Modernist bungalow with a large single picture
window, dropped ioto a raw vista dotted with lunar plants
and rocks. The viewer’s vantage point is often from out of the
house’s window onto this exterior landscape. The room itself
feels long abandoned. In a painting from 1999, rhe viewer is
posirioned in a grey living room enlivened only by a creamcolored, tufted rug (reproduced as tufted wool stitched into the
canvas). One gazes out, perhaps longingly, at a distant mountain range. Reformation (2002), a new canvas from Raedecker’s recent show at The
approach in London, shows a similar interior that has starred
to decay. The picture window is still there, but the walls are
a darker shade of grey. Initially, it seems that the pieces of
cheap, woodfinish veneer that Raedecker has sewn onto the
canvas with cobweby loops of thread are patching tbe walls of
the room, but they don’t follow its architectural contours-they
are actually parching the painting, trying to hold together its
illusory space while fatally torpedoing it.
This is crucial, fot Raedecker is simultaneously a creator of

Michael Raedecker placebo, 2002, acrylic, oil, and thread
on canvas, 65 x 96 cm. On view at The approach, London

mirages and a destroyer of illusions. A large work, Someone Said that the World’s a Stage (2002), surveys a painted
topography of coral-pink sea and pallid real shore, dotted with
stitched replications of bamboo huts, palm trees, rocks, and
oddities such as a small, dragon-like figure and an exploding checkerboard-patterned cube. These last are somewhat
redundant signs of trouble in a paradise that is neither realistic
in its facture-the embroidered aspeers, though they are more
physically present than the painted ones, jar she eye with their
conscious artifice-or its composition. Floating in the uipper
left of the picture, intricate grids of iridescent thread create several overlapping polygons that look like windows in receding
perspecrive, as if the trademarks of Raedecker’s phantasmal
houses had disengaged themselves and
were floating free. It is nothing new for artises to break their
iconography into its constituent pares to test the vitality of
each, but in Raedecker’s schema of puncruring illusion this
dismemberment has a consistent purpose.
His paintings have long suggested that there is no perfect
paradise to run to, either inside or outside the mind-for these
are psychological landscapes, allegories of mental escape from
what Sartre termed the hell that is other people, But here even
the architecture of the illusion is beginning to collapse, and
Raedecker’s newly roseate lighting only makes matters worse.
In his paintings one always feels stuck-either stuck inside a
darkened house, or stuck outside it looking at its bright lights,
or stuck hovering over a landscape-and then the painting itself
starts to disintegrate before your eyes.
The only person who isn’t stuck is Raedecker himself. While
he also makes portraits (although not to great effect), one of the
most interesting paintings in The approach’s show is a small
still life.
This work, placebo (2002) is set in a reflective, silvery space
around which ricochet shimmering afterimages of embroidered
versions of another checkered cube, a glass tumbler, an upright,
lit cigarette, and a baroque glass paperweight.
This tense, deceptive, self-enclosed world of non-Euclidean
possibility suggests Raedecker might also have some Pittura
Metaphysica reproductions on his studio wall. And while he
will undoubtedly continue to map unnatural, melancholy landscapes, I hope he visits this place again,
Martin Herbert
This profile was published on the occasion of the Michael
Raedecker exhibition at The
approach, London.

Michael Raedecker echo, 2002, acrylic and thread on linen,
254 x 198 cm.
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past times
Michael Raedecker’s cool-hued paintings of empty houses and snowed-in landscapes tap into feelings of unease
rather than shock. Framed like movie stills, his uninhabited living rooms and master bedrooms, or the frozen front
yard of a suburban bungalow create an inexplicable sense of the unsavory, as if the viewer had stumbled upon the
scene of a crime or crime-to-be. “It’s something I experience myself,” says the 37-year-old Dutch artist. “You switch
on the TV and see funny footage of a house an you immediately think something happened there, but it’s just a silly
architectural program. Most of the time you think the worst. You think the old people in the house have been slaughtered.”
Raedecker started out in fashion, working briefly as Martin Margiela’s assistant before switching to art. “Working with
Margiela, I realize that the creative process is limited. It’s not sitting in the office day in and day out doing drawings.
I realized that I wanted to do my own thing but that in fashion you have to work with a lot of people.” The only thing
that remains of Raedecker’s foray into fashion in his use of embroidery and textile elements like mohair, sequins,
wool and cotton thread in his painting, though he thinks that is something he would have ended up doing even if he
hadn’t worked in the clothing business. His work is textured with tufts and knots and squiggles and stitches: crossstitched duck tracks across a lawn of pooled white paint, tree-tops of coiled wool, the nubby lattice pattern of a bedspread, the knotted yarn of a shag rug, a sewn shadow.
“I started using this technique for a conceptual reason,” says Raedecker. “I came across the work of Winston
Churchill who made loads of paintings, and he wrote an essay called Painting as Past-time. He just said, ‘it’s fun to
paint - you just go outside and paint what you see.’ And I thought, ‘Why not? Why hide behind theory? Painting is a
past time, like embroidery.’ I copied some of Winston Churchill’s painting using photographic prints on canvas and
I would sit for weeks and weeks embroidering information like the title, which collection the painting was in and the
exhibition that it hung in on my painting.” After six paintings, Raedecker abandoned Churchill for his own work but
he continues to create hybrid canvases of paint and thread. The painstaking needlework that goes into each of his
paintings is not just for the novel effect of a rib-stitched tree trunk; it’s how Raedecker justifies proliferating images
in an image-saturated culture. “With painting you make one gesture and you have the line of the roof. If you work
three oro four weeks on one painting, it becomes important.” Wanting to do important and worthwhile work in today’s
scandal-avid art world is as much of a throwback as painting when everyone else is photographing, filming or building
installations. Clara Young
Michael Raedecker Overnight 1998 166 x 244 cm, acrylic, veneer and thread on linen, The Tate Collection
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Material
success
MICHAEL RAEDECKER
The Approach, E2
Simon Grant
MICHAEL Raedecker has found
a painterly language which has
turned him into a bit of a star. Thre
are now queues of collectors across
the globe waiting for him to finish
his next canvas.
This is his second solo show at
The Approach, one of the most exciting galleries in the East End, and
it is even better than the first.
Raedecker made a name for him
self with landscapes and interiors
which combined paint - lots of muted greens and greys - with wooven
wool and cotton. Here, his needle
has become the paint-brush, with
the surface of the works becoming patchwork of images - wool for
plants, cotton for shadows.
The differenct thickness and
applications of the threads give
the images their tone. A bundle
of overpainted threads forms the
trees’ foliage; thick wool traces the
outline of a log cabin. Sometimes it
is shagpile thick.
At a distance you can’t see all
this. Only when you are up close
do you recognise the textures and,
at the same time, the immense
amount of labour which has gone
into these works. If this all sounds
dangerously close to those hideous

Spinning a yarn: Raedecker’s Beam 2000 from wool and cotton
wool-and-nail paintings which
found their way into homes in the
Sixties, then think again. Naff these
are not.
Raedecker, who used to be a
fashion designer (he worked with
Martin Margiela), gleans his curiously nostalgic imagery from a
wide range of sources; from 18th
century Dutch landscape paintings
to interior-design magazines, from
thriller movies to architects’ plans.
Rather than being self-consciously referential about their influences, as many contemporary
painters are, Raedecker blends
them all with great subtlety. His
vision is not a Utopian one and his
locatoins don’t look like fund place.

But neither are they depressing.
They are suggestive spaces, framed
well as compositions without being
dercriptive.
There is not enough informatin
to start reading a narrative. This is
what makes them worth revisiting
- there is always something missing. It is up to us to find the missing
part of the jigsaw. Fantastic.
The Approach, first floor, 47 Approach Road, E2 (020 8983 3878),
Thursday to Sunday, until 18 June.
New portraits by Raedecker at One
in the Other, 1 Tenter Ground, E1
(0207 241 5282), Friday to Sunday
until 11 June.

Ratings:
O adequate
good,
very good,
outstanding,
X poor

Essay published in extract on the occasion of the exhibition Michael Raedecker, extract in the Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven 13 November 1999 - 9 January 2000
©Michael Raedecker, the author, Stedilijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindoven, 2 000
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Landscape, Furniture, Painting
by Edwina Ashton
Michael Raedecker’s paintings are like finding a hair in the advocaat. They offer up chilled worlds of nostalgic alienation. Re strained,
luscious and troubling, from far off they are drab and on the page their coolness seems a bit flat, but in detail they are com pelling. Paint
lies on the surface, poured in pools or washed, soaking through wool, sometimes marbled, articulated by embroidery. Exquisite patchy
details - mountains, curtains, shadows - direct attention onto particular areas but without explicit purpose. The materials act as ontological focal points that suggest classification: stirred paint for rocks, wool for large plants, cotton for shadows. But they spill into each other
and break down to suggest the fragility of those systems by which we attempt to describe the world.
Raedecker’s earlier work is imagined in the cool colour and light of 1970’S television. Empty patios or driveways are described in hesitant stitching which breaks off as ifha1f-remembering. In this frame you might be drawn to fill the blankness - with crime scenes or
memories of walking home from school, or emptiness. Gradually the paintings have moved from what might have been seen to something more distant and secluded; a wilderness close to an imagined America cast in northern light. His first solo show, like a sequence
from an ersatz Western, pictured awesome mountains, a bungalow on the plains, and cacti, arranged as longshot landscapes, an interior,
and close-ups. These draw out the surrounding vastness. That old trick of suggesting a narrative that is never satisfied is confounded.
Characters are emptied out without implying their departure and all that is left is all that is shown - rooms and scenes and soft furnishings, in which the only character is oneself.
With no action but seeing, Raedecker’s paintings allow you to drift through time and space, through the immediate, near and immensely far off. Close up the ground is disturbed by water-stains, fuzz and hair. These are not traces of anything, but conjure up a
world in which blots spontaneously generate, like a fantasy of pre-linguistic substance from which everything is formed. The monochrome surface washed with nearly invisible brushmarks does not seem made; it just seems to be there. The colours point to contemporary taste but also to an imaginary past or future: echoey illustrations of glimmery mud flats. Raedecker’s buildings concentrate time,
but un-specifically. They sample recent design from the lone pioneer to the prefab. The sparse details of these interiors reveal nothing
messy or anecdotal. They neither record, nor project, nor symbolize an era safely from the present.
Retrospectively the houses become pathetically pared down. Many are found in the magazine Vacation and Second Home, as illustrations rather than photographs, accompanying articles called Our Dream House. They trace an image or maybe a utopian longing
or contemporary nostalgia. In painting little is real. Raedecker’s paintings don’t just wrestle with representation but densely tangle it.
His images of nature mimic how we read time from things, and objects from shapes and paint. Rocks still look fluid, 1ike cooling lava.
Their marbling skirts between stone, decorative paint finishes and torn linoleum. Mounds are trees. Shapes flounder between plants
and pattern. Like something felt through a linguistic blanket, you identify but generally.
Raedecker dips into the gap between the knowable and the sensory. Highly tactile qualities belong both to the materials he uses and the
objects they picture. These correspondences, the desire to name and to show the real are poked at. Seemingly natural but highly illusionist objects are wrung from the wrong stuff using curious techniques. String patterns mingle concentrations of dankness. Woolly trees are
matted with paint like wet socks - a category error on a par with eating toast in the bath. But appropriateness is no guarantee. Curtains,
made from what they might be in the world, only serve to underline the illusion.
A fascination of creative embroidery or pasta collage is perverse substitution - chopped eggs for fairy wings in edible woodland scenes.
Paint is perverse, but it is more familiar. Thread is less solid than paint. It looks actual but is equally strange.
On another register, Raedecker’s paintings dislodge spatial conventions. Often there is no horizon. The same mottled background stands
in for land, sky and objects. Narrowing lines and stitches perform a diagram of three-dimensional space, pulling rooms back into views
and onto the surface. The tracery delineates objects - and the framework by which we see them. Raedecker repeats illusory space while
undermining it. He furtively dissects the positions of the viewer, the canvas and the painting, gliding between co-ordinates and scales.
Vertical planes offer apparent openings but return masked abstractions as zipped Soviet jerseys. Raedecker’s space is formed by its objects. When he inflects them, the ground tilts and we look obliquely over but never at. The reference point is indeterminate, the stable
resting place deferred. Raedecker’s somewhere might be the slim jetty, but also the painting, the gallery, everywhere and nowhere.
Raedecker sees relations over reference. He uses extraordinary gaps to stretch and hold objects apart. Like Cy Twombly’s spaces
these gaps do not acknowledge the Kantian categories of space and time, but are I “the void” of Oriental compositions, merely

accentuated here and there by some calligraphy ... [and Valery’s] “huge rooms of the Midi...”
the big pieces of furniture lost in them. The great emptiness enclosed - where time doesn’t
count: Raedecker plays on an airless association between place and solidity, object and containment. For, as the British philosopher J. L.
Austin writes, the world is not made up solely of ‘moderately sized dry goods’ but equally problematic, amorphous things: piles, rivers, pictures in books or on walls, voices, vapours. Raedecker breaks up space, as within it the possibilities of differentiation are broken down.
He suggests and blocks an equation between liquidity and freedom, and conversely between thread, definition and constraint. Slurried
paint, inert and almost animate, liquefies and engulfs as it depicts. In phantom, a pool, the same colour as the ground, hovers over the
painting. Neither a nothing nor a something, it is a blurt of ectoplasm demonstrating the malleability of every image, and a black hole
where both meaning and its subject disappear. In a twilight of watered milk and sweating wool the visual condenses opaquely as it is revealed. The erosion of subject, imagery, and space paired with an insistence on lingering detail precipitates a fissure of pleasure that
haunts the paintings.
Mimicking light, paint becomes a malevolent material force that reveals and dissolves objects. Dingy creams bind Raedecker’s recent
paintings into a hermetic world of off-white tennis shoes and leather Clutch bags. Sun-faded planes are infused with the possibility of escape. Seventeenth-century Dutch landscape artists, who had heard about but never visited Italy, bathed an imagined mountainous countryside in golden Italianate light. Michael Raedecker’s almost invisible light cements rational but extraordinary worlds, approximate scenes
that could be imagined through television or the cinema, though never visited. kismet’s blank white tongue of paint, masquerading both
as source and effect, becomes a blind hole that imitates and inverts natural light. At the Van Abbemuseum Raedecker painted the gallery
walls two different grays. These ‘made the space feel smaller and filtered light as if it were dimmed, reflected sunlight from the surface of
the moon, or the sparse light in my paintings’- extract, a subterranean bedroom, lit up like a cinema screen. In this scene yellow cotton
rays, seeming more outlandish than other kinds of light, unpick the fictions of cause and effect.
As depiction is loosened and overstated, Raedecker’s most recent paintings are charged with untenable sensibility. Deathly colours and materials disintegrate and contaminate extract. In guarantee perception is undone by conflation; like a milles fleurs ground, the pink haired
floor supports a gridded bed and together the two compress Mediaeval, Classical and Modernist perspectives. The moundy bed-head and
flanking lamps seem as much prepared for a funeral as a holiday. These bedrooms picture the promise and conditions of love; ‘the first
thing we love ... is the scene which ... consecrates the object I am going to love’,” Both too much and not enough, like their titles they reflect an enduring question of love and death: ‘who will leave first?’
Michael Raedecker paints few people. Initially his series of old men, tronies, seems as inert as his spaces are subliminally alive. A tronie is
slang for someone untrustworthy and Dutch for face. Rembrandt made tronies - ‘face-pictures’; paintings of himself which he did not consider as portraits but as explorations of expression or costume. They attach no significance to identity and upset our concept of portraiture
and subject. Raedecker’s old men are not of anyone in particular, but illustrate conjecture. They are intelligible as pictures of old men and
so question how any portrait can portray its subject. Their faces mask and parody maps of time. Too close, these features get lively. Tufts
of wool are combed or sprout from crumpled pore-pricked skin. Embroidered blood-lined eyes dominate, focus and resist attention. The
tronies seem unavoidably lonely, hollowed into widening cardigans; any sadness means we have already gone too far. They enact an idiot
desire to read intention into matter.
Michael Raedecker’s work repeats the past illegibly. The imagery is unknowable and familiar. It belongs to no one and Side-steps personal
history. The sewing lays visible, while concealing how it is made and how we see. This action is, for Raedecker, a meditative process:
working closely and moving away, both predetermined and subject to change. He sews ‘a couple of steps ahead’ with an image in mind.
Planes of attention slip in embroidery, as the needle passes through the frame. Like drawing, sewn lines stretch between x and y, representing time as space. They cover and never reveal individual origins or routes but specify everything that might have been.
Raedecker’s paintings are profoundly philosophical and light. In their beautiful, curious formulation of embroidery and paint, estrangement and vagueness become tangible. Things and the gaps between them are materialized. They have odd and elusive titles, rarely adjectival, often both a noun and a verb. Like the illusory spaces they name, these soften the structures by which we represent our world. Michael
Raedecker’s paintings are of places that are neither solid nor nameable. They cannot exist simply in space and time. His work shows that
reality, too, is neither this nor that, but both and neither. His possible worlds ask us to contemplate how the actual is possible.

MICHAEL RAEDECKER
INTERNATIONAL MAN OF MYSTERY
Patricia Ellis

Drift, 1999. Acrylic and thread on linen, 166 x 244 cm
MR: Painting is a serious matter.
PE: So you’re a really serious guy.
MR: It’s funny to realise that myself.

hotel rooms, vast spreads of vacant unscathed
vista. It’s like he’s painting a road trip, constantly
on the move: fugitive, twitching, unsettled.

Spinning on the head of a needle, Michael Raedecker weaves a spell of ambience. In the pinkgrey dawn of a crispy winter morning, a modern
American dream house is frozen in solitude. The
luxury of isolation, the status symbol coldness
of desirable acquired loneliness. Clinical and
undisturbed — disturbing. Anticipation is creeping, the hairs of your neck tingle. Like a distant
memory or prophecy, you don’t see this painting,
you sense it — like tension in the air, an unsettling emotion. It’s a comfortable nervous feeling,
impending. Like silent sleeping breaths buried in
snow.

“I’m not sure why I do landscapes — maybe
because they make us seem so small, or maybe
because as a city person I just see them on TV
or film. We’ve always had our thing towards
nature and by living in a big city I can neutralise it or block it out; it simply doesn’t exist.
So the paintings are probably not even landscapes.”

Raedecker is a master of ambience, of dejavú,
of Something Not Quite Right. His signature
mute-toned paintings dazzle with recognisable,
associative glamour, made intimate with homey
hand-stitched detailing; Grannycraft warmth with
a hard corporate edge. His interiors and landscapes are instantly familiar: anonymous empty

80 Flash Art MAY JUNE 2000

Acutely honed and perfectly set, Raedecker compresses his trigger devices. Filmic without narrative, movement, or sound, his lingering suspension is cinematic minirnalism. His subject matter
is more common on the big screen than in the big
city. Romanticised banality, taken for granted not
from experience, but from desensitised media.
Pastoral and seductive, Raedecker’s images are
sleepy post-card perfect, undermined by an irrational suspicion of silent small-town trauma. You
fmd yourself wading in the foreign-ness of fa-

miliarity. It’s the gnawing knowingness of Twin
Peaks or Fargo, but without the quirks or camp.
The premise of nervousness is served up straightlaced; it’s a numbing construction.
“It seems maybe obsolete to do landscape. But
I hope that with the ‘landscapes’ I do there is
this sense of timelessness. The great outdoors
has always been there, long before us, and
nothing has changed ever since. And .we have
always been puzzled how to relate towards
this ‘thing’ that’s as mysterious as life itself.
Therefore for me it’s still relevant to do painting. Although people are walking away from
it because on a theoreticaJ level it seems to be
going in circles. It might not be compatible
with the times we live in; it can’t keep up with
TV or the media. But since the media is omnipresent we need a barrier against ‘reallity,’
and that’s probably why there is a new wave
of interest in painting. The 2D aspect is easy
to get into, you know it’s not real. In the end
painting is just an optical illusion. So if painting is not real let’s move away from reaJity
and do big budget film stuff in a low budget

Guarantee, 1999. Acrylic and thread on linen, 152 x 203 cm
individual medium. Like a landscape that
mysteriously continues upsidedown.”
Hollow Hill: The dank enrapture ofa cave, a
swooping helicopter shot ofa lake, Raedecker
edges closer still to the surreal. Swirling and distorted, the landscape becomes frozen in a .rush of
confusion. Serenely void, but forensic with detail,
the colours loom, damp and mossy. For some unknown reason, the shadows fall the wrong way.
A deafeningly pacifying dream that pulls you in.
Desiring.

sign of life, every trace evaporated. Sealed in
it’s four-star splendour, recycled air flows osmotic through the double weave sheets, the thick
woolly carpet, efficiently confined by the doubleglazed plate glass. It smells positively... earthy.
“When I start a new painting the first thing I
do is to find out how to make it, like a director
has to know how to visualise a scenario. then
when I’m working, I try to act; I try to be as
innocent and intuitive as I was when I did my

first painting. Raw and unpolished, it was the
atmosphere that was important to come off
through the pores of the canvas. And still every time I’m working on one, I am surprised
how it comes out. I’m trying to learn something worthwhile in the process and make
something that is unintelligible and enigmatic,
and therefore says something about... Life...
whatever.”
Patricia Ellis is an artist and writer based in London and Milan.

Hinging on emptiness, Raedecker’s ambience is
a suggestion of absence. Seduced by perfectly
static compositions, your imagination succumbs
to a pretence of inertia. The cool calmness of the
extremely refined colours, the delicate regularity
of labour intensive stitching: The effect is hypnotising. Entropic ghosts of places, without character, context, acoustics, or gravity. Landscapes
are constructed like interiors. They’re all about
design. It’s your own reaction to Raedecker’s
selected isolation which creates the emotional
friction. Raedecker has planned and constructed
these experiences just for you.
A bright and pricy suite of a remote luxury inn.
Generic, swept clean of any history, void of any

Left to right: Hollow Hill, 1999, Acrylic and thread on linen, 152 x 203 cm.; Hindsight, 1999.
Acrylic and thread on linen, 198 x 167.5 cm. All Images: Courtesy The Approach, London.
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FLATLAND
You never know quite where you are in Michael Raedecker’s painting. They cling to familiarity, just as their paint clings to the canvas like layers of sediment being deposited, washed
away and washed back again. They are like remnants of real scenes and remembered palces,
fished out from the reservoir of a collective imagery and yet never quite caught, never quite
fully recognisable. Much has been said of their cinematic dependencies, and while it is futile
to try to identify precise mise en scènes, it is perhaps the generalised melancholy of foreign
wanderers in the American landscape - the existential anomie of Wenders or Antonioni or Ang
Lee - which best compares to Raedecker in tone and mood.

Kate Bush on Michael Raedecker

90 frieze

Ins and Outs 2000
Acrylic and thread on linen 330 x 198 cm
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Raedecker paints places short in human
history, and long in natural history - quite
unlike Europe’s increasingly utilitarian
countryside, which grows ever more dense
with people and construction. But their
precise location - backwoods or badlands,
prairie or mountain, desert or swamp - is
strangely imprecise, just as their seasons
are inexplicit and their temperatures indeterminate. It is a poetic imprecision which
connects him historically to a genealogical
tree of Dutch landscape painters - from
Joachim Patenier to Hercules Seghers to

horizon were forced to climb steeples or
dunes to gain a purchase On their ground;
by the 20th century Piet Mondrian solved
the problem by slowly swinging the
picture plane through 90 degrees and giving us a bird’s-eye view of pier and dune.
Raedecker’s solutions are even more
eccentric. Most of the time he simply
ignores the horizon, or else fails to
discriminate between sky and land by
rendering both in the same sludged paint.
When the horizon appears, it is warped.
In Mirage (1999), for example, the land

Unlike typical Dutch landscapists
such as Hendrick Goltzius, who described
the land in terms of continuous, coherent
surface teeming all over with intricate
detail, Raedecker’s compositions oscillate between points ofabsolute clarity and
areas of absolute sparseness. This skittling between isolated object and empty,
pallid space accounts for their pervasive
melancholia their sense of barely connected loneliness. ‘It’s possible to give a
lot of detail in a painting and still make it
look empty’, he says. One or two elements

Nature is as shapeless and
haunting as the ‘something
nasty’ which Aunt Ada Doom
saw, but could never quite
bring herself to describe, in the
woodshed on Cold Comfort
Farm.

Radiate 2000
Acrylic and thread on linen 178 x 127 cm

Aelbert Cuyp - artists who never ventured
beyond their native flatlands but who
filled their canvases with imagined sunlight and impossible geologies, inspired
by travellers’ stories and other people’s
paintings of Alpine sublimity. Raedecker’s
paintings are similarly imagined projections of an unknown elsewhere, though
here they are refracted through the prism
of cinema, TV, travel brochures and 1960s
or 70s lifestyle magazines.
The Dutch landscape tradition has
often involved a struggle against flatness:
their challenge, to dramatise unremitting
horizo ntality within the vertical plane of
the painting. In the 17th century, painters anxious to overcome the omnipresent
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is pictured as if in the aftermath of some
extraordinary seismic spasm. It curves up
and back in on itself like a calcified wave,
parallel to its own horizon, struggling
to find room for itself within the constricted rectangle of the picture. In Hollow
Hill (1999), what appears initially as a
worms-eye view of the sky from inside a
crater, could equally be read as a horizon
line convulsed almost full circle to fit the
format, with a few lone trees still clinging to their original perpendicular. If the
horizon is the measure of all things, the
known base around which we establish
where we are, then Raedecker destabilises
this surety and forces us to get lost in the
tactile space of his paintings.

are picked out clearly in delicate embroidery, while all around remains inchoate
matter: great marbled slurries of paint the
consistency of melted icecream, or microscopic surface agitations, bits of fluff and
hair, vermicule wriggles of paint, barely
adhering to the surface. A rock, a pond,
a cabin, or a weird, indelicate succulent:
these understated motifs are deposited on
the canvas, stranded like meteorites with
their strangely matter-of-fact figuration
emerging forcefully from the contrast with
their formless grounds.
A recurring Raedecker scene - visible
in Ins and Outs (2000), Beam (2000), or
Radiate (2000) - features an isolated log
cabin set in a wood ofleafless trees. You
can imagine a thin wind snivelling among
the rotting, bald trunks, but otherwise all
is cloaked in terrific silence: no birdsong
penetrates the muffied, crepuscular gloom.
Colour is sucked out of the scene, the
palette reduced to a single muddied hue
- a putty, olive, lavender, or beige. Light
must be there because shadows fall, but
we can’t see its source; its effects are perversely vapid rather than vivifying. The
ground runs liquid with mud or retches
water to settle into stagnant ponds. Nature
is everywhere, yet everywhere it is leaden
with a sense of inertia, less landscape than
nature morte. The only things imaginably
alive ivy or fungus or bacteria - live off
the back of other deaths. If the landscape,

Beam 2000
Acrylic and thread on linen 203 x 172 cm

What leaves the bleakness of Raedecker’s uninhabited wastelands and vacant interiors is the same
element which makes them sparkle as paintings: the shocking delicacy of his virtuoso needlework,
set against the shocking indelicacy of the paint which threatens to soil and engulf it.
as is often said, depicts a human encounter
with nature, then Raedecker’s meeting is
the opposite of sublime. No transcendent
thrill, no intimidating, life-enhancing moment, but the reversion of both man and
nature to an antediluvian, pre-linguistic
materialism. Like the splodge of grey ectoplasm which squeezes out of the rustic
hut in his Phantom (1999), nature is as
shapeless and haunting as the ‘something
nasty’ which Aunt Ada Doom saw, but
could never quite bring herself to describe, in the woodshed On Cold Comfort
Farm.
Another scene recurs, like a dream, in
Raedecker’s oeuvre. In paintings such as
Beam (2000) and The Practise (1998), the
crisp geometries of his Modernist cabins
are turned inside out to describe retroModernist rooms with a view of far, still
hills. These low-ceilinged interiors, with

their insistent, exaggeratedly minimal
perspectives, place us within the room and
yet force us to view it from a strangely
remote vantage point. They create a contradictory sense of distance and nearness,
of detachment and claustrophobia. A floorto-ceiling picture window, so appealing
to Modernist American architects seeking
osmosis between inside and outside, is
usually the central feature. Yet, here,
it is doubled within the window of the
painting, and doesn’t lead into transparency and liberation but a peculiar sense
of vitrification, as if the rooms had been
vacuum-sealed and soundproofed against
emotion and experience. Spare and soft,
their hessianed walls, heavy drapes and
outsized boucle rugs represent a former
time’s ideal decor. Now they seem forlorn,
decorated only with silence and sadness;
settings, perhaps, for human scenes full

of misunderstanding and missed intimacy,
as naggingly incomplete as a Raymond
Carver short story.
What leavens the bleakness of
Raedecker’s uninhabited wastelands and
vacant interiors is, of course, the same element which makes them sparkle as paintings: the shocking delicacy of his virtuoso
needlework, set against the shocking
indelicacy of the paint which threatens to
soil and engulf it. Many artists have sewn
as a way of democratising and domesticating the pretensions of painting, but few
have contrived the combination of thread
and paint, handicraft and high art, to such
poetic effect. Like Fontana with his
appliquid jewels or Rauschenberg with his
precious metal leaf, it is the surprising
alloying of two different registers of matter and technique which makes Raedecker’s art so distinctive.
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Currently showing “Ins and outs” at The Approach Gallery, 1st floor, 47 Approach Road,
London E2 9LV, Tel. +44 (0)20 8983 3878, fax
+44 (0)20 8983 3878 (until June 18); “Tronies”
at One in the Other, 1 Tenter Ground, London El
7NH, Tel. +44 (0)20 7564 8282 (until 11 June)
Represented by The Approach
Background Born 1963, Amsterdam; 1985-90
BA Fashion Design, Gerrit Rietveld Academie,
Amsterdam; 1993-94 Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten, Amsterdam; 1996-97 MA Fine
Art, Goldsmith’s College
Track record Solo shows include: 1998: “New
paintings”, The Approach, London; “Cover”,
Stedelijk Museum Bureau, Amsterdam; “Solo”,
Galerie Nouvelles Images, The Hague; 1999:
“Outtakes”, Michael Janssen Gallery, Cologne;
1999-2000: “Extract”, Van Abbe Museum,
Eindhoven.
Group shows include: 1997: “In De Sloot...Uit
De Sloot”, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam; 1998:
“Die young, stay pretty”, ICA London; “Loose
threads”, Serpentine Gallery, London; 1999:
John Moores 21, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool
(1st Prize Winner); Istanbul Biennial; “Examining pictures”, Whitechapel Art Gallery, London
(touring to MoCA, Chicago, Armand Hammer
Museum, Los Angeles.
You trained as a fashion designer before going
to Goldsmith’s. What made you switch to
making art?
When I was still at college I went to Paris for an
apprenticeship with Martin Margiela, which
was really great-I think he is a genius. It was
really fantastic to work with him, but I found out
that what really happens when you are a fashion
designer is that you don’t have time for the creative process-you do that in the plane, at the factory or when you’re in the hotel room. It’s not as
if you sit there and design all day long. Through
the process you just have these ideas and then
later you use them. But that’s not for me, I just
prefer to go to my studio on my own and do my
own thing. So did my last show and then worked
for two years on making paintings without using
any paint-more like doing photos-to find out
what painting was and what it meant to me.
What first inspired you to use thread and
yarn?
I came across the work of Winston Churchill and
his essay “Painting as pastime”. I was intrigued,
and thought that he was making a very simple
and straightforward statement: painting is a
pastime; you just sit there and paint. He went
outdoors, and sat and painted a landscape, and I
thought, “Yes, why not?
Why should you read all these philosophers
before you are able to make an artwork? What
about the fact that it’s really nice to
paint?” I wanted to emphasise that, but I decided
to reproduce his paintings, not by painting them,

UK artist Q & A

Michael Raedecker
but by photographing
them and printing them onto the canvas and, on
top of that, embroidering all the information that
I had about the work — its title, what collection it was in and so on. It took a long time to
do because I was using exactly the same colours
that were in the paintings, so from a distance you
could see there was something going on and had
to go up to the surface and read. I wanted to use
a technique which let me enjoy what I was doing,
maybe listen to some music, and let my mind
drift away...
You’re now so adept at using the medium of
embroidery and textiles that on your canvases
thread and paint cross-dress and do the most
surprising things. But trompe l’oeil virtuosity is also spliced in with areas that seem
deliberately clunky. Is it difficult to keep that
fine line between being good enough to get the
effects you want and being not so skilful that
it becomes a craft exercise?
Yes, but it’s also the most interesting bit. When
I look back at my first paintings, I was quite
naive at the time, but I just had the energy and
the ideas to do what I wanted to do. But you’re
bound to lose that roughness and maybe get too
clever, too skilful. So I’m aware of that. To keep
on making the images I have to act, I have to
play, and so with some bits I really need to be
skilful and with other birs I have to try and put it
back into balance again and maybe be a bir more
clumsy with the material.
There’s a lot of humour in your work-the
way that you make thread do what one would
expect from paint, such as conjuring up light
or reflections, or the way that paint is made
to hang and dangle off the surface like bits
of yarn. Then there are those hokey cabins,
garages, and bizarrely marbled rock, not to
mention those weird, wormy presences popping up out of the ground in paintings such as
“Pulse” or, in this show, “Web”.
Sure, I don’t want to be too serious. It’s good that
there are also these weird, almost funny elements
in the work, because if it were all really heavy, I
would pass a point and it would become pathetic.
I always like to play with the elements, and each
element has to have its role within the image,
otherwise it becomes too funny or too serious. I
like to keep things a little bit in the middle, and
then the viewer must decide for himself
whether he thinks its an uplifting or a sad image,
because that’s something I don’t really want
to control. I don’t want to be the dictator who
makes it too clear. You should be a bit puzzled

about what you are seeing or experiencing.
Do you still use images from magazines or
brochures as a starting point?
I have much more of a visual library and more
experience and so I don’t need to look first at
other landscapes or houses. Most of the time I
just start from sketches and then go to canvas, so
they come straight out of my head.
But your colours remain muted, even dingy.
When you use bright colours it becomes just
too nice. I think it’s quite important that you
are careful with the way you use colours, so I
don’t use a lot of colour, but enough to give an
atmosphere.
At the same time as the Approach show, you
are also exhibiting portrait heads of old men,
which you call tronies, the same term used
of Rembrandt self-portraits used by him
as explorations of facial expressions and/or
costume.
With this series I became intrigued by old men,
the last phase of their lives and what it means.
But it’s not about the individual that’s in the
painting, it’s almost like a mug shot.
Or an icon which people can project their
feelings onto?
Yes, an icon or maybe even a cliche because you
can’t read anything from it because you can’t see
the status or the function of the person-he may
have been a postman or a bank director; perhaps
alone, perhaps a widower. He doesn’t really have
a function
any more. You can’t put all that in a painting, so
the expression is the important bit about it-the
way that they look-that will give a reflective
quality. I worked in an old people’s home in Holland and I observed them, and it’s very strange
how they live their lives-not a lot of relations see
them any more; they’re
afraid to go out on the street; theit mental abilities are not the same as they used to be. I think
that the old people of today have
experienced so many changes in society and
technology and I don’t think that these changes
will ever be the same again for
future generations. They can’t keep up with these
things and that’s why they maybe hide away.
Influences?
Definitely film. Sometimes you go and see a
really good film and you walk out and you think
“What am I doing painting?” The impact of
film is so immediate; it has a different impact
to painting, of course, otherwise, I would have
stopped. I especially like the abstract quality of
Kubrick’s 2001 and the way it tells a story with
images and hardly with words.
Future projects?
Grnup shows at ICA Boston this Summer and
at Andrea Rosen Gallery 2, New York in the
autumn.
Interview by Louisa Buck
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Michael Raedecker
The Approach, One in the Other
(East End)

A

light shines in the picture window
of a bungalow. Shadows are visible
but you can’t see in; maybe the blind has
been drawn against the drab surroundings.
A line of melancholy trees flanks a barren
patio dotted with dank pools; a tangle of
vegetation encroaches on the building as
though threatening to engulf it. Michael
Raedecker’s landscapes (at the Approach)
are getting bleaker and more despondent.
Most of the drawing is done with strands
of wool mired in thick paint that congeals
round the tufts and tangles making them
look like mould. The air of decay is heightened by blotches in the dull grey ground
which seep into visibility like patches ofdamp discolouring decrepit walls.
‘Radiate’ could be a glimpse of the interior. A picture window dominates a room
empty save for a thick pile rug. With dense
white impasto blocking out the view, one’s
attention is focused indoors. The windows
are hung, wi.th curtains rendered in fine

cotton thteads Sewn into the canvas; unruly strands of wool wriggle across the
floor like a seething carpet of maggots and.
leap up the walls, as though determined
to colonise the entire space. It’san image
ofentropy and decline; but an element of
humour is introduced by the absurdity of
portraying big themes with needle, thread
and knitting wool - homely materials associated more with decorative pleasure than
blank despair.
Even when the subject is deathly, Raedecker’s range of techniques - from subtle stitching to stubbly tangles, and from
thick impasto to watery pools enlivens
the surface with its variety, skin and wit.
The same cannot be said of his portraits
(at One in the Other). Men sit in chairs
looking terminally depressed. Hair, eyebrows and eyes are rendered in cotton or
wool; otherwise faces are blank masks of
paint articulated by buried strands of wool.
Arecipe has been arrived at; characterisation is uniform - a serious lapse of judgement. Stop!
Sarah Kent

The Times, London, 20 September 1999
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VISUAL ART: Richard Cork
meets the 1999 John Moores
Prizewinner, Michael Raedecker

T

wo large hooks hang down
from the rafters or Michael
Raedecker’s white-walled
London studio. They look
disconcerting at first,’ and give his
room the air of an abattoir. But no
carcasses dangle in this luminous
space. Indead, Raedecker
suspends his paintings from the hooks
so that he can work on them with
needle and thread. Embroidery,
for this highly individual artist, is
an integral part of the paintings he
makes. And the results are so impressivc that Raedecker has just
won the coveted John Moores Prize,
a £25,000 award to be handed over
on Thursday at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool.
As a judge of the 1999 prize, I
am delighted with the painting Raedccker submitted. The largest he
has yet produced. Mirage was the
outcome of “a very intense period,
when I worked long hours. every
single day, for about four weeks. I
saw it as a challenge to finish that
painting for the John Moores deadline,”
Raedecker’s strenuous commitment paid off. Mirage had to com-

pete in open competition with well
over 2,000 other paintings sent
in for the Moores this year, but it
stood out at once. Both I and my
fellow judges - Germaine Greer,
former Moores prizewinners Mark
francis and Dan Hays and the new
director of Sydney’s Museum 0f
Contemporary Art, Elizabeth Ann
Macgregor - were overwhelmed bv
the avalanche of entries. Paintings,
far from being dead, seems to enjoy
boisterous health at the century’
end. But our exhaustion was offset
by the excitement of encountering
submissions as outstanding as Mirage.
Racdecker invites us to roam
across the panoramic width of this
painting, as if we were travellers
an epic journey. But the landscape
unfolding in Mirage is a desolate
locale. No one seems to inhabit
this parched coutry, and there are
few signs of vegetation. Plants
are limited to the base of the two
main trees, while their trunks and
branches are as stripped as the
bare, stricken woods in Paul Nash’s
paintings of First World War battlefields. Strange, glittering depos-

its, where Raedecker has applied
sequins, counter the bleakness and
even make this empty terrain seem
beguiling. But the longer we gaze
at Mirage, the less anything make
sense.
Take the thin shadows cast alone
the ground by both trees. They are
contradicted by two more shadows,
running up the trunks and destroying the illusion of perspective. Raedecker appears ro be suggesting
that the entire landscape is as flat as
a piece of painted stage scenery. He
puzzles us even more on the right
where the ground curves like a wave
and, as thouch shaken by a seismic
tremor, turns upside down. The violence of this upheaval is ominous,
indicating that the world has suffered a catastrophic convulsion.

R

aedecker, for his part, is
buoyant and “really surprised” that he won the
prize. He may put the
money towards buying a house: “I’d
like to find something much bigger
than my flat in Vauxhali - a warehouse or an old empty pub which I
could work on myself.”
Although he grew up in his native
Netherlands, training initiallv as a
fashion designer, Raedeeker has
lived in london for the past three
years. He came here to take an MA
in fine art at Goldsmiths College.
“London was at the centre of all
the media attention about art.” he
recalls, “and Goldsmiths made me
more self-as-sured - I wasn’ fully
grown up before then.”
His great-grandfather, John Raedecker, was the sculptor responsible
for the prominent National Monument in the centre of Amsterdam.
It was a prestige commission at the
time, and Michael’s work, in turn,
is beginning to recieve recognition
in the Netherlands. He has already
won a Royal Painting Prize in Amsterdam, and Queen Beatrix has
bought two of his paintings. Other
Dutch collectors have acquired his
work as well, but none matches the
enthusiasm of Charles Saatchi, who
now owns “at least 13 of my paimings”.
Raedecker is a restless, energetic 36-year-old, tall, slim, and
constantly making dramatic hand
gestures to back up his remarks,

he never once sat down during
the afternoon I spent in his studio
near Tower Bridge. Open and confident, he has no time for Saatchi’s
insistence on calling him a Neurotic
Realist. What, then, is the springboard for images as bewitching as
Mirage? “I like 17th-century Dutch
landscapes, the ones with moun
tains,” explains with an ironic
smile. “But my own work starts like
a dream. I’m fascinated by the fact
that landscapes were there long before we came alone. Mirage is about
seeing something that’s an optical
illusion. It’s all fake, and I make my
art ambiguous so that viewers can
complete the paintings in their own
minds. But people often tell me that
my images derive from Australia or
locations they’ve seen in films.”
The thread plays a paradoxical
role in his work. It emphasises the
anificiality of a painling and, at the
same time. “makes certain details
stand out. To me, using thread seems
such a natural thing to do. After all,
there’s a very old tradition of artists
designing tapestries.” But Raedecker is also aware of the risks involved
io giving thread such prominence.
While hovering dangerously near
the borders of craft and folk art. he
knows precisely where to stop and
how to play off the thickness of embroidery against the thinness of his
acrylic paint. Raedecker also stops
short of introducing figures into any
of his landscapes or interiors. “If I
put one of my sad old men into a
painting of a room, it would leave
the viewer out.” he explains, “When
a room is empty, the viewer can step
into it. But when someone’s alreadv
there, the painting becomes too
close to narrative.”
Raedecker wants his work to retain a vital sense of mystery, and he
seems completely absorbed by the
tantalising images conjured in his
work. “I cherish being in my own
private space,” he admits. I really
like going to the studio every day,
and feeling that I can do whatever
I want.”
> Raedecker’s Mirage is included in
the John Moores Exhibition 21, at
the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool
(0151-207 0001) from Sept 24 to
Jan 9
Richard Cork
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Michael Raedecker

The Approach Gallery, London
Michael Raedecker’s paintings are like finding a hair in the advocaat. They offer up a chilled
world of nostalgic alienation dangling somewhere between retro modernism and naffness.
They look empty and luscious and a little disgusting. From far off they are drab and on the
page their coolness seems a bit flat, but in detail they are compelling.
The show at the Approach consisted of six paintings. Together they seemed like someone’s idea of an American film - the locations of an ersatz 70’s Western - a bungalow set on
the plains, awesome mountain backdrops, picture windows, succulents. These are shown in
an array of cinematic views- a longshot, a theatrically framed landscape, an interior, and two
close ups. This combination confounds that old trick of suggesting a narrative which is never
satisfied. Somehow characters have been emptied out without implying their departure and
all that is left, is all that is shown - rooms and scenes and soft furnishings. They offer a short
circuit without anecdote, in which the only character is oneself.
The painted spaces are empty rather than expansive. They are articulated by embroidered details - boulders and tree-trunks and shadows. These direct attention onto particular areas, but without explicit purpose. They are occasional, but far too intently made
to seem casual. Wool is overstitched and layered in plump mounds. Knotted tangles and
loose dangling loops allude to generalised vegetable matter. Stringy, flat, olive camouflage
forms stylised backgrounds reminiscent of Paul Klee drawings. A range of mountains is built
up in single strands. They are beautifully, but strangely formulated. The skittling between
sparseness and detail skirts around modernist sensibilities. Michael Raedecker finds many
of his houses in a magazine called Vacation and Second Home which has articles entitled
This is our Dream House. They embody a pathetic optimism. His choices form an eloquent
sample of design history- a pioneer style balcony in Cue, the low slung bungalow in Monument - shrine to a tawdry prefab modernism - and a classic modern wall-to-ceiling window
in Reverb. Lacking the technological or personal mess of our time, they share a fantastical
pared-down aesthetic. Gloops of chocolate milkshake, mud grey, and bleached greens
compound this suggestion of modernism but go deeper.
The paint is mutely descriptive. It lies on the surface, in pools, as a wash, sometimes
soaking through wool, sometimes marbled. At odds with its inertness, the embroidery creates illusionistic detail - sharp areas of colour and overworked texture. It describes objects
in a stark, clear light. This clarity almost chokes on its metaphoric enlightenment by way of
suggesting a rational world. Short stubby stitches make light-streaks on glass. Cotton is
tautly stretched into languorous shadows. The needlework is astoundingly skillful, not for
the variety of stitch, but as exquisitely observed drawing. In Cue, shade is knitted onto the
undersides of wool fencing and grey threaq shadows are cast in effortlessly arresting tones.
Then the assiduous realism is poked at by three gold sequins sewn into the sky.
These embroidery nodes go way beyond any discussions of thread’s sex. They act as
ontological focal points. Michael Raedecker uses materials as if to generate a classification system or hierarchies of reality; stirred paint for rocks, wool for mountains and curtains
and large plants, cotton for shadows. But they spill into each other and break down and

Michael Raedecker: Pinch, 1998 (acrylic and thread on linen)

Michael Raedecker: Cue, 1998 (acrylic and thread on linen)
anyway suggest a model which is internally meaningless. In contrast to the undifferentiated
mass of paint, thread is less solid (a standard unit only so thick) but weirdly actual. The curtains
are painstakingly built up from different thickness of wools and cotton (in graded tones of red,
brown and green yellow), and the shag-pile rug is bobbled with milky pink-brown knots. It is
what they would be made from in the world. But the apparent aptness of using wool or cotton
only serves to underline the illusion. Equally one of the fascinations of creative embroidery,
flower arranging or pasta collage is perverse substitution - such as using chopped eggs as rally
wings in edible woodland scenes, Paint is as perverse but more familiar, Michael Raedecker
mingles inappropriate stuff. He uses preposterous techniques (laying wool in patterns and
then pulling it from the half dried paint) and decorative flourishes (leaves run through with gold
thread like a trouser suit trim). He delights in restrained concentrations of dankness. Woolly
trees are matted with paint like wet socks - a category error on a par with eating toast in the
bath.
And up close these diffident images have disturbing subliminal stains - water-damage,
fuzz and hairs lurking dirtily on the surface, It is as if some of the detritus evacuated by sleek
functionalism has returned, Rather than talk about traces of life these allude to a world in which
filth occurs randomly in tiny bursts (like spontaneously generating Mediaeval flies). Nature is
without solace, The plains are moon like deserts. Plants are strange sci-fi things, fluff balls,
bulboid bloods~ckers with fat wool over stitching and spiked stalks topped with horrid little
worm heads of paint.
Seventeenth Century Dutch landscape artists, who had heard about, but never visited Italy,
bathed the Dutch countryside in a golden Italianate light. Michael Raedecker’s paintings approximate to scenes which might have been seen, though never visited. They collude with the
possibility of travelling everywhere through TV or films. They seem familiar, but not - something
like middle America cast in cool Northern light: somewhere between a TV planet and a National
Geographic idea of wilderness.
A few years ago, Michael Raedecker made reproductions of Winston Churchill’s paintings,
This was working at a remove - making paintings of paintings by someone else, (who laid out
his ideas in an essay on painting as a pastime). The paintings at The Approach extend this absenteeism and deferment. Their images are impersonal and familiar They seem doubly distant
from their possible source, Instead of belonging to someone else they belong to no one else,
Amongst the notes for his paintings Michael Raedecker has a list of words in English, often
snatches of songs heard or remembered, When looking for a title he sometimes takes their
meanings and matches one to an image. These act in the same way as the later paintings - as
a part in translation which is rephrased to assume a seeming life of its own.
Michael Raedecker embroidered almost invisibly over Churchill’s paintings with details of
their provenance in matching colours. In his current work the sewing is less prescriptive - it
needn’t correspond to the background but it is in some way predetermined. The action remains
the same, For Michael Raedecker, it is a meditative process which involves engagement and
distance: working in close detail and then moving away to see it, He works ‘a couple qf steps
ahead’ with an image in his head. There are unpacked patches, Like drawing, sewing involves
lines and moving from x to y, but its vagueness is always tangible (knots, matted stuff). It is
more difficult to fade out cotton. But Michael Raedecker doesn’t need to try.The places he creates are generalities onto which he embroiders the specifics of a possible world.
Edwina ASHTON

