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Gerhard Merz was born in Mammendorf, Germany in 1947. He lives and works in Berlin
and Pescia. Among the many solo exhibitions are: Accademia Tedesca Villa Massimo,
Roma (2011), Kunsthaus Bregenz (2003), Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen,
Düsseldorf (2002), Kunstverein Hannover (2000) Helmhaus Zürich (1998), Kunsthaus
Bregenz (1998), Padiglione Tedesco, Biennale di Venezia (1997), Kunst-Werke, Berlin
(1995), Kunsthalle Basel (1995), Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf (1994),
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles (1992), Deichtorhallen, Hamburgo
(1992), Kunsthalle, Hamburgo (1992), De Appel, Amsterdam (1990), Kunstverein
Hannover (1990), Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago (1989), Kunsthalle Zürich, Zurigo
(1989), Kunsthalle Baden-Baden (1987), Le Consortium, Dijon (1987), Kunstverein
München, Monaco di Baviera (1986), Kunstverein Kassel (1984), Fruitmarket Gallery,
Edinburgh (1983), Kunstraum München (1982), Van Abbe Museum, Eindhoven (1980),
Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Monaco di Baviera (1978), Kabinett für Aktuelle
Kunst, Bremerhaven (1978), Kunstraum München (1975). In 1983 he won the renowned
"Arnold Bode Preis".
Professor at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf (1991-2004) and at the Akademie der
Bildenden Künste in Munich (2004-2011), where he studied from 1963 to 1973.
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For over half a century, Gerhard Merz has challenged audiences with work that is at once
lucid and profoundly complex. From his very first exhibition at the Kunstverein München in
1971, the artist established the enduring theoretical foundation of his practice. An early
photograph—depicting a tear bar, a steel ruler, and a light bulb package—emerges as a
manifesto that remains relevant to this day. Proportion, order, light, and—just as in that
initial exhibition—geometric fields of color constitute the essential and self-sufficient
means for an art that aspires to the absolute. Even here, one discerns the early signs of a
transcendence of genre boundaries. Inspired by revolutionary architecture, Merz’s work
dissolves the distinctions between model and realization, between the conception of
painting, space, and architecture.

In the ensuing decades, Merz took part in the most significant artistic manifestations,
including four editions of Documenta in Kassel (1977, 1982, 1987, 1992), Westkunst in
Cologne (1981), Von hier aus in Düsseldorf (1984), Chambres d'Amis in Ghent (1986),
and the German Pavilion at the Venice Biennale (1997).
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For the latter, he conceived a white room within the pavilion, where the structure and the
glow of thousands of fluorescent tubes transformed the visit into a unique, almost physical
experience, erasing all historical and design connotations of the building. Since then, he
has exhibited large-scale paintings and sculptures—some at architectural dimensions—in
numerous solo exhibitions.

Merz advocates for a radical disillusionment, a purification of art from deceptive content,
randomness, approximation, messages, and themes that claim to mirror contemporary
concerns. In this stance, he stands in opposition to the prevailing tendencies of
contemporary art. "Merz seems to portray an emptiness in his work that implies neither
transcendence nor submission to the mundane," Thomas McEvilley observed in 1995.
This reduction of content, paired with a rigorous and far-reaching formal abstraction—one
that is, in reality, a construction—might have led others to conceptual inertia, perhaps
even to a sense of resignation. Merz’s work, however, demonstrates that negation can
function not as a constraint but as a form of liberation. He explores the possibilities and
trajectories that, paradoxically, become all the more distinct precisely through these
apparent limitations.

His artistic practice is pursued with absolute precision, whether through drawing,
photography, painting, or the realization—by others—of full-scale models, pavilions, or
buildings. "I defend the human right to make art for no reason," Merz asserts, insisting on
an approach that transcends pure conceptualism.
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Numerous titles of works and exhibitions within Merz’s oeuvre attest to his deep
appreciation for Italy and its artistic heritage: Archipittura, Costruire, Brennero-Duomo-
Dove Sta Memoria, Mare, Mondo Cane. Merz unwaveringly continues his trajectory,
despite, or perhaps in response to, the turbulence of our times. After a significant period
of reflection, the artist returns to his creative activity with a new series of works, Ça ira,
created for the space of Galleria Giampaolo Abbondio and inspired by the revolutionary
song from the era of the French Revolution. The monochromes in white and orange, along
with a diptych in green and pink dedicated to Marcel Duchamp, radiate with an
autonomous presence within the Renaissance architecture of the gallery.
The exhibition is curated by Frank Boehm, curator and architect, founding director of the
Museum Mitoraj in Pietrasanta since 2024.
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Video interview Gerhard Merz - “Corriere della sera - La Lettura”
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VENEDIG, OR THE LAW OF FORM, MEASUREMENT AND LIGHT

By Gudrun Inboden

“(...) In the dazzling light of VENEDIG is any meaning used up? Does the empty space
show nothing other than its own clarity? Where in this brightness is the actual object of
illumination? What clarity is meant here, apart from the real one articulated in
measurement, form and light? 
That art «transcends the sense of language» is well enough known as a postulate of
modernism; but in this space in Venice such longing, with the darkness that is natural to it,
is not longer dominant. Instead, what stands clearly before our eyes is that «meaning has
vanished into verse»[T.W.Adorno1961], and that in this apparently insignificant deviation
of the indicative from the utopian tense of modernism a profound difference is
communicated. Modernism worked towards the autonomy, the purity of language.
Modernism wanted at last to redeem language from its task of conveying meaning and
then – having as its vehicle reached the destination – withdrawing selflessly behind it. But
this vision addressed the germ of superordinate meaning, and in order to become
concrete itself, it sought its semantic echo in the aesthetic subject. Thus modernism
unintentionally allowed the scheme of means and ends to survive. In the emptiness of
VENEDIG, however, even this dark remnant of a pathos formed on the aesthetic subject-
object-relationship has given way to the ethos rooted in the incorruptible spirit of reason. 
Released in this way from modernism and loosed from their telos, the means of
measurement, form and light no longer speak in the idiom of the «aesthetic message»,
and in VENEDIG any question about this merely echos in the void. The light shows
nothing except that it is there. It does not illuminate «What it is for», but «That it is». That
art is may thus become the occasion for a basic (and thus astonishing) inquiry in which
the functional is perceived to be secondary. (...)”
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ARTFORUM 
Gerhard Merz
Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA)

By Colin Gardner 

Gerhard Merz has built a reputation in recent years with a series of site-specific
installations that attempt to realize the utopian Modernist dream of a formalism that fuses
art and architecture in a seamless, nonutilitarian whole. While this seems at first glance to
be a hopelessly nostalgic yearning for the “total” art epitomized by the art-for-art’s-sake
movements of the early 20th century, Merz introduces enough contradictory elements to
create a visually provocative, if theoretically futile work.
Archipittura, 1992, Merz’s recent installation at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
was a logical step in this development, combining the dual elements of architecture
(architettura, in Italian) and painting (pittura). A large room was split into unequal “halves”
by an open-ended dividing wall, which allowed the viewer to walk around it but never to
view all of the walls of the room at once. Each face of the divider featured an identical
black mural with a surrounding white border. Approximately one-third of the way in from
the left edge, a vertical, stainless steel bar suggested a three-dimensional Barnett
Newman stripe or a Mies van der Rohe structural reference to an I-beam. This
architectural grid was further reinforced by the overhead lighting (neon tubes arranged in
parallel pairs at 90-degree angles to the wall) and concrete floor (interlocking rectangles).

Merz’s debt to the International Style was underlined by a large inscription, on one of the
facing perimeter walls, which stated: “FOR LUDWIG MIES VAN DER ROHE LESS IS
MORE MCMXCII.” The opposite wall, which featured a square glass panel suspended
away from the surface in stainless steel mounts, opened onto a smaller anteroom which
Merz calls a “studiolo” or study. This housed a smaller, dark-ocher canvas that not only
suggested an equivalent to the mural in the form of an easel painting, but also replaced
the vertical bar with an oversize, stainless steel T-square. The interior and exterior rooms
thus established a complementary formal interplay of painterly and architectural
vocabularies, so that any initial binary relationships were blurred if not dissolved.

By encouraging the viewer to interact bodily with the space-as-painting and painting-as-
space, Merz seemed to be referencing El Lissitzky’s “Proun” installations of the mid ’20s,
in which painterly surface and sculptural volume metamorphosed according to the
viewer’s changing position. However, Lissitzky’s program was rooted in a practical,
utilitarian, constructivist ideology in which painting and architecture were inseparable from
a program of revolutionary socialism. Anchoring his work in the reifying, esthetic sphere of
the museum, Merz appears to be deliberately eschewing any wider social agenda. This
resorting to a purist estheticism thus aligns Merz with a Kantian/Greenbergian formalism,
rooted in Platonic ideals of transcendental form. Ironically, it also allies Merz with the
retardataire Neo-Classicism of Carlo Maria Mariani, whose retrospective coincidentally
occupied the galleries next door. Strange, but appropriate bedfellows indeed.
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Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), 1992
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