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Nothing to See?

Nothing to See seems like an ironic title 
for a book presenting the work of a painter. 
Is the artist suggesting that there is, in a way, 
nothing to see on his canvases? In that case, 
you would expect to encounter a highly con-
ceptual painter who maybe leaves us with a 
blank canvas and an idea about perception, 
but such is not the case. On the contrary, 
Matthias Reinmuth’s paintings appeal to the 
viewer, first in a visual way. Often at least fifty  
layers of paint are applied before the work 
is finished. How many of those layers can be 
seen? Does that question give a clue to the 
title?

My first impression while visiting Rein-
muth‘s studio was that color is a key issue  
for this artist. Through and in colors there is 
a lot to see, or, you could also say, to figure 
out. In a painting like Plain (2014), the colors 
are closely related to each other and pro-
duce chromatic variations, creating dyna-
mics from blue and purple to red, along with 
a sense of depth. In this case, depth is not 
the spatial illusion, as in looking at a distant 
horizon in a land-scape, but depth in the 
sense that you feel that the painting is not 
just surface, but that there is also something 
underneath. There is an inner life if you will, 
or, as in Points Universe (2013), a celestial 
space without clear boundaries.

As we were looking at some of the pain-
tings from the series Plains (2011–2014), the 
conversation in the studio came around to  
Claude Monet and the kind of timeless con- 
templation that his Waterlilies prompt, but 
that they also require, in order to unfold 
themselves. Monet’s paintings are, one could 
say, on the brink of figuration. They spring 
from looking at a garden, observing changes 
in light on the flowers or pond, but they are 
also just paint and color and dots – abstract 
in that sense. In most of Reinmuth’s work, 
there is no underlying framework like Monet 
had with his garden. In that sense, there is 
nothing to see that we could immediately 
recognize, but still there are color diversity 
and dynamics. In fact, there is a lot to see, 
but nothing to hang on to. No visual grips,  
no storyline to follow, no architecture that 
gives the colors cohesion – instead, points,  

lines and planes are the protagonists in  
these works, and once more, color.

Reinmuth takes notice of multiple pain-
ters and -isms from the last century. Apart 
from his Impressionist interest in changing 
light and color (he only paints in daylight), 
there is also a connection to Abstract Ex-
pressionism and Informalism, where the 
painterly gesture becomes a main focus. 
Those seem to be the attitudes in painting 
that he plugged in to when he started out  
in the 1990s. This means that despite the  
teasing title of this book (which is also the 
title of five of his paintings), the artist has  
not taken an ironic turn on painting. He 
keeps believing in the expressive possibili-
ties of the medium, even while aware that 
he lives in another time than Monet did, and 
quite some forms of expressionism have 
been exhausted since.

Despite all that they hide in their many 
layers, and all that they do not show in 
terms of figuration, the paintings appeal to 
something the viewer already knows or has 
even experienced before. The paintings can 
trigger very specific memories in the viewer, a 
matter of associations through color, texture 
and mood. Some of the paintings remind me 
of the weather and the elements, as if they 
have been outside exposed to different types 
of weather, be it blue rain or an icy breeze or 
a thunderstorm that has eroded the forms, 
electrified them, changed the shapes, added 
new layers, or made previous ones invisible.

The weather is not something we think of 
as having an intention; the forms and colors 
that are produced through the elements 
in a mountain landscape, for instance, are 
not connected to some subjective expres-
sion. They are just the result of colorful and 
changing circumstances, both beautiful and 
harsh. But then of course we know that these 
paintings are made inside a studio by a hu-
man hand, by an artist considering how the 
composition should look, when the colors are 
saturated, and if the right amount of depth  
or drama has been achieved.

The moods of the paintings are diverse, 
ranging from soft, subtle and retained, to 
more expressive and also displeasing. Some 
seem like romantic tributes to life and eter-
nity, referring to infinite space, while others 

show rather sharp and right-in-your-face 
combinations of forms and colors, amplified 
through the use of wipes, drips, or scratches.

Some works show refinement and maste-
ry in terms of technique, while others seem to 
be the result of an almost indifferent way of 
application. There is no aesthetic code here, 
no specific style that is pursued, but what 
happens in all the paintings is the procedure 
of layering, which is a principle that holds 
the works together. Bringing something up, 
and taking it back or scraping it off. Making 
something visible, then hiding it behind a 
transparent new layer of color, adding other 
details. Layering is connected to time in 
the studio and to a process of action and 
reflection. The paintings are the result of an 
often-repeated alternation between acting 
spontaneously and then reviewing the visual 
result and rethinking the composition that 
developed. There may seem to be a lot of 
accidental expression in the work, but in fact 
the works are very well-considered and are 
often redone before they get to leave the 
studio. Through this process in time, a kind  
of mental geology becomes part of the  
paintings and their layers, even though, on  
a formal level, no such content can be seen.

Jurriaan Benschop
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All Drawings: Colored Pencil on Paper, 2013–2015, 48 x 36 cm, inverse 36 x4 8 cm
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