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Matthias Groebel picks up the phoneinaLondon hotel at 7 o’clockin the morning.
Itis March 14,2024, one day before his 66th birthday. While others retire at this age,
Groebel finds himselfin the acceleration phase of an unusual career. It began 35
years ago on the fringes of the art world and remained in the shadows until, three
years ago, Swiss artist Andreas Selg curated an exhibition of Groebel's paintings
fromthe 1990s at Galerie Bernhard in Zurich. All of a sudden, paintings that were in
some cases over a quarter of acentury old resonated with the times. Exhibitions in
Cologne, Berlin, Disseldorf, Paris, and New York followed in quick succession.

Hans-Christian Dany_Did you get a
good night's sleep?

Matthias GroebelI'm just having my first cup of coffee.

HCD_Later tonight, your exhibition
phantoms all around me, curated by
Hannes Schmidt, opens at Gathering,
London. It's your first exhibition
in England, but you already have a
longer history with the city.

| would often visit a friend here in the early 2000s. | was traveling a lot at the time.
What | had been doing up until then wasn’t working out anymore and | was looking

for new avenues. After transforming found footage from television for over ten

years, | bought a simple video camera and started filming. You could say that tele-
vision had become dull, so | started recording my own program. After a while, this

home-made TV program evolved into an experimental approach to convert stere-
oscopic photography to video using ahome-made attachment for my Canon cam-
era.lnasecond attempt, | got myself asomewhat obscure adapter from Japan that

did a better job than the one | had made. The slightly offset stereo photos were in-
tendedto create a spatialimage inthe viewer's head when they were reassembled

withthe appropriate viewing device. It was atechnical construction that attempted

toreproduce what was there but more vividly, while at the same time creating an-
otherlayer of reality.

HCD_This viewing apparatus that al-
lows the offset stereo images to be
combined in the viewer's mind, how
come you didn't use it for the video
recordings transposed to paintings?

As apainter,|was interestedinthe paradigm shift at the end of the 19th century, the
momentin art history when the pointillists began to paint pictures whose color ef-
fect only emerges in the mind. This was a major step in the history of painting, to-
wards a picture that first materializes in the eye of the beholder and engages them
as an active voyeur.

HCD_Many of the technological de-
velopments at the beginning of the
21st century were much more regres-
sive in comparison. The voyeur, in
charge of forming their own image,
was once again disempowered, de-
prived of agency in the face of
ready-made suggestions.

Whichis why | don't supply the device used to recombine the offset stereo image.
Viewers have to construct thistool themselves, so to speak. Atfirst, | took pleasurein
the incomplete suggestions depicting their ownreality. Beneath this joy of pictures
where the spatial element fades in the fissure of displacement, the stereo images
were intriguing to me along the lines of amuch older aspect of painting - the central
perspective of the painter as observer, whose point of view defines the picture.

HCD_Why did this artistic innova-

tion from the Renaissance become

relevant to you as an artist working

in 20057

Inthe years before, | translated television images into painting through a series of
manipulations. This transfer into another medium involved a technical where |
connected myselfto various machines, serving as both the initiator and observer
of this transformation.




HCD_In German, "“to translate”
(Ubersetzen) also means to ferry
across from one shore to another.

This ambiguity, the different worlds onthe two sides of ariver, can be taken literally
inthis case.Image production occurs at a completely different velocity in painting

thanintelevision. The flood of televisionimages surging in the 1990s was fascinat-
ing, but also frightening, precisely because of its speed. Atthe same time, | wanted

toundermine the myth of painting, the assertion that there is someone who alone

wields the brush. That's why | builtamachine to take the place of the painter, whose

point of view inrelation to the central perspective defines the image. It was sup-
posed to produce something that has alotto do with pointillism by transforming

shimmering dots into a materialimage. The information containedina TV image is

rendered visible via cathode ray, firing thousands upon thousands of tiny dots onto

the screen. Many artists tried to capture this fleeting information, characterized by

its constant disappearance and replacement with other constellations of rays, by

taking photos of screens. Butlthought this was too unrefined. At that time, the first

programs were released that made it possible to digitalize the on-screen flurry of

light at a certain moment and fixitin place. | could capture the fleeting specter of

the televisionimage as a mathematical snapshot of amoment - zeros and ones -
which, inturn, | could translate itinto painting.

HCD_Just listening to you explain
it really paints a picture of how
much effort must've gone into in-
venting and setting up this con-
traption to catch a quick moment in
the flow of images. Your studio
still looks like more of a lab than
an artist’'s space. Did all of this
spring from the mind of a researcher
tinkering away on a particular
problem?

Protractedness doesn’'t seemto me all that unusual in the field of painting. It takes
place on a completely different temporal level. Perhaps it's precisely this deliber-
ate pace that gives the paintings arenewed relevance today.

HCD_Why would this slowing down of
the ephemeral be relevant right
now"?

The younger generationis no longer familiar with the shock of television airwaves.
The speed ofimages has become so commonplace that someone who takes the
edge off this normalcy by slowing it down attains an astonishing aura. This is so
deviant a behavior thatit can even be felt through Instagram, currently the domi-
nant channel ofimage dissemination. The threat that was still associated with the
shockwaves of television at the time the works were created has faded from the
images. Televisionis no longer threatening today; people watchit, if they watchiit
at allin a hotel, as a nostalgic memento of a bygone era. But in the paintings, it's
transformedinto areturnto the future, because theimages give anidea of what can
be done with technicalimages in the future.

HCD_Does this also touch on another
anachronism of your work, tinker-
ing? Which has also gone somewhat
out of fashion, as today's technol-
ogies appear to be so self-con-
tained because of their modular na-
ture and micro-scale fabrication.
Hardly anyone tinkers with their
devices anymore.

llearned alot about accessing the inner workings of machines from the punk mechan-
ic who was helping me out. | still think tinkering is a productive pathin art, becausein
art, whatever | build only has to work for myself; it doesn't have to be perfect.

HCD_Was punk your first access to
the wider world?

No, | grew up in a smalltown, MUnster, where everything happened a bit delayed. It
was still the hippie erathere, but there was also a disrespectfulness for the older gen-
eration, who had been traumatized by fascismin Germany. That's why it seemedim-
possible forusto dothings accordingtotheirrules, which also applied to technology.
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HCD_Using devices against the user
manual sounds like hacking.

It was still more of a gray area. Backin the late eighties, many things still didn't come
with operating instructions. People just did things the way they thought would
work. There were also none of the restrictions that we see everywhere when it
comestotechnologytoday. And not least, it was much more common backthento
write programs yourself. If it didn't exist, you had to build it yourself, and you went
about this like more of a tinkerer than an engineer. Trial and error until it somehow
worked the way you wanted.

HCD_In what context did you find

yourself building your first ma-

chines?

Alternative counterculture. There were artists there too, but it was mainly an open

field. And the particularly experimental branch proved to be only partially compat-
ible with professionalism, but also with art. Before the Internet, people had torely
oninformal channels of counterculture to access new tendencies. These struc-
tures hardly exist today since most things are at one’s fingertips online.

HCD_The first time I saw an exhibi-
tion of yours, I thought you were a
Gerhard Richter student trying out
something different.

| actually saw a Richter show very early on and that was a very important experi-
ence.Butlwasn't part of those circles. | started going to galleries when I moved to

Cologne in1989. When | saw General ldea or Jeff Koons, those were epiphanies to

me. But Robert Filliou, the Fluxus artist, was perhaps even more important, even if
you couldn’t tell from my work. | was working on abstract paintings at the time, but

they were still pre-machine-made. Different experiments with photography then

led to the painting machine.

HCD_In a way, it was appropriation
art, because it was based on a con-
sumer product that you misappropri-
ated as a painting machine.

Actually, it was atoy. The Fischertechnik company had launched a mini plotter for
teenagers keen about technology and this became one of two components for my
device. The other was an interface that could convert video signals into digital
code, avideo grabber. The experimental setup didn’'t earn me much credit from
serious painters at first.

HCD_Living a double life as a part-
time pharmacist meant you weren't
in such a hurry for recognition, you
simply had plenty of time. Now, al-
most thirty years later, your
paintings have been discovered by a
much younger generation. Do you
ever wonder what it is about your
paintings that appeals to them?

Notreally.think age plays a different role today. Younger people don't have to dis-
tancethemselvestothe same extent as previous generations. Thereactionis also
extremely affective and therefore contemporary. It's basically: | like these pictures.
People hardly ever askhow old they are. There is something similarin music, where
old songs can suddenly rise to the top ten on streaming sites. But it's usually only
younger people who are really enthusiastic about my paintings, older people re-
main skeptical about what they actually are. | don’t have an explanation as to why
thisis, someone else will have to explainitto me.

HCD_The exhibition in London has a
somewhat gloomy title, phantoms all
around me.

It's amisreadline from a song. Butit's also the phantoms of the past that lurkin the
houses shown in the paintings. The phantoms’memories are held together by the
houses.

HCD_These phantoms, looming from

all directions, provoke an insight:

You're constructing a hybrid of

painter and machine, a third person,

a cyborg. And in turn you're watch-

ing it as a non-cyborg, as a voyeur

of yourself, so to speak.

have ceramicin my knee and could also go on about thelenses|rely on, butlknow
whatyoumean.It's ahybrid of myself as a painter and the calculating machine that
assiststhe painter. The numbers in particular, the mathematical nature of the zeros
and ones of the digital code, blur the distinction - what is painted by the human and

what by the machine.

HCD_But doesn’'t the construction of
this hybrid - the division of your-
self into the artist Groebel and the
painting machine Groebel construct-
ed by you - also allow you to assume
the role of a voyeur of yourself? You
are watching a model of yourself.

| would expand on that a little: you see something of me, but also something else,
this apparent duplication of myself into a machine that could be me, but which,
strictly speaking, is only a partial displacement of my possible selfinto the mathe-
matical. This slightly offset self, almost a stereo image, creates a model for many

duplications - adoppelganger casting doubt on the original, whichis always justa

hypothesis, always already in the process of vanishing.
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