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Snakeskin jackets

and painting

Hubert Scheibl’s studio is located on Burg-
gasse in the seventh district of Vienna, where the
street, rising from the center of the city, has reached
a certain level of elevation. The top floor of the six-
storey house affords a panoramic view across the roofs
of Vienna, from the Kahlenberg hill in the North to
the Danube Tower, a landmark in the East - a sight
that only Americans have the right word for: wow!!
The backdrop of the city in cinemascope often
informs Scheibl’s pictures because, as he says, he
always has to be better than the view.

Working up there has an effect. Having an
unimpaired view all around is liberating. The bust-
ling built-up area of Vienna, with its narrow, mean-
dering streets downtown and drab nineteenth-cen-
tury tenements on the outskirts, is somewhere down
there, in some huge basement; you can forget about
it when the wind whistles through the roofbeams.

The wind also blows through Scheibl’s new
pictures. First of all, they emanate energy. Energy as
the driving force of change and as the confirmation of
a visual truth, a correctness in sensory and emotional
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terms, which to him is the opposite of intellectual
correctness. In the context of an abstract tradition
Scheibl defines the parameters of non-representatio-
nal painting as new insights, a changed perception of
reality, which “leads from an object-centered, static,
perspectival view to an a-perspectival, dynamic, ener-
getic perception of nature and reality”. ' His visual
strategies tackle precisely the spots where the lacun-
ae are identified in the system, order and schematic
approach of our mind, which is prone to hermetic
thinking, and where the conscious and the subcons-
cious meet in the shielded angle of reflection. Ger-
hard Richter’s definition of abstract painting as “fic-
titious models illustrating a reality we can neither see
nor describe, but the existence of which we can dedu-
ce” ? applies to Scheibl’s pictures, as does Barnett
Newman'’s contempt for formalism, dogmatic attitu-
des as well as the episodic and anecdotal.

It requires precision and honesty to position
works in a field that appears to have been explored
down to the last nook and cranny. Postmodernism
has reduced avant-garde claims to absurdity, which



NADU-K, 1993, Ol/Lwd.,

200 x 175 cm; Courtesy Galerie Ropac



SPLITTING-1, 1992/93, Ol/Lwd., 80 x 80 cm; Courtesy Galerie Ropac

does not make it easier to detach oneself. As Scheibl
says, questions must be posed within one’s work, wit-
hin the system, and each answer creates new systems
to be rejected, reformatted, reformulated so one takes
a detour to finally arrive at a change. Scheibl’s current
system is reductive and goes slow. It opens up via
many flat layers of paints which he applies on the
canvas with a spatula. '

He often works on one picture for many
months, putting it away and returning to it to add
more paint; he lies in wait for the picture to keep in
touch with it, he observes it from a distance that is
emotionally charged. The completed pictures show
very well how the factor of time makes the act of
painting an event. The various layers of paint flash up
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under the smooth surface, mix in a space that is at the
same time diverse and impossible. The free painterly
play, enabling seemingly endless concentrations of
paint, traces of color on paint, generates an anti-
metaphoric paraphrase of the medium of painting, all
with the intention not to let the pictures be conside-
red the illustration of an idea. The pictures are to
evolve on their own, not to be composed, calculated
or planned. The point of departure is painting as a
phenomenon, painting as an indeterminate act which
only becomes real as it takes shape, as one out of
many approaches is formulated in specific terms, as
painting itself. Painting as an attempt to test the pos-
sible forms of what painting can still be. Richter says
that he has no motive, only a motivation, and this is
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