Slit

At first glance, Nicola Stäglich’s large-format paintings with their wide bands of blazing colour radiate a moment of sensory seduction. The bands or stripes are usually vertical, arranged in what seems to be a rhythmic fashion; initially, they are reminiscent of works by the Colour Field Painters of the sixties (Morris Louis, Helen Frankenthaler or Kenneth Noland), apparently echoing aspects of that era such as spontaneity, lust, haptic experience, intoxication and euphoria. The closer the viewer approaches a painting or relief by Stäglich, however, the more dissonant and disturbing the experience becomes. 

In compositional and emotional terms, Stäglich’s multifaceted works exude subliminal tension and drama. Wide openings, arches and gates, and gaps or rifts in the pictorial space break the pattern of the coloured strips – which occasionally resemble musical notes –, adding counterpoints of silence and spatial depth to their rhythmic two-dimensionality. Quiet monochrome fields take over from dense areas, hills, ridges, mounds, furrows, slits or chasms. Coloured plateaus create an extensive vista, a survey for the viewer; forms culminating in a point and actual tears and slits (in the reliefs) suggest injuries, wounds, narrowness and constriction. There is also subtle alternation – in accordance with different “picture temperatures” – between matt and shining paints, primary and mixed colours, and thickly opaque and watery-thin applications of colour. 

There is tentative reference to the sheer expanse and megalomania of the western American landscape, where the artist has travelled extensively; here, geological processes, accumulations, sedimentation, eluviations and processes of erosion seem to be mirrored. An autarkic world emerges, giving the viewer the feeling that these are the residues of evolutionary transformation thickened and set into painting or mural sculptures – the reliefs. The periods evoked by these paintings and reliefs point far beyond the viewer’s lifetime, to something infinite. 

One would not do full justice to Stäglich’s works, however, if one defined them as abstracted landscapes. The frequent use of light pink, especially in suggested interiors, often triggers associations with flesh, with corporeality. But no singular corporeality is conjured in Stäglich’s play with the (female) physique, with convex and concave visual elements – it is a timeless and universal physicality. 

Geological-spatial elements in Stäglich’s work always contain an emotional component; they are not only understood as aesthetic configurations. But they are not employed in a merely symbolic way, either, for their original materiality is retained. Geomorphic materiality and emotional references to injuries, tears and cuts supplement one another, thereby creating two distinctive yet parallel picture levels. 

Stäglich – who says that she often listens to music, preferably to Bach, while she is working – is a veritable master of complex composition: she does not have a single painterly signature or leitmotiv but many, an entire claviature, which she employs with great versatility without becoming at all arbitrary. She works with alterations in rhythm and omissions, but not without a superordinate compositional and formal structure. Their controlled, documented rather than staged drama means that Stäglich’s works radiate dignity and distance. 

In her latest works, the reliefs that she has been producing since 2007, Stäglich uses thin wooden boards onto which she mounts more pieces of board with pre-determined cut-out shapes. The reliefs are a logical continuation of Stäglich’s painting – in the sense of greater concentration and dramatisation. In the reliefs, spatial depth is created in an illusionary fashion by means of light and dark coloured areas on a two-dimensional ground (painting on the wooden boards themselves) and also factually by layering, cutting and superimposing the pieces of wood. As a consequence of this mounting of pieces above and under each other – which can also be understood temporally as a before and after, according to Stäglich – the reliefs express the spatiotemporal phenomenon and processual activity even more clearly than the paintings. 

As a result of the splashing and pouring of paint, rivulets – providing direct evidence of the frozen passage of time – are often visible in both the paintings and the reliefs. This pictorial element, which is based on natural physical processes and thus only manipulable to some extent, is contrasted with brush strokes realised in a single movement and so expressing an immediate presence, a pictorial second, an active subject – or even with directly constructivist  elements, in particular forms that come to a sharp point. These evoke splinters and man-made interventions into a biomorphic cosmos, thus freeing it from any trace of “primordial” sentimentality or evocation of the myth of nature. Stäglich utilises but goes further than Arp’s harmonic-biomorphic pictorial language, which retained something of the paradisiacal and childlike in its bud-like curves. She also utilises but goes further than Fontana’s language; his cut canvases convey the intensity of the moment and erratic human intervention and agitation rather than processes, history, and conserved or rather perpetuated fate and suffering.

Stäglich is one of the few abstract artists working today who no longer feel compelled to abide – in an emphatically sensual way – within colour fields per se. What seemed new and refreshing during the sixties often appears rather sentimental and naive today. Of course, Colour Field Painting and Meditative Abstraction (Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman) cannot be repeated or enhanced today without a new compositional starting point. Stäglich has developed a pictorial language entirely her own, referring to the works of those great artists only by manner of citation and otherwise adopting them as a starting point for a contemporary form of abstraction. It is perhaps easiest to establish a relation to the tensely charged Colour Field Painting of US American artist Mary Heilmann, who has received international acclaim in recent years.

Stäglich avoids heroic (authoritarian) gesture and makes no attempt to overwhelm the viewer – which was still the romantic, educational aim (sublimation of the ego, transcendental elevation, and “becoming one with the self”) of artists like Barnett Newman and Mark Rothko; although her emphasis on verticals and also titles such as “Zip Canyon” may certainly be understood as small pointers to Newman. 

Stäglich’s handling of rhythm, spatial depth, various dimensional levels, biomorphic and completely abstract forms leads to a state of tense abeyance, which makes her works unique and means that we can re-experience them constantly.                                                 
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