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Mögliche und unmögliche 
Bilder #I [Possible and 
Impossible Images #I], 2022

“I think, in general, there is no picture that you can’t 
paint,” Gerhard Richter answered in 2001 to the 
question of whether it was possible to create paintings 
based on photographs of the industrial extermination 
of people in the Nazi concentration camps during  
the Holocaust. Perhaps there are personal limits, such 
as one’s own (painterly) inability, but in principle 
everything is paintable and representable.

In 2014, Richter created his Birkenau cycle, con-
sisting of four paintings, and additionally four digital 
reproductions of these paintings, printed on aluminum 
plates, which, each cut into four rectangles, are in-
stalled in the entrance area of the Reichstag building 
in Berlin. The paintings were based on the only four 
photographs that directly and immediately document 
the extermination of Jews in the  Auschwitz-Birkenau 
concentration camp. Taken from a gas chamber by  
a prisoner of the so-called “Sonderkommando” at  
the risk of death and smuggled out of the camp, they 
show the burning of corpses and naked women in  
a forest on their way to the gas chamber of the death 
camp. Richter painted the four photographs photo-
realistically in oil on canvas.

Dissatisfied with the result, since in his view he 
had not succeeded in capturing and depicting the 
events and suffering of the Holocaust in their entirety 
in his paintings, he then worked them further with  
a squeegee and the colors black, gray, green, and red 
until abstract forms covered the entire canvases and 
the figurative depictions. “There are just photos that  
I could just make into bad pictures by painting them. 
And these four photos are so good that I can only 
leave them as they are. You can describe them or ded-
icate a music to them or, if it goes well, dedicate an 
abstract painting.” Originally called Vier abstrakte 
Bilder [Four Abstract Paintings], he later changes the 
title to Birkenau in order to lay a trail to their origin 
and historical reference that is no longer discernible 
on the images themselves.

In his work Mögliche und unmögliche Bilder #I 
[Possible and Impossible Images #I], (2022), Michael 
Müller deconstructs Richter’s Birkenau cycle. Without 
seeking a direct comparison between two painters 
(Richter vs. Müller), i. e., without pursuing Richter’s 
thesis of individual painterly abilities and personal 
limits as a condition of the possibility of the paint-
ability of every picture, Müller rather continues 
 Richter’s initial question of whether everything is in 
principle paintable or showable by using Richter’s 
aesthetics to investigate what different works of art 
can achieve. From the fundamental freedom of art, 
grounded in its aesthetic essence, Müller derives 
 ethical considerations of artistic ways of representa-
tion and processes that were left out by Richter, who 
confines himself only to the immanence of art: While 
art, Müller argues, can devote itself to anything and 
take on any subject, paint and show anything, but can 
it achieve anything? Is it possible to give an empathet-
ic picture of the Holocaust? In the totality of its in-
human, absolute and total power of annihilation, in 
its urge to destroy even the last trace of its existence?

For his investigation, Müller uncovers the painting 
layers of Richter’s Birkenau pictures and questions 
them according to their respective expressiveness: as 
the lower, later concealed layer, the painterly figura-
tive reproductions of the four photographs of the 
annihilation process of the European Jews taken from 
the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp – sup-
plemented by the wiping technique typical of Richter, 
which veils what is depicted and yet allows it to be 
recognized. The second level is formed by the abstract 
overpaintings, the streaks and stripes drawn with a 
squeegee – a technique that allows chance into the 
painting process and is actually considered unrepro-
ducible. Müller, who nevertheless succeeds in repro-
ducing it, shows that even the supposed randomness 
and arbitrariness are the results of artistic decisions 
that are reproducible, like the digital prints on alumi-
num in the Reichstag building, on which Müller has 
chosen to base his painting in the exhibition, which is 
also divided into four panels. Installed side by side on 
the walls of the exhibition space, surrounding the 
visitors, it is up to them to decide what can be paint-
ed and shown at all – what each of the works on view 
shows in an individual way. Even if Gerhard Richter 
may have considered his first artistic attempt at a 
response – the realistic paintings with the photo-
graphs of the “Sonderkommando” – to have failed 
and sought a renewed, more ‘precise’, ‘better’ or ‘more 
appropriate’ response in the abstract overpaintings, 
the first attempt is nevertheless also a response in 
spite of everything. By juxtaposing the various at-
tempts at answers in the exhibition space and allow-
ing them to coexist – may they have failed or not 
– Müller opens up a space of openness that unfolds in 
the dialogue of the diverse, always incomplete and 
never final answers.

For everything is paintable and showable, but 
there is no image that universally and completely 
shows the world; rather, every image takes a position 
and must relate to the world, to what it shows. Even 
the documentary image, the photographs from the 
 Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp, for all the 
authenticity of the place and events they show, their 
indisputable testimony, are not complete, but ex-
cerpted, selective, perspectival – and it is precisely 
through this that they gain their necessity, signifi-
cance and dignity. The blind spots that can be seen 
on them and the absent that can be guessed at, which 
is just not shown, distinguishes their humanity and 
uniqueness.

Mögliche und unmögliche 
Bilder im Fluchtpunkt #III 
[Possible and Impossible 
Images in Vanishing Point #III], 
2013

The Mögliche und unmögliche Bilder im Fluchtpunkt 
#III [Possible and Impossible Images in Vanishing 
Point #III] (2013) deal with the site of the event, the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp. The four images 
– three in black and white, one in color – that cap-
ture the present-day condition of the Birkenwald, 
through which the naked victims, as one of the 
“Sonderkommando” photographs testifies, had to 
walk into the gas chambers, are cell phone photo-
graphs that give the exact date and location of their 
creation in the captions. It is the metadata automati-
cally stored by the cell phone (for example: June 28, 
2013, 13:51, Auschwitz II-Birkenau), as if this exact-
ness would add something to the photos, underline 
or change their expressiveness, their factuality, con-
firm, affirm or even negate them: “If it weren’t for the 
name, one would think of summer and nature,” is 
how the art historian Anne-Marie Bonnet described it 
in a lecture on the subject. But what they actually 
show and reveal by referring to something different 
from them, something absent, is what the photo-
graphs – or more precisely: the photographer – of the 
“Sonderkommando” were denied: time, accuracy, 
distance, freedom. Although three of Müller’s four 
photographs were taken within two minutes, from 
1:51 p. m. to 1:52 p. m., these are the black-and-white 
images, the fourth, the color one, was taken 40 min-
utes earlier at 1:11 p. m.. Between these photographs 
lay a process: the first photo taken, although the per-
spective and the location from which it was taken are 
deliberately chosen, is a snapshot that attempts to 
capture immediately what is, here and now, faithfully 
in color, with a randomness of means – it is the con-
stantly available cell phone. But, Müller asks, what 
does this say, how authentic is this “Now”, how does 
it do justice to the place, the history, the story of this 
place? These questions, which in this case are first a 
trial and error, lead 40 minutes later – time to reflect 
and test, discard and repeat – to three more photo-
graphs. Is an alienation, a decolorization into black 
and white, the photographic “colors” of the past, per-
haps more accurate, more faithful, more meaningful? 
The attempt remains what it is, a questioning, it gives 
no answer, remains open.

Mögliche und unmögliche 
Bilder (unter der Haut) #IV 
[Possible and Impossible 
Images (Underneath the 
skin) #IV], 2022

For the work Mögliche und unmögliche Bilder (unter 
der Haut) #IV [Possible and Impossible Images 
( Underneath the skin) #IV] (2022) the photographs 
of the “Sonderkommando” were applied in 2022  
via acetone transfer print directly to the wall of their 
first presentation venue, the Würzburg Museum im 
Kultur speicher – “tattooed” into the wall (as the artist 
calls it) and thus connected to the building structure 
of the exhibition house. The normally movable image 
carrier of a photograph or artwork has been immo-
bilized, making physical destruction difficult, forcing 
a presence and duration. And yet: what happens, 
Müller asks, when the work, the photographs are then 
cut out of the wall again – by force, with a saw – torn 
from the skin? This can be seen in the exhibition at 
St. Matthäus-Kirche: A wall panel, detached from the 
Würzburg museum, planted in the wall of the church, 
in another place. The history of the work is deliber-
ately shown: The plate is not spackled, not painted to 
match the wall color.

Birkenaugrau (Der 
Wahrheitsschwur) [Birkenau 
grey (The Truth Oath)], 2022 
(Vormals: Grauen) [Former: 
Dread]

Birkenaugrau (Der 
Wahrheitsschwur) [Birke-
nau grey (The Truth 
Oath)] (2022), apart from 
a small detail on the lower 
right edge a monochrome 
painting, bears a title that 
resembles a brand name 
and refers to the artistic 
process of occupation: to 
the connection to an 
 artist inscribed in a name, 
like Anish Kapoor’s ex-

clusive rights to use Vantablack, the famous Yves 
Klein blue, or  Gerhard Richter’s style, his formal lan-
guage, his work with the squeegee, which is unmis-
takably associated with the artist Richter. And yet 
Birkenaugrau [Birkenau grey] is simply “just” gray, a 
gray painting, a return to the ground of each painting, 
to its material, the applied paint. However, a whole 
network of connecting lines opens up as soon as one 
learns that the small non-gray remnants of paint at 
the lower edge were created because the artist slipped 
with his brush while painting the adjacent picture, 
Birkenau in Farbe [Birkenau in color] (2022), in the 
studio, and thus one picture entered the other. Or 
that the gray comes from the collected and mixed 
paint remnants of the work on Mögliche und unmög-
liche Bilder #I [Possible and Impossible Images #I].

Mögliche und unmögliche 
Bilder (in der Sprache der 
Täter) #V [Possible and 
Impossible images (in the 
Language of perpetrators)], 
2013/2022 & Mögliche und 
unmögliche Bilder (Textbild 
in Hebräisch) #VI [Possible 
and Impossible Images (Text 
image in Hebrew) #VI], 
2013/2022

“Untermenschen,” “Sonderkommando,” and the year 
“1944” can be read in the Hebrew text of the large, 
portrait-format canvas Mögliche und unmögliche Bilder 
(Textbild in Hebräisch) #VI [Possible and Impossible 
Images (Text image in Hebrew) #VI] (2013/2022). 
Fragments or remnants of the language of the perpe-
trators that cannot be translated into Hebrew or are 
not meant to be translated into that language. The 
canvas Mögliche und unmögliche Bilder (in der Sprache 
der Täter) #V [Possible and Impossible images (in the 
Language of perpetrators) #V] (2013/2022), placed 
right next to it in the exhibition, shows the German 
version of the text: Two quotations from Georges 
Didi-Huberman’s study Bilder trotz allem [Images in 
spite of all], which is considered the standard work 
on the four photographs of the so-called “Sonder-
kommando” of Auschwitz, one each from Primo 
Levi’s Die Untergegangenen und die Geretteten [The 
Drowned and the Saved] and a letter from Hannah 
Arendt to Gershom Scholem, in which she addresses 
the “banality of evil” that she postulates. The texts 
recount with hard-to-bear accuracy the actions to 
which the members of the “Sonderkommando” were 
forced by the Nazis, and refer to the photographs of 
the “Sonderkommando” that were taken in order to 
“give an idea of that which until that time no one had 
thought possible,” by “[wrenching] some images from 
this reality!” The texts and written testimonies, like 
the images, also convey an idea of it – albeit a differ-
ent, a more mediated idea. For even images without 
context can create false ideas in the viewer, as Gerhard 
Richter accurately described it in a 2011 interview, 
“people are walking around there quite peacefully and 
turning over corpses. But you only see that when you 
look very closely. At first they seem like nice garden 
workers.” In his two paintings, Müller places the con-
text itself in the work – the text on a picture – which 
thus itself becomes part of the exhibition by making 
visible fragments of the context that are necessary for 
understanding the exhibition.

Mögliche und unmögliche 
Bilder (Birkenau-Orange) 
#VII [Possible and Impossible 
Images (Birkenau-orange) 
#VII], 2013 & Birkenau in 
Farbe [Birkenau in color], 
2022

The almost tenderly luminous plant in the photo-
graph Mögliche und unmögliche Bilder (Birkenau- 
Orange) #VII (2013) [Possible and Impossible Images 
(Birkenau-orange) #VII], which struggles to find a 
life in its colorfulness on a curb in Birkenau, yet  
is ephemeral and has probably passed away by now, 
echoes in the abstract painting Birkenau in Farbe 
[Birkenau in color] (2022). Is it allowed to show this 
impossible beauty in a place of horror? How faithful 
must one be in depiction or reproduction? Does the 
pixelated, low resolution of the mobile phone photo 
dissolve it all out of the world, blurring it to a mere 
hunch? And why can you make out this plant in  
the abstract painting, when it’s just colors on a canvas?  
Is the plant still there in Birkenau in this picture or  
is it “only” a picture here and now in this exhibition?

Kopflose (nach Otto 
Freundlich), aus der Serie 
Heilungen, 2022 & 
Vergleichen, 2022 
[Headless (after Otto 
Freundlich), from the series 
Healings, 2022 & Compare, 
2022]

The sculptural work Kopflose (nach Otto Freundlich) 
[Headless (after Otto Freundlich)] and the three-part 
work Vergleichen [Compare] (both 2022) deal with 
the history of Otto Freundlich’s sculpture Großer Kopf 
[Large Head] from 1912. Freundlich’s sculpture was 
shown in 1937 at the Nazi propaganda exhibition Ent - 
artete Kunst [Degenerate Art] in Munich under the 
title Der neue Mensch [The New Man], presumably 
damaged or destroyed during its journey to another 
exhibition station – at least its trace is lost – and re-
placed by the National Socialists with a grotesquely 
distorted and overdrawn reproduction, whose trace is 
also later lost. Müller has attempted to reconstruct 
the original sculpture as part of his  Heilungen [Heal-
ings] series. Originally molded in plaster by  Freundlich,  
Müller had his sculpture cast in bronze, giving it a 
more permanent durability, at least materially, imper-
vious to mechanical damage and the influence of 
water. The work Vergleichen [Compare] shows the 
original, the National Socialist, and Müller’s version 
side by side in three photographs. The size of the 
 images on the paper is based on the file size of the 
available image files or prints; for example, the photo-
graph of the National Socialist reproduction of the 
sculpture has survived only in a newspaper clipping. 
Müller’s reproduction, on the other hand, could be 
photographed in high resolution and thus forms the 
largest image in relation. This, too, tells a story about 
the circumstances in which the various sculptures  
and reproductions came into being. Müller asks what 
happens when one does not accept a loss that is part 
of the history of a work of art and was violently 
 imposed on it, when one wants to turn back time, 
 stabilize it for another duration – with the hard and  
cold metal of bronze? Or perhaps, as impossible  
as it may be, does one not have to let the loss simply 
exist, a blank space in the world?

Figuren zur Befragung 
empathischer Reaktionen 
[Figures for questioning 
empathic reactions], 2022

That the theme of the exhibition Am Abgrund der 
Bilder [At the Abyss of Images], the unimaginable 
horror, and the works on display not only address 
visitors on an intellectual level, but also have an im-
mediate affective impact, is reflected by the distorted, 
suffering, bent, and despairing Figuren zur Befragung 
empathischer Reaktionen [Figures for questioning 
 empathic reactions] (2022). The fact that every (em-
pathic) reaction immediately colors everything else  
is illustrated by the mirrors placed behind the group 
of sculptures, in which all the other works in the ex-
hibition are reflected as well as the visitors – a little 
further away in the mirror, somehow behind the wall, 
past the suffering (of the figures/the person looking  
at them).

Michael Müller

In his work, the German-British artist Michael Müller 
(*1970) explores the aesthetics and visualisation  
of complex thought processes, which he constantly 
questions in terms of their sensual experience and 
material content. Starting from historical narratives, 
scientific methods, social norms as well as linguistic 
and numerical systems, he develops an artistic prac-
tice that constantly takes these systems and structures 
to their limits through variation, transformation, 
manipulation and fictionalising modification. The 
resulting deviations and irritations, as well as the re-
sulting doubt about the existing and mistrust of un-
questioned truths, create a completely independent 
artistic language of form that manifests itself not  
only in large-format paintings and drawings but also 
in sculptures, installations, performances and Müller’s 
curatorial practice.

Michael Müller lives and works in Berlin. From 
2015 to 2018, he taught as a professor at the Berlin 
University of the Arts (UdK).

Michael Müller’s works have most recently been 
shown in solo exhibitions at the Städel Museum 
Frankfurt (Der geschenkte Tag. Kastor & Polydeukes 
[The Given Day. Castor & Polydeuces], 2022–2023), 
the Museum im Kulturspeicher Würzburg (Mögliche 
und unmögliche Bilder [Possible and Impossible 
 Images], 2022–2023), Galerie du Monde Hong Kong 
(Drei biographische Versuche [Three Biographical At-
temps], 2021–2022), and Hasenheide 13, Sammlung 
Wemhöner (Schwierige Bilder [Difficult Pictures], 
2021), among others. 

Fotos: © Frank Sperling (Installation views), Courtesy Studio Michael Müller
Reproductions: © Studio Michael Müller, Mathias Schormann (Foto)

(nach Gerhard Richter) 
 Ein äscherung Vergaster in  
den Verbrennungsgräben unter 
freiem Himmel vor der Gas
kammer des Krematoriums V  
von Auschwitz, August 1944  
(Negativ Nr. 277), #I

Müssen wir uns ein Bild machen,  
um uns zu erinnern?,  
WZ/GR: 9371,2014, #II

Müssen wir uns ein Bild machen,  
um uns zu erinnern?,  
WZ/GR: 9371, 2014, #III

Müssen wir uns ein Bild machen,  
um uns zu erinnern?,  
WZ/GR: 9371,2014, #IV

(auf Gerhard Richter)  
Besetzung, Leid als blinder Fleck,  
WZ/GR: 9372, 2014, #I

(nach Gerhard Richter)  
Ein äscherung Vergaster in  
den Verbrennungsgräben unter 
freiem Himmel vor der Gas
kammer des Krematoriums V  
von Auschwitz, August 1944  
(Negativ Nr. 278), #II

(auf Gerhard Richter)  
Besetzung, Leid als blinder Fleck,  
WZ/GR: 9372, 2014, #III

(auf Gerhard Richter)  
Besetzung, Leid als blinder Fleck,  
WZ/GR: 9372, 2014, #IV

Spiegelungen des Gleichen,  
WZ/GR: 9373, 2014, #I

Spiegelungen des Gleichen,  
WZ/GR: 9373, 2014, #II

(nach Gerhard Richter)  
Frauen auf dem Weg in die 
Gaskammer des Krematoriums V 
von Auschwitz, August 1944  
(Negativ Nr. 282), #III

Spiegelungen des Gleichen,  
WZ/GR: 9373, 2014, #IV

Ähnliche Bilder,  
WZ/GR: 9374, 2014, #I

Ähnliche Bilder,  
WZ/GR: 9374, 2014, #II

Ähnliche Bilder,  
WZ/GR: 9374, 2014, #III

(Man kann Auschwitz nicht 
abmalen) Frauen auf dem Weg  
in die Gaskammer des Kremato
riums V von Auschwitz, August 
1944 (Negativ Nr. 283), #IV 
(Echolotung)




