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In the beginning. Helmut Federle’s recent paintings 
 
Citing the composer Robert Schumann, Wassily Kandinsky affirmed that the purpose of art was “to 
send light into the darkness of men’s hearts”.1 But what can that really mean with reference to painting? 
Is painting uplifting? Not always. Is it spiritual? Well, it can be interpreted that way but it is a matter of 
opinion. Is humankind’s condition essentially dark only to be relieved by the balm of culture? Are we 
predisposed to melancholy? Does darkness represent ignorance and light knowledge? Kandinsky’s 
words provoke so many questions. 
 
To send light into the darkness of men’s hearts is to act as God, for God created light. The creation of 
light was the first creative act after the formation of the heavens and the earth.  ית רֵאשִׁ  literally ,[bereshit] בְּ
in the beginning, the Hebrew word for Genesis. And God saw that it “was good”, a force for goodness, 
and so “God separated the light from the darkness.” The creation of light and all that followed was an 
iterative process, one of execution, assessment, and consequential action. It was an artistic act. 
 
There is something of this idea of a beginning in Helmut Federle’s recent small paintings. They 
represent a coming into being, a formation, or a coming to form, a coalescence of marks that suggest 
the potential of something rather than an arrival at a finished product. Or maybe they suggest the 
disintegration of form, its breakdown, an ending. Applying paint with rags, washing it off if it does not 
satisfy him, allowing the water to do the work, leaving the ghosts of failure to mingle with what remains. 
In these works there is a separation of dark from light, not so much a contest between them but an 
evolving situation, a continuous transformation. As Maurice Merleau-Ponty writes of Cézanne in 
“Cézanne’s Doubt”: “He wanted to depict matter as it takes on form, the birth of order through 
spontaneous organization.”2  
 
The paintings are distinctly different from such earlier series as Edelweiss or the Basics on Composition 
with their precise, definitive shapes and solid colours. The certainties of these paintings are now 
replaced by doubt, by a groping for something in the dark, for meaning perhaps, or poetry, something 
implied by a mark, by the application of paint or its removal, the creation of an image or its effacement, 
the translation of an experience, a thought or a feeling into paint. If these paintings look back to painting 
of the 1950s, to Jackson Pollock, or Henri Michaux, in terms of their reliance on the instinctive, on a 
certain Zen appearance, they also were seeded in Federle’s own earlier work stretching right back to 
the late 1950s; a childhood work on paper depicting mountains from around 1958, abstract images of 
the 1970s, paintings of the primordial like Innerlight (HRI) 1985 and Gullfoss (The Death) 1984 that 
have a strong sense of the numinous, or revelation. It is in that direction I think Federle is travelling. 
Towards understanding, if not revelation, seeing and feeling. These are not paintings of the sublime, but 
intimate ruminations, perhaps on mortality, on endings, of gradual disintegration, of partial memories that 
surge into the mind and as quickly disappear before they can be fully apprehended. The paintings do 
not arrive fully formed, their meaning is not preconceived but comes in the making. They derive from a 
place of not knowing.  

 
1 Kandinsky, Über das Geistige in der Kunst. Insbesondere in der Malerei. Munich: Piper, 1912, Einleitung, p. 7; cf. Robert 
Schumann, Gesammelte Schriften über Musik und Musiker. Leipzig, 1854, Vol. IV, p. 278, translated by M. T. H. Sadler and 
published in 1914 under the title The Art of Spiritual Harmony. 
2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Le doute de Cézanne” (1945), in: Sens et non-sens, Paris 1964, p. 20. 



 

 

As Merleau-Ponty wrote: “the artist launches his work just as a man once launched the first word, not 
knowing whether it will be anything more than a shout”.3 The painter reveals what is hidden, allowing it 
to vibrate and resonate in the world, hoping to shine light upon it. 
 
Federle has called the exhibition “Acknowledgement”. But what is he acknowledging? Perhaps 
mortality, the difficult search for meaning in art as in life, the price paid in single-minded pursuit of goals, 
the contradictions implicit in his multivalent approach, or acknowledgement of his binary roots in 
American painting and Oriental culture. It is what Umberto Eco called opera aperta (open work).  
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3 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Le doute de Cézanne”, p. 26. 


