Monika Baer Tests Painting’s Depths

At Kolnischer Kunstverein, the artist turns garments, graffiti-like drawings and mosaic fragments into a restless
meditation on painterly time
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A dialogue on how gesture is staged across painterly time unfolds between three bodies of large-scale
paintings in Monika Baer’s exhibition ‘Defection’. Across the series ‘Lavender Walls’ (2025), ‘Schweine
Steine Scherben’ (Pigs Stones Shards, 2021-26) and a group of untitled paintings (2021-23), Baer enacts
an oscillation between the physical flatness of painting and its illusionistic qualities, mobilizing a variety

of stylistic languages while probing the medium’s historical and material limits.

In Lavender wall 1, 2 and 3, a thick, plaster-like surface made with acrylic putty and quartz sand is spread
across the canvas and carved into with naughty glee while still wet. Baer then paints a wash of violet
pigment over these surfaces - congested with cartoonish motifs that seem to convey a sense of a world on
the edge of chaos: breasts, fire, limbs, tongues, birds, bones, teeth, intestines, defecation, uteruses, and

snakes — which fills the crevices to reveal the sgraffiti hidden beneath, resembling an archaeological dig.



Manika Baer, Schweine Steine Scherben (lobster), 2025, ail, acrylic,
pigments, and sand on canvas, 2.3 x 1.8 m. Courtesy: the artist;
Greene Naftali, New York; Trautwein Herleth, Berlin and Kélnischer
Kunstverein, 2026; photograph: Mareike Tocha

The purple ‘plaster’ returns in ‘Schweine Steine Scherber’, but this time as amorphous blobs, framed and
sometimes spatially invaded by trompe l'oeil brickwork. In Schweine Steine Scherben (lobster) (2025), the
flat wall becomes a theatrical space. Baer plays here with the history of fresco painting, with its staged
social pageantry set within architectural proscenia. The somewhat anthropomorphic shape we see in her
painting mimics the giornata, or ‘day’s work’, of the ancient buon fresco (true fresco) technique: a small
area of plaster applied to a wall for painting that same day. When such a fresco falls prey to the ravages of
time, it crumbles according to those same contours. In their resemblance to broken fresco walls, and with
their incised marks, the works in this series position themselves in an uncertain temporality: are these

cave drawings from the past, or messages addressed to an unknown future?

Nearby, Untitled (2022-23) depicts a meticulously rendered, silk-lined coat draping lusciously over a
ledge; remnants of a mosaic occupy part of the wall beneath, painted abstractly with grey washes layered
over bright undertones. Here, as in the other works in this series, the overcoat lies twisted like a conch
shell, seductively revealing the glossy pink of its inner surface, yet its owner is conspicuously absent. The
work represents a pictorial strategy deployed across Baer’s practice whereby readymade objects invade a

liminal painterly zone. Throughout ‘Defection’, Baer’s paintings deal with a sense of abandonment: are

work represents a pictorial strategy deployed across Baer’s practice whereby readymade objects invade a
liminal painterly zone. Throughout ‘Defection’, Baer’s paintings deal with a sense of abandonment: are
these clues left behind by someone who has, as the title of the show suggests, ‘defected’? To what or whom

have they, or the paintings themselves, been disloyal?

Monika Baer, ‘Defection’, 2026, exhibition view. Courtesy: Kélnischer
Kunstverein, 2026; photograph: Mareike Tocha

Material references from across the history of painting abound in Baer’s works, from mosaic and fresco to
abstract, Philip Guston-like wet-on-wet smears, comic drawings and hyperrealist depictions of fabrics in
the manner of Artemisia Gentileschi. Yet her references do not settle into quotation; they remain in flux,

activated through Baer’s restless handling of surface.

In Vilém Flusser’s essay ‘The Gesture of Photographing’ (1991), the philosopher notes that while
‘photographs are caused by phenomena [...] paintings point phenomena out’. Baer's works stage this
distinction, foregrounding painting as a site where appearances are not captured but are continually re-
enacted, with audacious twists. Baer’s recurrent props — garments, graffiti-like drawings, mosaic fragments
— function as signposts in paintings that hover theatrically between illusionistic depth, abstract space and

literal surface.



Monika Baer, Untitled, 2022-23, oil on canvas, 2.1 * 1.7 m.
Courtesy: Trautwein Herleth, Berlin and Kdlnischer Kunstverein,
2026; photograph: Mareike Tocha

It is this shift between the flatness of the wall and painting’s status as a window onto an imagined depth
that forms the pleasure point and conceptual nexus of ‘Defection’. Throughout the show, Baer successfully
directs the gesture of repetition, artifice and playfulness, with references to painterly time. Come again,

come closer: what do you see this time?

Monika Baer's Defection’is on view at Kélnischer Kunstverein, Cologne, until 3 May

Main image: Monika Baer, Untitled, 2022-23, 0il on canvas, 2.1 x 1.6 m. Collection of Igor DaCosta. Courtesy: Trautwein Herleth,

Berlin and Kélnischer Kunstverein, 2026; photograph: Mareike Tocha
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