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The exhibition Face the Face by Karin Knefel at Jahn und Jahn in Munich presents a series of double
portraits of the same format. While one picture always shows the face of a female fgure, the respective
companion piece is the face of a small child. The colouring and appearance of the heads suggest their or-
igins in sculptural models. The depiction of mother and child has a frm place in Christian religious art from
the Middle Ages to modern times. Countless paintings and sculptures have been dedicated to the Madon-
na and Child over the centuries, making it undoubtedly one of the most popular motifs in Western-infu-
enced art history. But why did Knefel model her mother and child pictures on painted wooden sculptures
from the 15th and 16th centuries? 

The answer to this question lies frstly in sculpture itself, which on the one hand is not Knefel's métier,
and on the other hand is regarded in the art historical tradition as the medium that is supposedly closer to
life than one-dimensional painting due to its multidimensionality. Now it is often those small sculptures of
the Virgin Mary that once served the devotion of the faithful and clergy in monasteries and elsewhere,
which, due to their materiality and purpose, sometimes have a peculiarly »wooden« piety and naïve reli-
giosity in our eyes. The latter also deterred the artist from tackling this subject earlier, until she recog-
nised the potential of such depictions of women as fgures of identifcation through attentive observation
and examination: completely thrown back on themselves, saddened and loving at the same time, they
unafectedly anticipate and endure the inevitable disaster lying in the future with a mostly introspective
gaze. 

Unlike in the wooden sculptures, in Knefel's work the mother and child are separated from each other,
but not isolated, as they relate to each other in a variety of compositional and colourful ways, forming an
inseparable duo. The heads are greatly enlarged and have a haunting presence. The artist has taken care
to preserve the original proportions of the mother and child fgures. The woman's face is almost always
cropped and fts into the same picture format as that of her child. Knefel achieves something phenomen-
ologically remarkable by transforming them into paintings: in the viewer's gaze, the pictorial models them-
selves disappear bit by bit, the characteristics of the statues recede into the background, while the fe-
male features depicted are brought to life. Are not all these sculptures in turn based on living models of
fesh and blood, on real women who were viewed by mostly male artists in order to give shape to their
ideas of God-fearing femininity? In this context, the depiction of motherhood was not without purpose,
and by freeing the portraits of women from all religious ornamentation and assigning them their own
place, their own image alongside that of their child, Knefel opens up new worlds of thought, creating
other levels of meaning and legibility. 

Not all of the paintings in this series are based on photographs of wooden sculptures that the artist has
made over the years in museums and churches. One of the »real« Madonnas is based on an AI-generated
model. Another pair of pictures shows the artist's daughter-in-law with the grandchild. In this constella-



tion, the portraits are mutually dependent: in the painting, the real fgures undergo a subtle transformation
towards a sculpturally moulded appearance, while the sculptural undergoes a lively intensifcation. 

Even during her time at the Düsseldorf Art Academy, Knefel defed common assumptions about what
one should paint and, in particular, what a woman should not paint. Such ideas were so repugnant to her
that she rebelled against the denigration of so-called female issues as subjects of the arts. In the 1980s,
she began to paint large-format, realistic grape pictures. As fruit paintings full of joie de vivre, they were
reminiscent of advertising posters and contradicted the male-dominated zeitgeist of painting at the time.
One could be forgiven for thinking that Knefel's grapes combine ideas of pop art with the anecdote of
the famous trial of strength between two ancient Greek painters, as handed down to us by Pliny the Elder
in his Naturalis historia: Zeuxis of Heraclea is said to have been inferior to his fellow artist Parrhasius in
the competition. While Zeuxis painted grapes that looked so real that they attracted birds, Parrhasius de-
ceived his competitor with a painted curtain. Zeuxis fell into the painterly trap of his challenger when he
demanded to pull away the curtain to see the picture behind it. If such literary descriptions of surpassing
mimetic abilities serve above all to testify to the highest degree of artistry, they also reveal a rather old
masculine power game in the race for the best artist. And Knefel meets this hustle and bustle with hu-
mour, not only by creating what are probably the largest masterfully painted grapes in art history, but also
by breathing new life into them in a kind of revival of her own art in the form of self-refection. The opti-
mistic fruits of that time are given an ambiguous twist in view of the silent and contemplative mothers of
the diptychs, in a dark premonition of the transience of all existence. 

The photographs of still lifes by the artist exhibited in the basement of the gallery are also to be under-
stood in this context: A bouquet of fowers in the foreground – frst in bloom, then wilted and fnally dried
up – merges with a fower painting in the background. The latter shows various stages of withering in
splendid simultaneity. Both motifs become one picture in the viewer's imagination to form a new reality, a
visually complex concept in the cycle of life and death.
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