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Jutta Koether: I'd like to start with a question that’s fundamental and
to my mind, very topical today. Seeing the Joan Mitchell exhibition ’
last year at Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin, with my students, I began
to wonder about why and how we look at her paintings today. We
might connect Mitchell’s current relevance to the observation that, in
recent years, artists who had more or less been forgotten or con-
signed to minor positions have reemerged in art-historical appraisals,
which then lead certain galleries to take a fresh interest in them.

It usually starts with a small survey exhibition that’s then suddenly
followed by retrospectives. I wonder what the reason behind this
might be. Does the reconsideration of these works have effects

or repercussions relevant to current theories and discourses

around
painting? !

Isabelle Graw: It is extremely important to understand the current rele-
vance of Mitchell’s work and the way it connects to certain dis-
courses. You've brought up the logic of the market, which over time
appropriates even those supposedly rather marginal women artists
who have been members of hegemonic artist groups (in this in-
stance, the second-generation artists of Abstract Expressionism).
Now its Mitchell’s turn—this is also a ramification of one of the struc-
tural laws of the commercial sphere, which assimilates those figures
that insiders treasure as so-called artists’ artists as well. There are
additional aspects to her painting that are of interest at the moment

in the way they align with current theoretical debates around
painting.

J.K. Let me rephrase my question and be more specific. There are
these laws of the market that we might question on a fundamental
level. We're confronted with these waves, and suddenly a certain
issue is on the agenda. Is it nevertheless possible to still make

discoveries that transcend the market logic, that go beyond previ-
ous readings of her work?

1.G. One could explain the current interest in Mitchell’s paintings
by pointing to patterns of reception and certain theoretical conjunc-
tures that her work suddenly fits into. Her early work, in particular,
caters to the resurgent desire for painterly gestures and composi-
tion. Literature on her work has repeatedly pointed out that her
early pictures aren’t Abstract Expressionist allover paintings but in

fact retain the idea of composition and figure-ground relations.”™
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The clumps of paint placed centrally in her paintings of the 19¢
might in fact be perceived as something rather figurative—pegq,, N
all the forces within the paintings driv & centra] se
in a manner that could be described as centrifugal. Her paintings ’
seem to become further animated by the density of the paint anq ¢,
variety of brushstrokes, the apparently calligraphic lines aroung ’
them forming a kind of background. As described in a recent essay
by Mark Godfrey in Artforum, this holding on to compositiona]
devices sits well with the rehabilitation of composition in recent paint.
ing theory.8° Godfrey praises painters like Amy Sillman and Charline
von Heyl for painting in new and unforeseen ways,8! arguing that
non-compositional procedures, such as aleatory procedures, have Jong
been exhausted and overcome.

J.K. I take a somewhat different view. I don’t think this desire for |
composition, also in Godfrey’s sense, is perceptible in Mitchell. Eve
if a compositional element briefly emerges in her work, it subse-
quently dissolves again. Mitchell isn’t hesitant, but she’s very skept:
cal of these compositional marks: her practice is geared toward
them but doesn’t end with them. You're right, there are these clums
in her paintings, but if you compare them with the agglomerations
in Philip Guston’s work, they’re rather frayed and soft—they post
tively dissipate along the edges.

1.G. Yes, they also look internally frayed, forming delicate and ner-
vous mesh structures ...

J.K. Mitchell’s clumps are always fractured and their coloring is evel
unequivocal. The more her work evolves and develops, the mor
process-based it becomes. When I recently had the opportunity t0
revisit her large-scale paintings, I was struck by both: there were !
stripes or vertical gestures that could be seen as something enﬂreh: e
compositional, as series or figural formations, but as soon a8 yous
decided to read them in a certain way, she immediately shatters
that interpretation. Incomplete and hesitant elements alWays remh i
although the gesture, the manner in which she employs th brut”

| is invariably very powerful. There’s an intensity but also @ Ir®
vibrancy, as if she were never finished.

mulﬂus

I.G. The intensity of her paintings has something planned and con
ceptual about it. There’s the impression of the painter descending
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into chaos in places, only to then distance herself from her image
and take a conceptual approach. Perhaps it’s this alternation be- v
tween impulsive action and a considered approach that’s of interest

to us today in relation to a model of “conceptual expression,”
3 3 . i ?
as 've called it with regard to Martin Kippenberger’s paintings 752

J.K. I wouldn’t necessarily draw that comparison. After all y
tual expression, even if it’s present here, is based on compl’est%w-
different premises. It’s g_l_ggy_s bound up with social spaces such as
the gallery. During the visit to the Mitchell exhibition I've men-
joned, another visitor asked if we would mind if the lights were
switched off so that we could all view the works in natural light. It was
as if the stage lights had been turned off—we had to read the paintings
all over again. This was solely about the relation between work,
space, and artist—everything else was irrelevant. And yet the paint-
ings register something “external”—like a sentence on a piece of
paper, manifesting above all the artist’s explicit will to be a painter.

LG. The feminist art historian Linda Nochlin has convincingly argued
that Mitchell’s early work attests to what she calls a rage.® I should
add, however, that this was never the authentic rage of the artist her-
self, but rather an aggressive energy that’s not gendered. The
insignia of clichéd femininity is absent from Mitchell’s paintings.
Although they look extremely vitalistic, they don’t transmit any
signs that could be read as typically feminine.

J.K. D've also recently reread this essay by Nochlin, and it occurred

to me that Mitchell conceptualizes this “rage” in the sense that she

translates it into her own painterly language. She works through
» such as when she seizes

it by recruiting the help of other “rage-ists,
Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers (1 887)—a high-intensity painting—
for her own Sunflower III (1969), extracting that extremely harsh
yellow. In this approach, she’s basically employing the same lan-
guage she also uses to process a Monet painting, which is to say, her
rage has found its own signature or painterly language that wrests
elements from these male role models, transforming them into her

own gestures. This doesn’t just involve feelings of kins.hip 0;' affinity
with the role models but also, paradoxically, an assertion of her
gestural style.

claim to autonomy, idiosyncrasy, and her own
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.G. Her paintings actually testify to a headstrong power, which is
especially apparent in her works from the 1980@;, when her Positing
of the brush grows bolder and bolder. And there’s nothing to sug-
gest that this is the force of someone who occupies the social pogj.

tion to which women are assigned.

J.K. The power has become uncoupled from her gender. The
she had said during her lifetime would in fact suggest that ghe
distanced herself from other women. She’s hardly alone“'mﬂn'y

women of her generation, like Jo Baer or Lee Krasner, for exgﬁipr
displayed a similar lack of solidarity with other female artists
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1.G. Helen Frankenthaler would be another artist with this sort of
self-image—she, too, wanted to be “one of the boys,” embracirrl )
the role of the exceptional woman among the Abstract Expressior?ists
In Mitchell’s case, this desire for equality with her male colleagues '
even extended to her everyday habits——according to her biographers
she drank just as much as the other painters at the Cedar Street ’
Tavern in New York and could be just as acerbjc and cruel. Neverthe-
less she later permitted herself to come into contact with feminist
art history; for example, Marcia Tucker curated her first retrospective
at the Whitney Museum in New York in 1974, and she also ex-
changed letters with Nochlin.

J.K. Other women artists have such alliances: the collaboration
between Isa Genzken and the curator Sabine Breitwieser is one ex-
ample that comes to mind. On the surface, there’s a distinct dis-
tancing from, or refusal to negotiate, certain issues that the artist
doesn’t want to address in her work (or life). But out of a kind of will
to survive—and this also has to do with artistic instinct—she
nonetheless forges alliances when the opportunity presents itself.
Even more important, of course, are the people with whom there’s
an intellectual connection.

I.G. Another interesting factor in Mitchell is the interplay between
proximity and distance that I explored in an early essay: her work
spans two geographical poles and draws its tension from that.%
Arriving in New York in the late 1940s, she rather purposefully
sought out the group of artists who dominated the scene at the time,
making friends with painters such as Franz Kline and Willem de'
Kooning and becoming a member of the Eighth Street C-Iub, which
was extremely significant in enabling her to participate in the rele-
vant discussions and intellectual exchanges. In 1951 she'rented a
studio in close proximity to Guston’s, and her study of his approach
to painting is apparent in her work. But by the mid-.l?SOS, sh;e1
went into self-imposed exile—as the curator Jane le.mgston a; -
called it—in Paris, though she didn’t give up her stuchf) in Ngw (o
and traveled back and forth. She had numerous exhibitions in s e
New York, but for personal reasons—she’d become ?nw:')lved wltrk
painter Jean-Paul Riopelle—she lived in Paris, continuing to ‘\::E):l‘eﬂ,t
in Completely different social surroundings that, at the tlmf(;,) =
the center of art-historical attention. Having spent the 19 is
tWeen New York and Paris, she eventually settled in Vétheuil.




J.K. Rather than Paris.

L.G. Exactly. She worked in Vétheuil, the Parisjan suburh yhe.
Monet had once lived and worked too—it is pretty ou¢ of the f:e
When considering Mitchell’s career, I can’t help thinking of Yo“:ﬁ- |
history and your own work spanning two poles—initially be"tweeo‘.m
New York and Cologne, and now New York and Berlin By now ybz,__ |
also in the position of having two studios and making distinct king, re
of art in each. If  remember correctly,

you left Cologne in the early
1990s just as the local art scene was becoming pro |

fessionalizeq
and experiencing the first signs of institutional recognition Even
though you found an equally interesting situation in New York, you
were in a sense distancing yourself from the environment that
had originally forged you, and this also entailed developing a different
formal language. We might almost argue that your situation was
similar to Mitchell's—just as Mitchell’s pictures became more trans-
lucent in Paris, as she applied the paint more thinly, your own
paintings immediately after your move to New York show a similar
tendency, as seen, for example, at your first Pat Hearn exhibition, "Q
where you showed extremely translucent surfaces with a pastel sheen.

This development was probably only made possible by the distance
you put between yourself and Cologne.

L =8
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5.K. We might view this as a second stage of the rage we previously
discussed, which becomes reformatted as something productive.
It’s renegotiated, as it were, using the means of artistic expression.
Dissatisfaction and personal issues also play into such reformat-
ting. You can feel that the scene surrounding you is about to change,
and you don’t want to be part of a change that’s both inevitable

and would confine you within a prescribed role. Mitchell, too, played
a specific part in New York and had made some progress, but then
this period of productive friction came to an end and she left.

1.G. In New York, she was cast in a particular role, which was that of
the exceptional woman among the second-generation Abstract
Expressionists-—she’d conquered that position, but then she became
stuck in it. It’s interesting, in this context, that her early work en-
gages with the formal language of some rather marginal figures asso-
ciated with Abstract Expressionism, such as Arshile Gorky and
Roberto Matta, as if in doing so she intended to claim a particular
position—one that was just slightly off—for herself. So there was only
one way for her to escape her prescribed role, and that was to
abandon it for a new social universe where she could reinvent herself.

J.K. She reinvented herself, but was also forced to renegotiate the
way she encountered the world and develop a painterly language
appropriate for such an undertaking. In the history of painting, an
artist’s actions can’t be disentangled from his or her awareness
of that larger history. But the cultural context and the perspective
informed by it will be different depending on whether you're in
Europe or America, in a rural or urban environment, an expat or an
involuntary exile. These factors result in changes to your self-
awareness, your identity, your relationship with language, and so on.
Other artists, such as Cy Twombly and Jo Baer, also semi-
consciously chose to become solitaries. Of course, the solitary figure
exists in other cultural areas as well. When I was very young,
I once got Mitchell mixed up with Patricia Highsmith! I'd also include
Ingeborg Bachmann in this class. But making such decisions isn’t
altogether unproblematic—you pay a high price for them. You may
well be very lonely at times. Mitchell too lived through very dark
periods and struggled with alcoholism.

LG. [.Jl?til 1956, she presented shows in yearly intervals at the
Prestigious Stable Gallery in New York, but in France, where there
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was very little interest in her work, her exhibitiong
quent. That would change dramatically with the “Grande Vallgo
series of paintings in the 1980s. These paintings produceq i;l ;ée,
could probably not have been made in New York—for e range
she did Abstract Expressionist allovers and permitted herselffe’
tremely feisty, self-confident use of color; her palette became n?; :X-

impressionistic, richer, and more nuanced.

fMore jnfy

J.K. She didn’t feel she had to restrain herself
longer about showing off the new big thing or a
as it had been in New York. She also sidestepped the emergins
momentum of Pop art and the trend toward non-painterly y
In New York she’d played a particular part and had com
way, but suddenly all that was left to do for e
divvy up the spoils. The period of productive engagement was gye,
Her exile in France enabled her to turn toward a more experlme;;iaj
and even more process-based approach, which in time also deve].
oped in terms of the formats she used. Her technique became broader
in range, and she now began making multipart paintings. At the
same time she seems to have heard an inner rallying cry, “Stop dels
vering the goods!” It wasn’t supposed to be about routine business
anymore, but about the bigger picture, about something beyond.

Anymore. It Was o
fresh ideq once 4,
o

Pmduetion _
€ along
veryone involveq y,, to

1.G. T've read these multi-panel paintings, such as Clearing (1973), as
a literal expression of the urge to expand. Her vision grows to en-
compass several canvases, as if she were unstoppable. It’s also inte-
resting that, from the outset and throughout her career, she worked

in large formats, laying claim to a grand and meaningful kind of
painting.

J.K. This challenge, of how to be physically dominant, to present
yourself, to step into the limelight, but without your work be_c‘i'mm‘g
a megalomaniacal production—you can see in Mitchell how it cad
be done, especially if you turn off the gallery lighting.

I.G. In her last tondos, too, you get the impression that she was now
taking all liberties, loosening the reins, even if she was restricting

herself at the same time by using an unusual format.

d
ined a1
J.K. The tondo in particular is an extremely overdete"ml:;iat
difficult form. That’s why I see Mitchell’s move to this fof
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as a radical step. In these paintings there’s a complete dissolution
or deindividualization—they tear open an abyss that no long?r has
“anything to do with her biography, reflecting more of a universal
delirium. It becomes clear in these paintings that she didn’t have too
much time left and was trying to make a statement through her
decisions relating to painting—by means of format, composition, and
gesture. I'm profoundly impressed by how she persevered to the
end in order to articulate herself one last time.

.G. What makes Mitchell so relevant today is also the way in which
her pictures invoke the trope of painting’s self-action. She herself
repeatedly stressed in interviews that she wasn’t in control of

the painterly process. She called this situation “no hands”—to paint
like riding a bike with no hands,®* the bicycle riding itself, with

no one steering. But at the same time she also spoke, like many other
painters, of the painting telling her what to do. To the degree that
she abandoned control, her status as subject devolved upon the paint-
ing. What's interesting about Mitchell is how this myth of the subject-
like, “living” painting takes on the character of an experimental
setup. The process can be traced in the paintings themselves—the way
the artist-subject backs off, pauses, considers, and deliberately
attempts to eliminate itself, permitting the painting to become subject-
like. The painter becomes the catalyst for this mythical experiment.

J.K. That’s a good point you've described very well. In Mitchell,
abstract painting becomes open to renegotiation in interesting ways.
At the same time, her work also presents problems. The older she
gets and the more she invests in these experimental setups, the more
her work becomes limited to the studio. Nothing external is per-
mitted to enter in a visible manner. Of course that was a conscious
decision on her part, but to my mind it also raises new questions.
Would it have been possible to admit any kind of outside, beyond the
work of other painters—in her case, that Monet/Giverny story?
You can tell she obsessively studied Monet, but she no longer engaged
with the (art) world out there. Instead she explored the topography
of her surroundings, nature, and Monet, who had gone through the
same processes in the same place.

LG. You're right—there’s something claustrophobic about it. Before
YO_U n.lentioned Monet, I thought the outside of these paintings was
painting itself. This was already true of the series displaying lumps of
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paint of the 1960s, which, even though
logically with Guston, ultimately evoke _
The lump of paint stands for painting in the picture and o aDalefté_
final analysis it declares only one thing: that this is ;, ainﬁln the
were certainly sociological and biographical reasons thag g, Therg
such a declaration necessary—instead of o Made

Pening up hepp.:
to social conditions, she was forced to stan Paintingg

d'her grounq
; a8 a pa;

But the literature on Mitchell also mentions how ghe el’ealz:l(;llt]er'

Q her

own social environment at her house in Vétheuil, Where ghe B
modated assistants and a continual flow of guests. It seems to l;‘elm.
that there were limits to this openness—she only let thoge into he
world that she wanted to. Unforeseen encounters no longer oe. j
curred. Perhaps she had to maintain her project at a certaip remoye
from the art world, in order to pursue it in its consistency ang
radicalness. In her lifetime, of course, she never received the ingtj.
tutional (and commercial) recognition her work deserved. That
always makes me wonder: Why was the institutional art world, along
with the commercial sphere, so hesitant when it came to placing

the trust in her that her work required for success in institutional
and economic terms?

a
remnants of painttz nlOrpho_

J.K. That’s a reasonable question to ask, of course, although some ¢f
Mitchell’s contemporaries, such as Guston, also needed a long time,

N T




[ G. Butin Guston'’s case it had to do with the rupture in his work, e,
his turn to figuration, which was initially met with rejection. -

J.K. In Mitchell, too, it had something to do with her painting. Even
though there was no harsh discontinuity as there was in Guston,
there were still a number of smaller breaks. For example, she left her
home turf—that was the first considerable break. She became
autonomous and she abandoned the language and the role or position
she’d been cast in, also in terms of painting. She no longer main-
tained the same determination or relentlessness, as I already men-
tioned in the beginning. Moving away, an artist also deliberately
cuts off or vitiates social and cultural biotopes. He or she departs on
an emotional voyage and endeavors to devise a painterly expres-

sion for it. The work evolves accordingly—no more refining of argu-
ments or further highlights.

1.G. What exactly do you mean by that? That Mitchell’s painting
didn’t receive the recognition it was due because it provided no
further highlights that could be marketed like a product? That she
tended to work in more of a quiet, ongoing process?

J.K. It’s an ongoing process that has its dramatic moments, but it’s
not an enactment of the popular drama. There are no drastic highs or
lows in the painting, neither for reasons of desperation nor for
purposes of entertainment. At the time she was leaving New York, Pop
art, for example, was on the rise—completely different types of

art suddenly became interesting, and nobody was expecting anything
interesting from painting. At this point, Mitchell wasn’t trying to
hog the limelight or saying anything particularly radical or incisive.
At that time, which painter was? Except for Picasso, who kept
trying into old age.

LG. Well, in the early 1950s there was de Kooning with his “Women”
series. And the 1960s saw the rise of the media society in which the
person behind the product became ever more important. The Pop
artists, and of course Andy Warhol above all, understood this very
well. And at this moment Mitchell withdrew to France—this was after
New York had stolen the idea of modern art from Paris. I think
that it was difficult for people at the time to make sense of the work
of a painter who'd moved to a suburb of Paris and studied Monet

| flﬂd such. Today, it would also be unthinkable to defy the networking
‘Mperative, though it wasn’t quite as pronounced then, as Mitchell did.
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would actually be completely unthinkable,

LK. It

e source of Mitchell’s fascination—that ghe

~ And there lies th
L. o would be unthinkable today.

pursued options that

5K It’sals

hardly credible, and that’s why it elicits such boundless deg;
Mitchell’s paintings present a challenge—beCause you want to*ri
Stand it and share i it, it’ ' nattainablem
represents something outrageous today: the possibility of an aufg |
“Honshie. J-Y\n&
e

LG. We should remember at this point that being independently
wealthy enabled her to afford her autonomous life.

J.K. That was the prerequisite for her artistic life, in which she
very deliberately explored something unknown and took real risks

1.G. The product “Mitchell,” however, not only involves her decision
to withdraw from an artistic movement and to risk becoming a
solitary figure. The original bohemian milieu of New York, including
the creative exchange with such artists as Yves Klein, de Kooning,
Guston, has left its mark on the product as well. The early New York
period is a decisive subtext to her work’s fascination. Moreover,
Mitchell also made some personal sacrifices by choosing not to have
children/family so that she could focus on her work.

J.K. Yes, it's an approach you have to be able to afford in psycho-
logical terms as well! Such decisions can be harrowing—they always
also involve hurting others and yourself. They're Jife-changing 4¢
cisions few of us are prepared to make. Still, there’s 2 jind of 207"
to them.

1.G. Mitchell’s paintings also witness to her awareness of the emble-
matic nature of painterly language. Drips and runs function differ-
enFly in her paintings than they do in, say, Jackson Pollock’s Action
painting. Greenberg once criticized the sec;nd-generation Abstract
Expressionists for their “Tenth Street touch,” arguing that their dis-
tressed brushstrokes, speckled, streaked ar;d dripped, were ulti-
mately just a kind of mannerism.8¢ , PPEE
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5.K. That sounds about right!

Ves, only that in Mitchell I have the impression the drips were
.G eS.: Sl employed mannerism. It’s made clear that we're
a conS;’ll.Ong with the authentic traces of her actions but with a voca-
Eﬂaﬁi ﬂllat has long been mannered and that she deploys quite

deliberately:

1.K. And then also overdoes. But when you deliberately adopt a man-
nered approach, you also abandon the prevailing discourse. You
consent to your own marginalization. The behaviors that her paint-
ings register—her abandonments, her distrust of membership,

her perseverance, and all the psychological contingencies—she con-
solidated in particular forms. For starters, there’s the allover
dabbing, then the loops, then there are the straight lines, similar to
the broad, long lines; she was always employing specific marks.

LG. The fascinating thing about these marks is that they constantly
refer to their physical nature. Mitchell’s work powerfully reminds

us that painting is a language whose signifiers primarily refer to their
physical materiality. These are the things that come to the fore in
Mitchell, not the painter who applied the marks.

J.K. All of that is much more prominent in Mitchell than people,
bodies with heads, a woman, or anything else to do with the world.
These are things of complete indifference and only present in
traces. In fact, nothing is present. It’s basically a kind of self-deploying
mechanism that’s applied in a similar way to Agnes Martin’s grids.
Martin also introduces variation into her grids, a different but never-
theless structurally similar formal language; in both cases certain
fixed elements are being deployed.

LG. Nevertheless Mitchell’s paintings, in contrast to Martin’s,
nourish the vitalistic projection of the absent painter as a ghostly
presence. They seem to have been painted in full awareness of
their vitalistic projective force.

J.K. Looking at Mitchell’s paintings always turns into a kind of
session.®” There’s no getting inside this art because there isn’t any
inside. Its impenetrability is part of her concept, since everything
initially points to the opposite: gesture, staging, and the painting’s

| _
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L.G. Mitchell’s multipart panels are al
spective—because they insist on inte

scale ensure an immersive character. Th
to delve into them, but this immersion

ey ohauenge the v:
doesn’t req);
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result, you're sucked into her psychologica] mode] Work_ Asy
L.G. A psychological model in which the externa] remaing g, tside.
the door stays closed and the world is kept at a ;

distance.

J.K. That strikes me as an interesting mode] ¢, work i
be a cliché, but the power of these paintings only
you're in a space full of them. That’s ped the papn
of the “room full of paintings,” since it doesn’t work with g, s
painting—a single work is precisely not the work s Howeye, ik
energy you put into something you then present a5 the lateg;
masterpiece, this dependence of on

€ picture on the other neverth,
less comes into play, there’s a constant negotiation and COmmup;.

cation between the paintings themselves. It’s not about eXperienciyy
one painting, but about experiencing the entire space.

; trnay
unfolds y,
why I've develg hen

SO interesting in this per-
rnal affiliations between their
piece of music and, similar

J.K. At bottom it’s utterly perverse. Because on the one hand the

space filled with Mitchell’s paintings is a shelter, on the other hand,
it’s also a torture chamber: it’s both,
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. s and Christiane Kruse,
gee Hans Beltlf;is Gemiildes: Das erste

Die Erﬁnduﬁer niederldndischen Malerei
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