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1 Message from Alois 
Lichtsteiner to the author, 
July 2025. 

2 Raimund Stecker: Malerei. 
Das unentfremdete Medium. 

Regensburg 2003. 

lt 1s Not What lt 1s 
- But lt 1s Always Painting

During the big painting revival of the so-called Neue Wilde (New Wild Ones) in the 

1980s, Alois Lichtsteiner also produced an array of large-format, intensely coloured 

pictures. However, his Gefäße (Vessels) series has little to do with the punk attitude and 

the intentionally Bad Painting employed by many of his successful colleagues. Nor did 

Lichtsteiner question the technical aspect of painting or undermine the significance of 

the panel with ironic gestures. By contrast, everything he applies to a canvas, or any 

other ground, is an ongoing exploration of the genuine potential of painting to point to 

the depicted subject as well as itself. 

This approach is already apparent in the Gefäße paintings, in which the title-giving 

vessels are only visible as enlarged sections that take up the entire surface of the over 

two-metre-high canvases. The eyes wander and follow the movements in the picture, 

as well as the gestic, often fiery red squirls, which can be interpreted as the contents of the 

vessel and as purely pictorial expressions. The vessel becomes a metaphor for the image 

itself and its "contents". As in many of the artist's later works, the figure and the ground 

are almost indistinguishable and elude categories such as representational or abstract. 

Ast (AL1994.018) (Branch) (1994) is different in that the gestic movement takes on the 

shape of the object mentioned in the title, which once again appears only in part as a 

slanted vertical axis against the red backdrop. The branch in its carbonised state is also 

a vanitas symbol and a "reference to the impossibility of representational painting". 1

As with the Gefäße paintings, the dimensions of this picture engage not only the 

viewer's eyes, but their whole body and its axis. While the branch also provides a scale 

in relation to the actual size, the interpretation of the canvas-filling vessels is not limited 

to over-dimensional receptacles, but also leaves room for other images, such as an 

imagini;iry climb up a mountain face. 

To this day, mountains, or rather, sections of the Alpine world, play a-literally-expan­

sive role in Alois Lichtsteiner's work. The landscape formats he started to produce in 

2001 di:ffer from previous pieces, not only because of their more horizontal than verti­

cal compositions, but also because his painterly process became more systematised, 

albeit with room for spontaneity. Lichtsteiner was responding to a trend towards in­

tellectualisation that evolved in the 1990s. The French theorists of Deconstructivism 

and others had called into question the immediacy and spontaneity of painting as an 

''unalienated medium" 2 and thereby strongly challenged its relevance. Looking back, 

Lichtsteiner says he found the situation very diffi.cult but accepted the challenge by 

trying to find a free and experimental approach to painting. 

Many other painters also subjected their medium to an array of translation processes. 

The painterly gesture was no longer just evidence of the technical process, but the re­

sult of transfers, repetitions, and replications and often proceeded from randomly dis­

covered traces or constellations. Many of the traditional antitheses, such as surface 

versus depth, became irrelevant. Everything happened on the surface of the picture 

which became a complex arena for multilayered processes in the truest sense of the 

word. While Alois Lichtsteiner takes a similar approach, he allows the immediate expe­

rience of the painted image to prevail after a passage through various transfer processes. 

This is manifest in an extensive series of paintings inspired by an observation Licht­

steiner made during an Alpine hike with the art historian and curator Ulrich Loock. 

From the Susten Pass he looked down on a largely snow-covered area interspersed with 

dark patches where crags or swards stood out from their white surroundings. This motif 
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