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"A cage went out to look for a bird." (Franz Kafka) 1) 

Spaces devoid of people, filled with shadows. 
-Comments on the works of Cheryl Goldsleger 

Almost monochrome painting, graduated on a colorless scale from white to grey, to ochre, to black, that is how 
the labyrinth-like mysterious art concepts of Cheryl Goldsleger are represented. Rooms devoid of people, undefin
ed by their expansion and purpose, only inhabited by chairs represent themselves at first sight as logical, perfectly 
constructed. Calculation and estimation express the strong world of mathematics, of which understanding and 
correlation remain a mystery. One looks as often from above into rooms as one becomes lost in them, hopelessly 
ensnarled. Clarity and precision are suggested, where the impenetrable reigns, where invisible shackles, holes 
in the floor and abysses lie in ambush, and where every way out vanishes in the inpenetrable walls, into one-way, 
dead end streets. 

These are pictures, deeply afflicted, lucid and absurd at the same time and therein visibly establish an attitude 
as Eugene lonesco had formulated it for the autonomous theatre. "Sometimes the world appears to me devoid 
of concepts and of a reality that is unreal. This feeling of unreality, the search for a fundamental, anonymous reali
ty from which I believe I am not to be excluded, that's what I want to express - by means of figures which go 
astray in senselessness and which don't call anything their own except for their fears, their repentance, their failures, 
the emptiness of their lives. Beings who have been pushed into something, that fails to leave any meaning, can 
only appear grotesque and think suffering is nothing but a tragic joke. How could I, since the world remains incom
prehensible to me, understand my own work? I wait until it will be explained to me." 2) 

Just as the grotesque presents the only possibility for lonesco, namely to express in theatre a world that is neither 
rationally nor morally comprehensible and hence removes itself from any outside reality just as the traditional theatre 
does, so it seems that for the much younger Cheryl Goldsleger the ambivalence between superficially recognizable 
structures and inner absurdity is the only way out. She also develops a process comparable to lonesco: she eliminates 
as much of the factual reality as - and this is crucial - she does away with the traditional characteristics of represen
tational and abstract painting. 





Goldsleger's pictures are first of all not painted, but rather they produce the effect of construction drawings 
which have been executed in a very peculiar encaustic wax painting method. So they do not fit into any traditional 
categories such as drawing, collage or painting. Moreover, they are neither abstract nor figurative, but both together, 
without ever bringing one of these to its logical conclusion. So there are no rooms created which signifigantly 
reappear in our imagination, let alone which could be reconstructed. However, we are not dealing with informative, 
or even constructivistic, experiments. With respect to their rational as well as their sensual potential they remain 
open and inexplicable. 

They are perfectly staged concealments of their own perplexity, of their own insecurity. And this necessarily 
leads us to another interpretation which is as subjective/biographical as it is generally historic: Goldsleger can 
no more be understood without including her Jewish environment as at the same time my own historical restric
tions decisively determine my discussions of her work. 

Places without history, nevertheless full of shadows, are created in Goldsleger's pictures. And they are and 
they challenge at the same time the posthumously born, certainly of her who created these works as well as those 
who look at them. And without a doubt I can and I am forced to look at these pictures as a German, who was, 
mercifully, born after the horrors of National Socialism and the Holocaust, and who looks at these differently from 
any non-German and may, therefore, also interpret them incorrectly. Maybe it is true when Cheryl Goldsleger states 
that her work, her rooms really are not threatening: "Well, no, not totally trapped. Because you're always looking 
down, there's no exit - a sense of closure, possibly. You can't get out of the spaces. But I don't see them as un
comfortable spaces or a place you really wouldn't want to be. If you were in this particular space you could go 
from place to place in that space. You wouldn't have to stay in just one room." 3) To me this sounds like a protec
tive statement, which tries to hide her own vulnerability. 

I cannot conceive of these works other than with consternation, as the attempt of a human being to banish 
the horrors of the past into form and hence to be free of them. I can hear in these rooms the voices of people 
who stand in front of us as a remembrance, without being given the chance to take on form, without attaining 
names and faces. These voices which again and again disappear in the alleys of the labyrinth, talking to us without 
our being able to understand them. "The speaker (who remained motionless during the scene of the double murders) 
decides after a few moments to speak. Facing the empty rows of chairs, he lets it be known to the insecure crowd 



that he is deaf and dumb. He makes the gestures of the deaf and mute person: desperate efforts to make himself 
understood. Then he lets out all the croaks, moans and throat sounds of a deaf and mute person." 4) 

If one attempts, apart from the specific historic place and time in which these works have been created, to see 
them independently from their painful connection with Jewish history, and only see them in their general, iconographic 
context, then one is reminded of numerous parallels. The Palace at Knossos is an example and, in general, the 
always popular, consummate illustrations of the most complicated and potentially exitless, maze-like structures, 
gardens and horrifying "scream machines" since the Renaissance. And also, of course, one is reminded of the 
"Carceri" of Piranesi. Today, as a result of the development of psychoanalysis, there are the implied experiments 
searching for clues of the inner labyrinths as they have been so inimtiably depicted by Max Ernst in art. But there 
are also monomanic and obsessive stories by Kafka and Kierkegaard, which portray a comparable view of life. 
One can find extraordinarily close parallels to Giacometti: the elongated figures there become spiritual substruc
ture here, an attempt of an imagined, and here realized, network in the linear system of the passages. 

The quotation by Kafka at the beginning of the text of the cage looking for a bird 5), sounds like an interpretation 
of Cheryl Goldsleger's structures: they are the sheathings and prisons for shadows, which were once figures and 
will be again, and they are at the same time metaphors of an apparent freedom that at closer view is full of bar
ricades and blind alleys. 

Dr. Carla Schulz-Hoffmann, Oberkonservatorin 
Staatsgalerie Moderner Kunst 

Bayerische Staatsgemaeldesammlungen 
Muenchen 

Anmerkunoen (Footnotes) 

1) Franz Kafka, Bertrachtungen ueber Suende, Leid, Hoffnung und den wahren Weg, in: ders., Er, Prosa von Franz Kafka, Auswahl von Martin Walser, Frankfurt 1963, S. 197. 

2) Eugene lonesco, "Die Stuehle, Der neue Mieter," Stuttgart 1962, o.S. (Vorbemerkung des Autors). 

3) Cheryl Goldsleger in einem interview mit Peter Morrin, abgedruckt in: Southern Expressions, the Kidder Peabody Series, High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Georgia, Dec. 10, 1985 • February 9,1986 (publiziert 
anlasslich einer Ausstellung der Kuenstlerin in diesem Zeitraum). 

4) Eugene lonesco, vgl. Anm. 2, S. 71 ("Die Stuehle"). 

5) s. Anm. 1. 
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