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Monika Baer’s exhibition “Defection” could hardly have been more
straightforwardly hung. Eleven paintings, all in vertical formats, virtu-
ally identical in size, were lined up in a long and otherwise empty hall,
which reminded me of the corridors at the Prado or the Louvre and so
inevitably evoked the category of the “masterpiece.” In fact, Baer has
always made a point of showing off every conceivable feature of paint-
ing and displayed a smooth bravura that all the de-skilling in contem-
porary art cannot kill. That’s why her oeuvre is an affirmation of the
special status and deep history of painting.

The show gathered pictures from Baer’s recent output; some were
shown previously at Greene Naftali in New York in 2025-26. Three of
the paintings in Cologne came from an untitled series, begun in 2022,
whose subject is a Soviet army coat that, as Baer recounted during a
public walk-through of the show, she bought on eBay. In the paintings,
it appears in cavernous niches and in combination with motifs from
ancient Roman mosaics. Brilliantly executed canvases showcase the
rumpled soldier’s coat with its iridescent lining as a still life—by the
artist’s own account, Chardin was on her mind—and pair it with
trompe I’oeil mosaics in abstract heart shapes and a partially nude
woman’s body, suffusing the motifs with an elegiac aura. Here and
there, Baer flirts with trompe I’oeil effects that one might think of today
as Mannerist, which is to say, obsolete. Not explicitly invoked in these
pictures is the Russian “meat grinder” in Ukraine or, more broadly, a
global order that is falling apart. But they could trigger the memory of
the German army coat in Gerhard Richter’s painting Onkel Rudi (Uncle
Rudi), 1965.

In another series of works, she revisits one of her favorite motifs, the
redbrick wall; the title, “Schweine Steine Scherben™ (Pigs Stones
Shards), 2024-26, is a nod to the German cult band Ton Steine Scher-
ben. Of all the painters, from Vermeer to Martin Wong, who have
shared their delight in painted masonry, I was reminded above all of
René Magritte and his painting The Empty Picture Frame, 1934—
because of the wall, of course, but also because of the latent touch of
the surreal that I felt throughout Baer’s exhibition. The walls depicted
in these paintings are covered with an overlay of purple acrylic spackle
to mimic the physical presence of plaster. Its uneven texture hints at
sometimes oddly biomorphic silhouettes, and scratched into it sgraffito-
style are banal pictograms: tits, asses, cocks, pussies, plus grimacing
faces. To add insult to injury, Donald Trump’s likeness can be made out
amid the general confusion, all of it looking like shoddy homemade
tattoos. Baer’s bathroom doodles yield a push-and-pull effect: From a
distance the pictures are monochromes in a queer dusty-mauve hue,
and only inspection from up close reveals the caricatures.

In a third set of works titled “Lavender Walls,” 2024—, Baer goes all
in on the faux plaster, which now covers the whole wall—no bricks to
be seen. It’s not hard to see that the pseudo-adolescent scribbles reflect
the chaotic state of today’s world (as Baer also noted during the tour).
Yet my impression was that more could be said with them than what
one would expect to encounter in public bathrooms and such locales;
think of Dan Perjovschi’s cartoons or the sarcastic mayhem of, say,
George Grosz’s iconic Riot of the insane, 1915-16. In the sgraffito of
her wall pictures as in the army-coat pictures, Baer prefers to linger in
a prediscursive space.

—Georg Imdahl

Translated from German by Gerrit Jackson.



