Photography had to be more relevant to me than art history: it was an image
of my, our, present-day reality. And I did not take it as a substitute for reality,
but as a crutch to help me get to reality.
GERHARD RICHTER
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Gerhard Richter’s Ferrari shows a cropped portion of a German ad for a Ferrari. The photo is
blurred, showing the speed of the moving vehicle or the speed of the vehicle the camera was
in (the trees in the background are blurred, hinting at the movement of the camera). The text
below describes, in German, the various attributes of the car. Richter was exposed to American
Pop art in the early 1960s while studying in Düsseldorf, Germany, and shortly thereafter held
a show with a group of art students that they referred to as “the first exhibition of German Pop
art.” They named their movement Capitalist Realism, and, like Pop artists from the United
States, they addressed the growing world of consumerism in post–World
War II America and Europe. It is no surprise, then, that Richter chose to paint a photograph of
a car, as the availability and presence of automobiles became synonymous with the economic
growth of the 1950s and 1960s. In Ferrari, Richter has not painted a picture of a car, but rather
an advertisement for a car, which itself has reproduced a photograph of a car in a magazine or
newspaper. These different versions of the Ferrari do not go unnoticed by Richter. He rarely
works directly from a subject, but instead paints from a photograph of that subject. Richter’s
work brings up important questions about the relationship between photography and painting,
as well as larger questions about how we relate to the real world through images and how we
create meaning through these images. But what do these different versions of the subjects
mean? Why is Richter interested in this world of images that exists, for the most part, outside
the world they represent? For Richter, this world of images is his reality. And in the case of
Richter’s Ferrari, the piece suggests that our relationship with the advertisement might be more
satisfying, more attainable, or maybe just more fantastic than the actual car.

