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Bruno Jakob
Born in 1954
Lives in New York City, US

Education
1978 Malklasse Kunstgewerbeschule Basel, Switzerland
1981 Kunstakademie Düsseldorf, Germany

Solo exhibition
2016
MIND - BLOWING QUIVER, Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
Bruno Jakob”, cur. Ines Goldbach, Kunsthaus Baselland, Muttenz, Switzerland
2015
“Bruno Jakob: Hovering and Pulsing”, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
2014
Nowhere but Somewhere, Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
Bruno Jakob. The Visitors, Kolumba, Cologne
2013
Bruno Jakob THE TOUCH (Forbidden Pictures), Grossmünster, Zurich
2012
Unusual Things Happen, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
2008
Bruno Jakob, Kilchmann plus, Zurich
1999
Philosophy Escaped, Galerie Peter Kilchmann

Group exhibition
2016
CRUISING, SALTS, Birsfelden
2015
Unexpected Pieces, Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
ÜBERZEICHNEN. Von Basel aus, Kunsthaus Baselland, Basel
White Noise, Kunsthaus Glarus, Glarus
Belle Haleine - The scent of art», group show, Museum Tinguely, Basel
2014
Friendly Takeover. Artists show their collection, Marta Herford, Herford, Germany 
Newpressionism in Milan, 1,11,111. From Screen to Nature and Back Again, Istituto Svizzero di 
Roma, Milan 
New York, Kunsthalle Palazzo Liestal, Liestal
Desiderata, Aargauer Kunsthaus, Aarau
Milky Way. A Layer of Snow and a Layer of Silence, undisclosed site: Elevation 1743.2
2013
At Work. Studio and Production as a Subject of Today’s Art, Museum für Gegenwartskunst Siegen 
100 Jahre Meret Oppenheim, Basel
The Shining Path, Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
Mixed Message Media, Barbara Gladstone Gallery, New York
Maximal Minimal, Kulturforum Alte Post, Neuss
La Cavalerie, Centre d’Art Neuchâtel
2012
Monochrome, Salts, Basel
Nouvelles boîtes!, Kunstmuseum Luzern, Lucerne
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Invisible, Hayward Gallery, London
2011 
Vis à vis, Rossi Contemporary, Brussels
No color in your cheeks unless the wind lashes your face, IOP, www.itsourplayground.com
Beispiel Schweiz, Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein, Vaduz, Liechtenstein 
Die phantastischen Vier – Zürich konkret, Haus Konstruktiv, Zurich
Illuminations, 54. Biennale di Venezia, Venice
2010 
Die Nase des Michelangelo, Galerie Peter Kilchmann at Marktgasse, Zurich
The Evryali Score, David Zwirner, New York
Greater New York, P.S.1, Contemporary Art Center, New York
2009
Golden Agers & Silver Servers, Kunsthaus Baselland, Muttenz Switzerland
Positionen09, Das Seewerk, Moers, Germany
Boden und Wand, Wand und Fenster, Zeit, Helmhaus, Zurich
2008
15 Years Galerie Peter Kilchmann Zürich, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
2007 
Bruno Jakob & Christine Streuli, Kunsthaus Langenthal, Langenthal, Switzerland
Drawing, Thinking, Von Lintel Gallery, New York
2006 
Untitled, N/W, HGK, “Guest Corner“, Basel
Untitled, Gowanus Canal, New York
2005
A Brief History of Invisible Art, CCA Wattis Institute, San Francisco
Passepartout / Landschaft Paysage, Schweizerische Nationalbibliothek, Graphische Sammlung, 
Bern
2004
Untitled/Highlights, Synagogue, Samorin, Slovakia
Le Salon, 25 Jahre Kulturhaus Palazzo, Liestal, Switzerland
2003  
8006 Les Bains, Swisstag Haus, Zurich
Invisible Paintings, Kunstpunkte, Ateliers Höherweg, Düsseldor
Schöne Aussicht, Haus der Sparkasse, Meran, Italy
2002
Hello There!, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
Philosophy Energized”, Amden, Switzerland
The Drawing Center, 25th Anniversary Benefit Selection, The Drawing Center, New York
Waschsalon, Aargauer Kunsthaus, Aarau
VAPOR, cur. Donald Moffett, Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York
Das weiss dahinter, Kunsthalle Palazzo Liestal
2001 
The Armory show 2001, The International Fair of New Art, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, New York  
Snapshot, Beaver College Art Gallery, Glenside
2000
ZofingART, Leupi‘s art place, Zofingen
Erste Arbeiten bei Kilchmann Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
Waving Animals, Cathedral Saint John of the Divine, Harlem
Prophecies, Swiss Institute New York
1999  
99 respektive 59, Kunsthaus, Aarau
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1998
Fleeting Portraits, Neue Gesellschaft für Bildende Kunst (NGBK), Berlin   
1998
Back to Back, New York Foundation for the Arts, New York
Freie Sicht aufs Mittelmeer, Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich and Shirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt/Main, 
Germany
Paravents – Z, Galerie Patrick Roy, Lausanne
Silent Auction, Swiss Institute, New York
A Space Between, Margarete Roeder Gallery, New York
Liste 98, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Basel Art Fair, Basel
[images], Galerie Bernhard Schindler, Bern
Visible, Schweizerische Landesbibliothek, Berne
Portrait - Human Figure, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
Come and make yourself a home, Apartment Show MultipleBox (Ed. Fink), Galerie Brigitte Weiss, 
Zurich 
1997  
Blind Faith, White Columns, New York
Longing, Brain: America: race to the Image, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
Entfernte Bekannte, Stiftung Binz 39, Zurich
Seit 1970, Aargauer Kunsthaus, Aarau
Apartment Show, St. Gallen
Race to the Image, Gramercy Art Fair New York, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
1996  
L’entretien infini, Kunstverein Baselland, Sissach
Gramercy Art Fair, New York City, US
Time Wise, Swiss Institute, New York
Collection Julian Pretto, Hartford
1995  
Private Welten, Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich
Dark Room, Stark Gallery, New York City
Gramercy Art Fair, New York City, Peter Kilchmann Galerie
The return of the Cadavre Exquis, American Center, Paris
1994  
Red Windows, Barneys, New York
Defining Color, TZ’art & Co. Gallery, New York
The Third Hand, Peter Kilchmann Galerie, Zurich
New From New York, Montgomery Glasoe Fine Art, Minneapolis
1993  
Serial, Zurich, Switzerland
Interferenzen VI-Raumdeutung, Museum Moderner Kunst, Stiftung Ludwig im Palais 
Liechtenstein, Vienna
The Doctor, John Weber Gallery, New York
1991  
Silvia Bächli/Bruno Jakob/Eva Schlegel, Aargauer Kunsthaus, Aarau
Drawings, Lorence Monk Gallery, New York
Selections/Winter 91, The Drawing Center, New York
1990  
New Conceptualists, Julian Pretto Gallery, New York
1989  
Aspects of Painting, Julian Pretto Gallery, New York
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1988
Invisible Painting, Julian Pretto Gallery, New York

Performances
2014
New York, Kunsthalle Palazzo Liestal, Liestal, Switzerland, Apr. 6
The Visitors, Kolumba, Cologne, accompanied by Hans Witschi on the piano, Mar. 30
2013 
Museum für Gegenwartskunst Siegen, Germany, Nov. 17
100 Jahre Meret Oppenheim, Vorplatz der Alten Universität, Basel, Sept. 4
THE TOUCH (Forbidden Pictures), Grossmünster, Zurich, accompanied by Hans Witschi on the 
piano, May 31
Front Desk Apparatus, New York, April 18
La Cavalerie, Centre d’Art Neuchâtel, Neuchâtel, Feb. 23
2012 
Nouvelles boîtes!, Kunstmuseum Luzern, Lucerne, Sept. 5
2011 
“Beispiel Schweiz“, Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein, Vaduz, Sept. 29  
2009 
“American Songbook“, with Nico Muhly, Maira Kalman, Sam Amidon, Thomas Bartlett, Teitur, 
Lincoln Center, Feb. 18
2006 
Kilchmann plus, Zurich, Jan. 20
2004 
Synagogue, Samorin, May 19 & 20
2003 
Passpartout, Graphische Sammlung der Schweizerischen Landesbibliothek, Bern, cur. Susanne 
Bieri & Mechthild Heuser, Sept. 10
Künstlerverein Malkasten, Düsseldorf, cur. Markus Ambach, Sept. 11
2002
Philosophy Energized“, Amden, Sept. 8
 
Publications
2014
“The Most Beautiful Swiss Books 2013”, text by Tan Wälchli, ed. Bundesamt für Kultur, Berne, 
Switzerland “Bruno Jakob. The Visitors”, Sabine Elsa Müller, Kunstbulletin, Nr. 32, Mar, pp. 74/75
“Bruno Jakob. The Visitors”, text by Bruno Jakob, with an original snail painting on paper, 2013, 
ed.of 300
“La Cavalerie”, Superamas, phase 4, Cente d’art Neuchâtel, Switzerland, ex.cat.
“At Work”, texts by Roman Kurzmeyer and Eva Schmidt, Museum für Gegenwartskunst Siegen, 
Germany, snoeck, Cologne, pp. 109-117, ex.cat.
“Prize of the Ricola Collection 2014”, ed. Roman Kurzmeyer, texts by Bice Curiger, Lukas 
Richterich, Jan. 15,Laufen
2013 
“Bruno Jakob”, Simon Baur, Der Kunsthandel Verlag, Neu-Isenburg, Ausgabe 102, Heft 2, 2. 
Quartal
“THE TOUCH (Forbidden Pictures), texts by Bruno Jakob, Chris Bünter, Ulrich Gerster, Martin 
Rüsch, Ed. by Kirchgemeinde Grossmünster, Zürich, German
2012 
“Invisible: Art about the unseen“, Laura Cumming, The Guardian Online, London, UK, June 17
‘‘Nothing really matters“, Jackie Wullschlager, Financial Times Online, June 15
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“Invisible art: So, what does it say to you?“, Laura McLean-Ferris, The Independent, London, UK, 
June 13
“Art Disappears Up Ist Own Fundamental Aperture Invisible“, Emily Sack, artlyst, London, UK, 
June 11
“Invisible“, Jonathan Jones, The Guardian Online, London, UK, June 10
“The 10 best…invisible artworks”, Ralph Rugoff, The Guardian, London, UK, June 10
“Das Bild als Speicher“, Anna Francke, Artensuite, Berne, Apr., p. 17
“Zürich“, Artcollector, Basel, Mar., No. 8, p. 81
2011 
“Beispiel Schweiz“, Ed. Roman Kurzmeyer, Friedemann Malsch, Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein, 
Vaduz, pp. 64-77, ex.cat.
“Safety in Numbers“, Claire Bishop, Artforum, New York, September, Vol. 50, No.1, pp. 276-281
“Spannung zwischen Himmel und Erde“, NZZ, Zurich, June 25, pp. 61-62
“Abenddämmerung“, Gerhard Mack, NZZ am Sonntag, June 5
“Die Rückeroberung der Welt“, Julia Voss, Niklas Maak, FAZ, Frankfurt, June 4, No. 129, p. 33
“A Present Steeped in History“, Paul Ardenne, Art Press, Paris, No. 379, June, pp. 13 – 17
“Es fehlt der Dreck“, Kia Vahland, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Munich, June 4/5, p. 13
“Schweizer leuchten in Venedig“; “Künstlerische Neugier gehört dazu“, Ewa Hess, 
SonntagsZeitung, Zurich, June 5, pp. 43-46
“Die Kunst der Erleuchtung“, Tages-Anzeiger, Zurich / Der Bund, Berne / Berner Zeitung, Berne, 
June 3, p. 29
“ILLUMInations“, Benjamin Eastham, 54th La Biennale di Venezia, [ex. cat.], Venice, 2011, pp. 
210-211
2010
“Mysteries and Obscurities“, Holland Cotter, New York Times, July 28
2009 
“Malerei im erweiterten Feld“, Roman Kurzmeyer, Helmhaus Zürich, Zurich, ex. cat., pp. 26 - 62
“Boden und Wand“, Kunstbulletin, Zurich, No. 3, Mar., p. 51
“Die Sehnsucht der Malerei nach Entgrenzung“, Philipp Meier, NZZ, Zurich, No. 37, Feb. 14, p. 51
“Wieder belebter White Cube“, Felix Schindler, Tagesanzeiger, Zurich, Feb. 9, p.46
2008 
“560 Broadway“, ed. Amy Eshoo, Fifth Floor Foundation, New York, Yale University Press, New 
Haven & London, p. 153, 
2007 
“K/R: Projects/Writings/Buildings“, John Keenen, Rerence Riley, BOOK Ten Thousend One, 
NewYork, pp. 7/9, Nov.
“Bruno Jakob und Christine Streuli im Kunsthaus“, Annelise Zwez, Kunst-Bulletin, Zurich, No.11, 
Nov., p. 70
“Einladung ins Paradis der ewigen Sehnsüchte“, Isolde Schaffter-Wieland, Schweizer Illustrierte, 
Zurich, Oct.
“Christine und Bruno Jakob“, NZZ am Sonntag, Zurich, Oct. 28, p. 72
“Paradiesbilder und weisses Nichts“, von Katia Arx, Der Bund, Bern, Sept. 13
“Einblicke in radikale Nichtbilder“, Buhrfeind, Eva, Neue Mittellandzeitung, Baden, Aargauer 
Zeitung, Aarau, Sept. 6
 “Ein Hauch Biennnale im Kunsthaus“, Kathrin Holzer, Berner Zeitung, Bern, Sept. 5
“Bruno Jakob“, Kurzmeyer, Roman, Fanny Fetzer, Kunsthaus Langenthal, ex.cat., Sept.
2006 
“A Brief History of Invisible Art”, Julian Myers, Frieze, London, p. 157
“Glanzlichter der Woche“, Barbara Raschig, Tages Anzeiger Züritipp, Zurich, No. 7, Feb. 16, p. 43 
“Transformationen und Verselbständigung“, Angelika Affentranger-Kirchrath, NZZ Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung, Zurich, Feb.15, p. 43 



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

2005  
“A Brief History of Invisible Art“, Ralph Rugoff & Leigh Markopoulos, CCA Wattis Institute for 
Contemporary Arts, San Francisco, ex.cat., Nov., pp. 7-17, 44-45, 65
“Passepartout Landschaft / Paysage“, Mechthild Heuser & Susanne Bieri, Graphische Sammlung,   
Schweizerische Landesbibliothek, Bern, pp. 11-21
“Sammlung Ricola / Kunst aus der Schweiz“, Roman Kurzmeyer, Ricola Holding, Laufen, pp. 58-
59, 66-67
“Höherweg 271“, Ateliers Höherweg, Düsseldorf, cat., pp. 86-87
“Bad Blood: An Interview with Marlene Marlene McCarty“, Rachel Kushner, Art US, p. 28
2004 
“Könnyel, vizzel, energiaval“, Edit Mislay, Ujszo, May 20, p. 8
“Poobzerajte sa a porozmyslajte, radi Bruno Jakob“, Zuzana Komarova, SME, Prague, May 20
“Kultura“, Tibor Somogyi , Ujszo, May 19, p. 8 
2003  
“Zürich: Ausstellung im swisstag Haus“, Kunst-Bulletin, Zurich, No. 11, p. 82
“8006 Les Bains, Wohlfühlhaus“, Sabine Arlitt, Tages Anzeiger, Züritipp,  Zurich, Oct. 9
“Art – A Sex Book. Minimalist and Maximalist  Sex“, John Waters, Bruce Hainley, Thames and 
Hudson, New York/London, Oct., pp  40 – 41
“Von den Bildern, die verschwinden sollen“,  Gertrud Peters, Rheinische Post, Düsseldorf, No. 
222, Sept. 24
“Bilder, die nie gemalt werden“, Jutta Saum, Neue Rhein Zeitung, Düsseldorf, Sept. 15
2002 
“Schöne Aussicht.  Der Blick auf die Berge von Segantini bis Weinberger“, Roman Kurzmeyer, 
Marc Obrist
“Bruno Jacob“, Fanny Fetzer, Du. Die Zeitschrift der Kultur, No. 731
“Cinema a la Warhol, with Cowboys, Stlillness and Glamour“, Holland Cotter, The New York Times, 
Apr. 5
“Kunst am Bau“, Andreas Fiedler, Kommission für Kunst und Architektur des Kanton Bern, Bern, 
ex.cat.
2000 
“Zofinger Art“, Martin Kraft, pp. 54-57
“Prophecies“, Saul Anton, Time Out, Vol. 233, Mar. 9 - 16
“Prophecies“, Annette Schindler, Swiss Insitute
1999 
“Fleeting Portraits“, Axel Wider, Freeze. Contemporary Art and Culture, London, No. 46
“Bruno Jakob“, Hans Rudolf Reust, Artforum, Sep., p. 174
“Bruno Jakob”, Ulrich Gerster, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, No. 76, April 1
“Der Wassermaler”, Simon Maurer, Züritipp No. 12, Tages Anzeiger, Mar. 26
“Unsichtbare Bilder”, Annabelle, Vol.5, p.21
“Null Nummern”, Tip Berlin, No. 1, Jan.
1998 
“Freie Sicht aufs Mittemeer“, Bice Cucier & Juri Steiner, Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich; Schirn 
Kunsthalle, Frankfurt, ex.cat. 
“Nicht für den Feierabend”, Christian Schindler, Oranienbruger General-Anzeiger, Dec. 19
“Versteckt, enthüllt und vorgeführt”, Sebastian Schwarzenberger, taz, Dec. 11
“Wie beim Bleigiessen”, Roland H. Wiegenstein, Frankfurter Rundschau, Dec. 11
“Fleeting Portraits“, Sabine Sanio, Claudia Schneier, Marlene Streeruwitz, Frank Wagner, NGBK, 
Berlin, ex.cat.
“Happy Nothing”, Angelika Affentranger-Kirchrath, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Aug. 26
“Künstlerbücher und Portfolios aus der Graphischen Sammlung der Schweizerischen 
Landesbibliothek”, Kunst-Bulletin, Zurich, June, p. 48
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“Visible”, Susanne Bieri, ex.cat., Schweizerischen Landesbibliothek, Bern, p. 29
“Museum daheim”, Simon Maurer, Zürichtipp, Tagesanzeiger, Zurich, Jan. 9
“Blind Faith”, Holland Cotter, New York Times, Jan. 9
1997 
“The `97 Gramercy International”, Deborah Ripley-Solway, The Print Newsletter Online Magazine
“Appartment Show”, Johannes M. Hedinger, ex.cat.
1996 
“Confusion Selection”, Thomas Huber in conversation with Gerhard Theewen, p.102
“Honey looks like you got your meat on the table”, Marlene McCarty, Documents, No. 7, p.45
“Orte der Bestimmtheit“,  “L’entretien infinie”, Sabine Gebhandt; Marlene McCarty, ex. cat., 
Kunstverein Baselland, Sissach, Switzerland
“L’entretien infinie”, ex.cat., Kunstverein Baselland, Sissach, p. 14
1995  
“Bruno Jakob”, Ammann, René, Das Magazin, Zurich, Nr. 24
1994 
“The Return of the Cadavre Exquis“, Keith Seward, Artforum International, Mar., p. 89
1993  
Michelle Nicole, Serial, Zurich, ex.cat
“Promotional Copy”, Robin Kahn, New York, ex.cat.
“The return of the cadavre exquis” Ann Philbin, The Drawing Center New York, New York, ex.cat.
1992
“Interferenzen VI“, Lonrand Hegyi / Beat Wismer, et al., Museum Moderner Kunst. Stiftung Ludwig 
im Palais Liechtenstein, Wien, ex.cat.
“Hamish Fulton, Bruno Jacob“, Galleries Soho, The New Yorker, New York, Mar. 23, p.12
1991 
“Silvia Bächli, Bruno Jacob, Eva Schlegel“, Katja Schenker, KunstBulletin, No.11, pp. 40/41
“Bruno Jakob”, Beat Wismer, Tom Kalin, Christian Franz, Leonie Von Oppenheim, ex.cat., 
Aargauer Kunsthaus,  Aarau / Museum Moderner Kunst, Palais Liechtenstein, Vienna
“Bächli, Jakob, Schlegel, Soós”, Aargauer Tagblatt, Sept. 21
“Going on about Town“, The New Yorker, Jan., p.12

Grants and Prizes
2014
Ricola Collection Price, Laufen, Switzerland
2003
Residency Düsseldorf, Germany, Automn
1993
New York Foundation for the Arts, US
1990
Stiftung Binz, Atelier in Scuol, Switzerland
1981
Förderungspreis Kuratorium Aarau, Switzerland
Atelier Residence in Paris, France
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Bruno Jakob 
MIND - BLOWING QUIVER 
Invisible Expandible and Breathing Images. 2016
Music: Hans Witschi, Piano,’VARIATIONS SOOTHE 3 ».
Location: In, on, around and everywhere.
Exhibition view, 28.10.2016
Galerie Samy Abraham
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Bruno Jakob 
MIND - BLOWING QUIVER 
Invisible Expandible and Breathing Images. 2016
Technical Materials: Brave, Tender, Gorgeous, Miraculous, Extraordinary, Astonishing, Brilliant, 
Joyful, Amazing, Rich, Iconic, Fabulous, Touching, Breathtaking, Dazzling, Terrific, Imagination, 
Immersive, Galvanizing, Illuminating, Hypnotic, Beautiful, Sublime, Transcendent, Hilarious and so 
on. 
Music: Hans Witschi, Piano,’VARIATIONS SOOTHE 3 ».
Location: In, on, around and everywhere.
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Bruno Jakob
MIND - BLOWING QUIVER
Invisible Expandible and Breathing Images. 2016
Technical Materials:
Brave, Tender, Gorgeous, Miraculous, Extraordinary,
 Astonishing, Brilliant, Joyful, Amazing, Rich, Iconic, 
Fabulous, Touching, Breathtaking, Dazzling, Terrific,
Imagination, Immersive, Galvanizing, Illuminating, 
Hypnotic, Beautiful, Sublime, Transcendent, Hilarious
and so on. 
Music: Hans Witschi, Piano,»VARIATIONS SOOTHE 3».
Location: In, on, around and everywhere

A conversation between Bruno Jakob, Hans Witschi and Bruno Botella

Bruno Botella : Although painting remains related to the visual phenomenon, your paintings are partly invi-
sible. They seem done with the same “blinding”water that Monet was painting with oil. But here if it is  still 
«painting the fact that one does not see», you do it with a paint that cannot be seen (water). I remember the 
first time I saw your work I was high on Qotrob (transdermal psilocine). Since then I cannot stop to think the 
relationship of your paintings with psychic processes (i.e : hypnotic blindness and negative hallucinations).

Bruno Jakob : Really, for me it has only to do with painting.

BB : Your paintings bring to a state of mind which can never precisely settle the difference between percep-
tion and aperception; like feeling things with parts of the body that are neither outside nor inside (phantom 
limbs). In this sub-level of perception, what would be difference between a real painting and a hallucinated 
one?

BJ: A hallucinated image is strong because it is forced on you and emphasizes the moment. A real 
painting is strong because of its physical presence, but not in liability because time can change 
meaning. With an imagined image its different, you either have a vision or you are confronted with 
your paltry power of imagination.

BB: While painting you manipulate water with nimble gestures in order to change its state (boiling, decan-
ting…) or to tag it with words indicating invisible fluxes loaded within. In the absence of turpentine fumes, 
your water (like Henry Miller’s) finds here a potential toxicity - for an odourless trip. It is a strange cookery, 
can you briefly explain how does the loading process happen? 

BJ : I’m aggregating color/energy/air etc. to process them further to achieve the most effective re-
sult.

BB : What would happen if one would drink a glass of water you’d loaded with invisible green or brainwaves 
for instance? 

BJ : You’ll feel enlightened.

BB : Your collaborations initially take place in Hans’ studio where there is his piano. You often use video 
recordings of those cessions while performing invisible painting in public. I once saw you filming your laptop 
that played a previous cession; this created a video-feedback and you painted the screen of the computer 
with clear water (containing invisible landscapes or stuff at the threshold of nothingness). You can imagine 
what could be the effect on someone who took strong hallucinogens: time distortion became effective and I 
felt you used time as a canvas. 

Bruno Jakob and Hans Witschi : Time exist only if we measure it.  Time is invisible.
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BB : Leibniz gave an image of time as a vast pyramid divided in cells, rooms containing plural possibilities 
of one event. There was a room where Bruno’s painting was invisible and Han’s music audible. Next there 
was a room where one could see Bruno’s paintings but couldn’t hear Hans’ tunes. There was also a room 
where Bruno played piano and Hans was painting, etc until the music turned over and the pyramid col-
lapsed. What decides the end of your performances?

BJ : When Light and Breath demand an echo.

BB : Do you consider the paintings are finished when the piano remains silent? 

BJ : No, the paintings live on in their own space and some of them develop further.

BB :  Some said Pythagoras heard hammers in a smith a long time ago. Your music is often based on 
harmonic variations; it is both colorful and mathematical. The way you write music is close to computer 
programming - a logical protocol for assembling of different spheres.  Can you give some of your notations 
for «VARIATIONS SOOTHE 3»? 

HW : The ground structure of SOOTHE 3 is:
_>3>2*>2>3>5
chg_<1>4>2*>1>4>5
chg_0 repeat

BB : Back to Pythagoras’ smith: the concept of harmony is both acoustic and mathematic, a depiction of the 
cosmos as a vibration and a constant calculation. Bruno, you seem to respond to Hans’ music with meticu-
lous movements, measurements. We see you working but sometimes your gestures are slightly floating as 
if your body was soften and attached to invisible strings pulled by Hans’ notes. I wonder in what terms your 
movements could affect the music in return. 

HW :  It is like a cloud and a bird in the sky. Both of them don’t know of each other but it is just 
beautiful to watch.

BB : Hans uses the expression of «zeitkollaps» (time-collapse), does it occur here?

HW :  If both of them - intent and execution – are either congruent or absent, one could say it hap-
pens here too.

BB : The visual deprivation of painting (threw the lack of pigmentation) brings its protocol to a level that is 
both visionary and burlesque. It becomes then extremely ambiguous. Don Quixote and Buster Keaton are 
not far.

BJ :  Don’t forget Jacques Tati with his absurd, even tragic elements in his films. 

BB :  Bruno, as I once pointed some of your works function as amputated/negative cameras (according the 
model of the G. C. Lichtenberg’s knife) - the presence of the piano here recalls a set for silent films. It feels 
sometimes like a slapstick sequence of sleepwalking. In Sherlock Junior Buster Keaton brought the expe-
rience of film next to dissociative experiences. Keaton plays a projectionist who falls asleep at work and 
dreams that he enters into the film that he is projecting.

BJ :  I think it is like in a Hitchcock movie where the audience knows more about what is going on 
than the actors playing in the film.

BB :  Do you consider the painting/music as processes to drive images out of themselves, like the mecha-
nisms of a dissociative fugue?

BJ :  Thinking of the bird and the cloud again, it’s probably the opposite. Only the image saves them 
from annihilation, but they don’t care because they are free.
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Bruno Jakob
Nowhere but Somewhere 2013/14.
Invisible Paintings, Installation and Performance.
Nature, Insects, Humidity, Sweat, Tears, Dust, Smell, Fire, Earth, Water, Brainwaves, Energy, 
Touch, Thought, Light, Air, Pleasure, Pain, Fear, Music, Sound, Echoes, Memory, Talk, Love, Live, 
Death and the Unknown.
Some are lost and have found freedom.
Various techniques on different materials, sizes and in unexpected places.
Music: Hans Witschi
Performance view, 21.03.2014 
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
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Nowhere But Somewhere
Bruno Jakob

Invisible Paintings, Installation and 
Performance.
Nature, Insects, Humidity, Sweat, 
Tears, Dust, Smell, Fire, Earth, Water, 
Brainwaves, Energy, Touch, Thought, 
Light, Air, Pleasure, Pain, Fear, Music, 
Sound, Echoes, Memory, Talk, Love, Live, 
Death and the Unknown. 
Some are lost and have found freedom. 
Various techniques on different materials, 
sizes and in unexpected places.
Music: Hans Witschi
21.03 - 17.05.2014

For thirty years, Bruno Jakob has painted 
with a palette mostly comprised of clear 
water, as well as other things that leave 
no trace: climates, brain waves, wind. We 
see him equip himself with plastic cups of 
water, working for hours on a sheet of paper 
which is made to undergo the minutest of 
changes. We see him obstinately holding 
a blank canvas in front of a white horse, or 
a waterfall, in order to capture the invisible 
traces that each projects onto the painting. 
It would be inappropriate to consider this 
practice to be conceptual; the artist still 
works like a painter, with the tools of a 
painter, and the working hours of a painter. 
Yet in lieu of turpentine fumes, he consumes 
pure water. Bruno Jakob’s paintings are 
sensitive plates through which all manner 
of invisible matter is filtered. They are, 
nevertheless, inscribed with visions. 

When discussing painting, we still wonder 
whether it is better to address a dead hare 
or a living cat. Who has the answer to the 
riddle? You know that one must firmly clamp 
one’s beak on a form in order to keep it as 
close to oneself as possible, and to prevent 
it from falling into the gullet of a smooth 
talker. But for all that, saying nothing leaves 
one open to collective incomprehension. 
And therein lies the problem. If you speak, 
the form escapes you, but keep your mouth 

shut, and it escapes everyone else. It is, in 
fact, an accepted problem. It is a foregone 
conclusion, a sleight of hand which only 
leads us to find what we originally gave 
ourselves, or to gain only what we already 
put in. As such, only boors will persist in 
using empty injunctions. Imperatives such 
as “see” or “look” only lead to an iniquitous 
partition between observers on which certain 
people—from both sides—construct their 
authority. And yet everything will escape 
them. In the end, still hungry, we wonder 
what is left for us to see or drink. 

It is difficult to approach the work of Bruno 
Jakob without thinking that it is the product 
of an elaborate machination. If we find a 
certain humour reminiscent of silent films (or 
Monty Python, or stories of naked kings), 
we must nevertheless keep in mind that 
his work is born of a curious ancestry that 
includes Zen-inspired painting, Cézanne, 
Frenhofer, Rauschenberg and John Cage. 
Jakob too practices the meticulous art of 
nothingness. The paint is completely drained 
of its colour, and becomes a purified liquid 
inscribing infinitesimal changes on the 
surface of the work. Water or brain waves 
irrigate the painting with an imperceptible 
stream that opens up the network of furrows 
and grooves therein. If the landscapes are 
beyond representation, they remain mental, 
concretely mental. Liminal and hallucinatory, 
Bruno Jakob’s paintings preserve the 
elegance of Chinese painting, which for 
Brecht entails “the happy abandonment 
of the onlooker’s total subjugation, whose 
illusion will never be entire.” 

The first time, C. covered himself in a bed 
sheet and spent several nights roaming 
through a neighbourhood park. Although 
eighty people were in a position to see this 
counterfeit spectre, not a single one seemed 
to notice. Thinking that such an outcome 
had to be due to the absence of light, C. 
played his game again, this time roaming 
through a well-lit cemetery. Ninety cars, forty 
cyclists, and twelve pedestrians passed in 
front of him, but only four seemed to notice 
the strange apparition. The first explained 
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that she thought the ghost was part of an art 
project; the second declared that the person 
under the bed sheet “was definitely a loon.” 
In a final attempt to get himself noticed, C. 
arranged with a local cinema to walk in front 
of the screen dressed as a phantom, just 
before a X-rated film (“to avoid the presence 
of any children”). Around a third of the 
audience saw nothing. As for the testimonies 
of those who noticed the apparition, they 
were often mistaken, describing a young 
woman in a summer dress, a woman 
swathed in a large coat, or a polar bear 
padding in front of the screen. 

The invisibility that Bruno Jakob conjures 
at the heart of his paintings is not akin to 
that of earlier modernist projects: it does 
not take aim at revelation. It belongs to 
a counter movement, seeking to render 
painting invisible, as if to deprive it of 
its representational authority. The rules 
of painting involve processes of fading 
and effacing colour, and seeking by any 
means to break with their usual modes of 
appearing. If the gesture of the painter is 
conserved, no longer does it have available 
its initial finality, that which leads it to mark, 
thicken, and cover. That being said, painting 
with pure water is no mean feat. One must 
heat it, cool it, change its state, make it 
cross thresholds without ever suppressing 
the turbulence entailed—the painter 
seeks above all to preserve its constant 
metamorphosis. Painting therefore requires 
hot plates, soup pots, saucepans, and a 
considerable number of plastic cups, each 
carefully labelled (invisible green, plain, brain 
waves, etc.) His gestures are meticulously 
controlled, precise, and take life from work 
documents that Jakob keeps nearby; 
drawings, images, and an array of objects 
that he carefully consults before starting 
work. 

One day, C. imprisoned you with a friend 
in the central cabin of a large boat. You 
had taken flies, butterflies, and other flying 
creatures with you. You started to fill up a 
small tub containing a fish with water; then 
you suspended a bottle that leaked, drop 

by drop, over a container. With the boat 
stationary, you started to carefully observe 
how the little animals flew at equal speeds 
to every corner of the cabin. The fish swam 
indifferently, in all directions, and the water 
droplets fell into the container below; when 
you threw something at your friend, you 
did not need to throw it any more strongly 
in one direction than another, as distances 
were all equal; when you jumped with your 
feet bound together, you covered equal 
distances in all directions. Having carefully 
observed all of these things, C. powered the 
boat onwards, ensuring its speed remained 
constant, not changing at any point. You did 
not see the slightest change in any of the 
phenomena mentioned, and not a single 
one of them gave you any indication as to 
whether the boat was moving or stationary.

The invisibility of the materials Bruno Jakob 
uses to paint responds to the invisibility of 
the model, as if the aim was to return always 
to the gesture of painting, but distilling it, 
rendering it a little less perceptible each 
time. It renders the act of painting fleeting to 
the point of verging on the indistinguishable, 
at which point—like a mouse’s song—
nothing sets it apart anymore from any other 
skill. However, Jakob works ceremoniously 
over every aspect of his art; he builds 
“negative hallucinations”, similar to that 
which Jean-Francois Chevrier writes about 
in his discussion of Mallarméan poetics: 
“the challenges and enigmatic calls of the 
silent life imprisoned in objects.” Taken to its 
logical conclusion, this negative indicates a 
curious relationship with photography.  The 
canvasses Jakob holds before his models 
during time frames necessary to capture 
their emanations are grounded in the model 
of a debased camera obscura. Like a knife 
one removes the handle from in order 
to better destroy the blade, the device is 
amputated of its darkened room and pinhole, 
leaving only a screen, devoid of silver salts. 
This device, initially brought into usage by 
the perspectivists, finds itself in the open 
air, the sensitive plate left naked to the 
elements.
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As limp as a sleeping cat, you had let 
yourself be carried along to this point. At 
the start, as you slammed against it, you 
thought you were coming up against a 
screen, a well-detailed and demarcated 
plane on which you could rest your certainty. 
But it was only a line. It had always been 
there, darker or lighter, supple and dry like 
a gigantic shoelace running along your eye 
line. All along, it was this that was colliding 
with your skull. Your landscape would, in the 
end, be nothing but the irregular pounding of 
this thick contour at the periphery of which a 
point could be found—a minuscule fortress 
or simply a bowline knot—and it is from that 
point that you decided to no longer open 
your mouth, other than to disappear and 
smile.

If there is a colour that Jakob uses, it is 
possibly the “supplementary color” Marcel 
Duchamp speaks of with regard to a 
work’s title. Here it is the work’s entire 
explanatory note that is enlisted. Nature, 
insects, humidity, sweat, tears, dust, smell, 
fire, earth, brain waves, thought, light, air, 
pleasure, fear, music, sounds, echoes, 
memory, the word, love, life, death. An 
improbable sentence, asyntactical, with 
changing states of matter, junctions, 
ruptures, leaps, a landscape already, a 
nature that is only a process of association. 
Every one of these intangible materials is 
employed with precision while we are left 
unable to verify their authenticity: everything 
is there, retained by the work; and all seems 
as if already dissipated. Bruno Jakob’s 
painting establishes itself where the visible 
fractures, providing an image of a world 
undone by its manner of appearing, the 
appearance of disappearance. A house does 
not show its structure until the moment it is 
bathed in fire. Climates and the elements 
are not necessarily clement forces with good 
intentions towards human beings. After the 
flooding of his workshop in Hurricane Sandy, 
Jakob saw his family home (in which he had 
created his very first attempts at invisible 
painting) annihilated by a fire. Today, he 
presents a work created from the ruins of 
this home, a canvas sheet impregnated with 

the elements of this scene. A poetic object 
which, to use the words of Hofmannstahl, 
resembles a seismograph that every tremor 
sets thrilling, even if it originated thousands 
of leagues away, yet different here in that 
the drawing is imperceptible, protecting itself 
entirely from the authority of language. 

Bruno Botella, March 2014
trans. Edward Siddons

(1) Berthold Brecht, ‘On Chinese Painting’, in 
Writings on Literature and Art.
(2) Jean-François Chevrier, L’hallucination 
Artistique.
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Bruno Jakob
Exhibition view «The Shining Path», 2013
Galerie Samy Abraham, Paris
from left to right: Bruno Jakob and Lisa Beck
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Escaped (Invisible Painting) 
Mashed Potatos (Still Collecting), 1999 
Valser water, Zurich snow water, brain and energy, primed with an unseen green color on paper
71 x 56 cm (framed)
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Escaped (Invisible Painting) 
Escaped Will, 1999 
Zurich snow water on primed green canvas
75 x 65 cm 
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Escaped (Invisible Painting) 
Uncomfortableness / Inconfort, 1999 
Zurich snow water, thoughts and energy, primed with an unseen green color on paper
35,5 x 29 cm (framed)
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Escaped (Invisible Painting)
Shimmering Dissolved, 1999
Zurich snow water on primed green canvas
65 x 75 cm
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Escaped (Invisible Painting)
Senseless (Still Collecting), 1999
Zurich snow water, primed with an unseen green color on paper
35 x 29 cm (framed)
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Escaped (Invisible Painting)
Contributed to the Air, 1999
Thoughts on primed green canvas
110 x 140 cm
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Bruno Jakbo
Exhibition view «New York», 2014
Kunsthalle Palazzo Liestal, Liestal, Switzerland
Photo: Thomas Strub
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Bruno Jakob
Exhibition view «The Visitors», 2014
Somewhere Now. Sky Cells. Flood of Thought. Untouchables, 2013/14
Painting # 99.04 (Ultramarine blue / Royal blue), 1999
Kolumba, Cologne
Photo: Lothar Schnepf



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

Bruno Jakob
Exhibition view «ILLUMINATIONS», 2011
54th Venice Biennial, Venice, Italy
Photo: Thomas Strub
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Bruno Jakob
Exhibition view «ILLUMINATIONS», 2011
54th Venice Biennial, Venice, Italy
Photo: Thomas Strub
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Bruno Jakob
Exhibition view «Unusual Things Happen», 2012
Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zurich, Switzerland
Photo: Thomas Strub
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Bruno Jakob
Breath, time suspended, forever interrupted (Weisses Lächeln), 2011
Performance Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zürich 2012
Courtesy the artist & Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zürich
Photo: Thomas Strub
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Bruno Jakob
Breath, time suspended, forever interrupted (Weisses Lächeln), 2011
Performance Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zürich 2012
Courtesy the artist & Galerie Peter Kilchmann, Zürich
Photo: Thomas Strub
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Bruno Jakob
Untitled (Harvest/Breath/Time Suspended/Still Collecting), 2008–2011
Malerei-Performance Aarburg
Photo: Peter Püntener
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Bruno Jakob
Philosophy Energized (Invisible Paintings)
Malerei-Performance Amden, 8. September 2002
Photo: Eliane Rutishauser
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Bruno Jakob
Exhibition view, 2007
Kunsthaus Langenthal, Langenthal, Switzerland
Photo: Kunsthaus Langenthal
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Bruno Jakob,
Untitled (Horse), 2003
Photo: Peter Püntener
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Typically, it was in Düsseldorf that I first 
heard about this idiosyncratic and indeed 
eccentric Swiss artist. Katharina Fritsch told 
me about him, for they had both studied at 
the Art Academy, a mythical site of postwar 
art in Europe. Bruno Jakob paints with 
water — water that varies in provenance 
and meaning. The jars of transparent liquid 
may, for instance, be labeled “green” or 
“yellow.” Waves of energy, especially those 
transmitted by the brain, also figure as the 
“material” of his art. 

There is a photograph, dated 1991-98 
and titled Happy Nothing, in which Bruno 
Jakob is seen from the back, wearing 
bathing trunks and holding up a paintbrush 
with one arm like an antenna. Caspar 
David Friedrich’s famous Monk by the Sea 
(1808–10) comes to mind, an association 
that is less far-fetched than one might think, 
even as it manifests an immeasurable 
contradiction. The painting came as a 
shock to those who first saw it in the early 
19th century. It embodied a new attitude 
in rendering our vulnerability in the face 
of implacable infinity. Heinrich von Kleist 
famously remarked, “it is as if one’s eyelids 
had been cut off.” However, Bruno Jakob 
sets an entirely different tone; he is not the 
monk by the sea. His attitude is undramatic 
and unheroic, personal and intimate, yet 
invoking the general and the universal. The 
word “happy” in the title of the photograph 
enters into a fragile, one might even say 
Buddhist, alliance with its neighbor “nothing.” 
In this picture, water also stands for the 
elemental, the universal, and the temporal, 
embracing both the moment and infinity. 
In contrast, however, the person in the 
foreground is utterly absorbed in a very 
specific activity, painting as a process of 
receiving and transmitting. Here, Bruno 
Jakob is first and foremost an artist, but he is 
also a man of leisure — a monk in swimming 
trunks. Happy Nothing is reproduced as a 
double-page spread in the catalog of the 
exhibition “Freie Sicht aufs Mittelmeer,” in 
which I presented Swiss art “with guests” at 
Kunsthaus Zürich in 1998. Thirteen years 

A Tribute to Bruno Jakob : Between the 
Great Wide World and Quiet Retreat.
Ricola Art Collection Prize 2014 
 
by Bice Curiger 
 
 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, it occurred to me 
that, apart from its pleasing ring with four 
vowels and two ‘O’s, Bruno Jakob’s name 
actually consists of two first names: Bruno 
and Jakob.

It was Alighiero e Boetti who introduced a 
lowercase ‘e’ (= ‘and’ in Italian) between 
first and last name, thus pointing out the two 
dimensions of his name, or rather of names 
in general: they are individual and collective, 
of limited duration and yet enduring beyond 
a single life. While the first name, Alighiero, 
designates a very specific Boetti, the so-
called family name refers to all the other 
Boettis, past, present and future. The artist 
was addressing the duality of his person.
As mentioned, one might simply read two 
first names, Bruno and Jakob, or two last 
names, for that matter, like the “Bruno” in 
Giordano Bruno. Why am I fascinated by 
personal duplication of this kind — or, on the 
contrary, collective duplication, depending on 
the point of view? It is an iridescent equality 
manifested through opposites. Even so, the 
name with its twice two syllables is centered; 
it is entirely at rest. Bruno is a popular 
Swiss name while Jakob is found in a wide 
variety of languages from Albanian, Danish 
and Estonian to Turkish and Ukrainian; it 
even seems to be widespread in Ghana 
and Nigeria. What’s more, Jakob unites the 
three world religions; it can be a first name 
in Christianity, Judaism and Islam. It is like 
the two places where Bruno Jakob lived 
until a year ago, New York and “Paradiesli,” 
the mini paradise of his parents’ home in 
the Canton of Aargau: oscillating between 
the great wide world and quiet retreat. The 
artist went to live in New York at an early 
age. He always seemed to me like a pillar of 
strength. He is diametrically opposed to what 
one would associate with an artist who “goes 
to New York.” 
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at times. But Bruno Jakob’s art also involves 
risk, vulnerability, and fragility. During the 
2011 Biennale, he willingly exposed his work 
to the elements in the open architecture of 
the Gaggiandre at the Arsenale in Venice. 
Then, when hurricane Sandy raged in New 
York, water — his most important artistic 
medium — destroyed much of his work, and 
as if that were not enough, an arson attack 
and the hoses of the firefighters claimed the 
“Paradiesli” in Aarburg along with all of the 
works he had stored there.

Over the years, one can observe a form of 
further development in this oeuvre. Bruno 
Jakob has been using more pots and a little 
more equipment in the process of applying, 
collecting, and vaporizing water, but the 
words, the note paper, the gestures are 
all as sparing as they have always been. 
Even when, or actually because, he brings 
the word “nothing” into play, he is obviously 
adding something to the world. Is the 
invisible really at the core of Bruno Jacob’s 
endeavors? The traces of water remain 
visible for a long time. In a refined, ethereal 
publication, the catalog of his 1991 exhibition 
at Kunsthaus Aarau, the invisible is both 
visible and not visible at once (a curious 
paradox). The catalog contains a great many
smooth, empty pages set off against a 
gloriously self-confident, orange cover. 
The publication also has a page that can 
be folded out to reveal an original painting 
by the artist. On taking a closer look, we 
see that the paper is wavy. Only in his titles 
does the artist hint at the subject matter 
of his invisible paintings! For instance, 
Evening Landscape with Two Men, or 
Inside a Waterdrop or the 36,000 Obscene 
Scenarios: they are meticulously listed but 
invisible.

All in all, Bruno Jakob is occupied with an 
iridescent revaluation of values. It is an 
alchemistic procedure that embraces such 
activities as “simmering,” vaporizing, and 
dancing; but it also refers to something 
larger, going so far as to address the link 
between microcosm and macrocosm. “What 
is below is what is above and what is above 

later, in 2011, I invited Bruno Jakob to 
contribute to the 54th Venice Biennale. I had 
a particular location in mind for him: the large 
entrance hall to the Padiglione Centrale, 
where he would have the opportunity to 
confront his work with three magnificent 
paintings by the 16th century Venetian old 
master Jacopo Tintoretto. It was admittedly a 
provocative act. For one thing, having an old 
master conspicuously hung as an overture 
to such an explicitly contemporary exhibition, 
and thus geared towards an explicitly 
contemporary audience, was one thing, but 
to juxtapose these works with an artist who 
paints “invisible paintings” was quite another. 
Prior to the opening, Bruno Jakob 
appropriated the room with the old paintings 
for a private performance. In preparation 
for mounting his visible/invisible work, he 
performed an exuberant dance that was 
both extroverted and introverted at once, a 
quiet act, undertaken before the crowds of 
people, lovers of contemporary art, started 
pouring into the space over the next six 
months. The work itself consisted of a white 
card suspended from the ceiling on a thin 
thread. It was called The White Smile. The 
title curiously coincides with my impression 
of the artist. Every time I think of him, I 
see the smile that plays across his face 
when he speaks about transferring energy. 
For all those who may be wary of esoteric 
leanings, let it be said that there is nothing 
esoteric about Bruno Jakob. Everything is 
open ended. The least art can do is to be 
ambivalent — and, as I said, there is this 
smile, a smile that makes one wonder: is he 
perhaps a Dadaist? The last thing he has to 
offer is a simplistic message. His art is fully 
aware of its own potential and the power 
it has to challenge our pragmatism, our 
relentless emphasis on use, and our frenzied 
need to maximize.

This is an artist who cultivates resistance 
in beauty, who engages in an absolutely 
nonbelligerent resistance. Gracefully, with 
neither pomp nor circumstance, he manages 
to be uplifting, or, as they say in weather 
forecasts, “brightening.” And the smile, this 
physiognomic trait, can be quite disarming 
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is what is below, an eternally enduring 
miracle of the one,” as we learn from the 
Emerald Tablet by the ultimate alchemist 
Hermes Trismegistos. In his affinity with the 
frequencies of the universe, Bruno Jakob 
paints an intense “almost nothing,” much like 
what Meret Oppenheim spoke about in one 
of her poems: “such an enormous little bit of 
a lot.” 

Bice Curiger

Translation: Catherine Schelbert
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in itself, irrespective of the method used, 
meaning irrespective of whether he works 
with water, ideas, touch or energy. This is 
what is expressed in the designation used 
by the artist: ‘invisible painting’. But what 
distinguishes an idea-painting from a normal 
piece of paper whose surface is visually 
identical with that of the artwork?

In an article written on the “Masterpiece”, 
German art historian Hans Belting 
describes how in the 19th century the term 
art gradually became transferred from a 
technical skill to a conceptual achievement.2 

This change is one of the historical 
preconditions for the possibility of invisible 
art in the 20th century. Whoever is not 
familiar with this development will be blind to 
Jakob’s invisible painting. 

In 1951 Robert Rauschenberg produced his 
“White Paintings”. He did not wish his white
canvases, painted with a knowledge of 
the work of the first generation of Abstract 
Expressionists, to be seen as a pure form 
of monochromy, although they are certainly 
that as well, but rather as concrete and open 
sites of an incident which is deliberately 
removed from the artist’s control: the white 
painting as empty canvas, unleashing 
different pictorial ideas in each viewer. At the 
time of their genesis, Rauschenberg’s white 
paintings were already understood not only 
as projection planes, but also in a concrete 
sense as a site. This has to do, among 
other things, with the painting process: 
Rauschenberg applied paint to the canvas, 
laid it still damp on the floor in the dust and 
then painted it again. That summer, when 
Rauschenberg was working on the White 
Paintings, the American composer and artist 
John Cage had his most recent composition, 
“4’3’’”, performed by the young pianist 
David Tudor.  In this piece, so important in 
the history of new music, we are enabled 
through the pianist’s own silence and 
inactivity over a given period of time (four 
minutes and thirty-tree seconds) to perceive 
the surrounding noises. Cage opened music 
up to everyday sounds and to chance. He 
enthusiastically said of Rauschenberg’s 

Bruno Jakob
By Roman Kurzmeyer

Bruno Jakob is a painter, and he is also one 
of the main characters in a lovely picture 
book written and illustrated by Maira Kalman 
in 1990 called “Max makes a million”1. The 
slim volume, which resembles a children’s 
book, tells the story of Max. Max is a 
dreamer, and a poet, and he is a dog. He 
dreams of living in Paris, something which, 
as he himself says, is not so easy for a small 
New York dog to do. How could he, and from 
what would he, make a living in Paris as a 
poet? And if you have friends like Bruno, 
says Max, you can also have a good life in 
New York. There he is: Bruno! Max shares 
a studio with Bruno, and Bruno is his best 
friend. Max says that Bruno does “invisible 
paintings”. Some people insist that Bruno is
mad. But Max says that Bruno is simply 
working on his ideas.

Years have passed since the book was 
published, and Bruno is still living in New 
York. Meantime he has quite severe looking 
dark glasses and, over his white shirt, he 
usually wears a black blazer which he has 
made to measure, with inside pockets 
suitable for holding brushes, pencils and 
sheets of paper, all of which he needs for 
his work when he’s on the road. When you 
are with Bruno, it can happen that he will 
suddenly stop, reach into one of his inside 
pockets and pull out a small white box which 
he will hand to someone or hold in front of 
some object. At moments like these, he is 
painting.

Bruno Jakob uses energy, water, ideas, light 
or touch as tools when doing his invisible
paintings. He then makes a note of the 
place and time, the method, title and his 
signature on the back, for example, of the 
above-mentioned box which he worked on 
with energy and ideas. He captures, among 
other things, the energy of a person or an 
animal, memorises a particular situation, 
notes down his observation or deliberately 
interrupts the flow of time. The world is his 
studio. His painting is not visually graspable 



GALERIE SAMY ABRAHAM     43 rue Ramponeau 75020 Paris    +33 (0) 6 23 26 17 02    gallery@samyabraham.com    www.samyabraham.com

cardboard described by Bruno Jakob as 
one of the earliest works for which he used 
energy as a painterly tool dates from those 
years. When Jakob paints and draws, this 
cardboard is close by. His experience when 
painting is that one possibility of not only 
imagining images, but also of actually seeing 
them on the empty plane, is to intensely 
study, to concentrate his gaze on this white 
cardboard. This is an observation he shares 
with many other painters from the whole 
of art history. What is specific to Jakob is 
that he draws the conclusion not only to 
accept these images and let them survive as 
“Invisible Paintings”, but also to consistently 
develop his working method in that direction. 
He began to paint with water in 1969, initially 
on blotting paper. In 1973 he found a roll 
of transparent plastic foil at the printer’s 
where he was working, which he has since 
preserved like an exposed but undeveloped 
film full of concealed images. To continue 
working on his chosen path numerous 
possibilities were open to him: in 1976 he 
put sheets of paper out in the rain so that 
it could depict itself, or exposed sheets of 
paper to fog; he laid sheets of paper along 
an ant road and followed individual ants 
that walked across the paper with a pencil; 
he worked in the garden, letting flies and 
mites compose his images by marking those 
spots where they alighted for a moment 
on the paper; he tried to draw the rain. 
In those years, he also produced images 
without solid supports. He painted on plastic 
sheeting and then removed the layer of paint 
from the plastic once it had dried. His roll- 
and fold-images on cotton fabric involved 
a combination of processes (painting, 
spraying, rubbing). The painted fabrics are 
rolled up and exhibited as partly rolled or 
folded images, with the result that the image 
as a whole remains invisible.

Bruno Jakob developed his interest in the 
invisible, the concealed, the latent, the 
lost, the unrealised and the non-depictable 
early on in his career and has since been 
processing these aspects of the image 
for painting, while at the same time never 
ceasing to represent the world and depict 

white paintings that they were “landing 
strips” for particles of dust. In one interview 
he even opined: “No more paintings need 
to be produced now that the empty surface 
has its images and incidents.”3 It is said that 
Rauschenberg himself was interested, for 
example, in the possibility which his white 
canvases presented of making shadows 
visible. He painted pictures without subject 
or composition, yet which are
still representations. The world is back in the 
picture.

Jakob Bruno knew nothing about all 
this when he produced his first Invisible 
Paintings. Yet one cannot speak about his 
painting without referring to this historical 
moment in the history of more recent art, 
when a new possibility for artistic practice 
and a new concept of art were established, 
a concept which in retrospect can be linked 
above all with the oeuvre of John Cage. In 
my view, this link is as strong as that to Yves 
Klein, whose exhibition “Le Vide” (1958) at 
the Iris Clert gallery in Paris is referred to by 
Ralph Rugoff in “A Brief History of Invisible 
Art”.4 In that exhibition, Klein showed an 
empty room which he had filled with his
own awareness and energy. The exhibition 
mounted in San Francisco by Ralph Rugoff 
in 2005, in which Bruno Jakob was also 
represented, included not only important 
conceptual works by, among others, Art & 
Language, Michael Asher, Robert Barry, or 
Bethan Huws and Carsten Höller from the 
younger generation, but also the “Invisible 
Sculpture” (1985) by Andy Warhol.

Bruno Jakob developed the basis for his 
current work in quite a different cultural 
context. Born in 1954, he grew up on a farm 
in Aarburg in Switzerland. The Jakobs were 
leaseholders on a small farm, whose land 
was later distributed among other farmers. 
Bruno Jakob studied art in Basel and 
Düsseldorf. Although he has lived in New 
York since 1983, the first of his “Invisible 
Paintings” were done on his parent’s farm 
around 1968. Before his studies he had 
set up a studio in which to draw and paint 
under the roof of his parent’s house. A 
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Jakob as a concept artist, yet without the 
concept art of the 1960s his painting would 
not be perceptible as art and would remain 
material; a painting created with energy and 
additionally through touch would be no more 
than a canvas. In his work Bruno Jakob links 
concept art with painting by actually using 
invisible painting tools.

The deliberate rejection of a mode of 
depiction, writes Arthur C. Danto, includes 
“the rejection of a whole mode of reference 
to the world and to people”.6 In the case 
of Bruno Jakob, this rejection would mean 
criticising the picture-maker for retiring 
behind his working method, but also 
doubting the structural openness of his 
painting and thus of course his painterly 
practice, which grasps each individual work 
as a potential form and establishes each 
image as a resonance chamber for the 
viewer.

Roman Kurzmeyer

1. Maira Kalman, Max makes a million, New 
York / London 1990.
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Arts, San Francisco 2005.
5. On John Cage see also “John Cage 
über die bildenden Künste”, in Richard 
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Musik, Kunst und geistigen Fragen unserer 
Zeit, Cologne 1989, pp. 124-139.
6. Arthur C. Danto, Die Verklärung des 
Gewöhnlichen. Eine Philosophie der Kunst, 
Frankfurt am Main,1991, p.87.

ideas. What emerge, and have so far 
scarcely been referred to, are, for example, 
figurative drawings that show him painting. 
There are also videos of situations when he 
is working in an artistic way. It can happen 
that Bruno Jakob paints in the city, using 
one hand and water on paper, or that he 
paints on a flowering mountain meadow, 
using the morning dew to paint flowers. Or 
else he holds a camera in his other hand 
and documents the surroundings where 
he is in the process of concentrating on an 
image. These tapes document real time and 
the simultaneity of different events, of which 
painting an image can be one. John Cage 
had different compositions performed at the 
same time, for example, and spoke of an 
undetermined event.5 In performances by 
Bruno Jakob, the videos are often played 
unedited, so that the viewer is confronted 
with real time. Jakob also paints in front 
of audiences. When doing this he often 
carries out several processes in parallel and 
changes the aggregate state of his painting 
tools, for example, by letting water evaporate 
during a performance and using the steam to 
paint.

When John Cages says that one of 
the main tasks of contemporary art, as 
he understands it, is that the artist not 
preoccupy himself with himself and his 
feelings, but open people’s eyes to the world 
and thus change the view of that world, this 
comes very close to Bruno Jakob’s concept. 
However paradoxical this assertion may 
initially seem, his work is above all visual, 
although it claims to be the opposite. His 
painting is neither abstract nor non-figurative 
or conceptual, and it also does not create 
its own symbolism. Instead, it addresses 
the viewer in the form of a drawing, a 
painting, a photograph, a moving image or a 
performance, i.e., in an artistic medium, and 
challenges him through its open structure 
to question his relationship to the visible. 
The visible components of the work are 
oriented around conventional features of 
pictorial works and allow the painting to 
appear credible as a deliberately undertaken 
action. It would be suspect to designate 




