
Vivian Greven 
CLOSE
3.9.–9.10.21

 

“I see the painting’s surface as a mem-
brane, like a skin. I can concentrate on 
its direct superficial appearance but 
also on the volume of the body, which 
moves underneath.”
(Vivian Greven)

Vivian Greven‘s painting is directly influenced by our digi-
tal present, while simultaneously integrating historical 
references to classical antiquity or pop art. Her concep-
tual focus is on the transformation of body images, iden-
tity and interpersonal communication, as well as on the 
attendant assessment of social closeness and distance. 
Her motifs are based on the research of archetypical ima-
ges and narrations, both in art history and from popular 
sources on the internet. In her work process, she com-
bines glazed oil painting with illusionist cut-outs or factu-
al reliefs, making her pictures a versed „visual game“ va-
cillating between figuration and abstraction, between 
physical painting and the ethereal illusion of the digital.

The works on view in Vivian Greven‘s current show en-
titled CLOSE show extreme close-ups of parts of the 
body like neck, mouth and, as a central motif, the female 
crotch. The works produce irritating vibrations between 
intimacy, distance and abstraction. Her framings are re-
miniscent of the cinematic „close-up“. The concentration 
of the gaze on a detail draws the object almost „tangibly 
near“ to the viewer. As a recurring iconic motif in Vivian 
Greven‘s work, the „kiss“ distances the originally intimate 
scene to the sphere of abstraction. 

In the current exhibition, the play between actual corpo-
reality and transcendent spheres comes to the fore in the 
new, central group of works with camel toe motifs enti-
tled X. In a both subtle and radical manner, Vivian Greven 
combines various ways of interpreting and viewing the 
female sex, from antiquity to the present. The title X is an 
associative wordplay referring to the biological definition 
of the female sex as “XX” chromosome and to the term 

“to X out” for making a tabooed object or word unrecog-
nizable.
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As the continuation of the V series, which she began in 
2019,  X equally refers to the art-historical and social sig-
nificance of the Venus motif. Venus is regarded as the 
symbol of heavenly and earthly love, fertility and beauty, 
but was mostly depicted in the history of art without gen-
itals. Vivian Greven’s current motifs combine this histori-
cal background with research on so-called “camel toe” 
images, as they can be found on the internet via a Google 
search: close-up views of the female crotch, concealed 
and abstracted by the fine fabric of the pantyhose.

Vivian Greven constructs these motifs in glazed oil applied 
in layers like transparent veils. Similar to 16th-century Dutch 
painting, the gaze focuses on the trompe l’oeil of the fabric’s 
structure and the incidence of light. At the same time, Viv-
ian Greven shifts the viewer’s perception away from the il-
lusionist materiality to the haptics of the actual painting - 
the play between light and shadow, the consistency of the 
paint, the relations between the surfaces. This abstraction 
raises the “camel toes” above any kind of explicit obscenity. 
Painting becomes a “membrane” conveying new possibili-
ties of defining and assessing bodies. “As far back as I can 
remember, I have painted bodies. The question of who or 
what I am has always been my driving force”, says Vivian 
Greven. In her work, the body and its “corporeality” are key 
themes which she interprets in a positive way. Her painting 
simultaneously transcends its materiality to an ethereal 
sphere, where the naming and appraisal of different gen-
ders is open, as is the balance between.

Bibliographical note:

Vivian Greven (DE 1985) is represented in internationally 
renowned museum collections such as the Xiao Museum 
Rizhao, Long Museum Shanghai, Sammlung Kunsthaus 
NRW and Kunstmuseum Stuttgart. Recent solo exhibitions 
have been at Kunstmuseum Langmatt, Kunstpalais Erlan-
gen, Kunstverein Heidelberg and Gallery Vacancy in Shang-
hai, as well as group exhibitions at Kunstmuseum Wolfs-
burg, Ludwig Forum Aachen, Kai10 Arthena Foundation 
Düsseldorf, Kunstmuseum Bonn, Paula Modersohn Becker 
Museum, Bremen or Deichtorhallen Hamburg. Vivian Gre-
ven is currently a guest professor for painting at the Kuns-
takademie Karlsruhe. A comprehensive solo exhibition is 
planned for spring 2023 at the Neue Galerie Gladbeck.
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