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Kunstmuseum Thurgau and Swiss Institute are pleased to present a unique exhibition 
catalogue pairing historical paintings by the late Swiss artist Adolf Dietrich with recent 
paintings by American artist Richard Phillips. The encounter results in a complex, multi-
layered dialogue beyond categorizations. 

Adolf Dietrich is characterized as one of the leading Swiss painters of the 20th 
century and bizarrely also as naïve artist. Richard Phillips by contrast is a contemporary 
painter, who pushes the medium to its limits by choice of provocative themes, a unique 
painting style as well as by the sheer intensity of his gigantic compositions. 

Since 2003, Richard Phillips has repeatedly painted after Dietrich, pushing the 
boundaries of appropriation to the extreme. Instead of painting after a well-known 
position from modernism (as Sherri Levine did in the Eighties), Phillips selects a 
painter, whose fame barely crossed the Swiss borders and who was received highly 
controversially. Rather than questioning whether any art is truly original, Phillips 
investigates the discrepancy between appropriation and misappropriation. 

The juxtaposition of Painting and Misappropriation is one of distinction and affinity. 
Dietrich and Phillips share the same subjects: animals, people and landscapes while 
both enhance figuration stylistically to a degree of artificiality that goes far beyond the 
depiction of reality.

The pairing of the two oeuvres provokes a radical new reading. Phillips’ work gets 
often criticized for being too literal, while Dietrich’s art has been said to be naïve.  
The cross-pollination of the respective work by the other’s misappropriation projects a 
new light on both. It enhances the classic qualities of Richard Phillips’ paintings in  
their contemporary grandeur and reciprocally makes evident the radical nature of  
Adolf Dietrich’s compositions.

Kunstmuseum Thurgau and Swiss Institute warmly thank the various lenders, who 
had to do without their favorite works for a long time. We would also like to thank Pro 
Helvetia, the Swiss Arts Council as well as the Lotteriefonds des Kantons Thurgau,  
who both generously supported this ambitious project. 

But first and foremost we would like to thank Richard Phillips for his ongoing 
involvement and curiosity in regards of his late colleague’s work. The introduction of 
Adolf Dietrich into 21st century America as part of a contemporary discourse underlines 
the timelessness of this important modernist Swiss painter. 

Gianni Jetzer
Director Swiss Institute New York

Markus Landert
Director Kunstmuseum Thurgau

F OR E WOR DTABLE OF CONTENTS

FOREWORD 
Pg. 3

MISAPPROPRIATION: IN DEFENSE  
OF THE REAL ADOLF DIETRICH
By Richard Phillips 
Pg. 4–17

IN CONVERSATION: BEATRIX RUF
AND RICHARD PHILLIPS 
Pg. 30–33

THE DIETRICH ENIGMA
By Dorothee Messmer
Pg. 57– 67



6 R IC H A R D  P H I L L I P S  A D OL F  D I E T R IC H 7 PA I N T I NG  A N D  M I S A P P R O P R I AT I ON

 M I SA P P R OP R I AT ION:

I N  DE F E N SE 

O F  T HE

R E A L  A DOL F  D I E T R I C H 

R I C H A R D  P H I L L I P S

First published in 
Parkett no. 87/2010. 
Reprint with the kind 
permission of 
Parkett Publishers, 
Zurich / New York



8 R IC H A R D  P H I L L I P S  A D OL F  D I E T R IC H 9 PA I N T I NG  A N D  M I S A P P R O P R I AT I ON



10 R IC H A R D  P H I L L I P S  A D OL F  D I E T R IC H 11 PA I N T I NG  A N D  M I S A P P R O P R I AT I ON



12 R IC H A R D  P H I L L I P S  A D OL F  D I E T R IC H 13 PA I N T I NG  A N D  M I S A P P R O P R I AT I ON

1/12–4/12: 
Richard Phillips
Large Still Life (Queen of the Night)
2010 
111 x 108 in. / 281.9 x 274.3 cm 
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and  
Gagosian Gallery, New York 
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5/12–8/12: 
Richard Phillips
Large Still Life (Queen of the Night)
2010 
111 x 108 in. / 281.9 x 274.3 cm
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and  
Gagosian Gallery, New York
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9/12–12/12 and Left–right:
Richard Phillips
Large Still Life (Queen of the Night)
2010 
111 x 108 in. / 281.9 x 274.3 cm
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gagosian Gallery, New York

Adolf Dietrich 
Blühende Kakteen vor Landschaft
1941 
30.3 x 31.5 in. / 77 x 80 cm 
Oil on plywood 
Private collection, Beverly Hills
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Adolf Dietrich 
Nachbargärtchen im Frühling
1939 
21.7 x 16.4 in. / 55 x 41.7 cm
Oil on cardboard
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum 

Adolf Dietrich 
Grüner See
1932 
11.3 x 23.2 in. / 28.8 x 33.3 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection, Kristina Wyss-Böhni 
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Adolf Dietrich 
Pfeffervogel
1927 
18.1 x 15 in. / 46 x 38 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Städtische Museen Konstanz

Adolf Dietrich 
Kaninchen und Aquarium 
1939 
11.6 x 9.1 in. / 29.5 x 23 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection
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Left–right: 
Richard Phillips 
Similar to Squirrels (after A. Dietrich)
2003 
102.5 x 78 in. / 260.4 x 198.1 cm
Oil on linen 
Hall Collection 

Adolf Dietrich 
Eichhörnchenbild / Zwei Eichhörnchen
in Landschaft 
1939 
24.4 x 17.1 in. / 62 x 43.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection
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Compared to the modern paintings within 
the collection, the drawing seemed to 
me to connect more to contemporary art 
than it did to historical drawing. When I 
received the catalogue raisonné from you, 
I discovered that the text was entirely in 
German. While looking at the photographs 
and the pictures, and not being too careful 
about the dates, I assumed that Dietrich 
only started painting when he was in his 
seventies, and that he was a self-taught, 
naïve artist. So after a while, I convinced 
myself of that story. Later I came to learn 
that he did indeed go to school, and 
that his teachers noticed his aptitude for 
drawing and encouraged it, but that the 
extreme poverty in which he grew up with 
his parents meant that he couldn’t give 
himself over full-time to making art until 
later in life. 

BEATRIX RUF:  
Adolf Dietrich’s art-historical categorization 
indeed leans toward the “naïve”—and 
was very much influenced, distorted even, 
by historical and political circumstances, 
as you can see in his exhibition history, 
his presence in international shows in the 
context of the Neue Sachlichkeit early 
on, and the reversal of this international 
presence through the politics of the Nazis.

Dietrich also evokes “pragmatisms” 
one often finds in the so-called naïve, 
but upon closer inspection, his drawings, 
photographs, and the techniques of 
montage and variations he developed 
and used for his paintings reveal another 
story. Dietrich was also a master of self-
mythologizing, which is a signifier not only 
for the naïve artist, but for the artist in 
general. There is this wonderful quote from 
Dietrich: “When I was twenty-six, I saw  
a tourist in Berlingen, [Switzerland], painting 
a seascape and I thought that I also 
could do that. At home I took a piece of 
cardboard and a few tubes of paint.  
The experiment succeeded, and since then 
people from all over the world have visited, 
telling me my paintings are beautiful”.  
And he signed his paintings like Albrecht 
Dürer: A. D.

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
What’s interesting to me is just how 
deliberate he was in his practice, in using 
photographs, in drawing, in planning 
paintings. His production was quite 
traditional on one hand, but he was also 
very much involved with thinking about his 
market in what seems to be a contemporary 
manner. As such, he was aware of the 
production of his own naïveté. Some 
considered him to be the Henri Rousseau 
of the Neue Sachlichkeit. But when painters 
visited him, he would quiz them quite 
closely about their methods, so that he 
could produce more complex paintings. 
None of the Neue Sachlichkeit painters 
were reaching that level of so-called 

photo-real presentation. And yet, there is 
no ironic distancing in his works, as in the 
drawing of the squirrels. Similarly, I will also 
say that in my own work, I’m not making 
ironic gestures toward the reproduction 
of the naïve artist whatsoever. When my 
squirrel painting appeared for the first 
time, it seemed like a strong non sequitur, 
like, “What could possibly be meant by 
this, now that we have this painting of two 
squirrels?” My intention was to point my 
painting toward that state of mind and that 
type of effort as the subject matter, just as 
much as any subject matter, in the same 
way that one of my previous works could 
have pointed toward the subject  
of a photograph. 

BEATRIX RUF: 
In some of your works on view, you 
appropriate elements of landscapes from 
Dietrich paintings. Can you talk about 
the very emotional, even content-loaded 
images you use of Lake Constance in  
the late 1930s and ’40s?

RICHARD PHILLIPS: 
I wanted to use the landscapes as a 
psychological influence on the images  
I selected from the media that I had chosen 
to paint, specifically in two paintings,  
Der Bodensee [2008], and Message Force 
Multiplier [2009]. In each case, it was  
the same landscape of Lake Constance, 
seen from an aerial perspective. In Der 
Bodensee, which was taken from a porno-
graphic image found on the web, the 
woman’s heated-looking face is placed in 
the context of a frozen landscape, setting 
up a kind of dichotomy. For Message Force 
Multiplier, I chose an image of a marine 
recruitment advertisement meant to inspire 
young men to join today’s military. The 
relationship to Dietrich’s painting, its title, 
the proportion of landscape to proportion 
of figure, all had to do with a recombination 
of elements designed to undo the original 
intention of the advertisement, which 
was the creation of a staged falsehood 
of heroism and valor expressing the 
seriousness of military enlistment. So it 
refers to a doubling and redoubling  
of subjectivity, while putting the figure into  
and out of context, in order to try to  
shift and manipulate meaning. 

BEATRIX RUF:  
In some paintings, you completely 
appropriate images, and in some you just 
use them as backgrounds—a practice  
that reminds me of Dietrich’s own use of 
image elements for variations of paintings.

RICHARD PHILLIPS: 
The large still-life painting titled Large Still 
Life (Queen of the Night) [2010] and the 
painting Similar to Squirrels [2003]  
are complete appropriations. In the case  
of the still life, it’s a portrait of night-
blooming flowers seen in the daytime,  
a simple contradiction that Dietrich set up. 

I N

C ON V E R S AT ION

BE AT R I X  R U F  A N D  R I C H A R D  P H I L L I P S

BEATRIX RUF: 
When did your fascination with Adolf 
Dietrich begin?

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
It started in 2003, when I was visiting 
Zurich. After a dinner at the Kronenhalle, 
Peter Fischli took me to see a specific 
work in the restaurant’s formidable  
collection. We walked upstairs to see a 
drawing of two squirrels in a tree by  
Adolf Dietrich, who, Peter explained, 
was an artist considered to be a Swiss 
national treasure. 
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potential of narrative. For me, those 
relationships are very specific:  
the impending doom of the sky in that 
painting reflects what the consequences  
of her actions were; the emptiness  
and the depopulated beauty of Message 
Force Multiplier was the coefficient for  
the marine’s emptiness as a model of a  
type of attraction that was being put  
in every teenager’s magazine across this 
country. I combined those forces to speak 
about the use of beauty and narrative  
for negative purposes.

BEATRIX RUF:  
That seems very much also to relate to  
this previously stated dual fascination, 
with how on one hand painting has been 
critically discussed in production, but  
on the other hand you have the still life,  
the full appropriations. Also, critical 
distance in your practice often seems to  
be created in groups of images you 
combine, things together as thoughts 
together. This readability of the critical, 
even political, content is revealed if  
you see a combination of your work being 
brought in relationship. It occurred to  
me that this is also working in the painting 
exhibition you put together with  
David Salle.

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
There are painters in that show who believe 
in the veracity of the medium, and then 
there are those who acknowledge it as 
false and use it anyway to perpetuate the 
sense that painting is an act of managing 
falsehoods. Within that show, the use of 
photography and of graphic design by 
some of the artists is important in the way 
in which it shows the difference between 
the believers and the non-believers.  
I believe in the potential of painting as 
a communicative device with all of its 
negative attributes fully intact, with the 
criticism assigned; there is texture and 
quality in that very criticism. Painting—
particularly issues of aesthetics within it—
can have an insurgent conceptual potential, 
but the realization of that potential is not 
something that’s going to happen overtly; 
that is, by nature, the concept can remain 
buried in the work, and then depending on 
the context can explode its meaning right  
in the face of individuals. To me, one of  
the important parts of that exhibition was 
that the combination of works showed 
revealed that possibility.

BEATRIX RUF:  
So the Richard Phillips/Adolf Dietrich show 
is an interesting complication of what 
believing and non-believing means.

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
Yes, actually, it can be. The use of painting, 
for me, has the capacity to slow things 
down, and to manipulate time in a certain 
sense to be able to gain access to that 
type of discussion, or at least to open 

up that type of discussion. It creates a 
potential, for me at least. I say, why not be 
able to use the specialized nature of a form 
to bring people into it? That’s where the 
seduction is used in propaganda or  
in media, so why as an artist wouldn’t  
I choose to do that? 

BEATRIX RUF: 
Two believers, then?

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
I think the danger is that one assumes  
that Dietrich was trying to do that too,  
and that’s why I’m interested in him as an 
artist. It’s not. Actually, it’s the very fact  
that he wasn’t; that he was absolutely 
free from that, that he worked on his art 
apart from the constrictions of a linearly 
determined modernist interpretation.  
I think that I’m trying to do the same thing 
but from a different direction—I’m trying 
to deal with the obviously changed, but in 
some cases parallel, conditions that we 
live in today. There is no mistaking why the 
marine was set against the Dietrich’s frozen 
world, or why Libertas Schulze-Boysen 
was set against the image of Dietrich’s 
stormy landscape. Those were chosen 
relationships—because of the doubling 
of agency, melded with the doubling of 
experience, the repeating of history.

BEATRIX RUF:  
What are the most exciting things that can 
happen in this show?

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
The experience of being physically in front 
of these paintings and seeing how they  
in fact do communicate, my paintings and 
his paintings. I think that this show will 
look into painting as a form of communi-
cation—not only what its limitations are, 
but actually what its power is and what 
its capacities are to communicate, and its 
potential for being used and misused from 
a number of different directions.

BEATRIX RUF:  
So many discussions about productive 
misreading are possible . . .

RICHARD PHILLIPS: 
In my own production, since I don’t do 
versions per se, any one of those works 
could be good enough for a solo show,  
or could have been seen as a marker  
in other kinds of conceptual arguments. 
But the fact that they are made for these 
constructions—for these stages, since, 
literally, the show becomes a stage— 
is not something that’s usually attributed 
to painting, or to the thought process or 
motivations for making painting at  
all, in contemporary art. And for me, I think 
that by pairing that type of production 
with Dietrich’s production, there may 
be a possibility for interesting parallel 
assessments of what a form can do,  
and how it can communicate.

In each of the paintings where I’m using the 
landscapes, the whole idea of distortion 
and the construction of misunderstandings, 
or the deliberate destabilization of meaning, 
are all a part of the language that I use 
within my work to emphasize how our 
communications systems use information 
and misinformation to control and 
manipulate people.

BEATRIX RUF:  
And there is criticism sometimes of 
your work not being in control of the 
manipulative use of seduction you of 
course use consciously and with critical 
distance in your paintings. While in 
Switzerland Dietrich gets full credit for his 
work, he is nonetheless often perceived 
as the Rousseau from Switzerland. That 
seems to lead to why this will be such 
a perfect match to show your work and 
Dietrich’s work together, because your 
praxis is very much working from these 
misunderstandings in visual culture— 
and there is a great potential in productive 
misunderstandings.

RICHARD PHILLIPS: 
I’m often referred to as a hyperrealist 
or Pop artist. The deliberate use of 
stylistic as well as visual misinformation 
in my work is, in the way that it interrupts 
the possibility of establishing correct 
narratives, something that I deliberately 
do. Putting them in context with Dietrich as 
an inspiration speaks to this condition of 
misrepresentation and misreading.  
And that’s a deliberate way to reframe  
or recontextualize aspects of my work.  
In a way, it undoes a kind of critical 
distance and opens up vulnerability in  
my own process.

BEATRIX RUF:  
Being too “Pop” in the sense of not having 
critical distance.

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
In combining my work with Dietrich’s,  
I am exploring the ways in which art gets 
used and misused, and to what degree 
intentionality plays a part in that. Let’s  
take the example of my painting Message 
Force Multiplier. The title refers to the 
New York Times term for when a general 
is speaking as an expert on a news 
program, say Fox television, in order to 
give his expert opinion on how the war 
is going along in Iraq, but is, at the same 
time, actually working as a lobbyist for 
the military-industrial complex, selling 
weaponry to the same government 
whose war he’s commenting on. Within 
the context of my shows, paintings can 
appear to be communicating in one way, 
while in combinations with other works 
have a completely conflicting agenda of 
representation, just as a message force 
multiplier would. A message force multiplier 
becomes an active switching point in its 
perpetration of falsehoods, in its relation 

to beauty and death. By exhuming its own 
beauty, this falsehood lives again to resell 
itself to a new, targeted demographic. 

BEATRIX RUF:  
Can you talk about the particular choice 
of paintings by Dietrich you’re using? You 
seem to have been particularly attracted  
to the intense and dark winter sea-
landscapes, which transport a lot the 
historical context and difficulties of  
the times they were painted—but for your 
full appropriations, you choose totally 
different ones. 

RICHARD PHILLIPS:  
Libertas [2010] has in its background a 
landscape with storm clouds coming over 
Lake Constance. The consequences of 
this type of meteorological formation are 
serious, and in Dietrich’s personal history 
these foreboding landscapes serve as a 
metaphor for his anxiety over the rise of 
the war across the lake in Germany. In 
Libertas, I appropriate the portrait of a 
former propaganda agent for the Nazis, 
Libertas Schulze-Boysen, which was 
taken by the SS immediately before her 
execution for being a double agent in the 
Berlin resistance. So it is an image of actual 
heroism, of actual commitment, of literally 
having one’s life terminated by a malevolent 
entity because of one’s commitment to 
ideals that were against this reigning power 
structure. Libertas knew that her death was 
imminent, but at the same time, she knew 
what she had accomplished in terms of her 
activities with the resistance in Berlin. So 
there is a dual psychological weight that 
was intended to be paired with that specific 
landscape and to show that histories are 
running parallel to each other in order to 
amplify what insurgency and true resistance 
are. Then, on another extreme, there are 
the cat paintings both Dietrich and I made. 
Of course, Dietrich was never afraid of 
getting into seriously quaint and intimate 
painting. He made several paintings of 
baskets of kittens. The one that I wanted to 
show was Persia [1996], which is a portrait 
of a cat that I got from a pet store when 
I was buying food for a friend’s cat. That 
single painting can on one hand address 
complex psychological representations and 
on the other render the tenderest images 
of universal sentiment, reflecting painting’s 
potential to create a deliberate collision 
of languages in order to ruin the logic of 
intentionality. The idea of Dietrich making 
paintings that, on a metaphorical level, 
spoke to the conditions that people were 
living in directly before the war represents 
something beyond the need to represent an 
environment. There was a palpable sense of 
alienation and an inhuman quality in those 
paintings. To place one of my appropriated 
images in that context was to literally bring 
those two elements together and make 
them inseparable, to point to the romantic 



36 R IC H A R D  P H I L L I P S  A D OL F  D I E T R IC H 37 PA I N T I NG  A N D  M I S A P P R O P R I AT I ON

Left–right: 
Richard Phillips 
Libertas
2010 
102 x 79.3 in. / 229.1 x 201.4 cm
Oil on linen 
Courtesy of the artist and
Gagosian Gallery, New York

Adolf Dietrich
Rote Abendwolken über dem See 
1917
15.2 x 19.1 in. / 38.5 x 48.5 cm
Oil on cardboard
Kunstmuseum Winterthur
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Left–right: 
Richard Phillips 
Old Granddad 
2001 
84 x 65.5 in. / 213.4 x 166.6 cm
Oil on canvas 
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Vater, die Zeitung lesend 
1913 
24 x 20.1 in. / 61 x 51 cm 
Oil on canvas
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum 
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Left–right: 
Richard Phillips
Message Force Multiplier
2009
78 x 58.3 in. / 198.1 x 148.1 cm
Oil on linen
Pinnell Collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Winter am Untersee
1941
18.1 x 23.4 in. / 46 x 59.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Kunsthaus Zurich
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1/6-6/6 and Left–right: 
Richard Phillips
Der Bodensee
2008
78 x 52.5 in. / 198.1 x 133.4 cm
Oil on linen
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Winter am Untersee
1941
18.1 x 23.4 in. / 46 x 59.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Kunsthaus Zurich
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Left–right:
Richard Phillips 
Vanitas 
2007 
108 x 74 in. / 274.3 x 188 cm
Oil on linen 
Private collection 

Adolf Dietrich 
Waldkäuze im Tobel 
1929 
33.1 x 23.2 in. / 84 x 59 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection
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Left–right:
Richard Phillips 
Mouser 
1997 
16 x 20 in. / 40.6 x 50.8 cm
Oil on linen 
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Zwei Angorakätzchen 
1925 
14.4 x 13.6 in. / 36.5 x 34.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Private collection
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Adolf Dietrich 
Drei tote Marder 
1942 
29.9 x 19.9 in. / 76 x 50.5 cm
Oil on wood
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Zaine mit jungen Kätzchen
1934 
16.5 x 19.9 in. / 42 x 50.5 cm 
Oil on plywood 
Private collection
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T H E  DI E T R IC H  E N I GM A

B Y  D O R O T H E E  M E S S M E R

T R A N S L AT I O N  B Y  S U S A N  B E R N OF S K Y

There are no end of stories and 
suppositions about Adolf Dietrich—
his life offered ample material for 
projections and continues to do so.  
The biography of this textile mill  
worker and day laborer who became  
a celebrated artist suggests fairy-tale- 
like parallels to Cinderella or the  
Brave Little Tailor, associations that  
tap into our longing for stories, 
especially those with punch lines.  
And there is no shortage of these in 
Dietrich’s life, as witnessed by the 
memories large and small described 
in all the first, second and third-hand 
accounts currently in circulation.

1/4:
Richard Phillips
Were You of Silver,
Were You of Gold? 
2009 
82 x 60 in. / 208.3 x 152.4 cm
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and  
Gagosian Gallery, New York
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2/4:
Richard Phillips
Were You of Silver,
Were You of Gold? 
2009 
82 x 60 in. / 208.3 x 152.4 cm
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gagosian Gallery, New York

1. Adolf Dietrich in a letter to  
Willi F. Storck, Kunsthalle Mannheim  
(Jan 15, 1919), in: Adolf Dietrich. 
Malermeister–Meistermaler.  
Ein Glossar, Hg. Kunstmuseum 
Thurgau, Sulgen / Zürich 2002, p. 16. 

2. ibid.

3. Paul Fink in a lettter to Adolf Dietrich 
(Nov. 9, 1909), in: Malermeister–
Meistermaler, p. 32.

The foundation that all these stories point back to has its basis in the rural poverty 
of Dietrich’s childhood. The youngest of seven children, he was born in 1877 to a 
smallholder and his wife on the Swiss shore of Lake Constance. As soon as young Adolf 
started school, it became clear he had a talent for drawing, and the village schoolmaster 
tutored him in “drawing from nature” in his free time. For financial reasons, however, 
Dietrich was unable to pursue formal studies of art. 

 

As he himself recalls, “My desire to 
receive some sort of training in this 
[drawing] was strong, of course, but 
financial restraints, two aging parents 
and a small plot of land and vineyard, 
where we also kept cows and pigs, 
prevented me.”1 And so the boy 
remained with his parents and earned a 
little extra on the side with factory labor 
or by taking in work, or else by working 
as a temporary laborer in the village.  
His first drawings (starting in 1896) and pastels and watercolors (starting in 1900) were 
made on Sundays, when it rained, or in the evenings in the living room of his parents’ 
house where he was to remain for the rest of his life. He got a few pointers from his 
brother, and an artist in Basel gave him the advice to paint directly from nature rather 
than according to his imagination. “Aside from this,” Dietrich later writes, “I received no 
guidance worth mentioning.”2

In 1909 his pictures were rejected by the Kunsthalle Basel and the big art museums 
in Zurich, Schaffhausen and Winterthur. He received a letter saying: “At the instructions 
of our Board, I must write to inform you that at the moment it is not possible to exhibit 
your pictures, as we are fully occupied with other matters.”3 At the beginning, it was other 
artists who helped him. For example, in 1913 Bruno Goldschmidt put him in touch with 
the Kunstverein Konstanz [Constance Art Association] which eventually exhibited two of 
his pictures. After this, the writer Walter Jerven featured Dietrich’s drawings in his journal 
“Das Bodenseebuch” [The Book of Lake Constance] on several occasions. In 1917 
Galerie Hans Goltz in Munich showed several of his pictures. His first real breakthrough in 
Germany, though, came in 1918 with the exhibition “Das badische Land im Bild” [Baden 
Countryside in Pictures] at the Kunstverein Mannheim [Mannheim Art Association]. One 
of the curators there, Herbert Tannenbaum, was struck by Dietrich’s work and included 
it in a show at his own gallery, “Das Kunsthaus.” In the second exhibition (1925), all but 
two of the 40 pictures on display were sold. In 1927, Tannenbaum arranged for 60 of 
Dietrich’s pictures to be shown in a gallery in Berlin. The press praised Dietrich as one of 
the greatest living painters. This was the beginning of a wave of success in Germany that 
would break off in the mid-1930s with the recession and the rise of National Socialism. 
Meanwhile Dietrich bought a camera and began taking photographs in 1926 if not before.

ROMANTICISM, NEW OBJECTIVITY, MODERNISM—
DIETRICH’S RECEPTION IN GERMANY

Dietrich’s work was presented in various contexts: In 1932, as his letters reveal, he was 
exhibited together with Neue Sachlichkeit [New Objectivity] painters Theo Champion, 
Hasso von Hugo, Franz Lenk, Alexander Kanoldt, Georg Schrimpf and Franz Radziwill in the 
“Gruppe der Sieben” [Group of Seven] show in Bochum. In the same year, his work was 
shown in Ulm in an exhibition of contemporary romantic painting. Paul Cassirer wrote to 
him that he was planning, together with Galerie Flechtheim, a “comprehensive exhibition” 
of “the impulses currently at work in contemporary German art.” The Kölnische Kunstverein 
[Cologne Art Association] included him in an exhibition of “modern German art.” And  
again he was invited to participate in an exhibition in Ulm of “linear painting with the 
exception of sentimental Heimatkunst [homeland painting] in the style of the old masters.”
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3/4:
Richard Phillips
Were You of Silver,
Were You of Gold? 
2009 
82 x 60 in. / 208.3 x 152.4 cm
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gagosian Gallery, New York

4. Dr. Hentzen, Nationalgalerie Berlin, 
in letter to Adolf Dietrich  
(Feb. 1, 1934), in: Malermeister–
Meistermaler, p. 44.

5. Karl Hoenn: Adolf Dietrich  
(Die Schweiz im deutschen 
Geistesleben, vol. 24), Frauenfeld / 
Leipzig, 1942, p. 7.

The height of Dietrich’s success is 
revealed in his correspondence with the 
director of the Nationalgalerie in Berlin 
who wrote to him in 1934: “Now that 
we have purchased the third picture by 
you, it is no longer necessary for you to 
continue to send us paintings […].”4

HOMELAND AND SUNDAY PAINTER, NAÏVE ARTIST—
DIETRICH’S RECEPTION IN SWITZERLAND 

When the invitations from Germany stopped arriving in 1935, Dietrich’s image as a naïve 
painter began to dominate. In 1937 he was included—as the only non-French artist—in 
the show “Les maitres populaires de la réalité” in Paris. From there the exhibition traveled 
to London and the United States, where it was shown at the Museum of Modern Art and 
other American museums.

In Switzerland, interest in Dietrich’s work was gradually increasing. The kunstsalon 
Wolfsberg in Zurich and the Basel gallery owner Bettie Thommen began showing his work 
regularly starting in the early 1930s. His pictures were exhibited at the Kunstmuseum 
Winterthur (1926), the Kunstmuseum Schaffhausen (1933) and the Thurgauische 
Kunstgesellschaft [Thurgau Art Society, 1935].

Dietrich was now beginning to enjoy success in Switzerland as well. The gallery 
Epoques in Zurich sold more than two dozen of his pictures. In 1941, the government 
of Canton Thurgau purchased its first Dietrich picture, and finally in 1942 the Kunsthaus 
Zürich put on a show that included over 70 of his pictures—at the time, the largest 
exhibition of his work.

At the same time, larger institutions were slow to purchase his paintings. Some 
exceptions were the Kunstverein Konstanz (1913) and the Kunstmuseum Winterthur 
(1926). Generally these purchases came about through individuals who admired Dietrich’s 
work and often made private purchases as well: Franz Meyer and H.E. Mayenfisch 
(Kunstgesellschaft Zürich [Zurich Art Society]), Paul Fink and Hans Keller (Kunstverein 
Winterthur [Winterthur Art Association]), Heinrich Schmidt-Specht (Kunstverein Konstanz) 
and Heinrich Ammann (Kunstmuseum Thurgau).

WOODCUTTER, LABORER, FARMER—THE SWISS ROUSSEAU
Dietrich’s pictures were particularly well-received in the media, which proved as easily 
seduced by the fairy-tale-like success story of the simple man from Thurgau as the  
other admirers of his work. Franz Roh writes in the “Neue Schweizer Rundschau”  
[New Swiss Review] in 1926 on “The Art of the Laborer, Farmer and Painter Adolf 
Dietrich. On the Problem of Amateur Art.” And in 1927 Margot Riess published  
“The Painter and Woodcutter Adolf Dietrich.”

Critics liked to compare Dietrich with Henri Rousseau. Karl Hoenn critically noted in 
his 1942 biography of Dietrich:

 

“One frequently sees ‘and woodcutter’ 
appended to the designation ‘painter’ 
as if by way of apology, just as people 
persist in referring to Henri Rousseau 
as a ‘douanier.’”5 Dietrich’s work finally 
reached a wider audience when it was 
reported on in the Swiss tabloids, which 
helped disseminate the myth of the 
simple genius.
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Since he was widely seen as an amateur artist, a naïve farmer/painter, Dietrich 
gained further popularity during the war—he was billed as a quintessentially “Swiss” 
artist, along with Albert Anker and Ferdinand Hodler, as part of widespread efforts 
to preserve a sense of Swiss cultural identity. His idyllic landscapes, genre paintings 
depicting (untouched) village life and animal pictures were popular in the media.

After Dietrich’s breakthrough in Switzerland, the interest in his work remained 
constant. There was a continuous stream of visitors to his small house in Berlingen. 
So many people wanted to purchase his work that he wasn’t able to keep up with the 
demand, and he started to copy and repaint some of his own pictures. When Adolf 
Dietrich died in 1957, he was a wealthy man. His taxable estate was valued at over  
70,000 Swiss francs.

GENUINE, INNOCENT, ORIGINAL—THE AUTHENTIC ARTIST 
Once Adolf Dietrich’s artistic talent became known, the reports of third parties who had 
contact with or stories to tell about him met with unflagging interest, both among the 
general public and in the art world. 

The qualities of childish innocence, 
naïveté and an original aesthetic 
approach were soon attributed to the 
Berlingen painter and stuck.  
The concepts “real”, “genuine”  
and “authentic” were frequently used 
in discussing his work and become 
important metaphors in its reception 
and evaluation. Such projections  
can be traced back to a desire to 
discover the ideal of a pure life, a desire 
for the “paradise on Earth” that one 
finds particularly well expressed in the 
work of a non-academic painter,  
an “outsider artist.”  

Behind this lies a basic need in our society for fairy tales and myths. Our longing for the 
genuine—for what is real—could, it seems, be found and grasped in exemplary form 
in the life and work of this Berlingen smallholder. The artist became the medium for an 
experience of authenticity.

THE “WRONG” RECEPTION AND ITS CAUSES 
Various factors play a role in the one-sided reception of Dietrich’s work—factors having 
to do both with social structures at the time and also with the nature of the art world and 
Dietrich’s own idiosyncratic character. The art world has always been an elite system, 
and in Dietrich’s time class distinctions were far more rigid than they are today. Dietrich’s 
path to becoming a non-academic painter began with his parents’ decision to keep their 
son home to help out despite his obvious talent, instead of letting him be educated as a 
lithographer, which would have paved the way for his training as an artist. Already in 1942 
Karl Hoenn remarks: “It is not so much an artistic problem as a social one that individuals 
who are so eminently talented as artists are compelled to become customs agents [like 
Rousseau] and woodcutters and can pursue their inner calling only on the side.”6

Dietrich’s “discovery” by the art world during the interwar years was helped along  
by an already established interest on the part of the avant-garde in primitive, naïve  
and amateur art as well as that of the mentally ill and other categories used to describe 

6. ibid., p. 7.
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Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gagosian Gallery, New York
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7. Ralph Schiebler: “Mythen– und 
Dogmenbildung in Kunst und 
Kunstgeschichtsschreibung. Ein Dialog  
mit Rainer Walther,“ in: Genie und  
Wahnsinn und andere Artikel zwischen  
Kunst und Wissenschaft, Stuttgart /  
Zürich 1984, p. 172.

8. ibid., p. 173.

the work of those who were active as artists outside the academic art system. This can 
be seen among other things in the fact that Dietrich’s own attempts in the early years of 
the century to be accepted into this system were met with failure, and he was dependent 
on help from individuals who were insiders in the system. That the protagonists of the 
German art market at the time considered Dietrich somewhat exotic, should not be held 
against them now. As art historian Ralf Schiebler puts it: “The ‘timeliness’ of truth pertains 
not only to truth itself but is a product of the historical circumstances in which one takes 
an interest in truth or not.”7

Finally the letters from the artist’s estate indicate that Dietrich himself had a hand in 
the developments taken by his career. Having grown up in deeply rural surroundings that 
were still marked by a barter system, he was overwhelmed by the wave of success and 
the new forms of social interaction it required of him. Modern, urban modes of interaction 
now stood in sharp contrast to a rurally organized mode of living.

He himself had a mixed reaction to 
the ever-increasing demands of his 
customers. He would promise pictures 
and then sell them to someone 
else altogether, sidestepping all 
responsibility by having the customers 
who’d reserved the same picture fight 
things out among themselves, and 
finding support from individuals who 
enjoyed acting as protectors to this 
supposedly childish and naïve farmer—
supporters who then would accuse  
one another of exploiting him.

RIGHT AND WRONG IMAGES 
Coupled with the desire for authenticity is the wish to experience the definitive image of 
the artist—in other words the right one. But isn’t all the information about a person that 
we collect, cull, interpret and pass along a projection and therefore, in the end, a sort of 
myth-making? Even the “scholar most committed to thorough research,” writes Ralph 
Schiebler, will “because of the haphazardness of the information he is able to access 
and the limitations of his own horizons have to create a new myth once the old ones are 
demolished.”8 What we know today about the life and work of an artist is comprised 
of the most various, subjectively experienced images promulgated through the media, 
making it a playground for projections.

But there’s also something positive about this one-sided reception. A person who—
for whatever reasons—occupies himself with Adolf Dietrich’s pictures will experience  
the marvelous feeling of being able to discover Dietrich’s art and even the artist himself 
as if for the first time. For despite the many publications and all the stories that have been 
told about Dietrich, his autonomous oeuvre, unique in the history of art, can never be 
entirely fathomed and thus remains enigmatic—an impression paradoxically linked to the 
feeling of uniqueness and authenticity that surrounds his work. This makes him— 
very much in the sense of Baudrillard’s “mirroring”—an artist whose work reflects the 
viewer back at himself.



66 R IC H A R D  P H I L L I P S  A D OL F  D I E T R IC H 67 PA I N T I NG  A N D  M I S A P P R O P R I AT I ON

1/4–4/4. and Left–right: 
Richard Phillips
Were You of Silver,
Were You of Gold? 
2009 
82 x 60 in. / 208.3 x 152.4 cm
Oil on linen 
Courtesy of the artist and  
Gagosian Gallery, New York

Adolf Dietrich 
Mausefalle mit 22 Mäusen 
1948 
11 x 12 in. / 28 x 30.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum
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Adolf Dietrich 
Hermelin und tote Möwe in
Mondscheinlandschaft
1908 
18.9 x 13.6 in. / 48 x 34.5 cm 
Oil on canvas 
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum

Adolf Dietrich 
Gelbroter Abendhimmel 
1925 
15.2 x 24 in. / 38.5 x 61 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum
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Left–right:
Richard Phillips
Large Still Life
(Queen of the Night)
2010
111.06 x 108 in. / 281.9 x 274.3 cm
Oil on linen
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gagosian Gallery, New York

Adolf Dietrich 
Blühende Kakteen vor
Landschaft
1941 
30.3 x 31.5 in. / 77 x 80 cm 
Oil on plywood 
Private collection, Beverly Hills

Adolf Dietrich 
Grüner See 
1932 
11.3 x 23.2 in. / 28.8 x 33.3 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection 
Kristina Wyss-Böhni

Adolf Dietrich 
Nachbargärtchen im Frühling 
1939 
21.7 x 16.4 in. / 55 x 41.7 cm
Oil on cardboard 
Kunstmuseum des Kantons 
Thurgau, Ittinger Museum
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Left–right:
Adolf Dietrich
Kaninchen und Aquarium 
1939 
11.6 x 9.1 in. / 29.5 x 23 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Pfeffervogel
1927 
18.1 x 15 in. / 46 x 38 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Städtische Museen Konstanz

Adolf Dietrich 
Eichhörnchenbild / Zwei
Eichhörnchen
in Landschaft 
1939 
24.4 x 17.1 in. / 62 x 43.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection

Richard Phillips 
Similar to Squirrels (after A. Dietrich)
2003 
102.5 x 78 in. / 260.4 x 198.1 cm
Oil on linen 
Hall Collection 
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Left–right:
Richard Phillips 
Libertas 
2010 
102 x 79.3 in. / 229.1 x 201.4 cm
Oil on linen 
Courtesy of the artist and Gagosian 
Gallery, New York

Adolf Dietrich
Abend am Untersee
1918
15 x 19.3 in. / 38.1 x 49 cm
Oil on plywood
Neue Nationalgalerie, Berlin

Richard Phillips 
Old Granddad 
2001 
84 x 65.5 in. / 213.4 x 166.6 cm
Oil on canvas 
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Vater, die Zeitung lesend 
1913 
24 x 20.1 in. / 61 x 51 cm 
Oil on canvas 
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum
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Left–right:
Richard Phillips
Message Force Multiplier
2009
78 x 58.3 in. / 198.1 x 148.1 cm
Oil on linen
Pinnell Collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Blauer Wintertag mit Schienerberg
1940
15.7 x 23.8 in. / 39.9 x 60.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Private collection

Richard Phillips
Der Bodensee
2008
78 x 52.5 in. / 198.1 x 133.4 cm
Oil on linen
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Blauer Wintertag am See
1936 
20.1 x 26.8 in. / 51 x 68 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection, Beverly Hills
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Left–right:
Richard Phillips 
Vanitas 
2007 
108 x 74 in. / 274.3 x 188 cm
Oil on linen 
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Waldkäuze im Tobel 
1929 
33.1 x 23. 2 in. / 84 x 59 cm 
Oil on cardboard 
Private collection
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Left–right:
Adolf Dietrich 
Zwei Angorakätzchen 
1925 
14.4 x 13.6 in. / 36.5 x 34.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Private collection

Richard Phillips 
Mouser 
1997 
16 x 20 in. / 40.6 x 50.8 cm
Oil on linen 
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Zaine mit jungen Kätzchen 
1934 
16.5 x 19.9 in. / 42 x 50.5 cm 
Oil on plywood
Private collection 
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Left–right:
Adolf Dietrich 
Drei tote Marder 
1942 
29.9 x 19.9 in. / 76 x 50.5 cm
Oil on wood
Private collection

Adolf Dietrich 
Mausefalle mit 22 Mäusen 
1948 
11.02 x 12 in. / 28 x 30.5 cm 
Oil on cardboard
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, 
Ittinger Museum

Richard Phillips
Were You of Silver,
Were You of Gold? 
2009 
82 x 60 in. / 208.3 x 152.4 cm
Oil on linen 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Gagosian Gallery, New York
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Left–right:
Adolf Dietrich 
Gelbroter Abendhimmel
1925 
15.2 x 24 in. / 38.5 x 61 cm 
Oil on plywood
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, Ittinger 
Museum

Adolf Dietrich 
Hermelin und tote Möwe in
Mondscheinlandschaft 
1908 
18.9 x 13.6 in. / 48 x 34.5 cm 
Oil on canvas 
Kunstmuseum des Kantons Thurgau, Ittinger 
Museum
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