
Annetta Grisard – On the occasion of her exhibition 
“FireSites” in the Kunst Raum Riehen in 2011
Annetta Grisard’s latest works explore the fasci-
nation exerted by the element of fire, highlighting 
both its negative, destructive aspects and the 
positive energy (in the widest sense of the term) 
that it signifies.
 
This represents a new departure, for in the 
past Annetta Grisard painted gestural paintings, 
abstract works that can and perhaps also should 
evoke associations but, being non-figurative, were 
showing only colour and motion. Grisard’s recent 
works have acquired a more narrative form, mo-
ving away from abstraction and even expressing 
social criticism. This has to do with her discovery 
of new materials that reflect her global interests. 
Annetta Grisard is a passionate photographer 
and documentalist of her travels to distant lands. 
She is, for example, interested in the regular 
structure characteristic of corrugated iron, one of 
the most widespread building materials in, above 
all, Africa, and often used by her as a pictorial 
base. Increasingly, photographs have become the 
foundation of her painterly exploration of images, 
in the extended as well as in the literal sense. She 
enjoys experimenting with recently developed tech-
nologies, for instance new LED technology and the 
many ways of reworking photographs digitally.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At the same time, Annetta Grisard did not have to 
travel far to find the inspiration for the fire project 
she is documenting in her exhibition at the Kunst 
Raum Riehen. Visitors to Riehen, this tranquil out-
post of Switzerland in Europe, are likely to be im-
pressed by the village-like character of the place: 
there is the fortified church as well as a number of 
historic buildings including the home of Johann Ru-
dolf Wettstein, the legendary mayor of Basel who 
shrewdly defended Switzerland’s interests when 
the Peace of Westphalia of 1648 was negotiated 
in Münster; there are the storks flying in the sum-
mer sky and, last but not least, there is top class 
art. What visitors do not realise at first glance is 
that Riehen, with a population of approximately 
23 000, is the second largest town in North-
West Switzerland after Basel and that it is sitting 
on a social tinder-box that partially counteracts 
the undoubtedly idyllic qualities which inspired the 
author of these lines, like many others, to take up 
residence there. That unfortunately not everything 
is as wonderful as it seems becomes apparent to 
the eye (and the ear) when the Riehen and Basel 
fire brigades rush to extinguish another fire – is it 
the 20th, 30th or 50th? – laid by the meanwhile 
notorious Riehen arsonist. The fact that he (or 
for that matter: she?) has not yet been caught 
is baffling, while also casting light on the criminal 
energy at work. Undoubtedly though, the arsonist 
is a product of our times and our society. Annetta 
Grisard visited the sites of the arson attacks, took 
photos, reworked them digitally. In this process, 
she has emphasised the inconspicuousness of 
the sites (like underground garages and wooden 
cabins on small allotments) while at the same time 
demonstrating the destructive power of fire and its 
disruption of normality.
 
By reproducing photographs on large-format 
canvases and then applying eruptions of fire and 
colour that echo the techniques and traditions of 
gestural painting, Annetta Grisard also conveys 
the power of fire through painting. She uses pain-
ting as a means to represent an uncontrollable, 
elementary force. The photographs that provide 
the foundation for these fiery visions were taken 
either on her travels or in the immediate vicinity 
of her studio, which is close to the Rheinhafen, 
the port of Basel. The shocking impression of 
a burnt-out car – an object requiring fire to run 
but destroyed in a trice if it gets out of control – 
reminds us of the truth of the words that Theo-

dor Fontane’s witches, whom he borrowed from 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth, say in his technology-cri-
tical ballad Die Brück’ am Tay: “The work of human 
hand is trumpery stuff”.
 
While the ground floor of the Kunst Raum Riehen 
(it would be more accurate to speak of it in the 
plural) concentrates on fire’s destructive, uncont-
rolled power, the first floor explores fire’s positive 
connotations for humans as it is primarily associa-
ted with warmth, first of all as a source of energy 
but also in an extended, magical sense. In the pho-
tographs she reworked by means of digitalisation 
and LED technology, Annetta Grisard presents fire 
as a kind of magic sign, like in folk traditions that 
burn a symbolic form of “winter” in order to make 
room for spring and a new beginning. The destruc-
tion by fire opens up space for regeneration and a 
new beginning, even if these are generally painful 
processes in human lives. Classical Antiquity 
found a metaphor for this phenomenon that is 
still proverbial: a mythical bird, consumed by fire 
at the end of a long life but leaving in its ashes an 
egg from which it hatches in a rejuvenated form. 
This is the famous Phoenix, and the top floor of 
Annetta Grisard’s exhibition installation is devoted 
to the “Phoenix from the Ashes”. 
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