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untitled (ANGELA), 2008, mixed media on paper, 189 CM x 133 CM
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anne, 2007, mixed media on paper, 130 cm x 207 cm
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Thomas Klingenstein

Upon being let into his apartment and atelier in Berlin-

Kreuzberg one enters the unique world of Thomas 

Klingenstein. Thomas Klingenstein, not unlike an artist’s 

name in a novel. Yet what does the name stand for?

The rooms are clear, large and bright, full of books and 

furniture that immediately tell stories. One discovers 

that each French style arm chair does indeed come from 

Paris where Klingenstein lived for a time and that the 

artist who once grew up in the GDR brought many of the 

Asian pieces direct from Asia, in particular from Japan, 

where he also – for a lengthy period – lived and worked. 

He also found objects from Spain and the USA in the 

respective countries. Only the Tibeten style sofa covered 

with orange fabric is in fact an aging piece of Italian 

designer furniture. A glance at the bookshelves betrays 

cultural, ethnological, encyclopedic even spiritual areas 

of interest: next to German classics are English, Japanese, 

and other works in a variety of languages, next to non-

fiction, art books, novels and lexicons. Klingenstein is 

well travelled and has deeply inquisitive. His home not 

only documents his style, it presents, one suspects, parts 

of his history: And what about the individual?

During an initial conversation with Thomas Klingenstein 

one does not discover a great deal about his personality 

and life. One has to take one‘s time, bit by bit picking 

up on the small clues; reading, listening, and observing 

between the lines. With slender, angular features and 

millimeter short cropped hair and the inquiring gaze 

emphasized by the designer glasses, Klingenstein 

examines the world and his guests with well-disposed 

interest. Conveyed therein is caution and distance. Only 

on occasions does the often intense, almost unsettling 

gaze open up to a warm glow, which fills the trained 

asceticism with friendliness and  enthusiasm. Thomas 

Klingenstein reveals himself carefully; maybe this is done 

because his surroundings and his résumé reference a life 

full of change and adventure.

He is extremely eloquent, well read, and interested. He 

writes, he paints, he creates. He has, and expresses, his 

opinions about literature, art, and life. And he argues 

for them firmly, yet with a velvet touch. This is the only 

way to describe his almost Buddhist persistence which 

conveys his determination energetically, yet entirely 

without aggression. It rounds of the corners and edges 

of the personality, portraying him as thoughtful. He is 

mindful, thinking ahead and reflecting, whilst keeping 

to an imaginary script. Everything appears staged. He 

controls the perception of others, yet plays with that 

very thing, allowing for only a short insight into the 

self. Everything on and around Klingenstein is very 

minimalistic, ordered and carefully considered, one 

would almost like to think ascetic, but again and again 

sensuality and pleasure show themselves, a restrained, 

or better said, a focused passion.

His visual art reflects this stance vigorously. It is, as he is, 

an amalgamation of clear and staged openness as well 

as numerous secrets from experiences and stories that 

have written and write his own history.  Externally it 

appears to show clearly defined minimalistic motifs, yet 

we are left puzzled. And each molded image unsettles 

his opposite: The viewer.

Klingensteins motifs come from all over the world, from 

Europe, Asia, America, and Africa. His style is influenced 

by the forefathers of Pop culture, by Asian surface 

painting and ornament loving cultures. The carefully 
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Vita

Born in 1961 in Berlin (East). 1979 high school diploma. 

Involved in the oppositional art- and cultural scene in Berlin 

and Dresden. In 1980 arrested by the Stasi. Published book 

of poems Der Tag will immer Morgen bleiben (Piper, Munich) 

under the name Thomas Erwin. In 1981 deportation to the 

Federal Republic of Germany, work scholarship awarded by 

the Cultural Senate of Berlin followed by move to Paris. After 

short periods of fashion- and textile drawing, autodidactic 

studies in Far-Eastern culture. Since 1985 concentration on 

painting as main artistic form of expression. In connection 

with this, adoption of name Klingenstein in 1986 (mother´s 

birth name). Has lived and worked in Munich, Spain and San 

Francisco, and frequently for longer periods in Japan from 

1884 into the 90s. Based in Berlin since 1995.

Arbeiten im ÖffentL. Raum | Work in public spaces

East Side Gallery (Berlin, Germany),  

Detour to the japanese sector, 1990

Niigata-Tagami (Japan), Mural Niigata, 1992

Mori Ogai memorial museum (Tsuwano, Japan),  

Portrait Mori Ogai I - III, 1995

Ausstellungen | exhibitions

Modern Art Project, Produzentengalerie Kulturbrauerei, 

Berlin, Germany, 2003

Thomas Klingenstein Museum of Modern Arts, Tsukuba, 

Japan, 1993

Thomas Klingenstein, Gallery Mitsukoshi, Niigata,  

Japan, 1992

considered constraint of a few colours on large format 

paper with reduced forms opens up for him a whole 

world of surfaces, which he creates two-dimensionally 

with acrylic and pencil, in order to then penetrate 

into the third and fourth dimension.  In recent years 

Thomas Klingenstein has chosen black as his medium. 

Male and female forms and animals with sparse dark 

lines are spellbound on a night-like black or better still, 

submerged within it, in order to emerge from a glowing, 

a glimmering, or an aura-like black under the appropriate 

illumination, like phantoms which are brought to life and 

then vanish.

In apparent contrast to his clear and orderly 

surroundings, Klingenstein stages the unclear, the 

secretive, the in between of here and there. Yet this 

black stands, materially speaking, as a surface concretely 

in front of us and shows us nothing else than the 

shadowy side of that which can be perceived. Indeed, the 

perceivable is more or less incomprehensible, and more 

questions are asked there than answers are given. What 

we discover here tells us a great deal about ourselves 

and only a little about Thomas Klingenstein.

In fact what we have learnt from our visit with the artist 

is that we have to take our time and follow bit by bit 

the subtle clues in order to attain an idea of that which 

constitutes a person, a work, a setting.

However, one thing proves itself as being universally 

applicable: The name Thomas Klingenstein stands for a 

man, a life, and work with consideration, full of change, 

and adventure.

Erika Gemar-Költzsch
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