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"I don't know if it's reality that's being transformed, or if it's ourselves who are 

being transformed in reality. We are all constantly on the move through reality 
in one long process. Thus, all becomes transient, and there is only the moment 

left." ( Dy Plambeck . It is life to be in one's self. Interview with the writer 
Vibeke Grønfeldt in Information, 12-02-2004).  

The first thing that strikes one when looking at Karen Gabel's paintings is their 
preoccupation with transport. We see bridges, stations, cranes, cars - yes, 

even ski lifts. The next thing one notices is the absence of people in the 
paintings. It is empty spaces, empty urban landscapes, overlaid by elements 

from nature. Structurally, there are always several layers in Gabel's works, 
whether she builds them up strongly in colour, or as has been the case over 

the past few years, tones them further and further down in white. Over a thin 
priming colour are two or more overlapping photographic city motifs. The 

features of the city mirror each other, superpose each other, so that one 
cannot always distinguish to what extent the concrete elements, in the form of 

masts, tracks, and roads, belong to one motif or the other. As an outermost 

layer are either elements from nature in the form of plants or tree growth, or 
clear artistic markings in the form of colour elements, which being placed 

outermost, appear displaced from the original motif probably to stress that 
whilst there is space in paintings, there is also always plane: surface, plane 

meeting plane, colour bordering with colour.  

   

   

Gabel's works are about transport. They are also about man, his absence in 

the motif itself, emphasizes his presence in the construction of the motif (in 
the form of the concrete industrial tracks), and his longing for movement, to 

relocate, to arrive at other destinations. But to where is he heading? Indeed, 
we do not know. "And we drive and drive" is the title of a painting from 1999, 

where one eye enters the car, whilst the other is out in the chaotic traffic of 
the landscape. We are both travelers and observers. We journey from one 

place to another, from station to station which tower like enormous arched 

cathedrals above us. We always travel with a fragment of nature at the back of 
our minds, with our probable place of origin in our luggage in the shape of 

stains and colours in the mind.  



 

“And we drive and drive….” 70 x 180 cm 1999   

   

Biographical extracts can be banal. Yet they can also be revealing. In Karen 

Gabel ' s case, it is the latter which is true. Karen Gabel Madsen lives and 
works in Humlebæk, near Copenhagen, Denmark, but she was born and raised 

on a farm in West Jutland, the running of which changed early on in her 
childhood due to the sudden death of her father. Gabel has sprung from a 

culture which is dying out. Those who have worked with their hands in the 
earth are now a minority - a minority with a breadth of knowledge which has 

been made redundant by the industrialization of farming. The culture and 

knowledge of that time is valuable, but it is only in its destruction that we are 
beginning to understand what has been lost.  

   

One can try to get an insight into this loss by reading the works of some of the 

Danish writers, such as Vibeke Grønfeldt and Hans Otto Jørgensen, and maybe 

come to understand what an extremely living, linguistic and sensuous culture 
and perception of the world we are actually losing. In this way Gabel's 

childhood home disappeared in the heyday of expropriation: industry and a 
major road now occupy the site where her home used to be. One cannot stop 

progress as man's need to develop is also a quality. However, it is also 
important to deliberate, look back and understand our origins - understand 

what we have gained, but also what we have lost, and what we might be able 
to regain.  

   

   



It was never written in the stars that Gabel should stay in the country: it was 
her destiny to move on, taking roads out into the world and into the world of 

painting, but a mark is indisputably left when a person's roots are severed 
from one day to the next.  

Karen Gabel is classically trained. Even though it was in 1985 when Neo-
Expressionistic styles were already blazing a trail that she started the 

foundation course at the Aarhus Academy of Fine Arts in Vestergade, the 
School stuck to the principles that had long since become a thing of the past at 

the Copenhagen Academy of Fine Arts. For example, one had to attend life 
drawing classes: it was, of course, considered essential that one learnt to draw 

first, before trying one's hand at still life arranged by the teacher. The use of 
colour was also dogmatically imposed, which was in keeping with the spirit of 

the 1950s school of painting as represented by Edvard Weie and Erik Hoppe. 
Later newer and more emotionally expressive painting styles would enter the 

scene. Karen Gabel Madsen, however, felt that she was missing a theoretical 
grounding, and as time went on, she increasingly began to find the School's 

dogma too closed, feeling that it operated with a rather narrow and established 
view of art.  

   

   

Consequently, in 1988 she travelled to Jerusalem to study at the Bezalel 

Academy of Art. The tone was different here; here it was all about 
substantiating and theorizing, whilst the actual painting took a back seat. Here 

she lapped up theory which affirmed her view of art as a much more wide-
ranging field. However, she missed the more tactile approach to art, which, in 

her view, was and still is a fundamental aspect.  

   

   

Whilst in Israel, Gabel saw an exhibition by the American painter David Salle, 

which opened her eyes to whole new ways of using paint. Here she could see 
that photography, which was banned at the school in Aarhus, could harmonize 

with an authentic artistic quality; she discovered that one could paint with 
another kind of levity, without abandoning seriousness; that one could throw 

classical diligence overboard and take a completely fresh approach to painting 

and that one could paint in an ugly and temperamental way with dirty colours, 
whilst, at the same time, creating a playful whole. David Salle, then, became 

an eye-opener - a step in the direction towards unlearning some of that 
diligence and thoroughness, whose necessity and raison d´être she was 

beginning to lose faith in at the Aarhus Academy of Fine Arts.  



   

   

When she returned home to Aarhus again, it was with another awareness of 

what painting could do; it could tell stories. And that was what Gabel wanted 
to do: Tell stories about people's comings and goings in the world today. Tell of 

the gap between culture and nature, using painting as a mediator, a space for 
reflection in between the two. She made her debut in 1990 at Charlottenborg's 

Spring Exhibition with two large paintings, clearly inspired by Salle. However, 
they were painted vividly with the intention of relating something about the 

meeting of times and cultures, which is a fact of life for modern man.  

 

“Sheep between columns” 170 x 220 cm, 1990 (Charlottenborg Spring Exhibition 1990) 

   

Karen Gabel is a painter, who has both moved on and stayed put at the same 
time. Despite changing trends in painting and variable winds regarding the 

official recognition of painting, what she has held on to is that there is a place 



for painting today, and that it has the ability to convey something to us of 
what was, what is, as well as what will be; it is a medium which transcends 

time. In addition, she maintains that there is wisdom and experience in 
craftsmanship, in the energy or carefulness of the brushstroke over the 

canvas, and in the porosity and tone of the colours. Moreover, she regards 
painting as a language - a global one - which one can learn if one gives oneself 

time, and in whose mastery important information is hidden; there are 
experiences one cannot relate orally, and it is precisely these experiences 

painting can convey. There are other forms of language than those we use to 

address each other with. Painting is such a language.  

   

   

At the same time, Gabel has moved on, won new artistic terrain and 

discovered where she could use the old advice about colour tones and 
harmonies, and where she could not. She has found out how much one can 

convey with white and how little is needed sometimes, whilst at other times, 
how much you have to apply and paint over again and again. Similarly, she 

has worked with the palette, with the heavy, dark colours, which never 
descend into pure black, constantly experimenting with nuances which lie in 

the dark colours. As with the works of Weie and Hoppe , it is all about the tone 
of colour.  

   

   

Painting is a very concrete practice: it is about materials, the texture of the 

canvas, the quality and character of the colours and the brush strokes made by 
the hand. Karen Gabel endeavours to capture special atmospheres, the space 

of the light, mirroring and the repetition of patterns from the concrete to the 
abstract and back again. It is about finding the logic which can arise within a 

picture and between the different layers and tones of colour, arriving at the 
point where the picture is at once in a dialogue with itself, reaching out to 

address the observer. In Karen Gabel Madsen 's work one feels the hesitant or 
speedy movements across the canvas and that ground is constantly being 

searched for and gained.  
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