
At 6 pm Friday, 5 July the National Gallery of Art of the LNMA opens Promises, an exhibition by 
the international acclaimed painter Rūtė Merk. The visitors are invited to reflect how the advanced 
technology alters our bodies, to revisit the very concept of corporeal and how the medium of paint-
ing is capable of rendering the desires of our time and the promises of technologies. The exhibition 
will be on until 6 October. 

“By putting on this Rute Merk’s exhibition the National Gallery of Art gains a firm support on two 
legs, by linking the museum’s common historic time with our time, or maybe even “the promised” 
future. Our inspiration is the artist herself, and I am positive she will enthuse the viewer too with 
her fantastic renditions of our well-familiar present captured using the medium of painting”, Lolita 
Jablonskienė, director of the NGA says. 

The artist flirting with the history of art 
In her exhibition Promises, Merk, lionized by the Lithuanian and foreign art critics as one of the 
most intriguing artists of the young generation, opts for the classical genres of portrait and still life 
and the traditional painting in oils to design the archetypes of our time and their shifting boundar-
ies in the contemporary world.  The material and virtual, the natural and artificial, the particular 
and abstract are bedfellows in her art pieces. 



The curator of the event Inesa Brašiškė describes how the artist fashions her portraits from the 
elements dug from digital culture, merged with her personal experience and impressions. “Even 
though Merk’s portraits flirt with the history of painting, there are no doubts they evoke not the 
times of folds of robes, but of sweatpants and business casual suits. These are the types represent-
ing popular culture and fashion, and the idiosyncrasies of the millennials, produced from bits and 
parts of the artist’s memories, impressions and a deliberate archeology of the digital culture.  

21st-century-still life on show 
According to the exhibition curator, several centuries ago, still life painters created arrangements of 
trophies, ripe fruit, cut flowers to convey the ideas of mortality, of the cycles of nature and the pros-
perity of the middle class. The still lifes by Merk also show contemporary consumer products that 
have become attributes of the contemporary aestheticized lifestyle and economic good fortunes. 

“The overblown, nearly abstract motif of latte aspires to become an allegory for the global econom-
ic networks and the frenzied culture of productivity. In her paintings the difference between the 
natural and the synthetic collapses. The blue phalaenopsis unknown to nature, the ideally looking 
identical engineered fruit address the interventions into the most intimate levels of nature,” the 
curator of the exhibition Brašiškė says.  

In the light of screen suns 
Some of the pieces by Rūtė Merk will strike the viewer as images from video games and 3D anima-
tions generated by the digital image editing software. According to the curator, the painter’s colour 
scheme, her visual effects, figure modelling and composition result in products intended for on-
screen viewing. “The dissolving, hazy, out-of-focus abstract backgrounds leave you with an uncanny 
feeling as if being created not for the human, but rather an artificial eye”, the curator of the exhibi-
tion notes. 

The exhibition invites to ponder on what, and also how we see in the light of screen suns.  

Rūtė Merk (b. 1991) is a Lithuanian painter based in Berlin. She graduated in painting from Vilnius 
Academy of Arts and Munich Academy of Fine Arts. She received the DAAD scholarship in 2023, 
and won the Audience Choice Award at the JCDecaux Young Painter Prize. The artist’s work ap-
peared in solo and group exhibitions in New York City, Shanghai, Berlin, Munich, Kyiv and Vilnius. 
Her work has been acquired by the MO Museum in Vilnius, M Woods in Beijing, ICA Miami, the 
MAMCO in Geneva, the Sifang Art Museum in Nanjing, and by other art institutions. 
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Translator Paulius Balčytis 
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times of folds of robes, but of sweatpants and business casual suits. These are the types repre-
senting popular culture and fashion, and the idiosyncrasies of the millennials, produced from 
bits and parts of the artist’s memories, impressions and a deliberate archeology of the digital 
culture.
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“The overblown, nearly abstract motif of latte aspires to become an allegory for the global 
economic networks and the frenzied culture of productivity. In her paintings the difference 
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colour scheme, her visual effects, figure modelling and composition result in products intended 
for on-screen viewing. “The dissolving, hazy, out-of-focus abstract backgrounds leave you with 
an uncanny feeling as if being created not for the human, but rather an artificial eye”, the cura-
tor of the exhibition notes.

The exhibition invites to ponder on what, and also how we see in the light of screen suns.
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Rute Merk’s latest at Tara Downs emerges from a machinic 
acronym, a play of meaning, that initially puts one in mind 
of emoticons or turn-of-the century operating systems. XP 
: the combination of these two letters produces a multiva-
lent phrase; in other contexts, it could stand for extreme 
programming or cross-platforming, and these alternative 
definitions do not seem too far removed from the maxi-
malist posturing or the feats of translation accomplished 
by Merk’s large-scale oil paintings. Yet by the abbreviation 
XP, Merk refers particularly to the term experience point, 
taken from gaming: a unit of virtual achievement earned 
through gameplay. Extricate this term – experience point 
– from its immediate context and its peculiarity, its alienat-
ing effect, becomes apparent: the compressed economy of 
the phrase begins to reflect its attempt to turn qualitative 
data – experience, the raw material of life – into a quantita-
tive measurement.

This is exactly the sort of inversion or transformation 
that animates Merk’s practice, and its predilection toward 
expressing human affect through the vernacular of screen-
based technologies. The artist’s nacreous, saturnine oil 
compositions render a specific digital aesthetic – a sensi-
bility borrowed from role-playing games and virtual worlds 

But for all of Merk’s ostensive gestures toward relatively 
novel and disorienting social relations, toward new modes 
of representation, her work ultimately demonstrates the 
perceptual capacities inherent to painting as a form: its 
perpetually unfolding temporality, the continual pres-
ent-tense of figurative painting, and its fleeting sense of 
capture, one taken for granted when viewing a photograph, 
a snapshot, but still uncanny when evoked by painting. 
Every painting marks indexically an experiential moment, 
and in turn generates for the spectator an aesthetic en-
counter, a point of experience. Merk’s immersive paint-
ings explicate that fundamental relationship, providing 
us with iterations of the same scene, positing each as a 
site of contingency. In this way, the model of Gemia shifts 
positions and becomes Gemian, both 2023, and through a 
repetition of objects, the still lifes become dispatches from 
an intangible world. In the past, in works like Taihei, 2020, 
Merk has presented deeply saturated images of planetary, 
perhaps solar, eclipse, a suite of paintings that have always 
seemed tonally foreboding, even apocalyptic. One work 
on view, Lunet, 2023, revives this series, but impedes our 
engagement with the lugubrious orange of the horizon, the 
presentiment of ecological disaster. One of Merk’s models 
intrudes on the



– unexpectedly, through some of the most fundamental, 
traditional techniques available to the painter.Emerging 
from a space of generational ennui, Merk’s simulated world 
has long been populated by a bevy of disaffected youth, 
millennial avatars whose own relationships to the artist 
remain opaquely personal or parasocial, downcast figures 
invariably clad in athleisure staples like cross-body bags or 
puffer jackets, and in brands like Arc’teryx, or, most nota-
bly, Balenciaga.

Without forsaking her propensity for figuration, the artist’s 
recent paintings also reflect a deeper consideration of 
the correspondence between screen-based and physical 
processes: still lifes such as Fruits and Blue Orchid or 
Apple, Banana, Orange, Pear, 2023, seem to evoke both 
the historical painting genre as well as the modeling of 
advanced engineering in agricultural industries, while the 
works Matcha Latte (Swan) and Matcha Latte (Heart) ,also 
2023, somewhat humorously present an intertextual depic-
tion of latte art – a cheeky nod, perhaps, to art’s status as a 
commodity, and its attendant relationship to consumption. 
In Viki, 2023, one of Merk’s models palms the jigsaw-globe 
logo of Wikipedia, directing us toward another amateur 
mode of content creation, but also a highly collaborative 
form of aggregation, reminding us again of the extremes of 
online connectivity and in-person isolation.

scene, seemingly aloof, unaware of our presence, absorbed 
in their own activity; they are a contemporary specter – flat 
as a cardboard cutout and translucent like a hologram – 
standing between us and the end of the world.

Rute Merk (b. 1991, Lithuania) lives and works in Berlin. 
She received her BA in Painting from Vilnius Academy of 
Arts, Lithuania, in 2013, and acquired her painting di-
ploma from Akademie der Bildenden Künste München, 
Munich, in 2023. Solo exhibitions: Tara Downs, New York, 
US (2023); Paulina Caspari / beacon, Munich, DE (2023) 
(forthcoming); Gallery Vacancy, Shanghai, CN (2022); WT 
Foundation, Kyiv, UA (2021); Downs & Ross, New York, US 
(2020); Vent Gallery, Vienna, AU (2018); Editorial, Vilnius, 
LT (2018). Selected group exhibitions: Palais Galliera, Paris, 
FR (2022); Lobe Block, Berlin, DE (2022); Green Family Art 
Foundation, Dallas, US (2022); Zuzeum, Riga, LT (2022); 
Hussenot, Paris, FR (2021); Kunstverein Munchen, Munich, 
DE (2019); Marburger Kunstverein, Marburg, DE (2019); 
Rupert, Vilnius, LT (2018); Contemporary Art Center (CAC) 
Vilnius, LT (2017); 427 Gallery, Riga, LV (2016); Vartai 
Gallery, Vilnius, LT (2016); Tate, Liverpool, UK (2014); 
Malmö Konsthall, Malmö, SE (2013). Her works are includ-
ed in institutional collections internationally including M 
Woods, Beijing, CN; Musée d’art moderne et contemporain, 
Geneva, CH; CC Foundation, Shanghai, CN; MO Museum, 
Vilnius, LT; Sifang Art Museum, Nanjing, CN; and X Muse-
um, Beijing, CN.

Exhibition view: Rute Merk: XP 2023 Tara Downs, New York Image courtesy of the artist and Tara Downs, New York. 



Rute Merk’s Vision for the Future 
of Painting 

In 2020, the Lithuanian artist’s surreal, figurative paintings caught the eye of Demna Gvasalia. Here, she 
opens up about her creative process. 

Oct 14, 2021 

by Stephanie Eckardt 
Photographed by Alex de Brabant 

Styled by Ann-Kathrin Obermeyer 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

You make paintings that feature eerily distorted, modelesque figures resembling characters in an 
apocalyptic video game. But your work had no connection to fashion when Demna Gvasalia, Balenciaga’s 
creative director, asked you to capture his standout spring/summer 2020 collection for the Italian 
contemporary art magazine Mousse. That ended up inspiring an exhibition titled “SS20,” at the New York 
gallery Downs & Ross, for which you continued the series.  

I got an email saying that Demna had come across my work, and at first, it was funny; they asked how I make my 
images. I’ve incorporated a photographic quality into my work for the past few years, and they didn’t know they were 
paintings. They wanted me to interpret the collection for a magazine, and to do it very quickly. So when we discussed 
the technical aspects, I was like, “This is all painting, guys. It takes a lot of time—a long time just to dry.” 
And yet you delivered six paintings, capturing both the pieces in detail and the set, a makeshift parliament, 
within two months. 

I don’t usually do collabs, but I really wanted to do this one—especially because Demna is Georgian. I come from a 
small town in Lithuania, and I totally recognize some of the things he designs from my childhood: the trendy jeans, 



the ugly shoes—it’s crazy. And then when Balenciaga said something like, “We feel there’s a relationship between 
your work and ours—the relationship between humans and technology,” I totally agreed. I think there is something 
about the synthetic construction, the inevitability of artificiality. Everything is artificial, but Balenciaga combines this 
ugliness and scariness in a way that makes it not so scary. 

What does originality mean to you? 
 
It’s something that catches my eye, that doesn’t look generic. It has some virtue in it, and it’s somehow noble. It’s a 
little bit like an instinct. I try to be original—who doesn’t? As artists, everyone is trying to run away from clichés. 

What do you think is your most original trait? 
 
It isn’t original to be a painter, but at its best, it’s a unique attempt, right? The best part of being an artist is being able 
to swim in your delusions and play with the mix of elements that other people have used. What we were taught in art 
school was trying to create something new, something that wasn’t already painted. To me, it was very important to 
find a visual language that would somehow correspond to the 21st century—something you wouldn’t mix with a 
painting from 100 years ago. 

What are your delusions? What do you think about when you’re painting, or starting to paint? 
 
I think that if you’re 100 percent realistic about your capabilities, about what life will bring to you, then there’s no way 
for you to achieve anything. You need a certain amount of delusion. I don’t want to indulge insanity—there has to 
also be control. It’s very important to be grounded. Artists have this great imagination, right? They can have this 
visionary way of thinking, but that can also sometimes come back to bite you. You start to deny things and ignore 
reality. 

How do you find that balance? 
 
With my family. My parents are doctors. They’re very practical. There were no artists in my family when I was 
growing up. 

Whom do you consider to be original? 
 
Someone who manages to have an authentic way of life and really changes the status quo, like Greta Thunberg. She’s 
too young to copy anyone, you know? And in art, well, Jan van Eyck, who popularized oil paint. 

Do you have a style icon? 
 
Whitney Houston. She was very inspirational to me growing up. But what I wear on a daily basis is really not inspired 
by anyone; it’s just very practical for being in the studio. I put a lot into my paintings, so there’s not much left in 
myself in terms of expression. 

What’s the most prized possession in your closet? 
 
I got a black T-shirt emblazoned with Barack Obama and Joe Biden, commemorating the 2009 inauguration, passing 
by a secondhand shop in Munich—one of those 1 euro things they keep outside in the street. I don’t even wear it, 
because I try to preserve it. But when I do, I feel like I’m the most dressed up. 
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Rute Merk: SS20 
The Vitruvian Cyborg 

By William Corwin 

Rute Merk, BALENCIAGA, S520, Look 89, 2019. Oil on 

canvas, 861/2 x 861/2 inches. Courtesy the artist and 

Downs & Ross, New York. Photo: Daniel Terna. 

NEW YORK CITY 

Downs & Ross 

July 8 - September 13, 

2020 

The seven-and-a-half-foot-square canvasBALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 89 

(2019) by Rute Merk presents a disquieting vision of humanoid perfection: a 

confident androgyne blue goddess on a blue background. Like the depiction of 

the Vitruvian man, Merk's model is inscribed in a square and stares out at us 

blankly. Instead of spreading limbs a la da Vinci or Cesariano, a hoop skirt in 

blue velvet supplies the diagonals to contrast with the solid verticality of the 

model's trunk. But the roster of desirable proportional ratios to which the 

model ascribes has been modified and updated from those of Augustus's 

obsequious architect almost 2,100 years ago (still, the damage was done the 

minute he published them). Marcus Vitruvius Pollio's perfect man was 

invented largely as a source and reference, in nature, for the scaling and 

proportions of architectural elements and structures like columns, 

architraves, aqueducts, and basilica. Merk's figures in the exhibition SS20 are 

in the service of the fashion industry, and in a larger context are the 

handmaidens and footmen of Capital . Servants in terms that they are literal 

personifications of lavish consumption in the service of tremendous profit 

(Balenciaga grosses over $1 billion a year), aka the dizzying accretion of 



capital. There is the tongue-in-cheek proposition that everyone must wear 

clothing and it has a use value-but no one needs a $95 pair of socks. Art on 

the other hand has no determinate purpose and thus its purchase is a total 

enigma to most. Merk has chosen this year's summer collection of the fashion 

house of Balenciaga as her source material, but as in Look 89 and her other 

figure studies/portraits, her primary focus is beauty and its looming presence. 

The artist's portraits examine both the specific and everyman quality of the 

runway fashion model, and how digital processes have, like all art forms 

before them, accepted and rejected the capricious notion of human physical 

perfection. Where Merk truly excels is in her negotiation of painting's 

appropriation of new modes of seeing. In SS20 Merk deftly transliterates 

Fashion's beautiful living mannequins into the digitally rendered, awkward 

cyborgs we know primarily from first-person-shooter (FPS) games, and 

renders these beings in traditional oil on canvas. 

Rule Merk, BALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 7, 2019. Oil on canvas, 27 x 321/4 inches. Courtesy the artist and Downs 

& Ross, New York. Photo: Daniel Terna. 

Aesthetically, Merk approaches two juggernaut problems in her work: the 

choice between engaging the craft, or "analog" practices of painting, without 

embracing a dull backwards-gazing anachronistic subject matter like nudes 

or faux-history painting, and dealing with the digital in contemporary 

painting practice, again without becoming mired in the attendant typical 

subject matter (video games, VR porn, etc.). Fashion is a highly suitable 

intersection for an examination of these issues. Apart from the clothes 



themselves, which for Merk become another texture to be mapped, fashion 

sells a standard or implication embodied in human appearance, whether it's 

beauty, access to power and money, or an exclusive know-how loosely under 

the heading of coolness. InBALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 7(2019), 

BALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 7, I/(2020), andBALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 40 

(2020), we are offered a variety of shoulder length portraits with ever-so

slightly indistinct features. High cheekbones, sunken cheeks, and a carefully 

trained bored and contemptuous look immediately place them as runway 

models. These are specific individuals whose names we could determine with 

a little research, but besides sharing that angular "look" that is sought after 

in the industry, Merk has transformed them into characters in her own FPS 

game. The chins and noses are negligibly off-kilter as the artist has wrapped 

the surface bearing the image of the face over a digital skeleton/marionette. 

What is perceptible, and what Merk really plays with, is the bizarre clipping 

and angularity of the silhouettes and hairlines. The sfumato brushwork of the 

faces contrasts with the sharp tape-masked edges of the hard separations 

between figure and ground, cloth, fiber, and flesh. It's a nod to hard-edged 

abstraction of the '60s as well as photoreal painting. In the case of the 

portraits, ill-fitting beautiful skin over an agile but robotic frame is a fertile 

metaphor for the problematic parasitic relationship between fashion and the 

human body IRL that leads to side issues and industries such as anorexia 

nervosa and ubiquitous plastic surgery. The canvasses that depict the legs 

and torsos of the figures from the front and side, without heads, seem to be 

addressing fashion in terms of a different allegory than body image, instead 

interpreting the performance of the walk with more of an insider's 

perspective-the persistence of a singular brand's style, as it has 

transitioned, yet in some respects remained consistent, over its more-than-

100-year history.

Rute Merk, SS20/2, 2020. Oil on canvas, 67 x 78 3/4 inches. Courtesy the artist and Downs & Ross, New 
York. Photo: Daniel Terna. 



The painterly discourse between Merk and CGI is more nuanced. Painting's 

engagement with technology goes as far back, as do painting and technology, 

while the problematic back-and-forth with photography and painting has 

been a constant for the past 150 years. High quality digital rendering, 

scanning, and imperceptible collaging of imagery has resulted in the rich 

ooey-gooey hyper-real canvasses of painters such as Richard Patterson and 

Glenn Brown, and an obsession not with reality but with rendering a 

rendering of reality. The photorealistic techniques in painting that this has 

engendered often yield a very seductive, placid flatness and obsession with 

surface, be it matte or glossy, into which Merk happily buys. The traditionally 

trained Lithuanian artist creates her own oil paints and clearly enjoys 

faithfully reproducing the odd manipulations of facial structure that read as 

eerie distortions, or faces caught in a slight movement, like Max Headroom's 

tick. Backgrounds, as in the larger figure studies SS20/1 (2020), 

BALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 51 and 61 (2019), andBALENCIAGA, SS20, Look 

16 (2019), also play with the intersection of paint and digitally enhanced 

special effects, positioning the bodies of the models, sometimes headless and 

frozen in the jarring clipped runway walk, against glossy expanses of hazy 

fractals or Aurora Borealis-esque color bursts. 

The artist indulges herself and us in perhaps the most sentimental but 

unequivocally arresting image in the exhibition: Taihei (2020). Meaning 

"peace" in Japanese, the image of a downward facing crescent moon 

shimmers over a bouquet of what appear to be blue clematis or anemones. 

The flowers are regurgitated digital entities in the same way as the dour 

runway models, but there is a palpable psychic decompression accompanying 

the de-escalation of social signifiers. SS20 is a commentary on the ubiquity of 

a specific type of beauty in this post-internet world, the mythologizing of 

beautiful but otherwise vapid people, and their disorienting ramifications on 

our society. Despite the perfect phrasing, it is not true that "beauty is truth, 

truth beauty"; really, it isn't. It is nothing more than an evolutionary gimmick 

of the selfish gene that is "paid with sighs aplenty/ and sold for endless rue," 

to which Rute Merk's self-consciously artificial cardboard avatars attest. 

Contributor 

William Corwin 
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On a colorful background, the image of 

early computer imaging (CGI) floats in 

abstract nothingness. In this day when this 

technology is becoming more and more 

mature, the painter Rute Merk (Rute Merk 

was born in Lithuania in 1991.) Using 

painting to reproduce the chaotic low-pixel 

world of computer technology and the early 

days of the Internet. The title of the Rute Merk, "Cream Horse", 2020, oil on 

canvas, 205 x 185 cm. 

exhibition "Solitaire" is a Windows built-in 

game based on the playing card "Solitaire" invented by Microsoft in 1990, which aims to 

help users familiarize themselves with the operating system and the use of the mouse. 

The era when individuals entertain themselves in the digital world by themselves has 

started. The relationship between people and screens has never been so close. 

Merk's paintings are precisely a response to the changes in computer technology to 

people's lifestyles and viewing methods since that period. The images in her paintings, 

whether they are characters, cream horses or phalaenopsis, are processed with 

extremely turbulent lines into products like computer animation or PS cutouts. Blurred 

color blocks, de-detailed performance and flat composition methods all point to the 

simulacra and simulation after digital technology. A single female figure is a common 

theme for artists, including models in her "Balenciaga Look" series in collaboration with 

fashion brand Balenciaga. When the viewer wonders whether the characters whose 

facial features and expressions are blurred are from reality or entirely from the artist's 

imagination, they have been successfully captured by Merk. In today's simulation world 

created by electronic media, the real, original and simulation bring people the same 

perception and experience, and sometimes simulation is more real than reality itself. 

With the help of oil painting as a medium, Merk created a kind of "super-real" image, 

and deliberately roughened it. While breaking the potential distinction between real and 

virtual, it also suspended the ability of virtual simulation. 

In the 1970s, Gerhard Richter used photographic realism painting to create a unique 

blur effect and artistic form, injecting another kind of "aura" into the art production in the 

age of mechanical reproduction; In a sense, Merk's paintings provide a new reference 

for painting creation and image aesthetics in the digital media era in a similar way. 

Those illusory backgrounds with flowing light and shadow also remind me of the special 

connection that may exist with music, especially the electronic music from the late 80s 

to the early 90s, from "acid house", Dubstep, Downtempo, to "swiftness". "Trip-hop", the 

blurred experience they create seems to have acquired a visual image in Mork's pen. 

Dizziness is a feeling that comes after staring at Merk's paintings for a long time, just 

like people who stare at the screen for too long, immersed in the virtual world and find it 

difficult to extricate themselves from the perception of reality. 

By Li Suchao (Translation: Google)
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Prieš pradedant pasakoti apie menininkę, lietu-
vių skaitytojui turbūt reikėtų paaiškinti, kaip atsi-
rado šis kiek neįprastai skambantis vardas. Rūtė 
Merk – Rūtenės Merkliopaitės meninis vardas, 
kurio atsiradimą menininkė aiškina taip: 

„Vardo Rūtenė trumpoji forma yra Rūtė, 
taip mane visada vadino artimiausioje 
aplinkoje. Prie savo pavardės nesu prisirišusi, 
jos istorija gana keista. Mano senelio 
pavardė buvo Merkys, tačiau į santuokos 
liudijimą neblaivus sovietų pareigūnas 
įrašė „Merkliopas“. Atsiradus progai, mielai 
pavardę re-redagavau. Sutrumpintas vardas 
ir pavardė padeda neprarasti bendravimo 
spontaniškumo būnant bet kur užsienyje, nes 
prisistačius nebereikia kartoti net ir lietuviui 
neįprastai skambančios pavardės. Manau, 
kad Andrew Warholas kažkada priėjo prie 
panašių išvadų.“ 

Lietuvoje tapytoja dažnai vadinama tikruoju 
(ilguoju) vardu ir pavarde, kas visai suprantama. 
Tačiau kiek pasvarsčiusi nusprendžiau tekste 
vartoti jos pasirinktą meninį vardą – pratinkimės. 

Atpažįstami,  
bet nepažinūs herojai 
Raseiniuose gimusi mergina tikslingai pasi-
rinko Vilniaus dailės akademiją, Tapybos ka te-
d rą. Tame tapybos lauke ji nepritapo, vienas 
dėstytojų net pareiškė, kad „tapybai ji neturi 
duomenų“. Užuot mėginusi susitaikyti ir prisitai-
kyti, Rūtė kūrybinio veiksmo ir įkvėpimo ieškojo 
konceptualaus meno ratuose. Tapyti nenustojo. 
Manau, įdomu žvilgtelėti į du dar Vilniuje sukur-
tus paveikslus „Dovydas“ ir „Greta (Aki Ross)“ 
(abu 2015 m.). 

„Dovydas“ vaizduoja Florencijos menininko 
Andrea del Verrocchio (1435–1488) bronzinę 
Dovydo skulptūrą. Atvaizdo atvaizdas VDA 
Tapybos katedros auklėtinių kūryboje yra dažnai 
naudojama strategija. Bet retrospektyviai žvel-
giant jis įdomesnis, nes nurodo posūkį šiandie-
ninių menininkės temų link. Pirma – populiari 
versija, kad Dovydo modeliu buvo tuo metu pas 
Verrocchio mokęsis jaunas gražuolis Leonardo 
da Vinci. Tai sužinoję akimirksniu nustojame 
galvoti apie šiandien mums tokį tolimą Izraelio 
karalių ir pradedame atvaizde ieškoti renesanso 
genijaus. Žinoma, abiem atvejais iš tiesų žiūrime 

Rūtės MeRk  
XXI a. portretų galerija 

AISTė PAULInA VIRBIckAITė 

Rūtė Merk (g. 1991) – jauna šiuo metu Berlyne gyvenanti 
tapytoja. 2018 m. nedidelė jos personalinė paroda buvo rodoma 
Vilniuje, projektų erdvėje „editorial“, o pernai jos parodą 
surengė (ir visus joje buvusius paveikslus pardavė) solidi 
Niujorko meno galerija. Bet papasakoti apie Rūtę noriu ne dėl 
tarptautinio CV. kelias, kurį ne taip seniai aptiko menininkė, 
intriguoja ir gali tapti ilga įdomia kelione po skaitmeninį 
pasaulį, kuriame ši Y kartos atstovė jaučiasi natūraliai jaukiai. 
Bet gaudydama virtualių personažų sielas pasitelkia senąsias 
technologijas – teptuką ir aliejinius dažus.

į tapybą. Antra – pati skulptūra: Dovydo šyp-
seną rėmina lengvos garbanos, kūnas laibas 
ir kiek mergaitiškas, poza primena šiandieni-
nių manekenių stovėseną, dailūs drabužiai (ak, 
kada gi pagaliau vyrai pradės dažniau dėvėti 
sijonus, jie taip jiems tinka!). Rūtės Dovydas 
vaizduojamas tik iki grakščių šlaunų, o nugalėto 
milžino Galijoto galva paslėpta. Jei ne pavadi-
nime paliktas vardas, žiūrovui būtų nelengva 

Rūtė MeRk. Danni. 
2019, drobė, aliejus, 83 × 135 cm

Rūtė MeRk. Lene.
2019, drobė, aliejus, 110 × 85 cm 
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apsispręsti, kurios lyties personažas pavaizduo-
tas. Menininkės Dovydas patrauklus ir androgi-
niškas. Savas, nes žmogus. Svetimas, nes lytis, 
nuotaika, istorija nenuskaitomi. 

Paveikslas „Greta (Aki Ross)“ kažkuo pana-
šus. 2015-ųjų darbe jautriais ekspresionisti-
niais potėpiais nutapyta figūra taip pat neturi 
akcentuotų lyties požymių. Pavadinimas šį kartą 
sufleruoja, kad tai – moteris, bet ji laisva ir tvirta, 
kovotojos laikysena. Ir dar – ji nėra žmogus! Aki 
Ross yra filmo „Final Fantasy: The Spirits Within“ 
(2001) herojė – viena pirmųjų virtualių (fotorea-
listiškai kompiuterių sukurtų) aktorių. Taigi, vėl – 
lyg ir įprastinis portretas, bet žvelgiame į fikciją, 
ne į kūną. Tai intriguoja. niekas taip nesukuria 
intrigos, kaip įtampa. Įtampą kuria konfliktas. 
kuo tas konfliktas subtilesnis, tuo ilgiau žiūro-
vas užtrunka prie atvaizdo mėgindamas jį per-
prasti. Rūtės paveiksluose trikdo atpažįstamo, 
bet nepažinaus atvaizdo problema. Išvažiavusi 
studijuoti į Miuncheną, ji intrigą paveiksluose dar 
sustiprino tapybinėmis priemonėmis. 

Ar būtina  
atpažinti personažą? 
Įdomu palyginti 2015-ųjų ir 2018-ųjų Aki Ross 
portretus. Personažas, kompozicija tie patys, 
tačiau plastika gerokai pasikeitusi. „Studijos 
Miunchene paskatino plastinės kalbos vysty-
mąsi iš dalies ir dėl aktyvesnio, gausesnio su 
tapyba susijusio srauto. Miunchene, Berlyne 

„gyvai“ pamačiau daug naujų parodų, naujos (ir 
senos) tapybos, pradedant Gerhardu Richteriu, 
Miriam cahn, Florianu Süssmayriu, Avery 
Singer, Austinu Lee ir baigiant Rembrandtu ar 
Bruegeliu“, – pasakoja Rūtė. Pagaliau suradusi 
savitą kalbą ir temą, ji pastaruosius porą metų 
nuosekliai kuria XXI a. portretų galeriją, kurioje 
apie šiandienos gyvenimą nebyliai pasakoja 
skaitmeninio pasaulio vaizdiniai, užfiksuoti „dino-
zaurišku“ metodu – aliejiniais dažais drobėje. 

kaip vieną šių portretų inspiracijų tapytoja 
įvardija XVI–XVII a. olandų ir flamandų tapy-
boje paplitusį portreto žanrą „tronie“ (to meto 
olandų kalboje šis žodis reiškė veidą). Tai por-
tretinės studijos, kuriose vaizduojami žmonės 
neįprastomis veido išraiškomis ar įdomiais 
kostiumais. kitaip nei įprastiniai reprezentaci-
niai portretai, šie nėra užsakomieji, vaizduoja-
masis asmuo lieka anonimu. Tai gali būti senis 
ar vaikas, tyro grožio įsikūnijimas ar girtuoklė-
lis, besivaipantis ar natūraliai keistų bruožų 
asmuo, turintis kažką, kas patraukė menininko 
žvilgsnį. Vieni žymiausių „tronių“ – Vermeerio 

„Mergina su perlo auskaru“ arba puiki Franso 
Halso Harlemo ragana „Malle Babbe“. Vis 
dėlto, galvodama apie Rūtės Merk paveikslus, 
prisiminiau XVI–XVII a. LDk valdovų, didikų ir 

Bet ar nutapytas mums nežinomas XVII a. 
bajoras yra tikresnis už nutapytą kompiuteriu 
sukurtą filmo personažę daktarę Aki Ross, ste-
buklingų galių turintį Michaelo Jacksono perso-
nažą iš klipo „Do you remember the time“ arba 
Lilu iš filmo „Penktasis elementas“? Iš esmės taip, 
tačiau jausmai ir emocinis ryšys su tais virtua-
liais personažais sakytų ką kita. Jei tik kontak-
tas su jais buvo įvykęs, žinoma. neabejoju, kad 
daliai šio teksto skaitytojų nieko nesako nei Aki 
Ross, nei Lilu, nei kitų Rūtės personažų vardai 
ar istorijos. Lygiai kaip daliai jaunesnių žmonių 
šiandien nieko nesako mitologinių ar biblinių vei-
kėjų vardai ir ikonografija. Galvodama apie tai, 
paklausiau Rūtės, ar žiūrovas turėtų atpažinti 
jos vaizduojamus personažus. „Vieno teisingo 
pamatymo nėra. Juk tapydama paveikslą taip 
pat interpretavau turimą informaciją, medžiagą, 
motyvą. Matymas yra intelektualus veiksmas, 
visi matome skirtingai. Žinoma, norėčiau, kad 
žiūrintysis galėtų pamatyti taip, kaip pamačiau 
pati. Bet man įdomiausia, kai žiūrovas pamato 
kažką daugiau negu aš. Taip nutinka labai daž-
nai ir rodo, ne kokie įdomūs yra darbai, bet žmo-
nės“, – atsakė Rūtė. Ji supranta šią figūratyviojo 
meno personažų atpažįstamumo problemą ir 
pati renkasi vaizduoti tai, su kuo atranda emo-
cinį ryšį, jai svarbu susižavėjimo momentas. kita 
vertus, paveikslas visada svarbesnis nei tai, kas 
jame vaizduojama, – prie to prisideda menininko 
plastiniai spendimai. 

bajorų portretus. Vyrai ir moterys juose pavaiz-
duoti statiškomis pozomis, visu ūgiu arba iki 
pusės. Jie neatrodo „kaip gyvi“: jų išraiškos ir 
povyzos neturi ryškaus individualumo, kūnai 
neįžvelgiamai pasislėpę kostiumuose. Apie 
kai kuriuos beveik nieko nežinome, nebent 
vardą ir titulą. Jie truputį juokingi, bet vis viena 
žvelgiame į juos švelniai, kaip į kokius niekada 
nematytus tolimus gimines – juk savi. Rūtės 
tapomi kompiuterinių žaidimų ar filmų herojai 
kažkuo panašūs: jie keistoki, beveik nieko apie 
juos nežinome, bet kartu jie – savi. Tik bajo-
rai senuose paveiksluose gyvena istorijoje, o 
Rūtės paveikslų herojai – virtualioje erdvėje. Ir 
vieni, ir kiti randa vietos mūsų mintyse, o kar-
tais ir širdyse. niekada nesusitiksime, bet jie 
bus mūsų gyvenimo dalimi. 

Rūtė MeRk. Greta (Aki Ross).
2015, drobė, aliejus, 131 × 101cm

Rūtė MeRk. Leeloo.
2019, drobė, aliejus, 85 × 103 cm

Rūtė MeRk. spirits Within.
2018, drobė, aliejus, 130 × 95 cm
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Nutapyti  
virtualią sielą 
Šiandien vis dažniau vaizdai (tarp jų ir meno 
kūriniai) plinta skaitmeniniu būdu. Instagrame 
ar kitose platformose kūrinius žiūrime, verti-
name, perkame. Tai kartais lemia ir menininkų 
plastinius sprendimus – kuriama galvojant, kaip 
efektingai rezultatas atrodys ekrane, neper-
teikiančiame mastelio, tapybinių sluoksnių ir 
atspalvių, faktūros. Visgi Rūtės Merk paveiks-
lai pagavesni žvelgiant į juos „gyvai“. Vėlgi – dėl 
įtampos. 

Iš pradžių gali pasirodyti, kad glotnūs Rūtės 
Merk paveikslų tapybiniai paviršiai sukurti purš-
kiant dažus. Be to, žvelgiant į paveikslą iš arti, 
kyla įspūdis, kad atskiros jo dalys yra tiksliai 
iškirptos ir priklijuotos prie drobės. Atrodo, kad 
portretas sudurstytas iš skirtingų fragmentų: 
veidas, plaukai, kostiumų detalės lyg iš kažkur 
paimti ir „copy-paste“ uždėti vienas ant kito. 

Menininkė kantriai teptuku ir aliejiniais dažais 
kuria tai, ką nuolat daro šiuolaikinis žmogus: 
vieną ant kitos klijuoja fragmentiškas gautos 
informacijos eilutes, koreguoja skaitmeninius 
atvaizdus ir, žinoma, iš pasirinktų gabaliukų lipdo 
savo tapatybę socialiniuose tinkluose (nors žvel-
giant į kai kurias istorijas instagrame pradeda 
atrodyti, kad kai kuriems ribos tarp socialinės 
virtualios ir privačios asmeninės erdvės jau visai 
nebežymios). Vaizdinių, informacijos ir mąs-
tymo fragmentiškumas – mūsų gyvenimo būdas. 
Šioje vietoje Rūtė pasuka netikėta kryptimi, dėl 
kurios jos kūryba ir yra tokia įdomi. Ji netiria ir 
nekritikuoja išsifragmentavusios šiandienos rea-
lybės. Ji ieško realumo pėdsakų skaitmeniniuose 
vaizduose. Bando parodyti, kad tai nebanalu ir 
tikra. Galbūt net, kaip poetiškai sako pati meni-
ninkė, mėgina surasti virtualaus atvaizdo sielą. 

•

Born in Raseiniai, the artist purposefully found 
herself in the Painting Department of Vilnius 
Academy of Arts. She did not fit in that field 
of painting, one of the professors even stated 
that “she is not fit for painting”. Instead of trying 
to reconcile and adapt, Rūtė sought creative 
action and inspiration in conceptual art circles. 
She did not stop painting. And “the studies in 
Munich have stimulated the development of the 
plastic language, partly because of the more 
active, abundant flow associated with painting. 
In Munich and Berlin, I saw many new exhibi-
tions “live”, of new (and old) painting,” says Rūtė 
Merk. Having finally found a distinctive language 
and theme, over the last couple of years she has 
been consistently creating a 21st-century portrait 
gallery. It features silent images of the digital 
world telling about today’s life, captured by the 

“dinosaur” – oil paint on canvas.
One of the inspirations for these portraits, 

according to the painter, has been the portrait 
genre “tronie”, which was used in Dutch and 
Flemish painting in the 16th and 17th centuries (the 
word used to mean face in Dutch at that time). 
These were portrait studies depicting people 
with unusual facial expressions or fun costumes. 
Unlike conventional representational portraits, 
these were not ordered, and the depicted person 
remained anonymous.

Still, thinking of Rūtė Merk’s paintings, I 
remembered portraits of the rulers and noblemen 
of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania of the 16th – 17th 
centuries. Men and women were depicted in 
static postures, full height or half the height. They 
did not look “alive”: their expressions and postures 
lacked distinct individuality, their bodies hidden 

Rūtė Merk’s  
twenty-first-century Portrait Gallery 

AISTė PAULInA VIRBIckAITė 

Rūtė Merk (b. 1991) is a young painter currently living in Berlin. In 2018, a small solo 
exhibition of her was shown in the project space “editorial” in Vilnius, and last year 
her exhibition was hosted (and all of her paintings sold) at the renowned art gallery in 
New York. But I want to tell you about it not because of the artist’s growing international 
resume. the path taken by the artist not long ago is intriguing and has the potential to 
become a long and exciting journey through the digital world, where this representative 
of generation Y feels naturally comfortable. But to capture the souls of virtual 
characters she uses old technologies – brushes and oil paint.

behind costumes. computer games or movies’ 
characters painted by Rūtė are somewhat similar: 
they are strange, we know almost nothing about 
them, but at the same time, they are familiar. 
While the nobility in the old paintings lives in 
history, the heroes of Rūtė’s paintings live in virtual 
space. Both find space in our thoughts and some-
times in our hearts.

Today, images (including works of art) are 
increasingly spreading digitally. On Instagram or 
other platforms, we look at, rate, and buy works of 
art. This sometimes also results in artists’ plastic 
decisions when it comes to how effective the result 
will look on the screen, which does not convey 
the scale, paint layers and shades, or texture. 
Still, Rūtė Merk’s paintings are received better 
by looking at them “live”. Again – because of the 
tension.

At first, it may appear that the smooth 
surfaces of Rūtė Merk’s paintings were created 
by spray painting. In addition, looking at the 
painting at close range, it gives the impression 
that its individual parts are precisely cut and 
pasted onto the canvas. With her brush and oil 
paint, the artist creates what the modern man 
does all the time: she overlays fragmented lines of 
received information, adjusts digital images, and, 
of course, from selected pieces shapes her own 
identity on social networks.

Fragmentation of images, information, and 
thinking is our way of life. However, the artist does 
not investigate or criticize the fragmented reality 
of today. She looks for traces of reality in digital 
images. She tries to show that it is real and not 
banal. Perhaps even, as she poetically says, she is 
trying to find the soul of a virtual image.

Rūtė Merk.
Roberto narkaus nuotrauka
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