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Introduction 

Meret Oppenheim. My Exhibition is the first big transatlantic 
retrospective of this visionary Swiss artist, and the result of close 
collaboration between the Kunstmuseum Bern, the Menil Collection 
in Houston and the Museum of Modern Art in New York.

The exhibition’s title My Exhibition derives from one of Oppenheim’s 
last projects: an imaginary retrospective of her life’s work with 
more than two hundred works that she chose for the purpose and 
drew in miniature. In 1984 Oppenheim showed a version of this 
exhibition at the Kunsthalle Bern, but always stressed that it was 

“only one example” among many possible retrospectives.

Our exhibition shows the artist’s beginnings in Paris in the 1930s 
in the milieu of the Surrealist group, as well as her further 
development after the Second World War in Basel, Carona, Paris 
and Bern. Many phases of her work were – and some still are, 
even today – received exclusively under the heading of 
Surrealism. Meret Oppenheim herself vehemently resisted any 
kind of one-sided appropriation. In her correspondence, and 
also in interviews and texts that she revised herself, it becomes 
clear that it was very important for her to actively correct and 
help to shape the perception and interpretation of her works. Our 
selection of her works shows her, even during these periods of 
her life, as a contemporary artist who developed her own powerful, 
independent artistic voice as a response to Pop Art, Nouveau 
Réalisme and monochrome painting. 



Meret Oppenheim’s critics often saw her work as sporadic and 
discontinuous. Her work “is multifaceted and (...) defies all conventional 
categorization. This is what makes it so alluring, but, at the same 
time, so problematic,” one could still read about her in the context 
of her last retrospective in 2013. From today’s perspective it  
is difficult to see what is problematic about the challenge involved 
in classifying her. What qualities in Oppenheim’s work were being 
described in this way? Is it the wealth of non-artistic materials and 
everyday objects that Meret Oppenheim used? Is it the associative 
leaps between image and word? Or is it the references to different 
artistic languages that critics saw as inappropriate or fallen out  
of time? 

In line with her conviction that “nobody will give you freedom, you 
have to take it,” as she put it in her acceptance speech for the 
Basel Art Prize in 1975, Meret Oppenheim developed a radically 
open concept of art that casually moved beyond conventions. 
My Exhibition shows all phases of her experimental body of 
work, including objects, painting, sculpture and drawings from 
1929 until 1985 and thus displays the great range and surprising 
relevance of her work. 



1 The equation “x = Hase”
Meret Oppenheim was born in Berlin in 1913 and grew up in a liberal bourgeois milieu in 
Germany and Switzerland. Her father was deeply involved with the theories of the 
psychoanalyst C.G. Jung and his theories on the unconscious as part of the human 
psyche. Her maternal grandmother, Lisa Wenger-Ruutz, was an artist and author. She 
was an important influence on Oppenheim, who often visited her grandparents in 
Delémont, Basel and Carona. Oppenheim’s youthful works already include themes and 
techniques that she would constantly develop throughout her career.

In Basel Oppenheim attended the Rudolf Steiner School, which gives its pupils 
particular encouragement in the fields of craft and creativity. She first started 
writing down her dreams at a young age and would continue to do so until the end 
of her life. One of her earliest translations of dream content into visual representation 
is the drawing Wachtraum (Daydream, 1929) in which Oppenheim depicts two 
dreams, thus superimposing several realities. The dream contents are noted on 
the reverse of the sheet, which is part of the dream portfolio that Oppenheim 
would plan for publication in 1984.

During her last school days in Lörrach, Oppenheim drew a mysterious mathematical 
equation in her exercise book Das Schulheft (Schoolgirl’s Notebook, 1930/1973). By 
boldly solving the equation through x = Hase (Hare), she playfully added a level of 
absurdity to mathematical logic. She passed this exercise book to her father, 
demonstrating her wish to become an artist. Later she would give it to André 
Breton, one of the leading figures in Surrealism, who would publish it in a Surrealist 
journal.

In spite of her family’s support in choosing a profession as a woman from a 
bourgeois milieu, Oppenheim was aware of the traditional image of women and the 
expectations attached to it. Already at the age of 18, she decided to remain 
childless, and captured that decision in visual form in a striking drawing that she 
described as a “rejection of the old images of woman”: Votivbild (Würgengel) (Votive 
Picture [Strangling Angel], 1931) shows a winged woman, drawn with quick lines 
and in an expressive style, holding in her arms a baby, with blood flowing from its 
severed throat. 



2 Beginnings and success in Paris
From 1932 until 1937, Meret Oppenheim spent most of her time in Paris. The 
autodidact retained her expressive style of drawing and her interest in the macabre 
and produces numerous drawings in which she gives form to spontaneous ideas 
and inexplicable sceneries (Unter dieser Landschaft hat es ausgezeichnete 
Flüsse / There Are Excellent Streams beneath This Landscape, 1933, or Leiche in 
einem Boot / Corpse in a Boat, 1936). In her first paintings like Sitzende Figur mit 
verschränkten Fingern (Sitting Figure with Folded Hands, 1933), La nuit, son volume 
et ce qui lui est dangereux (The Night, Its Volume and What Endangers It, 1934) or 
Husch – husch, der schönste Vokal entleert sich, M.E. par M.O. (Quick, Quick, the 
Most Beautiful Vowel Is Voiding, M.E. by M.O., 1934) Oppenheim’s simultaneous 
openness to abstract and figurative pictorial language becomes clear. The 
selected, mysterious-sounding picture titles are often suggestive and add a 
poetic level to the content of the pictures.

In Paris, Oppenheim is part of the Surrealist group that formed around the poet 
André Breton in the 1920s and 1930s. Inspired by new discoveries about the 
human psyche, the movement pursued equal status for the conscious and the 
unconscious, dream and reality. In objects like Kasten mit Tierchen (Box with 
Little Animals, 1935/1973) Oppenheim expresses this idea with a surprising 
combination of motifs and material. Once the box is opened, small pieces of pasta 
may be seen, which have been reinterpreted as living animals. Equally surprising 
is the combination of a silver tray and ladies’ shoes arranged on it, apparently inviting 
the viewer to eat them like a roast chicken (Ma gouvernante – my nurse – mein 
Kindermädchen, 1936 / 1967). With objects like these, the artist was already 
creating icons of Surrealism during these years.

Oppenheim also used the method of transformation in designs for jewellery and 
accessories. The designed Halsband (Necklace, 1934 – 1936) is created from small 
bones that otherwise remain hidden under the skin. The connecting play between 
the internal and the external also becomes apparent in Pelzhandschuhe (Fur 
Gloves with Wooden Fingers, 1936 – 1984), in which the animal and hence 
instinctive qualities of humanity are made outwardly visible.

The Paris years show the whole range of the delight in working and experimenting 
with techniques, materials and subjects that would become characteristic of 
Oppenheim’s work.



3 The Basel years
Because of her Jewish surname and the related discrimination in Germany, 
Oppenheim’s family initially settled in Basel in the 1930s. Here, after her return 
from Paris from 1937 onwards, the artist turned increasingly towards the theories 
of the psychoanalyst C.G. Jung about the process of development of the personality 
and theories of archetypes and sought theoretical access to creativity. For some 
years she attended painting classes at the General Trade School (Allgemeine 
Gewerbeschule), while at the same time designing costumes for theatre performances 
and making Masks, some of which she wore herself at the Basel Carnival.

From this time, Oppenheim used mythological stories and tales with their supernatural 
elements such as fabulous creatures or metamorphoses as a starting point for her 
own fantastical pictorial inventions. The painting Steinfrau (Stone Woman, 1938) 
shows a figure lying on a slope, her legs stretching into the water, the source of 
life, while her torso has petrified into a rock formation. In Einige der ungezählten 
Gesichter der Schönheit (Some of the Uncounted Faces of Beauty, 1942) Oppenheim 
also demonstrates how far her painterly fantasy can extend. As the fantastical 
creation of an enigmatic figure with a hare, she paints a small house, a bird in a 
golden cage and a series of other strange figures carrying the viewer into a mysterious, 
unknown world. 

Remarkably, Oppenheim reproduces the scene in a carefully naturalistic painting 
style that copies the surface qualities of the old masters, which she particularly 
applied in the 1940s but then rejected. During that period Oppenheim became 
dissatisfied with her art and destroyed many of her works. Those preserved 
include, for example, Das Leiden der Genoveva (The Suffering of Genevieve, 1939), 
showing a floating woman with a vacant gaze and no arms, which, interpreted 
symbolically, expresses what Oppenheim perceived as her own inability to act. 
Over the years, Oppenheim would repeatedly return to the figure of Genevieve and 
subject it to formal reinterpretations.

The method used in Toter Falter (Dead Moth, 1946) already heralds the artist’s future 
turn towards natural materials. In this assemblage Oppenheim impressively combines 
her twofold interest in metamorphoses and materials. On a dark painted wooden 
ground, she arranges slate slabs in such a way as to produce a butterfly. The fragility 
of the delicate insect contrasts amazingly with the hardness of the stone. 



4 Immersion in the Bern art scene
In 1949, Oppenheim moved to Bern. Having been plagued with self-doubts about her 
artistic work and her lack of direction since returning to Basel, she again rented a 
studio here from 1954 onwards. She quickly became part of the active art scene 
around the Kunsthalle Bern and was in constant contact with artists both of her 
own and the younger generation.

In Bern, she first began producing larger sculptures like the carved Maske (Mask, 
(1959), Der grüne Zuschauer (The Green Spectator, 1959) or Urzeit-Venus (Primeval 
Venus, 1962), the last two being based on sketches from the 1930s. For the depiction 
of the godesse of love, Oppenheim chose an archaic-looking, sensually rounded 
form. The sculptural execution renounces limbs, its only revealed attributes being 
the spine, kept in blue, and a head made of straw. Throughout her entire career, the 
artist continuously reused her own past ideas, motifs and works and took them as the 
starting-point for reinterpretations. This process and the pictorial atlas of references 
resulting from it reveal Oppenheim’s sensitivity and acceptance of constantly changing, 
fluid definitions of form. 

From the 1950s onwards themes from nature make a distinctive appearance in 
Oppenheim’s chose of materials and motifs. Der Rabe (The Raven, 1961) consists of 
a tree mushroom integrated into the image in such a way that it suggests the form 
of a bird sitting on a tree. From this period snakes and insects such as beetles, 
caterpillars or butterflies appear in her work in various different forms and may be 
connected with the artist’s interest in symbols of transformation, as formulated 
in the work of C.G. Jung. For the representation of the Termiten-Königin (The Termite 
Queen, 1959), the symbol of a powerful and productive female creature, the artist 
used an oval wooden panel framed in bark. The thick piece of wood also acts as 
a physical support for the painting, and as a three-dimensional body for the twisting 
insect. In the picture-object Verzauberung (Enchantment, 1962) the equally clear 
interest in the imitation of materials becomes apparent. The small, furry animal in 
the foreground is not the real, prepared body of an otter, but a piece of cardboard 
painted with deceptive authenticity. Oppenheim is also happy to return to 
prefabricated simulations such as the imitation wood paper on which two insect-
like creatures meet in Blau und rotes Paar (Blue and Red Couple, 1962).



5 Cloud play
A separate range of motifs within Meret Oppenheim’s work consists of heavenly 
bodies and clouds; Oppenheim focused intensely on their depiction during the 
1960s. In Drei Wolken über Kontinent (Three Clouds above Continent, 1964), a clearly 
outlined green form in front of an airy background forms a plinth from which four 
dark rods protrude. These combine into jagged “clouds” in white, red and light blue. 
In this composition Oppenheim plays with the idea of a stereotypical scene from 
nature, drawing the green background, the blue sky and the white clouds from 
classical landscape painting, but transforming these elements into a completely 
artificial composition.

Not only does Oppenheim immortalise fleeting cloud formations in paintings, but 
also through the medium of sculpture. She further develops the contrast between 
defined and undefined form in Sechs Wolken auf einer Brücke (Six Clouds on a 
Bridge, 1975), based on an idea from 1963, in a surprising way. The fleeting 
character of the cloud, whose shape is constantly changing and dissolving, contrasts 
with the permanence of the bronze material. Here, the clouds are given the 
appearance of forms that have grown organically from the ground and are firmly 
connected with the earth below. One of these cloud forms also reappears in Wolke 
auf einem Schiff (Cloud on a Boat, 1963), in which it is transformed into the sail of 
a ship.

The play with form is quite different in the painting Frühlingstag (Spring Day, 1961). 
A small metal basket fixed to the painting recalls the basket of a hot-air balloon. 
Rather than a full and evenly inflated balloon, however, the basket hangs from a 
pink mass resembling chewing gum, which seems to twist elastically. Oppenheim 
transposes this shape by means of a molded substance that she often employs, 
which she has applied to the canvas and subsequently coloured. 



6 Nouveau Réalisme and Pop Art
In the 1960s Oppenheim extended her practice of using natural materials to include 
commercial products. Using subversive wit, she combined a beer glass with 
artificial foam, a cheap joke article with a furry tail as a handle: the Eichhörnchen 
(Squirrel, 1960/1969) becomes a three-dimensional puzzle-picture, which can be 
seen simultaneously as both animal and beer glass. The object Das Paar (mit Ei) 
(The Couple [with Egg], 1967) is based on a work from 1956. Two boots are joined 
at the toes and, according to Oppenheim, transformed into a “strange, unisex 
couple”. In the later version shown here, she also brings the remaining boot-tips 
together to form an “egg”, sitting in a nest of shoelaces. In Oktavia (Octavia, 1969) 
the artist mirrors the outline of a saw, creating a mysterious, anthropomorphic 
creature. Its protruding tongue lends the figure sexual undertones, while the teeth 
of the saw-blade intensify the dangerous, uncanny aspect of the work.

With different forms of staging and the reinterpreting of banal, everyday objects, 
many possible interpretations are opened up. This method, rooted in the Dada 
movement and Surrealism, was taken up again and further developed by 
subsequent artistic trends such as Nouveau Réalisme or Pop Art in the 1950s 
and 1960s. Oppenheim’s practice shows clear affinities with the practices of her 
contemporaries, like when she addresses motifs from the world of consumerism. The 
placing of these works in the temporal context of the post-war era and Oppenheim’s 
milieu (including artists such as Daniel Spoerri or Jean Tinguely) extends and 
complements the perspective on the artist’s work, which is often anachronistically 
categorised as a whole under the heading of Surrealism. 



7 New stars
While Oppenheim was already engaged with abstract pictorial languages at the 
beginning of her career, her dual interest in depictions of nature and geometrical 
abstraction grew in the 1960s. In Blume auf Hügel (Flower on Hill, 1964) she reduces 
the titular flower to a glowing sphere, surrounded by pink and pale blue rings, and 
the “hill” to a stack of triangles. Looming from these, and interrupting the ordered 
geometry of the scene, are six organic-looking tentacles. 

Oppenheim’s unique depiction of heavenly landscapes is apparent in Monde und Wolken 
(Moons and Clouds, 1963) which, with its overlapping, hard-edged shapes and play with 
transparency and layers of colour, is a convincing example of the skilful merger of a 
preoccupation with geometrical forms and natural phenomena. Although it remains 
unclear which forms refer to the moons and clouds of the title, Oppenheim’s interpretation 
of the theme magically preserves the dynamic changeability of the clouds and the 
mysterious figure of the moon. In her depictions of stars, Oppenheim gives sharply 
defined forms to the gaseous spheres that are only visible from earth as dots of light. 
While she usually depicts the sun as a circular plane (Sonne in Abendwolken / Sun in 
Evening Clouds, 1963), she frequently chooses the shape of a rhombus for the depiction 
of stars, as in the painting Neue Sterne (New Stars, 1977 – 1982), on which the 
rhombuses fly in bright colours in the night sky above a dark silhouette of the city.

Achat-Landschaft (Agate Landscape, 1971) shows the particular interest that 
Oppenheim took in agates from the 1970s onwards. She collected the stones, 
which form over centuries underground and rise to the surface as testimonies to 
a time in the past. The artist studied the consistency of the mineral formations 
and recorded them in many detailed drawings, but also transferred the veining that 
she observed into abstract structures as in the painting La condition humaine (Da 
stehen wir) (Man’s Fate, 1973).



8 Ancestors and relatives
In many of her object-sculptures Oppenheim takes decorative picture-frames as a 
starting-point. These frames, removed from the domestic context, do not show 
portraits of people, but imaginary creations, some with human attributes. For the 
work Eine entfernte Verwandte (A Distant Relative, 1966) Oppenheim makes two 
lengthened breasts from plaster, divided by a phallic rod. The combination of female 
and male elements, can be seen as a playful transposition of Oppenheim’s conviction 
that the human spirit is androgynous. In the object-sculpture Der Vorfahre mit den 
zwei Nasen, genannt Vogel-ei (The Ancestor with Two Noses, Called Bird-Egg, 1968), 
Oppenheim emphasises individual selected attributes and avoids a realistic portrait: 
cast in artificial resin, two “noses” curve from the leather-covered frame. Much 
rawer in its effect is Roter Kopf (Red Head, 1969), in which the artist has mounted 
a bronze metal frame diagonally on a wooden base. Angular pieces of wood 
coloured in shiny red paint rise from this, recalling a neck and a severed head. 
Oppenheim’s works with a human-animal appearance are prime examples of her 
imaginative and subversive artistic practice during that decade. The virtuoso use 
of a great variety of natural and synthetic materials testifies to her technical 
sense of material that goes back not least to her training as a restorer. 

Oppenheim loved playing with masks and the possibility of simultaneously showing 
and hiding things, or even capturing them in all their ambiguity. She portrayed 
herself variously in encoded forms. In 1964 she had the Röntgenaufnahme des 
Schädels M.O. (X-Ray of M.O.’s Skull) made of herself, showing her skull, spinal 
column and hand bones in profile. Unlike in a classical portrait, she has not 
captured her outward appearance, but what is hidden behind it. In another work 
the artist draws a combination of cave entrance and small-format archaic 
landscape, and calls the composition Selbstporträt und curriculum vitae seit dem 
Jahr 60 000 a.C., (Self-Portrait and Curriculum Vitae since the Year 60,000 B.C.) 
(1966). The drawing is Oppenheim’s visualised idea of her own involvement in the 
timeless events of the world.



9 Popular themes and poor materials
Spirits, witches and fairies constantly populate Oppenheim’s work, and demonstrate 
her interest in magical and shape-shifting creatures. From the 1960s onwards she 
produced a large number of sculptures which visually and atmospherically recall idols 
or cultic images, including Gartengeist (Garden Spirit, 1971). The small sculpture 
consists of a strangely shaped tree trunk adorned with palm fronds from which a 
wooden spatula with archaic facial features appears to emerge. The use of so-called 

“poor materials” like wood, paper, fabric, wax or ceramics reveals references to the 
then contemporary artistic trend of Arte Povera. For the variation on the motif of 
Genoveva (Genevieve, 1971), also shown in this room, the artist uses a wooden plank 
with wooden rods sticking out at the sides, resembling broken arms. 

In 1965, the year that Oppenheim visited New York for the first time, she experimented 
with psychoactive mushrooms and wrote an account of her experiences, which 
included the perception of “pulsing, agitated ornaments”. The Zeitgeist of the 1960s 
and 1970s is also apparent in the works from those years, in that the artist, like the 
practitioners of Pop Art, makes frequent references to popular culture and the mass 
media. In the collage Octopus’s garden (1971) she creates a psychedelic underwater 
landscape and gives it the title of a Beatles song. The media presence of the moon 
landing also finds its way into her work: the title of Endlich Nachrichten von unseren 
Astronauten! (At Last News from Our Astronauts!, 1975) refers to space travel and, in 
its technical execution, is reminiscent of Combine Paintings, in which everyday objects 
are combined with painting.

Dreams and the knowledge about their importance and significance are a constant 
theme for Oppenheim, and part of her trove of images. With the painting Das Geheimnis 
der Vegetation (The Secret of Vegetation, 1972) she transfers a dream from the 1940s 
into a whirring optical experience of pattern and structure. In it, two vertical spirals 
that recall a double helix twine around green rhombuses and white rectangles, leading 
to a floating oval form and a pulsing sphere of light. 



10 Monochrome painting and late work
In the 1970s Oppenheim produced a series of large-format paintings, all related to the 
natural phenomenon of fog. The things mentioned in each title are only indirectly 
recognisable by their shadows (as in Nebelkopf / Head of Fog, 1974) or their outlines. 
These works can also be seen in the context of monochrome painting, in which 
illusionistic motifs retreat in favour of pure colour. Oppenheim’s close relationship with 
the Kunsthalle Bern, which was one of the first institutions in Europe to show – for 
example – Robert Ryman’s new, all-white paintings, made it possible to introduce such 
contemporary parallels in the response to Oppenheim’s fog paintings.

Since the 1960s Oppenheim had repeatedly made sketches for fountains – in 1982 she 
was commissioned to design a fountain for the City of Bern. For the Waisenhausplatz 
in the immediate vicinity of the Kunstmuseum, she designed a columnar concrete 
tower with spiral water rivulets running around it. The tower motif recurs in the 
sculpture model Die Hand (Turm) (Hand [Tower], 1964 – 1982), which consists of four 
blocks shaped from polystyrene and painted in different colours. For the fountain on 
Waisenhausplatz, on the other hand, Oppenheim chose an open form: thanks to 
various plants and the running water, Brunnen (Fountain) changes according to the 
seasons. Its organic structure and its form, conceived with process in mind, is 
symbolic of the radically open concept of the work that Oppenheim represented 
throughout her life.

In 1983 Oppenheim painted homages to two women writers of the Romantic period. She 
referred to Karoline von Günderode and Bettine Brentano, whose efforts to achieve 
independence and artistic self-realisation attracted fresh attention with the rise of the 
women’s movement in the 1970s. The engagement with their lives, their work and, in 
particular, their reception, reflects Oppenheim’s search for historical role models.



11 Mon exposition
In 1983 Oppenheim produced a series of twelve large-format drawings. To the first of 
these numbered sheets she fixed a piece of notepaper with the inscription: “This 
‘imaginary exhibition’ is only one example. I had to leave out many works that are no 
less important to me.” The drawings, entitled M.O.: Mon exposition (M.O.: My Exhibition) 
show a selection of 211 works from Oppenheim’s oeuvre, which she reproduced in 
miniature form. She arranged these in a virtual gallery, dissecting the sheets 
horizontally into two exhibition walls, along which she positiones her works and 
places them in relation to one another.

The preparation of these drawings may be read as an expression of self-determination 
about the classification of her work. Oppenheim’s pluralistic approach and her 
stylistically varied means of expression have always been a challenge to art historians, 
who have usually placed her work under the heading of Surrealism. By doing so, 
however, they overlooked and denied the demonstrable developments and affinities 
with different post-war tendencies. Consequently, at least from the 1970s onwards, 
the artist attempted to influence the reception of her work and to resist the false 
categorisation of her artworks.

The twelve drawings shown here combine central qualities of Oppenheim's oeuvre 
such as playfulness, precision and openness. All the works reproduced in pencil and 
coloured crayons, almost down to the last detail, are assigned titles and dates, which 
effectively imposes a mostly chronological order. The drawings were made in preparation 
for Oppenheim’s first major retrospective in Bern, her chosen home. The exhibition, 
which Meret Oppenheim had set up together with Jean-Hubert Martin, opened in 1984. 
Eight large photographs on the staircase in our exhibition give an impression of this 
past retrospective, which was one among other possible forms of presentation 
accepted by the artist. 



12 Meret Oppenheim Digital
Meret Oppenheim has chosen unusual and surprising combinations of materials 
for many of her artworks. She used found pieces from nature, everyday objects 
and synthetic materials that were new at the time. The experimental character 
and fragility of such works represent a challenge in terms of their preservation, 
but at the same time they open up a trove of possible levels of interpretation. This 
is where the project Meret Oppenheim Digital comes in: innovative digitalization 
procedures offer new opportunities for documentation, research and conservation. 
And they open up new paths for innovative communication and dissemination of 
the artworks.

As prime example of this we show Oppenheim’s work Bauernfrau, auf dem Kopf 
einen Korb tragend (Peasant Woman Carrying a Basket on her Head, 1960). The 
artist made the object from thin, sawn – out wooden elements that she painted 
with oil paint. The presentation of this sculpture under a protective glass dome is 
in line with the museum’s safety standards, but was also deliberately chosen by 
the artist herself for this and some other works because of their fragility. Thus, 
themateriality of such objects can only be experienced at a distance, filtered through 
glass. It is now all the more enriching to be able to put the artwork under the magnifying 
glass down to the last detail, thanks to the latest digital technologies. This is possible 
thanks to an extremely precise 3D model in which every point is measurable, and 
which has been calculated on the basis of high-resolution scans of the sculpture. 
The colour information was recorded using a photogrammetric process and combined 
with the solid model. The result is a digital surrogate which we float in the virtual 
space, and can rotate or zoom in on or out of at will.

Digital 3D models like this allow researchers to have new levels of access to 
artworks. At the same time, however, they also form the starting-point for a critical 
dialogue about the understanding of the authentic original and the digital copy and 
for access to both.



Meret Oppenheim
Portrait with Tattoo, 1980
Stencil and spray on photograph
Hermann und Margrit Rupf-Stiftung, 
Kunstmuseum Bern
© 2021, Pro Litteris Zurich



Biography
1913 Meret Elisabeth Oppenheim is born in Berlin on 6 October, the first 

of three children born to a Swiss mother, Eva Wenger and a German 
father, Erich Alfons Oppenheim. 

1914–1931 She spends her childhood in Southern Germany as well as Delémont, 
Basel and Carona. After the end of her school days, she decides  
to become a painter and briefly attends the General Trade School 
(Allgemeine Gewerbeschule) in Basel. 

1932–1934 In May 1932 Oppenheim makes her first trip to Paris for a few months 
with the painter Irène Zurkinden and works in various studios, 
returning intermittently to her parents. She sporadically attends the 
Académie de la Grande Chaumière and soon becomes acquainted with 
Jean Arp, Alberto Giacometti, Max Ernst and Sophie Taeuber-Arp. In 
October 1933 she takes part in an exhibition by the Surrealists for the 
first time and from then on moves in André Breton’s circle and 
frequents the cafés associated with the movement. Over the next few 
years she becomes friends with, among others, Leonor Fini, Dora 
Maar, Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray and André Pieyre de Mandiargues. 
She will remain in contact with many of them for the rest of her life. 

1936 Oppenheim’s first solo exhibition is held in Galerie Schulthess in 
Basel. At subsequent major Surrealism exhibitions in Paris, London 
and New York she shows, among other works, a fur-covered cup 
with saucer and spoon. 

1937 Since the seizure of power by the National Socialists, the situation 
of the Oppenheim family in Germany deteriorates when they suffer 
discrimination because of their Jewish name. Meret Oppenheim’s 
financial support from her father shrinks after he is obliged to 
close his medical practice, leading her to try to earn money from 
fashion design. Finally she leaves Paris and the network she has 
built up there and moves in with her family, who have settled in 
Basel. There she takes painting classes at the General Trade School 
until 1943, and makes contact with local artists, particularly the 
modernist group Gruppe 33.

1938 In Basel Oppenheim learns picture restoration and, like her father, 
engages intensely with the writings of C.G. Jung, which have a 
considerable influence on her. She travels in Italy with Leonor Fini 
and André Pieyre de Mandiargues.



1939 She remains in contact with her artist friends from Paris, many of 
whom have also left the country, largely through correspondence. 
Oppenheim’s isolation also affects her artistic work. She describes 
a deep creative block but still continues to work. The political 
situation remains precarious: her stay in Switzerland is based on 
a short-term residence permit. Like many of her colleagues, she 
considers emigrating to the USA, but in the end abandons the plan. 
The war years in Switzerland are shaped by Intellectual National 
Defence, which makes life difficult for the representatives of the 
avant-garde. Through the intervention of Leonor Fini, Oppenheim is 
able to take part in an exhibition of fantastical furniture in Paris. 
It will be Oppenheim’s last visit to Paris for the next decade. 

1940 – 1947 Oppenheim shows her works in exhibitions of the Gruppe 33 and 
the Allianz but also in smaller or private exhibitions and makes the 
acquaintance of Jean Tinguely. She starts taking an interest in 
stage productions, designs costumes and posters for events  and 
goes on to write a screenplay entitled Kaspar Hauser oder die 
Goldene Freiheit (Kaspar Hauser or Golden Freedom), that is never 
filmed. 

1949 Through marriage to Wolfgang La Roche, Oppenheim becomes a 
Swiss national. She moves to Bern with him and opens an antique 
shop on Junkerngasse.

1952 Oppenheim’s first post-war solo exhibition is held at Basel’s Galerie 
d’Art Moderne, run by Oppenheim’s former fellow-pupil at the General 
Trade School, Marie-Suzanne Feigel.

1954 This year marks the end of a phase that has lasted since 1937, 
which Oppenheim will later call a “crisis”. In December she moves 
into a studio on Kesslergasse in Bern and becomes part of the Bern 
art scene, which meets regularly in the Café de Commerce. Over 
the next two decades the Berner Kunsthalle establishes itself as 
a major gallery for contemporary art and attracts national and 
international artists. 

1956 Oppenheim prepares a new German translation of Pablo Picasso’s 
play Desire Caught by the Tail. The play is performed in a small 
theatre in Bern, under the direction of Daniel Spoerri. Oppenheim 
designs the costumes and masks and also appears in the play.



1959 On 15 April Oppenheim sets up the Dîner sur la femme or Frühlingsfest 
(Dinner on the Woman or Spring Banquet). For this meal Oppenheim 
issues dinner invitations to Lilly Keller, Toni Grieb, Hannes W. Witschi 
and Rainer U. Althaus and an unkown woman. Over the naked body 
of the latter Oppenheim drapes food and flowers. Later that year,  
at the Exposition InteRnatiOnale du Surréalisme in Galerie Daniel 
Cordier in Paris the dinner is restaged in an audience-friendly manner. 
Oppenheim finds the restaging voyeuristic and not genuinely in line 
with her idea, and distances herself from her friend André Breton, 
the initiator of the exhibition.

1965 Oppenheim’s works are shown at the São Paulo Biennale. After her 
trip to Brazil she visits New York. 

1966 The mural Wolke und Gestirne (Cloud and Stars) in Bern’s 
Monbijou-Schulhaus (now BFF) is Oppenheim’s first public commission. 
With Zwei hinter Wolken ziehende Gestirne (Two Stars Passing behind 
Clouds) she also wins the competition for a wall tapestry for Basel 
University Library.

 In October she takes part in the happening on the Lueg hill with 
Bern artists including Lilly Keller, Bernhard Luginbühl, Christian 
Megert and Willy Weber.

1967 The first Meret Oppenheim retrospective is held in the Moderna 
Musset in Stockholm, run by Pontus Hultén. 

 Her husband Wolfgang La Roche dies in December.

1968 Oppenheim moves into an attic apartment with studio on 
Zieglerstrasse in Bern. Her other residence is the family seat Casa 
Costanza in Carona, Ticino, where she will receive many artist 
friends over the coming years.

 Her first Bern solo exhibition is held in Galerie Krebs. Not a single 
work is sold. 

1971 Along with Lilly Keller Oppenheim curates the exhibition Die andere 
Realität (The Other Reality) in the White Hall (Weisser Saal) of the 
Kunstmuseum Bern.

1972 In March she buys a studio on Avenue de Jean Moulin in Paris, not 
far from her studio in her first Paris years. From now on she spends 
her time between Bern, Paris and Carona.



1974 The Kunstmuseum Solothurn organizes the first retrospective in 
Switzerland, which is also shown in Winterthur and goes on to 
Duisburg, Germany.

 Oppenheim travels to Israel for the first time.

1975  On 16 January she is awarded the Art Prize of the City of Basel. For 
years Oppenheim has engaged intensely with genderroles, and at 
the award she delivers a speech about the social categorization 
of the feminine and the “female artist” which attracts considerable 
attention. 

1978 The Hamburger College of Visual Arts (Hochschule für Bildende 
Künste) invites her as guest lecturer for a term. 

1982 Oppenheim is awarded the Big Art Prize of Berlin, her birthplace. For 
the first time, the artist is invited to a documenta and in the same 
year the first monograph and catalogue raisonné of her work so far 
is published. 

1983 The commissioned work Brunnen (Fountain) is inaugurated on the 
Waisenhausplatz in Bern. It is subject to fierce criticism (“pole of 
shame”, “pissoir”) by the city’s population. 

  A large travelling exhibition by the Goethe Institute shows 
Oppenheim’s work in Genoa, Milan, Turin and Naples. 

1984 Her collected poems are published as a collection for the first time. 
This is followed two years later by her Notes (Aufzeichnungen), in 
which she has also recorded her dreams. 

 Her first Bern retrospective opens in the Kunsthalle Bern. The 
exhibition travels on to Paris, Frankfurt, Berlin and Munich.

1985 Meret Oppenheim dies in Basel on 15 November.



The exhibition is accompanied by a Digitorial® that makes Meret Oppenheim’s  
life and work digitally accessible for the first time:  
https://meretoppenheim.kunstmuseumbern.ch

Further information about the works in the exhibition is  
available on our audioguide.
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