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forms, ideas, or things—a notion

that the artist herself summarized

as “negative and positive space meet-
ing.”* Here, “meeting” is the operative
word: Pointing to moments of touch

or convergence, Otto-Knapp’s vocabu-
lary of in-betweenness shuns passivity
and instead functions as a haptic and
dynamic mode of gestural expression,
anchoring her conceptual and material
investigations. Ultimately, rather than
inhabiting a world of absolutes, her
paintings posit that the latent space
between things can be as ripe and fertile
as the individual things themselves.

Etymologically, the term “liminal”
stems from the Latin word “limen,”
meaning threshold or doorway; the
word “limen” is also used to refer
to the physiological threshold at
which a sensation, such as pain or
consciousness, becomes detectable.
Anatomically, a limen also denotes
the opening of a bodily orifice—the
threshold between our interior and
exterior worlds. If conceptually, liminal-
ity describes an overall condition
of suspension, physically, a limen is
a more acute (yet still elusive) transition
point between discrete forms or states
of being. Otto-Knapp’s work engages
with the intricacies of both meanings
of the word. Although she does not
portray thresholds in the form of bodily
cavities, she does depict a variety of
other physical and metaphysical limins
in her illumination of transitional spaces,
such as the seams where conjoined
canvases or compositions meet, the
indistinct expanse between figuration
and abstraction, or the airy chasm
between earth and sky.

Otto-Knapp’s material process
similarly harnessed elements of transi-
tion. To create her paintings, she
meticulously layered her canvases
with vivid, jet-black watercolor pigment,
wiping and washing it away to reveal
a mist of gray tones—a gestural chore-
ography that revels in the latent space
between mark-making and erasure.
She then physically manipulated the
canvas to propel the floating pigment
across the surface of the work, attempt-
ing to control how it puddled and soaked
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into the skin of the canvas. While the
act of painting inherently engages

the body, the relationship between an
artist’s body and their canvas—steeped
in the physics and contingencies of close,
careful touch—is uniquely intimate.
Otto-Knapp’s process involved harness-
ing the fugitive pliability of her medium,
conducting the movement of the
pigment as it quickly shifted from liquid
to dry matter and thereby elevating

the importance of transitional material
states. Her resulting surfaces bear

the translucent gestures of watercolor
yet simultaneously mimic the mottled,
earthy textures of charcoal or graphite,
avisual sleight of hand that positions
the work between the margins of various
media. Here, she acted as an alchemist,
ferrying her paint from one state into
another and reveling in the anticipatory
space that exists at the thresholds

of the transformation.

The subjects of Otto-Knapp’s
compositions—spectral bodies and
hazy silhouettes that ambulate against
washy voids—often infiltrate the
physical boundaries of the works them-
selves. In two small monochromatic
works on paper with nearly identical
compositions (installed beside one other
at Regen Projects), a faceless figure
lies on its side, perched on its elbow
as if leisurely reading a book. In each
work, a loosely painted frame encloses
the figure, whose arm reaches toward
the lower right corner of the paper,
perhaps grasping for something unseen.
In the first, larger work (Untitled, c. 2021),
the figure’s outstretched arm touches
the painted frame, as if acknowledging
its containment. In the second (also
Untitled, c. 2021), the figure’s hand
grazes the edge of the paper itself,
as if attempting to perceive the world
beyond it. While humble compared
to the larger, more complex paintings
in the exhibition—I nearly brushed
by these works on my first viewing of
the show—their quiet interrelationship
hints at the nuances inherent to Otto-
Knapp’s defined interest in thresholds.
The figure’s subtle shift from one
work to the next suggests an unseen
transformation, resulting in the quiet
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Silke Otto-Knapp, Untitled (c. 2021).
Watercolor on paper, 9.5 x 12 inches (top),
11.5 x 15.5 inches (bottom).
© Silke Otto-Knapp. Images courtesy
of Regen Projects.
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Silke Otto-Knapp, Clouds (installation view) (2021).
Watercolor on canvas, 118 x 153.5 x 0.75 inches.
Regen Projects, Los Angeles, 2023. © Silke Otto-Knapp.
Image courtesy of Regen Projects.

Photo: Evan Bedford.
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breaching of a boundary. The spatial
and temporal pause between these two
compositions functions as a moment
of inferred action, much like the brief
interlude that occurs when a dancer
transitions between movements.

The pairing of these two works activates
the blank, marginal space between
them, pointing to the frame as an
imperfect system of containment,

and suggesting that even firmly defined
boundaries are more porous than

we think.

In addition to her figurative works,
Otto-Knapp frequently invoked the
visual poeticism of the natural world,
innately rife with slippery thresholds.

A cloud, for example, is a perfect liminal
form: A nebulous buoy between earth
and sky, it inhabits a realm of perpetual
suspension, as in Otto-Knapp’s large-
scale painting Clouds (2021), which
occupied Regen Projects’ central wall.
Aresponse to Georgia O’Keefe’s Sky
Above Clouds IV (1965), which depicts

a tableau of abstracted, cell-like clouds
as seen from an airplane window,
Otto-Knapp’s painting adopts a similarly
vaulted perspective, as if both artist
and viewer were dangling in the sky.
Composed of five canvases fused

to form anirregular polygon, the gray-
scale watercolor composition depicts
pillowy clouds rendered in ash, bone,
and charcoal tones. These clean,

puffy shapes threaten to breach the
edges of the painting, once again
suggesting the canvas’ fallibility as

a concrete margin.

While O’Keefe’s painting connotes
the spiritual tranquility of calm horizons,
Otto-Knapp’s work appears dark and
dynamic, as if on the cusp of thunder.

Its presence is seductive and formidable:
When | encountered it for the first time,
| registered a strange mélange of awe,
pleasure, reverence, and curiosity,
much like awaiting the ferocity of
alooming storm (and this was before
learning that Clouds was among

the final works created before her
death). While imposing a biographical
reading on a work can muddy its
viewing, it’s difficult not to view this
painting through a lens of mourning.
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A billowy sky on the brink of a squall
can denote the emotional heft of grief
or melancholy; it can perhaps also

be read as a metaphor for the tumult
that accompanies the process of
creation. And, although Otto-Knapp’s
conceptual engagement with forms

of liminality far preceded her diagnosis
(which by no means defines the context
of her work), there is nonetheless

a certain poetic solemnity to the notion
that she labored over this shifting
skyscape while herself approaching
an existential threshold.

Decidedly evocative of the in-
between, Otto-Knapp’s faceless bodies,
merging silhouettes, and ominous
clouds can ultimately be interpreted as
sentinels from the artist’s subconscious:
an assembly of gestures that reside
at the meeting point—a particularly
palpable, fertile, and active threshold—
between subliminal ideation and artistic
creation. Whether physically, through
process and form, or conceptually,
her work establishes liminal thresholds
not only as spaces to navigate through,
but also as palpable gatherings rife 29
with material tension.
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