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Abstraction. Nature. Body.

The neo-avant-garde art movements of the 1960s and 70s—Minimal, Conceptual, 
Performance, Body, and Land Art, as well as Arte Povera—form the historical 
framework on Level −2, which features major works from the collection. They are 
placed in dialogue with works by younger artists who are today once again dealing 
with the central neo-avant-garde themes of abstraction, nature, and the body. 
Geometry, pared-down forms, seriality, and industrial production were the 
hallmarks of the object- and space-related works of Minimal Art, which were geared 
toward sensitizing viewers to their own perceptual processes. As the Minimalist 
program was then transcended in the subsequent conceptual, media-based, and 
performative art trends, the focus shifted to reflections on society and media. 
Artists now cast geometric abstraction in ever-changing time-related contexts. 
Based on Land Art and Arte Povera, which opened up new terrain for art in the 
1960s and 70s by working with actual physical nature and the landscape, we can 
trace lines of development in the representation of nature that extend all the way to 
current discourses, in which a growing awareness of the rampant destruction of the 
environment has led to art that takes a decidedly analytical and critical stance on 
these issues. In performance and body art, works often become mirrors and counter-
drafts of repressed social conflicts. Social repression along with forms of resistance 
and alternative lifestyles continue to be evoked today in how artists deal with the 
image of the body. 

Abstraction

Donald Judd’s aluminum box Untitled, 1987–1988, (1) is one in a series of works that 
play variations on divisions of space, revealing Minimal Art’s tendency toward seriality 
and modularity. The viewer’s own movement around the object and the changing 
perspectives that result play a key role in the impression made by the artwork. When 
juxtaposed with Stanislav Kolíbal’s geometric plywood volume Bau II (Construction 
No. II), 1988, (2) with its sensual materiality and dynamic form, Judd’s sober formalism 
stands out even more sharply. Robert Smithson for his part relates geometrization 
and straightforward seriality to the landscape and nature, thus alluding simultan-
eously to their economic exploitation—an approach that is still highly topical given 
today’s catastrophic future scenarios.   

Artists such as John Baldessari and Ernst Caramelle ironically subvert the canons 
of Minimal and Conceptual Art (3). Baldessari sings Sol LeWitt’s Paragraphs on 
Conceptual Art like a folksong litany, making fun of his fellow artist’s programmatic 
claims. Caramelle in turn undermines the attempt to theoretically codify artistic 
practice by showing what works of his would look like in the styles of the various 
neo-avant-garde art movements. In Tom Burr’s work, narrative and functional motifs 
thwart minimalist structures, thus derailing their claims to purity. A penchant for 
systematization distinguishes Heinz Gappmayr’s oeuvre, as well as Jiří  Valoch’s 



concrete poetry. Both artists interweave language with space in order to illuminate 
their respective meanings as they interact. Jo Baer and Kenneth Noland (4) engage 
with constructivist and reductionist principles as they expand painting into the three-
dimensional realm of objects.

The playful intermingling of geometric abstraction and illusory functionality in the 
oeuvre of Anita Leisz (5), the elevation of the pedestal to the status of an artwork in 
its own right by Heimo Zobernig, the metallic heft of the Hula Hoops produced by 
Marzena Nowak, and the frozen equilibrium of rod-like geometries in the works of 
Roland Kollnitz are examples of contemporary takes on formal reduction, each rife 
with a rich set of references. In his examination of historical conflicts in Ukraine, 
Nikita Kadan (6) alludes to the political dimensions of historical Constructivism.

Nature

When protagonists of Land Art (7) such as Richard Long, Hamish Fulton, and 
Hannsjörg Voth created their nature- and landscape-related works, this also meant 
transcending the institutional boundaries of the art establishment and literally 
opening up new terrain for art. Fulton and Long are also known for their “sculptures” 
erected in remote landscapes, and both conceived indoor works in reference to 
their experiences in the great outdoors. In his photographic works, Fulton takes as 
his theme the time he spends walking in specific areas. Nature experiences and 
precise structures likewise figure in the works of Richard Long, which convey a 
tension between organic versus strictly calculated elements. For his stone circle, 
for example, basic rules are specified for the placement of the stones, but these 
guidelines in fact allow for infinite variety in the final form. Hannsjörg Voth’s outdoor 
projects, designs, and models for monumental architectural landscape sculptures 
combine mathematical symmetry with archaic materials while also intermingling 
the sublime and the ephemeral, for example, when works realized in the Moroccan 
desert are exposed to the effects of weathering. 

Nature in the form of a bale of straw is conjoined with a high-tech neon tube in Mario 
Merz’s work, Il fulmine colpisce il campo (Lightning Strikes the Field), 1968 (8). 
The poetic title is typical for Arte Povera, as is the synthesis of nature and technology, 
of past and present. Joseph Beuys’s charred door with a bird skull is a relic of 
a studio fire and thus also a metaphor for transience and decay. Remote from the 
Western art centers, in the Romanian city of Timisoara, Ştefan Bertalan, Constantin 
Flondor, and Doru Tulcan, members of the artists’ group Sigma (9), devoted them-
selves in the 1970s to science-oriented art in a rural setting. Through the involvement 
of scientists, mathematicians, architects, and philosophers, art became an inter-
disciplinary practice that countered state propaganda art with a differentiated 
concept of art and society.  



Ingeborg Strobl and Lois Weinberger (10) share a devotion to the marginal and the 
marginalized, as well as a historical consciousness in their outlook on nature and 
its value to society. As an ethnographer and archaeologist, Weinberger translates 
stereotypes of Christian iconography into a biographical and literally earthly sphere in 
his anonymous self-portraits. A symbolic crown of thorns is transferred to the profane 
sphere here, straightened out into a square shape as an ironic paraphrase of Piet 
Mondrian’s suppression of nature and his idolization of pure geometry. In Ingeborg 
Strobl’s slide projection Zeit (Time), 2003, (11) natural decay becomes a reference to 
real historical processes. Her photographs of once significant places in Poland, such 
as the Gdansk shipyard, now dilapidated and overgrown with vegetation, provide a 
genre picture of the contemporary repression of history. 

Nikita Kadan’s Limits of Responsibility, 2014, (12) deals with the 2014 revolution in 
Ukraine against President Victor Yanukovych. The plant-filled tableau refers both 
to the vegetable gardens the revolutionaries planted on Maidan Square in Kiev so 
that they would not have to leave the protest site to obtain food, and to the five-year 
plans under communist rule, which propagated progress in agriculture that de facto 
did not exist. The empty promises of the past are confronted here with a new form of 
state paternalism.

Anti-Art and Gestures of Reduction

The rejection of traditional artistic canons and genre boundaries is a key legacy of 
modernism that helped shape the neo-avant-garde and has since been reflected 
in various forms of anti-art with its gestures of reduction or erasure. Interested 
in creating art that was not intended to be art in the conventional sense, Július 
Koller produced his Ant-Paintings with white latex and Daniel Buren (13) applied 
a pattern of 8.7 cm-wide stripes on various picture supports. He was inspired by 
a striped awning fabric he saw at the Saint-Pierre marketplace in Paris in 1965. 
John Baldessari combined an earnest critique of conventional art with a sense of 
humor, for example by stating in writing in a video that he no longer wanted to make 
boring art. In Arnulf Rainer’s Übermalung violett (Overpainting Purple), 1961, (14) too, 
where nearly the entire picture surface is painted over in a deep hue, erasure and 
concealment become the principle for lending meaning.  

The connection of white as a non-color or anti-color with the expansion of painting 
into the sculptural and object realm, or into performative practice, can be observed 
increasingly from the 1960s onward. Inspired by the monochrome blue paintings 
of Yves Klein, Piero Manzoni produced his own series of Achromes (15) between 
1957 and 1963. His aim was that this “content-free” and colorless form would deny 
any possibility for the symbolic exaltation of the work or its author. Günter Brus’s 
Vienna Walk, 1965, (16) a gesture of provocative self-painting, is one of the central 
extensions of Viennese Actionist painting into the performative arena, designed to 
hold up a mirror to Austrian narrow-mindedness after the Second World War. 



The play of white and gray, of graphic graffiti-like accents and traces in Cy Twombly’s 
paintings and sculptures prompted Dan Flavin to make a portrait of his artist friend 
in the form of fluorescent tubes of varying whiteness (17). The industrial motif of the 
tubes was in keeping with the minimalist intention of deliberately using prosaic non-
artistic and prefabricated materials. In this case, they allude to Twombly’s meditative 
and reductionist art. Oswald Oberhuber already designed a “picturesquely” tattered 
lamp object in the early 1950s, a sculptural translation of the “Informel” approach 
that also reverberates with the existentialist outcry of the postwar period. In Mladen 
Stilinović’s White Absence, 1990–95, (18) white is the color of silence, emptiness, 
absence, poverty, and pain in the face of the horrors of the Yugoslav wars.

Cosmos

The new directions in art in the 1960s and 70s often took up social utopias revolving 
around space travel and the exploration of the cosmos. For Július Koller, who called 
himself a Ufonaut, the cosmos stood for an alternative to real existing socialism 
with its repressive measures. The vastness of the universe became a metaphorical 
counter-image to dreary reality and a utopian blueprint for liberation. Stano Filko’s 
response to state-imposed materialism was an obsessive focus on para-scientific 
symbolism and a systematically developed psycho-philosophy predicated on 
cosmological visions (19). The interest in space travel as a catalyst for visionary 
utopias is also reflected in Tamás Hencze’s abstract and yet illusionistic painting, 
which is linked to the Space Age aesthetic. Friedrich Kiesler’s interdisciplinary art, 
which united architecture, design, and visual art in a system he dubbed “correalism,” 
found expression, for example, in multi-paneled pictorial organisms he called 
Galaxies (20) in allusion to the cosmos as a holistic system of infinite multiplicity. 
Haus-Rucker-Co. (Laurids Ortner, Klaus Pinter, Günter Zamp Kelp) took up the 
fascination with space exploration in their Mind Expander II, 1969, part of their Mind 
Expanding Program, which alludes ironically to an expansion of consciousness under 
conditions of limited freedom of movement and increasing automation. 

Gerhard Rühm adapted for his Lehrsätze über das Weltall (Theorems of the 
Universe, 1968) (21) a text of that name by the physicist Robert Büchler, which took 
the form of an open letter to Albert Einstein. Rühm covered the pages of the text in 
black paint, leaving only scattered sentences or words visible, which shine forth like 
stars in the night sky. Richard Kriesche bridged the gap between art and science 
by taking the first Austrian space flight as an opportunity to link up directly with 
the television broadcast so that he could communicate live with the astronaut and 
create a kind of media sculpture. The cosmological utopias of the neo-avant-garde 
of the 1960s and 70s have given way today to a mood of disillusionment. Ute Müller 
abstract paintings create an imaginary deep space in which the eye can wander. 
Sonia Leimer’s Space Junk objects raise awareness for the littering of space with 
civilizational waste and the destruction of Earth’s natural biosphere. The dream of 
setting off for distant worlds has thus been replaced by the nightmare of technology-
assisted self-destruction. 



Bodies in Society

The socio-political upheavals of the 1960s were reflected in an increased 
politicization of art. Accompanying this trend was a new appreciation for media-
based, actionist, and performative art that explored the role of the individual within 
society, with a special focus on the human body. In her videotaped performance 
Hyperbulie, 1973, (22) VALIE EXPORT subjected herself to the painful ordeal of a 
series of electric shocks as she traversed a narrow course with her naked body 
in a crouched position. Her body action evokes both oppression and resistance, 
metaphorically depicting social constraints and ordeals while persevering against 
them. 

The effects of public hierarchies and power structures on the private and personal 
sphere are likewise central to the work of Sanja Iveković. In a series of early photo 
collages with the telling title Bitter Life, 1975/76, she contrasted clichés and 
romanticizations of femininity in the media industry with the real living conditions 
and painful fates of women. In Delivery / Birth, 1977/2014, (23) the Romanian artist 
Ion Grigorescu questions the polarized view of male versus female, as well as the 
separation between private life and political power. The male body as birth-giver 
here also refers to the despotic “birth-giver of the nation,” Nicolae Ceaușescu, but 
undermines his nationalist and macho pathos. In one sequence of the video work The 
Studio, 1978, (24) which was taped by Grigorescu, Geta Brătescu uses her body like a 
compass to inscribe herself in the studio and mark it as her workplace and existential 
space. She performs here as if on a stage that she is in the process of constructing. 
Drawing is thus self-confidently defined as a physical performative act that helps the 
artist to stake a claim to her studio as a space for artistic freedom within a totalitarian 
communist social order.  

The artists’ group DIE DAMEN (Ona B., Evelyne Egerer, Birgit Jürgensen, Ingeborg 
Strobl, Lawrence Weiner) (25) began in the late 1980s to lay bare traditional 
role models from a feminist perspective in their performances, satirical events, 
and installations. One of these works was an ironic commentary on the theory 
of postmodernism that took the form of a performance dealing with the postal 
service. Turning the customary aesthetic of male versus female on its head, 
Renate Bertlmann conveys sexual symbolism with comic-like esprit in her work 
Exhibitionismus behaart (Hairy Exhibitionism), 1973, (26). She often counteracts the 
fetishization of male power in sexually connoted fetish objects and installations that 
playfully sabotage dominant social and gender role models. In Yayoi Kusama’s work, 
dresses forfeit their functionality in favor of painterly and sculptural qualities, allowing 
their fundamentally fetish-like character to shine through. Maria Hahnenkamp points 
to the political and ideological dimensions of ostensibly content-free ornament and 
its entanglements with patriarchal clichés of femininity. Her Runde Formen Album 
(Album of Round Forms), 1988/89, shows photographs of her mother’s hands at 
work in the kitchen superimposed with and accentuated by filigree ornament on 
semi-transparent interleaves. 



Hybrid Bodies

Since the 1960s, the influence of performative art has been noticeable in various 
forms of expanded painting and sculpture, resulting in the image of the body 
taking on hybrid and amorphous features. Otto Muehl translated painting into 
cinematic and actionist forms of expression in order to soften it both literally and 
metaphorically by using body images, while Maria Lassnig’s “body awareness 
painting” (27) made her own physical and psychological states during the act of 
painting her main theme. Franz West’s sculptures in turn were conceived as what 
he referred to as Passstücke (adaptives), body-related objects whose form and 
meaning are only revealed through their physical handling. Sculpture becomes 
here something that can literally be grasped, giving rise to objects that reflect 
human physiognomy and functionality and transform the encounter between art 
and viewer into a physical interaction. Translating experiences with other media into 
photography is an approach fundamental to Friedl Kubelka’s work, as demonstrated 
by her photo series featuring the Franz West bikini. In his anti-form works, such as 
Untitled, 1974, (28) Robert Morris flouted the rules of minimalist abstraction that he 
himself had once set down, for example by using softly flowing materials such as 
textiles that are imbued with anthropomorphic traits. 

The younger generation of artists today has to deal with a situation in which the 
fusion of real and virtual worlds, of fact and fiction, has ushered in the era of 
posthumanism. As they confront the implications of an anthropocentric worldview, 
which with its euphoria of progress also conjures scenarios of catastrophe and 
doom, more fluid and hybrid strategies and forms are gaining in importance. With 
her latex membrane, Hannah Black (29) alludes to the skin as both a prerequisite 
for all life and a metaphor for its vulnerability and fragility. Some of the motifs in the 
paintings of Tobias Pils, which are restricted to shades of black and white, resemble 
cyber creatures from another world. Barbara Kapusta’s Empathic Creatures, 2018, 
(30) are cinematically animated and fragmented corporeal beings that constantly 
mutate and raise the question of the possible conditions for existence in a post-
apocalyptic scenario. Inhabiting a world that is coming apart at the seams and 
destroying itself, these beings seem to show an irrepressible will to survive, despite 
their disfigurement, pointing the way toward new utopias and social communities. 
The artificial organic structures created by the artist duo Pakui Hardware (Ugnius 
Gelguda, Neringa Černiauskaitė) are likewise set in a world in which the increasing 
intertwining of technology and economy has led to hybrid high-tech life forms.   
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