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Re/Actions

A key feature of performative forms of expression is their fleeting nature. 
Contrary to, but also complementary to this property, there are various 
approaches for documenting or archiving these time-bound actions so as to 
be able to present them afterwards. Such notes, studies, and also relics or 
props are not only documentary material but can also take on the status of 
independent works. In the case of photography and film, the way the camera is 
deployed is every bit as important as how the action is staged for the camera. 
The knowledge of technically, socially, or even ideologically informed viewing 
habits sets performative strategies in motion that may correspond to and 
confirm conventional gender roles or instead challenge or counteract them. 
For example, depending on the context, clothing as a performative component 
may be affirmative, subversive, or even intentionally confounding. Where the 
performance or action takes place—whether institution or improvised stage, 
interior or exterior space, or even the deliberate blocking out of the setting—
and how the location relates to the human body represents another important 
aspect of the mise en scène.

The Vienna Actionism of the 1960s is considered one of the most radical art 
forms of its time and was indeed “as contradictory, ambiguous, and conflict-
ridden [...] as the documents suggest” (Peter Gorsen). Heinz Cibulka was 
involved in many actions and was also the photographer of Hermann Nitsch’s 
Orgies Mysteries Theater for many years (1). Ludwig Hoffenreich was another 
photographer whose work took on immense importance in this context; many of 
his photographs still shape our image of Vienna Actionism today. Kurt Kren and 
Ernst Schmidt jr. intensified the tension between action versus documentary 
in their films, which they conceived according to their own artistic criteria (2). 
The scientific archives of the two filmmakers, when studied in conjunction 
with works by younger artists, open up new approaches. These constellations 
illustrate how contemporary artists are responding to themes that were already 
vital to the work of Kren and Schmidt jr.: the materiality of film, the questioning 
of media representation, and a fascination with notations, scores, and 
encyclopedic orders. 

What is probably one of Kurt Kren’s best-known films, 2/60 48 Köpfe aus dem 
Szondi-Test, (2/60 48 Heads from the Szondi Test), 1960, is referenced by Anna 
Artaker in her work 48 KÖPFE AUS DEM MERKUROV MUSEUM (nach Kurt 
Kren) (48 HEADS FROM THE MERKUROV MUSEUM [after Kurt Kren]), 2008–
2011, (3) which shows death masks of Soviet personalities from the Armenian 
museum. In her film, the rapid sequence of images and their fragmentation 
make the faces difficult to recognize, so that Artaker (like Kren before her) 
thwarts the principle of Leopold Szondi’s personality test and thus questions the 
legibility of photographic portraits in general. Carola Dertnig has dealt in depth 
with the legacy of Vienna Actionism, focusing in particular on the role of female 



protagonists. For ..a fine line.., 2015, (4) she made use of analogue film material 
by Ernst Schmidt jr. which she transferred on canvas, thus translating it into 
another medium. With regard to the international art scene, Joseph Beuys, Yves 
Klein, or Bruce Nauman are also associated in different ways with transcending 
the boundaries between classical disciplines such as painting or sculpture, 
whereby an engagement with the human body played an essential role. Allan 
Kaprow coined the term “happening” in the late 1950s. And in 1966, the 
Destruction in Art Symposium (DIAS) organized by Gustav Metzger took place in 
London, with the participation of Günter Brus, Kurt Kren, Otto Muehl, Hermann 
Nitsch, and Peter Weibel. But the international performance scene was by no 
means all-male. Women artists also increasingly engaged in performative forms 
of expression. VALIE EXPORT, for example, produced the work Genitalpanik/
Hose, (Genital Panic/Trousers) in 1968–69, a provocative commentary on 
stereotypes of masculinity and female nudity. She was one of the few women 
artists in Austria to gain attention at the time alongside her male colleagues. 
Marina Abramović, Gina Pane, Carolee Schneemann, and Hannah Wilke likewise 
bared their own bodies for the camera, in some cases unabashedly, thereby 
countering conventional notions of femininity. Joan Jonas put this maneuver into 
perspective in Songdelay in 1973, (5) shifting the focus more to the technical or 
cinematic means involved by by shifting the synchronous relation of image and 
sound. 

The confrontation with the body—one’s own or that of others—and its staging 
raises questions regarding differences of sex and gender as well as cultural 
attributions. Zoe Leonard’s photographs Anatomical Model of a Woman’s 
Head Crying and Gynaecological Instruments, both from 1993, (6) shed light 
on cultural and social norms in how the female body is viewed with a glimpse 
at the history of medicine. Zineb Sedira for her part focuses in La maison de 
ma mère (Algeria), 2002, on the ornamental details of textiles such as curtains, 
cushions, and blankets. Her view of the cozily domestic decor in her mother’s 
house addresses the changing function of such fabrics as both adornment and 
concealment. Masquerade as a playful or even provocative strategy can be 
discerned in Kathy Acker’s style of dressing, which Kaucyila Brooke captured in 
photographs after the feminist writer’s death. The series Kathy Acker’s Clothes, 
1999–2004, (7) illustrates how garments and fashion(s) can help their wearer 
formulate diverse identities. Due to the absence of the protagonist, however, the 
clothes also become props for self-dramatizations that can only be surmised. 
Through fragmentation, Maria Hahnenkamp denies a sexualized gaze towards 
women. Rather than portraying the two figures in zwei Frauen (two women), 
2001, as individuals, their physical presence is merely hinted at by showing us 
details of their clothed torsos, with the color red standing out. This signal shade 
is likewise an essential component of Jutta Koether’s Universal Wealth, 1987, (8) 
and Julia Haller’s Untitled, 2018 (9). The bold brushstrokes in Haller’s work can 
be understood as an almost ironic allusion to this form of expression in painting, 
which is traditionally connoted as male. In a Plexiglas display case Koether has 



arranged one hundred seventy-two picture panels that can be viewed from both 
sides. They display bright red tones on the outside, but more delicate shades of 
pink and orange on the inside. Images, motifs, and texts condense here, but so do 
different ways of looking, so that the work not only suggests a differentiated reading 
but virtually demands it—just as the juxtaposition of different works, their mutual 
referentiality, and the reactions displayed by the various positions open up new 
perspectives.
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