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Figure and Sculpture

With their adherence to the human figure, artists in Austria developed a very special brand of 
modernism. Rather than leading to “pure” abstraction, their path entailed a reconsideration 
of the body under new and different circumstances—often employing traditional means. 
Sculpture in particular shows how present and past, the historical and the modern, grapple 
with one another. This is exemplified by three artists represented in the mumok collection 
who gradually lead the way into the 1960s. In the work of sculptors Fritz Wotruba and 
Joannis Avramidis, the human figure is segmented tectonically in stone and bronze, while 
Wotruba’s student Roland Goeschl—influenced by nascent Pop Art and Op Art—introduced 
new materials, spatial references, and above all color into his sculpture. The small sculpture 
presentation conducts a secret dialogue with Heimo Zobernig’s solo exhibition on view on 
the other side of the White Cube, 2002 (1). There, too, figurative elements deftly assert 
themselves in the midst of abstract and conceptual approaches.

Fritz Wotruba was one of the seminal artistic personalities of the postwar period in Austria. 
Rooted in the art of the fin de siècle and the example of Gustav Klimt and Oskar Kokoschka, his 
work would then be shaped in the 1920s by the international spread of New Objectivity with 
its return to the figure as well as by the resurgent neo-classicism. Cubism and abstraction, 
the achievements of the early twentieth century, were no longer the main currents. Wotruba’s 
Seated Female, 1929, (2) dates from this period. The small bronze sculpture shows a woman 
seated on the ground with her legs drawn in; she gracefully hugs her body, supporting 
her head on one hand. Elegant curves define the figure, the limbs in part elongated and 
anatomically distorted. With an implied instability—the head tilts slightly to the left—the 
sculpture seems to grow organically out of the base plate. The bronze surface is uniformly 
grainy, with no distinction made between the texture of legs and head. Nevertheless, we 
can discern in this early classical nude how Wotruba is aiming for a psychological evocation 
rather than a universal image of female nudity. 

Just one year later, in 1930, the figure has taken on more solid form in Wotruba’s male Torso (3). 
Here, the body is upright and tense, the implied stride and strict frontality obviously quoting 
the famous ancient Greek kouroi statues of young men. Wotruba shows a body that has 
been constructed from geometric segments: Cylindrical thighs, a triangular chest, and 
square shoulders bearing a drum-shaped neck are indebted to the ideal of simplicity that 
the kouroi embodied even before the eighth century BCE. This ideal stands in stark contrast 
to the elaborately twisting bodies and dramatically rendered robes typical of Hellenistic 
art 500 years later, which were viewed as indicators of political decline and cultural decay 
up to the nineteenth century. Harking back to an apparently pristine purity as Wotruba does 
here is a recurring phenomenon in art history, especially in times of crisis—and the late 
1920s brought not only a world economic crisis but also the rise of National Socialism.

Another Seated Female on view here dates from 1952–53 (4). Wotruba had in the meantime 
returned from exile in Switzerland and was a professor at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna 
and an internationally renowned artist. In the postwar period he developed a style that 
synthesizes abstraction and figuration, enriching abstraction, so to speak, with the expressive 



qualities of corporeality. In this small sculpture of a seated woman, the female body is no 
longer rendered as a composition of elegantly flowing curves, and yet neither is it entirely 
dissected in a Cubist manner. We can discern in the geometric shapes an upright back, legs 
drawn in, and arms resting on the knees, with each block seemingly developing from or 
being pushed out by the adjacent one. This organic principle is also conveyed in the surface 
texture, which suggests an attempt to animate the tectonic form. 

On the initiative of Margarethe Ottillinger, at the time a member of the Executive Board of 
the multinational oil company OMV, Wotruba was commissioned in 1965 to design a convent 
and church in Steinbach near Vienna for the Carmelite order. The sculptor produced his first 
designs a short time later in collaboration with the architect Fritz Gerhard Mayr, including the 
wooden model in the mumok collection. The convent project never made it past the planning 
stage, but the model served as the template for the construction of the Church of the Holy 
Trinity on the Georgenberg hill in the Vienna Mauer neighborhood in 1974–76—often called 
the “Wotruba Church.” The wooden model (5) conveys Wotruba’s vision of dissolving the 
boundaries between architecture and sculpture. Just as the artist’s figurative works—such 
as the later Seated Female—have the look of architectural models, the church model is in 
turn a sculpture in its own right, one that could be executed on any scale and in a variety of 
materials. Cuboids are stacked up and interlocked here, with no discernible front or back, no 
closed ceiling or walls—little to indicate that this object is a building, let alone a model for a 
church. The church design exemplifies how body, architecture, space, and volume intertwine 
in Wotruba’s work: “I dream of sculpture in which landscape, architecture, and city become 
one,” the artist once said.

Through Wotruba’s long years of teaching at the Vienna Academy, he would exert a lasting 
influence on the development of sculpture in Austria. Joannis Avramidis and Roland Goeschl 
were among his students, and fundamental themes addressed by the master reverberate 
through their oeuvres. Avramidis—who was himself a professor of sculpture at the Academy 
of Fine Arts from 1968 to 1992—shared Wotruba’s interest in the human figure made up of 
abstracted forms and his leaning toward Greek antiquity. His Large Group of Three Figures 
from 1961 (6) shows three standing figures in the sculptor’s characteristic columnar style. 
The figures are constructed by layering horizontal and vertical sections, and yet they make 
an organic impression with their swelling outer contours following the curves of the body. 
Avramidis’s sculptures make do without any physiognomic differentiation, emotional 
gestures, or other individual characteristics. Here, the figures are set so closely together 
that, despite their plurality, they merge to form one compact unit. Avramidis himself referred 
to this type of figural group using the Greek term “polis,” which denotes a group of people 
or an alliance of citizens, thus emphasizing the aspect of a community of individuals with 
equal rights. Born in what is today Georgia, Avramidis first fled with his family to Athens and 
was later conscripted by the Nazis and deported as a forced laborer back to Vienna. He 
sought to create with his sculpture an “absolute figure” that would reveal the hidden laws 
of nature: “For me, the study of nature is a battle between a representational procedure and 
an abstracting process: the latter is to me ‘creativity’ par excellence ...” He believed that the 
attempt to objectify a motif according to timeless, universally valid laws should betray no 
personal style or the influence of current doctrines or fashions. “The only real references in 



my work are to classical antiquity and the early Italian Renaissance,” wrote Avramidis, thus 
relating his work to the ostensibly “pure” forms of artistic expression that artists throughout 
history have invoked in order to free themselves from the ballast of the immediate past and 
proclaim a new beginning.

Roland Goeschl’s work embodies a paradigmatic expansion of the classical concept of 
sculpture. As Wotruba’s assistant, he was primarily involved with traditional sculptural 
media such as stone or bronze, but in his own work he began to experiment early on with 
less conventional and industrial materials. This new direction was inspired by a studio 
fellowship at the Royal College of Art in London in 1962–1963, where Goeschl witnessed the 
ascendancy of Pop Art and Op Art and was thus confronted with an expanded understanding 
of art. After returning to Austria, he began to experiment with color and to think of sculpture 
more in terms of space. “Wotruba spoke of a color mania when he visited my studio,” Goeschl 
said. The works in the mumok collection show how Goeschl gradually “fought” his way free of 
Wotruba’s legacy—the primacy of the human figure and a faithfulness to materials—in order 
to develop his own geometric language of form and material. While his Figuration “Building 
Slowly, ” 1960, (7) is cast from conventional untreated bronze, Figural Space, 1963, (8) made 
of wood, and his plaster Figure from 1964 (9) are already painted in his signature primary 
colors of red and blue. Both works moreover give the impression of organic and geometric 
elements vying for dominance in space. 

With his Large Color Cube, Oblique, 1967–68, (10) made of painted sheet steel, Goeschl 
seems to have finally achieved his goal of “materializing” color: “Coloration increases human 
brain activity. The color depends on the dimensions of the form, and both depend on the 
dimensions of the surrounding space. Rather than mere coloration, color must become 
material,” says the artist. For the Color Cube, Goeschl makes use of the intensity and 
autonomy of the primary colors yellow, blue, and red to both reinforce and undermine the 
polygonal volume with its many corners, edges, and planes. Sometimes the color underscores 
the form by “breaking off” at the edge, while in other areas it changes mid-plane to create its 
own—painted—“edge.” Crucial in each case is the ability of the pictorial elements to break 
free of the surface and create their own space, their discontinuity turning Goeschl’s works 
into a genuine “experience.”
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