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The Presence of History

Dorit Margreiter, Michael Part, Mathias Poledna, and R.H. Quaytman interrogate the 
representation of history and our relationship to the events of the early twentieth 
century through the media of film, photography, and painting. In the process, the 
artists also reflect on the history of these media that have so substantially shaped our 
understanding of the past. 

Mathias Poledna’s 35mm film Indifference, 2018, (1) shows a series of short 
hallucinatory sequences set on the eve of the First World War, just before the fall 
of the Habsburg Empire. The protagonist, an aristocratic officer, is played by Alain-
Fabien Delon. Rather than representing a historical person, the elegant figure is 
an amalgam of various characters from contemporary literature and from period 
films from the Cold War era. Significantly, the actor’s father was a prominent film 
star during that period, so the big name alone creates a moment of familiarity and 
recognition. The banal daily life portrayed here, marked by an air of remoteness 
and the unfolding of incoherent events, takes place in an era when individuals were 
experiencing traumatic changes in the world around them, due both to growing 
political tensions in Europe and to the rampant modernization and technical 
advances of the early twentieth century. 

In Indifference, Poledna melds historical detail with a sense of ambiguity. The 
film was shot in Paris, in locations such as the historic garden of the Palais du 
Luxembourg that evoke historical backdrops of the Habsburg Empire. Poledna’s 
highly stylized imagery quotes diverse staging strategies from painting and literature, 
as well as from historical films and auteur cinema over the last hundred years. For 
the musical soundtrack, the artist worked with the same post-synchronization 
editing methods as were used in postwar cinema, integrating excerpts from Josef 
and Johann Strauss and from the symphonies of Gustav Mahler. Music and elaborate 
dramatization, moments of kitsch and melodrama, ultimately merge in Poledna’s 
historical scenes with a feeling of indifference. 

While Mathias Poledna addresses staging and the material conditions of cinematic 
work as the foundations for constructing history, Dorit Margreiter makes the chosen 
medium of representation her subject. In her large-scale photograph Experimental 
Noise No.8 (2019), (2) amorphous bright spots appear on an otherwise jet-black 
surface. This is not a starry sky or any other photographed motif but rather the 
visualization of a photographic filter. Such filters are employed to artificially age 
digital images by simulating the technical flaws and physical traces on analogue 
photographs. History is thus inscribed in the medium while also being constructed  
by it. 

Michael Part’s works are likewise not photographs in the traditional sense. Part takes 
as his point of departure the chemical and physical conditions for photographic 
processes. His compositions Untitled, 2017, (3) consist of changing light-sensitive 



substances. These are pictures that do not picture anything but instead display 
unfinished photographic processes carried out without apparatus. In the gelatin 
silver process, a technique from the early days of photography, selenium is used 
to control contrast and hue. Part deploys it here to achieve effects that map the 
chemical process itself, thus raising questions as to what fundamentally constitutes 
a photographic image, how it is subject to change, and to what extent it can be 
preserved as a historical document.

R.H. Quaytman’s artworks are all part of an overarching system. Besides following 
precise rules regarding format and support material, her entire oeuvre is structured 
like a book, and each group of images represents a chapter of that book—the 
outcome of which is still open. Each “chapter” responds to its respective exhibition 
site by incorporating elements derived from research into the local historical, 
architectural, and personal context. Voyelle, Chapter 26 (4) was produced in 2013 
for an exhibition at mumok and refers to the historical figure of Empress Elisabeth of 
Austria. The main subject is a photograph of her death mask, made after her murder 
in 1898. The mask serves Quaytman as a theme from which new variations emerge 
from picture to picture. The death mask is overlaid with a veil of diamond dust, 
making the image of the publicity-shy empress simultaneously invisible and visible. 
Quaytman also addresses this “disappearance” by citing in one title The Song of the 
Yellow Domino, a poem Elisabeth wrote under a pseudonym. 

Quaytman’s thematic reference from the Viennese context undergoes a genealogical 
shift in the course of Chapter 26 by addressing a portrait painted by François Clouet 
in the sixteenth century of another Elisabeth: the Archduchess of Austria and Queen 
of France. Quaytman shows only the elaborately painted lace collar in Clouet’s 
portrait, which seems to ignore the laws of perspective. In 1962, the ethnologist 
Claude Lévi-Strauss addressed the strange deformation of this collar in his treatise 
The Savage Mind (La pensée sauvage). He argues that this detail is “legible” in 
Clouet’s portrait as a complete form because it is situated in the context of the 
entire “event” and social structure of the image. Drawing on Lévi-Strauss, Quaytman 
recontextualizes the collar in Chapter 26, thereby further refining her analysis of the 
importance of symbolic, economic, and temporal contexts.
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