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The body as medium for pictorial activity in Vienna. 

« An expansion of the painting-act to the total act becomes 
possible, one that can be experienced by all the senses » 
(Rudolf Schwarzkogler, 1965)

Early 1960’s in Vienna : The canvases of several gestural 
painters widen until they go so far as to invade space, 
integrating to the composition the painters themselves. 
These artists will make a laboratory out of this 
immersion into pictorial matter, in order to search for the 
representation of the body using photography. In less than 
ten years, a body of images that relentlessly questions 
the boundary between object and subject is produced, 
thus causing censorship and police repression in Austria. 
If Viennese Actionism still carries an inflammatory 
reputation, it shouldn’t eclipse this incredible time of 
emulation and formal invention it also was.

Combining painting and reality

Often filed along with action arts (happenings, 
performances…) the activities led by Hermann Nitsch 
and Otto Mühl in Vienna, from June 1962, nevertheless 
align with their previous painting and sculpture work. It 
is therefore not against these mediums that they let their 
bodies, as well as others’, enter the space of the work, 
but in order to widen its potential. They are not the only 
ones to pursue these researches : a whole Viennese 
scene devotes itself to gestural painting at that time and 
encourages them in that direction. Painters such as Adolf 
Frohner or Alfons Schilling are part of this movement. It is 
obvious these artists know and appreciate the work Arnulf 
Rainer has been producing since the early 1950’s. The 
latter declared he painted « to put an end to painting » 
and paints over photographs in a very expressive and vehement manner. At that time, they all set out to create a 
transitional zone between art and life, where anything that happened in the representation also took place in reality. 
Günter Brus and eventually Rudolf Schwarzkogler enrolled as well in this adventure. 

« The old easel-painting notion has been dissolved in the sphere of reality » (Hermann Nitsch, 1969)
First consequence of these experimentations : the human being becomes a surface to cover with the wide and 
violent gestures that were until then meant for canvases. The body gets mixed with other substances and becomes a 
material amongst others with no restraint whatsoever. These unexpected juxtapositions between beings and matter 
are the shocking novelty offered by the Actionists — which will take on multiple forms throughout the various actions. 
Schwarzkogler, whose pictorial practice was until then rather turned towards the monochrome, first acts as a model 
for Nitsch before moving on to action himself, between 1965 and 1966. 
They are all deeply aware of the sort of visual weapon they are creating. They are all consciously and resolutely 
defying a taboo : that the body is not a thing and shouldn’t be treated as such. And that is how Actionism becomes 
political, in an Austria where Religion and State aren’t that separate. 

Images of a widened painting
The hostile climate towards actions will determine an important fact : most of them will take place in private locations. 
In the intimacy of the studio, the only audience is made of friends and photographers. The images produced however 
aren’t seen as documents, but rather constitute the heart of the Actionist practice, in the sense that they are from 
the start, the medium of experimentation, as well as its final form. Except for a few photographs documenting public 
actions in 1968, and towards the end of the 70’s (most of which taking place outside Austria), most of the corpus can 
be described as « tableaux vivants »1. That implies that these arrangements of real bodies have been premeditated : 
actions with preliminary drawings and possibly cropped to match the « mental image » of their authors. Photography 
flattens the whole and completes the equivalence between body and material.

1. It should be noted that since Brus, Mühl, Kitsch and Schwarzkogler worked almost in clandestinity, they seldom printed the negatives they accumulated. 
This is why vintage Actionism prints are rare, and rather dated in 70’s, at a time when these artists’ works are shown abroad, for lack of been shown in 
Austria, notably during Harold Szeemann’s Documenta 5 in 1972. 

Rudolf SCHWARZKOGLER, 3e action, 1965
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« Theoreticians put too much emphasis on the spontaneity 
of our actions. […] Nitsch worked following strict instruction 
scripts, and so did Mühl and I, in a slightly lighter form » 
(Brus, 1993)

This laboratory work gave birth to Brus’ Auto-painting, 
where he appears naked and isolated, covered in white, 
often split with black lines, sometimes surrounded by sharp 
objects. With Otto Mühl, actions are said to be « material » 
and built around the casting of food, pigments, and also 
object, on the bodies of men and women, until they turn 
into « marshes » (literal translation from the German 
« Versumpfung ») or bulks, with a keen interest for the 
grotesque. As for Nitsch, he pours animal blood and guts 
on his models, with a stronger sense of ritual : the figure of 
the crucified man is often summoned in his compositions. 
This is how the Orgiastic Mystery Theatre was born. Rudolf 
Scwarzkogler also choses to experiment on a young man 
(Heinz Cibulka) by pouring various materials preferably 
on the sex area. He also has him pose in various situations 
which alternate between care and bad treatments, the 
wound being often suggested by soiled bandages. 

The body in Vienna
Bodies in distress, in danger, degraded, cropped by the frame, reduced to a limb or an organ : many « tableaux vivants » 
in Actionism do not give a comforting image of the human being. To say that the human figure is mistreated would 
be a euphemism. Of course, Austrian painting has a few precedents with this sort of iconography. From Kokoschka to 
Klimt, to Schiele, the Viennese avant-gardes were famous for their taste in deformation, in a certain brutality when it 
comes to the body. The same brutality Arnulf Rainer stages in his grinning or contorted self portraits, that he attacks 
with sharp strokes on the photographic print itself. The charge is brutal, but the destruction, the laceration remaining 
symbolic only, Rainer’s work, despite its violence, doesn’t experience the same censorship endured by the Actionists. 
There is no doubt about the fictional aspect of his work despite the artist’s constant attack on his face as well as on 
the human face in general, which is extremely painful and without a doubt a lively source of inspiration for his Actionist 
contemporaries. Nevertheless there is a literal dimension in the images of these artists that provokes a stronger 
projection with the spectator. Rare occurrences in the history of representation : these photographs were interpreted 
as real cases of violence, and more than art, they were associated with political and social cases in Austria. 

« I believe the Austrian man has seen many other things that should have offended his sense of modesty much more » 
(Otto Mühl, 1977)

To illustrate the atmosphere of confusion that surrounds the Actionists during the 60’s in Vienna here is an eloquent 
anecdote : Mühl and Nitsch are summoned by the police and interrogated when an Opera dancer is murdered. 
Immediately added to the suspect list, they aren’t perceived as the artist-agitators they are then, but as murderers 
in the making. The similarity between their paintings and their photography works filled with acts of violence shakes 
their contemporaries, even by ear-say. One should note that if their work alludes to brutalities or anxieties that are 
their own, and belong to their own biographies, what will physically become of the body for Mühl (which he’s seen on 
the Ardennes Front), the fear of castration and torture for Brus, Nitsch and Schwarzkogler, these bodily configurations 
still resonate with Austria’s recent history. All the proofs, the traces of a Nazi past have carefully been concealed. « We 
are populating a trauma » Thomas Bernard declared in 1968 to describe his situation and that of his fellow citizens. It 
is that same trauma the Activists work on, by creating representations where human condition is reduced to its most 
terrifying fragility. 
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Günter BRUS, Aktion mit einem baby, 1967


