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Karl Neubacher is ranked among the first 
generation of media artists in Styria, 
but only relatively few people know 
about his work. In his work the trained 
graphic artist moves between the poles 
of artistic ways of expression and those 
suitable for the masses. He used to run 
an advertising studio, with commissions 
from local industry, politics and the 
church; for his artistic work he mainly 
used film and photography. His creative 
work is a mixture of artistic public rela-
tions work and ‘public artistic work’.



Media Art in Styria

In the 1970s the Styrian, in par-
ticular the Graz art scene, blos-
somed. Many artists questioned 
the existing art scene: they 
reflected their own forms of 
expression and their role of every-
day life in society. So-called 
media art widened the traditional 
artistic spectrum with the use of 
electronic media like video and 
film, opening the artistic space 
for social and political concerns, 
one of the pioneers in this area 
being Richard Kriesche. Video was 
seen as democratisation of art: 
the production of moving images 
wasn’t just left to the ‘profession-
als’, but found its way into peo-
ple’s private lives—thus art and 
life were moving closer together. 
The Biennale trigon 1973 gave 
the first European impetus with 
its exhibition Audiovisual Mes-
sages, the first group exhibition 
of international video artists. The 
then-curator of the Neue Galerie 
Graz Horst Gerhard Haberl 
brought big names to Graz like 
Nam June Paik, Trisha Brown and 
Bruce Nauman.

pool 

In 1969 Horst Gerhard Haberl, 
Richard Kriesche and Karl 
Neubache r founded pool, a group 
of art producers. This group 
existed until 1976 and published a 
publication called pfirsich (peach). 
The members consisted of visual 
artists, architects, designers, writ-
ers and composers. They fought 
for the claim of art for publicity 
and generally wanted to establish 
it as an integral part of society. 
pool was engaged in socio-politi-
cal projects, such as their coop-
eration in 1973 with inmates of 
the Karlau prison. At the same 
time a gallery was opened in Graz, 
the poolerie, which was independ-
ent of state funds and financially 
supported by HUMANIC, a Styrian 
shoe company. (Haberl was the 
manager of the ‘future depart-
ment’ there and of the galerie H, 
the gallery which was founded at 
the company headquarters in 
Graz). The poolerie was an impor-
tant part of the Graz art scene: it 
launched various initiatives like 
the 1st International Video Confer-
ence organised by Kriesche; they 
organised exhibitions showing 
works by Vito Acconci, Trisha 
Brown, Günter Brus, Valie Export, 



Otto Muehl, Bruce Nauman, Fried-
erike Pezold, Arnulf Rainer, Chris 
Burden, and many more. 

Poster steirischer herbst, 1971

The poster for the steirischer 
herbst festival in 1971 shows four 
images of Neubacher’s face which 
is facing us head-on. It is 
retouched, each image being 
reduced to one sensory organ: on 
the upper left we see the eyes 
wide open that can make contact 
with the outer world, to its right 
the nose, on the lower left the 
mouth, visible only as a black slit, 
to its right only the ears are left 
over. The contact with the outer 
world of the depicted human is 
restricted; he can only perceive 
segments of reality. How does 
one perceive the world which for 
oneself only consists of images, 
smells, tastes, noises? The poster 
evoked creative interventions by 
the local community who painted 
on it, scrawled on it or filled in 
the empty spaces. Art and society 
engaged in interactive communi-
cation.

   

Selbstdarstellung in 
Halbkleidung (Self-Depiction 
Half-Dressed), 1973

Self-staging right up to self-expo-
sure played an important role in 
Neubacher’s work. In his photo-
series Selbstdarstellung in 
Halbkleidung, which he showed in 
the galerie H in 1973, this trait 
became clearly manifest. 
Neubache r showed himself ‘half 
dressed’; the clothes only cover 
one side of his body at a time, the 
other side is naked. Karl 
Neubache r revealed a lot, for 
instance the prosthetic support 
on his left leg. The nearly still 
body is exposed to our glare from 
all angles: we can see Neubacher 
from the right, the left, from the 
front and the back in six different 
‘outfits’ in total, from a suit to his 
vest. We are confronted with a 
bizarre figure, which seems to be 
divided between withdrawal and 
opening up, between privacy and 
publicity, between its own beliefs 
and pressure from outside.



show us images of what we per-
ceive with all our senses (land-
scapes, objects and humans), 
which for him again is only an 
image and reflection of the true, 
the eternal and unchangeable 
Being. But Abbild—Spiegelbild 
shows us that a reflection can 
also help us to widen our insight. 
It lets us see something that we 
could not see without it: our-
selves and what is behind us. 

Zimmerlinde (Indoor Lime), 1975

Zimmerlinde is a symbol for the 
radical interference of humans 
into natural conditions: the natu-
rally formed leaves are meticu-
lously cut into squares. No leaf is 
spared, thus a disconcerting 
image of a ‘processed’ plant 
ensues. Its outer appearance has 
changed drastically in a short 
period of time. The radical inter-
vention produces a quick change 
and thus opposes the possibilities 
of gentle development. Are we 
witnesses to some violation, a 
ritualistic act? Zimmerlinde puts 
nature versus culture, normality 
versus abnormality. Which leaves 
the question: Are we capable of 
drawing the lines so clearly? 

Abbild—Spiegelbild 
(Reproduction—Reflection), 1976

In Abbild—Spiegelbild we can see 
at first a photo of Neubacher’s 
face (as we find out later a photo 
which is mounted onto a mirror). 
He is cutting it in criss-cross 
fashion with a Stanley knife. Why 
does that shock us? It seems 
self-destructive to so ill-treat 
one’s own image, which somehow 
serves as a substitute for oneself. 
But Neubacher removes the cut-
up photo bit by bit from its 
reflecting background thus point-
ing out the futility of this substi-
tute role: Neubacher’s reflection, 
the image of his unscathed face is 
revealed. Is this nearer to reality 
than the photo? Finally 
Neubache r removes the last 
traces of the photo and his face in 
the mirror receives its ‘environ-
ment’. The camera (with camera-
man Hans Georg Tropper), 
Neubache r’s wife Anna and the 
surroundings of the Graz main 
park, in which the film was filmed, 
are visible. Abbild—Spiegelbild 
reminds us of art theories like 
those of Plato, in which art is 
regarded as an image of sensual 
reality. Plato scornfully compared 
works of art with reflections: they 



Living Space, 1975

The burning candle is a symbol 
for the transience of life: by its 
activity, the burning of the flame, 
the wick gets shorter and shorter 
and thus moves towards the 
extinction of the fire. Analogous 
to this every life is at the same 
time ageing, every life inevitably 
leads to death. Karl Neubacher 
‘accompanies’ the burning candle 
and by cutting its edges helps the 
flame to be visible for a longer 
time and give off light.

Zertrümmerung einer 
Betonplatte (Demolition of a 
Concrete Slab), 1973

It takes about half an hour for the 
demolition of the concrete slab. 
An initially undamaged slab, 6 cm 
thick and 50 × 50 cm in measure, 
is turning into an uncountable 
multiplicity by fierce slamming 
with a sledge hammer. What is 
this act for? Is it worth the physi-
cal effort, the exhaustion? The 
smashing bears witness to the 
eternal dividing and analysing 
that instead of clarification only 
brings diversion and finally level-
ling down. The material of the 

slab is right before of us, but the 
slab itself seems to have disap-
peared. What is left over of it is 
hardly discernible from the back-
ground any more. The sledge 
hammer as a rough tool stands in 
stark contrast to the tiny bits of 
concrete—the smashing is turn-
ing into an act of absurdity. It is a 
relentless struggle, an attempt to 
complete something that is pos-
sibly infinite.  

Step, 1975

We are witness to an unusual 
ascent: as in many of Neubacher’s 
films one can only see the hands 
and arms of the actor, he himself 
remains anonymous. It is a slow, 
careful ‘climb’ up a red step-lad-
der that we are watching. But 
there is no step to be visible; it 
remains in our imagination. We 
almost fear a sudden letting-go, a 
fall, which would be a fall into the 
unknown: We don’t know where 
the ladder is and why this ascent 
is taking place. Is there some-
thing to be achieved?



Karl Neubacher

1926: born in Hattenberg (Upper 
Austria) on May 16 
1942–1947: degree course at the 
Graz Kunstgewerbeschule (adver-
tising art and photo technology in 
the class of Alfred Wickenburg)
1953: founding of his advertising 
studio in Graz, numerous commis-
sions for local industries and 
regional politics
from 1960 onwards: participation 
at international poster exhibitions 
(for example in Warsaw and Dub-
lin), numerous awards (including 
1963: best poster of the year, 
Vienna; 1971: 1st prize of the 
International Poster Competetion, 
steirischer herbst, Graz) 
1969: founding of the art 
producer group pool by Horst 
Gerhard Haberl, Richard Kriesche 
and Karl Neubacher
1973: opening of the gallery 
poolerie, first solo exhibition in 
the galerie H in Graz 
1976: pool disbands
1978: Karl Neubacher died on 
May 19 in Graz


