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Oliver Klimpel has devised a 2-part exhibition on 
the new display structure that he has realised for 
Kunsthau s Graz. In Alive Inside the Crystal, he 
highlights historical artistic connections which were 
relevant for his development of the Cat Tree for the 
Arts and its dialogue with the architecture of the 
Kunsthaus building. Works from art, design and visual 
culture show attempts to articulate future visions and 
point out the transformations that artistic utopias by 
the avant-garde movements of the last century have 
undergone.

This first part of the exhibition focused on representations of 
architecture, the second underlines social aspects in the aesthe-
tics of utopias.
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Part 1:
Avant-garde as Medium –
Architectural Visions 

What forms is the future made of? And 
when does a model or visualisation 
starts being part of a designed reality? 
The avant-gardes of the last century 
and their subversive concepts are still 
amongst us, their mutations force new 
responses and perceptions.

Ideas of gigantic Super Structures by the 
Florentine avant-architects Superstudi   o  
were a poetic form of critique on life 
in the cities in the 1970s. In surprising 
proportions that felt ambiguous to a 
post-war generation, they ironically 
connected composits of infrastructure 
and nature to the radical visions of Early 
Modernism.

The Photoshop montage by the Eng-
lish graphic designer Peter Saville 
can be seen as the counter image to 
the landscape vision by Superstudio. 
It was created in the process of the 
designs for the album New World by 
the English Post-Punk band New Order. 
Here, an uncanny metropolitan texture 
has merged with an image of idealised 
nature.

The British architect and cartoonist 
Louis Hellman is interested in the 
graphic and iconic power of built struc-
tures. His astute drawings are portraits 
of well-known personalities that have 
become architecture. The displayed work 
shows the infamous neoliberal British 
prime-minister Margaret Thatcher.

Architecture is not only produced in 
architects’ offices, it is also conceived in 
the visual spheres of art and design.

Alive Inside the Crystal is a two-part 
exhibition about the power and aber-
rations of utopias and the 20th century 
avant-gardes’ reverberating in our time. 
On the display sculpture Klimpel has 
created, he brings together works from 
fine art and visual culture that are 
both models and simulations of visions 
for and of artistic ideas of a future. In 
doing so, he is interconnecting various 
historical positions with the ‘futuristic’ 
architecture of Kunsthaus and the Cat 
Tree for the Arts’ display structure. The 
exhibitions are framed by ‘Slogans for 
the Glass House’ by the novelist Paul 
Scheerbart, which he wrote for Bruno 
Taut, architect of the pavilion at the 
Werkbund-Expo in Cologne in 1914.
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The US-American draftsman and archi-
tect Hugh Ferriss can be seen as one of 
the most influential visualisers of the 
20th century. Just as today’s 3D-render-
ings give an impression of yet unbuilt 
architecture, he created, besides his 
own conceptual drawings, drawings for 
other architects that gave atmosphere 
and plasticity to their ideas. 

But what is the formal language of the 
future: an entirely new vocabulary or 
a constant reoccurence of our already 
existing aesthetic history, merely 
shaped by trends and fashion?

In their series Les Cités Obscures the 
Belgium graphic novelists François 
Schuiten und Benoît Peeters created 
a future world in the early 1980s that 
took inspiration, in steampunk tradition, 
from Art déco and Victorian styles. 

A central role in the display is occu-
pied by the English graphic designer 
Peter Saville, who is appropriating 
various graphic stiles of the past and, 
subsequently, altering their contexts. 
His practice can be seen as a kind of 
medium through which avant-garde 
tropes are moving. With this conceptual 
methodology, closer to fine art, he has 
brought a higher level of historical 
reflection to pop culture and fashion. 
For instance, he used the cover design 
of the Italian futurist Fortunato Depero 
as reference for his Movement album 
cover for the band New Order. This 
exciting transfer of artistic stiles into 
seemingly unrelated applied graphics is 
characteristic for his approach.

The guide book of the Italian Facists’ 
1932 exhibition shows the extend of 
the political and aesthetic ambiguity of 
Modernity and its proximity to the social 

catastrophes, which should profoundly 
shock the numerous avant-garde move-
ments until today. For a Post-Punk 
popculture protagonist like Peter Saville 
this book proved to be a source of inspi-
ration for several years. 

Radical ideas not only provoke conven-
tions and disrupt, they also get softened 
by time or even corrupted. The famous 
Constructivist representations of Rus-
sian workers and farmers by the painter 
Kasimir Malevich one can find by now—
tamed—on St Petersburg’s souvenir 
market and museum shops as matryosh-
kas, Russian doll figurines. Today, they 
are part of Modernist folklore.

However, the spark of the possibility of 
radical change can reappear anytime. 
The Berlin artist group Honey-Suckle 
Company created new cross-over forms 
of art, performance, music, fashion and 
alternative forms of living, driven by 
the post-avantgarde optimism of the 
1990s, a dynamic era after the fall of 
the Iron Curtain in Europe. In their work 
ODESSA U !, they produced numerous 
queer responses to and reenactments 
of one the (canonical) icons of Western 
avant-garde discourse: the Dessau 
Bauhau   s.

of the numerous art collectives, com-
munes, youth movements and other 
alternative, shared forms of living in 
the last century. Not only the collective  
spiritual observation and experience of 
nature sets this reform movement apart, 
but also the highly unusual and inspired 
graphic designs, costumes and objects 
for the daily needs in the pre-hippiesque 
Kibbo Kift tribe. Parts of these we find 
again in a photoshoot by Tim Walker for 
the Italian Vogue from 2016.

Judged from the distance the painting 
at the top of the tower might seem 
familiar—the iconic work by Pablo 
Picasso, the Demoiselles d’Avignon 
(1907), a group portrait of young pros-
titutes. It represents the increasing 
interest of the emerging avant-gardes in 
archaic visual languages and the desire 
to artistically engage with other social 
classes. Yet, it is a work by the artist 
Patrick A Müller from 2013, who is uti-
lising the symbol-like historic capacities 
of the image, with a slightly modified 
painting style and reduced in size by a 
third of the original which is in the col-
lection of New York’s MoMA.

One can find such scaling processes and 
transfers between different visual media 
and image banks also in the relationship 
of Peter Saville’s sculpture to the record 
sleeve that he had designed for and 
with the English band Joy Division. At 
band leader Ian Curtis’ suggestion, he 
had used a scientific visual of a spatial 
representation of a sound wave for the 
graphics of Unknown Pleasures in 1979. 
In 2011, he translated this concept back 
into a three-dimensional form cast in 
resin.
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orchestra was moved onto the main 
stage. A vertical tower-like structure 
was providing the singers with a plat-
form, perhaps not unlike the Cat Tree 
for the Arts’ display. Rehearsals and 
performances were documented by the 
photographer Maria Steinfeldt.

In the picture Still No. 2 by Belgium 
painter Colin Waeghe we find a central 
moment of modernity. He refers to the 
1851 world exhibition in London with 
the trailblazing Crystal Palace design 
by Paxton. The head of a giant Greek 
statue is waiting in a shed for its final 
assembly for the expo. Europe’s arts are 
heading for a historical turning point. 
The psychology of an entire continent 
will be engulfed by unrest culminating in 
the catastrophe of the First World War. 
In Waeghe’s painting dissonances in the 
statue’s physiognomy are visible.

From the late 60s of the following 
century, a period shaped by changes 
in political thinking and architectural 
concepts, too, the radical group of 
conceptual architects from Florence, 
Superstudio, succeeded in designing 
extraordinary visions of a world, in 
which freedom clashed with structure. 
They created a portrait of an uncanny 
modernity and the quest for a life full of 
archaic qualities and primordial experi-
ences.

The work of the Swiss artist Christine 
Streuli appears like a mask from an 
other continent: the stylised form of a 
human face is reflection and self-
description of homo sapiens. 

The Kibbo Kift movement, founded in 
1920 by the English illustrator, writer 
and woodcraft-enthusiast John Hargrav   e, 
represents a fascinating fringe version 

Part 2:
Avant-garde as Medium –
An Other Life 

The future can be encouraging or scary. 
One of the questions avant-garde 
groups have asked is this: which society 
do we want to live in? Not only, what 
is our environment going to look like, 
also, what are we, ourselves, going 
to look like? What kind of forms (and 
colours) will our communities be made 
of? The more artists and other creative 
producers have pondered alternatives 
to our present world, the more often we 
encounter burst bubbles, transgressions 
or situations, in which such optimistic 
projects have turned into failures, com-
mercialised versions or perversions.

In two works by the Graz photographer 
Paul Ott we find precisely this dicho-
tomy. The photograph Death to the 
Architect shows a graffiti on the walls 
of a residential block in Graz: a sign of 
dissent, a clash with the promise of a 
better world through architecture. The 
flexible ‘Storefront’, which the architect 
Steven Holl had developed in 1993 
in collaboration with the artist Vito 
Acconci for a New York gallery, stands 
in contrast with it: a sculptural and 
experimental façade, which breaks up 
the strict division between inside gallery 
space and the public space of the street 
creating new relationships between 
light, shadow and encounters with the 
displayed art.

An unusual solution in a different spa-
tial context was created by West-Ger-
man architect and stage designer Hans 
Dieter Schaal for the opera Elektra 
in the famous 1986 production by 
East-German director Ruth Berghaus 
at Semperoper Dresden. Here, the 




