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The exhibition shows works by Günter Brus from Styrian private collections: from early youthful 
works through the period of Vienna Actionism up to relatively recent works. Even when Brus was 
still mostly unnoticed by the art market, there were always people who appreciated and 
collected his work. In this exhibition it is not the art-historical but the private perspective on his 
work that is of primary concern. Besides offering a survey of the life and work of Günter Brus, 
collectors are therefore given their chance to speak, too. 
 
‘For me Günter Brus is one of the best artists. He is one of those people with whom we can enter 
another world, I believe.’ 
 
Günter Brus was born in Ardning in Styria in 1938 and has lived in Graz for many years. He 
graduated top of class in graphics at the Kunstgewerbeschule [Applied Arts School] in Graz, and 
in 1957 he was accepted at the Academy of Applied Arts in Vienna without needing to sit the 
entrance exam. In the exhibition there is an early landscape picture painted by the young Brus in 
the 1950s. The works before and arising from his time at the Academy are hardly known, yet of 
great interest for assessing his artistic development: I am the greatest living artist at present, 
Brus wrote on a work on paper in 1958. In 1960 he left the Academy without graduating. In the 
early 1960s he rejected with Informel art artistic composition in a radical way: he turned mental 
impulses into gestures and these into lines, spots and paint splatterings on the canvas. The 
paper had no longer a centre, nor a top or a bottom. Painting and drawing turned into an event, 
with the process more important than the end product of the picture. Günter Brus wanted to 
push beyond the boundaries of the canvas out into the room; he wanted to thrust out into 
reality. 
 
‘I never say whether a work is good or bad, rather I say whether I like it or not. I do not presume 
to make a judgement.’ 
 
In 1964 Günter Brus, Hermann Nitsch, Otto Muehl and Rudolf Schwarzkogler found themselves 
together in a group, for whom the term Vienna Actionism (Peter Weibel) later became defining. 
The Actionists broke taboos; they attacked the bourgeois conception of art and, as part of the 
international upheavals generated by the 1968 generation, demanded the destruction of all the 
ideologies and values of oppressive post-war society. The pretended ‘seems’ was to be replaced 
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by the reality-based ‘is’; art was no longer to be an illusion of reality but a real event itself. Brus 
completely broke from the canvas, declaring his own body to be the material of his art, which 
accordingly was painted, threatened, deformed, injured. His action Transfusion (1965), which 
he carried out with his wife Anna, without any audience, is rich in colours, untypically: yellow, 
red and blue pigments decorate the woman’s body, which is attached to the white-painted body 
of the artist using pipes. Birth is a central theme of this action; Brus applied the formula of 
‘Nabelschnur = Kabelschnur’ [umbilical cord = cable cord] to it. The action Kunst und Revolution 
[Art and Revolution] carried out at the Vienna University on June 7, 1968, in which besides Brus, 
Otto Muehl, Peter Weibel and Oswald Wiener took part, caused a sensation in the tabloid press 
and was dubbed ‘Uni-Ferkelei’ [university obscenity]. Nakedness, answering the call of nature, 
throwing up, masturbation, whipping, selfmutilation, smearing one’s own excrement on one’s 
own naked body while singing the Austrian national anthem on top of the unfurled Austrian 
national flag, all this frightened off the public to such an extent that Günter Brus was sentenced 
in 1970 to six months’ aggravated arrest for ‘degrading the Austrian symbols of state’. Brus then 
fled to Berlin with his wife and daughter, and could only re-enter Austria in 1976. 
 
‘As a person I am very much a realist, something you have to be in my profession, too. The 
Actionists struck a chord with me, they made waves!’ 
 
Brus’ final action, Zerreißprobe [Endurance Test] took place in 1970, in which he made a theme 
of the vulnerability and suppression of the individual in society. Brus attempted to articulate 
pain, madness and desperation in purely physical terms; he wanted ‘to overcome the history of 
injury once and for all’. Alongside these actions, drawings and sketches were created which 
served him in part as detailed scores or rough concepts, and in part as reflections of actions. In 
the period following his actions, Brus turned increasingly to drawing. In 1970 he began the text-
picture-volume Irrwisch [Flibbertigibbet, literally: crazy scrap of paper], in which he intensively 
grappled with the pictorial world of recent actions and reworked his years in Vienna. The 
depictions revolve around gloomy fantasies of violence, making themes of injury, perversion, 
hypocrisy and political authority. The drawings Leberkäsfick, mit Föhneinlauf [Meatloaf Fuck, 
with Hairdryer Enema, 1971] and Katastropheneinsatz [Disaster Relief, 1973] give an impression 
of the works from these years. In 1970 the publisher Hundertmark approached Günter Brus with 
the suggestion of selling copies of smaller originals as editions in cardboard boxes. Several such 
boxes were produced (e.g. Art des Giftes, Dauer der Vergiftung, Sitz der Schmerzen [Type of 
Poison, Length of Poisioning, Seat of Pains, 1973] with photos of actions, drawings, manuscripts 
and early forms of socalled picture-poems. 
 
‘Günter Brus was the first artist where I had the feeling of being led to another world. At his 
exhibition in Greith-Haus a universe opened up for me in artistic terms.’ 
 
The genre of the picture-poem was key for Brus, especially from 1974/75 onwards. These are 
manuscripts with drawings, whereby the picture is not meant to be understood as an illustration 
of the text and the text must not necessarily reflect the picture’s content. Writing and drawing 
intermesh, they have equal value and engage in a fruitful, tension-charged relationship. From 
the late 1970s on, Brus created a great number of picture-poem cycles, such as Cioranische 
Vesper [Cioranian Vespers, 1981], Zyankal-Zyklamen [Zyankal Cyclamen, 1982-83], Opus Null ½ 
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[Opus Zero ½, 1982-83], Fluchtwege ... streckenweise [Escape Routes … Here and There, 1994] 
or Hysterium (1990s). At the same time Brus produced from the 1970s onwards many thousands 
of single sheets, such as Lichtkonzert [Light Concert, 1979], Hexenring Harmonie [Coven of 
Witches’ Harmony, 1980], Erhebung oder Versenkung [Elevation or Sinking, 1983], Die Geburt 
der Perle [The Birth of the Pearl, 1984], Er erlag einer ewigen leichten Krankheit [He Succumbed 
to an Eternal Slight Illness, 1989] or Warum schläft die Farbe beim Denken ein? [Why Does 
Colour Fall Asleep When Thinking?, 1994]. 
 
‘I am a visual type. It has to reach me on a personal level.’ 
 
Brus often established a dialogue with artists and poets of centuries gone by, quoting their 
works or integrating them into his own work in modified form. An important influence for the 
fusion of word and image for him was William Blake, whose ideas Brus continued in part (e.g. in 
Des Knaben Wunderhorn [The Boy’s Wonderhorn, 1979]. Other artists with whom Brus was 
deeply engaged, besides Austrian painters of the turn of the century such as Egon Schiele and 
Richard Gerstl, include the Swiss-English painter Johann Heinrich Füssli and the Swedish painter 
Carl Fredrik Hill, to whom he dedicated his outstanding works Füssli and C.F. Hill (both 1979). 
 
‘25 years ago I was with Dr. Czerny and other solicitors in Munich in the Lembachhaus, where a 
retrospective of Brus was running and the Cardinals of Fornication was hung up there and this 
work fascinated me so much that I immediately bought two Brus books and studied them. 
Basically this was the initial flame that began my preoccupation with modern art.’ 
 
Besides existential problems, Brus’ work also treats art-theoretical, art-historical, social and 
political issues, such as Doktor Karl Lueger: Rassenmörder [Doktor Karl Lueger: Race Murderer, 
1997]. In the course of his artistic career, in which he also was active as a ‘lay musician’, set 
designer and writer, collaborative works were created time and again with other artists, of which 
an untitled work with Arnulf Rainer (1983) is one of numerous eloquent witnesses. Günter Brus 
is an artist of excess, yet also of reflection and fantastic virtuosity, who has succeeded in 
continually developing an extremely diverse body of work. 


