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The title of the exhibition at the Austrian Cultural Forum New York, “Freedom will have been 
an episode …”, does not intend to paint the end of freedom on the wall or proclaim a looming 
era of political unfreedom, but rather to contemplate a social upheaval that has taken place 
in recent years in a manner both steady and creeping. Proceeding from the international 
pioneering role of Günter Brus, four young artist positions have developed new works for the 
ACFNY that engage with the current situation of freedom in art and society.

In the 1960s, when Günter Brus had challenged Austrian society and its ideas of art and 
morality with his actions, freedom was considered a precious commodity that had to be fought 
for and defended against any form of restriction. The experiences and consequences of the 
Nazi dictatorship were still deeply felt by most people. It was artists like Brus who not only 
constantly expanded the boundaries of art with their works, but also opened up new realms of 
possibility for (artistic) freedom in constant confrontation with the state's power. The freedoms 
that in part were won at great personal cost have now been increasingly hollowed out and 
undermined by the economy of hedonism and the efficiency of neo-liberalism.

Freedom is actually a counter-figure to force. The generations following Brus have hardly had 
to fight for freedom and no longer had to rebel against repressive power relations, but have 
rather had the opportunity to grow up free of external dictates. In today's saturated societies, 
freedom is thus no longer, as in the past, openly attacked or restricted by a power, so that one 
was able defend oneself; on the contrary it is traitorously instrumentalized by the system in 
such a way that we no longer perceive force as violence, but as freedom. Personal information, 
political convictions, views on life and intimate details are no longer obtained through 
pressure, intimidation and threats, but rather are openly and voluntarily disclosed in social 
media out of a sense of freedom.
The citizen’s body is no longer disciplined and standardized by force and violence, but is 
galvanized into self-optimization through the media staging of ideals of beauty and self-
realization. In a society of relative freedom, we have subjected ourselves to inner constraints in 
the form of pressure to perform and do better. This permanent self-optimization is a 
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“technology of the self” (Michel Foucault), which has appropriated neo-liberalism for itself, and 
which is de facto nothing other “than an efficient form of domination and exploitation.”1    
Self-optimization and subjugation concur to make one. The quotation in the title from the 
Korean philosopher Byung-Chul Han refers to the inevitable consequences that these 
developments have brought about and that are inscribed in nuce in the neo-liberal structures: 
“Freedom will have been an episode.”2

We live in a competition-based society, in which each and every one of us runs around his and 
her own reflection, like a hamster on a wheel, until he or she collapses from exhaustion. The 
influence on the body gives way to an influence on the mind, and digital psycho-policies 
“advance from passive surveillance to active control.”3 The consequences of this development 
can be seen in the increase in neuronal diseases such as depression, attention deficit
syndrome, borderline syndrome or burnout. The apathy, speechlessness and inability to act 
that result from this have transformed western societies into ones of tiredness, which has 
increasingly lost any political revolt or social engagement. 

The borderless communication and freedom promised us by the internet are in reality highly 
efficient means of surveillance and control. They follow the perfidious strategy whereby 
illumination of the self is far more effective than illumination of a stranger, and exploitation far 
more efficient than that of another person, for both are accompanied by a feeling of freedom. 
Resistance scarcely seems possible any more, for there is no opponent any more. Without us 
really becoming aware of it, we have drifted successively into a system of unfreedom that we 
cannot escape from, for we cannot see the invisible digital nets that draw ever tighter around 
us. In this, the much-invoked transparency is nothing more than camouflaged systemic 
coercion that penetrates all areas of society, the economy and politics.4 The term 
“transparency” is derived etymologically from the Latin words “trans” for across/through and 
“parere” with the meaning of “to look, seem, appear”. Whoever “pariert”, appears by command 
or obeys without contradiction. Violence is already inscribed into the term of transparency and 
in the same way, the economics of transparency demand that any deviation be suppressed.5

Things are transparent when they become the same and when they drop any form of negativity 
and resistance, when they let themselves be calculated, directed and controlled. 

                                                
1 Michel Foucault, “Technologien des Selbst”, in: Luther H. Martin (ed.), Technologien des Selbst. Frankfurt/Main 
1993, pp. 24–62. And: Byung-Chul Han, Psychopolitik. Neoliberalismus und die neuen Machttechniken,
Frankfurt/Main 2014, p. 42.
2 With this sentence Byung-Chul Han begins his essay on the psycho-politics of neo-liberalism. Byung-Chul Han, 
Psychopolitik. Neoliberalismus und die neuen Machttechniken, Frankfurt/Main 2014, p. 9.
3 Han 2014, p. 22.
4 Cf. Byung-Chul Han, Transparenzgesellschaft, Berlin 2012, p. 6.
5 Cf. Han, 2014, p. 20.
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Accordingly, the exhibition at the ACFNY is a non-transparent exhibition. The focus of the show 
is on breaking out from conventions, on deviating from the system, on being a foreign body in 
society, on analyzing the new power structures and on the appropriation of their mechanisms.

In his drawings since the 1960s, Günter Brus has focused primarily on the human body –
posed, naked and emaciated, with bony limbs and exaggerated gestures. His figures are drawn, 
marked, not only by pencil on paper, but also by the constraints of society, by the demands 
themselves and by the mercilessness of the time, which leaves its traces and scars behind on 
the bodies. The state is perceived as the epitome of violence and coercion, which affects the 
body through a network made up of discipline, surveillance and punishment. One decade later 
the French philosopher Michel Foucault coins the term “bio-power” for it: the complete control 
of the state over the body and its sexuality. The recognition of the way people are categorized 
and standardized has led to an analysis of the self, to “body analysis”, as Brus calls his later 
actions, which simultaneously become a critical analysis of society. 
In his action drawings, Brus sketches man’s state of “being thrown” and illustrates that violent 
entanglement of naked life and sovereign power that the philosopher Giorgio Agamben 
decades later lends a theoretical basis to with the figure of the “Homo sacer”. Throughout 
1966, however, a small number of remarkable, almost visionary drawings are created, in which 
the artist lays his mutilated and slashed body in empty rooms and glass display cases. There is 
no protection or retreat any more, everything is laid open and exhibited. Every aspect of life is 
evident, everything is recorded and transmitted using microphones, the body itself is wired-up 
and attached to an ominous network, tubes penetrate him, seeming to sustain him at the same 
time. The individual is subjected to absolute surveillance and control. These are paradigmatic 
representations of the transparent society with the ultimate consequences. With these works, 
Brus anticipates social developments by almost fifty years. 

Josef Wurm intertwines in his paintings the anatomy of the human body with the topography 
of maps. Measuring the world encounters illuminating humans. His works are social critiques, 
which penetrate into the very innermost, the entrails of human co-existence, into the anatomy 
of social orders, reaching the rudimentary elements that constitute the body and writing, and 
thereby codify reality. Wurm breaks open the construct of reality, dismantles its structure, 
dissects the state of society and lays it out like a body that has been slit open. But he does not 
leave it at an unsparing and drastic vivisection, rather develops new configurations by means 
of variation, combination and permutation. These alternative compositions may not be 
misconstrued as guidelines for unconventional life plans or a new social order. Expressed in 
them, however, are constant reflection, the persistent look below the surface and the 
authentic desire to want to change something, which can count as a stimulus or mandate for 
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the viewer. Wurm’s works seem to prefigure something that floats ominously in the air, yet 
eludes being captured in words. 

Characteristic of Evamaria Schaller's performative works is the reaction to the location 
concerned and the inscription of her own body into its structure.  Schaller literally deploys her 
own body where it is neither expected nor wanted and thus represents an affront to the system 
of order and control. 
The body is not only a medium and means to experience the world, but ultimately the location, 
too, where the fight is waged for belonging, identity, justice and truth. The Italian philosopher 
Rosi Braidotto has assessed how the body over the centuries has been subject to a systematic 
pathologization, how it was codified what was to be considered a correct body, and what was a 
false one. The body as a social construct seems to be exposed to even greater constraints, for 
besides the classic cultural body standards, new technologies open up quite different kinds of 
bodies, which adhere to the cult of youth and self-optimization through neurotoxins, plastic 
surgery and bio-technologies. In her latest works, Schaller has engaged with genetics in 
conjunction with digital data processing and bio-technologies and has raised the question of 
the physical limits of freedom. It is a question of time until genetic manipulation is employed 
not only to cure diseases, but to improve us physically, too. At the moment, scientists are 
working on a series of so-called trans-biological experiments, in which human stem cells are 
being inserted into animal embryos. The hybrids that emerge from this, these mixed creatures 
were called chimeras. The mythical being of Greek mythology has become trans-biological 
reality!

The artist duo zweintopf has been occupied for years and in the most varied ways with the 
subtle normalizations of everyday life, working with scripts, lines and utensils in public space 
that are barely noticed, intervening unbidden and unannounced or developing precise 
installations whose contents concern control, influences and methods used to steer others. For 
their work titled Fencing IV, they have combined so-called cattle trainers – electrified metal 
bars meant to animate the animals to excrete their manure at a defined place – with one 
another to make a space-filling installation, which, like a materialized spatial drawing, 
stretches a minimalist grid in the exhibition space. The construction, through which electricity 
flows, forces viewers to follow a certain pattern of movement, punishing them with a light 
electric shock if they deviate. The work takes up Michel Foucault’s concept of a “disciplinary 
society” and traces the path of the individual in a system of confinement and punishment that 
produces a rational economy of the body.

Founded in 2013, the studio ASYNCHROME is constantly engaged, through the medium of 
drawing, with the individual in an era of social upheaval. Proceeding from observations and 
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reflections on the developments in their living environment, they have developed an apparatus, 
a dispositiv of the present socio-political situation. This is based on human rights and the 
constitution, on institutions and forms of architecture, political decisions, sociological 
statistics, scientific studies, philosophical theories, moral doctrines and the fundamental 
skepticism particular to humanists. Michel Foucault defined the term “dispositive” as “the 
network that can be tied between these elements”,6 and it is always a network that they tie in 
their space-filling drawings from the multitude of elements, in order to set something against 
the supposedly impenetrable complexity of the neo-liberal system. It is exactly their concern 
to produce links between developments, to render visible interconnections in power, to reveal 
what joins up the changes, to spread out the levels of influence and to visualize complex 
statistics and theories in such a way that viewers find easy access and suddenly perceive 
themselves – standing in front of the drawing on the wall – as a part of this system. 
studio ASYNCHROME draw the algorithms of the manipulation. If the media are corrupted by 
economic dependencies, if manipulated news spreads like an epidemic over the globe, if truth 
really becomes a daughter of the time, as the Roman author Aulus Gellius wrote, whom many 
politicians all too willingly quote, if critical thought is equated with conduct that corrodes the 
state and if political engagement no longer takes place because it is incompatible with social 
media, then we are heading towards the brave new world and freedom will indeed have been an 
episode. 

Vernissage
Evamaria Schaller will carry out a performance on the opening evening. 

Participating artists
Günter Brus (* 1938, Ardning), Evamaria Schaller (* 1980, Graz), studio ASYNCHROME (Marleen 
Leitner, * 1986, Graz/Michael Schitnig, * 1986, Graz), Josef Wurm   (* 1984, Fürstenfeld), 
zweintopf (Eva Pichler, * 1981, Judenburg/Gerhard Pichler, * 1980, Gurk)

                                                
6 Michel Foucault, Dispositive der Macht. Über Sexualität, Wissen und Wahrheit, Berlin 2000, p. 120.


