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This exhibition to mark the opening of the Joanneum Quarter, and so also the future premises of 
the Neue Galerie Graz, sets out to present the work of the universal artist, Hans Hollein. The 
architect, artist, designer, theoretician, exhibition designer and eminent teacher has already long 
since been established and decorated (Pritzker Prize, Reynolds Memorial Award and many 
others) – in short, a world star. After studying architecture in Vienna under Clemens Holzmeister, 
he deepened his education in the USA (Chicago, Berkeley) where he absorbed vital influences. 
Besides such classic architects as Mies van der Rohe or Frank Lloyd Wright, it was above all 
visionaries like Friedrich Kiesler and Richard Buckminster Fuller with whom Hollein was linked 
through an animated exchange of ideas in a way that shaped his future path.  
 
Otto Wagner brought modern architecture to Vienna, and was the main pioneer of change 
together with such luminaries as Adolf Loos or Josef Hoffmann. At this time in Vienna around 
1900, the general direction was universalism, and one strove to draw together and unify the 
various strands of modern art and architecture, design and fashion in one overarching concept. 
Hierarchies and categories were to be discarded in favour of a more all-embracing model of the 
world and society.  
 
Han Hollein is one of the key figures who after 1945 sought a connection to the early exponents 
of avant-garde Modernism. He was particularly interested in the suppressed strands of Austrian 
architecture; besides the afore-mentioned, especially R.M. Schindler, exiled in California, created 
a furore. Hollein has studied his work intensively, and rediscovered him for Austria, so to say.  
While initially it was the affinity of architecture to sculpture that occupied Hollein in his early 
period, he soon ventured into more radical realms of thought. This led logically to the 
dissolution of material, ending up in the “non-physical environment” – a pill that helped in the 
perception of the various forms of architecture. For Hans Hollein, architecture was from the 
beginning a symbol, illusion, space, idea, cell, capsule, ritual and work of art. Hollein’s claim on 
architecture is clear: “Architects should get away from the idea that shaping the environment 
must be connected with building alone.” The immaterial and the spiritual are thus accorded 
special significance. The mood and atmosphere of a construction are hence given decisive 
importance, leading to a psychological dimension of vital significance to Hollein’s work as a 
whole. Hollein deliberately employs associative and metaphorical elements in order to enable his 
idea of experience in the context of architecture to prevail. The narrative approach in dealing 
with or using materials and forms is an essential contribution to Hollein’s relationship to 
Postmodernism.  
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So postmodern architecture will aim at depicting visual codes. Through the design of their 
buildings architects attempt to awaken semantic associations, and themselves follow semantic 
associations in the creation and design of a building that are drawn from historical or local 
contexts. Functionally superfluous elements are given greater weight – the building becomes a 
showpiece, a fable, a staged play, a commentary.  
Of course, to this must be added the fact that Hans Hollein, one of the first architects as a 
successor to Le Corbusier and Marshall McLuhan, likewise has understood the importance for 
architecture of mass media as a technology of communication, of distribution. In so doing he has 
not only created visual analogies, but rather absorbed the options of visual mass culture. He has 
recognised that visual mass media are a new library of historical styles. But they are to be 
understood as an extension of human possibilities and thus of architecture in the direction of 
immateriality. Hollein did not compare architecture with media, rather he explained media to 
architecture.  
 
The ambition of this exhibition is to trace the sheer variety of Hans Hollein’s work. A wide-
ranging network of relationships, both in terms of form and content, is unfolded here. As 
mentioned above, the artist, architect, designer and exhibition maker makes no distinction in 
terms of category and area. Everything affects everything. An aircraft carrier can play a key part 
both as a starting point for urban reflections, as it can for the design of a coffee service 
(Memphis Design).  
Therefore the exhibition does not attempt to reconstruct nor to follow his work in a 
chronological sequence, but rather to reveal phenomenological frames of reference. Often in 
Hollein’s thought processes, ideas that reach far back, existing in the form of sketches, turn out 
to play a key role much later on. These differences in time are transparent in the exhibition and 
rendered comprehensible. Starting from the principle of “Digging and Piling Up”, which Hollein 
has formulated as the basis for architecture, the exhibition attempts to trace the key demands 
made by Hollein and their application in his work.  
From the first architectural project realised (Retti Candle Shop, Vienna 1965) to the latest high-
rise buildings in Peru, Japan or China, Hollein’s architecture is tracked. In parallel with this, 
visitors to this exhibition can follow the artistic development of Hollein’s contribution to the 
Venice Biennale in 1972 (Commissioner: Wilfried Skeiner, at the time Head of the Neue Galerie 
Graz) through to participation in the Documenta in Kassel in 1977.  
This exhibition shows the universal artist Hans Hollein in all of his facets, from his most radical 
ideas (Minimal housing, Non-Physical Environment), which he presented as early as 1969 in the 
Neue Galerie Graz (trigon 69, architecture and freedom); his designs for crockery, furniture, 
jewellery or lamps; to his museum buildings, which he sees as staging venues for art, which 
show a strong relation to his exhibition designs (MAN transFORMS, Cooper-Hewitt Museum, New 
York City, 1976, Dream and Reality, Künstlerhaus, Vienna, 1985).  
To mark the exhibition, the first comprehensive monograph, Hans Hollein, is published by Verlag 
Hatje Cantz. In this book, the multifaceted work of Hans Hollein is depicted, and his central 
writings as a theoretical basis published. Peter Weibel’s introductory article, “Hans Hollein – the 
Universal Artist”, condenses Hollein’s web of references, at the same time making it more 
transparent.  
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