
1

Up into the 
Unknown  
Peter Cook,  
Colin Fournier and  
the Kunsthaus



Thanks 

Peter Cook

Colin Fournier

Niels Jonkhans

Isa Rosenberger

Mischa Kuball

Anna Meyer

Arthur Zalewski

Jessica Hausner

Vera Lutter

The Archigram Archives: Dennis Crompton, 
Shelly Power

Herwig Baumgartner, Iris Rampula

Dieter Bogner

B+G Ingenieure Bollinger und Grohmann GmbH: 
Klaus Bollinger, Susanne Nowak

Centre Georges-Pompidou: Bernard Blistène, 
Frédéric Migayrou, Jean-Claude Boulet, Mélissa 
Etave, Karine Jonneaux, Fatima Oussi

Frac Centre – Val de Loire, Orléans, France: 
Abdelkader Damani, Stephanie Dachary, 
Clémence Gabant, Samantha Noguès, Morgane 
Stricot, Aurélien Vernant

René Furer 

GrazMuseum: Otto Hochreiter, Franz Leitgeb; 
Stadt Graz: Anna König

Neue Galerie Graz: Peter Peer, Gudrun Danzer, 
Patrizia Brumen, Brigitte Lampl, Monika 
Binder-Krieglstein

Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Private 
Foundation: Peter Bogner, Gerd Zillner, Jill 
Meissner

Marcos Cruz

Anja Jonkhans

Peter Löcker

Mathis Osterhage

Dietmar Ott

Christian Probst

realities:united: Tim and Jan Edler,  
Charlotte Popp

SFL Technologies GmbH: Johann Höllwart, 
Martina Benedikt, Tina Fuisz

Gernot Stangl

Sigrid Brell-Cokcan

Hermann Eisenköck

kadadesign: Alexander Kada, Barbara Reiter

Herfried Peyker

Ernst Pogöschnig

Gerhard Wallner

HDA: Markus Bogensberger, Karin Oberhuber

Künstlerhaus – Halle für Kunst & Medien:  
Helga Droschl, Sandro Droschl

steirischer herbst: Veronica Kaup-Hasler, 
Martina Heil, Andreas Peternell

Ertan Karaköse

Lilli Philipp

Robert Schnuderl, Christa Schnuderl



Up into the 
Unknown  
Peter Cook,  
Colin Fournier and  
the Kunsthaus



2Anna Meyer, Haus Tier, 2017 



2

4

12

20

42

48

50

54

56

58

Anna Meyer

Barbara Steiner
Up into the Unknown  

Ideas and Concepts 

Implementation and Reality   

Katia Huemer
Impressing the Space

Isa Rosenberger

Monika Holzer-Kernbichler
‘... and what do you think about it?’

Mischa Kuball

Arthur Zalewski

Appendix



4

Up into the Unknown
Barbara Steiner

The historical background
In 1988, the state building authority held  
an Austria-wide architectural competition 
for a ‘Trigon Museum’, with representatives 
from the Trigon area also being invited to 
participate. This area originally comprised 
art from Yugoslavia, Italy and Austria; later 
it was extended to include Hungary. When 
the provincial government changed in 
1991, the plans for a ‘Trigon Museum’ were 
shelved—despite the fact that they were on 
the point of implementation. Shortly after-
wards the architect Klaus Gartler was com-
missioned to carry out a study of possible 
sites, which he submitted in 1996.

A second competition with international 
participants and based at the ‘Schlossberg 
– Palais Herberstein’ site fell through as a 
result of a referendum conducted in 1998. 
Even before this, the then city councillor 
for culture Helmut Strobl and mayor Alfred 
Stingl began setting up a third attempt. 
The Styrian cultural advisor Schachner-
Blazizek pledged his support. It was at 
this point that the plot next to the Eiserne 
Haus came under the spotlight as a pos-
sible solution. Coinciding with the city’s 
application for European Capital of Culture 
2003, the creation of a museum gallery, 
but without its own collection, seemed to 
be within reach. 

The location
The Kunsthaus Graz has been situated in a 
less privileged district of the city, opposite 
to the historic city centre. It was built on a 
vacant lot between Lendkai and Mariahilfer-
straße, directly adjoining the ‘Eiserne Haus’ 
(Iron House). Once a modern department 
store built by the architect Josef Benedikt 
Withalm from 1846–48, the building was 

gutted and linked to the Kunsthaus. The 
listed façade and its cast-iron structure on 
the upper storey were preserved. 

The call for tenders
The object of the competition was ‘the 
construction of the Kunsthaus, a museum 
gallery with the incorporation of the listed 
Iron House.’ It was to accommodate ‘exhibi-
tion, media centre, a forum for photography, 
gastronomy, commercial amenities and the 
necessary side rooms.’ Attached to the call 
was a spatial and functional programme 
for the Kunsthaus Graz developed by Dieter 
Bogner in September 1999, commissioned 
by the City of Graz. 

The jury and their reasons
A total of 102 projects were submitted 
to the international competition. Nine of 
these were deemed worthy of award and 
from these one prizewinning project was 
chosen. On April 7th 2000, the jury voted 
unanimousl y for Peter Cook and Colin 
Fournier’s design. In February 2001 financ-
ing was approved in the Styrian Landtag and 
in the Graz municipal council.
The jury consisted of Odile Decq, Dietmar 
Feichtinger, Kasper König, Harald Szeemann, 
Thorsen Kjetil, Dieter Bogner, Wolfgang 
Lorenz, Klaus Gartler, Gerfried Sperl and 
Rudolf Schilcher; the chairperson was Volker 
Giencke. Peter Cook and Colin Fournier’s 
proposal was chosen because ‘the Kun-
sthaus is not a conventional building, not a 
building that should or could be compared 
with existing buildings. It evades current 
architectural interpretations with bravura, in 
that it does not follow any prevailing trends, 
but rather sets them. Its function as a mag-
net for distinctiveness shows itself in the 
playful lightness of artistic creativity.’ 
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The reference projects
The ideas for a living, communicative and 
constantly changing site for contemporary 
art were born a long time ago in another 
place, and in the midst of an environment 
shaped by pop culture: 1960s London. Back 
then, Peter Cook and the other members 
of Archigram were already thinking about 
periscopes protruding from buildings, space 
ships that alighted in sleepy towns, spongy, 
landscape-like zones and variable skins for 
buildings. Cook and Fournier’s first joint 
project, the Batiment Public in Monte Carlo, 
was intended as a platform for all kinds of 
activities: go-kart, a circus, chamber music 
and even ice hockey. For the project that 
foreshadowed the Kunsthaus, envisaged 
in and on the Schlossberg, the architects 
imagined a huge, vividly coloured tongue 
stretching out of the hill and down into 
the street below. In the Kunsthaus many 
features mentioned in the following can be 
found. 

Living City
This Archigram show took place in 1963 
at the ICA, London; it was designed and 
curated by Archigram. The exhibition layout 
features similarities with the floor plan of 
the geometric inner skin of the Kunsthaus. 
The periscope directed towards Piccadilly is 
repeated in a modified form in the opening 
pointed at the Schlossberg. 

Instant City
Archigram’s Instant City can to a certain 
extent be seen as an initial blueprint for 
Graz: the airship arrives from outside, lands 
in an undeveloped part of a city and via 
(provisional) structures offers information, 
education and entertainment. Until the 
Kunsthaus was built, the Lend district was 
also a neglected part of Graz. Although the 
building certainly cannot be described as 
provisional, the programme of the Kunst-
haus and programmatic goals do constantly 
change the building. 
Clearly standing out from its surroundings, 
the unmistakable appearance of the Kunst-
haus gave it the nickname of the ‘friendly 
alien’ that has landed in Graz, inserting 
itself into the structure of the city. 

Archigram, Dirigeable Instant City M3, 1969–1998, 
Collection Frac Centre – Val de Loire, Orléans

Blob evolution, rendering: Niels Jonkhans



Archigram, Instant City, 1969, Collection Frac Centre – Val de Loire, Orléans



Peter Cook, Colin Fournier, The Tongue, 1997 (sketches), Archive Neue Galerie Graz
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The connections to popular culture pro-
posed at that time, and which are signifi-
cant for Instant City, nowadays apply to 
the building of the Kunsthaus itself. It has 
become an iconic motif—constantly photo-
graphed, published online and in hundreds 
of magazines and journals across the world. 

Bâtiment Public, Monte Carlo
The tender called for designs providing the 
option to stage banquets, variety theatre, 
a circus and other public events. In 1973, 
Archigram and Colin Fournier proposed a 
space that could accommodate a go-kart 
track, circus elephants, chamber music and 
even ice hockey, an architectural design in 
which space was carved out according to 
the specific event, a ‘feature space’, a plat-
form for all kinds of activities. Barely vis-
ible from the outside, this space was to be 
underground, with six entrances, intention-
ally more than were needed. Above, 
the plan included a park directly next to 
the sea. Hidden power and telephone cables 
in the ground offered further potential uses 
for various requirements. The idea was that 
you could even use them to order a drink. 
The plans show service nodes embedded 
in the ground and domed ceiling; equipped 
with robot-like machines serving the vari-
ous functional requirements of the space 
and producing structures for each applica-
tion (plug-in principle). In this way a kind 
of stage space would be generated with 
permanently changing spatial, colour or 
acoustic features, drawing attention away 
from the architectural shell. Monitors and 
rear projections were intended to break 
down the barrier between performance and 
its media transmission. The sketches for 
the fittings in the space are deliberately 
reminiscent of live TV studios; toilets, ticket 
offices, light, benches are consequently set 
up to be mobile. In their concept, the archi-
tects emphasise the particular significance 

of the ‘unknown’, of not knowing what 
awaits you. The value of the unknown in the 
experience of architecture also played an 
important role from the outset in the ideas 
for the Kunsthaus. 

The Sponge
Starting with the idea of peeling away the 
outer skin of existing buildings and substi-
tuting this with a spongy, landscape-like 
zone, a variable skin, the aim is to create 
a new type of building on the basis of an 
old one. The term ‘sponge’ is derived from 
a bath sponge and its capacity to absorb. 
Many years after this idea was considered, 
the Kunsthaus was set to be given a chang-
ing, transparent outer skin. For reasons of 
building technology, budget and time, this 
could not be realised.

The Tongue
In 1997 an international competition was 
staged for the Schlossberg site. Cook and 
Fournier’s building was to be given a strik-
ingly vivid roof with organic-looking, shift-
ing ‘nozzles’, as if it were gushing out of the 
mountain and onto the street below. The 
title The Tongue refers to the shape of the 
building; taking this association further, the 
‘nozzles’ are reminiscent of taste buds, too. 
There are also parallels to the Kunsthaus 
here relating to a double-layered skin and 
the spatial programme. In terms of ideas 
about a multifunctional exhibition centre, 
its roofing solution, the polymorphous lin-
ing on the inside and its bright colours, The 
Tongue was an important step towards the 
concept for today’s Kunsthaus. 
 
The exhibition
The exhibition title Up into the Unknown 
refers to a famous quote of Peter Cook, and 
originally alluded to the way you glide into 
the building on the ‘travelator’— at first 
we cannot know what awaits us inside. 
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However, the title also refers to build-
ing processes that cannot be completely 
controlled, and to the gaps that open up 
between ideas and their realisation. Time 
pressure, budget constraints, functional 
requirements and technical limitations led 
to substantial changes to the original plans, 
but also to creative ‘ad hoc’ solutions during 
the construction process. For this reason, 
Niels Jonkhans, at that time a partner of 
Cook and Fournier, sees ‘the Kunsthaus as 
a built and continuously evolving drawing’. 
At the time of its development around the 
millennium, the architects and planners 
of the Kunsthaus were entering new terri-
tory in building technology. Clearly, this is 
a building that reflects the turn of an era: 
analogue and digital, visionary and down-
to-earth. The sometimes very challenging 
development processes are shown in the 
exhibition, as is the collaboration between 
museologist, planning and implementing 
architects. Comments, collections of state-
ments from those who worked closely with 
Cook and Fournier on their conceptions and 
realisations, consider the joint undertak-
ings from different angles. This not only 
allows readers to picture complex realities 
in the field of architecture, but also to view 
processes of collaboration. Artists Mischa 
Kuball, Anna Meyer, Isa Rosenberger and 

Arthur Zalewski were commissioned to take 
a look at the Kunsthaus and its history 
from today’s perspective: in Anna Meyer’s 
painting the Kunsthaus becomes a whale-
like, monstrous creature, while it connects 
up with other buildings in town and across 
the world and reveals its details in Arthur 
Zalewski’s photos. Made for the exhibition, 
Isa Rosenberger’s film about the Kunsthaus 
takes improvisation in architecture and 
music as its focus. Mischa Kuball recalls 
in endless mutations from UTOPIA to DYS-
TOPIA changing views on architectural and 
social developments.

Peter Cook, Colin Fournier, The Tongue, 1997 
(model), Archive Neue Galerie Graz
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The Kunsthaus Graz is intended to fulfil the function of a multidisciplinary exhibition, action and 
education centre for contemporary art, photography and media while taking into account their cur-
rent and historical, cultural and social context. The City of Graz and the Province of Styria will act as 
its operators and plan to establish a joint operating company. As a basic principle the building must 
function as an autonomous operation, meaning that it must work as an independent ‘museum gallery’ 
for contemporary art with its own identity. The architectonic concept should and can make a signifi-
cant contribution to this aim. Situated in the city centre in an outstanding and developed location, the 
Kunsthaus will evolve into a cultural meeting-point and communication centre shaped by its diverse 
programme. A range of events and communication systems, a café and restaurant together with com-
mercial amenities of a cultural nature will continue to enhance urban life outside of exhibition opening 
hours. (Dieter Bogner, museum consultant, bogner.cc, Vienna, Kunsthaus Graz, space allocation 
plan, developed by order of the City of Graz, September 1999)

The brief for the Graz Kunsthaus reflects the city’s reputation for experimental 
design, encouraging us to develop a scheme that explores new materials and 
morphologies and does not hesitate to insert within the baroque pitch-roofed red 
tile fabric of the town a somewhat alien architectural creature that is nevertheless 
friendly to its users. While it is certainly not shy in displaying its singularity, it actu-
ally takes pains to engage with the street life, scale and alignment of the building 
along the river Mur and, through the openness and flexibility of its internal organ-
isation, it should also prove to be a malleable object of desire for visitors and cura-
tors alike. It attempts, in short, to reconcile a yearning to stand out as an object 
in its own right with that of wanting to service unobtrusively the works of art and 
installations it will be programmed to host. (Cook and Fournier, Skin and Pin, A 
Project Description, 1999)

View Lendkai, competition object, April 2000, drawing: Peter Cook
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View Lendkai, April 2000, rendering: ARGE Kunsthaus

Ideas and Concepts  
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The new structure added to the Eiserne Haus (Iron House) is a raised volume 
leaving the ground plane unobstructed, transparent and openly accessible 
to the public. It contains two large decks (and three intermediate mezzanine 
levels), which together house all the major exhibition areas. A cocoon-skin 
membrane wraps around the decks and provides the environmental  enclo-
sure for the new building; it lets daylight into the exhibition areas by means 
of skylights inserted into its upper surface and by varying its transparency; 
it also offers various ‘kangaroo pockets’ for the smaller elements of the 
programme. The primary and most dramatic access to the exhibition spaces 
is provided by means of a long, low pitch travelator along the North-South 
axis which penetrates, like a pin, the under-belly of the building, gradually 
leading up to its upper levels. (Cook and Fournier, Skin and Pin, A Project 
Description, 1999)

The open gallery decks allow considerable flex-
ibility in the way exhibitions can be organised 
through various subdivisions of the space. On 
both gallery levels, a modular system of mobile 
partitions is provided. In the upper gallery, the 
partitions would be free-standing components. 
In the lower gallery, the partitions are floor-to-
ceiling elements. In both cases, the partition 
system connects to a set of positioning sockets 
providing structural stability, power and con-
nections to local and global communication 
networks. On both floors, areas varying in 
size between 200 and 800 m2 can be deline-
ated and accessed independently. (Cook and 
Fournier, Skin and Pin, A Project Description, 
1999)

Façade sections, April 2000, 
rendering: ARGE Kunsthaus

View Lendkai, April 2000,
rendering: Urban Filter / Isochrom
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The perimeter of the building on the ground floor is transparent, 
visually connecting the Kunsthaus to its urban surroundings. It is 
occupied by functions which extend the commercial activities of 
the pedestrian street to the south, while to the east it offers an 
‘infinite’ Pin and Skin bar running along the Mur, which should 
become a major public attraction. The main entrance is located 
at the southern end of the east facade, in the most accessible 
corner of the site, near the main bridge leading to the town cen-
tre. A secondary entrance is located on the south facade of the 
Eiserne Haus (Iron House), next to the bookshop, giving access 
to the lobby from the busy pedestrian street and particularly 
from the tram stops. A third entrance is provided on the north 
façade so that, in circumstances where activities are planned in 
the Events Area and in the Studio Gallery, the ground floor can 
become freely accessible to the public. (Cook and Fournier, 
Skin and Pin, A Project Description, 1999)

The psychological effect 
of penetrating into or 
emerging from the body of 
the Kunsthaus constitutes 
one of the most significant 
experiences intended by 
the architectural concept. 
(Dieter Bogner, museum 
consultant, bogner.cc, 
Vienna, from: A Friendly 
Alien. Kunsthaus Graz, 
Peter Cook, Colin Fournier 
Architects, ed. Dieter Bog-
ner/Kunsthaus Graz AG, 
2004, p. 11)

‘It makes the exploration of the Kun-
sthaus an unbalanced kinetic experience, 
contributing to the unpredictability of 
the space and it luxuriously offers, as all 
museums should, two ways of taking in 
the artwork: a nonchalant one on the 
effortless glide up the travelators and a 
more attentive one as you percolate back 
down to the ground.’ (Colin Fournier, 
project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, 
London, from: A Friendly Alien. Kunsthaus 
Graz, Peter Cook, Colin Fournier Archi-
tects, ed. Dieter Bogner/Kunsthaus Graz 
AG, 2004, p. 110)
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View Lendkai, rendering: ARGE Kunsthaus

Longitudinal section, rendering: ARGE Kunsthaus
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There is this bubble and then there are these people standing there, at the Mur, and they 
look and they see there is something happening; let us see what it is, let us go and have a 
look. (Peter Cook, project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in conversation with 
Barbara Steiner, 19.01.2017)

The bubble, competition phase, April 2000, sketch: Peter Cook

SK
IN
The ‘friendly alien’ swallows everything with its travela-
tor. It is like a giant Hoover, like the belly of the whale, 
evoking the distant memory and unconscious desire 
that we have, since childhood, of being swallowed by 
the dragon, the subtle pleasure we experience when 
licked by the family cat’s sandpaper tongue. It is the 
black hole of the whale’s stomach, where one can find 
all sorts of things: old boots, lost treasures, bewildered 
fish, Jonas himself: that’s what a museum has to be, a 
place that plays on our desire to find ourselves in the 
company of surprising and unexpected things, bizarre 
confrontations, things that sometimes are not yet 
quite fully digested. (Colin Fournier, project author, 
spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, from: A Friendly Alien. 
Kunsthaus Graz, Peter Cook, Colin Fournier Architects, 
ed. Dieter Bogner/Kunsthaus Graz AG, 2004, p. 116)

Nozzles and travelator, competion object, April 2000, 
drawing: spacelab/UK

Travelator, competition phase, April 2000, sketch: Peter Cook
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At the time of our competition entry as well as later on, I wrote a number of texts about all the 
dreams we were seeking to explore. One of the key formative ideas we were most fond of pursuing 
was that the outer envelope of our building would, like the skin of a chameleon, be able to mutate, 
change colour, transparency, reflectivity, etc. From the emerging technology of high performance 
yachting sails, we drew the inspiration that the skin could be a seamless laminated membrane 
within which embedded photo-voltaic cells could capture solar and wind energy as well as contain 
light emitting diodes that would allow it to function as a digital electronic display screen. Several of 
these ambitious ideas could be implemented in the final design, while others will have to wait for 
state-of-the-art technologies to evolve further. Concerning the future of biomorphic architecture, 
I have written that the Kunsthaus stands at a turning point: it defines only the beginning of an 
architecture that is analogous to nature not only in terms of form but also in terms of behaviour, an 
architecture that, with the aid of robotics and artificial intelligence, might one day become truly alive 
and responsive to environmental forces and human needs as well as desires ... (Colin Fournier, 
project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 08.04.2017)

Sketches on the idea of the mobile skin, competition phase, February 2000, sketches: Niels Jonkhans

View Lendkai, night, rendering:
Urban Filter / Isochrom
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The skin is a laminated fabric incorporating a mesh of tensile threads and com-
pression ribs enabling it to span the roof without intermediate structural sup-
ports. The three-dimensional fabric 3DL laminate is vacuum-formed and baked 
over an adjustable articulated mould, which allows the fabrication of a seamless 
skin membrane. The laminate consists of a mylar film incorporating anisotropic 
carbon threads giving it increased tensile performance along lines of stress and 
Kevlar/Nomex aramid honeycomb struts for compressive strength. Fluids, fiber-
optic cables and other infrastructure elements are channeled through the fabric 
by means of laminated bladders. It is also proposed to use the structural carbon 
threads of the laminate as network cabling connections to node point load and 
light sensors that in turn control smart fabric panels and flexible solar cells. The 
lamination technique is also used to insert within the skin discrete elements such 
as audio-visual display screens, loudspeakers, lighting elements and projection 
equipment. The performance specifications of the skin vary continuously along its 
surface, from the properties of a rigid, opaque surface to those of a flexible, trans-
parent membrane. (Cook and Fournier, Skin and Pin, A Project Description, 1999)

‘I call it ‘naughty nozzle’. 
This nozzle is to look at the silly old 
castle.’ (Peter Cook, project author, 
spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in 
conversation with Barbara Steiner, 
19.01.2017)

The nozzles: there was even 
this funny idea that the build
ing would suck people up 
and in off the street, that the 
nozzles would move around 
… (Gernot Stangl, 3D con
struction design, ARGE Kun
sthaus, in conversation with 
Katia Huemer, 14.07.2017)

Latex model on the idea of the organic 
skin and the nozzles (‘naughty nozzle’ 
below left), competition phase, 
Februa ry 2000, model: Marcos Cruz

Sketches on the idea of the sucking skin, competition 
phase, February 2000, sketch: Niels Jonkhans

View from the ‘naughty nozzle’, 
Photo: N. Lackner/UMJ
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View Lendkai, night, rendering:
Urban Filter / Isochrom
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‘Interesting architectures are like monsters’, Jean Baudrillard wrote. The French 
philosopher was fascinated by what he referred to as ‘the monstrous architec-
tural object’, the object that is in complete contradiction with its context, stand-
ing out like an apparition from outer space, a unique singularity. Just as his own 
thinking stood out as a singularity against the background of  contemporary 
Western culture, he sought out objects that are comparable monsters, deviations 
from the norm, alien life forms. The invention of  such monsters implies that 
one is capable of  creating a cultural void, of  suspending the omnipresent dis-
course of  dominant culture, in order to allow something else to emerge and take 
shape.’ (Colin Fournier, project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, 
lecture on ‘Jean Baudrillard and radical architecture’, ZKM Karlsruhe, 2004)

The Kunsthaus is diversely known 
as a baby hippo, a sea slug, a por-
cupine, a whale, etc… It comes 
across, deliberately, as an improb-
able mixture of various species, an 
unclassifiable hybrid, a biomorphic 
presence that is both strange (it 
does not seek to make reference to 
any animal in particular but appears 
to be a creature to which evolution 
might have accidentally given birth, 
perhaps on another planet), and at 
the same time familiar in that it has 
the charm of a friendly mixed-breed 
stray dog, definitely highly ques-
tionable in terms of pedigree. (Colin 
Fournier, project author, spacelab 
Cook/Fournier, London, from: A 
Friendly Alien. Kunsthaus Graz, 
Peter Cook, Colin Fournier Architects, 
ed. Dieter Bogner/ Kunsthaus Graz 
AG, 2004, p. 114)

Children’s drawings for the hoarding during the start of construction

MONSTERS AND OTHER CREATURES

Rendering: Alexander Kada
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Natural daylighting is possible over a large portion of the exhibition area. The 
double skin envelope can vary its opacity and translucency and can therefore 
be designed in such a way as to minimise the solar gains and heat losses 
of different parts of the building according to their orientation. (Cook and 
Fournier, Skin and Pin, A Project Description, 1999)

The gallery spaces offer three kinds of lighting conditions: The top gallery is essen-
tially naturally lit, by means of an array of North-facing daylight nozzles. Some of 
these nozzles have the capacity to vary their orientation, tuning levels of illumination 
to the specific needs of different art installations. They could also be programmed 
to track the movement oft he sun or other celestial bodies. The nozzles incorporate 
louvers, filters and diffusers in order to control the light quality and include artificial 
light sources to supplement or override the natural lighting. The lower gallery level is 
primarily artificially lit, since it is sandwiched between the two decks. The outer skin 
facing east and north is of variable opacity, primarily opaque but offering occasional 
views out and intermittent pools of natural light. (Cook and Fournier, Skin and Pin, 
A Project Description, 1999)

Constructive implementation of the variable translucency, 
pre-draft phase, drawing: Niels Jonkhans
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Nozzles, Space01, 
rendering: spacelab/UK
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The Kunsthaus was built at a time when many 
architects at universities were already designing 
free forms, but no one knew how they could actu-
ally be built. We were looking for ways to imple-
ment them and we were entering uncharted 
territory. (Klaus Bollinger, engineer, Bollinger + 
Grohmann Ingenieure, Frankfurt/Main, in conver-
sation with Barbara Steiner, 17.05.2017)

When the competition project was presented in a council meeting, Peter 
Cook was asked: ‘You have just described all the things the building should 
be able to do, but how do you intend to implement it?’ Peter replied: ‘This is 
our engineer, he will explain it for you.’ After I had recovered from my initial 
shock, since the project was still totally new to me, I was forced to improvise 
by saying that we had already built a ‘bubble’ once on a smaller scale for the 
IAA in Frankfurt in 1999. The architect was Bernhard Franken, one of the first 
to develop free forms with film software. And so confidence was created. I 
did, however, add: ‘We usually don’t know at the beginning how we are going 
to build it, but we investigate many different ways.’ There were no further 
questions. (Klaus Bollinger, engineer, Bollinger + Grohmann Ingenieure, 
Frankfurt/Main, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 15.05.2017) 

The Bubble, BMW Pavillon IAA 1999, 
Bernhard Franken for ABB Architekten, 
Photo: Friedrich Busam

Implementation and Reality 
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Photo: Zepp-Cam. 2004/Graz, Austria
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The realisation of the Kunsthaus was an experiment in terms 
of both its structural engineering and planning methods. The 
responsibility taken on by the client was substantially greater 
because they had to rely on many unknown factors, had to 
assume a more active role themselves and also had to trust that 
its execution would work. It’s not the same as planning an off-
the-peg building. (Niels Jonkhans, co-author competition project 
and project architect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with 
Barbara Steiner, 20.05.2016)

I remember the Kleine Zeitung newspaper carried a brief report that 
said: ‘Top this week: City Councillor Strobl’—city councillor for culture, 
our contact partner—‘has caught a big fish in Peter Cook.’ Cook was 
already a big name back then, associated with other big names like 
Norman Foster or Richard Rogers. It was then that the expectations 
struck me, ‘Now we’ve seen the design, so make it work’. But there 
should have been more time for research included and also allowed 
during the planning phase. Particularly when it came to the skin. There 
wasn’t enough time to develop a solution. (Niels Jonkhans, co-author 
competition project and project architect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conver-
sation with Barbara Steiner, 20.05.2016)

For me it was important in the initial phase to get cracking with the planning. Archi-
tects always want to keep planning over and over again, anyway. At some point you 
just have to take the planning out of their hands. It’s the same with other building 
projects too. Parallel to this, the implementation options always have to be checked 
and brought into line with the costs. During the planning phase we already felt 
some trepidation, since when the submission was completed we still didn’t know the 
details of how the skin was to be implemented. (Ernst Pogöschnik, architect, client 
project manager City of Graz, in conversation with Barbara Steiner 24.07.2017)

The time pressure was incredible, and all of the areas we were working on involved new sys-
tems that had never been tested. Practically everything was new, we were constantly working in 
an environment of risk. Our approach was basically process-driven. (Herfried Peyker, partner 
architect, management ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 20.02.2017)

It was only during the course of construction that answers 
emerged for many of the details. When we concreted the lower 
part of the building we still didn’t know how we were going 
to implement the top half. We simply couldn’t gauge whether 
the realisation would ultimately stay within budget. One of the 
trickier tasks was connecting the triangular structure required 
by the skin to the Plexiglas panels, which for their part could 
only have a maximum size and always had to be rectangular.’ 
(Gernot Stangl, 3D construction design, ARGE Kunsthaus, in 
conversation with Katia Huemer, 14.07.2017)
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We designed a lot of different variations so that we could find out how the various 
layers had to be built up, which materials we could use, what it would cost. Time 
was running short. We had to implement the design practically and remain within 
budget. Then we made this very pragmatic decision to construct a steel primary 
structure. First we built a large concrete table and hung the belly underneath it, as 
it were. Of course you can say that’s cheating, but it is a pragmatic solution. Above 
this there is another concrete table with thinner supports. The free-form con-
struction was then built over the top of all this. The outer layer consists of double-
curved plexiglass elements. (Klaus Bollinger, engineer, Bollinger + Grohmann 
Ingenieure, Frankfurt/Main, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 17.05.2017)

There is too wide a gap between the concept and its actual realisation, the 
visionary aspect of the architecture remained extraterrestrial, it shattered 
on the limits of earthly feasibility. (Ute Woltron, journalist, Space-Barbies 
Sarkophag, in: Der Standard, 18.09.2003) 

Geometrical superimposition 
of supporting structure and 
plexiglass skin, part of the 
3D model, summer 2003, 
rendering: ARGE Kunsthaus, 
Gernot Stangl

In fact, one could describe me as the ‘ghostwriter’ of the Kunsthaus Graz’ geometry 
and structure. At the time, even before the founding of spacelab, commissioned by 
Bollinger + Grohmann for Peter Cook and Colin Fournier at the Bartlett, I had ‘digi-
talised’ the competition model, i.e. set up the form and structure as it was built in the 
CAD software. (…) The Kunsthaus Graz has never left me in my research in recent 
years. I have never ‘got over’ actually ‘failing’ with the shell, that I was unable to prop-
erly plan a congruent square structure for the shell from outside to inside. At that 
time, the CAD programmes on the market had enabled no solution for the planarisa-
tion of square structures for the whole layer structure. Thus the shell had to be trans-
formed from a rectangular mesh network into a triangulated structure for the planar 
building-physical layers, which were now also visible after the inner shell made of 
plexiglass fell away—and thus also my failure. This occupied me for a few years even 
after the opening of the Kunsthaus Graz, with the result that a solution was poured 
into a patent as to how this could have been solved. Subsequently, the production 
and automation of complex free-form geometries were a fixed component of my 
on-going research at the RWTH Aachen. (Sigrid Brell-Cokcan, Professor for Individu-
alised Building Production RWTH Aachen, email correspondence with Katia Huemer, 
29.08.2017)
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Viewed from the outside, the Kunsthaus as it was built corresponds to the 
competition project. It is a free-form, stand-alone building. It is impressive not 
because of its size and radicality, but rather thanks to its elegance and perfec-
tion. For the competition project the façade was a double-layered membrane, 
self-cleaning, non-flammable, tear-proof and translucent—and the interior was 
a three-storey high exhibition area with a media centre on the ground floor. 
Little of this remained in the built object. The façade is an almost metre-thick, 
solid construction that completely shuts out the outside from the inside, the 
exhibition area is divided into three storeys, which contradicts the free contour 
of the Kunsthaus. The experience of space here is difficult rather than magnifi-
cent. (Volker Giencke, head of the jury, Archive Volker Giencke, 2007)

There is no doubt that political expectations, budget constraints, 
technical feasibility and the tight schedule all had an influence on the 
construction of the Kunsthaus. These factors resulted in substantial 
changes to the original plans, but also in creative ‘ad hoc’ solutions 
during the building process. Today many details still reveal how the 
architects reacted to the challenges, how they tackled problems and 
resolved difficulties. You can still read their approach from the appear-
ance of the building, which I think is an extremely positive thing. Much 
of what we take for granted nowadays was new then. Looking back, the 
fact that the Kunsthaus was built at all is nothing short of a (political) 
miracle, if you consider the historical background. (Barbara Steiner, 
Director of the Kunsthaus)

A chubby acrylic bubble swells over a base of sharply facetted glass. (...) Somehow the 
whole thing looks as if Space Barbie is being carried to the grave on top of a sarcophagus 
of cold German bank architecture. (Ute Woltron, journalist, Space-Barbies Sarkophag, in: 
Der Standard, 18.09.2003) 

There is a great contrast between 
the upper and lower halves of 
the building. And yet, as strange 
as it may sound—this contrast 
between the top and bottom is 
for me what constitutes the qual-
ity of the structure: it speaks 
both of architectonic visions and 
of the earthly necessities required 
by technical constraints, tight 
budgets and functional require-
ments. Despite this, we still find 
luminous Utopian moments to 
inspire the imagination. One 
senses that there were many 
more ideas than could be imple-
mented here. (Barbara Steiner, 
Director of the Kunsthaus)

Photo: N. Lackner/UMJ
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These are versions of an architecture that reprises similar dreams in earlier 
periods (e.g. in the late 1960s and early 1970s), the realisation has, how-
ever, only become possible today. On the path to realisation a design must 
first survive the pragmatic ‘purgatory of construction’. In close collabora-
tion with engineers and craftsman, young architects engage of necessity 
in the research and development of production processes and materials 
needed to implement their ideas. In the various workshops, the produc-
tion processes and the tools, almost ‘medivial’ by comparison, often seem 
in stark contrast to the high-tech data transmission via FTP and ISDN that 
takes place at the same time. (aus: Peter Cachola Schmal, Digital|real: 
Blobmeister, erste gebaute Projekte, 2001, p. 11)

Peter Cook chose a ‘path down the middle’ to realise the Kun-
sthaus in Graz. The design and the competition model were ‘man-
ually’ created, but for the 3D database the form is regenerated on 
the computer with the help of software (...)  Form is treated as a 
unit in Kunsthaus Graz (...) but Cook uses 3D software as a sculp-
tural tool: much like a sculpture, the form is newly created on 
the computer by means of digital-manual processing. Cook does 
not pursue this goal dogmatically. Rather, he allows for a certain 
degree of flexibility, which in turn enables the structural engineer 
to create an optimal structure through optimizations of the form 
and other aspects – naturally, always in close communication 
with the architect. (Harald Kloft, Bollinger + Grohmann, struc-
tural engineers, Bollinge r + Grohmann Ingenieure, Frankfurt/
Main, from: Peter Cachola Schmal, Digital|real: Blobmeister, erste 
gebaute Projekte, 2001, p. 202)

There is a craft tradition in 
Styria based on timber that 
has affected the form. The 
building is a mix of highly 
sophisticated work, low 
budget and under pressure 
improvisation. It is ‘crap-
tech’. (Peter Cook, project 
author, spacelab Cook/
Fournier, London, in conver-
sation with Barbara Steiner, 
19.01.2017)

Production of the plexiglass plates at Firma Zeiler, 
Salzburg, photo: Niels Jonkhans
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At first, our main task was: How can you implement as much 
of what was promised as possible and house it in the skin; 
it should keep the heat in, let the light through, switch to 
opaque when required, keep energy out, but when necessary 
allow it in—so it should be a skin that can do everything. It 
was a great description. There are critical voices today that 
claim this would never have been possible. My reply to these 
would be: one should never say ‘never‘—in 20 years’ time 
the situation often looks completely different. There is a text 
by El Lissitzky about his ‘Wolkenbügel‘ from the 1920s, which 
describes building materials that were only developed much 
later on, such as anti-sun glass. (Klaus Bollinger, structural 
engineer, Bollinger + Grohmann Ingenieure, Frankfurt/Main, in 
conversation with Barbara Steiner, 15.05.2017)

The blue panels were all produced 
individually. First, large polystyrene 
cubes were milled using CNC (com-
puterised numerical control) so that the 
shapes we needed could be created. 
Each individual panel was calculated in 
CAD (computer-aided design) and then 
passed on to the mould maker. The 
acrylic glass panels were then laid on 
the cubes, stretched down with glove 
leather and then put into a kind of oven. 
This curved panel then had to be left to 
cool slowly, otherwise it would develop 
cracks. (Herfried Peyker, partner archi-
tect, management ARGE Kunsthaus, 
in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 
20.02.2017)

We had to determine the fire behaviour of the panels—which basically means how long it takes 
until molten plastic drips down onto your head. We then had fire retardants incorporated into 
the material and did some initial tests with flamethrowers. It was ten minutes before anything 
happened, we were thrilled. In further trials we tested how the material behaved in summer with 
a surface temperature of 30°/40°. For if the material goes limp, it sags. The panels are fixed in 
four places, but they can stretch. It was also important to find out how big the space between the 
panels had to be in order for the ventilation to work. We tested thermal behaviour on a 1:1 model 
at the Institute of Construction Engineering at the TU Graz. At this point, most of the panels had 
already been made. And then the trial failed because the panel sagged under artificial sunlight 
and did not regain its original shape. Ultimately, however, it turned out that the test had been set 
up wrong. The panel was irradiated from too close a distance from above, and accumulation and 
heat couldn’t be emitted. The thermal, however, normally produces ventilation, which had not 
been taken into account. After that it worked. (Herfried Peyker, partner architect, management 
ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 20.02.2017)

Burning test, photo: Niels Jonkhans

SKIN
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This skin was intended as a transparent form, also met
aphorically conceived to communicate the transparency 
of the building. Originally, the intention was that what
ever was happening inside should be visible from the 
outside—although with some kind of filtering function. 
Fairly soon, however, the museum planners stipulate d 
that extraneous light should be kept out and the build
ing be completely closed off from the outside—as we 
have it now. The media façade is now the only element 
that represents this transparency. Theoretically we 
could also have made the building transparent, perhaps 
even a less complicated skin would have been possible. 
As it is, the current structure was really very elaborate. 
(Gerno t Stangl, 3D construction design, ARGE Kunst
haus, in conversation with Katia Huemer, 14.07.2017)

Each of the threaded rods that were attached to the curved panels 
had to be fixed to the substructure at a different angle. Because of the 
various layers of panels, you couldn’t see at the outset whether the 
structure and panels would fit together. At first I had hoped that you 
would still be able to correct the occasional one later, but then when 
the first lowloader drove up with the heavy steel construction, I real
ised: ‘No, it’s not going to be possible just to bang on the mount with 
a rubber hammer and straighten out any links that don’t match; eve
rything actually needs to fit.’ And it did. (Gernot Stangl, 3D construc
tion design, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with Katia Huemer, 
14.07.2017)

Plexiglass skin: window 
openings/transition to 
transparency (detail), 
photo: paul ott 
photografiert

BIX-Fassade (detail), photo: UMJ
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We didn’t know how these panels would stand the test of time. They are now 
fourteen years old, and they look just as they did then.’ (Ernst Pogöschnik, 
architect, client project manager City of Graz, in conversation with Barbara 
Steiner 24.07.2017)

Pressed on the subject of the materiality of the skin, Peter 
Cook said jokingly, but also quite testily: ‘I don’t care, it 
may be made out of some strange Styrian goo.‘ (Niels 
Jonkhans, co-author competition project and project archi-
tect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 
20.05.2016)

Do you know why the building is blue? Blue was the only material that the 
model builder had available to hand. (Herfried Peyker, partner architect, man-
agement ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 03.07.2017)

Plexiglass brackets/location in 
space, from the 3D computer 
model, summer 2003, 
rendering: ARGE Kunsthaus, 
Gernot Stangl

Competition model, Modellbau Kropf, Graz, photo: UMJ

COLOUR AND FORM
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Questioned by the city council about the compatibility of the 
shape with its surroundings, Peter pointed out the Franzis-
kanerkirche and said, ‘Look, you have these shapes everywhere. 
They’re yours.’ (Niels Jonkhans, co-author competition project 
and project architect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with 
Barbara Steiner, 20.05.2016)

The choice of blue was made one day before submission. Blue 
and yellow were the only pigments available for the colouring 
of the model that was to be handed in. Yellow was out of the 
question, so it ended up being blue. (Niels Jonkhans, co-author 
competition project and project architect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in 
conversation with Barbara Steiner, 20.05.2016)

The Kunsthaus in the cityscape with Franziskaner church, photo: Elvira Klamminger

Photo: Colin 
Fournier
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The chocolate cake was key. There was a baker on that side of the town, near 
the station. He was so excited and made a chocolate cake, a big cake. It had 
the size of a table. And then a television crew was visiting us, we had all those 
drawings on the wall, but the television crew was not interested at all in our 
drawings, they went to see the cake. And Colin and I had to explain the whole 
project using this chocolate cake. Then we ate it. (Peter Cook, project author, 
spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 
21.01.2017)

The head of the jury felt that we were destroying the skin. 
We got in the museum expert Dieter Bogner to optimise the 
project in terms of museum operations. His task was to help 
us make a viable exhibition building out of the competition 
architecture. Originally the skin was supposed to be transpar-
ent, filled with gel and blue. Except that no one would be able 
to stage an exhibition inside it. In terms of thermal environ-
ment and light, it was just not feasible. Volker Giencke kept on 
claiming ‘everything is possible’, but then the building itself 
is a sculpture. ‘The sculpture is the museum,’ Giencke said, 
‘invent some art that fits into it …’ (Hermann Eisenköck, part-
ner architect, Architektur Consult ZT GmbH, in conversation 
with Barbara Steiner, 06.07.2017)
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Competition model, 
model and photo: 
Mathis Osterhage

Tasting the cake (A Rebake), 
photo: Alexandra Trost
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When I am planning museums, be it for old or new buildings, I 
work with a simple colour concept that visually opens up museo-
logical connections for me. This was also the case for the planning 
of the Kunsthaus: green stands for public areas without art objects—
foyer, lecture hall, cloakrooms—whereas red indicates public areas 
with art—mostly exhibition areas. Blue marks non-public areas 
without art—technology, workshops, offices. And yellow stands for 
the top non-public spaces for art: depot, restoration, packing and 
control room. From this, it’s easy for me to read off issues (or prob-
lems) around logistics, security and environmental conditions and 
also questions of usage. (Dieter Bogner, museum consultant,  
bogner.cc, Vienna, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 12.07.17)

The great underlying virtue of the programme for the Kunsthaus is that it has no fixed substance: the 
museum does not house a permanent collection. It is very liberating not to have to tailor a building to 
any specific function: it potentially allows the Kunsthaus to be more a chameleon, always changing 
its appearance, both externally, by means of its programmable electronic façade, and internally, to fit 
the fresh needs and style of each ephemeral show. The challenge is for successive curators to take us by 
surprise and to confront the public, each time, with a new experience of the building. (Colin Fournier, 
project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, from: A Friendly Alien. Kunsthaus Graz, Peter Cook, 
Colin Fournier Architects, ed. Dieter Bogner/ Kunsthaus Graz AG, 2004, p. 100)

Why isn’t it a White Cube? Instead of being a White Cube, it is a building that offers 
other opportunities. (Klaus Bollinger, engineer, Bollinger + Grohmann Ingenieure, 
Frankfurt/Main, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 25.06.2017)

I like the building from the outside, 
but it shouldn’t have exhibitions inside 
it. There are unfortunately quite a lot 
of  museum architects who obviously 
do not like art. And that includes the 
ones who designed this building. (Mike 
Kelle y, Kleine Zeitung 21.05.2009)

Model with moveable walls, Dieter Bogner, 
photo: Niels Jonkhans

WALLS, SUSPENSION POINTS, LIGHT

Colour concept, 1st floor, Dieter Bogner
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This is an unusual space for presenting contemporary art in all of its varieties. In order to make it fully 
effective, special technical aids are required. At the junctions of the dome covering I asked for there to 
be supports for hanging systems, so that it would be possible to present objects extending into space. 
What I had in mind here was always Friedrich Kiesler’s radical presentation of exhibits at Art of This 
Century (1942) for Peggy Guggenheim or Blood Flames in 1947—you can recognise the references 
to the model of a drawing from this period. The Kunsthaus can be used three-dimensionally, but you 
have to take up the challenge. In 1977 Gritta Insam, Kurt Ingerl and I curated an exhibition in Tulln 
in an airdome whose shape was similar to that of the upper storey of the Kunsthaus. At the time—for 
cost reasons—we simply installed some bare scaffolding and attached the pictures directly to that. Years 
later, I developed another three-dimensional framework construction with Wolf Prix of Coop Him-
melblau for the touring exhibition Mythos Großstadt (Prague, Montreal, Los Angeles, Vienna).’ (Dieter 
Bogner, museum consultant, bogner.cc, Vienna, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 12.07.17)

Putting up movable walls for 
exhibition design in the Kin-
sthaus is vulgar. Using mova-
ble walls within this total space 
architecture is completely 
counterproductive. This formal 
zero design comes from a 
pragmatism—how one sets up 
an exhibition without thinking. 
This has nothing to do either 
with architecture or art or 
conceptual exhibition architec-
ture. (Manfred Wolff-Plottegg, 
architect, in conversation with 
Barbara Steiner, 12.07.2016) 

It is incomprehensible why Dieter Bogner wanted to have the exhibition spaces 
dark. There was no question of this in the competition jury session. I did try to 
point out this discrepancy, but to no success. (...) I know from talking to Colin 
Fournier that it was never the intention of the architects in charge to seal off 
the exhibition areas hermetically from the inside and outside. On the contrary: 
openness was one of the main principles of the design. (Volker Giencke, head 
of the jury, Archive Volker Giencke, 2007)

According to Cook/Fournier’s exhibition design, the Kunsthaus should have been 
totally transparent and translucent. During its realisation, however, it was ‘con-
creted over’, encapsulated, with no connection between the inside and outside. 
There was a subsequent report that ruled out natural light for the museum for rea-
sons of conservation. Thus the ‘nozzles’ became ‘windows’ and now it will be difficult 
to enlarge or add another storey to the Kunsthaus. (Manfred Wolff-Plottegg, archi-
tect, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 12.07.2016)

Exhibition view Hartmut Skerbisch, Space02, 2015, 
exhibition design: Manfred Wolff-Plottegg, 
photo: N. Lackner/UMJ
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For the interior we proposed a modular exhibi-
tion system with mounting points fixed to the 
complex form of the inner skin of the Kunsthaus, 
which would give the option of installing data, 
power, etc. Using special telescopic rods, the 
points would not only allow flexible handling and 
installation for the necessary technical infrastruc-
ture such as the lighting system, video cameras or 
smoke detectors, but also offer a system for the 
simple presentation or hanging of art. There were 
also many other ideas: such as producing a paper 
guide with barcodes as a mini catalogue and pro-
viding information terminals with scanners, so 
that you could access a contextual consolidation 
of what you saw. Later, we implemented this for 
the Paul Klee Museum in Bern. (realities:united, 
Jan Edler, artist & architect, in conversation with 
Barbara Steiner, 15.06.2017) 

Mounting structure on the inner skin for 
the presentation of art; concept and 
rendering: realities:united, 2002

An exhibition centre which does not contain one 
straight white wall but instead has free-form exhibition 
surfaces covered in a fine wire-cloth! How should this 
work? (...) Without a doubt, the exhibition rooms of the 
Kunsthaus Graz present an exciting challenge to cura-
tors, artists and designers alike. Vaguely defined spatial 
boundaries must be accepted and integrated into pro-
grammatic concepts. (Dieter Bogner, museum consult-
ant, bogner.cc, Vienna, from: A Friendly Alien. Kunsthaus 
Graz, Peter Cook, Colin Fournier Architects, ed. Dieter 
Bogner/Kunsthaus Graz AG, 2004, p. 11)

Some people regularly commiserate 
with me on ‘having to stage exhibi-
tions in a building so ill suited to 
artworks’. I do not share this view at 
all: for me it is a challenging build-
ing with special qualities. If you take 
the White Cube as your standard, you 
will be disappointed by the interior 
space of the Kunsthaus. If, however, 
you work with the architecture, there 
are compelling solutions to be found. 
This building is more of a ‘sparring 
partner’, it invites you to grapple with 
it. I’m interested in developing forms 
of display for the future, which can be 
modified. (Barbara Steiner, Director of 
the Kunsthaus)

Exhibition view Koki Tanaka, Space02, 2017, curated by 
Barbara Steiner, photo: N. Lackner/UMJ

Detail of the inner skin, prototype, 
photo: Niels Jonkhans
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We were not so happy with the lighting solution in the main exhibition space. 
It was our decision in the end but it was a compromise. We did not really like 
the spiral lighting that we ended up using because we felt it had too strong an 
aesthetic presence and caused too many light reflections in the gallery space. 
Ideally, we wanted to propose a lighting system that would be embedded 
within the surface of the inner skin, in the form of a dense array of small LED 
light sources rather than individual fixtures, so that the whole surface of the 
skin would have become a glowing light source in itself. But this option would 
have cost another 500.000 Euro; not much in relation to the whole construction 
budget for the Kunsthaus, but nevertheless too much in the eyes of our client. 
We were requested to maintain the costs exactly within the budget. Experimen-
tal projects, especially for cultural programmes such as art museums, usually 
go at least twice, sometimes up to ten times over budget: we were quietly hop-
ing that we might be allowed to exceed the budget by 10 % or maybe even 15 
% ... but we were heavily constrained and finally completed the Kunsthaus at 
just about 2 % over budget. (Colin Fournier, project author, spacelab Cook/
Fournier, London, in conversation with Barbara Steiner, 08.04.2017)

The fact that it is now rather too dark inside is one of several points 
that I would change if I were building the Kunsthaus again. The 
darkness in the space is due—as for every arrangement of fittings 
that is open—to the psychological attempt to direct the visitors’ atten
tion away from the fittings that are hidden behind the skin. At the 
time we tried out whether you could see fittings behind the net that 
is stretched in front of the skin. My own view was that if we made 
everything white the space would seem much larger. The darkness 
makes it shrink. One would also not see the fittings if everything 
behind the net was painted white. It is of course also not essential 
that the fittings should not be visible, but we didn’t want to create 
too much distraction from the space.’ (Gernot Stangl, 3D construc
tion design, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with Katia Huemer, 
18.08.2017)

Spiral neon lighting in Space01, 
photo: N. Lackner, UMJ
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There was one picture in which Peter drew lots of 
dots, but he only did this to give the shape a plasticity 
and to indicate translucency. It has often been inter-
preted as the origin of the BIX façade, yet it was in fact 
realities:united who developed the idea of BIX (neolo-
gism of BIG and PIXEL). They were meant to focus on 
media equipment for the museum, but beyond this 
had the following idea: they asked themselves, since 
the skin has lost its transparency, why don’t we pro-
duce this in an electronic sense instead? It couldn’t be 
a technology that would soon become obsolete. It had 
to be something that was, as it were, already old so 
that the project shifted onto a conceptual level—and 
so also be totally unsuited to advertising. Cultural 
content was to be transmitted, the content that you 
could no longer see through the non-transparent skin. 
(Niels Jonkhans, co-author competition project and 
project architect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation 
with Barbar a Steiner, 20.05.2016)

At that time we were interested in how information and space could be over-
lapped. We had already done a lot of research in this direction. Then the City of 
Graz issued a call for tenders, separate from the construction of the Kunsthaus, 
entitled ‘Concept for the media equipment of the Kunsthaus’, which we won, 
probably because we were so naïve and made it stupidly cheap. Amazingly, no 
one knew what this concept should consist of, they just wanted us to tell them, 
as it were, what kind of technical equipment they should buy so that there could 
still be fantastic exhibitions in ten years’ time. Ultimately we offered a catalogue 
of ideas, suggesting also some very practical solutions, e.g. for exhibition sys-
tems, visitor information systems or the handling of network technology. The BIX 
façade was basically an off-the-cuff idea we dreamed up one afternoon: We were 
sitting in the office and puzzling over how you could save the idea of the trans-
parent, and thus communicative façade by using media. This key aspect of the 
design had been lost due to structural engineering, costs, and air conditioning. 
(realities:united, Jan Edler, Berlin, artist & architect, in conversation with Barbara 
Steiner, 15.06.2017)

Animation, simulation software of the BIX façade (screenshots), planning phase of BIX, July 2003, 
animation: realities:united
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View Kosakengasse, competition object, 
April 2000, drawing: Peter Cook
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It was very unlikely that our idea would ever 
be implemented. There was no contract for it 
and no money—that was only intended for the 
media equipment. The architects were inter-
ested in our proposal for the façade. Dieter 
Bogner said we ought to ask first because of 
the city centre’s world heritage status, but 
Ernst Pogöschnik, the client’s representative, 
just said: ‘If you ask you get a lot of answers, 
let’s just do it.’ The final decision was only 
made a year before the building opened. 
(realities:united, Jan Edler, artist & architect, in 
conversation with Barbara Steiner, 15.06.2017)

The only technical innovation 
is the ballast, which was devel-
oped by the Swiss. The lamps 
are curved kitchen lights from 
the1960s. (Niels Jonkhans, 
co-author competition pro-
ject and project architect, 
ARGE Kunsthaus, in conver-
sation with Barbara Steiner, 
20.05.2016)

Most of the buildings that already had media façades at that time were subject to 
extreme economic pressures—the costs for construction and operation had to be 
covered with advertising slogans. With the Kunsthaus it was different. We deliberately 
said: ‘We’ll use old technology that can’t do too much.’ For us, the work meant a kind 
of basic research. Now, however, the Kunsthaus would have to conduct some linguistic 
research, since we had no semantics and grammar for dealing with such surfaces. The 
Kunsthaus was not meant to use it for earning money: the BIX façade is a toy that you 
can work with. Artists are very good at running this kind of basic research systemati-
cally and well.  (realities:united, Jan Edler, Künstler & Architekt, Gespräch mit Barbara 
Steiner, 15.06.2017)

We came to Graz for the opening event of the Kunsthaus and saw 
that the façade was showing the Kleine Zeitung logo. We were hor-
rified. You cannot use the façade to make money, because it ruins 
the idea of its communicative potential. (realities:united, Jan Edler, 
artist & architect, in conversation with Barbar a Steiner, 15.06.2017)
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We are not conditioned (in polite 
circles/committees/architectural 
procedures) to consider extras. 
Everything must be budgeted there-
fore everything must be ‘just so’. 
But life isn´t like that. Moreover, the 
memorable film is the one where the 
unexpected happens. The memora-
ble city is the one where it suddenly 
changes mood or character. Why not 
buildings as well? If the Kunsthaus 
succeeds, it may well generate spe-
cial things happening in the ‘nooks 
and crannies’, on the small platforms 
under things…as well as just out-
side. (Peter Cook, project author, 
spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, 
from: A Friendly Alien. Kunsthaus 
Graz, Peter Cook, Colin Fournier 
Architects, ed. Dieter Bogner/ 
Kunsthaus Graz AG, 2004, p. 103)

There are many things that can be 
improved on the next time around. That is 
construction, after all. I would describe its 
non-perfection as engaging, though. There 
is something human about it, and it also 
suits Peter Cook. In fact, super-perfec-
tionism is just what the Kunsthaus does 
not embody. (Klaus Bollinger, engineer, 
Bollinger + Grohmann Ingenieure, Frank-
furt/Main, in conversation with Barbara 
Steiner, 25.06.2017)

We maybe fucked up the concrete but instead 
looked into the handrail. (Peter Cook, project 
author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in 
conversation with Barbara Steiner, 21.01.2017)

The outer appearance of our 
project is essentially a mask over 
its construction.(Colin Fournier, 
project author, spacelab Cook/
Fournier, London, in conversation 
with Barbara Steiner, 21.01.2017)

Nothing in this project is linear. Ideas were at 
first ‘chaotic’, but then joined as a whole, just 
like ‘swarm behaviour’. (Niels Jonkhans, co-
author competition project and project archi-
tect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation with 
Barbara Steiner, 20.05.2016)

For the Kunsthaus, narrative and images are more important than the con-
structional rationale of the building. Here, the architecture seeks primarily 
to be communication. (Barbara Steiner, Director of the Kunsthaus)
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Arthur Zalewski, from: Favoriten, 
2017
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In the Kunsthaus, we feel 
that, on the whole, we have 
achieved about 80% of what 
we wanted. (Colin Fournier, 
project author, spacelab Cook/
Fournier, London; in conver-
sation with Barbara Steiner, 
08.04.2017)

Built architecture is never the work of an individual. It 
is always the work of many—and frequently fails as a 
result. (...) After two failed attempts, politicians and offi-
cials from the city and the province managed to break 
the mould. Courage of conviction and financial effort 
paid off. Graz after 2003 will never again be like Graz 
before 2003. Seen in the long term, the Kunsthaus is to 
thank for this. When you look down from the Schloss-
berg and see this strange blue thing, you can’t help but 
rub your eyes. No, this is not the desert, this is not a 
mirage—it is Graz.’ (Volker Giencke, head of the jury, 
Archive Volker Giencke, 2007)

At that time I was proud of the city. 80% were enthusiastic about the Kunsthaus, 
and Graz was an old-fashioned city back then, once given the honorary title of ‘City 
of the Popular Uprising’ by the National Socialists, one should remember. I don’t 
understand why the momentum was not kept up. It was a window on outer space.’ 
(Herfried Peyker, partner architect, management ARGE Kunsthaus, in conversation 
with Barbara Steiner, 03.07.2017)

There was a survey done twice. 70% hated 
it before the Kunsthaus opened and after it 
was the reverse. (Peter Cook, project author, 
spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in conversa-
tion with Barbara Steiner, 21.01.2017)

SUCCESS

Photo: Zepp-Cam. 2004/Graz, Austria
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The new Kunsthaus is irresistible. It makes you smile. It wants you to stroke it. (...) Blobs are 
fundamentally about making an architecture which we find more innately appealing, more 
connected to us. They flirt. They invite us to explore them, to touch them. (...) A travelator 
sucks you up into the blob’s belly. You enter two huge floors of spaces, like two stomach 
chambers (...) It’s a Jonah-in-the-whale moment. (...) If the newly curvaceous work of Foster 
is at the stone age of blobs, the Kunsthaus has reached only the Bronze. The genetic engineer-
ing phase of ‘cyber buildings’, half-machine, half-flesh, is beyond the horizon. (...) Fournier 
says he and Cook feel like ‘dinosaurs’ on the eve of a major climatic change. This is just the 
beginning of the surprises that await us in the 21st century: architecture will never be the 
same again, and this building is at the transition point. (Tom Dyckhoff, The blob has come to 
Earth, Times, London, 16.09.2003)

(...) the Kunsthaus is anything but a vision. On 
the day of its opening it looks (...) as old as the 
pop-coloured plastic utopias of the 60s, which 
have dragged themselves groaning geriatrically, 
like pensioners wrapped in rheumatism blankets, 
into the year 2003. In this respect the building 
is not an alien, but rather a dated alien costume 
that someone dug out of the dusty corner of a 
Graz costume hire shop. (...) The bloated acrylic-
panel alien (...) is nonetheless being celebrated 
as an updated version of an architectural genre 
known as ‘biomorphism’. (...) What was once 
touted by the architects and competition jurors 
as a ‘two-shelled, sheer membrane’, an intel-
ligent, soft, transcendent and translucent skin 
(...) has become a gloomy, dull grey three-storey 
multipurpose room. (...) Just how the two upper 
exhibition levels obstructed by crudely encased 
conveyor belts are supposed to be used without 
inserting silly partition walls is certainly the most 
exciting question in an architecture devoted to 
‘living excitement’. (Gerhard Matzig, journal-
ist, ‘Die Welt als Welle und Entstellung’, Süd-
deutsche Zeitung, 29.09.2003)

What is striking about the experts’ 
reactions is the strong polarisation 
of positions: one is either ‘for’ or 
‘against’, both with quite some vehe-
mence. (Friedrich Kamper, art histo-
rian, A Display for contemporary art in 
Graz: The art-historical genealogy and 
political genesis of the Graz Kunst-
haus, Thesis, Graz 2010)

REVIEWS

Austrians are eccentric and perverse. I look at this being a quality. (Peter 
Cook, project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, in conversation 
with Barbara Steiner, 21.01.2017)

AUSTRIANS

Photo: Colin Fournier
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Graz has always done well in this respect and 
maintains a lively avant-garde on many fronts, 
hence the particular challenge for us, as outsid-
ers, to take part in the international competition 
for the new Kunsthaus and to implant a new 
animal in the heart of the city. Our predecessors 
have done some pretty exotic things: Volker 
Giencke´s palm house, perhaps our favourite 
building in Graz, was one of the latest major 
cards to be played. Now we have played ours. It is 
deliberately an alien one, one that does not refer, 
either in its form or its material, to the architec-
tural vocabulary of the surrounding urban fabric, 
with its red-tiled roofs. The new building sticks 
out like something from another planet and its 
appears that the city is tickled and pleased with 
provocation. (Colin Fournier, project author, 
spacelab Cook/Fournier, London, from: A Friendly 
Alien. Kunsthaus Graz, Peter Cook, Colin Fournier 
Architects, ed. Dieter Bogner/Kunsthaus Graz AG, 
2004, p. 97)

The Kunsthaus speaks to the ‘Grazer 
Schule’ buildings of the late 20th century: 
‘I am your cousin, but I am less spiky and 
less local than you.’ But in a way it speaks 
more intimately with the baroque churches 
and the castle walls: as if part of the same 
conspiracy to ingratiate aspects of its exu-
berance at close quarters. (Peter Cook, 
project author, spacelab Cook/Fournier, 
London, from: A Friendly Alien. Kunsthaus 
Graz, Peter Cook, Colin Fournier Archi-
tects, ed. Dieter Bogner/ Kunsthaus Graz 
AG, 2004, p. 96)
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Konrad Frey, Refurbishment of the church 
block at Kaiser-Josef-Platz, Graz, 1967, 
photo: Archive TU Graz

Volker Giencke, Greenhouses, Botanical Garden 
of the University Graz, 1982–1995, 
photo: Ralph Richter

Graz is well-known internationally for its architectural scene. Yet in the final analysis we 
were surprised that this scene was less a community, more a bunch of determined indivi-
dual (albeit often very good) architects. We had expected more support from the architec-
tural community in public discussion. But this came rather from abroad than locally. (Niels 
Jonkhans, co-author competition project and project architect, ARGE Kunsthaus, in conver-
sation with Barbara Steiner, 20.05.2016)
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Bernhard Hafner, Archegrams, 1963, Collection Frac 
Centre – Val de Loire, Orléans, France, photo: Philippe 
Magnon

Bernhard Hafner, Raumstadt / City in Space, 1966, 
photo: paul ott photografiert

Konrad Frey, Cowicle, 1967, Archive TU Graz

Volker Giencke, Greenhouses, Botanical Garden  at 
the University Graz, 1982–1995, photo: studio Volker 
Giencke

Konrad Frey, Refurbishment of the church block at 
Kaiser-Josef-Platz, Graz, 1967, Archive TU Graz

On the works and artistic positions shown here see 
the exhibition publication Graz Architecture. 
Rationalists, Aesthetes, Gut Instinct Architects, 
Demo crats, Mediacrats.
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Werner Reiterer, Breath, 2007
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construction (an idea, incidentally, that in 
no way concerns formal aspects alone, but 
includes social space, too). 

The first major foray into reflection on space 
was made in 2004 by the American con-
cept artist and important representative of 
minimal art Sol LeWitt (1928–2007) with his 
project Wall. The artist developed a struc-
ture from more than 140 tons of light con-
crete. This meandered through Space01 in a 
free form, and reacted to the organic dome 
of the Kunsthaus. Even though Sol LeWitt 
conceded the possibility of an assembly 
outdoors after the exhibition was over, and 
thus emphasised the autonomy of the plas-
tic placing, the artist crucially incorporated 
the architectural concept of the exhibition 
space into the work. 

The solo show by the German-American 
photo artist Vera Lutter, Inside In, dis-
played in Space02 parallel to that show 
in Space01, confronted the Kunsthaus 
architecture more on the substantive than 
formal level. Vera Lutter works with cam-
era obscura technology in an experimental 
way, constructing impressive depictions 
of space and architecture. The photo Kun-
sthaus, Graz, III: December 19–20, 2003 
was created in the run-up to the exhibi-
tion, and seemed like a ghostly echo of the 
building on account of its vast dimensions. 

Impressing the Space
Katia Huemer

Kunsthaus Graz is a building that, with its 
exhibition rooms, takes a giant step away 
from the ‘white cube’ towards a new model 
of presentation. The architects of the cen-
tre, Peter Cook and Colin Fournier, have 
been making substantial theoretical contri-
butions to developing spaces for the future 
ever since the 1960s. The exhibition rooms 
at Kunsthaus Graz are one bold step in this 
direction. (…) It will be a truly great chal-
lenge, then, to exhibit art in this complex 
and imbue it with the requisite innovation. 
In this spirit, I would like to elaborate the 
foundations for this architectural experi-
ment with the exhibitions in the first few 
years.

With these words, Peter Pakesch, former 
director of the Kunsthaus and from 2003 to 
2015 the artistic director of the Universal-
museum Joanneum, set out the program-
matic direction of the newly opened building 
for contemporary art in his foreword to the 
catalogue accompanying the first exhibition 
in autumn 2003. Consequently, the artistic 
practice of the following years was also 
shaped by an engagement with the archi-
tecture of Peter Cook and Colin Fournier. 
Artists were repeatedly commissioned with 
new productions that reacted directly to the 
space and engaged with spatial perception 
at the border between painting, drawing 
and sculpture. Above all, the large domed 
Space01 was and is particularly suitable 
for experimental placings in the field of 
sculpture; after all, exhibition spaces such 
as that of the Kunsthaus very much accom-
modate the much-changed demand made of 
sculpture in the last 10 or 20 years to break 
the fetters of classical sculpture, to move 
away from the body placed in the room, and 
become a space-exploring, environmental 

Sol LeWitt, Wall, 2003
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The futuristic features of the Kunsthaus 
were emphasised by Lutter in recording 
the reflection of a segment of the domed 
roof and in this way doubling the bubble. A 
similarly large-format, two-part work, which 
shows a Zeppelin and was likewise to be 
seen in the exhibition, could be read in this 
context as a homage to Peter Cook and his 
Archigram vision of the Instant City, which 
gave expression as early as the late 1960s 
to the wish for a mobile, urban architecture 
that struck anchor in different places. 

The example of these two very different 
exhibitions at the beginning of the his-
tory of the house show that the features 
of the spaces were used differently in the 
exhibition context. While some artists were 
interested in the purely formal aspect of the 
spatial conditions, for others the involve-
ment took place on a substantive, physical, 
psychological, or socio-cultural level. 

The Austrian artist Werner Reiterer, for 
example, focused on the building as an 

‘individual’ and the personification of the 
space connected with that. In the course of 
his solo exhibition Eye Sucks the World in 
2007, he demanded by means of a succinct 
A4 note hung on the wall that visitors in 
Space02 yell as loudly as possible (Breath, 
2007). Whoever succeeded in fulfilling the 
demand and so jettisoning social conven-
tions was rewarded with an immediate reac-
tion: the space began to breathe, audibly 
and visually. Once a certain sound volume 
had been reached, the exhibition light 
began to go on and off in breathing rhythm, 
while the artist’s breath could be heard 
through the loudspeakers.  

In 2008 the Portuguese artist Pedro Cabrita 
Reis, whose œuvre includes architecture, 
sculpture and painting, interpreted Space01 
as a landscaped garden. ‘The installation 
True Gardens #6 (Graz) marks yet another 
bold and radical attempt at conquering and 
simultaneously taming the resistant and 
subversive space that is Space01 in the 
Kunsthaus Graz,’ as the exhibition curator 
Adam Budak writes in the text accompa-
nying the solo show. The work consisted 
of 88 individual elements, each of which 
revealed a similar basic structure: a box-like 
construction made of yellow Doka wood 
with three to four fluorescent tubes com-
monly found in trade, which were covered 
by a large glass plate. Each of these boxes 

Vera Lutter, 
Kunsthaus, Graz, 
III: December 
19–20, 2003

Pedro Cabrita Reis, True Gardens #6 (Graz), 2008
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The Californian artist Diana Thater like-
wise worked with media art methods. In 
2009, she tested the upper exhibition 
room Space01 for its media suitability with 
gorillagorillagorilla, a study of human and 
animal behaviour. Thater’s installation 
consisted of four video projectors, nine 
video wall monitors, five DVD players, Lee 
Filters as well as the existing architecture, 
and functioned like a visual machine. In 
this way, the upper floor turned into a very 
special set for Thater’s work, producing an 
impressive spatial setting. 

The exhibition of the Italian-French art-
ist Tatiana Trouvé became a psychological 
experience of space. With her walls, window 
spaces and metal bars docked to the archi-
tecture—an allusion to the post-apocalyptic 
landscape of the science fiction novel Il 
Grande Ritratto by Dino Buzzatti—Trouvé 
created a kind of ‘anti-space’, in which the 
boundaries between the interior and exterior 
were blurred. Trouvé incorporated the pillars 
that dominate the Space02 exhibition space 
into her spatial concept by adding further 
supports, thus breaking up the structure-
creating grid.

The exhibition Cut A-A' by the Danish-Aus-
trian artist Sofie Thorsen also fully engaged 
with the spatial specifications of Space02. 
Thorsen’s interest lies with culturally 

also contained one to two glass plates 
painted in different colours with slightly 
smaller dimensions. In this way (and in view 
of its strict horizontality) the work recalled 
a collage of panel paintings. Through the 
arrangement of the individual elements, a 
labyrinth of light and glass was created, 
which lay on the wooden beams and spread 
over the open, curved space of Space01 fol-
lowing an order. 

In the same year, the Styrian media artist 
Richard Kriesche conceived with Aesthetics 
of Capital an interactive multimedia project 
in Space02, which is optimally suited to 
the presentation of media art through its 
cave-like character and the lack of natural 
light. The artist viewed the Kunsthaus as 
a new kind of exhibition machine, turning 
it into a determining element of a media 
installation. In the exhibition, plunged into 
hi-tech computer blue, temperature curves 
showing a volatile market were cast on to 
the inner surface of the room from eight 
projectors mounted on conveyor belts, by 
means of visualisation software also used 
on the Stock Exchange. Through search 
requests made to Google, the variously 
combined concepts of art, work, capital and 
freedom thus created continuously chang-
ing images of a global state that cannot be 
perceived.  

Richard Kriesche, Capital + Code, 2008

Diana Thater, gorillagorillagorilla, 2009
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shaped forms and their political, social and 
art-historical contexts. Her ability to convey 
differentiated perspectives on architectural 
forms in her art is shown in the exhibition 
design, too. With photographs that were 
hung from the ceiling and altered with 
cut-outs, she produced perspectives which 
freed up angles of brightly coloured poles 
embedded crossways between the ceiling 
and floor. Suspended projection surfaces 
and a concrete slab, which served as a back-
ground, hovering optically over the ground, 
opened up new associative spaces in front 
of the viewers.  

The fact that Space01 demands apparently 
large sculptural gestures is shown in the 
solo exhibition of the Austrian sculptor 
Michael Kienzer in 2012. ‘The upper floor 
of the Kunsthaus is in particular not easy 
to use; it is a challenge because logically 

it is a room like no other, no classic White 
Cube. […] I think it is very difficult to pull 
off an exhibition here that doesn’t in some 
way or other react to the space. […] It is a 
unique space which draws a response from 
me, that presumably would never have 
arisen elsewhere. This is of course a ter-
rific opportunity’, the artist explaines in 
a conversation with curator Katrin Bucher 
Trantow for the exhibition catalogue. 
Industrial pipes welded to one another ran 
through the space in seemingly tangled 
formations, becoming a three-dimensional 
drawing. Kienzer measured the space ‘with 
one dimension more than LeWitt, as it were 
in 3D’ (Katrin Bucher Trantow), through the 
sculpture exploring the maximum dimen-
sions that the space permitted. 

With her fragmented bodies, the Belgian 
sculptor Berlinde De Bruyckere released 
physical sensations in her solo exhibition 
In the Flesh that were further reinforced 
by a monumental architectural installa-
tion. Using a giant, screen-like wall, which 
managed in places to produce a feeling of 
narrowness even in the over 8-metre high 
Space01, she staged the space as a kind 
of vault, in which laid-out hermaphroditic 
beings reminded us of the finiteness of our 
own existence. 

Tatiana Trouvé, Il Grande Ritratto, 2010

Sofie Thorsen, Cut A–A', 2012

Michael Kienzer, Logic and Self-Will, 2012
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A powerful experience of space was also on 
offer in the poetic-seeming installation of 
the Berlin-based artist Katharina Grosse in 
2014, in her exhibition ‘Who, I? Whom, You?’ 
Folds of swelling, crumpled soft foam fitted 
to the organic form of the exhibition room 
extended into the architecture of the upper 
level, creating new spaces within Space01.
In a dynamic painting process, Grosse 
sprayed over and beyond this background 
with striking colours, thus creating an 
abstract artistic landscape of flowing colour 
gradients. The mountain of foam could be 
walked around, but not entered (as origi-
nally planned) for safety reasons. Nonethe-
less, due to the tunnel, niches and caves  
created by the placing of the foam and its 
base construction, the feeling arose of mov-
ing within an unfixed canvas or on a physi-
cal plane. The much criticised Space01, with 
its travelato r frequently described as ‘diffi-
cult’, on which visitors solemnly glided into 
Grosse’s painting landscape, was shown 
to be the ideal partner to the spectacular 
installation. To quote Katharina Grosse in 
a radio interview: ‘I have not had any walls 
incorporated, and have not actually changed 
the space. With everything I bring in, I would 
like to fill the function of wall and exhibition 
with the work itself. The folded objects and 
the movement and this virtual collaboration 
of normal architecture are the preconditions 
of my work.’   

These are only some examples of 14 years 
of exhibition practice, which intended to 
illustrate just how diversely artistic work 
was carried out with, and in, challenging 
exhibition spaces. It shows that an engage-
ment on the part of artists with the spaces 
that Peter Pakesch had laid down in his pro-
gramme for the early years have lost noth-
ing in terms of their fascination. Besides 
numerous examples of spectacular exhibi-
tion architecture (such as those realised 
by ReD—Marta Malé-Alemany/Jose Pedro 
Sousa for M City, Makoto Sei Watanab e 
for Chikaku, Didier Faustino for Antje 
Majewski’ s The World of Gimel or Heimo 
Zobernig for Inventory), group exhibitions 
deserve a mention, such as Moving Parts or 
Robot Dreams, which concerned themselves 
in one way or another with themes such as 
the perception of biomorphic forms, move-
ment or machines clearly suggested by the 
building’s architecture. 

Even artists whose previous works did not 
expressly explore existing situations felt 
compelled in one way or another to ‘impress’ 
(themselves upon) the Kunsthaus rooms—
both to put something impressive in them 
and to leave an impression on them. That 
is also shown in a more recent example, 
namely the solo exhibition Football-sized 
lump of clay on a light blue car roof, show-
casing the Austrian sculptor Erwin Wurm: 

Katharina Grosse, ‘Who, I? Whom You?’, 2014Berlinde De Bruyckere, In the Flesh, 2013
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‘The exhibition space in the Kunsthaus 
is certainly not easy, because, when one 
places sculptures in it, the space offers 
no coordinates. There are no walls, no 
straight lines, it’s a cave with a flat floor. So 
there are difficulties in defining and locat-
ing the end and beginning of the room. I 
have attempted to bring something in that 
asserts itself on the one hand through light 
and secondly through form, so as to set 
a counterpoint in a sense.’ Thus the work 
Space Sweater, a monstrous pullover for 
Space01 some 40 metres in length and 4 
metres high, provided a cosy piece of cloth-
ing for the personified exhibition room. 
Alluding to Sol LeWitt’s Wall, Wurm made 
reference to what was already there by dis-
assembling the minimal art icon down to its 
original components, then enriching it with 
distinctive elements in terms of form and 
content. As for the discussion of the nature 
and significance of space, it continues—this 
time under the aegis of Barbara Steiner. 

Erwin Wurm, Football-sized lump of clay on a light 
blue car roof, 2017
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Isa Rosenberger

The Sky is Glass

Reflections on the structural architecture 
and music of the 1960s gave rise to the 
concept of Isa Rosenberger’s film. This new 
architecture, articulated both by the group 
Team 10 and the British group Archigram, 
challenged the notion of stable, permanent 
buildings, instead promoting the idea of 
platforms with a flexible, adaptable, par-
ticipative and fluid form. The first plans 
developed for the Kunsthaus Graz by archi-
tects Peter Cook and Colin Fournier are an 
immediate continuation of this concept. In 
this film, Rosenberger picks up on the idea 
of the platform, but also shifts this towards 
the conflict zone, where we find a clash 
between architectonic, artistic and museo-
logical but also political and economic 
beliefs. Interviews with the architects Cook, 
Fournier and Niels Jonkhans as well as the 
director of the Kunsthaus, Barbara Steiner, 
investigate the origins of the Kunsthaus, 
associated expectations, and the perception 
of the building today. Short text passages—
in the form of (critical) comments about the 
Kunsthaus—appear as insertions.

Another reference point for Rosenberger is 
Experiencing Architecture, a 1959 publica-
tion issued by Steen Eiler Rasmussen, in 
which music and composition are employed 
in the perception of architecture. The author 
examines how, for example, rhythm organ-
ises movements of light and shadow, or 
how material contrasts are suggestive of 
melodic sequences. Following up on these 
ideas, Rosenberger invited Graz-based 
musician Rainer Binder-Krieglstein to write 
and perform the music for her film about the 
Kunsthaus and its protagonists. In keeping 
with his long-term interest in improvisation, 
his piece took a spontaneous turn when 

performed: Binder-Krieglstein uses the 
building itself as a musical instrument. In 
Rosenberger’s film, the term improvisation 
operates as a thematic link between archi-
tecture and music, expanded into aspects 
of pop culture. The title of the film, The 
Sky is Glass, refers to a line from the 1967 
song Armenia, City in the Sky by the British 
band The Who. Rainer Binder-Krieglstein 
improvises on the same kind of drums used 
by bands like Led Zeppelin. The Kunsthaus 
itself is, after all, essentially the product of 
influences from popular culture that date 
back to the 1960s.

Born in 1969 in Salzburg (AT), lives in 
Vienna (AT)

Exhibitions and projects (selected): 
Spiegelnde Fenster. Reflexionen von Welt 
und Selbst, 21er Haus, Vienna (2017); 
Bergen Assembly, Bergen (2016); Anti : 
Modern, Museum der Moderne Salzburg 
(2016); Putting Rehearsals to the Test—
VOX contemporary image, Montreal 
(2016); Hotel Metropole. Der Erinnerung 
eine Zukunft geben. Into The City I Wiener 
Festwochen, Vienna (2015) and  < rotor >,  
association for contemporary art, Graz 
(2016); Lenin: Icebreaker, LENTOS 
Kunstmuseum Linz (2014 ); It’s The 
Political Economy, Stupi d, Thessaloniki 
Centre of Contemporary Art and Austrian 
Cultural Forum New York (2012);  
Espiral, Grazer Kunstverein, Graz (solo, 
2011 ); Nový Most, Edith-Ruß-Haus für 
Medienkunst, Oldenburg (solo, 2009); 
Nový Most, Secession, Vienna (solo, 2008).
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‘... and what do you think about it?’
Monika Holzer-Kernbichler 

‘Just what can you say about this build-
ing? An extra-terrestrial spaceship that has 
settled itself right in the city centre on the 
banks of the river Mur. Whether you love or 
hate the exterior, no one can be indifferent 
to this architecture,’ says one visitor, writing 
feedback on one of the many cards we have 
received over recent years.1 This quote sums 
up a frequently voiced reaction: the Kun-
sthaus is both loved and hated, the outside 
is appealing, but on the inside the exhibi-
tions don’t always live up to expectations 
because ‘the outside of the building is so 
impressive that you inevitably expect a lot 
from the exhibition.’ A building like the Kun-
sthaus Graz simply cannot leave you cold; it 
packs a deeper emotional punch than other 
buildings in the city. ‘Outside fantastic, 
inside boring’? 

When, after much toing and froing, the 
building was at last built during the city’s 
year as Capital of Culture, there already 
existed a lot of positive curiosity amongst 
the general public. Guided tours of the con-
struction site offered a welcome opportunity 
to find out about the progress and design of 
the project. Just the building site itself was 
impressive. From the outset, the wide range 
of technical innovations—which involved 
a great deal of planning for the architects, 
structural engineers, museum specialists, 
fire prevention officers, safety experts, the 
historic review commission, construction 
companies, etc. —inspired great respect 
for this major urban project, although its 
popularity did not prevent questions being 
raised about the cost of it all. ‘It must have 
taken a great deal of courage to insert this 
building into the heart of a Baroque city. 
But it worked. This museum and its extraor-
dinary architecture is a must,’ comments 

one visitor in 2016. Since 2003 interest in 
the architecture of the Kunsthaus has in 
no way diminished: there is a continuous 
stream of requests for tours of the building, 
for information about the architecture in 
apps, audioguides or in printed architectural 
guides. Sometimes tours also encompass 
the technical facilities underground, and 
special interest is shown regularly in the fire 
protection equipment and the occasional 
tests of the sprinkler system, when water 
streams and squirts from the blue bubble, 
every time creating a small-scale extrava-
ganza in the middle of the city.

Many people like the building: it soon 
became the city’s new landmark and a star 
of its marketing strategy. The Kunsthaus 
has given Graz the image of a modern, 
innovative city. ‘I am very proud that there 
is such a beautiful museum of contempo-
rary art here’, writes one local resident to 
describe her feelings about the place. She is 
certainly not the only one. 

The building’s unusual shape creates a sen-
sation, its vivid colours make it stand out 
from its urban surroundings; the BIX media 
façade interacts with the location during 
the night, while the sounds produced in its 
2003 installation Time Piece Graz by Max 
Neuhaus form a connection during the day. 
The building hums, and sends out light 
messages into urban space. The Kunsthaus 
Graz ‘breaks the face of the historic centre: 
at first, the view of the Kunsthaus seems 
unusual. The design itself is not up for dis-
cussion and is a subjective experience, yet 
the building simply does not blend in with 
the Graz historic city centre. The interior is 
superb! Terrific exhibitions’—this particular 
visitor’s opinion contradicts the view of the 
majority, namely that the Friendly Alien 
fits in well with the cityscape. Indeed, this 
point was already positively highlighted 
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in the response to the draft plans of the 
winning project during the competition. 
This states that the structure harmonises 
‘brilliantly with its environment’. ‘It yields, 
ties itself into the area of existing building 
fabric while also swinging out as far as the 
boundaries of the plot.’2 The attitude of the 
jury was shared in many of the comments 
we received: ‘The building is extraordinary!’

‘Special architecture. The Kunsthaus 
deserves a viewing from the outside and of 
course a more thorough visit inside. Its sur-
roundings are also worth seeing.’ Visitors 
have also often commented on what is also 
demonstrated in gentrification studies or 
directly experienced by visiting the Lend-
viertel district—i.e. that the construction 
of the Kunsthaus has had a huge effect on 
the surrounding businesses. The effect of 
the new shops and bars has been such that 
now, in 2017, the last remaining brothel 
is moving out of the area, and this once 
despised red light district has fully evolved 
into a young, creative neighbourhood. And 
yet the famous view points towards the old 
part of the city on the other side of the river 
Mur. 

‘... I like the elevator, but everything else is 
wrong,’ states one commentary very cat-
egorically while at the same time drawing 
attention to the unique character of the 
travelator, the moving walkway that pierces 
the blue bubble like a needle in order to 
transport the public into the interior, to 
the exhibition levels. It carries you from 
the bright, well-lit ground floor up into 

Space02, designed in 2003 mainly with 
media art in mind and therefore equipped 
with the corresponding technology. The vast 
kidney-shaped floor plan of this space, with 
its clear up and down, provokes little emo-
tional response. You only notice the grey 
skin as being unusual at a second glance, 
its triangles swelling outwards from the 
floor to the ceiling. 
‘I liked it very much. Especially the chil-
dren’s room,’ or ‘I liked Space03 the best’ 
was the frequent response of our younger 
visitors. Children are generally delighted 
by Space03, the dedicated children’s area, 
where the sides are unconventional, like a 
nutshell or whale’s belly, making it literally 
possible to climb the walls. Once they’ve 
taken their shoes off, most children react by 
running straight in and scaling the wonky 
sloped surfaces, which extend right up into 
the low ceiling, instead of walls. Who can 
manage to stay up there, maybe by stand-
ing behind the pillar? You can also lie on 
the ground, look down through the round 
windows, and secretly spy on the goings-on 
below, on the ground floor. If the kids are 
really having a lot of fun in the space, then 
you can hear it all the way down in the foyer 
too. and not just in Space03.
‘I love the building because it was cool!’, ‘I 
think it’s awesome!’, is the recurrent theme 
of the cards, which proclaim a wealth of 

Spaceship greets the present
(Der neue Samstag, 13.09.2003)



52

excitements, joys, disappointments and 
wishes. When the current exhibitions are 
commented upon, the architectural design 
of the building is usually also mentioned. 
‘The Kunsthaus itself is impressive! The 
quality of the current exhibition is debat-
able,’ states one entry in the visitors’ book 
from 2007. The architecture constantly 
interferes, it partly determines the dis-
play, it shapes one’s perception and also 
behaviour while you are inside it. The bio-
morphic bubble has nothing of the rigidity 
of an orthogonal, Euclidian white space; 
instead it is a dark, black hole, a cathedral, 
a cave whose boundaries are blurred; at 
first glance it seems a little unpredict-
able, unsettling even. Exploring the space 
takes time, particularly in Space01, where 
artists are sometimes given the licence to 
experiment. Works have been produced 
that would otherwise be unthinkable with-
out this space: Wall by Sol LeWitt (2003), 
Michael Kienzer’s sculpture stretching 
across the skin (2012), Katharina Grosse’s 
much commented on, space-filling installa-
tion made of plastic foam (2014) and Erwin 
Wurm’s Space Sweater (2017) are just a 
few of the examples one could name here. 
The space is a challenge for anyone who is 
using it for the first time; it calls for perhaps 
more consideration than other exhibition 
spaces, it demands respect, commands an 
intensity that could be threatening. It is a 
space where you need to stand your ground 
because it is dominant, could even become 

a rival. ‘The sculptural space (Space01) 
competes with Zobernig’s works’, remarks 
one visitor, on the occasion of Heimo 
Zobernig’s exhibition, considered by many 
visitors as difficult. She continues that ‘it 
distracts from the exhibition.’ Apart from 
this, the space is also unsuitable for hang-
ing pictures, since it does not have any flat, 
calm surfaces or walls. What do visitors 
expect from an exhibition at the Kunsthaus? 
How open are they to engaging with the 
unknown? 

‘The building is fascinating, the view: 
great; Nice view and quiet atmosphere at 
the Needle—a great way to conclude a 
visit at the museum’ is also the opinion of 
our international visitors, especially when 
you finally reach the Needle and daylight 
again, and gain an unobstructed view of 
the historic centre on the other side of the 
river Mur. The bright, light-suffused space 
integrates the Kunsthaus with the façades 
of the street, at the same time stitching a 
visual connection to the Eiserne Haus, or 
‘Iron House’, listed and, since the opening 
in 2003, recognisable as such once again. 
‘I am visiting the Kunsthaus because it is 
spectacular, the additional structures are, 
as is so often the case, counterproductive. 
The result: disappointing spatially, the 
Needle offers a silver lining, at least.’ And 
someone else writes: ‘Crazy building. The 
architectural design is wonderful and the 
view from the top floor is perfect for pho-
tos.’ The view from the top, the play of light, 
the hustle and bustle of the street below 

Landed! 
Austria’s spaciest art museum has 
opened—only on the Mur!
(Die Presse, 19.09.2003)

Revenge of the armoured reptiles 
Instead of a museum, Cook and Four-
nier have built an animal in Graz— 
beautiful and unusable
(SonntagsZeitung, 05.10.2003)
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make you want to linger, and the feelings 
they evoke are quite literally uplifting— 
‘I love it!’, one person even declares. 

The building is ambivalent, arouses expec-
tations, surprises and disappoints. Since 
2003 it has regularly featured as the 
subject of public discussions and political 
debates. Its appearance is unique, yet it is 
unquestionably—perhaps even genuinely—
‘the most beautiful monster all over Graz!’ 

1   All of the quotes in the text are drawn from feedback given 
by visitors, written and compiled via cards since 2013. They 
have superseded the guest books of the previous years where 
similar recurrent comments on the architecture can be read 
over the years. Very unusual or typical quotes were chosen 
for this text.

2   ‘Competition Kunsthaus Graz, Minutes of the judging 
session, Project No. 33 (winning project) —Cook/Fournier’, in: 
Haus der Architektur (ed.), Kunsthaus Graz. Documentation of 
the Competition, Graz 2003, p. 164.

A pet with warts
Alien, whale, art hedgehog, 
sea cucumber, a gin drinker's 
liver? Whatever, Graz has an 
art museum at last
(Salzburger Nachrichten, 
25.09.2003)
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Mischa Kuball, public preposition / UTOPIA, 2017
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Arthur Zalewski, from: Favoriten, 2017
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Sir Peter Cook

Born in 1936, studied at the Bournemouth Col-
lege of Art and the Architectural Association, 
London.
Professor Sir Peter Cook RA, founder of Archi-
gram, former Director the Institute for Contem-
porary Art, London (the ICA) and Bartlett School 
of Architecture at University College, London 
has been a pivotal figure within the global archi-
tectural world for over half a century. Cook’s 
achievements with radical experimentalist group 
Archigram have been the subject of numerous 
publications and public exhibitions. In 2007, 
Peter Cook was knighted by the Queen for his 
services to architecture. He is also a Royal Acad-
emician and a Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts 
et Lettres of the French Republic. He is currently 
a Senior Fellow of the Royal College of Art, 
London. His professorships include those of the 
Royal Academy, University College London and 
the Hochschule für Bildende Kunste (Staedels-
chule) in Frankfurt/Main, Germany. Cook has 
from the very beginning made waves in architec-
tural circles, however, it is since the construction 
of the Kunsthaus Graz that his work has been 
brought to a wider public, a process continuing 
with the completion of the Vienna Business and 
Economics University’s Departments of Law and 
Central Administration Buildings and Bond Uni-
versity in Australia’s Abedian School of Architec-
ture. Peter Cook has also built in Osaka, Nagoya, 
Berlin, Frankfurt and Madrid. 

Colin Fournier

Born in 1944, studied at the Ecole Nationale 
Supérieure des Beaux Arts, Paris, and the Archi-
tectural Association School of Architecture, 
London.
Fournier is Emeritus Professor of Architecture 
and Urbanism at the Bartlett School of Archi-
tecture, University College London (UCL), where 
he was, over a period of 18 years, Director of the 
Master of Architecture course in Urban Design, 
as well as Director of one of the Diploma Units. 
He recently completed a four year Visiting Pro-
fessorship at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong (CUHK). He was an associate member of 
the radical experimental design group Archigram 
and Planning Director of the Ralph Parsons Com-
pany (now Parsons Corporation) in Pasadena, 
California, implementing several Urban Design 
projects in the Middle East, in particular the new 
town of Yanbu in Saudi Arabia. He was Bernard 
Tschumi’s partner for the design of the Parc de 
la Villette in Paris and co-author, with Sir Peter 
Cook, of the Graz Kunsthaus. His ‘Open Cinema’ 
project, developed in collaboration with artist 
Marysia Lewandowska, was realised in Guima-
rães, Portugal, one of the two European Cultural 
Capitals of 2012; a second edition was produced 
in Lisbon, as part of the 2013 Lisbon Architec-
ture Triennale and a third one in Hong Kong, in 
the K11 Art Space, in 2016. Fournier is the chair-
man of Tetra X, an architecture and urbanism 
practice based in Hong Kong.
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Index of artistic projects
    
Mischa Kuball           p. 54
public preposition / UTOPIA, 2017
BIX project, Kunsthaus Graz
Courtesy of the artist        
    
Anna Meyer           p. 2
Skeletonhouse, 2017  
Oil on canvas, 140 × 180 cm

Haus Tier, 2017
Oil on canvas, 150 × 160 cm

Elephanthouse, 2017
Oil on canvas, 140 × 180 cm

Gerlitzermalgründe, 2017
Oil on canvas, 140 × 180 cm

Skeleton, 2017
Oil on mixed media, 60 × 60 × 20 cm  

Welcome (ich schaff euch alle), 2017
Oil on mixed media, 50 × 55 × 20 cm

Gerlitzermalgründe, 2017
Oil on mixed media, 50 × 50 × 20 cm

Pillengarten Eden, 2017
Oil on canvas, 150 × 160 cm

Glashäuser, 2017
Oil on canvas, 150 × 200 cm

All: Courtesy of the artist and Krobath Vienna

Isa Rosenberger          p. 48
The Sky is Glass, 2017 
Full HD Video, 25 min
Courtesy of the artist

Arthur Zalewski           p. 56
Favoriten, 2017
Installation, consisting of silkscreens
(100 × 70 cm) and dual projection  
Courtesy of the artist and ASPN, Leipzig 
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Supporting programme

Up into the Unknown 
Curator’s tours with Barbara Steiner:
Sun, 29.10.2017
Sun, 26.11.2017
Sun, 25.03.2018
at 11 am respectively
 
Guided tours of the exhibition
Fri, 02.03.2018, 3.30 pm
Sun, 04.03.2018, 11 am
Fri, 23.03.2018, 3.30 pm
 
Architecture … keep on drawing!
UNIQA family day at the Kunsthaus Graz 2017
with Gerald Hartwig and Clemens Luser
Sun, 22.10.2017, 10 am – 5 pm
  
Concept, implementation, reality. A talk about 
the genesis of the Kunsthaus 
with Niels Jonkhans, Herfried Peyker and Katia 
Huemer
Wed, 15.11.2017, 5 pm, Space01
 
Further through the Unknown
A look through the hololens at the future of the 
Kunsthaus 
with Niels Jonkhans, Gernot Stangl, Barbara 
Steiner, Tristan Schulze, Wolfgang Walcher, 
Urs Hirschberg, Constantinus Miltiardes and 
students of the Institute for Architectur and 
Media
Sat, 24.03.2018, 5 pm, Space01

All events in German language.
For further information see: 
www.kunsthausgraz.at
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