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Alexander Brener belongs to that generation of Russian performance artists who appeared 
towards the end of the Soviet Union and were already active in public space. He achieved 
international renown in 1997, when he sprayed a green dollar sign on Kazimir Malevich’s 
picture Suprematism 1920-27 on display in the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. Since the 
1990s, together with his Austrian partner Barbara Schurz, he has confronted the power 
strategies and mechanisms of exclusion in society and the art market, in interventionist and 
uncompromising performances. Parallel to this, he has produced drawings which continue 
their programmatic critique of capitalism. The exhibition Conspiracy of Cephalopods is a 
review in drawings, and the first museum show by the duo worldwide.

First Actions
Alexander Brener carries out one of his first actions in the winter of 1995, when he undresses 
down to his boxer shorts on Red Square in Moscow, puts on red boxing gloves and, adopting 
the body movements of someone warming up for an imminent fight, repeatedly cries out: 
‘Come here, Yeltsin! Come here, Yeltsin!’ This challenge to Boris Yeltsin to fight a duel at the 
height of the first Chechen War leads to his immediate arrest which develops into the usual 
procedure of his actions. He achieves international prominence when in 1997 he sprays a green 
dollar sign onto Kazimir Malevich’s white picture Suprematism 1920-27 in the Stedelijk 
Museum in Amsterdam. His protest against the corruption and commercialisation of the art 
market ends with a five-month prison sentence. In Brener’s uncompromising actions, there is 
manifested a profoundly political and ethical fundamental approach, for the intervention, in his 
view, only reproduced Malevich’s desire to change the capitalist world with his art, and sent a 
signal opposing the domination of the market.

Brener und Schurz als „Kunstterrroristen“
For the exhibition It’s a Better World. Russian Actionism and its Context in the Secession in 
Vienna, he comes to the Austrian capital in 1997, where he meets his future partner Barbara 
Schurz. Together they engage with the power strategies and mechanisms of exclusion in 
society and the art market, by means of interventionist, provocative and radical performances. 
In 1997, with What to do? they write a book about ‘technologies of cultural resistance’, with 
which they attack power relations in the art system, which they early on see as a part of the 
neo-liberal economic system – and so wish to change it. They intervene in exhibitions and 
symposiums, baring their naked behinds, spitting at and daubing curators; soon they are 
refused entrance everywhere as ‘art terrorists’. In doing so, they do not deceive themselves: 
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‘The world cannot be changed through art, that doesn’t work. Artists who intend to do so, do 
not reflect the power relations that exist within the art system. Political art would thus only be 
a representation of critical political discourse.’1

Graphic works and nomadic existence
Towards the end of the 1990s the first drawings are created which continue the programmatic 
critique of capitalism; in their ostensibly naïve sign language, they take their bearings from the 
tradition of the Russian Lubok (plural: Lubki). The term comes from the Russian word for the 
bast of trees used for crude woodcuts, which were then coloured. These popular folkloristic 
picture sheets had been cut in Russia since the 17th century, mostly by simple people from the 
general population. As well as the illustration, they mostly contained a narrative text. Besides 
religious episodes from the story of salvation and the tradition of icons, they largely 
negotiated themes from everyday life, often concealing a satirical and socially critical character 
behind their informative contents. In the exhibition, a separate room is dedicated to the Lubki, 
whose depictions in part recall children’s drawings, their context and content, however, 
offering an unsparing insight into the depths of human co-existence. 

Brener and Schurz left Vienna in 2001 and have since led a nomadic existence, which has as far 
as possible rejected the art market. Moving from city to city and from country to country, they
have meantime travelled through half of Europe, always following one invitation after the 
other. In the last 15 years, moreover, they have drawn and written numerous books, which are 
both literarily brilliant and theoretically well-founded, in formats inspired by samizdat. As an 
example, the show will present the 158-page long publication Fuck off and die alone. 
Conspiracy of Cephalopods in the BRUSEUM is their first museum exhibition and offers the first 
insight into their graphic work since 2006.

Conspiracy of Cephalopods
The exhibition title refers to the idea of the metamorphosis, to the possibility that entities and 
things can become something else, something new, which is central for their work. The series 
Unlucky Shape Shifter created for the exhibition is paradigmatic for this. The grotesque body is 
the counter-form to the ideal, athletic, socially- conditioned body. ‘The grotesque body is [...] 
one that is in the making. It is never finished and complete, it is always understood as being 
created, and itself always produces a further body; it devours the world and lets itself be 
devoured by it [...] ‘,2 Mikhail Bakhtin writes in his pioneering writing on the carnival.

Brener and Schurz not only reference Bakhtin, however, also very much Giorgio Agamben’s 
concept of profanation. For him, profanation means not only the desecration of metaphysical 
concepts, rather that things are returned to the free usage of mankind through precisely this 
profanation. For Agamben, profanation is vital in changing society – the world. But it is not 
only the adaptation of what is past, of archaeology and history, but also the reversal of 
elements and stories through the new usage. With this, they deliberately take up the topos of 
the ‘inverted world’ – mundus inversus. The comparison with Till Eulenspiegel is obvious. He 
mocks, breaks the law, shows his bare behind, defecates in the middle of the room, enriches 

                                                
1Barbara Schurz, as cited in: Alexander Brener, Barbara Schurz, „Die Welt kann durch Kunst nicht verändert 

werden“. Ein Interview mit Johannes Wendland, in: Kunsttexte.de 1/2001.
2 Michail Bachtin, Rabelais und seine Welt, Frankfurt/Main 1995, S. 358.
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himself at the cost of others, is known in the whole country; most people want him as far away 
from them as possible. The fool is an outsider, he doesn’t belong to the capitalistically 
stratified society, yet precisely this state of otherness provides him with the prerequisite for a
critique of his surroundings; it is just this differentness that allows him to overcome the 
barriers of convention and to lift the world off its hinges. The fool is a critical observer who 
holds up a mirror to the powerful and is permitted to speak the truth straight to their faces 
with impunity. Yet this foolery is not a genetic defect, rather a deliberately planted tool to be 
deployed against society, which is unsure how to take the measure of this person and how to 
deal with them. Like Till Eulenspeigel, so too Alexander Brener and Barbara Schurz cannot be 
categorised, for their transformations are too diverse and their behaviour too complex. Fully 
cognisant and aware of their actions, they present themselves as naïve and child-like, and their 
drawings have this look, too. Pictures as if from a carnival, yet carnival time was always an 
exceptional situation, one in which we permanently – according to Agamben – finds ourselves 
in. 


