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EVENEMENTS 

VIENNE 

1880-1938 

La m a g i s t r a l e expos i t i on , V i e n n e 1880-1938 - Naissance d ' un siècle, q u e le 
C e n t r e B e a u b o u r g vient d e p r é s e n t e r , à Paris , d u 13 févr ier au ô mai l!)8(î, 
se r e n d r a au M u s é e d'Art M o d e r n e d e New-York, d u 3 juillet au -± o c t o b r e 
li)8(î. Elle r e t r a c e la d é c a d e n c e d e l ' impér ia l i sme a u s t r o - h o n g r o i s et l 'éclosion 
d e la m o d e r n i t é v i e n n o i s e à t r a v e r s s o n f o i s o n n e m e n t i n t e l l e c t u e l et 
a r t i s t ique , à u n m o m e n t pr iv i légié d e son his to i re , clans u n e ville où p a r u t , 
clans t o u s les d o m a i n e s , u n n o m b r e i m p r e s s i o n n a n t d 'a r t i s tes p rod ig i eux . 

Jacques MEURIS 

l'odeur douce-ai capitale 

coup, le suave du décadent, Un air 
d'après-fête, aux confins de l'Occi
dent européen et de l'Est. Cette 
odeur et ce goût, on les ressentait 
peu en l'exposition majestueuse nue 

Pompidou, à Paris, a 

s. l.a leçon une I ou en lire 
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île deux grands courants i 

«Grande Allemagne», hitlérienne en 
l'occurrence. HKS8 - La fin du rêve 

les deux, ce 

isee rejoint les ai 
plastiques, la littérature, la musique, 
où l'architecture se lie aux arts dé-
coratifs, comme le théâtre se lie au 

sophie el la politique, à l'économie. 

Jacques Meuris est critique d'art à 

Internationale des Critiques d'Art. 

i a Plur id isc ip l inar i té c o m m e 
sialic de civil isation 

Si ce genre de manifestation se dé
cale fortement de l'exposition d'art, 
en convoquant tout ce qui s'est passé 

savait, sans toujours 
de façon aussi intél 

société. L'exemple viennois esi ty
pique à cet égard, surtout parce que 
les événements eux-mêmes, destruc
tifs à Ious égards, sont venus peser 
d'un poids particulier dans l'occulta-

s. D'où déca-

La lisle des Viennois forcés à l'émi-

mais elle contient surtout un nombre 
particulièrement considérable de 

s lois, influé grande 
de la pensée el de la 

La démonstration qu'entraîne 
cette exposition, justement parce 
qu'elle est un melting pot de con
sécrations el d'oppositions, va, 
s'agissant du cinéma, rie Pabst à 
Preminaer, en passant par Lang el 

de Vicky liai 
ar Sperber, 

i philosophie, U ittgens-
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poètes et écrivains. Le Kunstschau 
(ou Klimtgruppe) organisait des ex
positions d'où sortirent Schiele et 
Kokoschka. Le Wiener Kreis grou
pait savants et philosophes, tandis 
que la Weiner Schule englobait l'ar
chitecture avec Otto Wagner et ses 
élèves, les tenants d'une kunstwis-
senschaft, d'une histoire de l'art 
scientifique, les philosophes et les 
psychologues de la Tiefen-psycholo-
gie, les musiciens, comme Schôn-
berg, Berg, Von Webern et Mahler. 

L'un dans l'autre, dans le dé
sordre, ces groupes, formels ou non, 
eurent une influence très considé
rable, et la diversité de leurs préoc
cupations, comme des disciplines 
assemblées, atteste le bouillonne
ment créatif d'une capitale prise 
dans sa décadence. Comme si, en ef
fet, plutôt qu'être un signe négatif de 
dégénérescence, la décadence était 
tout au contraire, un puissant exci
tant... 

Du m o d e r n e au 
con t empora in 

En effet, lorsque l'on trace les sil
lons successifs qui passent par la 
participation autrichienne à la 
Guerre de 1914-1918 et par la pra
tique de la théorie austromar^iste, 
sous administration municipale 
rouge, en 1923, pour se terminer 
dans l'annexion pure et simple par le 
Reich allemand, en 1938, on s'aper
çoit que sont plantés tous les germes 
de la société contemporaine dans ce 
qu'elle a de plus vivifiant, sur les 
plans de la pensée et des réalisations 
socio-technologiques. 

Le monde viennois moderne, qui 
s'alimente à Wittgenstein, du côté 
pensée, et à Porsche, du côté tech
nique, tout autant qu'à la social-dé
mocratie du côté politique et au 
constructivisme du côté artistique, 
s'il débouche historiquement sur les 

24 

bouleversements mortels des an
nées 40 - et l'univers avec lui - pré
figure toutefois déjà, d'une manière 
que l'on ne savait plus aussi magis
trale, la contemporane'ité de la 
deuxième moitié du vingtième siècle, 
façonnée ailleurs. 

5. Alfred KUBIN 
Soupçon. 1898. 
Plume, 
encre de Chine et lavis; 
19 cm 6x29,5. 
Vienne. Graphische 
Sammlung Albertina. 

6. Rudolf KOPPITZ. 
Étude de mouvement. 1928. 
Épreuve 
à la gomme bichromotée; 
S9.4 cm X 49,7. 
Vienne, Graphische 
l,ehund Versuchsanstalt. 

7. Josef Maria OLBRICH 
Étude pour la Maison 
de la Sécession. 1897. 
Aquarelle; 19,6 cm x 12,4. 
Vienne, Historiches 
Museum der Stadt. 



EVENEMENTS 

8. Oskar KOKOSCHKA 
Portrait de KarlKraua, 1925. 
Huile sur toile: 65 cm x KM). 
Vienne, Museum Moderner Kunsl. 

D Frank KUPKA 
Dessin pour Promélhée enchatw'. 1909-1910. 
Crayon el lavis sur papier; 
28cm "x 38,2. 
Paris. Coll. Karl Flinker, 

II). KoloMOSER 
La Lumière, 1910. 
Huile sur toile. 
Vienne, Coll. Julius l iummel. 

11. Egon SCHIELE 
Affiche pour la 49* exposition 
de la Sécession tl.es amisl. 
Lithographie; 68cm X 53. 
Vienne. Historicités Museum tier Stadt. 

Ce phénomène, que l'exposition 
parisienne a pleinement montre, est 
d 'autant moins négligeable qu 'à 
Vienne plus qu'ailleurs, l'union gé
néralement improbable s'est accom
plie entre les faits intellectuels et les 
faits politiques, au moment même où 
l'empire du milieu de lEurope, entre 
lEst et l'Ouest, s'effondrait avec une 
lenteur mesurée mais implacable. 
Soit, quand une société changeait de 
formes et de structures. 

Nous en sommes un peu là, au
jourd 'hui . . . Mais si ce n'est plus à 
Vienne que le pr incipal se passe 
maintenant, les sillons préparatoires 
t racés là sont manifes tes , dans la 
senteur du café et des pâtisseries, la 
conservation des musées anciens et 
modernes, les chansons de Grinsing 
et les airs d'opéra. ^ -

http://tl.es


hen Gustav Klimt and eighteen of 
his followers withdrew from the 
Kunstlerhaus in 1897 to form the 
Secession1, their revolutionary act 

rocketed Vienna into the forefront of the Euro
pean avant-garde. This proclamation of artistic 
liberty and modernity emblematized the grow
ing ideological rupture with Hapsburg Vienna, a 
city simmering with social strife, political conflict 
and impending imperial collapse. Poised on the 
brink of a new era, Vienna became the arena for 
what the writer Hermann Broch would call the 
"joyful apocalypse". It was a culture searching 
for Utopia, caught between the threat of disinte
gration and the promise of rebirth. From it, Vi
enna emerged as one of the most important 
generators of Modernism at the turn of the cen
tury. A roll call of its major figures reads like a 
Who's Who of the 20th century: Sigmund Freud, 
Ernst Mach, Klimt, Oskar Kokoschka, Egon 
Schiele, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Otto Wagner, 
Adolf Loos, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Arnold 
Schoenberg, Robert Musil, Fritz Lang,... 

VIENNA 
1880-1938 

BIRTH OF A CENTURY 
By Elizabeth REID 

Elizabeth Reid, writter on art, lives in Paris 

The recent exhibition at the Centre Georges-
Pompidou2, presented in a spectacular instal
lation this multi-disciplinary revolution. The 
range of objects was vast: architectural draw
ings and models, furniture, painting, graphics, 
decorative arts (everything from silver to leather 
book bindings), theatre designs, photographs, 
pianos, musical scores, and even a car - the 
1936 aerodynamic Steyr 50. It was comple
mented by an extensive series of lectures, films 
and concerts, and a reconstruction of a "Wiener 
Kaffeehaus", institution of literary and artistic 
vangardism at the turn of the century. A monu
mental book-catalogue3 containing essays by 
such notables as Carl Schorske, Ernst Gom
brich, Werner Hoffmann, Elias Canetti and Rob
ert Waissenberger, provided considerable 
scholarly interest for the initiated, but little in the 
way of straightforward historical information for 
the novice. It supplied neither a checklist of 
works nor a chronology, both essential to an un
derstanding of such a diversified and rapidly 
evolving period. 

In preparation since 1980, the show was or
ganized by the Musée National d'Art Moderne's 
curator Gérard Régnier, alias Jean Clair, art his
torian and critic. He chose different historical 
parameters than the earlier Vienna (1870-1930) 
and Venice (1898-1918) presentations, or the 
current New York exhibition (1898-1918)4 di
rected by the Museum of Modern Art's adjunct 
curator Kirk Varnedoe5. 1880-1938: At one end 
the last breaths of the crumbling Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, and at the other the Anschluss -
Hitler's annexation of Austria and the exile of the 
largely Jewish artistic and intellectual elite. In 
between (and the real core of the show) there 
was a magnificent flowering of art, architecture, 
literature, music, science and philosophy. 

The struggle between tradition and modern
ism has never been easy. A sense of this dichot
omy pervaded the entire exhibition, expressed 
from the moment one passed through the iron 
arched span of an Otto Wagner Metropolitan en
trance and faced a portrait bust of Emperor 
Franz-Joseph, defender of 19th-century liberal 
bourgeois stability. He was flanked by portraits 
of Nietzsche and Richard Wagner, inflammatory 
symbols of rupture, progenitors of the new emo
tional and instinctual response which cata
pulted Vienna into the Freudian age. A visual 
and ideological interplay was established by the 
austere functionalism of the Pompidou Centre 
hovering around and above the period recrea
tion of Viennese architecture and decoration. 
There was a distinct invitation to consider our 
own approaching fin de siècle with that of the 
fading Empire. 

1. Otto WAGNER, Work submitted for a contest of the 
Post Savings-bank (right façade), 1903. Graphite, 
ink, water-colour; 85 cm 5 x 41,5. 
Vienna, City Historical Museum. 

2. Gustav KLIMT, Hope 1.181 cm x 67. 
Ottawa, Fine Arts Museum of Canada. 

Franz-Joseph attempted to disguise the frag
mentation of his world through a grandiose 
building scheme that had just reached its end in 
the early 1890's. The Vienna Ringstrasse, some 
thirty years in the making and comparable to 
Napoleon Ill's Haussmannization of Paris, cam
ouflaged civic discontent by encircling the inner 
city with a series of great public monuments and 
lavish bourgeois apartments. Representative of 
the Hapsburg Monarchy, the Ringstrasse 
avoided confrontation with modern reality. In
stead it sought refuge behind the architectural 
historicism of its Classical, Gothic and Baroque 
façades - the grandeur of the past overcoming 

98 



the ever-advancing menace of the present. The 
bourgeois-sponsored painting of Hans Makart 
and Anton Romako affected similar intentions, 
although there are occasions (such as Romak-
o's La Danse macabre, 1885, in the Osterrei-
chische Galerie, Vienna, and some of his 
decadent portraits) where the future ambigui
ties of Secessionist and Expressionist art are 
suggested. 

The reactions to Ringstrasse pseudo-culture 
were pervasive by the end of the century. In the 
realm of architecture, Otto Wagner initiated the 
break. A former Ringstrasse architect, and re
sponsible for such major fin de siècle commis
sions as the Vienna Metropolitan stations (1894-
1901), the church at the Steinhof Sanitorium 
(designed 1902) and the superb iron and glass 
Caisse d'Épargne de la Poste (1904-06), Wag
ner ultimately rejected historicist ornament in fa-
vour of a decoratively refined Art Nouveau 
functionalism. His 1895 book Modem Architec
ture was one of the most influential theoretical 
doctrines of the beginning of the century. His 
belief that all creation must reflect modern life, 
and that architecture must synthesize utilitarian 
and artistic demands, became the foundation of 
the more radical architecture of Josef Hoffmann 
and Adolf Loos. Loos' Ornament and Crime, 
published in 1908, served as a veritable bible of 
anti-decorative rationalism. The extreme pur
ism of his architectural masterpiece, the 1910 
Steiner House, influenced France's Le Corbu
sier as well as the German Bauhaus in the 
1920's. 

In painting and the decorative arts, the 
Secession and the Wiener Werkstâtte (founded 
in 1903 by Hoffmann and Kolo Moser along the 
lines of the English Arts and Crafts Movement), 
promoted a conception of art that opposed 
Ringstrasse eclectic superficiality with a desire 
to unite art and life. The Palais Stoclet in Brus
sels (1905-1911), designed by Hoffmann, deco
rated by Klimt and furnished throughout by 
Werkstâtte artisans, is the greatest monument 
to this ideal. Klimt's contribution to modern 
painting was represented in the Paris show by 
an unprecedented grouping of twenty-five 
paintings and numerous drawings. They por
trayed his development from Ringstrasse deco
ration (he was a protégé of Makart) through a 
Freudian proto-expressionist Art Nouveau, to 
the late, highly stylized Byzantian portraits. His 
1903 Espoir I, on loan from the National Gallery 

4. Ora Studio Dancer, 1923. 
Brown Silver Print; 22 cm 4 x 13,8. 
Vienna, Private Collection. 

3. Karl EHN, Karl-Marx-Hot (workmen's dwellings), 
1927. Main façade. 

in Ottawa, is a tremendously evocative icon of 
the fin de siècle. Decoratively beautiful in a sin
uous Art Nouveau manner, it sets the promise of 
rebirth against a frieze of death and decay. It is 
simultaneously reassuring and terrifying in its 
unsettling sense of complicity between hope and 
despair, between dream and reality. Sigmund 
Freud published his Interpretation of Dreams in 
1900, and the impact of his research into the in
stinctive and unconscious depths of man's ex
istence resonates in such an image. 

A similar spirit permeated the writings of the 
Jung Wien, a group of young literary dissidents 
which assembled around the powerful figure of 
Hermann Bahr in the mid-1890's. Hugo von Hof-
mansnsthal, Arthur Schnitzler and Peter Alten-
berg tried to express their generation's crise du 
moi through an exploration of psychological and 
sexual truth. Their attempts to communicate 
were thwarted, however, by their ultimate reali
zation that words were incapable of coveying the 
f ugacity of fin de siècle life. The acerbic critic and 
poet Karl Kraus battled this linguistic impasse 
from as early as 1897, when he published La Lit
térature démolie, castigating the decadence of 
the Jung Wien literary style. Provoked by the 
cataclysm of World War I, Kraus' efforts to purify 
language of extraneous ornament (similar to the 
architectural functionalism of the Otto Wagner 
school) reached their apogee in his chef-
d'œuvre Les derniers jours de l'humanité (1915-
1918). Both Ludwig Wittgenstein (TractatusLog-
ico-Philosophicus, 1921), and Robert Musil 
(L'Homme sans qualités, 3 vols, 1930-1943, un
finished) extended the desubjectivization of lan
guage into the postwar period. Their desire to 
create a new rationalized order out of the catas
trophe didn't solve, however, the cn'se du moi of 
the earlier generation. The formal lucidity of their 
interrogation uncovered, finally, no real answer 
to the madness. 

The erotic and brutally self-referential art of 
Egon Schiele and the riveting portraits of Oskar 
Kokoschka took Vienna into full-fledged picto
rial Expressionism by World War I. Ostensibly a 
reaction to the Secession's emphasis on the 
decorative, Schiele and Kokoschka did con
tinue to draw upon the psycho-sexual penetra
tion of prewar Klimt, and created images 
imploding with raw power. They portray the an
guish and dislocation convulsing the individual 
more effectively and more intimately than any of 
the graphic illustrations of an Alfred Kubin or a 
Klemens Brosch. 

In music, Arnold Schoenberg and his pupils 
Alban Berg and Anton von Webern, developed 
a language which communicated the turbu
lence of their generation. Beginning in 1899, 

Schoenberg endeavoured to push musical 
expression through extremes in intensity and 
complexity. He gradually abandoned the tradi
tional structures of tonality and triadic harmony 
for free dissonance. Schoenberg also explored 
the possibilities of painted Expressionism. Vi
sionary portraits, landscapes and set designs 
mirror his dynamically evolving musical style 
through strident colours, extreme contrasts and 
awkward spacial movement. The Pompidou ex
hibited this lesser known side of Schoenberg, 
most of it from the Lawrence A. Schoenberg 
Collection in Los Angeles, in its quasi-totality. 

After the war and the demise of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, Vienna was socially and art
istically reshaped by the political rationalism of 
the Social Democrats. In 1921, the year Witt
genstein published his treatise, Schoenberg was 
developing his method of composition with 
twelve tones as a means of harnessing the an
archy of pantonal expressionism. Johannes It-
ten, later a professor at the Weimar Bauhaus, 
responded to the postwar call to order by evolv
ing an Austrian version of Russian Constructiv
ism. Architecturally, Vienna was transformed 
into the socialist Utopia of "Vienna la Rouge". 
The Hapsburg Ringstrasse was superseded by 
the Ringstrasse of the Proletariat, a bleak image 
of fascist-inspired construction replacing bour
geois ornament. Karl Ehn's Karl-Marx-Hof of 
1927 was designed as a collective cité ouvrière 
to house some 5000 inhabitants. Most of the new 
architects were pupils of Otto Wagner, and their 
formal derivations from his functional style are 
unmistakable. The motivation, however, was 
different. The fin de siècle quest for individual 
truth and liberty was subsumed by canalisation 
of the masses. Artistic refinement gave way to 
an overtly politicized utilitarianism. 

Ultimately this world would crumble as well. 
The exhibition closed dramatically with a film of 
Hitler's march into Vienna in June 1938, along
side which were flashed the images of Austria's 
exiles: among them, Schoenberg, Freud, Musil, 
Elias Canetti, Stefan Zweig, Hermann Broch, 
Fritz Lang, Kokoschka. The enormous profund
ity of Vienna's achievement was eclipsed by the 
approach of yet another war. 

1. Its motto was: "To the Age, its Art; To Art, its Freedom." 
2. Vienne, 1880-1938: Naissance d'un siècle, February 13-May 

5, 1986. 
3. Under the direction of Jean Clair: Vienne, 1880-1938 — L'A

pocalypse joyeuse, Paris, Éditions du Centre Georges-Pom
pidou. 766 pp. 

4. Vienna 1900: An. Architecture and Design, New York, The 
Museum of Modem Art, July 3-October 22, 1986. 

5. Kirk Varnedoe. New York, The Museum of Modem Art. 


