
EXHIBITING AN ARCHIVE
Exhibiting an archive initially seems like a contradiction. An archive is a hidden 
place, a vast place, not something that can be fully shown in an exhibition. 
An exhibition design that presents the archive in an experimental display creates 
an overview and helps to manage the proliferating system of the “wild” order 
of an artist’s archive.

Display Cases 

The display cases are part of a horizontal axis in the exhibition space and 
represent the level of a deepening of thought processes, of research and 
communication/correspondence. They contain a selection of documents such 
as autographs (handwritten documents), sketches of ideas, notes, drafts, critiques, 
scripts, letters, contact prints, and more. They represent a cognitive, analytical 
“territory” of thought that is revealed in reading, writing and creating concepts. 
They offer insight into the artist’s thought and working process, as well as into 
the network that the artist was and is part of. They show her in her manifold roles 
as an artist, filmmaker, performer, theoretician, teacher, curator, or simply as 
a political subject. In contrast, the vertical order of the works in space demarcates 
the artistic practice in the form of a concrete production of works.

Archive Diagram

The diagram in the exhibition provides information about aspects of artists’  
archives in general as well as of VALIE EXPORT’s archive in particular. It is intended 
to show the abstract, hidden, and multilayered dimensions of the contents of the 
archive, and to illustrate the artist’s personal thoughts on the archive as part of  
an art practice. The diagram as a scientific-artistic form, a popular technique in the 
Conceptual Art of the 1960s, is used to create an atmosphere of “science,” which 
playfully permeates many of the works. It also serves to make what is abstract  
more concrete.  

ON THE WORKS IN THE EXHIBITION

Writing Attempts and Poems
1. Raumsehen und Raumhören, video, 1973/1974
2. Concept Raumsehen und Raumhören, work on paper, 1974 
3. Flughände, drawing, 1974/1975
4. SCHMERZ, drawing, 1973
5. SCHRIFTZEICHEN/SCHREIBVERSUCHE, 5 works on paper, 1973
6. Vitrine: Poems, 1956-1973
7. Metallene Gesten, 4 photographs, 1973
8. Sehtext: Fingergedicht, video, 1973 
9. Hauchtext: Liebesgedicht, video, 1970/1973
10. BODY TAPE, video, 1970

The impression and the spirit of VALIE EXPORT’s art tend to be characterized as 
analytical and scientific. Yet there is also a strong focus on the aspect of emotion 
and feeling. This can be seen most clearly in a self-exploratory treatment of the 
past, and in societal diagnoses that are often manifested on the artist’s body. 
This reflects the experience of a divided self that sees itself as alienated in society 
and in the relationship between the sexes. Early prose-poems by VALIE EXPORT 
are shown in this “mental space.”

Projects and Exhibitions Curated by VALIE EXPORT
11. Vitrine: Acta Occidentia Scientia, 1971
12. Vitrine: MAGNA, 1975
13. Vitrine: Kunst mit Eigen-Sinn, 1985

Body Configurations 
14. Vitrine: Body Configurations, 1972/Blutwärme, 1973 
15. Vitrine: Body Configurations, 1972-1982

In the years 1972–1982, VALIE EXPORT created a series of conceptual photographs 
known as the Körperkonfigurationen [Body Configurations]. The archive includes 
the entirety of the studies, contact prints, negatives and, in some cases, final prints 
relating to this thematic complex. Some of the Body Configurations, which 
VALIE EXPORT also refers to as “visible externalizations of interior states through 
the orientation of the body in its surroundings,” became part of her 1983 film 
Syntagma. The Body Configurations are the result of VALIE EXPORT’s studies 
on the relationship of human beings in general and women in particular to their 
surroundings / the urban environment / architecture. Figuratively, she poses 
questions about how human beings are disciplined and put in their place within 
society. The Body Configurations of the 1970s are strongly influenced by the way 
a subject is made to adapt to the societal body (metaphorically this can be seen 
through the relationship of the body and architecture), something articulated in  
titles such as Einfügung [Insertion], Einpassung [Adaptation], Ich/Selbst [I/Myself],  
and Zuhockung [Crouching]. In contrast to this, the second cycle of the  
Body Configurations from 1982 deals with public institutions of representation  
and knowledge culture, such as the courthouse or the public library, and their 
specific disciplinary effects on people.

On the Mythology of Processes of Civilization
16. Vitrine: Zyklus zur Zivilisation, 1958-1981
17. zyklus zur zivilisation, zur mythologie der zivilisatorischen prozesse,  
      8 photographes and 1 drawing, 1972

“The human body as a medium of interpersonal perception and communication, 
with its concrete individual needs, is the natural enemy of an abstracting social 
system that seeks—via the body—to fit human beings into a social mythology 
and structure by equipping it with signs of affiliation to genders, classes, 
territories and clans.”  
VALIE EXPORT, exhibition catalogue VALIE EXPORT. Austria: Biennale di Venezia 1980

In the 1970s VALIE EXPORT focused intensely on how western thought is divided 
into categories such as mind/body and culture/nature. This was expressed 
in numerous actions that deal with how the human body is disciplined by social 
regulations as well as “processes of civilization” in which human beings 
appropriate nature and culturalize it. Here, EXPORT examines the transfer 
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of substances, materialities and signs along with their ontological status. 
She becomes an anthropologist who explores the spectrum from pre-modern 
societies (Bateson/Lévi-Strauss) to the “socialized body” of modernity. 
In the process, she demonstrates that the logical result is a “deformation” 
of consciousness.

Ontologies of the Digital Age
18. Transparente Figurationen, collage, 1990 
19. Vitrine: Digital Photography, 1990/1991
20. Vitrine: Digital Photography, 1989/1990 
21. Vitrine: Syntagma, 1983 
22. Vitrine: Ars Voices, Gläserne Papiere, 1988-1991
25. ONTOLOGISCHER SPRUNG/ARM, photograph, 1974
26. Syntagma, 16 mm film transferred to video, 1983

In the late 1980s, VALIE EXPORT was one of the first artists to explore the 
possibilities and effects of new technologies, the computer, and the consequences 
of digitalization for society. The potentials available in film through montage,  
which EXPORT had already been using in her videos, feature films and other 
cinematic work since the 1970s, could now be used in a new and experimental way. 

In terms of content, the digitally processed photographs can be traced back to 
the analog Body Configurations from the 1970s and early 1980s. However, digital 
manipulation offered a new way to address the topic of how living conditions 
change for humans in the post-industrial age: a fragmented individual, more 
and more veritably assembled from different parts of identity, whose body 
evinces the effects and the conflicts of the modern, urban, and technological 
“achievements” of civilization. Expressive titles like Frau mit Hochhausarm 
 [Woman with High-rise Arm, 1989], Selbstporträt mit Stiege und Hochhaus  
[Self-portrait with Stairs and High-rise, 1989], or Duale Duelle [Dual Duels, 
1989/1990], provide information about this. 

The Virtual Body
23. Vitrine: Virtual Body, 1987-1999 
24. Vitrine: Digital Photography, Unica Zürn, 1987-1989

“Human beings can transcend the natural limits defined by the body with the  
help of tools. The triumph of these tools over bodily organs belongs to the logic 
of cultural development in the battle against nature to protect humanity. 
After all, culture is nothing other than ‘the whole sum of the achievements and  
the regulations which distinguish our lives from those of our animal ancestors  
and which serve two purposes—namely to protect men against nature and to 
adjust their mutual relations’ [Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 
Chapter 3]. Technology as the sum of all tools not only serves the cultural 
transformation of nature, but also has the tendency to transform and dissolve the 
body itself—particularly because technology is a cultural activity. The culturation 
of the body is simultaneously also a substitution and absence—the same way that 
all technology, civilization and culture is a ‘language of the absent’. As a language 
of presence, the body belongs to the rhetoric of the real. The body is the medium of 
the real and social, of control. To define the body as an exclusive site of nature 
is an extremely naïve idea. The culture that we assert also always means the 
culturation of the body as well as its technical extension and transformation. 
And in the ego’s process of becoming, the body itself develops into a part 
of the exterior world.”
VALIE EXPORT, excerpt from the script Der virtuelle Körper. Vom Prothesen- zum postbiologischen Körper 

[The Virtual Body. From the Prosthetic to the Postbiological Body, 1999].

________

27. Metanoia, DVD box set, 2011
28. Presentation of the integral 29 films and videos from Metanoia collection 
(1968–2010) on Saturdays, starting March 9, 2019.
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