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Hommage à VALIE EXPORT
Introduction and  
curatorial statement 

The theme of the exhibition focuses on the research into a “history  
of the body” negotiated in VALIE EXPORT’s work. On the one hand,  
she examines the body in its connection to technologies, machines  
and prostheses as a means of dissolving the boundaries of natural 
physical conditions, and on the other hand, the body within institu- 
tional “apparatuses”. All in all, we are dealing with a coded body that  
has been shaped by social processes and sets of rules: factual in- 
scriptions through rituals, tattoos as a sign of belonging to a super-
ordinate collective body and – in the figurative sense – inscriptions  
in constructed spaces, the house, the city. 

On the basis of artworks ranging from the 1970s to contemporary 
works, it is possible to trace the relationship between nature and  
culture and the accompanying culturalisation of the body up into 
the digital age. The exhibition takes the viewer through the artist’s 
performative actions and early conceptual photographs. These 
are placed in relation to “re-enactments” of old masters and to 
works addressing postcolonial issues in order to establish a link to 
deliberations on the medial representation of reality, perception  
and vision as technologically and socially coded. 

Hence, in ROOM 1, the proximity of the Aktionshose: Genitalpanik  
(Action Pants: Genital Panic), as a radical emancipatory provocation,  
to the Selbstporträt mit Kopf (Self-Portrait with Head) as a proverb- 
ially fossilised historical epoch in the interplay of memory and  
progress, tells a complex story of the visual relationships between  
the power of control over the female body, its resistance to this  
and of being trapped in a solidified image of the female subject.  
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Do they choose to submit to patriarchy or to live an insecure life  
among women? Or, let us contemplate at the edge of Rogier  
van der Weyden’s Descent from the Cross (1435–40), the isolated  
figure of Mary Magdalene, whose clothing and gesture show her  
to be a wanton and penitent woman. In DOMUS ASSOLUTA (1976)  
(re-enactment of Michiel Coxcie’s Original Sin, mid-16th century), 
 the female is once more presented as the cause of the fall, as Eve,  
in her gesture of hubris and transgression. 
  The small formats were favoured over the existing large,  
monumental prints of the re-enactments: their compactness 
emphasises the character of the concentrated study. The sketches 
feature geometric lines that cross and traverse her gestures  
and body like magic rays. 

Opposite is a cycle of inscriptions of a different kind: zyklus zur  
zivilisation. zur mythologie der zivilisatorischen prozesse (cycle of 
civilisation. on the mythology of civilisatory processes) (1972).  
It is the ritual inscriptions that mark the body and encode it socially. 
EXPORT has chosen as her starting point a photograph of an  
initiation from Gregory Bateson’s anthropological study Naven  
from 1936. She contrasts this with her own actions of incisions,  
tattoos and inscriptions. In the second part of the series, she  
seeks to describe processes of civilisation. These trace the path  
from nature to the built-up, urban space of modernity – the path 
of “contextual shifts” – via an exploration of the accompanying 
civilisational “changes of meaning”.

In stark contrast to, and in resonance with this, is the marketing of  
the tamed body in a satirical piece entitled Ein perfektes Paar oder  
die Unzucht wechselt ihre Haut (A Perfect Couple or Fornication  
Changes Its Skin) (1986), to which a kind of field research study on  
the rituals of female genital mutilation through circumcision  
“responds” on the wall opposite with VIOLATION – SCHNITTE  
(Violation – Cuts) (1995–2000). 

The medusa-like head in both works serves as a deterrent against 
contact in the sense of “Noli me tangere” (“Don’t lay your fingers on  
me!” or “Don’t touch me!”) and testifies to the horror that accom- 
panies the viewing of one’s own reflection – namely the awareness  
of an indissoluble split into a “natural” and an imposed self. 

These powerful poses are in juxtaposition with the historical “re-enact- 
ments” of the “Pathosformel” (pathos formulas) of Aby Warburg 
isolated by the artist from the pictorial contexts of old masters, 
which first come to the fore in this accentuation as codes of servility 
and subjugation with the potential for inner resistance to precisely 
those physically manifest attributions of social and gender-specific 
regulatives. At the same time, the expressive gestures on both  
walls respond to the wall opposite, which shows fragmented and  
close-up details of a press photograph of an earthquake in India –  
Subj: Earthquake (1994): a “theatre” of the inner turmoil of women 
grieving for the dead and injured. Archetypal forms of lamentation 
manifesting themselves through the body.

The re-enactments on the long wall are arranged with an almost 
architectonic effect by means of tapes, austere in form, and wall 
dividers from the “conceptual photography” series. In this way,  
the wall becomes a picture in its own right. The series almost appear 
as filmstrips with a sequence of often almost identical shots, which 
create a polyphonic image of reality by shifting their vanishing points. 
Everything is a question of perspective. Everywhere, motifs such  
as a mast, a path, a ladder, stairs or a train – motifs often used by 
EXPORT – assume allegorical functions. They serve as a metaphor – 
meta-phoréō means transfer, translate, transport – for a journey  
into the unknown, a journey in two directions, the achievement of  
a goal or the potentiality of changes in direction, upwards or down- 
wards, into the past or into the future. And are not Ruth and Orpah  
from the biblical story in Petri/fikation (Petri/fication) (1976) at a risky, 
fateful fork in the road that will determine the course of their lives?  
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content and medium and address different temporal periods.   
Diverse visual relationships between groups of works engage in  
a lively question-and-answer game that addresses and involves  
the onlooker.

A programmatic pictorial text from 1990 and a lecture of the same 
name from 1995 on the method employed by VALIE EXPORT is a 
recurring theme running through the exhibition: “Mediale Anagramme” 
(Media Anagrams). In it, the artist describes her intention to “view 
breaks in the images as transformation” and as an exploration of  
the “border regions of different stylistic idioms”, the “borders between 
real and possible reality”**. Just as EXPORT explains her method, 
starting with her early works through to digital photography, the 
exhibition uses visual resonances to convey how much everything is 
ultimately connected to everything else – in the sense of a “polyphonic, 
intermedial expansive process”, as EXPORT puts it.  

The textual backdrop of the exhibition, mostly quotations from  
the artist, is not to be understood as a descriptive text, but rather 
illustrates the linguistic programme that is part of the artistic,  
and sometimes even intertextual, practice of VALIE EXPORT.  
The interweaving of image and text results in the mutual enhance- 
ment of the suggestiveness of the image on the one hand, and  
of the linguistically manifested figures of thought on the other. 

Sabine Folie

* Text quotations from “CORPUS MORE GEOMETRICO” by VALIE EXPORT, 
first published in: Self. Neue Selbstbildnisse von Frauen Photographien  
(Self. New Self-Portraits of Women Photographs), Frauenmuseum 
(Women’s Museum) Bonn, 1987
** VALIE EXPORT, Medial Anagrams, 1990, typescript    

ROOM 2 focuses on questions of perception, technology and the 
conditioning of the (female) body by the collective body, which is  
most evident in built-up spaces, especially in those of cities. 

EXPORT analyses her method in the series of “Körperkonfigurationen” 
(Body Configurations) (1972–82) as a “photographic fixation in  
a physical context (house, city, country)” in order to dismantle  
the “body code”*, which is clearly evident in the “frozen history  
of culture” in its architectonic concretisation combined with  
a simultaneous “silence about the body”. Her aim is to demonstrate 
how the presumed relationship between geometry and the bio- 
logical body with the human being as the “measure of all things”  
is shaped, and how “surrounding bodies”, and thus the collective  
body and the individual human body, are intertwined. 

On the other hand, the focus is on consciousness, perception,  
the differences between reality and a reality imparted by the 
apparatuses. Examples are the early work Selbstbildnis mit  
Kamera (Self-Portrait with Camera), an ideogram of perception,  
if you will, and directly opposite, the series Der Blick des Blickes  
(The Gaze of the Gaze) (1992/2004), in which forms of eye  
tracking as an analytical instrument of vision are examined,  
or the series Ontologischer Sprung (Ontological Leap) (1974),  
in which the difference between the real and the conveyed is 
investigated on the basis of the image. Digitalisation techniques  
mark a further expansion of VALIE EXPORT’s repertoire from  
the late 1980s onwards, using digital montage to simultaneously 
investigate the effects of these same new technologies on  
the modern subject. 

The curatorial approach deliberately pursues trenchant, surprising, 
sometimes heterogeneous contiguities, which enter into conver- 
sation with one another and develop a polyphonic narrative pre- 
cisely for this reason, although they pursue different methods in 
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constructed in the natural environment alludes to civilising processes 
that mark the intervention of man, while conversely the randomly 
arranged stones in the urban landscape point to the origin of civilising 
processes. The installation VIOLATION – SCHNITTE – Schnitte in die 
weibliche Sexualität und Psyche (Violation – Cuts – Cuts into Female 
Sexuality and the Psyche) (1995–2000) is also related to ritual acts 
and their inscription into the body. The video shows VALIE EXPORT’S 
changing vocal frequency, which can be heard through an oscilloscope; 
while statements by men concerning circumcision are shown here 
as filmed text. The slides and photos projected in her narration show 
documentary footage of circumcision mostly collected by Hanny 
Lightfoot-Klein that starkly remind us of the genital mutilation of 
women and children still being perpetrated today.

Aktionshose: Genitalpanik (Action Pants: 
Genital Panic) (1969)

In her “Expanded Cinema” project* Genitalpanik (Genital Panic) (1969), 
VALIE EXPORT walked through the rows of chairs in a Munich cinema 
with pants cut open at the crotch. The visitors saw a real body, which 
stood in contrast to the voyeuristic view of the commercialised female 
body on the cinematic projection screen. It was with this in mind that 
a few months later the iconic portrait series Aktionshose: Genitalpanik 
(Action Pants: Genital Panic) was created, in which the artist depicts 
herself wearing the same pants in different variations, once standing 
with her legs apart, once sitting on a bench, with a machine gun in  
her hands and a medusa-like flowing mane. The phallic shape of the  
gun reinforces the sexual connotation of the scene, while as an instru-
ment of combat it also signifies a readiness for violent confrontation. 
The shock of removing taboos is aimed at the hypocrisy of the double 
standards of chasteness and suppression – while at the same time 
commercialising the female form. In addition, VALIE EXPORT uses  
her body language to reverse the traditional principles underlying  
the portrayal of gender roles and the male demonstration of power.

Hommage à VALIE EXPORT
Room 1

zyklus zur zivilisation. zur mythologie 
der zivilisatorischen prozesse  
(cycle of civilisation. on the mythology  
of civilisatory processes) (1972)
 
VIOLATION – SCHNITTE – Schnitte in die 
weibliche Sexualität und Psyche  
(Violation – Cuts – Cuts into Female 
Sexuality and the Psyche) (1995–2000)

The cycle consists of a ten-part series of photographs and video stills. 
The series of photographs of Zyklus der Zivilisation (Cycle of Civilization) 
is introduced by a diagrammatic conceptual sketch, followed by an 
anthropological photograph of a tattoo ritual from the book Naven:  
A Survey of the Problems Suggested by a Composite Picture of the 
Culture of a New Guinea Tribe Drawn from Three Points of View (1936) 
by Gregory Bateson and earlier works by VALIE EXPORT: Schnitte/
Elemente einer Anschauung (Cuts/Elements of a Perspective) (1971–74),  
Cutting (1967), Body Sign Action (1970) and EROS/ION (1971). In this 
composition the artist thematises the body as a carrier and material 
surface of cultural and ritual inscriptions. The last photograph of  
the first part of the “Cycle” features the performance EROS/ION, in 
which VALIE EXPORT tests the effects of the “change in the material 
state” of glass (glass plate and broken glass) on her own body, thus  
leading directly to the second part of the series: In Kontext – Variationen:  
Zustandsveränderungen – Bedeutungsveränderungen (Context – 
Variations: Changes of State – Changes of Meaning) (1970/71), 
VALIE EXPORT shows how the legibility of stone as a material varies 
according to its environment and arrangement. The stone wall 
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medium of photography. From a formal perspective, the works consist 
of several individual images pieced together, comparable to a film 
frame, but with a temporal discontinuity and a change in the camera’s 
angle of vision. However, there is only one point from which each of the 
photographs is taken, which explains the changes in perspective such 
as the differences in size of individual parts of the subject. In these 
works, the artist addresses movement in two ways – for example,  
in ZUG II (TRAIN II) (1972) the sequence and overlapping of the image 
fragments suggest a passing train. LEITER III (LADDER III) (1972) and 
MAST I (1973) invite us to ascend or gaze upwards. In both Mast  
and BE“WEG“UNG “SPUR” (Movement’s Trace) (1973), VALIE EXPORT 
goes one step further and integrates an additional pictorial level by 
holding a photograph in place of the previous one. In her analytical 
examination of human perception, VALIE EXPORT thus shifts attention 
from the image to its meaning.

Subj: Earthquake (1994)

The black and white press photograph shows a group of women 
gathering around the victims of an earthquake in the Indian village  
of Killari. Photographs such as these always document only a frag- 
ment of reality, whereby the true power of the image – a moment  
of collective mourning – can hardly be grasped. The women are 
gathered around the deceased persons and relatives lying in front  
of them, united in their grief. Their Indian robes with long head-
scarves and the mourning gestures can be read as a reference to 
representations of the Mater Dolorosa, the Mother of Sorrows.  
The photograph is divided geometrically into nine parts by a grid,  
which also contains text boxes with technical and factual information 
from press agencies. 

* In the 1960s and 1970s, Expanded Cinema “expands” the classical 
concept of cinema and the practice of cinematography. The crossing of  
boundaries between nature and culture, art and life is central to this:  
“It was Expanded Cinema that was about exchanging differently con-
notative materials. My concern was to bring reality into the reality of 
cinema, into the cinematographic reality of cinema. Because in cinema, 
reality often disappears. In cinema, the film always recounts realities 
without understanding or presenting reality. (VALIE EXPORT, 2011).

Petri/fikation (Petri/faction) (1976)

Drawing on female poses in historical paintings, VALIE EXPORT ex-
plores body language and concepts in her photographic Nachstellungen 
(Re-enactments), which were created in the mid-1970s. Similar to 
Appropriation Art, she subjects the depictions of female bodies from 
art history to a revaluation in terms of role behaviour and gender 
stereotypes by means of “appropriation” and reinvention. The diptych 
Petri/fikation (Petri/faction) (1976) is borrowed from William Blake’s 
work Naomi entreating Ruth and Orpah to return to the land of Moab 
(1795). According to the biblical story, the three women, Naomi and  
her two daughters-in-law, find themselves lacking economic security 
after the death of their husbands. At a crossroads on their way back  
to Israel, Naomi asks them to turn back and find new husbands.  
The figure on the left shows Ruth who chooses to live with Naomi,  
even though this may cost her her livelihood in a patriarchal society, 
while Orpah submits to the patriarchal system and attempts to find  
a husband. Ruth acts according to her own concept of love and fidelity 
and favours – in a modern reading – a queer relationship with Naomi. 

BE“WEG“UNG“SPUR“ (Movement’s Trace) 
(1973), ZUG II (TRAIN II) (1972), LEITER 
III (LADDER III) (1972), MAST I (1973)

From the 1970s onwards, conceptual photographs were produced, 
reflecting both the power of human perception and the technical 
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body language by analogy with the language of architecture. One of 
the fundamental elements of this investigation is Leonardo da Vinci’s 
The Vitruvian Man (ca. 1490), in which the human measure was placed 
in relation to geometry – this marked the rationale for the theory of 
proportion in architecture.
  For these two photographs from the series, VALIE EXPORT seeks 
out places in the 1st district of Vienna and adapts her posture to the 
conditions of the buildings, streets and squares. These are mostly 
ideologically charged representative buildings and institutions, which 
EXPORT occupies – as a kind of political act – through her body. The 
pliable body in the public space, which contrasts with the rigid urban 
structures, conveys and questions the prevailing power relations of  
the collective body. Through the body language in the photographs, the 
inner mental states are externalised. In this way, the body translates  
the parallel between the architecture and its own emotional states  
into the image, and renders them visible. 
 
Räume (Spaces) (1991) 
TWI-TOPON II (1989)
Stand up. Sit down (1989/90)

In her digitally processed photographs, VALIE EXPORT draws on 
the social changes of the 1980s and 1990s brought about by new 
technologies in order to examine the consequences of technological 
innovations for mankind. In EXPORT’s digital montages, fragmented 
bodies and faces are interwoven with architectural elements of modern 
urbanity. The constant and rapid changes taking place in digital society 
become inscribed in the body, identity and behaviour. The effects of 
the digital age can be seen in the representations of a fragmented self, 
culminating in a partial dissolution of reality through technologies and 
media. In the three photographs Räume (Spaces) (1991), the poem 
appearing in them, Wir lieben den Tod (We Love Death) (1953/54) by 
Unica Zürn, adopts the form of an anagram* as a new combination of 
pictorial elements, but also stands for the challenge of a new mindset 

Room 2

Ontologischer Sprung (Ontological Leap)  
I, II, III (1974)

The work consists of three photographs, each of which – when 
viewed from the bottom to the top – is supplemented by the previous 
pictorial level. First, the artist photographs her two feet in the sand 
from above in black and white. This is followed by a colour photograph 
in which she is standing next to her feet in the first black and white 
photograph in an identical manner. In the third photograph she is 
standing on the second photograph and on the image of her feet from 
the first photograph. By placing a carpet as a cultural artefact in the 
background, a shift in context from nature to the interior takes place, 
whereby the dual structure of the body, which is part of both nature 
and culture, is also addressed. In philosophy, ontology refers to the 
theory of being, which is concerned with the basic structures of reality. 
The question of reality is revealed by means of the differing levels 
of the image and by the imaging device. VALIE EXPORT constantly 
focuses on the body and its image, frequently reproduced in the form 
of fragmentation or duplication, in order to investigate the meaning of 
reality, representation, identity and the shifts within these levels. 

WVZ 1110 (1982), from the Series of Body  
Configurations, Visible Externalisations 
of Inner States 
Kumetrie 4 (1982), from the Series of Body 
Configurations, Visible Externalisations 
of Inner States

In the photographic series Körperkonfigurationen (Body Configurations) 
(1972–82), VALIE EXPORT deals with the visibility and “externalisation 
of inner states”. Her Body Configurations in the city explore human 
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is confronted with their own gaze, a gaze at themselves, as well as  
with the opportunity to change this gaze and with it their perception. 
This results in a complex process of self-awareness, which includes 
both voyeuristic and controlling aspects. The work explores the 
question of where the point of vision is located. Does it lie in the  
observation, in the perception, in the observation of perception or in  
the stimuli transmitted by the eye to the brain? The work can also  
be read as a reflection on the medium of video or the camera eye.  
In this context, the artist explores the difference between “actual”  
and “apparative” reality. By interweaving text and image, the per- 
ceptual transitions between seeing, reading and understanding are 
addressed. The text in the eye is taken from Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari’s work Anti-Oedipus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972),  
in which they refer to Jean-François Lyotard’s Discourse, Figure (1971) 
and argue that the eye, when perceiving a word, makes the con- 
nection between the word and its signified meaning. However, 
references to this study can also be found in Jacques Lacan’s 
structuralism-inspired psychoanalysis and his theory of the mirror 
stage. 
  The idea for the art work dates back to 1992, the actual concept 
was elaborated in 2004. To date the work has not been implemented 
and is now being realised in a partial version. 

Texts on the works: Madeleine Freund

associated with technology. Another work features the command 
Sit down. Stand up, which addresses the role and reality of women – 
between tradition and progress, assimilation and revolt – as a further 
dualism.

* An anagram is formed by rearranging individual letters, syllables, words  
or sentences within a given structure, enabling new meanings and contexts 
to be created. 

Orthogonale Raumvektoren (Orthogonal Space 
Vectors) (1990)

The installation shows the photograph Stadtraum (Urban Environment) 
(1989), one of VALIE EXPORT’s first digital works, which extends over 
nine wall panels. As in her digital photographs taken at the same 
time, VALIE EXPORT experiments with the combination of a woman’s 
face and urban architecture to investigate the effects of a rapidly 
evolving modern society. The title refers to the geometric, rectangular 
arrangement of the individual parts and their construction in relation 
to the shape of the body. The wall sections highlighted in the centre, 
the five lead cuboids towering vertically and the entire arrangement 
reaching upwards create an altar-like character. This impression is 
reinforced by the way the female face is represented: the head is tilted 
right back and the gaze is directed straightly upwards. On a level with 
the outstretched neck, skyscrapers rise up from the shoulders. The 
human body is presented as a product of its environment, which it can, 
however, shape and change itself to a significant extent through the 
interplay of its decisions. 

Der Blick des Blickes (The Gaze of  
the Gaze) (1992/2004)

The telescope is equipped with a built-in eye-tracking system. This 
allows the user to observe his own eye, and simultaneously the image 
of the eye is transmitted twice into the exhibition room. The visitor  



The script Der virtuelle Körper. Vom Prothesenkörper zum postbiologischen 
Körper (The virtual body. From the Prosthetic to Post-biological Body) by  
VALIE EXPORT was annotated and critically edited for the occasion of  
the 80th birthday of the artist. The publication edited by Marius Babias  
(Neuer Berliner Kunstverein) and Sabine Folie (VALIE EXPORT Center Linz)  
has recently been published.
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