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Status as at February 2012
Gustav Klimt and the Birth of Modernism in Vienna

Gustav Klimt (1862-1918), fin de siècle genius and pioneer of Viennese Modernism, would have celebrated his 150th birthday in 2012. His paintings – notably The Kiss, one of the world’s best-known pictures – are seen as epitomizing the spirit of change that heralded the dawn of the modernist era. In 2012 numerous museums in the Austrian capital will be staging special exhibitions to mark the anniversary year.

All forms of high culture gravitated towards Vienna around 1900. Pioneering developments in the worlds of literature, the visual arts, architecture and music were taking place at a speed not seen since. In 1910 Vienna had a population of two million, making it the world’s fifth-largest city and the undisputed cultural capital of Central Europe. Gustav Klimt’s pictures reflect the artistic and scientific discoveries and developments that shaped the period.
Klimt’s oeuvre reflects the evolution of artistic movements from the Ringstrassen era to the early days of abstraction. Influenced by Hans Makart, the defining Viennese painter of the late 19th century, Klimt, his brother Ernst, and Franz Matsch accepted a number of commissions to decorate buildings on Vienna’s showpiece Ringstrasse boulevard. The staircases of the Kunsthistorisches Museum and the Burgtheater are two outstanding examples of their work. Klimt’s creative output and the style he developed in later years paved the way for his younger contemporaries, Egon Schiele and Oskar Kokoschka.

The Secession and the Wiener Werkstätte

The legacy of Klimt and his fellow artists’ 1897 protest against an outdated view of art, which led to the foundation of the Secession movement, can be seen to this day. Created by Joseph Maria Olbrich, an employee of Otto Wagner, the new Secession Building exhibition hall bears the prescient motto of “To every age its art, to art its freedom”. Klimt contributed the building’s Beethoven Frieze. The architect Josef Hoffmann was one of the co-founders of the Secession movement. Together he and Klimt worked on the Palais Stoclet in Brussels – probably the definitive art nouveau Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art). Klimt also had a major impact on the Wiener Werkstätte (established in 1903 by Hoffmann and Kolo Moser); the firm was to change the face of design forever.

Works by these artists and their contemporaries are not confined to Vienna’s museums and exhibition halls, they have had a lasting impact on the cityscape. Society, too, was undergoing dramatic changes at the turn of the century. Klimt’s depictions of women reveal the emergence of an increasingly self-confident middle class. His 1898 portrait of Sonja Knips elevated him to the role of the portraitist of a well-heeled Viennese bourgeoisie. His likenesses of Fritza Riedler and Adele Bloch-Bauer (one of the most expensive paintings in the world) have lost nothing of their appeal to this day. The same goes for his pictures of his longstanding companion, Emilie Flöge, a modern, emancipated woman.

Gustav Klimt in Vienna

A large number of works by Gustav Klimt, particularly from his early period, are on permanent display in Vienna. His world-famous Beethoven Frieze (1902) is on display at the Secession – one of Vienna’s most eye-catching architectural attractions, and the former headquarters of the artists’ association which Klimt co-founded. The cycle, inspired by the composer, adorns three walls and measures approximately 34 by two meters. (Secession, Friedrichstrasse 12, 1010 Vienna, www.secession.at)
In the stairwell of the Kunsthistorisches Museum there are some 40 spandrel paintings and other decorative works in the narrow sections of wall between the archways and columns. Eleven of these are by Gustav Klimt, and the remainder by his brother Ernst and Franz Matsch. The images depict the history of the fine and applied arts from their ancient Egyptian beginnings to the modern age. The museum will also be offering guided tours that take in these unique paintings. (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Maria-Theresien-Platz, 1010 Vienna, www.khm.at)
Priceless sketches by Gustav Klimt for the ceiling paintings above the grand staircase of the Burgtheater were discovered in the theater’s attic in the late 1990s, rescuing them from decay. Today the drawings, which include the artist’s only self-portrait, are exhibited in a separate Klimt room. They can be viewed as part of a guided tour that also takes in the ceiling paintings above the grand staircase. (Burgtheater, Dr.-Karl-Lueger-Ring 2, 1010 Vienna, www.burgtheater.at)
Josef Hoffmann and Gustav Klimt joined forces to work on the Palais Stoclet in Brussels, for which Klimt created the Stoclet Frieze. His nine working sketches for the project are on display in Vienna at the Austrian Museum of Applied Arts/Contemporary Art (MAK). The latter also owns the estate of the world-famous Wiener Werkstätte, which includes studies, model books, photographic volumes, original fabric patterns, embroideries and the entire company archive. In 2012 the MAK will again be showing a large number of objects created by the Wiener Werkstätte, including furniture, vases, ceramic tableware and postcards by Josef Hoffmann, Kolo Moser, Dagobert Peche and other collaborators of the Wiener Werkstätte. (MAK, Stubenring 5, 1010 Vienna, www.mak.at)

Gustav Klimt’s last studio, which he used from 1911 until his death in 1918, is scheduled to reopen in fall 2012 after comprehensive renovation. The ground floor of the building, in Feldmühlgasse in the 13th district, will house a special area designed to give visitors an authentic taste of the artist’s working and home environment. (Klimt Villa, Feldmühlgasse 15a, 1130 Vienna, www.klimtvilla.at)
Special Klimt exhibitions in 2012

Many of Vienna’s museums and galleries will be staging special shows during the 2012 anniversary year in addition to the works that are on permanent display in the city (for all the latest information visit www.klimt2012.info/en).
Lower Belvedere

The Belvedere is home to the world’s largest collection of Gustav Klimts, and will be focusing on the world-famous artist, as well as like-minded architect and designer Josef Hoffmann. The close working relationship between the two started with the foundation of the Vienna Secession in 1897 and continued until Klimt’s death in 1918. The exhibition is centered around Klimt and Hoffmann’s collaboration on the only total work of art that the Wiener Werkstätte produced, the Stoclet Palace in Brussels. Plans and replicas of individual rooms transport visitors back to the dawn of the 20th century, giving an in-depth look at the breathtaking interior of this unique construction. The show also features a remake of the room where Klimt presented his Beethoven Frieze in 1902. Klimt and Hoffmann’s work for the Kunstschau in 1908 – the venue for Klimt’s unveiling of his masterpiece The Kiss – also features prominently. Other exhibits include a recreation of Gustav Klimt’s last studio that bore Josef Hoffmann’s distinctive design signature (complete with several pieces of original furniture), as well as Hoffmann’s design for Klimt’s tomb, which was ultimately never realized.
Gustav Klimt/Josef Hoffmann. Pioneers of Modernism, Oct 25, 2011–Mar 4, 2012, Belvedere, Lower Belvedere, Rennweg 6, 1030 Vienna, www.belvedere.at
Kunsthistorisches Museum (Art History Museum)
The Klimt exhibition at the Kunsthistorisches Museum is devoted to the artist’s intermediate period (1886–1897). Klimt’s 13 major paintings from this era and study sketches for the grand staircase of the museum are given centre stage. In 1890 Klimt, his brother Ernst, and Franz Matsch won a commission for the spandrel paintings and other works to decorate the narrow spaces between the columns lining the stairway. These images offer an early glimpse of the symbolism that later came to hallmark Austrian art nouveau, as well as providing the stylistic point of departure for Gustav Klimt’s famous works completed around the turn of the century. Klimt’s drawings for the paintings were last shown in Zurich in 1992. A series of loan pieces are used to illustrate the genesis of these works and explain his choice of motifs while giving an insight into the stylistic space occupied by them in his portfolio. Special guided tours of the Klimt exhibition and the staircase will be available in 2012, although the spandrel and intercolumnular paintings can be viewed during any visit to the Kunsthistorisches Museum.

Gustav Klimt at the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Feb 14-May 6, 2012, Kunsthistorisches Museum/Art History Museum, Maria-Theresien-Platz, 1010 Vienna, www.khm.at 

Leopold Museum

Gustav Klimt’s travels took him far and wide, from Bohemia, Istria, Romania, Italy and Germany to Belgium, England, France and Spain, as well as to the Salzkammergut region and the town of Gastein in Austria. The Leopold Museum’s collection includes several Klimt masterpieces (such as Death and Life), over 100 of his sketches, and items from the estate of Emilie Flöge, Klimt’s lifelong companion. The show is rounded out by countless postcards, photos and letters written over almost two decades, documenting the artist’s prolific correspondence with his muse. Art cards from the Wiener Werkstätte, telegrams and Klimt’s reports of his journeys to family and friends in Vienna are also among the museum’s holdings. This exhibition juxtaposes Klimt’s paintings and his postcards, shedding light on the artist’s private life, and laying common Klimt clichés and myths to rest. Photos of Klimt enjoying the company of family and friends, at work in his smock on the shores of a Salzkammergut lake, and on the lookout for suitable motifs for his paintings also feature in the show.
Klimt: Up Close and Personal. Images, Letters, Insights. Feb 24–Aug 27 2012, Leopold Museum, MuseumsQuartier, Museumsplatz 1, 1070 Vienna, www.leopoldmuseum.org

Albertina

Lovers of Klimt’s sketches are drawn mainly by the sensuousness of his female nudes. The exhibition at the Albertina illustrates the true complexity of his work as a sketch artist. The museum will be displaying the majority of its illustrious 170-work Klimt collection, alongside high-profile loan pieces from Austria and abroad. Visitors will find a broad cross-section of the artist’s figural studies, monumental sketches and vivid allegories. Klimt created fascinating effects using humble means such as chalk, pencil, colored pencils and occasionally quills, as well as watercolors and gold leaf. The Albertina will also be showing a series of figural studies drawn by Klimt in preparation for some of his best-known allegorical paintings and portraits. The sketches show the artist gradually probing the essential aspects of particular poses, movements and states of mind. Each work is a masterpiece in its own right, and together they explore a rarely seen side of Klimt’s methods. They also delve deep into the soul of an artist who seldom spoke about his own artistic output.
Gustav Klimt. The Drawings, Mar 14–Jun 10, 2012, Albertina, Albertinaplatz 1, 1010 Vienna, www.albertina.at

Museum of Applied Art/Contemporary Arts (MAK)

The Museum of Applied Art/Contemporary Arts (MAK) is dedicating an exhibition entirely to Gustav Klimt’s designs for the mosaic in the dining room of the Stoclet Palace in Brussels. Klimt and Josef Hoffmann were instrumental in realizing this art nouveau Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art. Klimt came up with his nine designs for the mosaic, entitled Expectation, Fulfillment and Tree of Life, in 1910/11. They are now on display at the MAK after painstaking restoration. When he began working on the frieze, Klimt had a general idea of what the details should look like, and by making a series of changes to the 1:1 scale drawings, he slowly arrived at his final design. The artist’s meticulous instructions to the Wiener Werkstätte and Wiener Mosaikwertstätte revealed his vision for the frieze in minute detail. The MAK exhibition also casts light on Klimt’s working methods. Klimt’s correspondence on the frieze and its genesis is examined in the context of specific details found in the designs. A collection of documents focusing on recent research into the frieze, and the restoration process can be found alongside a profile of the Stoclet family and their relations with the Wiener Werkstätte.
Gustav Klimt: Expectation and Fulfillment. Designs for the Palais Stoclet Mosaic Frieze, Mar 21-Jul 15, 2012, MAK Museum of Applied Arts/Contemporary Art, Stubenring 5, 1010 Vienna, www.mak.at
Secession

Gustav Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze was one of the key works shown at the Secession’s famous 1902 Beethoven exhibition. At the time the erotic imagery and directness of this large-format drew stinging criticism as well as admiration from some quarters. A pair of contemporary art installations will shed new light on different aspects of this particular masterpiece in the 2012 Klimt Year. Austrian artist Gerwald Rockenschaub has developed a platform which spans the room, allowing museum goers to appreciate the frieze – positioned at heights of three to five meters above ground – at eye level for the first time. Klimt’s frieze and Rockenschaub’s platform should be treated as two independent art works, locked in dialog with one another. This latest piece is the most recent in a series of installations initiated by Rockenschaub since the late 1980s in which he uses platforms, benches, curtains and partition walls to guide visitors through exhibition spaces and challenge their innate perception of the works on display. Visitors to the hall at the Secession containing the frieze will also be able to listen to a sound installation composed by Scottish artist Susan Philipsz in response to Klimt’s 34-meter-long work.

Gerwald Rockenschaub platform, Mar 23-Nov 4, 2012
Susan Philipsz sound installation, Nov 22, 2012-Jan 2013
Secession, Friesraum, Friedrichstrasse 12, 1010 Vienna, www.secession.at
Austrian Theater Museum

Gustav Klimt’s famous, yet rarely displayed painting “Nuda Veritas” (1899) was part of the estate left to the Austrian Theater Museum by writer, dramatist, and theater and literary critic Hermann Bahr (1863–1934). The quotation from Schiller above the “naked truth” is an uncompromising expression of truthfulness in art and a perfect reduction of the thinking behind the Secession movement. Hermann Bahr wrote extensively about the rise of the Secessionists, and bought the painting in 1900 at a hugely discounted price. Bahr’s 1902 essay Against Klimt, a compilation of the invective directed at Klimt and art in general, was a counterweight to the uproar that surrounded Klimt’s work, in particular the scandalized response to his faculty paintings. This exhibition explores the thinking behind the artist’s designs for his allegories, and the strands of historical and literary tradition that are interwoven in the allegorical approach. It also highlights the indignation, criticism, as well as the enthusiasm that greeted the emergence of Vienna’s much-heralded avant garde around 1900, and the impact of these reactions on the reception of classical modernism. The lessons of such controversy for the present day are also examined.
Against Klimt. Nuda Veritas and her Defender Hermann Bahr, May 10-Oct 29, 2012, Austrian Theater Museum, Lobkowitzplatz 2, 1010 Vienna, www.theatermuseum.at

Wien Museum

The Wien Museum owns a high-caliber Klimt collection, which will go on public display in its entirety for the first time during the Klimt anniversary year. The museum has the world's largest collection of drawings by Klimt, comprising some 400 works that range from unmistakable masterpieces to sketches and humble studies, representing every stage of the artist’s creative development. The decision to put all of the works on show in one place gives an unparalleled thematic overview of the artist’s output, covering the Secession, his sketches for the faculty paintings, and his erotic studies. The sketches will be presented alongside a number of his paintings, including the most significant item in the museum’s holdings – the Portrait of Emilie Flöge (1902) is one of Klimt’s most famous works, and the first of his female portraits that puts the focus on ornamentation. This marked a new departure for the artist, whose paintings have fetched record prices at auction in recent years. Among the other exhibits are poster designs and prints created for the Vienna Secession, his smock, his death mask, original prints of portraits, a cast of his right hand, and a posthumous sketch of him by Egon Schiele.
Klimt. The Wien Museum Collection, May 15-Sep 16, 2012, Wien Museum, Karlsplatz, 1040 Vienna, www.wienmuseum.at

Österreichisches Museum für Volkskunde/Austrian Folklore Museum
The extensive fabric sample collection of fashion designer Emilie Flöge (1874–1952), Gustav Klimt’s partner and muse, includes dazzling embroideries, delicate lacework, fine trims and art nouveau fabrics. The majority of the pieces in the collection have their roots in Southeastern Europe. In 1998, the Austrian Folklore Museum obtained 350 textile samples from the estate of Emilie Flöge, and the entire collection will go on display in 2012. The samples are presented against the backdrop of the growing popularity of folk art around 1900, as the urban middle class developed a penchant for rural handicrafts and works of art. But collectors were only just beginning to recognize the artistic and aesthetic value of these decorative pieces – which were frequently dismissed as primitive and unsophisticated – and this in turn had an impact on the stylistic development of art nouveau. Emilie and her sister Helene opened the haute couture salon Schwestern Flöge on Vienna’s Mariahilfer Strasse in 1904. The Jugendstil design for the boutique came courtesy of Josef Hoffmann, and the upscale dresses on offer embodied the fashion philosophy of the Wiener Werkstätte. In 1938 the Flöge sisters were forced to close the salon and began working from their home in the city’s third district.
Objects in Focus – The Emilie Flöge Fabric Sample Collection. May 25-Dec 2, 2012, Österreichisches Museum für Volkskunde/Austrian Folklore Museum, Laudongasse 15-19, 1080 Vienna, www.volkskundemuseum.at
Künstlerhaus

The Klimt and the Künstlerhaus exhibition draws on the museum’s archive of documents, letters and photos to shed light on some of the artistic and biographical milestones in the artist’s life. Klimt was an active member of the Künstlerhaus – at that time Central Europe’s leading artists’ association – from 1891–1897, and it was there that he met Nikolaus Dumba, a leading patron of the Viennese arts scene. Dumba also commissioned several works from the artist. Gustav Klimt’s works went on show at numerous annual exhibitions. He achieved his first major success in 1890, when his painting Auditorium of the Old Burgtheater won the inaugural Kaiser Preis, an award that carried substantial prize money. In 1897 Klimt and 18 fellow members left the association in protest against its rigid, academic focus. Klimt’s illegitimate son, the director Gustav Ucicky (1899-1961), was also a member of the Künstlerhaus.
Gustav Klimt and the Künstlerhaus, Jul 6–Sep 2, 2012, Künstlerhaus, Karlsplatz 5, 1010 Vienna, www.k-haus.at

Upper Belvedere

Using the world’s largest collection of paintings by Gustav Klimt as its starting point, the Belvedere is gearing up for a major exhibition in the 2012 anniversary year. The impressive piano nobile of the Upper Belvedere will provide the backdrop for this special exhibition, which puts all of the works by Klimt in the museum’s holdings on show together. Rather than attempting to draw out stylistic connections and explore artistic context, the focus is purely on the works themselves and the statement that each one of these masterpieces makes to those viewing it. The jubilee year provides a perfect opportunity for people to take a closer look at every single year of Klimt’s life. In this vein, the Belvedere exhibition gives greater prominence to seldom explored aspects of his life, such as public reactions to Klimt’s work and his profile in society. Over time Klimt has come to be feted as an artistic phenomenon, bringing him recognition as a genius of his day. The exhibition’s interdisciplinary approach, and the carefully selected constellation of graphic materials and exhibits from a range of media, will take visitors closer to Klimt and his progression as an artist.

150 Years Gustav Klimt, Jul 12, 2012–Jan 6, 2013, Upper Belvedere, Belvedere, Prinz-Eugen-Strasse 27, 1030 Vienna, www.belvedere.at
Klimt Pass
A group of ten Viennese museums and galleries have joined forces to offer the “150 Years Gustav Klimt. The Jubilee Pass” in 2012. Klimt Pass holders are entitled to EUR 1 off the full price of admission to the participating Klimt exhibitions in the city. Anyone who collects stamps from all ten venues qualifies for a special anniversary gift available from any of the galleries and museums in the scheme. Holders can enter into a prize draw by collecting at least five stamps. The Klimt Pass is supported by the Kunsthistorische Museum, the Leopold Museum, the Belvedere, the Secession, the Albertina, the MAK, the Austrian Theater Museum, the Wien Museum, the Künstlerhaus and the Museum Austrian Museum of Folk Life and Folk Art.

For all the latest information on the 2012 Klimt Year visit www.klimt2012.info/en
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