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KLIMT, KUPKA, PICASSO, AND OTHERS – FORM ART 
 

 

In the Habsburg Empire during the second half of the nineteenth century, form was more 

than merely a descriptive concept. It was the expression of a realization, of a particular 

consciousness. Ultimately, around 1900, form became the basis for a wide varie ty of 

non-representational, often ornamental art. The exhibition Klimt, Kupka, Picasso, and 

Others  Form Art, showing at the Lower Belvedere from 10 March to 19 June 2016, 

explores intellectual constellations and traditions in science, philosophy, and art  in the 

late Habsburg Monarchy, demonstrating a network of connections within an entire 

cultural region. The show illustrates the continuities and unique characteristics of art in 

Austria-Hungary. It places a focus on education, demonstrating the great inf luence this 

exerts on a cultural region and its enduring contribution to the development of a 

collective consciousness. Furthermore, it alludes to the fertile ground that from 1900 

gave rise to a whole family tree of related art. This will be the first exh ibition to explore 

the common foundations that linked art in the Habsburg Empire and led to the genesis of 

non-representational art.  

 

Klimt, Kupka, Picasso, and Others  Form Art embarks on some cultural 

historical detective work in the former crownlands of the Habsburg Empire and for the first 

time juxtaposes Czech Cubism with the form art of the Vienna Secession  an extremely new 

-Arco, Director of the 

Belvedere and 21er H Featuring an unprecedented array of prominent works, the visitor 

can appreciate this special view of modernism in the Habsburg Empire. The main aim of the 

exhibition is to recall this almost forgotten characteristic of a cultural region and to visualize it 

in works of art Husslein-Arco continues. 

 
Although there are no immediately apparent connections between Viennese form art and 

Czech Cubism, closer scrutiny reveals important similarities. Considered from this perspective, 

connections emerge between Austro-Hungarian artists who were previously regarded as an 

exception to any rule ent, such as 

the form artists of the Vienna Secession, Czech Cubism or Viennese Kinetic art. Correlations 

between the form artists working in Vienna and the Czech Cubists emerge in their holistic 

approach and their reduction of artistic expression to form  curator Alexander Klee explains. 

who aspired to infuse every area 

of life with art.  With this in mind, the affinity of Czech Cubists to their counterparts in France 

cannot be explained simply by a conscious opposition to Vienna and a new generation, but 

also arose from the approach to surface and form adopted by Pablo Picasso and Georges 

Braque in their early work. 



 

 
 

 

Education as the foundation of artistic articulation 

 

The particular importance attached to drawing as a form of expression can be explained only 

in the context of the educational system of the time. This exhibition examines the special 

significance of education and how the reforms placed a 

focus on art. Central to their preparation was Franz Serafin Exner, professor of philosophy in 

Prague who, as a member of the Ministry of Culture and Education under Minister Thun-

Hohenstein, exerted a major influence on school reform after 1848/49. It was Exner who 

drew attention to the philosophy and pedagogy of Herbart and helped establish it in the 

Habsburg Empire through appointing his followers such as the aesthetician Robert 

Zimmermann. The German philosopher, psychologist, and educationalist Johann Friedrich 

Herbart was one of the founders of modern pedagogy as an academic discipline. He believed 

the fundamental role of the teacher was to discover a xisting interests and support 

these by relating them to  

 

This was based around trigonometry, the division into triangles, as a way of fostering basic 

visual skills and recognizing how the world was ordered. Drawing instruction focused on simple 

geometric shapes, which would be combined into ever more complex structures, and 

ultimately into representational and non-representational visual creations. The pupil was 

tasked with understanding the principle of standardized triangles and internalizing their forms 

so as to acquire the ability of pure seeing. This mathematics-based education taught that 

geometric shapes are the basis of beautiful form and thus conveyed an aesthetic that sees 

complex structures as a framework of interrelating forms and their relationships.  

 

ddle of the nineteenth century. 

Robert Zimmermann who, as professor of philosophy in Vienna from 1861 to 1896 was 

influential for a period of thirty-five years, combined the theories of the Catholic priest, 

philosopher, and mathematician Bernard Bolzano with Herbartian teachings. He developed a 

theory of art as a science of form, which is today acknowledged as a key contribution to the 

development of modern image theory. In his opinion, art did not require any content. He 

described how tones can be beautiful without expressing a particular feeling, just as lines, 

forms, and colours can be beautiful without depicting an object. Whether art pleases or 

displeases is, according to Zimmermann, based on psychological fact and content has no 

bearing on this.  

 

Encapsulating these ideas is Eduard Hanslick s 

Musically Beautiful), 



 

 
 

had a tremendous influence on the understanding of aesthetics in the Habsburg Empire. 

According to this treatise, just as a melody is a sequence of separate tones, a picture made up 

of individual forms can be composed into a form melody. Forms can therefore represent both 

objective and, by logical extension, non-objective images. In this way, paintings, sculpture and 

even architecture were created that, instead of being abstracted from the subject, were 

assembled out of forms. This enabled an artistic concept common to all art forms that was 

compellingly documented in fin-de-siècle Viennese applied art as well as in Czech Cubism. The 

now legendary blossoming of the Wiener Werkstätte or the Czech artist cooperative Artěl can 

be traced back to this. Even specially designed toys vividly conveyed to children a world 

composed of form. 

 

 

Reduction of artistic expression to form as a common trait  

 

Seen from this perspective, works by many of the artists in the Habsburg Empire appear in a 

new light. This might have been a (perhaps even the) catalyst behind the planarity of Viennese 

Jugendstil, its specific approach to form and frequent geometricization. In Vienna it was the 

Secession above all that disseminated form art, acting almost in tandem with the Vienna 

School of Applied Arts (from 1900), and, interlinked with the Wiener Werkstätte and Galerie 

Miethke, advanced its international significance. Furthermore, the reduction of artistic 

expression to form and the holistic approach, infusing every area of life with art, demonstrate 

parallels between the form artists working in Vienna and the Czech Cubists. The aim of 

conveying an ideal world and thus adopting an educational role, was in line with the ideas of 

the Herbartians.  

 

The geometric facets in Czech Cubism are boldly ornamental, while horizontal and vertical 

patterns are associated with the Vienna Secession and the third variation, composed of 

geometric planes, characterizes Hungarian Constructivists. The importance attached to the 

composition and the joining of forms are typical traits of form art. This is evident in the 

geometric forms that artists from the Vienna Secession combined into planar ornamental 

compositions, as well as in collages or planar shapes. continuity is demonstrated by 

Viennese Kinetic art. Although there are obvious influences from Futurism and Cubism, in 

Kineticism there can be no denying its connection with Austrian 

form art. The planarity and formal fragmentation, also adopted in sculpture and applied art, 

hark back to the form art of the Secession and the Wiener Werkstätte. Kinetic art, however, 

never became permanently established in Vienna. In part this can be explained by the fact that 

following the separation of Austria-Hungary and its cultural region into small nation states, the 

cosmopolitan-artistic approach ran contrary to the emergence of national identity. However, 



 

 
 

the emphasis on drawing in elementary education had fostered a common understanding of 

form that united artists from the regions of the Habsburg Empire. 

 

The extent to which form art continued after 1945 is addressed for the first time in one of the 

exhibition catalogue with a focus on the oeuvre of Fritz Wotruba. By way of example, 

his Large Standing Figure (1966) is displayed in the Hall of Grotesques at the Lower Belvedere. 

This acts as a springboard to the 21er Haus, home of the Fritz Wotruba Foundation, and leads 

onto the Constructive and Concrete tendencies in the post-war period  subject of the 

exhibition Abstract Loop Austria, on display there until 29 May 2016. 

 

A PDF of the catalogue can be downloaded at the following link: 

www.belvedere.at/presse 

  

http://www.belvedere.at/presse
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GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
 
Exhibition Title Klimt, Kupka, Picasso, and Others  Form Art  

Exhibition Duration 10 March to 19 June 2016 

Venue Lower Belvedere 

Exhibits 280 

Curator Alexander Klee 

Catalogue  Klimt, Kupka, Picasso.  
Cubism  Constructivism  Form Art  
Eds.: Agnes Husslein-Arco, Alexander Klee 
Holzhausen, Wolkersdorf, 312 pages,  
23 x 28.5 cm, hardcover 
ISBN: 978-3-903114-00-  

Contact Belvedere, Prinz Eugen-Straße 27, 1030 Vienna 
T +43 (01) 795 57-0 
www.belvedere.at  

Opening Hours Daily 10 am to 6 pm, Wednesday 10 am to 9 pm 

Regular Tickets - (Lower Belvedere) 

Guided Tours T +43 (01) 795 57-134, M public@belvedere.at  

Public Relations Belvedere & Winter Palace Public Relations 
Prinz Eugen-Straße 27, 1030 Vienna 
T +43 (01) 795 57-177 
M press@belvedere.at  
 
Complimentary images can be downloaded for press purposes 
at www.belvedere.at/press. 
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