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Why are small countries especially endangered by painful sex scandals, 
xenophobia, right-wing populists and stubborn pedantry? Is it because of an 
inferiority complex towards our prominent neighbour countries, a feeling of 
envy and hostility towards the Grand Nations, a lack of wide plains and heroic 
expression? Or is it a reminiscence of our glorious Imperial or colonial past that 
happened to coincide with the construction of the introspective petit-bourgois 
society of the 19th century?
 In Austria, the remains of the Biedermeier-culture have managed 
to survive the turmoils of two great wars, the Economic Miracle and the 
opening of an iron curtain that had shaded the country for four decades. Its 
pitiful narrow-mindedness has forged itself into the collective consciousness of 
a country that has been called an “ideological misconception” by one of its 
political leaders.
 Often cynically disguised, this hidebound stubbornness coexists 
peacefully with the comfort (Gemütlichkeit) of living in a neutral country in 
the heart of Europe, and has become a facet of the Austrian Soul that persists 
on many levels of our public and private life. If not, how could one explain 
the success of Haider’s Freedom Party, the skiing excursions of Natascha 
Kampusch together with her kidnapper, or the “sincere astonishment” of 
Mr. Fritzl’s neighbours about the ongoings in the House of Terror? Or, put in 
another way: Is this still the same inherent malignancy of the Austrian society 
that writers such as Thomas Bernhard or Elfriede Jelinek, film-makers such as 
Michael Haneke or Ulrich Seidl and artists such as the Viennese Actionists have 
fought so violently against?
 The new generation of visual artists living and working in Austria 
are actually pointing at the same problems, yet
with an ironic smile, a detached sobriety, a quiet self-reflection, and an 
analytical gaze at seemingly atavistic traditions. Have they finally understood 
that art cannot change society, or are they just adapting to an art world that is 
driven by money, the levelling of cultural differences and the fun-factor?
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