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While visiting Vienna in December of 2005 for the European Society of Caribbean Studies conference at the University of Vienna, I went on my usual exploration of the museums of contemporary art. Finding the MUMOK (Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig Wien)  was an easy task—discovering an entire floor of that museum dedicated to the Vienna Actionist School of the 1970’s was an intriguing surprise that led me to this investigation.  
The first response to the work of the four principal artists in this group was a  visceral reaction—(I believe this was their intent). When logic returned, I began to observe the works purely from a visual perspective.  It reminded me very much of the visual manifestations of Caribbean carnival, more precisely the early morning exercise of “jouvert”.  This led to an exploration of both of these “art performances” that resulted in this paper.

The term Viennese Actionism describes a short and violent movement in 20th Century art that can be regarded as part of the many independent efforts of the 1960’s to develop "action art" (Fluxus, Happening Performance Body Art etc.). Its main participants were Günter Brus, Otto Mühl, Hermann Nitsch, and Reudolf Schwarzkogler.  As "actionists," they were active between 1960 and 1971. This name was one applied to various collaborative configurations among these four artists. Malcolm Green has quoted Hermann Nitsch's comment, "Vienna Actionism never was a group. A number of artists reacted to particular situations that they all encountered, within a particular time period, and with similar means and results." Brus Mühl Nitsch Schwarzkogler. Writings of the Viennese Actionsts London, Atlas Press, 1999. Malcolm Green, ed.
While the visuals of the group created the impression, Nitch’s (b. 1938 in Vienna) work has been the most prolific and has continued from the time of its inception until now, therefore will be given the most attention.  His 120th Aktion was performed in Austria in August of 2004. (The School of Being: Hermann Nitsch in Conversation with Paul Sakoilsky ~ Schloss Prinzendorf, the morning after the 2-day play, (120th action) -- july/aug 2004.) As recently as November of 2006, his O.M. Theatre displayed a performance in Berlin, Germany [hermannitsch.org]
In 1957, Hermann Nitsch’s idea for a radical theatre was conceived, which he called the Orgien Mysterien Theater. The O.M. Theatre took its shape from ideas about Aristotelian catharsis, Freudian psychology, conventional theatre, and Dionysic orgy. It is an attempt to create a Gesamtkunstwerk, a ’total art’, or mystical experience that involves all the senses. 

The first performances of the O. M. Theatre consisted of Hermann Nitsch and friends using animal carcasses, entrails, and blood in a ritualistic way. The cloths, bandages and other fabrics used in these performances introduced Nitsch to the idea of making paintings. Nitsch would have been exposed to the work of American artist Jackson Pollack at Documenta in Kassel,  Germany in 1959. Nitsch composed a musical score that would be the underlying orchestration.  1960 saw the first exhibition of his 'Aktion' paintings in Vienna. In the mid-60's Nitsch’s theatre pieces were also performed in Vienna. 

During that period, his use of taboo images put him out of favour with the authorities. His ’Aktions’ were interrupted by the police and closed down. Hermann Nitsch served time in prison for blasphemy and provoking a scandal. [Patricia Ellis (Saatchi Gallery) www.saatchi-gallery.co.uk]
These ‘Aktions’ were started as two day events, and eventually have become as long as six days.

There were five kinds of objects at Nitsch's exhibition:

(1) a lot of canvases smeared with blood-like paint (varying in colour from bright red to violet black), often incorporating a blood-stained smock - a priest's vestment or maybe a surgical robe;

(2) tables with ritual objects such as ecclesiastical items, medical equipment (syringes, scalpels, bandages,etc), and containers with blood;

(3) colour and black-and-white photos made during performances;

(4) Nitsch's drawings presenting both a map and scenario for performances, and

(5) video-recordings of performances shown continuously on screens of four TV-sets arranged together in a corner of the hall.

Nitsch’s own musical compositions were played as a background.  In one action in  Bologna, Italy in 1975 Hermann Nitsch's music was basically released as a wall of noise. The musicians could play what they wanted and the only instruction was to play as loud as possible. Only the duration, the starting point and the noise level of each instrument was fixed. [http://www.squidco.com/miva/]


All these formed a total space of Nitsch's mystery. It was not actual mystery, of course, but only its documentation. However, it was enough to cause - if not a nervous breakdown, then - at least spasms in your stomach.

The spectator was stunned by the abundance. Images and objects acted as variations of a single theme, of one action, which enormously amplified their effect.

Nitsch, however, pursues something more then pure artistic aims. He seeks not only to startle the audience by some special effects but also in a sense to convert them. The total space of his mystery - space of a slaughterhouse - acquires symbolical and even mystical significance.

In his theoretical writings (from which the most known is Orgien, Mysterien, Theater, Darmstadt, 1969) he proclaimed his wish to revive ancient Dionysian and Christian rites and refers to Aristotle's notion of catharsis through fear, terror and compassion. He believes that natural human instincts have been repressed by the social norms and conventions. The ritualized acts of killing animals and physical contact with blood are supposed to be a means of releasing that repressed energy as well as an act of purification and redemption through suffering. He provides his own art with therapeutic and religious functions, which act, in fact, as one. (Mixing of medical and ecclesiastical symbols in his art is, of course, quite deliberate). Bloody Man:The Ritual Art of Hermann Nitsch

by Eugene Gorny http://www.zhurnal.ru/staff/gorny/english/nitsch.htm
The documentation of this work is substantial. Many posters advertising the events are collected at the MOMEK, as well as the copious notes from the pre-production stage of the event.   These events were well planned, executed with European precision, recorded by means of the objects mentioned above, and kept for posterity.
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 Poster of a Nitsch Event  [panizzi.comune.re.it]
The invitation to share in the events went out to participants ahead of time, and the events were anticipated. Those who participated in the events knew that it was  performance art, and their actions became as much the art as the “relics” that were later displayed as visual art. Because of the shocking nature of the events, there was an element of risk to the participants—Nitsch and others in the movement were arrested and charged with obscenity, and accusations of murder on two occasions.  [Karlheinz Essl Interview with Hermann Nitsch, Selections from Nitsch: Works from the Essl Collection, Kunst Der Gegenwart, 2003]
Of his own work Nitsch said “I also believe that, with regard to both the tragic aspect of suffering and instants of extreme ecstasy and affirmation of life, art needs to have a sense of sacred solemnity. We propagated a very aggressive type of art, not a cozy art but an art that displayed tremendous power and intensity." 
Osvaldo Romerg said of Nitsch’s aktions, “In a sense, the large crowds and the duration of the performance provoke the destruction of individual ego and lessens the individual’s psychological resistance.”( Redemption through Blood: Hermann Nitsch’s Theatre of Orgies and Mysteries,By Osvaldo Romberg, Senior Curator,Printed on the occasion of "Hermann Nitsch / Die Aktionen: 1962-2003", a retrospective exhibition at Slought Foundation (February 19-May 23, 2005)
As an artist Nitsch’ synthetic zeal was unstoppable: his primeval drama is also a ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’! Already Kaprow, the father of the happening in New York – Pollock was his prophet – understood the happening as a form of ‘integration of the arts’. Nitsch links up with this idea. ‘In the fifties the most diverse artists from all over the world were confronted with the insufficiency of their respective media. They proceeded to ‘Aktionen’ and happenings with real events, that may be tasted, smelt, seen, heard and touched. This was the breakthrough to reality. [Stefan

 HYPERLINK "http://d-sites.net/english/info.htm"  Beyst HERMANN NITSCH’ ‘ORGIEN MYSTERIEN THEATER’ the artist as a high priest? http://d-sites.net/english/nitsch.htm]
This very strong ideal of art being what is tasted, smelt, seen, heard and touched leads then to the experience of Jouvert morning at a Carnival in the Caribbean. 
Caribbean Carnival Jouvert
In the forward to the photography book by Jeffrey Chock,  Trinidad Carnival, Kim Johnson writes of carnival,

The chaos of images presents a ritual, which changes every year but remains essentially the same, and which creates a state of mind, a euphoria or vertigo, that is induced by excess, by an assault on the senses.  Too much noise-music. Movement, dancing beyond collapse. Sweat,Filth, Alcohol. Crowds moving without a concept of personal space. …It is Humanity, not people. People are individuals, each and every one recognizable in his uniqueness.  The humanity of Carnival is people transformed, anonymous and unrecognizable, even to themselves. 
Carnival came about in Europe as a Christian festival some time in the tenth or eleventh centuries.  It was a brief occasion of sensual excess, the last gluttony feast before Ash Wednesday, after which for 40 days fasting and repentance would precede Easter.  It often incorporated pagan rituals.  In a highly structured society, it was a moment of release from the daily life, where social order could be challenged through games of satire and imaginative freedom. 
In the New World, carnival took on a new face.  In the 1780’s the Spanish authority in Trinidad opened itself to the French, Catholic Planters, particularly those refugees from the Fedon Rebellion in Grenada. [Jacobs http://cavehill.uwi.edu/bnccde/grenada/conference/papers/Jacobsc.html]  With these came significant number of “coloured”, or non-white free persons. With this immigration, the nascent Caribbean carnival began.  The abolition of the slave trade in 1834-1838 brought another energy to the streets with its own creative forms as a celebration of liberation.  (Trinidad Carnival, Chock)
The synthesis in the Caribbean of the European, Asian, Indian, African and Amerindian brought together a new culture with its own music, rhythm, dance, pageantry and ritual.   Thus today, over 200 years later “Jouvert” happens. With comparatively little excessive planning, calculation, advertising, or organization, thousands of participants show up in the pre-dawn hours of the Monday of Carnival to “play mas”.  Carnival is a very broad study, therefore for the purpose of this paper, we will examine only Jouvert. 

 Jouvert, J’ouvert, Jouvay, is a contraction of the French “jour ouvert” or “day open”.  This early morning first “Mas” is when the first revelers hit the streets—jumping, dancing, shouting, all actions lubricated by “spirits” and fueled by the exhilaration of the occasion. [www.jouvert.com]
Many characters comprise the bands of jouvert mas, the most traditional being the jab jab.  Covering their bodies with black, used motor oil, they portray themselves as “devils”, and often have “blood” dripping down their faces and bodies.  Horns are a part of the costumes, as well as live snakes being draped over the shoulders.  Frightening in appearance, the name is a creolised version of the French word for devil, (diable), and like the devil, he delights in usurping the more staid side of the status quo in order to establish a reign of chaotic fun and merry-making for as long as the carnival lasts. His intent is mischievous, not diabolical. One character that exists to this day is the "Jab Molassie" [Molasses Devil] a corruption of the French "Diable"; this character is very skimpily clad, usually just a short pants, with horns and a staff and he is smeared from head to foot in black molasses -- the message here is that since he toiled for "the man" and was not being adequately paid, he robbed him of some of the profits he would have made by covering himself in the molasses [remember, at this time sugar was "king" in Trinidad]. This tradition of resistance and rebellion continues to this very day. [Gilkes, http://www.trinicenter.com/Gilkes/2003/2302.htm]
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The painting of bodies in different colours to associate with a particular band has in the past decade been popularized with easier access to body paint.  The action of applying the paint starts early in the pre-dawn at designated band locations.

Throughout the day part of the revelry is the good natured play of trying to rub your colour on to people of different bands, so they become “contaminated”.  At the end of the morning there are many whos original colour cannot be identified.
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Soca music is the orchestration to this bachanal.  Trucks with either a steel band or a DJ and huge speakers lead the colour bands through the streets.  The rhythm of the music pulses at a cellular level, stimulating the slow forward “chip chip” shuffle of the feet.  The Soca Monarch is chosen through a series of compeitions, with the “road march” being the favorite song of the masses.
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The unihibited sexuality of the crowd can only be attributed to the total abandonment of social mores and a level of drunkenness due to the free flow of alcohol.  All levels of society participate and people who would never interact in daily life “wine and jab”, mimicking sexual acts. 
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www.spicemasgrenada.com photo Nazim Benjamin

Sometimes premeditated violence enters the day, often as a time when revenge is sought.  Knives and broken bottles are the instruments for real blood to flow in to the streets.  While there is a police and security presence, the mass of the crowd allows anyone who intends to commit crime to do it.
The end of the morning finds people physically exhausted—spent.  Many head to the beach to clean themselves of the paint, sweat, dirt, grease, and often the clothes they were wearing are permanently discarded and left on the beach. 
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Sometimes people will be found passed out on the road, left there to sleep it off.

[image: image14.jpg]



Generally those who play mas leave with a feeling of satisfaction that they had “fun”.  No one notices the street that is left with a kaleidoscope of colours, or are aware that they have been participants in an art performance.  
Aside from the photographers documenting the “fun” of carnival, there is no authentication of the event—no posters, scripts, notes, or post event evaluations.
And without any external motivation or intervention, next year Jouvert will happen again, with the same intensity.

The Comparison

The visual comparison between these two seemingly disparate events can best be described with the images themselves.

The Splatter

Herman Nitsch
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http://www.freewebs.com/vienna-actionists/hermannnitsch.htm                      Jouvert
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http://www.freewebs.com/vienna-actionists/hermannnitsch.htm
Vienna Actionist Gunter Brus

Austrian performance artist, draughtsman, painter and film maker. He studied commercial graphic art at the Akademie für Angewandte Kunst in Vienna between 1957 and 1960. Following visits to Spain and the Venice Biennale of 1960, he started to paint gestural abstractions and came into contact with the Austrian painter Alfons Schilling (b 1934). To an extent Brus conceived of his Aktionen in terms of paintings or tableaux, where the body occupied the centre of a clearly defined space. http://www.freewebs.com/vienna-actionists/gunterbrus.htm
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  www.e-flux.com     
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www.e-flux.com                                                                                                             Jouvert
Vienna Actionist Otto Muhl, one of the four recognized actionists, did not go on to have a sterling career as a painter. Never the less, the body as the canvas is shown in his work.
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www.geocities.com/omuehl/images/2774awebsite.jpg
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http://www.t12artspace. com/muehl/muehl01.gif

                                                                                           Jouvert
Other similarities
The use of symbols of death and the macabre—the human skull inserted into Nitsch’s animal cadavers, and the skull face worn on the head of the “jab jab”.
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www.thieme.de                                                  Jouvert

The group dynamic demonstrated by the players in Nitch’s action, and in Jouvert.
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http://www.freewebs.com/vienna-actionists/hermannnitsch.htm  
Both events had at their roots a form of resistance.  Nitsch’s actions were resistance to the art forms and institutions of his time.  Jouvert had its roots in the Caribbean slave/master relationship. 

The intake of huge amounts of alcohol have a part to play in both events.  Music is also an underlying motivator.  Nitsch himself writes and orchestrates his score, while in jouvert it is the soca kings who dominate the air waves.

Nitsch’s attempt to create a Gesamtkunstwerk, a ’total art’, or mystical experience that involves all the senses can truly be said of the jouvert experience.  It is certainly tasted, smelt, seen, heard and touched.
Trinidad’s well known “mas man” Peter Minshall described in an interview on  Gayelle TV, his first Jouvert experience as a spiritual release.  He said that becoming unrecognizable for the colour of skin, his gender, his age,  (he was fourteen at the time) was an experience so enlightening that it lead him to a life time of making art in the form of Carnival mas.
Yet for all the visual similarities, there are contrasts.
The Nitsch aktions were planned and precise. Nitsch himself studied philosophy, and was surely impacted in his youth by living in a post WWII Austria. Nitsch’s aktions were well publicized with posters in the 1960’s, and now the internet is used to inform people of the next action. Jouvert, while dictated by the date of carnival, is otherwise spontaneous.

The actors in Nitsch’s actions were directed by him.  They were performers in a play of sorts. They knew exactly what they were to do, and understood that the events, the splatter, etc., was not real. It was an intellectual exercise as well as physical   In jouvert there is no director, save the rhythm of music. Each person becomes a cell in an organic mass of movement. It is a ludic exercise, with not much intellect involved. As noted by Romerg of Nitsch’s aktions, “ the large crowds and the duration of the performance provoke the destruction of individual ego and lessens the individual’s psychological resistance”—the same can be said for jouvert.  This gives some level of explanation to the sexual mimicry (and sometimes actual sex acts) in public performed by people who would never in their right mind consider behaving thus.
From Nitsch’s aktions there are “relics” which are works of art that are displayed in galleries and museums in Europe and North America.  These works of art have increased in value over the years, with a Nitsch splatter painting be sold at auction at Christie’s in London in June of 2004 for over $70,000. US dollars.    
Hermann Nitsch's Schüttbilder dated 1983/84 are also much sought-after. One offered  from 1983 is quoted at between € 25,000 and 40,000. Other small format works can be had for prices starting as low as € 4,000.[ www.imkinsky.com/en/press/2006-1009/ ]
And still more, from pioneering Viennese Aktionist Hermann Nitsch whose big installation piece at Mike Weiss Gallery in Chelsea, New York,  confounds the artist's easel with the churchly altar, topped by a cross. Nitsch's increasingly decorative paintings make the inevitable link between the painter's studio and the butcher's bloody slaughterhouse. A yellow 39 x 32 in. Schuttbilder (debris picture) is $20,000, a 79 x 59 in. red one is $40,000. [http://www.artnet.com/Magazine/reviews/robinson/robinson3-17-04.asp]
The relics of jouvert—the paint splattered clothes--are simply thrown away,  quite often left on the beach where the participant cleaned up.
Conclusion
Austria as a country has invested very well into the potential of culture having economic power.  With many museums for visual art, art schools, a public that has an appreciation for art, every year they draw thousands of tourists just to sample their cultural milieu. Even though Nitsch’s work was at its onset met with suspicion, over 40 years later he is considered a hero of art to his country.  
In an interview with a native Austrian in October of 2006, she expressed her desire as a young teenage girl to go to view a Nitsch aktion.  Her parents told her no, she couldn’t go, because, “these are very bad people who do this”.  Yet decades later, they themselves have gone to view the actions—not because the actions have become tamer, but because society has changed.  Likewise, as a girl in Grenada my parents would have been horrified to have let me be a participant in Jouvert, because ‘these are very bad people who do this”.  Some decades later there is still a significant part of the population who would not participate based on moral values.  (There are still considerable  issues of unsafe sex, disease, sex with minors, alcohol and drug abuse, giving alcohol to minors, etc. that should be studied in the sociology of carnival.)
The Caribbean countries that have carnival as part of the culture have to some extent exploited it as a festival for the propagation of tourism.  For the one week of festivities, the momentum generates a cash flow from hotels, restaurants, etc., then it is over.  Even the soca musicians who record CDs are deprived of the full extent of the value of their product, because the intellectual property laws are not enforced, and piracy rules.   (Trinidad would be the notable exception to this.  As a country they have developed in many ways a year round carnival product, including a carnival institute, and museum.)
To build on the visual art of jouvert as a true economic engine, the potential must be understood.  There must be a determined move to inculcate the local population with the value of all visual art—that it is not simply the pretty pictures that are put in the living room to decorate the house.  Visual art must be recognized as the unique expression of a people, a culture, and the artist given significance for their efforts. Art must be a part of the school curriculum. This curriculum must start from the inside and look out—a complete reversal of the traditional approach.   A museum for visual art must be built to showcase it not only for the visitor, but for the local people, and for generations to come.
The tradition in the Caribbean has been to always look to the outside world—to Europe, to North America to the museum/art fair/biennale “art gods” in the big world, to define our artistic identity and to categorize and label our creative voice.   When we finally look inward, we see the world better and our value, worth and power becomes clear to even the most unsuspecting of all -- ourselves. 
Thanks to British Airways for Sponsorship for this presentation
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