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Press Release

Josef Dabernig, Handwritten Copy of Dr. Franz Xaver Mayr’s book “Schönheit und Verdauung oder die Verjüngung des Menschen nur durch sachgemäße Wartung des Darmes,” fifth edition: 1975, Verlag Neues Leben Bad Goisern, Upper Austria (1st edition: 1920); 1977

Handwritten Copy of Vittorio Gregotti’s book “Il territorio dell’architettura,” Campi del sapere/Feltrinelli, Milan, 1988 (first edition in the series “Materiali”: 1966); 1999

The screenwriter and concept artist Josef Dabernig’s work is characterized by the exploration of systems of order and a systematic approach. His program encompasses mathematics as well as architecture, development and urban planning, material science, and art theory. His formal operations often relate to behavioral patterns of a social reality he regards from a critical viewpoint.

As a young art student, Josef Dabernig began to copy Franz Xaver Mayr’s “Schönheit und Verdauung oder die Verjüngung des Menschen nur durch sachgemäße Wartung des Darmes.” The conventional, ideologically charged study describing a diet based on milk and rolls by the Styrian physician still exercises its influence in today’s wellness zones and fitness clubs. With a pad on his knees, Dabernig copied the text with a blue ballpoint on loose A5-sized sheets while sitting on the bank of a river. The writing exercises were preceded by a period of physical training, when the artist, fighting a metabolic disease, worked as a woodsman. Several weeks of manual copying resulted in a stack of 55 sheets filled with accurate neat handwriting on both sides. The handwriting had become denser and denser, the pages more and more compact, the will to cover the page with as much text as possible increasingly urgent.

The BAWAG Foundation Edition’s eighth volume makes Josef Dabernig’s category “writing works” accessible in their hitherto most comprehensive and adequate form. This category constitutes the most enigmatic chapter in the artist’s practice and spans from copying scientific texts, city guides, and historical works to setting up statistical surveys and tables listing and charting everyday habits and routines: lists of consumed cigarettes and gasoline hint at the artist’s own identity.

For the BAWAG Foundation’s publication, the artist has chosen the two most extensive samples of “writing works” he ever tackled. Besides F. X. Mayr, the volume includes a copy of the Italian architect and urbanist Vittorio Gregotti’s “Il territorio dell’architettura.” Dabernig has condensed the text on 38 A4 pages, concluding his hitherto last copy-by-hand project in 1999. Volume 8 of the BAWAG Foundation Edition comprises the complete copies of both books and thus gives evidence of Dabernig’s interest in rule complexes and visual sign structures. When seen in the context of international conceptual art, Josef Dabernig’s copy works may be positioned where the spatial and visual experience of the object is replaced by linguistic definition. Benjamin Buchloh once called this most far-reaching attack on the material character of the artwork, its status as a commodity, and the form of its distribution “the aesthetics of administration.” Josef Dabernig has dedicated himself to this attack with a “relentless, mechanical routine” (Georg Schöllhammer).

We are glad that this volume of the BAWAG Foundation Edition is published by Christoph Keller Editions, Verlag JRP|Ringier, Zurich.
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