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We are apparently under fire. If it’s not the viruses, it’s the 
refugees that turn into effervescent waves in political rheto-
ric; if it’s not the climate change and the looming end of the 
world, it’s the endless cycle of finance market crises. One flirts 
with building walls, eagerly peps up the CV under the keyword 
“lifelong learning”, and stows away every last penny – all in 
the name of personal risk management in the face of systemic  
failure.

HIIT is the acronym for the fitness trend “high-intensity in-
terval training”. The workout regimen promises explosive ex-
ercises that efficiently – maximum output in minimum time – 
deliver the best results. Given how we are coping with times 
of great uncertainty, this training asks: Is it even possible to 
train so hard, to adapt so well, that we can withstand our crisis-
ridden present? The exhibition HIIIIIIIT by Stefan Panhans and 
Andrea Winkler testifies to the paradigm of social and individual 
defensibility in our present time (including the associated over-
exertion), mirrored in its performance by the individual.

Stefan Panhans and Andrea Winkler’s artistic paths have 
intersected time and again: for instance, Winkler outfitted Pan-
hans’ videos, thereby influencing his moving images; in turn, 
Panhans’ cinematic gaze affected Winkler’s sculptural and in-
stallation works. Since 2017, the two artists have increasingly 
worked in a more pronounced collaboration, which has resulted 
in a series of compelling video installations that will be pre-
sented for the first time in a solo exhibition in Vienna, alongside 
other individual works by the artists.

In their two-channel video installation Border Control (2021), 
they – in collaboration with a group of dancers – performa-
tively investigate and artistically transform border patrol train-
ing sessions on Austria’s southern border, basic education for 
new employees at security companies, and military bootcamps. 
DEFENDER (2021), a video performance with musical quotes, 
gushes with incessant and downright obsessive slogans of 
continuous self-optimisation recited, spoken, and chanted by 
(spiritual) motivation trainers, accompanied with text passages 
from SUV advertisements, which bear astounding parallels. In 
the miniseries and installation HOSTEL (Stefan Panhans, 2018, 
assistant director and set design Andrea Winkler) five cultural 
workers perform the Sisyphus task of surviving in the culture 
industry. 

These three video installations are complemented with in-
terventions in Kunstraum Niederoesterreich itself as well as a 
photographic work by Panhans and textile objects by Winkler. 
One of the artists’ works dominate the light atmosphere in the 
Kunstraum: Tinted windowpanes refer to the tinted windows of 
the SUVs that are omnipresent in the videos, but they also recall 
display windows of luxury stores.

The exhibition reflects the personal and societal concep-
tions of risk management and defensibility while asking: How 
do we carry out our compulsive attempts to hedge ourselves 
from chronic systemic crises under the constraints of a neolib-
eral society, which increasingly loads almost all responsibility 
for success or failure on the shoulders of the individual, all the 
while pursuing but one goal – apparent economic growth?
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The four-part miniseries HOSTEL takes us 
into the cosmos of a booked-out hostel room, 
in which five cultural workers from differ-
ent backgrounds engage in a kind of spoken 
word battle. The training equipment used in 
the course of the soap opera corresponds with 
the elements of the Kunstraum installation on 
site. In this way, the audience is invited to join 
the performers in the hostel room and become 
entangled in their restless conversations. In 
dialogue with Siri and avatars from computer 
games, we follow reports from dreams and 
nightmarish scenes alike, everyday racism, and 
precarious working conditions in the culture 
industry – experiences that are largely based 
on the real lives of the involved performers.

Elements from current debates on identity 
politics, diversity, or cultural appropriation as 
well as pop cultural, literary, and theoretical 
references are added into the mix. Also frag-
ments of Kate Tempest’s spoken word song 
Perfect Coffee crop up, which addresses the 
displacement and destruction of subcultures 
and identities as a result of gentrification and 
housing shortages. Analogously, in HOSTEL 
there is talk of artists who seem to mysteri-

ously disappear from the cityscape in order to 
pursue low-paid part-time jobs – and possibly 
end up in spartan hostel rooms.

With HOSTEL, Stefan Panhans and Andrea 
Winkler show that identity is never something 
fixed, rather it is constantly formed in response 
to social and political conditions. In contrast 
to DEFENDER, however, the performers do 
not become marionettes in the hands of neo-
liberal saviours and motivational gurus; rather 
their continual change of identities points to a 
potential alternative to self-optimisation and 
struggling lone wolves. The group of cultural 
workers thus becomes a collective of accom-
plices and the hostel room a space where new 
alliances are forged.

HOSTEL

HOSTEL, 2018
4K video miniseries, 4 episodes, 
colour/sound, 79:00 min
Video monitors, room sound, 
headphones, anti-slip mats, 
beanbags, peanut ball, gym ball, 
yoga mats, battle rope, camping 
folding stool, flex bands, 
camping lamp, body power 
training equipment, etc.

Floor plan [03]

HIIIIIIIT     KUNSTRAUM NIEDEROESTERREICH

In the photo series Bringing the WoW Home, 
actress Lisa Marie Janke imitates the fighting 
positions of monstrous avatars from the digital 
blockbuster game World of Warcraft in all their 
bristling tension and aggression. Alluding to 
Martha Rosler’s photomontage series House 
Beautiful: Bringing the War Home (1967–72), 
which combines promotional images of stylish 
interiors with photographs of the Vietnam War, 
Panhans uses an entirely different context for 
his WoW poses than the fantasy battlefields of 
the computer game: Departing from Panhans 
and Janke’s fascination with bombastic adver-
tising trailers and the ferocious hero charac-
ters of the world’s most popular multiplayer 
online role-playing game, the setting for the 
brutal combat scenarios is now the actress’ liv-
ing room.

With no weapons or extravagant costumes 
whatsoever, the body itself becomes armour or 
a combat suit that must defend itself against 
danger. In light of the pandemic lockdown in 
which the photo series was created, the battle 
poses evoke not only defensive tactics against 
trolls, orcs, and other WoW adversaries, but 

also the eagerly anticipated retaliation against 
the real threat of viruses. Another dimension of 
the works surfaces through the rage expressed 
in Janke’s poses – a decidedly male connoted 
quality, which the sexualised female avatars in 
World of Warcraft are denied. In this manner, 
Bringing the WoW Home points to the poten-
tial feminist appropriation of an emotion that 
makes men seem powerful in public percep-
tion, but is often interpreted as a sign of hyste-
ria and insanity in women.

Bringing the WoW Home, 2021
Photo series, black-and-white 
fine art prints, each 45 × 30 cm / 
30 × 45 cm, framed
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Bringing the WoW Home

At the beginning of the video, three per-
formers roam the underground corridors of a 
parking garage on an unknown mission. The 
cold, sterile atmosphere and the glaring light 
contrast with the descriptions of nature from 
Georg Büchner’s Lenz, which are simultane-
ously recited by a virtual voice assistant. In the 
otherwise deserted garage, they come across 
a black SUV whose forbidding appearance is 
reinforced by its camouflage cladding. In what 
follows, pop cultural and literary references 
merge with fragments from SUV commercials, 
motivational slogans, and sermons from mega-
church gurus to yield a turbulent (anti)musical. 
Astonishing parallels arise: These internalised 
self-optimisation phrases carry the same neo-
liberal ideologies as those proclaimed by Joel 
Osteen, pastor of Lakewood Church, or tech 
billionaires like Jeff Bezos. All of this is centred 
around the bulky SUV, the very embodiment of 
the self-optimisation mania that promises us 
absolute invulnerability. 

Stefan Panhans and Andrea Winkler draw 
attention to the problematic social and eco-
logical implications of such ideals and remind 
us: Both the resources consumed by SUVs and 

the mental and physical forces demanded of 
the individual in globalised turbo-capitalism 
are finite. Analogous to Büchner’s Lenz, whose 
mental state increasingly deteriorates in the 
course of the story, the “musical” is repeatedly 
interrupted by episodes of derangement (or 
critical questioning). In the end, the performers 
are only able to express themselves in animal 
sounds. It remains unresolved at this juncture 
whether the inevitable collapse has occurred, 
or if the performers have regained their own 
voice in an act of liberation.

For the presentation at Kunstraum Nieder-
oesterreich, Stefan Panhans and Andrea Winkler 
use a swinging saloon door in the passageway 
to the video room, as well as gaming chairs and 
a boulder mat for seating.

DEFENDER, HIIIIIIIT version, 
2022
4K one-channel video 
installation, colour/sound, 
30:00 min
One-channel projection, gaming 
chairs, crashpad, saloon 
swinging door, headphones
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DEFENDER, HIIIIIIIT version

The departure point for this video work is 
the large-scale exercise “Pro Borders” carried 
out in 2018 on the Austrian-Slovenian border, 
in which the newly created border protection 
force PUMA – together with hundreds of units 
from the Austrian army and police – tested de-
fence strategies against a fictitious mass in-
vasion on the Austrian border. In a mixture of 
military training, fitness exercises, and re-en-
actment of the “Pro Border” exercise, a group 
of female dancers appropriates the movement 
patterns of these male-dominated worlds. The 
resulting hybrid feeds off an archive of various 
media contents compiled by the artists from 
the so-called “refugee crisis”. In addition, 
there are fragments from fitness videos, com-
puter games, bootcamp documentaries, action 
films, and training videos for private and state 
security forces.

This hybrid character is also reflected in 
the setting, which fluctuates between border 
crossing, reception centre for asylum seek-
ers, warehouse, fitness room, and military 
barracks, and thereby takes on something of a 
dream – or rather: a nightmare. 

Counting imagined asylum seekers, lurking 
on the floor like predators (PUMA), or physical-
ly drilling themselves to no end, the performers 
create an atmosphere of threat. At times, how-
ever, they break out of their automated training 
movements: Shields and batons are misappro-
priated in a slow-motion “pas de deux”, pecu-
liar objects are taken out of travel bags, while 
huge flat-screen packaging is refilled and la-
boriously pushed back and forth. At times, the 
performers even sink into a deep sleep.

Stefan Panhans and Andrea Winkler draw 
a connection between the physical toughen-
ing of the individual through trend sports such 
as HIIT or boot camps and the reinforced pro-
tection of Europe’s external border, which in-
creasingly relies on preventive deterrence. The 
question of how far we are willing to go in order 
to maintain apparent defensibility in times of 
perpetual catastrophe is of great urgency, es-
pecially in view of the violations of asylum law 
by Frontex. For the installation at Kunstraum 
Niederoesterreich, the artists designed seating 
intended to remind us of a rock – or a fictitious 
border stone that has lost its context.

Border Control, HIIIIIIT version, 
2022
4K two-channel video 
installation, colour/sound, 
24:00 min
2 video monitors, fake stones, 
headphones
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Andrea Winkler’s textile objects are scat-
tered throughout the space. They are sculp-
tural, three-dimensional collages of fabric in 
which an array of textiles combines to form 
fragmentary objects that fl uctuate between 
body part and piece of clothing, and as such re-
call combat and protective gear worn by police 
offi cers, border guards, special task forces, or 
even video game avatars. The focus lies on the 
defensive character of the material that prom-
ises us invulnerability and the compensation of 
human defi cits. The works were created in the 
context of Winkler’s research on sports, out-
door, and safety textiles during her participa-
tion in the TaDA (Textile and Design Alliance) 
residency programme. Winkler is interested 

in “high-performance” garments designed to 
protect the body in extreme situations and en-
hance its performance. But the durability and 
protective function of the vests have apparently 
gone lost: They are soft, deformed, and frag-
ile. Their overuse and the visible seams join-
ing the different textiles together signal the 
precarious aspects of the desire to be armed. 
In the collage of the various protective outfi ts, 
an attempt to create a body shell that allows 
its wearers to be ready for threats of any form, 
the true fragility and instability of the subject 
emerges all the more clearly.

Predactors

Predactors, 2022
High-tech fabrics, wool, 
mosquito net, carrying handles, 
volume fl eece, tension straps, 
etc.
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