
Robert Kraiss Mussu 
 
Köln based artist Robert Kraiss produces art that embraces figuration and abstraction to 
create work that explores the obscure, the ironic, musicality and literary homage. 
Together with curator and book designer Tom Lingnau, they have collaborated for the 
second time to create ‘Mussu’, an artist book lacing together all facets of Kraiss’ 
multidisciplinary practice.  
 
Kraiss is well known for his overdrawn, dark and obsessively rendered drawings. 
Covering and uncovering, blackening and scrawling; his sometimes damaged paper is 
familiar with bearing the load of a heavy hand. Juxtaposed is his latest work, which is a 
remarkable departure in process, light and space. Largely dedicated to Odilon Redon 
(1840 – 1916), a French symbolist painter, printmaker, draughtsman and pastellist, these 
images are large-scale drawings that utilise negative space and lightweight markings to 
present physiological portraits or homages to the dead artists’ psychological language. 
Freedom from the weighty process has resulted in images that visually counter that of 
the older series, however, still continue Kraiss’ recurrent dialogues. These discussions 
are embedded in authorship within art, the personal versus the public, abstract and 
representational, and stream of consciousness versus the intentional.  
 
Kraiss’ ability to pare back in his lighter work shows an immense strength and ability in 
restraint. Fluidity and incessant movement are constant to Kraiss who is also an 
musician. Improvisation plays a large role in both of his artistic practices; however, in 
this new series the viewer can see a certain amount of pre-thought at play by use of 
studies and considered placement and erasure. It has been said of Kraiss that ‘the 
process of production and destruction remain visible and will partially be inverted 
through 'artistic' erasing. The results are indicative of a brooding process, the images 
simultaneously entertain a strong atmosphere, an aura of vibration and musicality’.1 
Space and the use of it are valued in the same ways as the markings on the visual pane.  
 
‘Impulsive break-outs’ as coined by the artist, and a sense of physical exertion are 
present in all of Kraiss’ work. The darkened images are automatic and physical 
scribbling. The lighter works are accomplished by use of an electric drill with pencils 
attached; allowing a different investigation into the control of form and production 
speed. Playing on the artists’ sense of irony, subverting meaning and process, we can 
see that when the aggressive power tool is in use the works are light, deliberate and 
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delicate. Contrasted to the more automatic, aggressive and dark works that are created 
by the artist’s pure hand, evoking a conversation on the preconceived notion of 
drawing.  
 
The central figure of this body of work is appropriated from Odilon Redon’s La Folie. 
The eye symbol takes precedence and is symbolically placed as the base of the bells, 
immediately eliciting thoughts of both Big Brother and John Donne’s poem ‘For Whom 
the Bell Tolls’. Psychological and atmospheric, these works evoke a sense of Orwellian 
anxiety and Poesque melancholy. There are many parallels between the practice of 
Redon and Kraiss. Redon occupied a ‘noir’ period in his oeuvre and produced images in 
shades of black that he believed to be visionary, but ended this chapter before 1900 
where he then produced in brightly coloured pastels and oils. Much the same is Kraiss’ 
relationship to his work whereby he produces a parallel body of dark and light 
drawings. Thematically Redon and Kraiss also share a likeness in thinking about their 
artistic production. Redon commented on his work, ‘My drawings inspire, and are not 
to be defined. They place us, as does music, in the ambiguous realm of the 
undetermined’2.  
 
Further to Kraiss’ drawing practice is his sculptural work that features rattan vessels. 
These vessels allude to the figurative and share the same colour pallet as the drill 
drawings, although the artist comments that this is an irritating likeness. The vessels 
also impart a simpatico in rhythm and fluidity to the drawings. The sculptures do not 
bare any form of functionality, hence are rendered useless and dysfunctional. They 
suggest another world, a sense of mysticism and ethnographic roots.  
 
‘While drawing obviously is a central mean, in a sense I regard it only as a rather 
arbitrary part of a more universal enterprise between art, experiment and maybe 
epistemology, equivalent to literary and musical experiments’.3 ‘Mussu’ is a monograph 
exploring the multi-disciplinary work of Robert Kraiss’ complex, subverted and lyrical 
world.  
 
 
Olivia Poloni (Melbourne, 2012) 
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