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Gustav Klimt’s “The Kiss,” an icon of modern mass culture, is as popular as the portraits of Che Guevara 
or Marilyn Monroe. Much less known is that around 1900 Klimt was at the centre of a fierce university 
controversy. He was commissioned to design three ceiling paintings for the Ceremonial Hall of the new 
University of Vienna. His visual depiction of the three university faculties – philosophy, medicine, and 
law – triggered a major scandal. One might expect that an avant-garde artist would clash with those with 
conservative values supported by a reactionary government. The surprise in the story rests with those 
who opposed and supported of Klimt’s portrayal of academic life. 
 
To unfold this story, we begin with the political, social, and cultural developments in the aftermath of 
the revolution of 1848. The revolution was followed by two major developments: (1) university reform 
that introduced the Humboldtian model to Austria and (2) urban reconstruction that replaced the 
medieval city walls with a representative Boulevard. Among the buildings that should adorn this 
Boulevard was the new University of Vienna. Klimt’s university paintings and the related controversy 
were at the crossroad of these two developments. 
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