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The Beer-Bottle Collection in Pettenbach, Austria  
A Window into the World of Beer 
Alban Knecht und Bernd Rohrauer, 2026 
 
Karl Kolnberger has built up one of Europe’s largest collections of beer bottles and opened a museum to house 
it. For him, collecting means commitment and plenty of contact with other people – and it is anything but a 
sober affair. 

 
Anyone entering the Beer Bottle Museum in Pet-
tenbach needs to move carefully. Not because its 
owner, Karl Kolnberger, is worried that someone 
might pocket something. That does not concern 
him. What he worries about are rucksacks, bags, 
jackets, careless turns and hands that might knock 
over a bottle while pointing something out. In this 
museum, glass stands packed close to glass, and 
every piece counts. Once, a blackbird flew in. 
Around 50 bottles were smashed. A serious loss, 
because for Karl a bottle is never just a bottle. It is 
origin, journey, memory, history, design, chance – 
and much more besides. 

Passing the baton. It all began on a very small 
scale, almost by accident, with his sons. They were 

the ones who, on their way around the village, 
kept coming across beer bottles from abroad. That 
was 28 years ago. The family lived near a haulage 
company. Lorry drivers had brought bottles back 
from all sorts of countries and left them lying 
around. To the children, these bottles were mes-
sages from the wider world: different scripts, dif-
ferent labels, different shapes. What other people 
had thrown away acquired a new meaning and 
was kept. As the boys grew up and their enthusi-
asm for collecting waned, Karl took over. A little 
naively, as he now admits. His initial assumption 
that “surely there couldn’t be that many different 
bottles” soon proved wrong. The original 60 bot-
tles became hundreds and then thousands. Today 
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there are around 15,000, with new ones still arriv-
ing almost every day through swaps, gifts and sou-
venirs brought back by his own family or by other 
travellers. The collection began in the cellar, soon 
filled the cupboards and eventually outgrew the 
space under the roof. Somewhere along the way, 
Karl – “rather rashly”, as he puts it now – set him-
self a target: once he reached 5,000 bottles, he 
would open a museum. “I had to stick to my 
word,” he says of the moment he reached that fig-
ure. So he began looking for somewhere to house 
the collection. He approached the local heritage 
museum, spoke to a brewery, calculated that 
5,000 bottles would require around 600 linear me-
tres of shelving, and eventually found the right 
place: a spacious attic above a brewery restaurant 
that had stood empty for decades – bare, dusty, 
strewn with straw and carrying a faint sense of his-
tory. That was exactly how he wanted it, because 
“the only things that should shine are the bottles”, 
says Karl Kolnberger. 

 
Deposit versus one-off. Although he spends 

part of everyday collecting bottles, Karl’s passion 
differs fundamentally from that of people who 
scour public spaces for bottles and cans, because 
there are really two kinds of collecting. While 
those collectors try to gather as many standard 
bottles and cans as possible to redeem them, Karl 
is interested above all in the intangible value of the 
individual, unique bottle. That high intangible 
value is also reflected in the fact that he is neither 
willing to buy empty bottles nor to sell bottles re-
garded as valuable in the conventional sense. If he 
has several examples of the same bottle, he 

prefers to give them to other collectors or swap 
them. The same goes for cans, crown caps and 
other artefacts he does not collect himself, but 
which delight others who share his passion for col-
lecting. This attitude is what most clearly distin-
guishes him from conventional bottle collectors in 
public spaces. For him, it is not the deposit that 
matters but the one-off: a piece he does not yet 
have, a label, a shape, a place of origin, a story. 
And yet the two worlds meet at one point: both 
begin where other people stop paying attention. 
Rubbish to some, a deposit to others – and, to Karl 
Kolnberger, a story. 

 

 
Often these stories reach him through ac-

quaintances, travellers who visit the museum or 
other collectors – and then become new stories of 
their own. One concerns an elderly couple who 
rang him after the very first newspaper article 
about his museum appeared. They had a special 
bottle, but insisted on handing it over in a public 
place. Karl vividly recalls the exchange outside a 
school. The couple arrived in a Fiat Punto; the 
woman opened her crocodile-effect handbag, 
took out some newspaper, then more newspaper, 
and finally the carefully wrapped bottle. It had be-
longed to her late father. He had never drunk it, 
but they had not been able to bring themselves to 
throw it away. Now, the woman said, it would 
have “a good little home”. Perhaps bottles like 
these are a little like Schrödinger’s cat: as long as 
nobody opens or disposes of them, they are at 
once a drink, rubbish and a keepsake. The scene 
reminds Karl of Edith Klinger’s ORF programme 
Wer will mich (“Who Wants Me?”), in which ani-
mals without a home found new owners. These 
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bottles, too, seemed as though they needed 
somewhere to go.  

A misunderstanding. Bottles acquire their 
value by becoming part of a collection. Displayed 
side by side, each bottle – through its difference 
from all the others – becomes a museum object, a 
piece of culture. One of Karl’s acquaintances 
learnt this the hard way after keeping a Mozambi-
can swing-top bottle in her walking boot at a hotel. 
Just as the famous Fat Corner by action artist Jo-
seph Beuys was removed by a caretaker at the 
Düsseldorf Art Academy, a member of staff misun-
derstood the significance of the bottle intended 
for the museum: it was cleaned, stripped of its la-
bel and filled with lemon juice for use in the 
kitchen. 

Karl Kolnberger has also learnt a great deal 
about bottles on his own travels. In Egypt, for in-
stance, no amount of persuasion could convince a 
waiter to let him keep the empty beer bottle he 
had just finished. Because old glass bottles are val-
ued as a raw material in Egypt, collectors, compa-
nies and the public waste system compete for 
them. Only the head waiter authorised its release. 
And although alcohol in Arab countries is often 
available only in tourist hotels, Karl managed to 
find several empty beer bottles in the sand on a 

desert tour. He imagined that local people might 
have drunk them in secret and then thrown them 
away at once so that no one would find out. To this 
day, there is still desert sand in those bottles, 
which have long since found their place in the mu-
seum. Karl’s delight in such chance discoveries is 
probably akin to the fascination his children felt 
when they laid the foundations of today’s collec-
tion with bottles they had picked up – and it recalls 
comments by bottle collectors who, when asked 
about their collecting, described a feeling other-
wise known only from finding Easter eggs. 
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