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“Called the “conscience.of the
““twentieth .century,” Dada has
emerged as the greatest single
historical source for post-modern art.
A profound and authentic expression
of humanism, Dada engages and
intrigues, yet defies conventional
analysis. In a bold step toward a new

‘ understandmg twelve renowned
authorities offer a rich collection of -
original works on thls,wtal movement.

Tracmg the movement by genre
theme, individuals, and locales, Dadal
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coherent picture of the whole for
students, scholars, and the informed
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mysticism and culture as content, to
include important artists (Ernst, Arp,
Baader,: Stella, and Hausmann) and
vital art centers, Dada/Dimensions
provides modern audiences with a
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into focus-and offers perspectwes on
the future. »
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Foreword

The historiographic development or coming of age experienced by any field
depends on both the introduction of new materials and the various perspectives
taken on the data. In the past decade, Dada studies have grown tremendously
in both respects. A number of exhibitions have brought to light new or rarely
seen works; numerous and helpful anthologies have appeared; an important
center for the study of the movement has been established at The University of
Iowa and has done much to energize the field; the bibliography of the move-
ment has been brought under control and scholarly resources conselidated.

In the course of all this, many Dada myths have been put to rest and the
field brought squarely into line with other dimensions of scholarship pertaining
to modernism and the avant-garde. The movement has been, to a significant
degree, demystified and, at the same time, its connections to other movements
and tendencies in the early twentieth century greatly clarified. Furthermore,
there has been a tendency to stress Dada’s variousness, in terms of both its
individuals and the fundamentally different character of the movement as it
occurred in its respective centers of activity: Zurich, Berlin, Cologne, Hann-
over, Paris, New York, and elsewhere.

Yet, for all this work, there remains a nagging feeling that something is
being lost in the process; that having so analyzed the movement — in cases,
almost out of existence — we must find ways of returning to some of the classic
questions: What were Dada’s major concerns? At what point did activity
among the various individuals and centers become common property of the
movement? How much of the myths represent the historical realities of the
movement? What constitutes Dada’s distinct identity? What individuals or
centers of activity can, through further study, throw new light on these
questions?

As the title of this book indicates, Dada/Dimensions attempts to look at
all these questions and more as an indication of what are currently being pur-
sued as important matters by scholars in the area. The organization of the book
responds to the frustration encountered by those first achieving an orientation
to the movement as well as to those already significantly engaged in the
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subject. Thus, ‘‘themes’ of concern form the basis of the book’s structure.
Many of these are relatively unprobed areas and promise to offer highly
rewarding ways of recentering study of Dada.

Roy Allen’s essay was chosen to launch the collection out of two consid-
erations: first, that we should begin at the beginning and, second, that in
offering a revisionist look at the inception of the movement, he challenges our
perspectives on the balance of the movement as we historically see it occur in
the other centers. The next two essays, by Allan Greenberg and Friedhelm
Lach, present a general frame of reference for, and a very particular case of,
the importance of the ‘‘event’” and performance in the Dada movement,
concerns that seem increasingly crucial for identifying and defining useful dis-
tinctions between Dada and other related movements of the same era, Jane
Hancock and Harriett Watts, in like manner, represent widely conceived and
highly specific accounts of the mystical sources for the work of Dada in general
and of Hans (Jean) Arp in particular. Although addressing the same subject,
they are mutually complementary essays and not in the least redundant. In-
deed, taken together they offer highly useful perspectives on a subject other
authors have scarcely touched on. Charlotte Stokes and Timothy Benson
examine culture as content in visual works by Max Ernst and Raoul Hausmann
and, in the process, underscore the nature and extent of Dada’s awareness of
the facts of culture, per se. Estera Milman questions and suggests alternatives
to orthodox accounts of New York’s involvement in Dada (or Dada’s involve-
ment in New York), while Ruth Bohan carefully considers the impact of one
Dada, Marcel Duchamp, on the modernist work of American artist Joseph
Stella. John Bowlt offers a rare opportunity to examine Dada in the context of
post-revolutionary Russian experiments, while Stephen Foster profiles the ca-
reer of one of the most sensational and engaging, but least published
participants in the movement, Johannes Baader. The volume concludes, as be-
fits any undertaking of a worthwhile subject, with some sobering methodologi-
cal questions, posed here by Peter Guenther.

The book is not then merely a new collection of essays, but a cross section
of questions scholars are asking about Dada at the present time. It attempts to
serve the interested general public and students as well as the experienced
scholar.

The vitality of any field depends to a great extent on the chemistry estab-
lished among individuals working in the area. This book attempts both to
prompt a reaction in its own right and to identify areas from which useful and
further work in the field can proceed.

Stephen C. Foster

August 1984
Iowa City
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Zurich Dada, 1916-1919:
The Proto-Phase of the Movement

Roy F. Allen

In his famous ‘“Zurich Chronicle 1915-1919’ (1920), Tristan Tzara records
under July 1917: ‘“Mysterious creation! Magical revolver! The DADA MOVE-
MENT is launched.”’! There are four important pieces of information provided
in that report: Zurich; July, 1917; Dada; the movement is lauriched. As has
been the case with most such seemingly cut-and-dried data provided by Dada-
ists, scholarship has had difficulty coming to terms with them. In the case of
these four, the consensus of some six decades of studies by both Dadaists and
Dada scholars has accepted the first, emended the second to 5 February 1916,
thrashed over the definition of the third to small avail, and never challenged the
fourth. In other words, the place and date of the beginning of Dada have been
agreed upon, the nature of the phenomenon has not, but the question of
whether it was then and there a movement has always been taken for granted.
The latter issue is the one I want to deal with here and, as I will suggest, it places
the other three in proper critical perspective.

An understanding of Dada in Zurich, as the initial phase of what was to
become a global affair, gbviously impinges upon an understanding of the
phenomenon as a whole.{An understanding of Dada is actually only a problem
if we want the concept to signify more than certain stylistic or thematic features
recurrent in the work of authors somehow identified with it. Of course,
scholarship has always wanted it to signify more, and that is why schglars have
insisted upon characterizing it as a whole with the term “movement%But the
latter term has generally been bandied about quite casually in studieSTof much
of the art and literature since the turn of the century when, at most, merely a
degree of cooperative effort by members of an artistic group, whose work
exhibits some similarities in styles and themes, has actually been noted. The
question is, however, whether we are not implying much more when we use this
term. A closer look at its standard definitions will show this to be the case.
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We will have to base our definition of the term on dictionary glosses since
standard handbooks to literature offer us surprisingly little help.? Such glosses
apply to all contexts of usage but, in reference to literature or art, we can
extrapolate four essential, interdependent features inevitably delineated by
“movement.’”’ It involves (1) two or more artists who form a group by their
own declaration of affiliation, (2) whose work exhibits related stylistic and
thematic tendencies or trends, (3) who organize and engage in concerted artistic
efforts for the mutual support of their work, and (4) who share a specific goal
or objective as the central impetus of both their group and their own work.?
This is, of course, only a skeletal outline. It could scarcely be applied in so
simple and one-dimensional a form as a methodological yardstick, and I am
certainly not going to attempt to do that in this chapter. Each of our defini-
tion’s essential features insinuates a whole complex of ancillary features, which
I will acknowledge as I examine the development of Dada in Zurich.

The beginnings of Dada in Zurich are well known. The precipitating event
took place on 2 February 1916, when Hugo Ball released a press notice
announcing the opening of a cabaret:

Cabaret Voltaire. Under this name a group of young artists and writers has been formed
whose aim is to create a center for artistic entertainment. The idea of the cabaret will be
that guest artists will come and give musical performances and readings at the daily meet-
ings. The young artists of Zurich, whatever their orientation, are invited to come along
with suggestions and contributions of all kinds.*

The wording of this announcement was a decisive formulation, for it set the
tone and character of everything that followed in Zurich until the end. Most
importantly, it was more a guileless appeal to the unknown than a clear state-
ment of position or intention.

First of all, the ‘‘group’’ that ostensibly sponsored the announcement was
as yet largely nonexistent. It could have consisted at this time of, at most,
three actual members, for the only known participants in the project before the
cabaret’s first performance were Hugo Ball, Emmy Hennings, and Marcel
Slodki. Ball and Hennings qualified in the announcement as both ‘‘artists’’ and
“writers’’; both recited and wrote material for performances. In addition, Ball
played the piano and Hennings sang. Slodki seems to have done little more
than make the poster for the cabaret. Very shortly, however, on opening day, 5
February 1916, their ranks were sizeably increased. In response to Ball’s invita-
tion in the press, several artists wandered in as Ball and Hennings were making
final preparations for their first show. They included Tristan Tzara, the bro-
thers Marcel and Georges Janco, and Hans Arp. They were welcomed into the
group, took part in that first evening’s performance, and were henceforth
regular participants and close associates of Ball. If we except Georges Janco,
who quickly receded into the background, and add Richard Huelsenbeck, who
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joined them a few days later on February 8, the regular, active membership of
what came to be recognized as the core group of Zurich Dada was now
complete.® And it was these artists who dominated and determined the future
course of events.

What brought most of them together was largely adventitious and
spontaneous. Ball’s press notice specified no aim of the cabaret beyond that of
“entertainment” and left its artistic direction totally open. Artists of any
““orientation’’ whatsoever and ideas and creations of ‘‘all kinds’> were
welcome. The result was, not unexpectedly, a haphazardly eclectic gathering
with no preconditioning in background for potential coherence. We need to
consider the latent background of this group more closely, for it will help to
explain later developments in Zurich Dada.

Ball, Hennings, Huelsenbeck, and Arp had a ready-made mutual affilia-
tion: all were Germans with very strong roots in Expressionism, from which
their subsequent work never fully separated them.® As is well known, all of
them had participated in important projects identified in name and content
with Expressionism before moving on to or, as in Arp’s case, achieving noto-
riety in Switzerland.” These Germans thus brought with them to Dada a clear
artistic bias that expressed itself in conspicuous ways during their Dada years. It
expressed itself in a preoccupation with issues that had most recently been
brought to the fore by Expressionism (e.g., opposition to the values, econom-
ics, politics, and the materialist-positivist-rationalist world view of the Wilhel-
minian middle class) and the search for a new language and a new reality that
could register a fuller range of experiences of human character than the restrict-
ed Wilhelminian view allowed. It expressed itself in a preferential deference to
Expressionist art and literature. Random reports on the program of the
Cabaret Voitaire performances and the published programs of the Galerie
Dada soirees indicate that presentations of Expressionist works dominated.
Expressionist art prevailed in the exhibitions in the Cabaret Voltaire and the
Galerie Dada. In addition, it was the contacts that Ball had made in Berlin with
Herwarth Walden and Der Sturm prior to the war that later provided him,
as director of the Galerie Dada, with the art that was shown at the two series of
Sturm exhibitions.® Finally, the strong idealistic and optimistic thrust of
Expressionism provided the foundation for the affirmative strain in the
aesthetic and ideological iconoclasm of Ball’s, Huelsenbeck’s, Arp’s, and
Hennings’s Dadaism.’

Tzara and Marcel Janco came to Dada from a very different cultural
background. They were Romanians and lacked the total immersion of the
others in Expressionism. They no doubt were acquainted with Expressionist
and related tendencies (Cubism and Futurism) before coming to Zurich; but
this acquaintance would have been superficial and largely secondhand, since
Expressionism did not really establish roots in Romania until after the First
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World War.'® Their aesthetic and ideological dispositions were therefore not
inclined strongly in the same direction as those of the others when they joined
Dada. And, in the cultural and intellectual i1solation of neutral Switzerland
during the war, with its strong interregnum mentality, they would have found it
more difficult than the others to discover an alternative, affirmative vision in
the contemporary chaos. Not surprisingly, they found it easiest to identify with
and exploit the oppositional tendency that Dada had inherited from previous
revolutionary aesthetics. The logical result of such an orientation was not
Janco’s belated conversion to a ‘‘new confidence,”” which fed what he called
the “‘second’’ or ‘“positive speed’’ of Dada, but Tzara’s notoriously inveterate
nihilism or radical negativism. Janco’s role was not the decisive one. As a
painter and sculptor, he was not forced to take a verbally articulated theoretical
stance, and he generally remained, in this sense, a low-profile and fairly reticent
member of the group until after its demise.'' Shortly after the group’s forma-
tion, however, Tzara emerged, along with Ball, as a strong, vocal member with
evident leadership and organizational abilities. His subsequent dissenting posi-
tion in the group was therefore critical. This became most clear when it was
bolstered by the addition to the circle of two new, similarly inclined artists: the
Spaniard Francis Picabia, who passed through avant-garde circles in Paris,
New York, Barcelona, and Lausanne before coming to Zurich, and the
German Walter Serner, who had a superficial association with Expressionism
in Germany and Expressionist expatriots in Zurich. Serner edited his own
Expressionist-aligned journal in the same city before joining the Dadaists.'?

The nature of the whole spectrum of participants in Zurich Dada’s first
public forum was not significantly different from that of the core group.
Huelsenbeck described the founding of Dada in Zurich in a retrospective essay
as the “‘spontaneous’’ feat of a group of ‘‘young people of the most heteroge-
neous nature.’”’'* The manner in which the particular mix of the cabaret’s asso-
ciates as a whole developed was totally fortuitous and spontaneous, but its
heterogeneity was not; the latter seems, in fact, to have been intentional. In his
autobiography, Huelsenbeck recorded that Ball and Hennings had rmeant the
cabaret ‘‘to be a gathering place for all artistic trends, not just modern ones.”’
He then clarified: ‘‘But we had in mind mainly living artists, not only those
who took part in our cabaret, but others as well all over Europe.””'* The very
possibility for such diversity was inherent in Ball’s press notice call for artists
“‘whatever their orientation.’’ But it i1s also clear, from Ball’s own record of his
intentions at the time the cabaret was founded, that he was consciously and
specifically aiming at diversity rather than agreement in his circle of associates.
Just a few days before the opening, he wrote an especially revealing letter, in
this sense, to his friend Kathe Brodnitz in which he discussed his plans to use his
broad connections to attract the participation of the ‘‘most heterogeneous
people’’; he then added for stress: ‘‘Everyone shall be welcome — who has
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talent.'” After asking Brodnitz, who was then residing in Berlin, to send
Huelsenbeck on to him in Zurich, Ball closed with a request that reinforced the
priority of the quality of his performers’ talents over any antecedent artistic
commitments: ‘“‘But just one request first: send us some interesting people so
that we will be able to accomplish some great things.’’'¢ Reports on the cabaret
performances corroborate Ball’s aim; performers represented, as Ball reported
of an evening on 29 March 1916, ‘‘all the styles of the last twenty years.””!’
They constituted a veritable omnium-gatherum of artists of all directions,
nationalities, and affiliations represented in Zurich during the war: Poles,
Dutch, Germans, Russians, French, Swiss, Romanians, Italians; Expression-
ists, Cubists, Futurists, Dadaists; dancers, singers, poets, musicians, painters. It
is worth emphasizing that Ball was fully aware at the time of his supporters’
other artistic ties and in name.'® This fact applies equally to the performers and,
as already indicated, to the works they performed. Ball is widely reported to
have been a talented organizer. His presence in the group was sorely missed by
the others after his first exodus (July 1916) probably more for this reason than
for any other. To have converted such a motley gathering of artistic wills and
interests, particularly one summoned together so casually, to genuine commit-
ment to one single cause would have defied the skills of even the most
determined strategist. One additional problem, as pointed out beiow, was that
Ball lacked such determination.

From the very start, there was no inherent common ground in the Zurich
group on which to lay the foundation of a cohesive effort. And there was
nothing else, no clear cause or artistic concern, in Ball’s initial announcement,
or, as we will see, in the group’s subsequent activities or pronouncements, to
give them tangible guidance. Ball stated quite openly that the aim of his cabaret
was to be ‘‘entertainment.’’ The cabaret was therefore not to have an alleged
ideological objective, as had been the case, for example, with the recitals he and
Huelsenbeck had organized in Berlin in early 1915. It differed even more ob-
viously from the Expressionist theater he had wanted to establish in Munich
just before the war, which was to have been a ‘‘fusion of all regenerative ideas”’
and ‘‘capable of creating the new society.’’'* There were at least two apparent
factors that conditioned Ball’s dramatically new position in Zurich.

First of all, he was coming to the new cabaret most directly from intensive
work 1n the preceding months (ca. October 1915 to January 1916) in vaudeville,
in Zurich and on the road in other parts of Switzerland.?* Huelsenbeck
suggested in his memoirs that a causal connection existed between vaudeville
and the impetus to the founding of the Cabaret Voltaire: ‘“The idea of starting
a cabaret seemed logical since Emmy was a diseuse and Ball an excellent
pianist.”’?! Vaudeville is, of course, a medium of as pure entertainment as
possible, and that is the way Ball had practiced it. It had constituted his main
livelihood and way of life through a difficult period of soul-searching and
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emotional crisis that had begun in disillusionment with the war and despair
over the course of his career as an artist. It almost culminated in suicide.?? His
diary entries and letters just prior to the founding of the Cabaret Voltaire docu-
ment that he had no clear artistic or intellectual direction in his life at this time.
That his conception of the new venture was, indeed, closer to that of vaudeville
than to that of a forum for a new artistic philosophy is reflected in his own
characterization of it in a contemporary letter to Brodnitz (17 January 1916) as
‘““an—‘artists’ bistro: in the Simplizissimus style, but more artistic and more
deliberate.’’?* This choice of words was no product of a momentary mood of
flippancy. In other contemporary correspondence, ‘‘bistro’’ alternates freely
with ‘“‘cabaret’’ as a designation for the Cabaret Voltaire.?* Huelsenbeck cor-
roborates this conception in his description of it as a ‘‘miniature variety
show.”’?* The analogy to the style of Simplizissimus, a Munich bistro owned by
Kathi Kobus and popular amongst the Schwabing avant-garde because of its
off-beat style of entertainment, is important. Ball frequented the bistro before
the war and therefore knew its style firsthand. Hennings was able to bring its
heritage even more directly to the Cabaret Voltaire since she had been a regular
and very popular performer there when Ball met her. The performances in
Simplizissimus were often satirical, tinged politically with reference to con-
temporary affairs, but they were designed first and foremost to amuse their
audiences, not to solicit support for an aesthetic or ideological program. Pref-
erence had been given to the frivolous verse of humorists such as Christian
Morgenstern or Joachim Ringelnatz. The meeting place of Expressionists for
the serious exchange of ideas had therefore been elsewhere, in the Schwabing
Cafe Stephanie.?¢ Significantly, Heinrich F.S. Bachmair’s Expressionist circle
in Munich, which had included Ball, Hennings, and Huelsenbeck, frequented
Simplizissimus and the Café Stephanie. But when it set about to organize a
literary cabaret with a clear ideological direction, it chose to hold it not in
Simplizissimus but in the Café Glasl, like the Café Stephanie, an artists’
center.?’

The stress on entertainment at the Cabaret Voltaire was further enforced,
nolens volens, by the owner of the bar, the Hollandische Meierei at Spiegel-
gasse 1, where the cabaret had been installed. This man, a retired Dutch sailor
by the name of Jan Ephraim, had a very simple, down-to-earth conception of
his business. He insisted that the cabaret turn a profit, and when its audiences
at one point began to thin out, he threatened to close it down if it did not offer
“better entertainment’” and ‘‘draw a larger crowd.”’*® An entry for 1 March
1916 in Ball’s diary probably reflects pressure of this sort from the owner:

Our attempt to entertain the audience with artistic things forces us in an exciting and
instructive way to be incessantly lively, new, and naive. It is a race with the expectations
of the audience, and this race calls on all our forces of invention and debate.*’



Zurich Dada, 1916-1919 7

In addition, in his characterizations of their work throughout his diary and
letters of this period, Ball consistently adheres to ingredients that would tend to
inhibit ideological coherency or any other ulterior motives. For him Dada is
“buffoonery,”” ‘‘a whim, spontaneous foolishness, a farce of nothing-
ness.’’*® Such words are not, as they are sometimes taken to be by students of
Dada, opaque expressions of a new world vision. They are simple statements of
fact. The Cabaret Voltaire was its performers’, and especially Ball’s and Hen-
nings’s, main source of subsistence and aimed primarily to amuse, not to
convert or convince, its audiences. This fact is intimated nowhere more
tangibly than in Ball’s foreword to the group’s first anthology, the Cabaret
Voltaire (published 15 May 1916), in which he describes the founding of their
cabaret.?' His tone here is decidedly offhand and, in a few places, even borders
on the sardonic; his style is discursive and factual. Ball seems to be purposely
avoiding any intrusions of solemnity. This statement is, in greatest part, simply
a straightforward, unpretentious chronicle of the basic organizational steps
taken by Ball to get the cabaret started.

There is something else about this statement that should be stressed. It is
something symptomatic of another conspicuous feature of Zurich Dada,
particularly in its early stages; namely, its dearth of aesthetic or ideological
program. Cabaret Voltaire was the first cooperative publication of the group.
If it was, indeed, looking for a junction of ideas and aesthetics, then it needed
at this critical stage the kind of position statement that is typical of other,
similar group efforts. These were, most notably and recently in Dada’s era, the
many Expressionist journals, almanacs, and anthologies, including those
worked on by Ball himself.?? The placement and typography of Ball’s foreword
would suggest the format of such a statement, but there is actually precious
little in it of substance, in that sense, beyond two very vague references in its
opening and closing lines to an ‘‘independence’” of mind that had drawn
participants to the cabaret. This intellectual ‘‘independence,”” however, is
implicitly little more than a thinly disguised euphemism for opposition to the
war:

Y €¢ Y «¢

When I founded the Cabaret Voltaire, I was sure that there must be a few young people
in Switzerland who like me were interested not only in enjoying their independence but
also in giving proof of it.... The Cabaret Voltaire ... has as its sole purpose to draw atten-
tion, across the barriers of war and nationalism, to the few independent spirits who live
for other ideals.**

Had opposition io the war been made a consistent, inherent, and pervasive part
of the aesthetics and ideology of Dada, it might have coalesced its followers
behind a movement in Zurich. It did not, however, manage to play that role.
Thus, its first group appearance in print was, as Ball himself characterized it,
no more nor less than a ‘‘documentation’’ of the cabaret that had fostered it.**
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In a letter to his friend August Hoffmann, written shortly after the book’s
appearance, Ball revealed the open-handed discrimination exercised in putting
together its list of contributors. He reports that it includes the ‘‘most
interesting’’ of ‘‘the whole colony of young painters and literati’’ then residing
in Zurich.?* The book’s aesthetic eclecticism is alluded to in a diary entry made
just two days later: “‘In [thirty-]Jtwo pages it is the first synthesis of the modern
schools of art and literature. The founders of expressionism, futurism, and
cubism have contributions in it.”’*¢

Even once a name for the group had been found — about the same time
the cabaret anthology was being readied for publication’” — the first
manifestoes that surfaced shortly thereafter fell far short of providing a
genuine program.*® Dadaists themselves, of course, have suggested, sometimes
quite categorically, that Dada had no program, even that by its very nature it
was opposed to all programs.?® This would explain, but only rhetorically, of
course, why the corpus of such pronouncements from Zurich was so meager.
Besides the random private thoughts recorded by Ball and Arp in their diaries
(and not made public until 1927 and 1955, respectively), a mere four major,
extant statements of program were sponsored and made public by the group
between the founding of the Cabaret Voltaire on 5 February 1916 and the
closing of the group’s second great forum, the Galerie Dada, on 1 June 1917.%°
The four extant statements are: the manifesto by Ball traditionally called ‘“The
First Dada Manifesto’ (14 July 1916), Tzara’s ‘‘Monsieur Antipyrine’s
Manifesto’ (14 July 1916), Huelsenbeck’s ‘‘Declaration’’ (ca. second half of
April 1916), and Ball’s lecture on Kandinsky (7 April 1917).*' The first three
were read in the Cabaret Voltaire, and the last in the Galerie Dada. The
Kandinsky lecture, although the most substantive of the four works, has very
little to do with Dada overtly and in no way differs in its aesthetics from the
many preceding or contemporary statements of this sort by Expressionists.*2

The three manifestoes are among the most important documents of the
Zurich phase, for they are the first recorded attempts by the group at self-con-
scious conceptualization of the aims and meaning of their work. It should be
stressed that they were drafted in close proximity to one another and therefore
reflect fairly well the thinking of the group’s most vocal members at the same
approximate stage in its development. The stage they had reached at this time is
a crucial point, for they were just beginning to confront the public with a name
for their efforts. Huelsenbeck announced the name’s recent discovery in his
“Declaration,’’ and Ball’s and Tzara’s manifestoes were read at what was
billed as the ‘‘First Dada Evening.’’** All three thus spoke in the name of Dada.
Huelsenbeck was the most explicit in this sense, and he claimed to be speaking
on behalf of the whole group:

In the name of the Cabaret Voltaire and my friend Hugo Ball, the founder and director
of this most learned institute, I have a declaration to make this evening which will upset
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you. I hope that no bodily harm will come to you, but what we have to say to you now will

knock you for a loop. We have decided to subsume our various activities under the name
“Dada.”

They all disagreed on the central issue, namely, the definition of the name
they chose. Huelsenbeck, more to befuddle than to educate, declared that
“Dada’ means ‘‘nothing,”” is ‘‘nothingness’’: ‘‘Dada was found in a
dictionary. It means nothing. It is significant nothingness, in which nothing
means something.’’ Ball, in a patronizing tone, played down the question of a
definition and simply offered the kind of dictionary glosses alluded to by
Huelsenbeck:

Dada comes from the dictionary. It is terribly simple. In French it means ‘‘hobby horse.”’
In German it means ‘‘good-by,”” ‘“‘get off my back,’’ ‘‘be seeing you sometime.’’ In Ro-
manian: ‘‘Yes, indeed, you are right, that’s it. But of course, yes, definitely, right.”” And
so forth.

Tzara, initiating in print the nihilism for which he was to become notorious, de-
fined primarily what Dada is not and what it is against, not what Dada is or
what it 1s for:

Dada is our intensity: it erects inconsequential bayonets and the Sumatral head of Ger-
man babies; Dada is life with neither bedroom slippers nor parallels; it is against and for
unity and definitely against the future; we are wise enough to know that our brains are
going to become flabby cushions, that our antidogmatism is as exclusive as a civil servant,
and that we cry liberty but are not free; a severe necessity with neither discipline nor
morals....

On the other hand, all agreed on three important ancillary features of
Dada:

1) Dadais international in perspective and seeks to bridge differences:

Ball: [Dada] is an international word.... Dada is the world soul ... Dada is the world’s
best lily-milk soap.

Huelsenbeck: Noble and respected citizens of Zurich, students, tradesmen, workers, vaga-
bonds, aimless people of all lands, unite.... We want to end the war with nothing-
ness.

Tzara: Dada remains within the framework of European weaknesses, it’s still shit, but
from now on we want to shit in different colors so as to adorn the zoo of art with
all the flags of all the consulates.

We are circus ringmasters and we can be found whistling amongst the winds of
fairgrounds, in convents, prostitutions, theatres, realities, feelings, restaurants,
ohoho, bang bang.
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2) Dada is antagonistic toward established society in the modern avant-garde,
Bohemian tradition of the épater-le-bourgeois posture:

Ball:

Huelsenbeck:

Tzara:

I don’t want words that other people have invented. All the words are other
people’s inventions. I want my own stuff, my own rhythm, and vowels and con-
sonants too, matching the rhythm and all my own. If this pulsation is seven
yards long, I want words for it that are seven yards long. Mr. Schulz’s words are
only two and a half centimeters long.

... The word, the word, the word outside your domain, your stuffiness, this
laughable impotence, your stupendous smugness, outside all the parrotry of your
self-evident limitedness. The word, gentlemen, is a public concern of the first
importance. '

We have no intentions as we stand before you here; we don’t even intend to enter-
tain or amuse you. Although all of what we say and do is what it is, namely
nothing, we nonetheless do not have to part as enemies. The moment you over-
come your middle-class resistance and hoist the flag of Dada with us, we will be
united and the best of friends.

... We spit on humanity....
DADA is neither madness, nor wisdom, nor irony, look at me, dear bourgeois....

... And if we reveal the crime so as to show that we are learned denunciators, it’s
to please you, dear audience, I assure you, and I adore you.

3) Dada is a new tendency in art that seeks to change conventional attitudes
and practices in aesthetics, society, and morality:

Ball:

Huelsenbeck:

Tzara:

How can one get rid of everything that smacks of journalism, worms, every-
thing nice and right, blinkered, moralistic, Europeanized, enervated? By saying
dada.... A line of poetry is a chance to get rid of all the filth that clings to this
accursed language, as if put there by stockbrokers’ hands, hands worn smooth
by coins. I want the word where it ends and begins. Dada is the heart of words.

We want to change the world with nothingness, we want to change poetry and
painting with nothingness....

Art used to be a game of nuts in May, children would go gathering words that
had a final ring, then they would exude, shout out the verse, and dress it up in
doll’s bootees, and the verse became a queen in order to die a little, and the queen
became a sardine, and the children ran hither and yon, unseen.... Then came the
great ambassadors of feeling, who yelled historically in chorus:

Psychology Psychology hee hee

Science Science Science

Long live France

We are not naive

We are successive

We are exclusive

We are not simpletons

and we are perfectly capable of an intelligent discussion.

But we, DADA, don’t agree with them, for art isn’t serious....
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All this adds up to very little that is new, lucid, or substantive. The
Dadaists subsequently became infamous for their obfuscations and, at least in
Tzara’s case, it was usually obscurantism for its own sake or for its scampish
capacity for provoking audiences. Arp explained this tendency in Dada in a
post-Zurich critique:

The bourgeois regarded the Dadaist as a dissolute monster, a revolutionary villain, a bar-
barous Asiatic, plotting against his bells, his safe-deposits, his honors. The Dadaist
thought up tricks to rob the bourgeois of his sleep. He sent false reports to the newspapers
of hair-raising Dada duels, in which his favorite author, the ‘‘King of Bernina,’’ was said
to be involved. The Dadaist gave the bourgeois a sense of confusion and distant, yet
mighty rumbling, so that his bells began to buzz, his safes frowned, and his honors broke
out in spots.**

Janco was more caustic in his critical assessment of this provocative tendency
and made clear its weaknesses and limitations:

At the Cabaret Voltaire we began by shocking the bourgeois, demolishing his idea of art,
attacking common sense, public opinion, education, institutions, museums, good taste,
in short, the whole prevailing order.

For writers, it was a godsend. They exposed themselves in their creations, their manifes-
toes, their poetry, and invectives and insults rained down on all sides. Courageously,
they abused those who came to listen to them, and, to make themselves more interesting,
they posed as nihilists declaring art already dead and Dada nothing but a joke. It was
young and modern, delightful and novel! For those of us in the plastic arts it was less
simple. We did not have their advantages and did not always take part in these negative
and sometimes dangerous public demonstrations. Also, for us it was ‘‘literature.’’ Ineffec-
taul babbling, irrational attacks. This repeated itself over and over again with no logic,
became superficial, empty, like a circus.**

Pursued with excess and no substantive alternatives, such prankish negativism
was, as Janco suggested, not capable of providing the foundation for a viable
new direction in art.

As for newness of ideas in those three manifestoes, the same aesthetic and
ethical stances had already been formulated — and generally in more precise
and pointed terms — in the six years before Zurich Dada by Expressionists,
Cubists, and Futurists. Even the one solid proposal in all three, namely, Ball’s
advocacy of a change in language, which was to involve cleansing it of
stultifying conventions and reducing it to its essentials, is an echo of Expres-
sionist and Futurist linguistic programs, especially that of the Sturm Wortkunst
theory, which was developing about the same time. It is not surprising, then,
that Herwarth Walden’s circle was the Expressionist group to which Ball
maintained closest ties in this period, not that of Franz Pfemfert, his former
mentor in Berlin and the self-assured editor of the politically committed journal
Die Aktion.*s The only new element offered by the three manifestoes is, in
reality, the word ‘‘Dada.’’ But, as Ball himself sardonically hinted in his
statement, a word is hardly sufficient foundation for a movement.*’



12  Zurich Dada, 1916-1919

The tone of the above remark, which pervades the first two paragraphs
and the beginning of the third in Ball’s manifesto, is explained in a diary entry
he made about a month later (6 August 1916):

My manifesto on the first public dada evening (in the Waag Hall) was a thinly disguised
break with friends. They felt so too. Has the first manifesto of a newly founded cause ever

been known to refute the cause itself to its supporters’ face? And yet that is what hap-
pened. When things are finished, I cannot spend any more time with them. That is how |
am; if I tried to be different, it would be of no use.**

Thus, at the public (Ball underscores that word himself) debut of Dada, the
very leader and founder of the group chose, in his first and only position state-
ment on the ‘‘cause,’”’ to take an antagonistic stand on it. This highlights what
is probably the most decisive factor in Zurich Dada that militated against coa-
lescing its adherents. Ball demonstrated on numerous occasions a tenacious
reluctance to commit himself fully either to the group or to its aesthetics, which
twice culminated in his abandoning Dada and, as though to make the break
each time more conclusive and comprehensive, Zurich as well.*® Both instances
were precipitated by the same causes. Ball frequently complained, in letters and
diary entries throughout his brief Dada phase, of being exhausted both
physically and emotionally by the hectic and grinding pace of work in the
Cabaret Voltaire and, later, in the Galerie Dada.*° Both his departures from the
group were explained by Ball himself as most directly related to nervous and
physical exhaustion.’' Equally important had been his consistent resistance,
again in the context of the activities of both the cabaret and the gallery, to
attempts by Tzara to ‘‘organize’’ Dada into a ‘‘school.’’*? During the Cabaret
Voltaire period, as Ball records in his diary (11 April 1916), he was supported in
this position by Huelsenbeck. Both thought people had had enough of organi-
zations. Ball added, stressing the frivolousness he always saw in Dada: ‘‘One
should not turn a whim into an artistic school.”’** For Ball, it would seem that
there was also a broad ideological question at stake in this issue. In November
1915, he had already criticized, in his diary, the ‘‘intellectualizing’’ and ‘‘ra-
tionalizing’’ of ‘‘art, philosophy, music, and religion’’ in his time.’* He seemed
to see this as an expression of the same intellectual orientation that had
produced the contemporary war machine.’* The depth of this conviction is
revealed by its resurfacing in Ball’s notorious letter of farewell to Tzara (15
September 1916) written after his abrupt exodus from the Cabaret Voltaire.**
Ball here labels the attempt to pursue a specific artistic direction, to create a
new ism, ‘‘the worst form of bourgeois mentality’’: ‘I have become even more
mistrustful. I herewith declare that all forms of Expressionism, Dadaism, and
other ‘isms’ are the worst manifestations of the bourgeois mentality. It’s all
bourgeoisie, all bourgeoisie.’’*’

All along, Ball had been only little more than half-heartedly supportive of
the direction pursued in the Cabaret Voltaire. The tenuousness of his commit-
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ment comes through in records of his thoughts throughout the period of his
involvement in the cabaret. In March and April 1916, concern over the fate of
Hennings’s child, who had been cared for by Hennings’s mother and then left
homeless on the mother’s death, caused him to ‘‘neglect’’ the cabaret.*® Less
than two months later, on June 2, he wrote his friend August Hoffmann in
Munich that he had lost interest in it and, as he admitted, at the very moment
when it was meeting with success: ‘‘My aim [in the Cabaret Voltaire anthology]
was to document the cabaret as an idea. I must, however, confess that it no
longer interests me.”’*° Just a day later, he reaffirmed this position in a letter to
Kathe Brodnitz: ‘““The cabaret has therefore prevailed as an idea, and if it
comes to an end, the work in it was not in vain. But it will not come to an end;
it will only, if possible, be continued on another basis.’’¢°

After his first exodus, his determination to go on to other things and in
other directions seemed firm. His letter of 17 August 1916 from Vira to
Hennings, who had stayed behind in Zurich for the time being, still left a door
open for a return, although his tone in reference to Dada was scornful: ‘“The
Dadaists seem to be in an awkward position. Ah, to the devil with the whole
business. I’m not interested in it anymore. Later maybe.’’¢' However, his break
was expressed more decisively in a 6 October 1916 letter from Ascona to Brod-
nitz: ‘“‘In short, I will not be involved in Dadaism nor in fantasy anymore, but
will try to cure myself by means of descriptive methods.’’¢? The following day
he described his change of position on Dada as the result of a new stage in his
intellectual development: ‘‘I have also quickly learned to think differently
about Dadaism, which I myself founded. And so I dropped the whole
business.’’¢?

Ball was still determined not to return to the Dada group as late as
November 28.%* But then, only fifteen days later, as a letter to Tzara reveals, he
was already making serious plans for a new cooperative venture with the group
with the prospect of initiating a series of art exhibitions in the Galerie Dada.®’
In spite of the unexpected and unexplained change of mind that this letter
reveals, it nonetheless makes clear that he was negotiating his return. Obviously
urged upon him by Tzara and the other members of the Dada group still in
Zurich, the basis of his return seemed to be respect for individual identities and
directions within the context of the new cooperative effort:

It does not seem very possible for us to work as a team. The times demand too loudly
that we take a personal stand, and such a stand (it seems to me) excludes alliances. Mr.
Corray will perhaps organize a series of such evenings, like those sponsored in Munich
by Goliz. The individual would have a good opportunity to make clear his aims and
convictions, and I think that would also be more interesting for us. Don’t you think?¢°

Ball’s conception of the new venture was, in fact, the one put in practice.
The heterogeneity of artistic aims and directions of the cabaret continued in the
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Galerie Dada, as already indicated. This fact would seem to explain Ball’s
description of the gallery in a contemporary diary entry (18 March 1917) as “‘a
continuation of the cabaret idea of last year.’’¢’ Before Ball rejoined the group,
Huelsenbeck permanently returned to Berlin; he had decided on this move in
the early fall of the previous year when he wrote Ball a letter, duly recorded by
Ball in his diary, explaining that his plan was conditioned by the same problem
that had bothered his friend:

[ decided weeks ago to return to Germany but cannot get away at the moment as [ am suf-
fering from a severe nervous stomach disease. It is terrible, a triple inferno, no sleep, al-
ways vomiting, perhaps the punishment for that Dada hubris that you think you have rec-
ognized. I too have always been greatly opposed to this art.**

Of course, Huelsenbeck’s dissatisfaction obviously was more with the
negativism of Dada in Zurich under Tzara than with the latter’s attempts to
organize it into a movement. He returned to Berlin in January 1917 and not
only helped to establish a Dada group there that was rather tightly organized,
but also developed a program that struck a clear balance between cricitism of
the established order and affirmative alternatives.

It 1s significant that no solid momentum toward developing a coherent
program or establishing a continuing public tribune in print for Dada was
realized in Zurich until after the departure of Ball and Huelsenbeck. Then,
under Tzara’s exclusive editorship, Dada was launched in July 1917. Its very
first issue began to carry programmatic statements penned by Tzara. A
dominant direction in the journal’s position on Dada began to emerge with the
third issue (December 1918), when Tzara’s most important manifesto of the
Zurich phase appeared, the ‘“Dada Manifesto 1918.”°7° The strong negativistic
strain in this screed was reinforced in subsequent issues by Walter Serner’s
“Letzte Lockerung: Manifest’” (‘‘Final Dissolution: Manifesto’’), Hans
Richter’s ‘“Gegen Ohne Fiur Dada’ (‘‘Against Without For Dada’’), and
Francis Picabia’s ‘‘Manifeste Cannibale Dada’ (‘“‘Cannibal Dada
Manifesto’’).” These last two manifestoes, along with another one of similar
import by Tzara, were read at the Dada soiree organized by Tzara and executed
on 9 April 1919 in the Kaufleuten Hall in Zurich.”? Richter describes this
evening as the climax and greatest success of Zurich Dada.” It was also one of
the most ideologically cohesive Dada events in Zurich. With Tzara able to take
over the now largely unchallenged leadership of the group and to guide it in his
direction, one might have begun to speak of a Dada movement in Zurich. This
seemed especially to be the case after Picabia joined the group in the fall of
1918 and Serner in the spring of 1919, both of them on Tzara’s side of the
ideological spectrum.’ Thus, Tzara’s declaration in his Zurich chronicle of the
launching of the Dada ‘‘movement’’ in July 1917 — again, after the departure
of his strongest opponents — seemed made with some justification. But
Tzara’s problems were not yet over.
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The old divisions in the group between those in the ‘‘negative speed’” and
those in the ‘‘positive speed’ were still latent. In addition, the times were
putting ideological pressure on all to take a stand, as Ball had already put it in
December 1916. They were being pressured to choose a constructive political
position in the struggles between factions of the left and right for control of the
new Germany. As has already been recorded in detail elsewhere, the final,
permanent rupture and dissolution of Zurich Dada followed the separation of
the group into two opposing camps in the second half of 1919. On the one side
were ranged Tzara, Picabia, and Serner; on the other, Richter, Janco, and Arp.
This division, along broad ideological lines, had always been implicit, but this
time it was formalized by the second group’s establishment of their own
alliance as an expression of their rejection of the other group’s nihilism and
their sympathy with the political aims of revolutionary artists in the new,
nascent governments of postwar Europe.’”® Thus, the removal of Tzara and
Picabia to Paris in early 1920 was really only a postmortem gesture.’®

What we have encountered in this brief survey of the activities of Zurich
Dada can hardly be said to yield the features of a movement in the fullest sense
of the term. The Zurich phase of Dada seems to have represented, at most, the
first tentative steps toward laying the foundation for what followed in Berlin
and Paris. It represented the initial gropings for a new approach to:art and life,
the incipient stage of the development of a new, coherent aesthetic and
ideological program. It fares poorly, in this sense, in comparison with the depth
and breadth of affiliations, both formal and informal, the extent of concert-
edness of efforts, the substantiveness and agreement in artistic and ideological
programs of Expressionism and Futurism. Zurich Dada was clearly only a
proto-phase of what we can recognize later, in particular in Berlin, as a genuine
movement. Huelsenbeck, one of the eventual leaders of the Berlin phase,
realized this when he confessed in a 1920 retrospective view of Dada that ‘‘the
Dadaists of the Cabaret Voltaire actually had no idea what they wanted,’’ that
none of them then ‘‘suspected what Dada might really become’’ and that ‘‘the
true meaning of Dadaism was recognized only later in Germany by the people
who were zealously propagating it.””"’

The confusion of historians over these issues originated with Tzara, who,
according to Fritz Glauser, had the ambition to “‘invent’’ a new direction in art
and for whom Dada seemed to offer the desired vehicle for doing so.”® Ball no
doubt was alluding to this misguided ambition when he sneeringly character-
ized Dada in his ‘‘First Dada Manifesto’’ as ‘‘just a word, and the word a
movement.’’ Ball’s next two lines put the finger on the snag in Tzara’s plans:
“Quite terribly simple. To make of it an artistic tendency must mean that one is
anticipating complications.”’”® Thus, Ball knew that the ‘“‘complications,” i.e.,
the differences within the group and in the implications of their work, would
hinder the realization of any concerted efforts beyond a merely perfunctory or
superficial kind of cooperation such as that in the Cabaret Voltaire or the
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Galerie Dada. Tzara was, in essence, trying to launch a one-man movement
without realizing that this is a contradiction in terms. More importantly, he was
trying to establish one on the basis of negation as his program. But, as already
suggested, that too is virtually a contradiction in terms: negation cannot be the
basis of a program since its variations and targets are unlimited in number and
all determined indirectly (negatively) by the opposing forces. It therefore lacks
its own source of energy and, hence, independence to develop the goals or
objectives requisite for a movement.

Finally, beyond all other factors that hindered the development of a
movement in Zurich, Dada there simply lacked the time to develop. It took
Expressionism more than a decade to gather forces and mature enough to
produce a program. Expressionism had begun, in part, in underground move-
ments at the turn of the century and gradually surfaced between about 1910
and the onset of the First World War, finally reaching full fruition only toward
the end of that war. Zurich Dada began precipitously in the early spring of 1916
and was profoundly disrupted by Ball’s departure in the summer that followed.
Disrupted again in the same season of the following year, it continued only
after a complete reorganization to mid-1919, when it was conclusively divided
into two factions. Shortly thereafter it dissolved completely. The Ball phase can
be measured in months, and Tzara’s in little more. Zurich Dada seems from
this perspective to have been, at best, no more than an experiment.
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The Dadaists and the Cabaret
as Form and Forum

Allan C. Greenberg

The hectic and emotion-charged years before, during, and after World War I in
Germany beckoned individuals of the political right, center, and left to become
involved in political, social, and cultural affairs. Many artists and intellectuals
answered the call for political and culturo-political action as well as wartime
military participation. Their commitment and involvement led these people to
question critically the course their society was taking, the relationship of their
society and country to others, the attitudes of individuals within those societies,
and their own particular actions. As much as anything else, artists and intel-
lectuals seemed generally convinced that self-criticism, self-awareness, and a
sense of humor were essential in coming to grips with the problems that
contributed to the advent of war. In addition to the nature of their concerns,
the artists and intellectuals sought appropriate media whereby to communicate
their questions, analyses, and, to a lesser extent, solutions. If communications
with the public had been problematic in a much calmer past, how much more
difficult would it be in Germany during a period of change initiated by the
forced wartime abdication of William II in November 1918? Moreover, if the
construction of new governmental institutions and recovery from military
defeat were not enough to be concerned with, what would it mean to also have
been involved in understanding and changing the basic value and human sub-
structure of society? A good number of these artists and intellectuals were
claiming such a program to be absolutely vital to the construction of a new and
effective political system and a society not bound to risk again the disasters of
war. Among the critics of society and the proponents of a new future were the
Dadaists, whose commitment was to a total transformation of Germany and
Germans. Among the media that they identified as potentially effective for
their purposes was the cabaret.

The artists and intellectuals who comprised the German, and primarily
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Berlin, Dadaist movement were individuals who agreed that they were involved
in a ‘“‘cultural, human political [challenge to] the torpid and superficial [in
society]’’ and who sought freedom for their own creativity and consideration
for themselves (and others) as human beings.' Creativity for them meant the
possibility not only of producing works of art that could be presented to the
public without the risk of censorship, especially arbitrary censorship, but also
of conducting their lives in the manner each deemed appropriate when this did
not infringe upon the rights of any other person. The Dadaists insisted that if
Germany and Germans were, in fact, to undergo significant change, then
personal freedom should be and, in fact, had to be a right of each individual in
society. Thus might the “‘torpid and superficial’’ lives led by people formed in
molds cast by tradition and authoritarian leadership give way to a new, open,
and self-critical approach to human development and growth. The Dadaists
advocated a cultural transformation which they thought to be essential to
make the political revolution initiated in 1918 become reality. A change in
values, the primary concern at least of these artists and intellectuals, would
have to occur to render their critique of society valid. In presenting their
concerns to society, the Dadaists were involved in various traditional literary
and visual media. In addition, they periodically held their own unique public
performances from 1918 to 1921. More spectacular and iconoclastic than the
better known and accepted presentational forms, these Dada events neverthe-
less failed to attract people eager to witness a critical and intellectual form of
art. Trying to increase the size of their audience, the Dadaists became involved
in two further and very widespread media of the 1920s, the literary-artistic
periodical and the political-literary cabaret.

These two media, in addition to their occasional events, suited the Dada-
ists’ efforts and had been flourishing in Germany during the first decades of the
twentieth century. An enormous number of literary and artistic periodicals
were published which, between them, represented every position on the
political spectrum.? To these the Dadaists added a number of their own, most
of which were extremely short-lived. Among them was one that by title was
most expressive of the Dadaists’ goal: Everyman His Own Football. Different
Dadaists contributed to a number of other periodicals as well. At the very least,
these publications drew the attention of Berlin officials who, upset by the con-
tent, confiscated and attempted to censor them. At the same time, the nature of
periodicals is such that their impact remains a matter for conjecture. One can
only analyze reviews of the periodicals and project leaders’ responses. More-
over, as with all forms of art which result in products that may be considered
over time, and thus which are not strictly ephemeral, there is room for critics,
among other individuals, to skew an audience’s perception of such creations.
Given Everyman His Own Football and the Dadaist concern for individual de-
velopment and self-determined growth, there certainly would be (and should
have been) some skepticism about the impact one might have via such art. It is
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not difficult to see that there might be a more significant role to be played by
the other aforementioned medium, the cabaret, which was equally prominent
during the early twentieth century.

The cabaret, an art form characterized by style or technique as well as by
content, had some features especially appropriate for the Dadaist attitude and
approach. As a type of theater, the cabaret was a public rather than private art
form. The meaning of the cabaret was in the performance and in the
accompanying or succeeding interaction of artists with the audience; it was
hoped that all in attendance would contribute to the production as a whole.
This certainly contrasts with the private and individual reaction to a painting,
drawing, collage, or written work, which might subsequently be shared, but
only after losing an oftentimes meaningful sense of immediacy. Its relatively
intimate nature led the cabaret to be invitational to audience response, rather
than to be forbidding as was the traditional theatrical performance. There also
seemed to be a virtual requisite in the cabaret that the programs, depending on
the views of the artists and the particular situation prevalent in society at the
moment, be changed frequently. All these elements made this medium a
potentially optimum vehicle for artists and intellectuals who had made a public
political commitment. Individuality and spontaneity in action were primary
considerations for the Dadaists, and such a stance was rooted necessarily in
freedom and the ambiguity that accompanies freedom. Such was the Dadaist
challenge to a society dominated by tradition and its related attributes of
certainty and security. For the Dadaists, the cabaret seemed to be a particularly
congenial medium.

Analysesof the cabaret as a platform for political, social, and cultural
criticism have been written during the past twenty years,* although no thorough
work has been done with regard to any one of the many cabarets that existed.
The cabaret does not lend itself readily to scholarly, after-the-fact, analysis.
Much was done in the cabaret that was impromptu; much was done that went
unrecorded in any way. The style of presentation carried as much weight, in
many instances, as the content. In a number of ways, the importance of the
relationship between style and content — their essential integrity in the cabaret
— was of great importance for many artists and may have attracted the
Dadaists especially. Indeed, the Dadaists were more concerned with the process
of effecting change than with the survival of their creations, artifacts, presen-
tations, or representations. They certainly were more interested in process than
in product. They wanted to affect their audiences and bring about change in
people rather than leave something for scholars to analyze and muse over.*
Dada exhibits, evenings, and presentations were intended to have a public
impact. Provocation was a goal, and that goal was, in fact, to influence people
in the audience to rethink their own positions on public issues.’ Given the
nature of the cabaret, understanding of it may only be arrived at through a
willingness to speculate and draw reasonable conclusions that are rarely, if
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ever, provable. (Sophisticated content analyses and the use of carefully devised
questionnaires might enable one to develop a more thorough approach to
understanding the impact of the cabaret, but the latter is impossible when one
considers the cabaret of the past.) Only a conjectural analysis may make it
possible to examine Dadaist impact via the cabaret. And while impact may be
the more important interest ultimately, we may, nonetheless, reflect on
presentations and apparent intent and hypothesize a relationship between the
Dadaists in the cabaret and German society in the early 1920s.

While the cabaret in Germany has long been seen as a socio-political
phenomenon, it has rarely been examined with regard to both form and
content. To understand Dadaist involvement in the cabaret requires
considering the cabaret as a political forum in the broadest sense, and not as a
medium or art form in and for itself. This approach rests on certain assump-
tions. The primary assumption is that the Dadaist movement in Germany was
of general socio-political significance, regardless of how little impact any
specific Dadaist action might have had and regardless of how tongue-in-cheek
one regards the Dadaists or how tongue-in-cheek they may have regarded
themselves. Another basic assumption to be made is that everything and
anything involving words and/or deeds may in some way be considered
political in nature. Political issues are not merely the substance of politics in the
party-political and/or electoral-political sense. Art also may be considered a
political statement or act, regardless of the specific content. Both art and
politics are aspects of life, a perspective that seems meaningful in discussing the
Berlin Dadaists. In this light, a political discussion is one that focuses on the
nature of society’s governing norms and values (especially those comprising the
political culture, or who determines those norms and values) and on how they
are determined. Another assumption is that the Dadaists were concerned with
communication, as are all intellectuals and artists who choose to make public
statements. The Dadaists’ interest in communication specifically involved inter-
action with the public through their soirees, individual and group acts, and
public exhibitions. For example, at the National Assembly in Weimar in June
1918, Johannes Baader distributed the flyer ‘“The Green Corpse on the White
Horse Dada’’; in November of the same year, he depicted Christ as a
‘“‘sausage’’ in the Berlin Cathedral. To these various types of presentation, I
add the Dadaists’ participation in the Berlin cabaret Schall und Rauch from
1919 to 1921 and their contributions to the magazine of the same name.

The cabaret was a particular medium for expression and communication
in which the aforementioned assumptions regarding the Dadaists became
reality. Moreover, given that the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich is usually regarded
as the beginning location for the Dada movements in Europe, one might well
argue that ‘“... Dada ... started, in effect, as cabaret....”’® Both form and con-
tent were important in the cabaret, and both form and content were important
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to the Dadaists’ events, actions, performances, and other types of activity.
Both deeds and words were vital to the Dadaists, and the cabaret was a vehicle
requiring more than words and theory alone.’

In one of the few studies that attempts to theorize about the cabaret,
Manfred Berger, in his Kabarett nach vorn,® proposes a ‘‘cabaret-typology’’
from a Marxist perspective. He suggests that there have been essentially four
types of cabaret, three of which were middle-class in nature. The middle-class
cabarets might (1) identify with the dominant class, becoming essentially
amusement theaters that offered cheap conversation and chauvinism to poison
the minds of the audience; (2) focus on bourgeois humanism, critical of the
ruling elite but not of the social structure of which the elite was a part and
without which such an elite could not develop, thereby providing a vent for
critical, albeit bourgeois democrats; (3) become a platform for left bourgeois
cabaret performers, critical in attitude, who attack militarism and imperialism
and claim an affinity with the working class and, although not Marxist, do seek
change. And then there was the proletarian cabaret, the only truly politically
significant cabaret, where art served as an effective means in the class struggle.®
The socialist cabaret would serve as an effective weapon in the fight for true
social progress.'® In light of this particular characterization of ¢abarets, our
concern is generally with the left bourgeois humanists, their cabaret per-
formers, and their cabarets — perhaps most fairly a composite of the two. It is
in this category, at least during its early years, that the Schall und Rauch may
be placed. Given the nature of most cabarets, and in this sense Berlin’s Schall
und Rauch would be no exception, there is no specific ideology that
one might identify. Performers came to participate in the cabaret as a
particular medium and not because of its particular stance. The ‘‘master of
ceremonies’’ often set the general tone but was seeking, at most, to establish
continuity and some basic point of agreement, rather than an overriding ideo-
logical perspective. At the same time, the participants in the Schall und Rauch
seemed to agree generally on ‘‘bourgeois humanist’”> and ‘‘left
bourgeois’’ aims. (A thorough review of a number of the myriad of Berlin
journals gives further evidence of this.) In a parallel way, there is no specific
ideology that one can ascribe to the Dadaists as a group, except their agreement
on the goal of change in the direction of freedom, spontaneity, and humanity.

Indeed, for the Dadaists, as well as for many other cabaret participants,
the cabaret seemed an ideal forum. It appeared to be a potentially effective
medium for the Dadaists’ efforts to relate theory (or ideas) with practice. It
provided a medium whereby the desire to communicate effectively could be
realized. Active communication and influence might well go hand-in-hand.
Given the nature of the cabaret, with its relatively small audience and the
possibility for interaction between performer and audience, it seemed that there
was a real hope that the concerned performers would be able to ascertain that
communication did, in fact, occur. The Dadaists were joyfully satisfied when
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people were agitated by their presentations,'' a reaction that could be relatively
easily assessed in the cabaret, where audience and artist were in direct contact
and where the latter was always prepared to interact with the former. Thus, the
cabaret provided a means for bridging the gap between artist and public, a
major concern that had been identified and acknowledged by artists and
intellectuals just prior to World War I, in Germany and elsewhere. '’

It is in relation to these several concerns that the Dadaist might well be
described as an artist-intellectual, an individual seeking to take up a leadership
role. His art would be an instrument to define or influence the society,
challenging the old order and offering or suggesting a new vision for the future.
Such an individual may turn to a medium outside his own specialty in order to
propagate his own views regarding society. Thus, a visual artist like George
Grosz might participate in the cabaret, as did his Dadaist cohort, photoerapher
John Heartfield. The artist-intellectual had the opportunity to address a wider
and more varied audience than that to which he might ordinarily have been
exposed had he relied exclusively upon his special medium. Furthermore, by
means of the cabaret and live interaction with the audience, the artist-intellec-
tual was immediately able to ascertain that what he was trying to communicate
was more or less correctly perceived or interpreted. Perception was crucial: for
these people all presentations had some direct or indirect meaning for society in
general.

In the German cabaret, social and political issues effectively infused the
content of literary parodies, short skits, and songs which comprised the
primary presentational forms. Transcending specific social and political issues,
artist-intellectuals attempted to attend to attitudes, values, basic beliefs, and the
guidelines affecting decision making and public, as well as private, acts. A
concern with values is, in fact, a concern with politics or with man as a political
animal. And a concern with the relationship between ideas, values, and convic-
tions on the one hand, and with reality or practice on the other, helps determine
where change must occur if people and the society in which they live are to be
transformed. In this sense, the Dadaists, in all they did, were involved with
politics, or with a political approach to life, a decision-making, value-based
““politics of life.”’"* Accordingly, their goals included bridging the gaps between
the artist-intellectual, who is specifically concerned with critical reflections on
society, and the public, and between theory (ideals, values, beliefs) and practice
(action, politics). They sought to influence change by educating people to inner
freedom."

As a forum for the artist-intellectual, the cabaret had some particularly
strong features. Usually involving a small, sometimes intimate physical setting,
the cabaret allows an immediacy in the relationship between performer and
audience, including and often encouraging interaction between them. Changing
performances in the cabaret, whether in emphasis or in total content, allows the
maximum possibility for relating value concerns to a constantly changing
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reality of events and issues of the day. At the same time, daily program changes
need not necessarily occur. In some ways, the cabaret performer is akin to a
political cartoonist in daily and weekly periodicals. The specific focus for the
cartoonist may change, while the underlying value commitment and the context
in which the specific work is placed remain more or less constant from one
representation to the next. As a form, given the essential relationship between
content and performance, the effective cabaret is also special as a medium. As
an institution, the cabaret is ongoing and continues to exist, given adequate
audiences and financial support. Meanwhile, the content changes, as does the
manner in which the content is presented. As a result, and perhaps of special
significance for the Dadaists, opposed as they were to the reification of
concepts and standards, there is constant change in the cabaret and, as a result,
there is the need for members of the audience constantly to change their per-
ceptions. The artist-intellectual as cabaret performer raises challenges to
existing views, stagnation, and stultification. He demands that the individuals
in the audience review their concerns and attitudes. The emphasis here becomes
change as well as permanence, with appropriate and responsible transforma-
tion and individual growth being the crucial, continuous human component.
The Dadaist, as artist-intellectual, sought changes in people anc not just in
works of art; in particular, he sought changes in attitudes and in the resultant
perceptions of events and developments in society.

The cabaret setting and its particular artist-audience relationship also
seemed to minimize the effects of traditional audience preconditioning. Such
preconditioning often occurs as a result of the reading of art and theater critics,
who are often seen by readers as holding the keys to understanding works of
art, whatever the form or content. With the audience confronted directly in the
cabaret, as in all Dada events, the role of the critic as intermediary between
artist and audience is virtually eliminated. The task of bridging the gap
between artist and public is thereby simplified. Traditionally, that gap, one
result of the views held by both artist and audience, especially the ideas of the
artist as rebel and of the intellectual as a negative and destructive critic of
society and its values, has been bridged by the critic, the ‘‘authorized’’ inter-
preter of the artist’s work for the nonartist. Given this situation, the artist-
intellectual has at least three options: he either accepts the situation, or he with-
draws his work from the public realm, or he fights back against the critic. Kurt
Schwitters, although only peripherally related to the Berlin Dadaists, was a rep-
resentative of basic Dadaist concerns and an exemplar of the ““‘proper’’ Dadaist
approach to the critic. In waging a war against critics, Schwitters fought for the
individual’s right not to be imposed upon by another nonartist. He specifically
condemned the influential Paul Westheim, editor of Das Kunstblatt,'> and
critics in general, in his ‘‘Artist’s Right to Self-Assertion.’’'¢ For the Dadaists
to be effective, as for all cabaret performers and, in fact, all artists, lines of
communication with their audiences had to be open. For change to be possible
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in society, the blinders imposed on audiences, and people generally, by precon-
ceptions had to be removed. The cabaret, among other media, was bound to
become a vehicle for both the destruction of old conceptions and the
presentation of new ideas.

These predominantly general remarks have established a context for a
more specific consideration, within Dadaist limits, of the cabaret Schall und
Rauch, one of the most prominent Berlin cabarets of the 1920s. Several
Dadaists became involved, to varying degrees, in this cabaret and the associated
periodical of the same name. Walter Mehring, in particular, was the key
representative of the Dadaists in the Schall und Rauch, which became for him a
major forum. Schall und Rauch was also supported at various times by con-
tributions from George Grosz, Raoul Hausmann, and John Heartfield. As a
cabaret, the Schall und Rauch was a middle-class institution, and the politics of
the cabaret tended very definitely to be of the generalized form taken by the
“politics of life.”” Its ultimate concern involved values and attitudes, rather
than specific foci of a much more limited nature. This meant that there would
be a broader potential audience base from which this cabaret could draw.

As a critical socio-political forum, cabarets like the Schall und Rauch
highlighted satirical representations of current modes of life, especially those
that might appropriately be termed bourgeois. Social mores, entertainment
values (especially those embodied in the amusement theater and nudity cult of
the day), economic attitudes, and political developments were depicted and
derided through satire, parody, and mimicry.!” At the same time, the two
successive directors of Schall und Rauch asserted that a focus on daily events
and cultural values was only one part of the cabaret’s program; it was not to be
too heavy. Rudolf Kurtz, the first director, suggested that there was to be a
dash of intellect, but not so much that it would prove disturbing, especially to a
predominantly middle-class audience.'®* What would be too much is something
that could be decided only with reference to the kind of audience that was
desired and expected. An analysis of the nature of the audience would depend
on a great deal of speculation about the type of people attracted to the cabaret,

Berger’s typology notwithstanding. Other considerations would include the po-
tential conflict between the need for a continuing audience and the critical

nature of the performers/artist-intellectuals.

On the basis of the evidence considered, it does not seem that any per-
former, certainly not from among the Dadaists, toned down his work or
compromised his values in order to become more palatable for the cabaret’s
audience. However, it seems that ‘‘strident’’ and ‘‘offensive’’ individuals were
not generally involved in the ‘‘better’’ cabarets, namely (in this context), the
bourgeois humanist and left bourgeois cabarets.'* Walter Mehring, for one,
was perhaps the least aggressive individual associated with the Dadaists and
was the only one among them to be a regular cabaret participant. More critical
and left-oriented cabaret observers shunned Mehring as the ‘‘house-poet of
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‘good society’.’’?® Mehring rooted his satire in an essentially cosmopolitan and
intellectual anarcho-communism, more or less in accord with that proposed by
Peter Kropotkin. Mehring was one of the many artist-intellectuals who publicly
condemned the war just past and greeted the revolution and the ‘‘new’’ bour-
geois democratic values introduced as a result of that revolution.?' Going
beyond many of his non-Dadaist compatriots in the cabaret, Mehring was
apparently convinced of the need for destructive criticism before there could be
any truly positive developments in Germany, as he explained in one song: ‘“The
revolution was a dream!’’?? Although perhaps wishing to accept Expressionist
author Leonhard Frank’s assertion that Man is Good, and that the German
people had finally recognized the folly of supporting war and its causes, Meh-
ring, among others, was led in the postwar years to more pessimistic appraisals.
He saw man revealing himself, even in peacetime, as a wretched beast, as he
had been both during the war and when seen as contributing to the causes of
war. Neither war nor ‘‘revolution’’ had brought about the kind of transforma-
tion that Mehring and the other Dadaists would like to have seen.

It is clear that for Mehring and the other Dadaists, as well as for kindred
spirits among the cabaret performers and artist-intellectuals more generally, the
characteristics of man had to be identified and accepted before they could be
changed. Individual self-indulgence and disregard for others, stemming from a
materially oriented individualism, heightened human tragedies in the postwar
years: profiteering was the aim, and politics could be damned.?* As Mehring
put it: “‘Only an efficient rat-catcher / Is of value in this lousy world!’’** The
rats had to be pointed out before one could reeducate them. Effective individ-
ual concern was impossible, for the Germans lacked meaningful compassion
and real intellect. Moreover, they seemed incapable of acting independently.
Again, Mehring condemned those whose actions were rooted in a conformity
inspired by ethics based upon slogans drawn from a heritage that was
superficial and justified only by tradition and authority. ‘“‘One thing above all
else: Be united, united, united with regard to the metaphysical sense[of] Wash
with Luhns, Because everyone’s doing it. But don’t let yourself be terrorized
by any minority.’’?* Moreover, no inner existence was necesary for the indi-
vidual, so long as he had his ‘‘[sentimental, romantic] film and a [popular]
Ullstein novel,”’?¢ for these were as intense as his upbringing and education
would allow him to be. Would men, and especially Germans, trained in free-
dom, ready to obey when signalled to do so,?” ever be able to distinguish them-
selves from beasts??®

Mehring condemned poets and intellectuals who nourished themselves
““only on air.... You’re everything except heroes — you who have wings instead
of claws; and are useless in this world.’’?* They might comment and criticize,
but they could see no way in which those words might become reality in a
material, institutional, or physical sense. Their reality was almost exclusively an
intellectual or spiritual one, and they could not envision themselves in the
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process of creating anything but an intangible and essentially ephemeral repre-
sentation of reality. The lack of connection between theory and practice in the
sense of concrete realizations, as well as continual theoretical pronunciamentos
with no translation into deeds, had virtually allowed World War I to occur.
The Socialist view that the bonds between members of the working class would
take precedence over the call of chauvinism was a theoretical position that had
no basis in reality. In a parallel vein, Raoul Hausmann wrote mockingly of
the tragedy that occurred, as might be expected, when performers mixed
intellect and muscle, and one dominated the other. Here, the unfortunate
outcome resulted from the intellect exercising complete domination,?® in
contrast with a world wherein intellect and theory were separated from action
and, in fact, to a considerable extent manipulated by it. In some situations,
intellectual considerations might be the more important, but the complete sup-
pression of either might well be expected to have disastrous consequences. All
the explicit and implicit criticisms in the concern about a gap between theory
and action, between the intellect and the physical nature of man, were justified.
The criticisms were focused on a persistently authoritarian German society,
wherein one of the strongest traditions was that of philosophical idealism and
too strict a dichotomy of private morality, thought, and conscience, on the one
hand, and public action on the other. Such criticisms were leveled at Germans
and the wartime opponents of Germany who had criticized her form of govern-
ment and sought to influence a change in her ways, but were not themselves
exemplary models of putting ideals into practice. Woodrow Wilson was taken
to task, along with the ways of the Weimar government in general, for contin-
ually compromising, a telling point made in Mehring’s ‘‘Simply Classic,’’ pre-
sented on the opening program of the Schail und Rauch as a parody of the
Oresteian Trilogy being staged upstairs.?'

Although the primary concern of the Dadaists was the value structure that
would have to be altered to effect substantial change in Germany, there were
specific criticisms of the current situation that were pointed and significant.
Both Mehring and his cabaret colleague Klabund asserted that the revolution
that had occurred was, at best, at an end;*? at worst, it had been only a dream.?’
But what did such comments mean? For those making them, it implied a call
either for a new revolution or for an effort devoted to making the so-called
revolution a reality and realizing, in practice, the effective and functioning
institutions about which people had spoken when the Republic was officially
proclaimed. In 1918 and 1919, such comments were early acknowledgment of
the weakness and even bankruptcy of the new German government. This might
easily be recognized in retrospect, or understood as assertions made by a radical
left. But do not allegations of this nature take on greater significance when
made by individuals not committed to a specific party-political viewpoint? If
effective, such criticism would point out the gap between postulated ideals and
socio-political realities. Then would remain only the problem of shifting from
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the sphere of the intellect to the sphere of politics and practical action.

The Weimar Repubilic is more lyrically criticized in Mehring’s ‘‘Miss Irene,
the amazing tatooed lady.’’ In the course of portraying a strip show, he juxta-
posed elements to challenge both the entertainment proclivities of the postwar
years and the amusement cabarets and attitudes about the Republic. The focus
of Miss Irene’s song becomes ‘‘Germany: ... in the middle, in golden armor
/ The young republic, the sacred republic / In my sphere of innocence!’’ There
follows a call for silence, and the band plays ‘‘Deutschland, Deutschland.”’** Is
this the innocence of the prostitute or the prostituting of innocence? Certainly
action by the Allies at Versailles had exacerbated matters for the proclaimed
Republic, but this alone was not the root of Germany’s problems. Neither Miss
Irene nor the Republic was innocent. Whatever the reasons for such a judg-
ment, it was part of an effort to express dissatisfaction and disappointment
with the existing state of affairs. Similar suggestions appeared in Mehring’s
“Simply Classic,”” wherein the author noted the acceptance of aristocratic
values by the newly arrived president of the Republic.

The Dadaist ‘‘philosopher’’ (Dadasoph) Raoul Hausmann summarized
the criticisms of man and the Weimar Republic in an essay entitled ‘‘Kabarett
zum Menschen.”” A cabaret number was envisioned in which man, as a
concept, would be mechanically organized and represented by tiny pieces of
paper with the word ‘‘soul’’ printed on them. Man’s life was to be depicted as a
senseless process of ‘‘profiteering, murder, adultery, birth, marriage, and
death.”’ The audience would clearly have to understand the uselessness of it all.
Then the 10,000 pieces of paper with the word ‘‘soul’’ on them would be
thrown out over the audience.

Whoever still does not understand that man is really like this, and nothing more — an
empty absurdity: well, I’'m sorry for him! He receives none of the blessings of our age and
culture ... liver sausage, smoked goose with champagne — nope, for his punishment he
must immediately become President of Germany!’’**

Was there any adequate way to move individuals out of the ‘‘thoroughly bal-
anced psyche of bourgeois existence and into the center of humanity?’’3¢
Short-lived as it was, from 1919 to 1924, the Schall und Rauch was a
significant phenomenon of the hectic postwar years. For the participants it was
much more than an economic venture. The cabaret developed, at least in part,
out of an optimistic appraisal of Germany’s potential. Despite comments
deriding the so-called revolution, hope persisted for a time that something new
and different would be made of Germany. All those who resisted joining the
revolutionary left kept up their criticism through the defeat of the Communists.
The question arises as to whether or not we are dealing with the satirical,
political-literary cabaret. Involvement in socio-political concerns does not
necessarily mean propagandizing activity. At the same time, lack of commit-
ment to specific action supports a view of the artist-intellectual as an ivory tow-
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er idealist who, because his own reality is in fact a secure one, is not attuned to
socio-economic realities. In such a setting, the artist-intellectual will tend to
maintain a primarily intellectual involvement, until he too has been confronted
with economic problems and with socio-political restrictions that frustrate any
hopes for change. In light of these suggestions, one could condemn the cabaret,
along with every individual who took a public stand that did not positively
support the Weimar Republic, as being responsible for the failure of democracy
in Germany.?’ In any case, critical artists and intellectuals did not seem to affect
more than a small minority of Germans in a positive way and are given far too
much importance by intellectuals who assert the contrary. They certainly had
some effect, as attested to by the continuing existence of the cabaret and
support for various periodicals, but there is hardly sufficient basis for ascer-
taining its specific nature.

A study of the Dadaists, of the cabaret, and of reactions to them does
point out some of the reasons for the failure of the Weimar Republic. Intellec-
tuals concerned with contemporary problems dealt with those problems in a
rarefied, although nonacademic atmosphere. Kurt Tucholsky, who as a satirist
and critic was also active as a sengwriter for Schall und Rauch and other caba-
rets, asserted that the cabaret was an ideal political forum, forcing
members of the audience to come to grips with inadequacies in their views of
reality and their attitudes towards social and political issues. The goal was for
the individual to affect society, rather than to subordinate or accommodate
himself to it. It is by virtue of this that the cabaret’s public might take a stand:
recognizing the failings of men should iead to action, not withdrawal.** But the
chasm between the artist-intellectual and the public was not bridged by the
German cabaret;*’ the traditional separation persisted, and the nature of caba-
ret reality tended to deny its own goals. Questions were raised and left unan-
swered, contemplated but never resolved — perhaps too serious to be translated
into action with the accompanying risk of failure, a very un-Dadaist posture.
Karl Wilcynski, in the December 1920 issue of the magazine Schall und Rauch,
pointed to the elaborating, hesitating, and twisting that went on when some
individuals sought to prevent their words from being metamorphosed into
effective acts.

Your hopes are fair,

Saying nothing;

Your deeds are pallid,

Risking nothing.

But your words are

Full of thunder, lightning, and wind.
If I grasp one little word gently,
Beads of sweat form on your brow.
You quickly retreat

Daring nothing,
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You elaborate, hesitate, and twist
Saying nothing,

Until the poor little word

Drops to the ground, dead.
Idiot!*°

In his appraisal of the French cabaret, German theater critic Alfred Kerr
asserted that its function was to offer freedom for the human spirit.*' Such a
contention would certainly be applicable to many of the cabarets in Germany,
particularly insofar as participation in the cabaret appealed to the Dadaists.
Those individuals performing in and writing for the cabaret, those criticizing
bourgeois values, adherence to authority, and traditionalism, tried to help
create intellectual breathing space for themselves and others.*? Put most
simply, this seems to have been part of an effort to enable everyone and each
generation to create his or its own reality. Here, as in so many ways in
Germany, the spirit and intellect were critically free. But here, too, the chasm
between the intellect and action, between theory and practical reality, pre-
cluded one of the vital necessities in the realization of revolution: the involve-
ment of the total human being in the transformation of society.

In such a situation, it was left for the politicians to compromise the
Republic away. Ideals were unrealized, men were not changed, and Weimar
Germany was an experiment that failed before going much beyond an idea. In
the cabaret, the spotlight focused upon some of the reasons for that grave
failure of the post-World War I era. One major problem lay in the fact that
cabarets such as Schall und Rauch and artist-intellectuals such as the
Dadaists were ultimately hardly more significant than the cabaret’s name,
‘““Noise and Smoke.’’** The Dadaists’ and the political cabarets’ challenge to a
familiar pattern of life, a challenge which brought fresh air and freedom,
meant for most of their audience the fire behind the smoke and ultimate devas-
tation, not the opportunity to build anew.
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Schwitters: Performance Notes

Friedhelm Lach

The rediscovery of Kurt Schwitters coincided with the discovery of the “‘event”’
character of art — with Pop, neo-Dada, happenings, and performance art. It is
this event character of art that allows me to present Kurt Schwitters,
who died in 1948, as the father of contemporary art currents and events and to
celebrate him as the ingenious inventor who did in the 1920s what became, in
the long run, the representative art of the twentieth century.

Even if this critical acclaim is often repeated in general terms by artists and
critics alike, art historians and critics are right to smile and to feel uneasiness
towards these Merz events. Schwitters’ art events and artifacts are a flush of
ideas; they are open art forms and outspokenly antisystematic. There are
enormous difficulties in gaining a thorough analysis or understanding of his
art. But even if one talks about the ambiguous image, one experiences the re-
freshment of his art as soon as contact is made with it. He is named the bour-
geois Dadaist, the hidden provocateur, the abstract painter of naturalistic por-
traits, the concrete poet who wrote Schlagertexts, fairy tales, and travel reports,
a performance artist of the living room, a preacher of consequence who liked
fragmentation. You rightly name him a romantic classic of the avant-garde.

Nevertheless, one feels his magnetic attraction for the artists of our time —
to musicians inspired by his ‘“Urlautsonate,’’ to art performers, theater groups,
directors of museums, and teachers — all trying to transform Schwitters exhibi-
tions and evenings into art events for the public. In a sense, it is proof of the
event character of Merz art. Every sensible interpreter feels that the general idea
of Merz is the constant happening of creativity. It is essential for this pro-
claimed creative practice to stimulate, awaken, and deautomatize the public
and to incite its activity. To be Merz art is to be a catalytic agent. Therefore, the
performance is written into the concept and character of all of Schwitters’
articulations. In this sense, and with the help of my analysis of performance, I
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will share a new, essential perspective for the understanding of Merz and, in
general, of Dada.

Everyone will agree that the most obvious documentation of this concept
can be cited from the manifesto for and explanations of the Merz stage
(Merzbuhne). Schwitters formulated: ‘‘[The Merzbuhne] can’t be written, or
read or heard, it can only be experienced in the theater. Everything is perceived
as a complex sensual happening, full of gestures, movements and sounds.””!
But the principle of creative events that leads to a whole new life practice is visi-
ble in all actions and creations of Schwitters — in his art, literature, theory, and
critiques, even in his life. At the end of his life he wrote about it humourously:

One needs a medium. The best is, one is his own medium. But don’t be serious because
seriousness belongs to a past time. This medium called you yourself will tell you to take
absolutely the wrong material. That is very good because only the wrong material used in
the wrong way will give you the right picture, when you look at it from the right angle, or
the wrong angle.?

If we take the event character of art seriously and ask about the right and
wrong angles of Schwitters research, we have to make a complete turnaround
of our research techniques. The event is open-ended, a process in time and
context. The structure is replaced by serial technique; attention is paid to the
psyche, to behavior, to pretentions and intentions (which are touchy, or for-
bidden in so-called ‘‘scientific research’’). In the following, I will use the
analysis of a poem performance to demonstrate the value of this perspective for
the interpretation of Schwitters’ art, and I will further try to clarify the concept
of Merz performance.

Interpretation of the Poem ‘“Wall’’ (‘““Wand”’)

In 1922, Schwitters composed a poem with 37 repetitions of the word ““‘wall,”’
in singular and plural forms, with an introductory verse where he counted from
one to five. To compose something with walls is different from composing
something with brick or stone constructions. Brick is a basic building element,
while a wall is an archetypal phenomenon, a functional appearance, a mythic
object, and a very personal experience for everyone: for the prisoner, the
climber, the architect, the ghetto inhabitant. Walls are built, in a certain sense,
by everyone for the purpose of hiding and protecting, a result of ignorance and
wisdom. But mainly, we detect walls when we stand in front of them, when
they hinder us in our development. They then become signs of authority. We
feel the pressure building inside to overrun them, to undo authority. The
performer standing in front of his audience feels this wall as well, and he reacts
against it. Schwitters’ poem is significant because it is a model that shows how
to build, how to break, and how to live with walls. He erects, in his poem, the
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authority of walls and then he overcomes them; he puts the power of creativity
against them. The poem has to be performed and acquires its meaning only by
the performance. This becomes obvious in observing the performer’s step by
step preparation.

Schwitters makes clear to his public that the main element of construction
1s not the brick, a basic element, but the wall, a complexity which has, in
various cultures, different meanings and connotations. A wall is a means of
control for the organizer, of construction for the engineer, of imprisonment for
the prisoner, of challenge for the climber, of business for the painter, of
information for the informer, of work for the carpenter. At the beginning of
the poem, every one of us may have a different understanding and picture of
the wall. The performer has to take this into account and must overcome this
complex multisignificance by gesturing or by declamation. He has to create his
own stage, his own environment; he has to actualize this complexity, the wall,
for himself and for the public; he must emotionalize and personalize the ‘‘expe-
rience’’ of the wall. Instead of a quick intellectual grasp of the word, he has to
aim at a deeper existential understanding, at the archetypal, prenatal compre-
hension.

This begins with the first occurrence of the word, and it should be re-
inforced by further occurrences. By repeating the word 27 times in the singular
and ten times in the plural, he establishes the serial technique employed in the
poem. The repetitions should not be robotlike and mechanical (they do not
serve the logical explanation). The series produces a process of variations — a
process that makes the word more meaningful and that leads to and builds up
to a different and deeper meaning. At the same time, one realizes the inner
processes that lead te deeper understanding. The series, ‘‘wall wall wall wall,”’
projects the images and experiences, ‘‘walls.’”” The multitude of walls is verified
by the plural ‘‘walls.”” The identification with the multitude of walls becomes a
frightening perception. The inner world realizes the impact of such images and
the effect of this emotionalization.

The technique of serial repetition offers a rhythmical stabilization,
refers to the breathing rhythm, and establishes the ego as a balancing instance,
to the exuberance of the emotionalizations. The affirmative naming of the wall
as dialogue partner to the ego reestablishes the inner forces of creativity. The
artistic recovery progresses with inventive and playful use of the sound. The
poem produces, in this interpretation, a creative practice that is established at
the end. The need for it is shown with the beginning of the poem, which
includes a countdown from five to one. The wall series starts immediately
thereafter. The pressure that is provoked by the counting is released at the end.
Countdowns normally lead to explosions or important new events. This new
process, heralded by the counting, is obviously the practice of creativity. In a
time of severe restraints after the First World War, when everything was
destroyed, the constructive energy of creativity was essential for new building.
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In the performance of a work, the space in which it happens changes to a
stage. The stage makes all actions and messages formalistic. For instance, a
demonstration in the street projected to a stage becomes a play with stage
character. The intimate admiration of the lover becomes a theater gag. All
actions on the stage become plays of actions. The performance of the poem
“Wand”’ creates, in this sense, a model that shows how to live with one’s wall
and how to overcome it with creativity. The performance as a catalytic event is
integrated into all of Schwitters’ creations, literary and visual. Everything he
did was part of a life practice based on creativity and, as a result, everything he
could touch became performance art material. The concept of Merz
performance states that everything can become material for a performance. It
is very important, then, to analyze the conceptualization of this performance.

The Concept of Merz Performance

In ¢ ‘Aus der Welt Merz,’ a dialogue with interventions of the public,’’ (1923)
Schwitters describes an example of his performance art. Performing are artists
(poets, painters, sculptors, musicians, actors), the public, and the stage. Each
of these elements is described as ‘‘material’’ of the performance and produces
by itself forces and tensions that all become destructive if they are not
controlled by a leader — the so-called ‘‘Merzer,”’ who takes all these forces and
reactions into account and creates an art performance. He produces the stimu-
lus that leads to feelings of provocation and tension, so that the public wants to
change the situation (in this example, he puts the lights out; the public wants
light and demands it back). The Merzer has a preconceived concept of the
perceptions and reactions of the public. He knows the catalytic effects of dark-
ness and of closed rooms; he knows the dramatic emotional developments
from uneasiness to laughter, to unpleasantness, to anger, to shock (terrified
state), to horror, to panic. Each situation has this possibility of a latent rise to
chaos. Essential is the engagement, the reality and the totality of action.

What is important for the definition of Schwitters’ performance art is
the non-thought, the non-information in his analysis, which gives us a
possibility to systematize his concept. Although stating continuously the
availability of all materials (including human beings, emotions, nonsense, and
banalities) and the intuitive and improvisational action and reaction of the
performer vis-a-vis his public, one does not find any precise thought about
control, discipline, and their means (that is, the himiting effects and political
and social implications of this artistification). This is the more astonishing
considering that he foresees and provokes the very active behavior of the public
and hopes to change this public into a Dadaistic society.

The ideal public that Schwitters dreamt of was an unconditioned public,
without any conception of what was to follow and without pretentions, pre-
occupations, prejudgments, codifications, norms, clichés, automatizations — a
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public that did not know the great restraints of redundancy, of repetition, of
predetermined expectations. This proclaimed openness and self-connectedness
are integral to the performer and the public. Yet, how can one determine the
non-thought of Schwitters and his control mechanisms in order to get a more
systematized view of his performance concept?

Since ancient times, the control of time is pursued by three elements: (1)
the control of rhythm, (2) the order of certain limited actions, and (3) the
regulation of repetitive cycles. Control in ancient times started with purification
(with washing hands or with exercises of faith). The Dadaistic cleaning of the
human psyche is done by laughter, which is often provoked at the beginning of
actions by unexpected happenings.

The discipline of the rhythm is established by the great technician of
rhythm, the Merzer. He structures, manages, and modifies all visible,
acoustical, and sensual happenings. It is not important for him what
performance material is used; anything has equal value. Important is his
rhythmic control. The Merzer can use the alphabet and determine, with the
rhythmical use of consonants and vowels, the time sequences. Important for
him is the uninterrupted control of time. In order to achieve the continuous use
of his public’s time, certain limitations are necessarily introduced. He, the
controller, works with repetitive cycles and serial techniques, and he limits his
responses and messages to a limited set of information and orders. The public’s
reaction, or a limited variety of reactions, is counted on as an evaluation of the
event — by applause (positive reaction), by contra or boo calls (negative reac-
tion), or by silence (tension reaction). These reactions, used for time control as
well as psychological data, show how deautomatization by new ideas, or by
their unusual combination, provoke contradiction and tension. Unpleasant
reactions become, in this sense, highlights of art performances. Applause is not
considered as a judgment of the performance but as part of the performance.
Schwitters pretends that the Merzer can control everything, but he avoids men-
tioning forbidden reactions by the public in this performance concept (for
instance, to converse with each other, to play musical chairs, to watch televi-
sion, to sleep, to drink alcohol, to tell fairy tales, to pass gas). All activities that
hinder control are non-thoughts.

There are other specifics not mentioned; for instance, the specificity of the
rhythms. We find countdown rhythms — 4, 3, 2, 1 — that provoke attention at
the beginning and establish control, or we find marching rhythms — 1-2, 1-2,
1-2, 1-2 — that especially help to control action, by proposing a rhythm
program. The public will constantly be tested by the Merzer as to whether it is
attentive and responsive to determine the nature of the control. Schwitters
states that actions, behavior, and rhythms should be an integral part of the
psyche.

As the action of a mother caring for her child can only proceed from her
feelings for her child, so can the performer act only out of his feelings for his
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audience. Each movement, each rhythm is controlled by his psyche. The time
control is identical to a body control. The movements and gestures respond to
the total behavior. The disciplined body and the artistic use of all articulating
body parts are the operational context for the smallest reaction and gesture.
The Merzer must inform his public of the right posture and behavior for
achieving successful, meaningful, and energized gestures. This explains the
combination, during Schwitters’ Merz evenings, of performances, dances, and
sport exercises. The disciplined body and mind are essential parts of these high-
powered performances. In this rhythm control, one also finds a negative
principle — the principle of non-laziness, non-contemplation. It is forbidden to
have a negative approach to activity and creativity. What is wanted is the
optimum of sensuality within the moment — the total use of forces, the
intensification and the exploitation of the psyche, the elementarization and
serialization of the life process. High speed is considered the highest effect
(probably a Prussian heritage). It is easier to control time if it is segmented into
tiny elements and if the speed is regulated. The identification with this control
process is not possible by means of rationalization, but by emotionalization
and spontaneous identification. Schwitters refused to use drill techniques, and
all mechanical or technical time controls, but instead worked with
psychological controls to evoke a natural and organic experience of rhythms.

The control of the Merzer is based on optical and mechanical laws.
Schwitters describes his Merzabende as very spontaneous events composed of
individuals with various backgrounds. In the beginning, he asks them to
assemble before him or around him. Immediate eye contact is important. He
does not talk to the mass, but to the individual. He differentiates between the
individual responses and addresses each single participant, coercing him with
words, gestures, and eye contact. His position in the center, from where he can
best control and observe, is significant. The best place of control is there, where
he oversees everything with one glance and to which place everyone’s eyes are
directed (Schwitters’ compositional concepts in his pictures reflect these control
stands as well as his performance arrangements).

Direct effect, closeness, and direct communication are essential for the
total participation of the public. Schwitters’ proclaimed aim for his art —
complete liberation and personal inventive creativity — is based on these highly
visible control concepts. It became necessary for Schwitters to propose and to
create organizations that could promote the new creativity. With the help of his
friends, he organized his Merzabende and wrote a manifesto and articles in
which he proposed a Merzbuhne (Merz stage) as a permanent institution for
Merz performances. This whole artistic articulation and production, his work
and life, were considered by him as catalytic agents and examples of the Merz
world he promoted. The montages, collages, assemblages, texts, poems, and
critiques were all self-imposed tests of his own potential as creator. The vigor
and spontaneity of his creations were expressed in ever new explorations of
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numerous disciplines. He expected to project his creative drive to his public.
Creativity is power. It changes the world, not by political means, but by provo-
cation, deautomatization, identification, obsessionalization, and invention.
Creativity is perceived as such a power that it transforms the whole world.

Merz Creativity Projects the Merz World

Today we find the recipes, the scores, of Merz events by looking to the visual
and poetic heritage of Schwitters. It represents a test of our own ability to
invent and to become creative. Merz signals a challenge in a double sense — to
become sensitive to the Merz approach and to constitute ourselves as an object
of analysis. The art event provokes us to compare and mirror personal data
with global and cosmic phenomena, and with collective, archetypal experi-
ences of the mythic world. Merz is based on the experience of the totality and
the connectedness of ourselves with this totality. Schwitters emphasizes the
counterbalancing effects of art. Whenever the individual or society is
unbalanced, for instance by too much emphasis on politics or consumption, the
art event becomes treatment for the disease. Only the connection with total
knowledge of world functions allows this therapeutical viewpoint.

The participants in a Merz performance were never forced into a participa-
tion that they were unable to perform. What was essential was their natural
capacity for the action and gesture performance. The influence of the Merzer is
not directed to distract, to push away, to mask, to give a role, to veil, to exclude
individuality. On the contrary, he wants to produce, through his leadership, a
life practice of truth, real experience, and rituals and operations of truth. The
creative human being is the projected result of these interventions. Merz
stresses the technique to produce creators of disciplines.

Notes for Chapter 3

1. Kurt Schwitters, Das literarische Werk, 5 vols., ed. Friedhelm Lach (Cologne, 1973), vol.
S, p.42.

2. lbid., p. 387.
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Arp’s Chance Collages

Jane Hancock

The two groups of collages that Jean Arp called Collages Arranged According
to the Laws of Chance and Torn Papers form a small part of his total artistic
production, yet they are important because they arose from his innovative
concept of chance in art. He made the first group sometime during the Zurich
Dada period, between 1916 and 1919. He took up the idea of chance again in
1930, creating Papiers déchirés by tearing, rearranging, and pasting his own
earlier drawings and prints. In 1932, he also began to use uniform black paper
for torn collage elements and, in the 1940s, he added the effects of stained and
wrinkled papers — Papiers froissés — to his repertoire. He continued to make
torn paper collages from time to time for the rest of his life. I will examine the
special attractions that the ‘“‘law of chance’’ had for Arp in the Dada period
and in the early 1930s. The first part of this chapter will look at the two periods
in terms of the historical circumstances of Arp’s artistic career. In the second
part, I will suggest some sources for his interest in chance.

Arp’s chance collages stand near the beginning of the twentieth century’s
fascination with artistic process. Their stature was recently recognized in a
monographic exhibition, with a substantial catalog, organized by the Musee
National d’Art Moderne, Paris.! Until recently, the chance collages, together
with the uses of chance by Tristan Tzara and Marcel Duchamp, tended to be
considered as expressions of Dada nihilism. Yet, Arp’s numerous statements
about these works reveal their affirmative philosophical significance. Some
scholars of German literature have provided thoughtful analyses of Arp’s
intent and achievements in using chance and nonsense in his poetry — notably
Leonard Forster, Rudolf Kuenzli,? and Harriett Watts. In the introduction to
her Chance: A Perspective on Dada, Harriett Watts set out some basic points
that are also useful in examining the chance collages. She noted the necessarily
limited role of chance operations in any work of art and recognized the
Dadaists’ use of chance as a weapon against logic. They welcomed chance
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combinations of verbal or visual materials as part of their creative process, and
they used these to place their art in a ‘‘state of indeterminacy’’ aimed at
“thwarting all reasonable expectations.’’’

Hans Richter’s famous anecdote about Arp dropping discarded scraps of
paper, discovering them later, and pasting them down ‘‘in the pattern that
chance had determined’’ is accepted in most of the nonspecialist literature on
Dada as an adequate explanation for the Collages Arranged According to the
Laws of Chance.* If Arp did make collages that way, they are not the same
ones that we know today. The limits on his use of chance are apparent on
examination of the works, as Alastair Grieve and William Rubin have pointed
out.’ In both the Collages Arranged According to the Laws of Chance and the
Torn Papers, the homogeneity of collage elements, the care with which they are
pasted, the absence of overlapping, and the harmonious balance of the
compositions attest to Arp’s deliberate aesthetic choices. These are chance
works not in any extreme sense, but because Arp tipped his usual balance
between accident and deliberation more than usual in the direction of accident,
and because the works that resulted express visually the idea that some of their
features are not deliberately determined. Being rather closely related to more
controlled images, they jar our ‘‘reasonable expectations’’ and speak eloquent-
ly about a dialectic between accident and intention.

Arp also welcomed accidents and chance discoveries when making sculp-
tures and reliefs — this is documented in his essays, the titles he gave, and
reports of his working methods. But paper can be manipulated far more spon-
taneously than wood and plaster, and it was the medium he preferred for
dealing with chance. In the torn edges and scattered compositions of his
collages, Arp most clearly posed new questions about the respective roles of
accident and control. In fact, the chance collages are so different from the main
body of his work that it is tempting to regard them as antithetical to it. The
swelling organic curves of his reliefs and sculptures convey the burgeoning
forces of life, while the chance collages seem to admit destruction and chaos
into the realm of art.® Awareness of Arp’s philosophical background, however,
permits us to establish a more accurate and profound relationship between his
use of chance and the biomorphic style of his other works. Chance represented
an important facet of the forces of nature which for Arp altogether superseded
human logic.

The several known Collages Arranged According to the Laws of Chance are
composed of roughly rectangular elements on blank background supports.
Two collages have cleanly cut paper elements: Elementary Construction *“‘Ac-
cording to the Laws of Chance’’ and Squares Arranged According to the Laws
of Chance (figs. 4-1, 4-2). The collage in Basel is composed of gray and black
quadrilaterals on a tan support. The Squares collage in New York is also
on a tan background, but is coloristically more complex, with five black



Figure 4-1. Jean Arp, Elementary Construction ‘“According to the Laws of Chance,’’ 1916
Collage, 40.4 x 32.2 cm.
(Kupferstichkabinett Basel)
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Figure 4-2. Jean Arp, Squares Arranged According to the Laws of Chance, 1917
Collage, 33.5 x 26 cm.
(Museum of Modern Art, New York, gift of Philip Johnson)
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elements, two yellow, two green, and three gold. Arp used colored paper for
the green shapes, but the other colors were painted on tan or buff paper before
they were cut. Other chance collages have shapes with irregular torn outlines.
One, with light-colored elements on a dark support, is in a private collection in
France,” while another well-known example is a second collage in the Museum
of Modern Art, also known by the title Arrangement According to the
Laws of Chance (fig. 4-3). It is the largest of the group. The elements are of
dark blue and cream-colored fibrous paper, and the support is gray.®

There is close continuity between these chance collages and other geomet-
rical collages and paintings Arp made in the Dada period in response to the
example of Sophie Taeuber’s rigorously geometrical work. The other geomet-
rical works may be divided into two types. One employs slightly asymmetrical,
four-sided planes stacked above and beside each other, against a margin of
blank background, as if to suggest precarious tectonic structures (fig. 4-4): the
second type displays perfectly regular rectangular divisions of the entire surface
plane, eliminating the figure-ground relationship.’ The geometrical composi-
tions with backgrounds are more closely related to the chance collages, with the
main differences being that in the chance works, the elements are not contigu-
ous, nor are they given more visual weight at the bottom of each image.

Far from having the effect of physical constructions, the chance composi-
tions disregard weight and gravity. In each case, the elements tilt one way or the
other, and their corners refuse to line up; they look as if they floated apart from
a firm alignment. Those with torn elements give an especially strong feeling of
irregularity and accident. Tearing up paper collage elements also gave Arp a
means of rejecting his fine arts training and the emotional expressiveness per-
mitted by virtuoso paint handling. Each collage implies, but does not quite
adhere to, a horizontal and vertical grid. The deviation from a presumed grid
subtly suggests a disintegration of order, and the impression of weightless drift-
ing in space provokes thoughts of an infinite number of other possible forma-
tions. In the context of the Dada rebellion against bourgeois values, Arp seems

ironically to say that works of art are worth no more or less than random
arrangements. By extension, the collages question all ordering and regulating
activities.

It is difficult to assemble precise evidence of the original circumstances,
chronology, and intellectual climate surrounding the Collages Arranged
According to the Laws of Chance. Most of our information about the Zurich
phase of the Dada movement comes from memoirs written by the Dadaists
many years later, with benefit of hindsight, a degree of nostalgia, and a
tendency to mythologize. Although Arp, Richter, and Huelsenbeck eventually
wrote about the great importance of chance in their Dada activities, none of
Arp’s chance collages was reproduced or mentioned in the Dada magazines or
other early commentaries (such as Ball’s diary, Huelsenbeck’s En avant Dada,
or Alexander Partens’s article on Arp in the Dada Almanach). None of the



Figure 4-3. Jean Arp, Arrangement According to the Laws of Chance, 1916-1917
Collage, 48.5 x 34.7 cm.
(Museum of Modern Art, New York, gift of Philip Johnson)
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Figure 4-4. Jean Arp, According to the Laws of Chance, 1916
Collage, 25 x 12.5 cm.
(Kupferstichkabinett Basel)



54 Arp’s Chance Collages

collages can be identified in early exhibition catalogs, although they cannot be
ruled out because Arp did not give his works individual titles at the time; he
simply identified collages as Papierbild or Tableau en papier.

There is no verifiable account of how Arp made these collages. In 1932,
the Surrealist Georges Hugnet offered an explanation that is more plausible
than Richter’s story about Arp dropping scraps of paper to the floor: ‘“‘He also
experimented with chance, putting on a piece of cardboard pieces of paper that
he had cut out at random and then colored: he placed the scraps colored side
down and then shook the cardboard; finally he would paste them to the
cardboard just as they had fallen.”’'® It is easy to imagine Arp using such a
method as a starting point, but deliberately refining the chance arrangements
before pasting the pieces down. Nevertheless, there is no record of Arp con-
firming either account of his method.

The Dada chance collages are traditionally dated 1916 or 1917, although
the one in a private Paris collection was published by Hans Richter as dated
1920.!'" The period from late 1916 through late 1917 is indeed the most prob-
able, because that was when Arp was most occupied with rectilinear shapes and
compositions, and because by 1916 the Dadaists were already using chance
effects in poetry. As Alastair Grieve has shown in his article ‘‘Arp in Zurich,”’
his works in several geometrical and symmetrical manners can be assigned to
1916 through 1917 on the basis of exhibition records, reproductions and
woodcuts in magazines and other publications, and commentaries on Arp’s
work by Ball, Tzara, and Huelsenbeck.!? Further confirmation of Arp’s
concern with geometrical order is found in letters he sent to Hilla von Rebay
between February 1916 and March 1917. In one undated letter, he declared that
his new works were ‘‘essential examples of real life. And so all leads to
architecture. The complicated personal will disappear.”” Members of Arp’s
circle frequently compared geometrical abstract art to architecture.'”* On 8
November 1916, Arp wrote to Rebay that ‘‘now, every day, I would gladly
relinquish the joy of dividing up the world into orderly planes for your
presence.’’ '

Arp’s interest in rectilinear composition apparently lingered into 1918 and
perhaps 1919, the likely dates of a series of collaborative Duo-Collages
executed with Sophie Taeuber.'® It is not impossible that Arp continued to
make chance collages but, by 1918, his primary style was biomorphic. Conse-
quently, he was less likely to be involved in a subtle dialogue between chance
and geometrical organization.

When Arp wrote retrospectively about his work with chance, he stressed
the Torn Papers of the 1930s; only two passages deal specifically with the Dada
collages. They confirm the visual observation that the Collages Arranged
According to the Laws of Chance are counterparts of geometrical compositions
inspired by Taeuber:



Arp’s Chance Collages 55

In Dec. 1915 I met Sophie Taeuber in Switzerland; she had already freed herself from
traditional art. First we suppressed everything in our work that smacked of playfulness
and good taste. We even felt the personality to be burdensome and useless, since it had
developed in a world now petrified and lifeless.... Alone and together we embroidered,
wove, painted, and pasted static, geometrical pictures. The results were rigorous and im-
personal constructions of surfaces and colors. Any element of chance was eliminated.
No spot, no rip, no fiber, no inaccuracy was to perturb the clarity of our work. For our
paper pictures we even discarded scissors, which we had originally used but which all too
readily betrayed the life of the hand. We used a paper cutter instead. In our joint work
... we humbly tried to approach the pure radiance of reality....

I continued to develop the collage, eliminating all volition and working automati-
cally. I called this working ‘‘according to the law of chance.’”” “‘The law of chance,’”’ which
comprises all other laws and surpasses our understanding (like the primal cause from
which all life arises), can be experienced only in a total surrender to the unconscious. I
claimed that whoever follows this law will create pure life.'¢

The second paragraph above must be understood in terms of the nearly
religious definition of chance that Arp held after World War II. As we have
seen, the known Collages Arranged According to the Laws of Chance show no
such elimination of volition and total surrender to the unconscious. Arp did not
even use the word ‘‘chance’’ in his titles of the Dada period. And the notion
that chance was a principle encompassing all other laws of life is oné to which
Arp became especially attached later in life.'” The essential information about
the Dada period in the statement above is that his work with chance grew out of
the experience of strictly controlled composition. The other passage in question
reiterates this point:

In 1915 Sophie Taeuber and I painted, embroidered, and did collages; all these works were
drawn from the simplest forms and were probably the first examples of ‘‘concrete art.”’
These works are Realities, pure and independent, with no meaning or cerebral intention.
We rejected all mimesis and description, giving free rein to the Elementary and Sponta-
neous. Since the arrangement of planes and their proportions and colors seemed to hinge
soiely on chance, I declared that these works were arranged ‘‘according to the law of
chance,’’ as part of an inexplicable reason, of an inaccessible order.'®

Here it appears that Arp’s thinking about chance did not arise in an abrupt re-
jection of the controlled methods inspired by Taeuber, but as an awareness that
chance and deliberate choice are actually closely related within artistic
creativity.

Arp published no theoretical writings during Zurich Dada, and the essays,
manifestoes, and commentaries by his associates give no direct information
about the Collages Arranged.... In fact, they made few references to chance at
all. Tzara’s most forthright statements about chance, including his famous
instructions for making a poem by drawing words out of a bag, did not appear
until late 1920, when he was already in Paris.!® But, as Stefanie Poley has
suggested in her monograph about Arp’s sculpture, the Zurich group need not
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have articulated a theory of chance while they used its effects.?® Some of the
time they dealt with the idea of chance under the rubric of ‘“‘simultaneity.’’ In
En avant Dada, Huelsenbeck cited simultaneity as one of three fundamental
principles of Dada, along with bruitism in poetry and new materials in art.?'
For the Dada poets, simultaneity was the combination of disparate sounds,
words, phrases, and typefaces with disregard for logical discourse or represen-
tation. They worked with accidental effects — effects that were not logically
determined — from 1916 on in ‘‘simultaneous poems’’ (unrelated lines read
by several voices at the same time), poems with extraneous interpolations,
sound poems, and poems filled with incongruous phrases and images. Accord-
ing to Richter, they also used free associations of words and phrases in
conversation.??

The sources of Dada simultaneity were Cubist collage, the Simultaneous
Disk paintings of Robert Delaunay, Apollinaire’s Calligrammes and his inclu-
sion of banal phrases in other poems, the simultanecus poetry of Henri-Martin
Barzun, and the Futurists’ compression of time and space in art and use of
bruitism and free typography in poetry.?* Tzara acknowledged his visual as well
as literary sources in a ‘‘Note pour les bourgeois’’ appended to his simulta-
neous poem ‘‘L’Amiral cherche une maison a louer’’ in Cabaret Voltaire (July
1916). He especially credited Cubist art with stimulating ‘‘the wish to apply the
same simultaneous principles to poetry.’’?* In a 1922 letter, Tzara again men-
tioned visual art as a stimulus to the poetic techniques of combining disparate
elements, which he developed around 1916:

In 1916 I tried to destroy literary genres. I introduced into my poems elements [which
would have been] judged unworthy of being there, like newspaper phrases, noises and
sounds. These sounds (which had nothing in common with imitative sounds) were sup-
posed to be the equivalent of the research of Picasso, Matisse, Derain, who used in their
paintings different subject matters. Already in 1914 I had tried to take away from words
their meaning, and to use them in order to give a new global sense to the verse by the to-
nality and the auditory contrast. These experiments ended with an abstract poem, ‘‘Toto-
Vaca,’’ composed of pure sounds invented by me and containing no allusion to reality.?*

The train of thought that led Tzara from Cubist collage and fragmentation of
the object to his abstract sound poem must have resembled the one that led Arp
to the Collages Arranged According to the Laws of Chance. While Tzara was
developing his simultaneous poetry in the first half of 1916, Arp was making a
series of abstract collages, compositionally derived from Cubism and Futurism,
incorporating found elements such as commercial labels, printed papers, and
paper doilies.?® Arp, Tzara, and their friends must have discussed these intru-
sions of the everyday visual world into art in terms of Tzara’s principes sirnul-
tanes. Also, around 1916, Arp’s poetry turned from the serious, sometimes
apocalyptic themes of the collection der vogel selbdritt to a verbal collage of
mundane elements, using a method that openly embraced chance. His descrip-
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tion of this poetry resembles Tzara’s 1922 letter; both Dadaists rejected senti-
mentality and the idea of the masterpiece, and used found verbal elements from
the base genre of advertising:

Words, sayings, sentences which I selected from newspapers and especially from their ad-
vertisements were in 1917 the foundations of my poems. Often I shut my eyes and chose
words and sentences in newspapers by underlining them with a pencil. I called these poems
Arpaden. It was the beautiful Dada time when we hated and reviled the chiselling of work,
the distracted look of the spiritual wrestlers, the titans, from the depth of our hearts. 1
twisted and turned easily, improvising words and sentences from words and sentences
chosen from the newspapers.... We thought to penetrate through things to the essence of
life, and so a sentence from a newspaper gripped us as much as one from a prince of
poets.?’

Thus, the Cubist collage aesthetic, which raised mass products of daily life to
the level of art, encouraged Tzara and Arp to assign equal value to the
newspaper ad and the poet laureate. The next step in their adventure was to
raise the possibility of a corresponding equality between the activities of chance
and artistic will.

Only one Arpad poem survived. The advertising phrases and other cliches
are easy to recognize: ‘

WORLD WONDER send cards immediately here is a piece of pork all 12 pieces put to-
gether pasted down flat should give the distinct lateral form of an arched edge astonish-
ingly cheap buys everything

no 2 the robber effective safety apparatus useful and happy made of hardwood with ex-
plosion device

no 2 the dwarfs are attached to their pegs they open the dovecotes and thunder claps

the daughters of elysium and radium fasten the rheinwhirls into bouquets...**

Comparison between ‘“Welt Wunder”’ and the Collages Arranged... shows
obvious differences — one is a satirical conjunction of art and daily life, the
other is purely abstract — but a similar underlying principle. Neither resulted
from uncontrolled accidents or expresses extreme disorganization. Their
success depends on using accident to depart from a familiar formula, but
leaving enough of the pattern so that it is immediately spotted: the advertise-
ment and the horizontal-vertical grid. The formula awakens a set of expecta-
tions in the observer, but chance interventions prevent them from being
fulfilled. The effect of this ‘‘thwarting of expectations,’”’ for the Dadaists at
least, was an exhilarating sensation of freedom, a realization that there are
endless possibilities of structuring the world beyond what is usually deemed
reasonable.

In the 1920s, Arp put aside the expression of chance in art. When he
turned to it again with even greater intensity, he created collages without a clear
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geometrical structure. A work like the Cur Woodcut collage of about 1939 1s a
much stronger expression of disorder than the previous chance collages (fig. 4-
5). Pieces of an earlier print are cut up and disposed so as to destroy the
meaning of its plantlike forms. A Torn Drawing from 1942 illustrates another
method Arp used to negate previously established order (fig. 4-6). Scraps of an
ink drawing from ca. 1919-1922 are rearranged so that many of their lines
meet, as if to propose a new identity for an old work. Yet, at the same time,
fragments of lines at the outside of the composition are disturbingly isolated.

Most of the Torn Papers collages were pasted more neatly and arranged
less arbitrarily than the 1939 example. The torn elements of a given work are
homogeneous, made from either fibrous black paper or a single print or
drawing. The colors are limited to black on white. Instead of approximating
squares, most of the collage elements make rough, irregular curves. The
collages of black paper particularly show evidence of Arp’s aesthetic judgment,
both in shaping the elements and composing with them. The beauty of shapes
such as those in the so-called “‘First Torn Paper, 1932, and their similarity to
forms in Arp’s reliefs at the time attest to his deliberation (fig. 4-7). The
composition of this and other Torn Papers is delicately balanced (fig. 4-8).
However, the balance is fluid and dynamic; it has nothing to do with the grid of
the Collages Arranged..., and it appears more nearly fortuitous. Arp included
chance by tearing his papers before considering how to compose them, then
arranging them improvisationally. Pierre Bruguiére recounted Arp’s own
explanation of how he made Torn Papers:

He covered the entire surface of the support with paste, and placed or distributed the
pieces of paper upon it. With a light touch of his fingers he could slide them along on the
sticky surface until they reached the precise spot where the piece of paper attained a full-
ness of meaning. Then he removed the excess paste by cleaning the collage. In some col-
lages, looking at them close up, one sees the background is shiny from paste, on others
one sees traces left by pieces of paper painted with gouache, as they were moved around.?*

This description is consistent with Arp’s method of composing his reliefs, as re-
corded by Marcel Jean.?*®

In contrast to Arp’s vagueness about the Collages Arranged..., he left
detailed commentaries about the origins of the Torn Papers. It is clear that this
new way of working amounted to a breakthrough; as Stefanie Poley has indi-
cated, it was only now, in 1930, that he fully came to grips with the intellectual
and spiritual importance of using chance in art.?' The Torn Papers began in
an artistic crisis, but went on to assume metaphysical importance:

The search for an unattainable perfection, the delusion that a work could be completely
finished, became a torment. 1 cut the papers for my collages with extreme precision and
smoothed them down with a special sandpaper. The slightest loose thread or fiber was
intolerable to me. The iniest crack in a bit of paper often led me to destroy a whole collage.
This frenzy ended in a tragedy when 1 was asked to exhibit some old collages 1 had done in



Figure 4-5. Jean Arp, Cut Woodcut (Bois découpé), ca. 1939
Collage, 24 x 19.9 cm.
(Private collection, Switzerland)



Figure 4-6. Jean Arp, Torn Drawing, 1942
Collage, 27.3 x 15.5 cm.
(Foundation Arp. Clamart)



Figure 4-7. Jean Arp, “‘First Torn Paper, 1932°’, 1932
Collage, 28 x 22 cm.
(Private collection, Switzerland)
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collaboration with Sophie Taeuber. This accident taught me the true meaning of perfec-
tion and finish. The word perfection means not only the fullness of life but also its end, its
completion, its finish, and the word ‘‘accident’’ implies not only chance, fortuitous com-
bination, but also what happens to us, what befalls us. We brought down the collages
from the attic where they had been exposed for years to heat, cold, and dampness. Some
of the papers had come unstuck, they were covered with spots, mold, and cracks, and be-
tween paper and cardboard blisters had formed that looked more loathsome to me than
the bloated bellies of drowned rats. When after many weeks of confusion I had calmed
down a bit, I began to tear my papers instead of cutting them neatly with scissors. I tore
up drawings and carelessly smeared paste over and under them. If the ink dissolved and
ran, I was delighted. 1 stuck my collages together with a wad of newsprint instead of
pressing them carefully with blotting paper, and if cracks developed, so much the better;
as far as I was concerned, it made my work more authentic. I had accepted the transience,
the dribbling away, the brevity, the impermanence, the fading, the withering, the spook-
ishness of our existence. Not only had I accepted it, I had even welcomed transience into
my work as it was coming into being. These torn pictures, these papiers dechires brought
me closer to a faith in things other than earthly.*?

The occasion of this crisis and reappraisal must have been the Surrealist-
dominated Exposition de Collages at the Galerie Goemans, Paris, March 1930.
The catalog lists three collages by Arp, two untitled and one called Papiers
co//és au hasard. This is the first instance | have been able to find im which Arp
published a title incorporating the word ‘‘chance.’” Louis Aragon’s prefatory
essay in the catalog, ‘‘La peinture au défi,”” mentions that Arp ‘‘attempted to
paste papers according to chance.’’?’

At the time of the collage exhibition, Arp was already withdrawing from
the Surrealist group with which he had been closely associated in the 1920s. He
kept contributing to their group exhibitions, but he publicly deplored their
leaning toward illusionist art, their political preoccupations, and their
personal quarrels.?* He ignored Breton’s condemnation of abstract art, joining
the organizations Cercle et Carré and Abstraction-Création. As he drew away
from Surrealism, Arp was reflecting on his experience of Dada in Zurich. This
train of thought shows in his art, his poetry, and in the theoretical statements
that he published around this time. Thus, the Torn Papers arose in a context of
a general reappraisal and reaffirmation of original Dada principles and
practice. For the first time since Zurich Dada, he tore collage elements by hand;
when he chose preexisting drawings and prints as his raw material, they were
Dada works in the biomorphic style he had used from 1917 to 1922. The reliefs
and the sculptures that he began making in 1930 likewise reflect the abstract,
biomorphic style he had developed in Zurich, in contrast to the recognizable
everyday objects in his 1920s reliefs.

Arp’s autobiographical poem ‘‘Strassburgkonfiguration,’ first published
in 1932, singles out the Dada movement and its meaningful nonsense as one of
four essential parts of his personal history.** Two other ‘‘configuration’” poems
that appeared in 1932 rework earlier material in a method similar to the collages
of torn prints and drawings, as Aimée Bleikasten recently noted.** The
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“wunderhornkonfiguration’’ is based on ‘‘verschlungene knaben blasen das
wunderhorn,”” and the ¢‘kunigundulakonfiguration’> on ‘‘die edelfrau
pumpt,’’ both poems from der vogel selbdritt, which he probably wrote just
before the Dada movement.?*” Each ‘‘configuration’’ contains the source poem
intact in one stanza and recombines its words in a series of variations in several
other stanzas. The resulting new images appear to arise accidentally from an
arbitrary system of reordering the words, yet many of them are intriguing and
vivid: ‘‘the night has waxen feet and bags full of stars on soft fingers / ... the
stars swim through the sky with bags full of boys / the burning flowers swim
on soft fingers.”’** As in the Torn Papers collages, Arp destroyed the order and
meaning of an old work and reconstituted its parts in constructions where
chance played a large role. Beauty and meaning seemingly arise of their own
accord in the new compositions — new life from old Dada works.

The statements and essays Arp published between 1929 and 1932 praise
the original Dada spirit as the true source of art, in contrast to the limitations of
constructivist styles and the blind alley of Surrealism. He emphasized three
aspects of Dada most strongly, and these were the aspects he also revived in his
art: abstraction, nature and natural processes as the correct model for art, and
rejection of logic. For Arp these were not simply stylistic options, but were
necessary on ethical and spiritual grounds: ‘‘dada is the basis of all art. dada 1s
for the senseless which doesn’t mean non-sense. dada is as senseless as nature.
dada is for nature and against ‘art.’ dada is direct like nature and tries to assign
each thing to its essential place.’’*° Illusionism is ‘‘unnatural’’ because imitation
is essentially falsehood, and because the products of nature, according to Arp,
never imitate what they are not. Arp rejected logic, not just to distress the
bourgeois, but also because he blamed over-reliance on reason for humanity’s
folly and evil. In place of reason he took nature as his ideal, holding that the
ways of nature are illogical but meaningful and morally correct. Using chance
to order works of art was a way to curb reason and allow “‘senseless’’ nature —
the unguided flow of life — to play a role in his creations. According to his
system of belief, the use of chance was both morally and artistically sound,
since all manifestations of nature are inherently valid and beautiful.*°

Despite Arp’s growing alienation from Surrealism, he had to have been
affected by the Surrealist approach to chance. Whereas in the Dada period
Tzara offered simultaneous poetry as an opportunity for each listener to derive
his own associations from accidental sound combinations,*' the Surrealists
concentrated on the mysterious connections between chance and the artist’s
own subconscious impulses. Breton explored this issue most eloquently in
Nadja (1928) — a work Arp admired*?> — where Breton declined to separate the
workings of chance from subconscious attractions in his unplanned encounters
with the young woman. Arp joined in the Surrealist collaborative games of
chance combinations of images or words, the ‘‘exquisite corpses,’’** questions
and answers, and other exercises which they regarded, according to Marcel
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Jean, “‘as revelations of the group’s ‘mental-emotional state.” *’** In the 1920s,
Max Ernst, Joan Mird, and André Masson used a variety of chance techniques
to stimulate their inner visions, to provide a basis for paintings. Arp did not
claim his chance compositions as direct manifestations of his subconscious but,
in retrospect, he did seem to imply a difference between the Dada interest in
chance as provocative incongruity and the more sophisticated understanding
that he came to around 1930. Now chance events revealed a greater reality, a
principle beyond normal comprehension: ‘“The word ‘accident’ implies not
only chance, fortuitous combination, but also what happens to us, what befalls
us.... These torn pictures, these papiers dechirés brought me closer to a faith in
things other than earthly.’’**

Arp’s ideas about chance in art eventually assumed a central place in his
philosophy of creativity. By 1950, he regarded chance as an all-encompassing
principle of life, ‘‘a law that has now become a supreme law,’’*¢ which ‘‘com-
prises all other laws and surpasses our understanding (like the primal cause
from which all life arises).’’*’ In his late article ‘‘Die Musen und der Zufall,’’ he
declared chance occurrences to be a form of providential guidance. Such
occurrences emerged from the artist’s subconscious in a state of waking dream,
he explained, but they originated from a source outside the artist, which he
treated as quasi-divine. The more attentively the artist responded to chance, the
more naturally and successfully he could create:

Moving poems, sculptures, paintings, songs that were sent from the Muses apparently
accidentally, ‘‘on approval’’ and with no obligation to buy, fell to the dreamers as beau-
tiful chance.... He who can still experience life in our times as a dream still has the good
fortune to encounter the Muses. ‘‘Chance’’ in the art of our time is nothing accidental,
but a gift of the Muses. This spiritual gift falls only to dreamers.*®

As these statements imply, Arp incorporated an element of chance in most of
his works, a fact known from his essays and accounts of his methods.*® Yet, he
exerted a great degree of conscious control and aesthetic judgment over the
final results in his reliefs and sculptures, a fact most evident in their suave
contours and unblemished finish. Arp explained elsewhere that accidents alone
could not produce art; art required the imprint of human aspirations.*® The
Torn Papers, with their comparative freedom from control, were Arp’s excep-
tion to this rule:

When | make papiers dechires, 1 feel happy. What diverts me once again from these pro-
cedures is the fact that there is no longer a person forming within me. I gain peace and
calm but lose as a creator. Thus [ am forced to become a ‘‘shoemaker’’ again, for in a
staté of relaxation I am no longer capable of forming.*'

The act of making a Torn Papers gave Arp temporary relaxation from the ten-
sions of artistic control. Such a release was all the more necessary to counter-
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balance a strong perfectionist streak in Arp. This reveals itself in the
immaculate surfaces of his works and in the longing for clarity and order found
throughout his essays.*> In a 1958 interview, Arp even insisted that he disliked
disorder and that for him disorder had nothing to do with Dada or chance.??

It 1s very likely that even as early as the Dada period, the Collages
Arranged According to the Laws of Chance served as an emotional outlet for
the frustration built up by his drive for perfection. Around 1916 to 1918, he
was using chance and automatic techniques freely in poetry, but he was going
through a period of severe perfectionism in his art: ‘“The human being is a very
complex bouquet. At the very time that I was defending anonymous and
impersonal art, my poetry was venturing into the most personal eruptions. In
the dada period most of my poems were very different from the problems that I
was investigating in plastic art.”’** Having adopted Sophie Taeuber’s method of
austere geometrical composition, his drive to suppress all irregularities and
personal expression and to achieve complete clarity became a frustrating
obsession. ‘‘During the Dada period I was morbidly obsessed with the idea of
an incommunicable absolute.’’** This statement was not the exaggeration of
an old man looking back on his youth. A 1918 article by his friend L.H.
Neitzel, who had been active in the Dada Gallery the year before, confirms
Arp’s recollection:

Since the war Hans Arp has withdrawn from the agitation of Expressionist forms. He
strenuously rejected any memory image that tried to penetrate from the outer world into
his images. So a great calm came into his work, which became even more austere in
spatial composition, and so as not to disturb the intellectual construction through acciden-
tal agitations of the hand, he had his compositions carried out by others in the calm cross-
stitch technique with wool, silk, or pearl cotton that at their most beautiful were to have
the effect of mosaics in severe architecture. Only the most essential is given by him, only
value relationships of color and form, that like magic charms contain the power to make
everything that has become embedded in them through long experience rise up again.*®

In a later memoir, Neitzel reiterated Arp’s fanatical avoidance of the marks of
his own hand and consequent preference for having others execute his
designs.*’

Arp’s quest for perfect, undisturbed images was far more than a visual
exercise. He considered his impersonal geometrical constructions as
embodiments of ethical values, a counterexample to the world’s egotism and
brutality. In one of his letters to Hilla von Rebay, written in March 1917, he
declared : ‘I think that the most valuable thing about people is their works. I
believe that my works are very good too. I believe that people could benefit a
lot from them, that they could draw a lot of strength from this remoteness from
things and human beings.’’*®* The war and Arp’s position as a draft resister and
a bicultural Alsatian must have fueled this drive for an expression of selfless-
ness and calm in art.*® His inner turmoil comes out in his love letters to Rebay,
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a fellow Alsatian who was in Germany. Several times he expressed pro-German
sentiments to her, but he also expressed his horror of combat. He reported
troublesome frictions with his fellow artists and poets, and his nerves must have
been on edge as his love affair with Rebay faltered and his attachment to
Sophie Taeuber grew.® Arp coped with the stress and ugliness of life by
creating images of calm regularity, but he could not maintain this detachment
for long.

Given the spiritual importance Arp attached to his geometrical works, the
Collages Arranged According to the Laws of Chance must have been a
weighty, difficult choice for him. The account that Pierre Cathelin received
from him suggests that Arp reached a point of crisis in his drive for ‘‘an
absolute’’:

Arp found these pursuits leading him toward aridity; geometrism drove him up against a
wall. This striving for the absolute, he confessed to me one day recently at Meudon, sud-
denly appeared to him to lead to the brink of madness, to end in the impossible master-
piece and total nothingness. Only a man like Malevitch would go to the length of a square
monochrome. While Sophie was working it out of her system by introducing a musical
rhythm ... Arp was throwing himself into chance arrangements.®'

The chance collages were an unprecedented solution to emotional and artistic
tensions. They must be attributed in part to the rigid requirements Arp set for
his art. He had ruled out known artistic styles. Expressionism was unacceptable
because it vainly and arrogantly drew attention to the artist’s passions. Cubism
and Futurism were tied to the representation of material things and thus were
false, illusory. Even the diagonal compositions of his slightly earlier collages
expressed too much inner turbulence.®?> The chance collages met Arp’s needs.
They evaded the frustration of perfectionism and excluded techniques that
might reveal his fine arts training. They referred to the serenity and universality
of horizontal and vertical alignhments, yet each chance arrangement was differ-
ent and unpredictable. They gave vent to his energy, expansiveness, and
agitation, qualities communicated by the deviations from the grid and by the
endless variations each composition suggests. Yet they preserved Arp’s
humility, because he did not exercise complete control over the collages, and
because they make no direct references to his emotions.

The Torn Papers collages of the early 1930s also began as a release from
perfectionism. In the passage from ‘‘Looking’’ quoted above and elsewhere,
Arp recounted the perfectionism with which he worked just before 1930 and his
anguish on discovering that his art inevitably disintegrated.®® The reaction he
described, tearing and pasting collages and using chance, was a direct rejection
of highly determined and finished work. ‘““What arrogance is concealed in
perfection. Why strive for accuracy and purity if they can never be
attained?”’®* As he explained, he came to terms with the decay of art by
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anticipating it with relatively careless execution and visual effects of disorder.
After the initial crisis he continued making Torn Papers, as we have seen, as an
intermittent relaxation from the pressure of his creative drive.

Some of Arp’s comments about the Torn Papers indicate they also had to
do with another form of release: the dissolution of artistic order was a
metaphor of death. At this time, he was deeply troubled by a conflict between
his feeling of the impermanence and relativity of life, and the will to achieve
something absolute and final in art. The Torn Papers were a kind of resolution
of this conflict. ‘““The work decomposes and dies. Now, the death of a painting
no longer devastated me. I had come to terms with its ephemeralness and its
death, and included them in the painting.’’¢* Behind the artistic dilemma was
Arp’s distress and mourning of his mother’s death. Joseéphine Arp had died in
Strasbourg on 9 May 1929.¢¢ We know Arp was deeply affected by her death,
because he explicitly connected it with his poem ‘‘Das Tages Gerippe’’ (‘‘The
Skeleton of the Days’’), one of the ‘‘configuration’’ type in which chance word
combinations were used. It was first published in 1932, although parts of it
appeared in 1930.¢” The poem is a grief-stricken meditation about transience,
contrasting images of fruitful nature with barrenness and death. It tells about a
tragic loss, about the eternal cycle of flowering and decay in nature, and about
the inability of the poet to regain his former happiness. The acceptance of
mortality also meant that Arp acknowledged the limits of his own artistic and
poetic powers, represented by eyes, leaves, words, mouth, and voice:

much higher than the clouds of the eyes
the hearts and blessed fruits sway
before the leaf opens its eye

the fire has already bathed

the wings carry the sky

the words leave the mouth like smoke

the eyes are crowns of earth
the voice only reaches from one leaf to another®®

The hearts and blessed fruits are beyond reach, the fire is extinguished, his eyes
and voice earth-bound and weak. ‘‘Das Tages Gerippe’’ and the Torn Papers
collages were both based on Arp’s emotional struggle to accept death as a
normal part of life and, therefore, necessarily as part of art. Tearing and
disorganizing a drawing or print was a metaphor of death. But new collages
resulted from the destruction so that, in the end, they affirm the value of
artistic creation.

Arp’s chance collages furthered the Dada attack on reason and allowed
him to release tension and grief, but they also surpassed those essentially de-
structive purposes. His use of chance was founded on belief in its potential for
creating meaningful structures and orders in the world. There is ample reason
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to think this conviction was already present during Zurich Dada. Arp’s fervent
commitment to making meaningful statements through art, the popularity of
mystical philosophies in the Zurich group, and his own early attachment to a
mystical strain in German Romanticism all support this argument. ‘‘ ‘Chance,’
which guides our hands when we tear up paper, and the figures that result from
this, reveal mysteries, deeper events of life.’’¢® Statements like this grew out of
his longstanding conviction that life’s essence is beyond the grasp of reason but
may be perceived intuitively in chance phenomena.

Neitzel’s 1918 article, cited above, regarding Arp’s strenuous efforts to
create an impersonal art of ideas, is only one of the contemporary testimonials
to the utter seriousness of his artistic intentions during the Dada period. Others
are found in Ball’s diary, in essays about Arp by Tzara, Huelsenbeck, and
Alexander Partens, in Arp’s 1915 Tanner exhibition catalog introduction (from
which Tzara quoted in a 1917 note about Reverdy’s poetry), and in his letters to
Hilla von Rebay.”® A letter from Rebay to Rudolf Bauer gives a further indica-
tion of this seriousness and esteem for art: ‘‘His works and these woodcuts too
... are most fascinating to me and will continue to be so, because I understand
what he meant to say with them and it is something too beautiful.... He loves
art, he loves works of art.... He loves them like a fool.”’”" The primary written
sources on Arp in the Dada period, and on the beauty and clarity of the
Collages Arranged According to the Laws of Chance, contain no hint that Arp
was capable of a destructive stance toward art.

The Dadaists’ familiarity with a spectrum of mystical thought is known
from their publications, their performance programs, Ball’s diary, and Otto
Flake’s novel Nein und Ja (1920). Their reading included medieval German
mystics, Jakob Boehme, the Greek pre-Socratic philosophers, and Taoist litera-
ture. An excellent account of this predilection is found in Richard Sheppard’s
“Dada and Mysticism: Influences and Affinities.”’’> As Sheppard ably ex-
plains, mysticism appealed to those among the Dadaists who sought a ‘‘secret
patterning’’ within the flux of nature, and for whom the absurdity of the
universe was only apparent. Sheppard cautions that Arp, Huelsenbeck, and
even Ball in the first years of Dada were not authentic religious believers, but
they discovered affinities between the mystic writings and their own funda-
mentally secular conviction that life had inner significance to be apprehended
by nonrational investigation.

According to Flake’s novel, Arp was especially attached to Lao Tzu, tradi-
tionally considered the founder of Taoism and author of the Tao Te Ching
(Book of the Way). This philosophy is quite relevant to Arp’s idea of art made
according to chance. The Tao Te Ching teaches that one must not strive against
the natural course of events, or the ‘‘way,”” but must act in harmony with it.
Then order and success will result without apparent effort. ‘““Do that which
consists in taking no action, and order will prevail.’’”?
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Should lords and princes be able to hold fast to it

The myriad creatures will submit of their own accord,
Heaven and earth will unite and sweet dew will fall,

And the people will be equitable, though no one so decrees.’*

The “way’’ is real, but it cannot be understood; it is ‘‘nameless.’’ Its paradoxi-
cal, nonrational quality is sometimes expressed by means of paired contraries:

As a thing the way is

Shadowy, indistinct.

Indistinct and shadowy,

Yet within it is an image;

Shadowy and indistinct,

Yet within it is a substance.

Dim and dark,

Yet within it is an essence.

This essence is quite genuine

And within it 1s something that can be tested.’”

Arp must have found reassurance in these precepts. Applied to his own situa-
tion, they would have told him that submitting artistic decisions to chance was
not abdicating responsibility or accepting chaos. Instead, using chance was a
way to align himself and his art with the inherently correct flow and pattern of
nature — even if that pattern escaped definition.

The I Ching (Book of Changes) is a work of Chinese philosophy and ora-
cular wisdom that preceded and contributed to Taoism. Herbert Read implied
that familiarity with this work may have affected Arp’s outlook on chance; and
he also pointed out the fundamental similarity between Arp’s outlook and the
ancient Chinese conviction that meaning and guidance are to be found in the
study of configurations determined by chance.’® Arp could easily have known
the /I Ching in Richard Wilhelm’s definitie German translation and
commentary after its first publication in 1924.”7 There are further points of
comparison between the principles of the / Ching, as presented by Wilhelm,
and Arp’s philosophy that tend to support Read’s suggestion. Whether Arp
knew the / Ching earlier (in the Zurich Dada period), how well he knew it,
whether he consulted it in earnest, and its many possible ramifications for his
art and poetry — these are questions that I hope will receive more extended
analysis in the future.’®

The writings in the I Ching are consulted by means of visual configura-
tions known as hexagrams. These are images comprising six horizontal lines,
each line either continuous or interrupted (—— or — —). Each of the 64
possible arrangements of the two kinds of lines is a hexagram with a name and
meanings. The user performs a series of chance operations involving the
counting off of yarrow sticks or the throw of coins to draw a hexagram. The
result of each operation is assigned a numerical value, which in turn determines
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whether each line, from bottom to top, is to be broken or continuous, and
whether each line has a changing or stable nature. The user then consults the
parts of the book that interpret the meanings of that particular hexagram, its
individual lines, and related hexagrams. The wisdom of the book is said to
provide the user with understanding of the present situation, of the direction in
which it is tending to change, and guidance for wise and proper actions.

Arp might well have been encouraged in his creation of Torn Papers
collages by this Chinese system, which assigned profound meanings to images
that are, in themselves, abstract and determined by chance. Certainly, when he
began to write about the collages later on, it was in terms very much like
Wilhelm’s comments about chance and the I Ching:

As divine beings do not give direct expression to their knowledge, a means had to be found
by which they could make themselves intelligible. Suprahuman intelligence has from the
beginning made use of three mediums of exprezsion — men, animals, and plants, in each
of which life pulsates in a different rhythm. Chance came to be utilized as a fourth me-
dium; the very absence of an immediate meaning in chance permitted a deeper meaning
to come to expression in it.”°

Arp similarly saw that the Torn Papers provided an opportunity for the expres-
sion of profound issues from a source beyond the individual, in a way not
possible when the artist creates willfully:

We should show gratitude and amazement in welcoming the light and the darkness sent to
us by ““chance.’”’ ““Chance,’’ which guides our hands when we tear up paper, and the fig-
ures that result from this, reveal mysteries, deeper events of life.*®°

In ““Die Musen und der Zufall,”’ he addressed the idea of chance in quite oracu-
lar terms: chance occurrences are messages sent to earthly beings by superior,
perhaps divine ones. The artist or poet wise enough to receive these messages
receives a happy and beautiful destiny or, sometimes, an ominous lesson.*®!
Wilhelm said the absence of meaning permits deeper meaning; and Arp: ‘“The
chance occurrences that the Muses direct to artists are like the enlightenments
that are imparted to saints, especially when they come out of the infinite or out
of ‘Nothingness.” >’%?

If chance is the vehicle of the I Ching’s communications, change is the
heart of its content. Each hexagram represents a state of change; names such as
““vielding,”’ ‘‘inciting movement, resting,”” ‘‘light-giving,”’ and ‘‘penetrat-
ing’’ are applied to the eight trigrams that make up the 64 hexagrams. Lines of
a hexagram that are assigned special numbers are considered to be changing
lines; that is, a broken line has the ability to turn into a straight one and vice
versa. Thus, these special lines have the power to change their hexagram into
another, whose meanings the user must also study to learn the changes that the
future is bringing. The I Ching teaches that all things are constantly in a state of

29 ¢¢
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change. Nature moves in cycles, propelled by the alternation of polar opposites
— vyin and yang — which are also the dark and light principles, earth and
heaven, the divided and the continuous lines, the receptive and creative forces.
In the case of the birth and death of generations, however, change is successive,
nonrepeating. The universality of change does not render life meaningless,
however, because change unfolds against the background of an unchanging
conceptual principle, the Tao, the force along which the changes move.*’

The centrality of change for Arp, in the early 1930s, adds weight to the
hypothesis that he knew and drew upon the / Ching. Cyclic changes of the
natural world are a very important theme in his art in the 1930s. The gentle,
rounded irregularity and asymmetry of his sculpture and relief forms perfectly
convey movements of growth, rearrangement, or contraction, whether of
organic life or of the starry constellations, eroded stones, or fugitive clouds.
The collages of torn drawings and prints, as we have seen, express a wonder-
fully condensed cycle of existence, death, rearrangement, and new life. Arp
explicitly connected organic life cycles with the genesis and life of works of art
in 1931 when he used his most famous metaphor for the first time: ‘‘Art is a
fruit that grows in man like a fruit on a plant or a child in its mother’s
womb.’’#*

If Arp was, in fact, inspired by the / Ching’s emphasis on change, then the
Chinese image of change as alternation of darkness and light would have rein-
forced his preference for black and white in his works on paper. Against this,
however, one must consider that Arp’s use of black ink on white supports
extended back to his earliest known drawings and prints and, also, that the
metaphysical polarity of light and dark is entrenched in Western systems of
thought. Another line of inquiry would be a comparison of the structure of
Arp’s ““configuration’ poems to the construction of hexagrams. Chance seems
to determine Arp’s arrangement of a sharply limited number of words into
sentences, just as chance assembles straight or divided lines into hexagram
images. The poems move through a succession of images derived from
rearrangements of the same words, in a way suggestive of the special changing
lines that transform hexagrams into completely different ones — new images
with new sets of meanings. Not only the formal structure, but also the thematic
content of one ‘“‘configuration’’ relates to the / Ching: ‘“‘Das Tages Gerippe”’
juxtaposes the anguishing, irreversible loss of Arp’s mother against the unend-
ing cycles of death and rebirth in nature, in a way reminiscent of Wilhelm’s
explanation of cyclic versus successive change.?’

Arp never published confirmation that the I Ching, Taoism, or other
aspects of Asian thought influenced his art. However, he did connect his col-
lages to an author who specifically mentioned chance: the German Romantic
Novalis. In Arp’s article ‘‘Die Musen und der Zufall,”” he quoted Novalis in
connection with the Torn Papers:
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While the torn-up smaller and larger bits of paper dropped down onto a support coated
with glue, the paper picture began to live, like a fairy tale, and I took joy in the mysterious
duet of nature and muse. Concerning the style and content of such accidental fairy tale
songs, Novalis declared the essential in his Fragments 2067 and 1755: ““The fairy tale is so
to speak the canon of poetry. All that is poetic must be like a fairy tale. The poet worships
chance.”” And: ““All chance is marvelous, contact with a higher essence, a problem, a
datum of the active religious sense.’’%¢

Shortly after this article appeared, Leonard Forster sketched a similar relation-
ship between Arp’s use of chance in Dada poetry, his love of Novalis, and his
religious inclination. Forster noted that in the Dada period, Arp was reading
Novalis, who professed ‘‘all that we call chance comes from God.”’ Forster
distinguished between the positive approach to chance by Arp and Ball and
what he characterized as the nihilistic approach of Duchamp and Tzara:
“Indeed one can only rely in this way on the laws of chance if one is a deeply
religious person, or on the other hand a complete and tragic atheist.”’®” No
doubt, Forster used the expression ‘‘religious person’’ broadly; Arp became
devout in a traditional sense only after Sophie Taeuber’s death in 1943,

It was an overstatement to divide the Dadaists into the deeply religious and
complete atheists; Sheppard’s distinction between the mystically inclined and
those who saw absurdity in the flux of nature is more precise.*® But Forster
does call attention to Novalis’s mystical belief that chance occurrences, like all
facets of nature, express the divine presence in the world. Arp read the German
Romantics well before the Dada period. According to several sources, he read
Brentano, Arnim, Jean Paul, and especially Novalis as an adolescent. When an
interviewer asked Arp, in 1956, whether philosophy influenced his art, he
named Novalis as one of the authors who had ‘‘been with me throughout the
years.’’*®

Like other mystics, Novalis believed that the secrets of existence could be
penetrated by a small number of enlightened thinkers. Where Taoism considers
a follower of the ‘‘way’’ to be a great sage or statesman, for Novalis it was the
artistic soul, and above all the poet, who could attain true understanding. He
expressed this in an extended allegory of life, the fairy tale told by the character
Klingsohr in Heinrich von Ofterdingen. The villain of the story is a scribe who
represents analytical thinking. His evil is finally thwarted and a Golden Age of
narmony established by the concerted efforts of Ginnestan (Imagination),
Eros, and Fable, the components of poetic and intuitive understanding.®® In
Die Lehrlinge zu Sais, Novalis examined how the poet attains insight. The
apprentices were to use intuition to read a secret and divine code that is
inscribed in all facets of nature. The opening of the book lays out the vast range
of nature-susceptible to exploration:

Men follow manifold paths. Whoever traces them and compares them will see wonderful
figures arise; figures that seem to belong to that great secret writing that one perceives
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everywhere, upon wings, egg shells, in clouds, in snow, crystals and the structure of
stones, on water when it freezes, on the inside and the outside of mountains, of plants,
of animals, of human beings, in the constellations of the sky, on pieces of pitch or glass
when touched or rubbed, in iron filings grouped about a magnet, and in the strange con-
junctures of chance. In them one divines the key to this marvelous writing...."!

Thus, Novalis included the ‘‘conjunctures of chance’” among all the normal
structures and patterns of nature; all contain the secrets of life’s meaning. Arp
adopted this position and justified his chance collages by it: ‘‘I declared that
these works were arranged ‘according to the law of chance,’ as in the order of
nature, chance being for me simply a part of an inexplicable reason, of an
inaccessible order.’’®?

Arp did not mention Novalis as a source until late in life, but the Dadaists
were already conversant with Novalis’s theory of the ‘‘secret writing’’ in
nature. Tzara paraphrased part of the passage quoted above from Die Lehr-
linge zu Sais, without acknowledgment, in his ‘“Note 14 sur la poesie,”’ dated
1917 and published in Dada 4-5, 1919. Possibly, Arp brought the passage to the
attention of Tzara, who was more at home with French than German. Tzara
did not mention chance in ‘“‘Note 14,”’ but he did express a view about hidden
order in poetry that was similar to Arp’s comment about chance as
“inaccessible order’’: “‘there is a rhythm which is neither seen nor heard:
rays of an internal grouping leading toward a constellation of order.... the poet
will be demanding of his work, in order to find true necessity; from this asce-
ticism order will blossom, essential and pure.”’®® Elsewhere in 1917, Tzara
commented on Arp’s art in terms of hidden structure in nature:

Every natural thing keeps its clarity of organization, hidden, pulled by relationships which
are grouped together like the family of lunar lights, the hub of a wheel that might revolve
ad infinitum, the sphere, it ties its liberty, its final, absolute existence, to innumerable and
constructive laws.**

Novalis’s idea about a divine order, encoded even in accidental effects of
nature, would have been relevant to Arp again in 1930. Saddened by his
mother’s death, he may well have found solace in such theories. Certainly, in
later years, he shared the Romantic outlook that cosmic order lay even in the
apparent chaos of death: ‘‘By tearing up a piece of paper or a drawing one
permits the entry of the very essence of life and death.’’** If some of the Torn
Papers were beautiful or expressive, if ‘‘these torn-up papers, these scraps,
included some that pointed a finger into the air, zen papers, papers beyond time
and space,’’®® that was evidence that behind the confusion and despair of life
was a meaning to all things.

With the Torn Papers collages, Arp revived the central Dada idea of chance, but
he also modified it. Where the central theme of the Collages Arranged Accord-
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ing to the Laws of Chance was departure from an expected order, the Torn
Papers recreate, in microcosm, nature’s cycles of disintegration and creation.
He now saw the inexplicable flow of events as endless cycles within the
inevitable course of nature.(When Arp reevaluated the importance of Dada in
the early 1930s, he stressed the Dada belief that nature is ‘‘senseless,’’ that is,
illogical, innately moral, and to be apprehended only by nonrational means:
‘““‘dada wanted to destroy the rationalist swindle for man and incorporate him
again humbly in nature. dada wanted to change the perceptible world of man
today into a pious senseless world without reason.... dada is a moral revolu-
tion.... dada is as senseless as nature and life.’l’?‘ The ‘‘senselessness’’ of nature
made a bridge between the organic forms of his sculptures and reliefs and the
chance arrangements of the Torn Papers. Chance collages represented another
aspect of the same mysterious order of nature that Arp celebrated in the rest of
his work.
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Duchamp-Villon, Delaunay, suscitaient ’envie d’appliquer en poésie les mémes principes
simultans.”’

Trzara letter to Jacques Doucet, 30 October 1922, trans. and ed. Mary Ann Caws, Tristan
Tzara: Approximate Man and Other Writings (Detroit: Wayne State Univ., 1973), p. 34.
See also Tzara, ‘‘Le papier collé ou le proverbe en peinture,”” Cahiers d’Art 6, pp. 61-64, for
the importance he accorded Cubist collage in the development of modernism.

See, e.g., Musée Nationale d’Art Moderne, Papier collé, 1915, and Collage ‘‘Crayon,’
1915, fig. 1.

“Wegweiser,”’ trans. in Read, p. 142.

Hans Arp, Gesammelte Gedichte I (Wiesbaden: Limes, 1963), p. 47:

“WELTWUNDER sendet sofort karte hier ist ein teil vom schwein alle 12 teile zusammen-
gesetzt flach aufgeklebt sollen die deutliche seitliche form eines ausschneidebogens ergeben
staunend billig alles kauft

nr 2 der rauber effektvoller sicherheitsapparat nutzlich und lustig aus hartholz mit knall-
vorrichtung

nr 2 die zwerge werden von ihren pflécken gebunden sie Offnen die taubenschlage und
donnerschlage

die tochter aus elysium und radium binden die rheinstrudel zu straussen....”’

Pierre Beuguiére, ‘‘Importance des Papiers Dechires,”” Musée National d*Art Moderne,
p. 13: ““Il encollait toute la surface du support, il y posait ou disposait les morceaux de pa-
pier. Par un leger attouchement de ses doigts, il pouvait les faire glisser sur la surface glu-
ante jusqu’a la place exacte ou le morceau de papier prenait une plénitude de sens. Puis il
enlevait les excédents de colle en nettoyant le collage. Sur certains collages, en les examinant
de prés, on voit le fond lustré par la colle, sur d’autres les traces que ces morceaux de papier
peint a la gouache, dans leurs déplacements, y ont laissées.”’

Marcel Jean, Introduction, A4, p. XXv-Xxvi.
Poley, p. 116.

“Looking,”” in Soby, pp. 15-16.

b

Louis Aragon, ‘“‘La peinture du defi,”” in Marcel Jean, Autobiographie du Surréalisime
(Paris: Seuil, 1978), p. 224: “‘Arp, qui sous le titre Fatagaga, avait fait des collages en col-
laboration avec Max Ernst ... chercha a coller des papiers au hasard, puis se servit de papier
découpé.” The Fatagaga collages dated from the early 1920s and the collages with cut
papers from the Zurich Dada period, so it appears Aragon was referring to Arp’s chance
collages from the Dada period, rather than to his new works. At this time also, Arp began
referring to reliefs as ‘‘according to chance.”” In a letter to Carola Giedion-Welcker, 20
October 1930, he wrote: ‘‘das verflachte eierrelief wie sie es nennen tragt den gleichen titel
wie die unendlichkeitstafel nahmlich — korper nach dem gesetz des zufalls geordnet.”” And
24 January 1931: bitte schicken sie mir bald eine photographie des reliefes objets placés
d’aprés la loi du hasard.”’ Carola Giedion-Welcker, Schriften 1926-1971 (Cologne: DuMont
Schauberg, 1973), pp. 499, 501.

‘““/dear monsieur brzekowski,”’ [ca. 1929], AA, p. 35; Arp, ‘“‘Notes from a Diary,’’ trans.
Eugene Jolas, Transition 21 (March 1932): 94.

Arp, Gesammelte Gedichte I, pp. 204-5. The other autobiographical points are that he was
born in Strasbourg, had written five books of poetry, and made sculpture.
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Aimee Bleikasten, ‘“‘Jean Hans Arp: Poémes des années 1930-1945,”’ Musée National d’Art
Moderne, p. 18.

Arp, Gesammelte Gedichte I: ‘‘wunderhornkonfiguration,’”’ pp. 190-93; ‘‘verschlungene
knaben,”’ p. 37; ‘“‘kunigundulakonfiguration,’’ pp. 194-95; ‘“‘die edelfrau,’’ p. 33.

Arp, “‘wunderkornkonfiguration,” Gesammelte Gedichte I, p. 33: ‘‘die nacht hat fisse
aus wachs und sacke voll sterne an weichen fingern / ... die sterne schwimmen mit sacken
voll knaben durch den himmel / die brennenden blumen schwimmen an weichen fingern.”’

““‘dear monsieur brzekowski,”” A4, p. 35. For the emphasis on Dada values, see also ‘‘Notes
from a Diary,”” and Arp, ‘“A Propos de la’art abstrait,”” Cahiers d’Art 6 (1931): 357-58.

“Interview with George L.K. Morris,”” 1956, AA, p. 349. Arp’s belief in the inevitable
beauty of natural phenomena came out when he discussed abstract expressionism: ‘‘All
manifestations of this art are beautiful as matter is beautiful.”” Pierre Schneider, ‘““Arp
Speaks for the LLaw of Chance,”” Art News 57 (November 1958): 50: ‘“‘Jetsam is beautiful,
but it is nature. The same holds for ’art informel.”’

Tzara, ‘‘Note pour les bourgeois,’’ p. 7: ““‘Je voulais réaliser un poéme basé sur d’autre prin-
cipes. Qui consistent dans la possibilité que je donne a chaque écoutant de lier les associ-
ations convenables. Il retient les éléments caractéristiques pour sa personalité, les entremé-
le, les fragmente etc, restant tout-de-méme dans la direction que I’auteur a canalise.”’

Schneider, p. 51.

Muséee National d’Art Moderne, Cadavre exquis, 1937, and Cadavre exquis, n.d., figs.
39, 40.

Jean, History of Surrealism, p. 167.

b

“Looking,”” in Soby, pp. 15-16. He also claimed the ‘‘IL.aw of Chance’’ was experienced in

total surrender to the unconscious. See note 16.
“FORMS,”’ 1950, AA, p. 274.
““And So the Circle Closed,”” 1948, AA, p. 246.

Arp, “‘Die Musen und der Zufall,”” Du 20 (October 1960): 15: ““‘Aus dem scheinbar zufallig
und ohne Kaufzwang ‘zur Ansicht Geschickten’ wurden ergreifende Gedichte, Plastiken,
Malereien, Lieder, die von den Musen geschickt, als schoner Zufall den Traumern zufielen.
... Wer das Leben in unserer Zeit noch als Traum erleben kann, hat immer noch das Gluck,
den Musen zu begegnen. Der ‘Zufall’ in der Kunst unserer Zeit ist nichts Zufalliges, son-
dern ein Geschenk der Musen. Nur den Traumern féllt dieses geistige Geschenk zu.”’

Jean, Introduction, 4AA4, pp. xxv-xxvi; Arp’s essays, e.g., “The Germ of a New Plastic
Work,’’ 1948, AA, p. 243; ““With Lowered Eyelids,’” 1955, AA, p. 341.

Schneider, p. 50: ‘‘An object becomes human only if man exerts all his faculties on it. That
is my objection to objets trouves. Jetsam is beautiful, but it is nature. The same holds for
lart informel. 1t is very beautiful, but man ought to assert himself more. That kind of paint-
ing could have been done by birds.”’

“Conversation at Meudon,’’ 1955, AA4, p. 339.

E.g.,: Arp, ‘““Notes from a Diary,”” p. 191: ““in art too man loves a void.... every living
transformation of art is as objectionable to him as the eternal transformation of life.
straight lines and pure colors particularly excite his fury. man does not want to look at the
origin of things, the purity of the world emphasizes too much his own degeneration.”
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“*...Oasis of Purity...,”” 1946, A4, p. 165: ““‘in the dreadful chaos of our era i catch sight of
only a few rare oases of purity. man has succumbed to the frenzy of intelligence.... his in-
humanity has led him into a sordid labyrinth and he is unable to find a way out.... i catch
sight of only a few rare oases of purity in the dreadful chaos of our era. i catch sight of only
a few rare men in this chaos. artists like van doesburg, eggeling, mondrian, sophie taeuber,
and vordemberghe-gildewart....”’

Schneider, p. 50.
“Interview with George L.K. Morris,”’ 1956, A4, p. 350.
“Conversation at Meudon,’’ 1955, 44, p. 339.

L.H. Neitzel, **Schweizer Kunst: Ausblick und Uberblick,”” Das Kunstblatt 7 (July 1918):
204: ‘“Hans Arp hat sich seit dem Kriege aus der Erregtheit expressionistischer Formen zur-
uckgezogen. Er schloss sich streng gegen jedes Erinnerungsbild ab, das von der Aussenwelt
in sein Gestalten dringen wollte. So kam eine grosse Ruhe in sein Werk, das immer strenger
in der Raumgestaltung wurde und um den geistigen Bau nicht durch zufallige Erregtheiten
der Hand zu storen, liess er in der ruhigen Kreuzstichtechnik von andern mit Wolle, Seide
oder Perlgarn seine Gestaltungen ausfiihren, die am schonsten als Mosaiken in strenger
Architektur wirken wurden. Nur das Wesentlichste wird von ihm gegeben, nur Wertver-
haltnisse von Farbe und Form, die wie magische Formeln die Kraft enthalten, alles erstehen
zu lassen, was aus langen Erlebnisreihen in sie eingeschlossen war.”’

L.H. Neitzel, ‘‘Hans Arp-Sophie Taeuber-Arp. Erinnerungen eines Freundes,”” Das Kunst-
werk 9, 2 (1955-1956): 39-41.

Arp to Rebay [March 1917], trans. Wilfred Kling, Rebay Archive: ‘‘Ich glaube dass die
Arbeiten meistens das wertvollste der Menschen sind. Ich glaube auch dass meine Arbeiten
sehr gut sind. Ich glaube dass sie den Menschen viel nutzen konnten und dass sie viel Kraft
an diesen Entfernungen zu Dingen und Menschen sammeln.”’

Huelsenbeck (who became a psychiatrist) believed that Arp, who was kind and peaceful,
habitually sublimated aggressive and anxious feelings in his work, and that during the
Dada period, Arp’s resistance to the war was completely directed into his art and philoso-
phy. Richard Huelsenbeck, ‘‘Hans Arp,”” Kunstwerk 20, 1-2 (1966): 84-86.

Arp correspondence, Rebay Archive. The picture of Arp that Rebay gave in a 1918 letter to
Rudolf Bauer (dated December 5; in Rebay Archive) is far more serious than the stereotype
of the joking, irreverent Dadaist: ‘““Wenn man an seine Einsiedlerwohnung, an sein unber-
echenbares ruhrendes Wesen denkt und die reine Atmosphare um ihn, kann man ihn nur
lieben.... Ein Mensch, der sich so qualt und so tief und eigenartig ist, so lebensunfahig und
voller Leiden ... wie Hans Arp gibt es in meinem Bekanntenkreis sonst nicht, und die Beru-
hung mit ihm tut wohl und macht gut....”’

Pierre Cathelin, Jean Arp, trans. Enid York (New York: Grove, 1959), p. 49.

See note 56 above. Also Ball, p. 53: ““Arp speaks out against the bombast of the gods of
painting (the expressionists)....”’

See also Arp’s similar accounts in ‘‘And So the Circle Closed,” 1948, AA, p. 246; ‘“‘Die
Musen und der Zufall,”’ p. 16.

“And So the Circle Closed,”” AA, p. 246.

Ibid. I believe that Arp’s taking up sculpture in the round, with its associations of perma-
nence, was also connected with his desire to create something lasting. It is notable that al-
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though Arp sculpted primarily in plaster, his poems and essays refer to his sculptures as
stones.

The correct date was given me by Ruth Tillard-Arp, letter of 9 May 1979.

Bleikasten, p. 18, and note 15.

Arp, ‘“‘Das Tages Gerippe,’’ Gesammelte Gedichte I, p. 232:
viel hoher als die wolken der augen

schweben die herzen und seligen fruchte

bevor das blatt sein auge offnet

hat das feuer schon gebadet

die fliigel tragen den himmel

die worte ziehen aus dem munde wie rauch

die augen sind kranze aus erde
die stimmen reichen nur von einem blatt zum anderen blatt

“With Lowered Eyelids,”” 1955, AA, p. 341.

Ball, Flight, pp. 53, 60; Tzara, ‘“Note 2 sur ’Art. H. Arp,”” Dada 2 (1917): n.p.; “‘H.
Arp Exposition am Kunsthaus,”” Dada 4-5 (1919); ‘“‘Inzwischen-Malerei,”” Der
Zeltweg (1919): n.p.; Huelsenbeck, ‘‘Die Arbeiten von Hans Arp;”’ Alexander Partens,
“Dada-Kunst,” Dada Almanach (Berlin: Erich Reiss, 1920), pp. 84-90; Art, introduc-
tion, Moderne Wandteppiche, Stickereien, Malereien, Zeichnungen (Zurich: Galerie Tan-
ner, 1915); quoted in full in original German in Herbert Henkels, ‘‘The Beginning of Dada-
ism: Art and the van Rees in Zurich 1915,”’ Nederlands Kunsthistorish Jahrboek 23 (1972):
387. Arp letters to Rebay, 1916-1917, Rebay Archive.

Letter from Rebay to Bauer, 5 December 1918, trans. Wilfred Kling, Rebay Archive:
“Seine Arbeiten und auch diese Holzschnitte ... haben fur mich den grossten Reiz und wer-
den es behalten, denn ich verstehe was er damit wollte und das ist sehr etwas Schones ... er
liebt die Kunst, er liebt die Werke der Kunst ... wie ein Narr liebt er das....”’

In Foster and Kuenzli, pp. 91-113. Evidence of Dadaists’ awareness of Taoism is also ad-
duced by Ko Won, Buddhist Elements in Dada: A Comparison of Tristan Tzara, Takahashi
Shinkichi, and their Fellow Poets (New York: New York Univ., 1977), pp. 84-86.

LLao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. D.C. Lau (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963), p. 59.
Ibid., p. 91.

Ibid., p. 78.

Read, pp. 111-13.

Richard Wilhelm, / Ging, Das Buch der Wandlungen (Jena: E. Diederichs, 1924). My com-
ments are based on the standard English translation by Carv F. Bavnes and Richard Wil-
helm, 7he I Ching or Book of Changes (New York: Bollingen, 1950).

I am grateful to Harriett Watts, who directed my attention to the / Ching, and look forward
to her detailed discussion of the / Ching’s influence on Arp in a book-length study of his
poetry that she is currently preparing.

Wilhelm, pp. 262-63.
“With Lowered Eyelids,’” 1955, AA, p. 341.



81.

82.

83.
84.
85.
86.

87.
88.

89.

91.

92.

94.

Arp’s Chance Collages 81

Arp, ‘“‘Die Musen und der Zufall,”” p. 15: ‘“‘Die Musen wurden ihnen zu einem frohen,
schonen Schicksal, manchmal auch zu einer unheilvollen Lehre, zu einem unheilvollen
Zufallen.”’

lbid., p. 16: ““Die Zufalle, die dem Kunstler durch die Musen zufallen, sind den Erleuchten-
ungen ahnlich, die den Heiligen zuteil werden, besonders wenn sie aus dem Unendlichen
oder dem ‘Nichts’ kommen.”’

Wilhelm, pp. 280-83.
Arp, ‘“A propos de I’art abstrait,”” p. 358.
Wilhelm, pp. 280-83.

Arp, ‘‘Die Musen und der Zufall,” p. 16: “Wahrend die zerrissenen kleineren und grosser-
en Papierchen auf einen mit Kleister bestrichenen Grund niedersanken, fing‘das Papierbild
einem Marchen gleich, zu leben an, und ich freute mich an dem ratselhaften Duett von Na-
tur und Muse. Uber die Weise und den Inhalt solcher zugefallener Marchenlieder hat Wes-
entliches Novalis in seinen Fragmenten 2067 und 1755 ausgesagt: ‘Das Marchen ist gleich-
sam der Kanon der Piesie. Alles Poetische muss marchenhaft sein. Der Dichter betet den
Zufall an.” Und: ‘Aller Zufall ist wunderbar, Bertihrung eines héchsten Wesens, ein Prob-
lem, Datum des tatig religiosen Sinns.” ”’

Forster, pp. 31-32.

Regarding the connection between Arp’s use of chance and his fundamentally religious in-
clination, see also Hans Richter, ‘“Hans Arp,”’ Begegnungen von Dada bis heute (Cologne:
DuMont Schauberg, 1973), p. 201.

“Interview with George L.K. Morris,”” 1955, AA, p. 350. Also Jean Arp and Marguerite
Arp, ‘“‘Konzept einer Ansprache in Koln 1961, Wallraf-Richartz Jahrbuch 33 (1971): 286;
Carola Giedion-Welcker, Jean Arp (Stuttgart: Gerd Hatje, 1957), p. v; Reinhard Dohl, Das
literarische Werk Hans Arp (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1967), p. 93.

b

Novalis, *‘Klingsohr’s Fairy Tale,” in Hymuns to the Night and other Selected Writings,
trans. and ed. Charles E. Passage (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1960), pp. 17-44.

Novalis, Die Lehrlinge zu Sais (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1975), p. 3: “‘Mannigfache Wege gehen
die Menschen. Wer sie vorfolgt und vergleicht, wird wunderlich Figuren entstehen sehn; Fig-
uren, die zu jener grossen Chiffernschrift zu gehoren scheinen, die man uberall, auf Fligeln,
Eierschalen, in Wolken, im Schnee, in Kristallen und in Steinbildungen, auf gefrierenden
Wassern, im Innern und Aussern der Gebirge, der Pflanzen, der Tiere, der Menschen, in
den Lichtern des Himmels, auf beruhrten und gestrichenen Scheiben von Pech und Glas,
in den Feilspanen um den Magnet her und sonderbaren Konjunkturen des Zufalls erblickt.
In ihnen ahndet man den Schlussel dieser Wunderschrift....”” Trans. partly Roger Cardinal,
German Romantics in Context (London: Studio Vista, 1975), p. 34.

“Dadaland,” 1948, AA, p. 232.

Tzara, ““Note 14 sur la poésie,”’ (dated 1917 in text): ‘“... il y a un rhythme qu’on ne voit et
qu’on a’entend pas: rayons d’un groupement intérieur vers une constellation de I’ordre....
le poete sera sevére envers son oeuvre, pour trouver la vraie nécessite; de cet ascétisme
fleurira, essentiel et pur, ’ordre.”’

Tzara, “Note 2 sur ’art. H. Arp”’: “Toute chose naturelle garde sa clarté d’organisation,
cachée, tirée par des relations qui se groupent comme la famille des lumiéres lunaires, centre
de roue qui tournerait a I’infini, en sphere, elle noue sa liberte, son existence derniére, abso-
lue, a ces lois innombrables, constructives.’’






S

Periods and Commas: Hans Arp’s
Seminal Punctuation

Harriett Watts

Punkte und Kommas: Gegenstande nach den Gesetzen des Zufalls geordnet is a
relief of 1943, completed thirteen years after Hans Arp first began composing
reliefs and poems as ‘‘constellations.” It consists of elements familiar to
anyone acquainted with his work (fig. 5-1). The periods of the constellation are
scattered ovals, designated elsewhere as navels, eggs, eyes, or simply elements.
The comma shape also appears under other names: leaves, tears, drops, buds,
and also as elements. The compositional procedure is familiar as well, a
constellation of forms suggested by das Gesetz des Zufalls, or Arp’s law of the
accident. The work reproduced here is one of Arp’s most successfully realized
constellations, elegantly simplified and conveying a profound sense of organic
balance. Yet this balance is achieved without creating the impression of any
finalized order in the distribution of elements: recombination could begin at
any moment. This instant of aesthetically chosen balance within a system in
constant motion is recorded by the artist as an emblem for man’s contem-
plation.

Arp’s demonstrations of das Gesetz des Zufalls are to be understood as
expressions of organic order, of the human artist creating as nature creates. In
this organic context, it is surprising to find elements of a constellation
designated as periods and commas, punctuation signs lifted out of the printed
flow of language. This relief, however, is not the only instance of a punctuation
constellation. In 1954, Arp entitled a work Interpunctuation. The elements are
the same as those of 1943. The relief Bewegte Konstellation, or Constellation
mouvemente, of 1955 is an example of the elements — periods and commas —
constellated in a new medium, bronze, the permanence of which is challenged
by the movement in the title (fig. 5-2). This last title recalls Arp’s discovery, in
1917, of the bewegte Ovale as a formal principle.! Arp identified these fluid
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Figure 5-2. Hans (Jean) Arp, Bewegte Konstellation, 1955
Bronze, 33 x 44 cm.
Location unknown. (Photo: Etienne Bertrand Weill)
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ovals as the Sinnbild (emblem) of organic growth and change. By 1930,
bewegte Konstellationen had established themselves as a further emblem of
natural transformation. This principle of art, as a human expression of organic
transformation, accompanies Arp from his Dada years throughout his lifetime.
It determines the dynamic energies of his later forms and compositional
techniques as well as those of his Dada drawings and reliefs.

The emblematic significance that Arp read into the bewegte Ovale leads
one to ask if his periods and commas might not also signify something more
than punctuation within a sentence. Further inquiry into what this significance
could be leads one back to two philosophical structures that made a profound
impression on Arp’s imagination as early as Zurich Dada, if not earlier. One is
the structure proposed by Jakob Boehme in his dualist interpretation of Renais-
sance micro/macrocosmic models, and the second embodies the dynamic
interaction of yin and yang in Taoist thought. Boehme’s microcosmic
aufgethaner Punkt, as well as the diagram he formulated for a macrocosmic
“Wunderkugel der Ewigkeit,”” were familiar to Arp during the Dada years of
structural experimentation, as was the Taoist 7 ai-chi-tu (great map of poles).

The fluid ovals offer an initial clue to the organic potential of periods in
Arp’s constellations. The word for ‘‘period’’ in French and in German has two
meanings. Pointe in French is both period and point, as is Punkt in German.
This multivalence enables the pointe or Punkt to function not only as a sign ter-
minating a sentence, but also as a point from which a new line may be gener-
ated. Arp, who often eliminated periods from sentences in his poems, positions
them, instead, above the initial stanza and beneath the final stanza of poems as
well as between stanzas. According to Marguerite Hagenbach, he was adamant
that publishers observe his ‘‘extra-stanzaic’’ punctuation.

In these instances, it is obvious that the isolated period is not to be under-
stood as terminal punctuation.? Instead, it is activated as point, a point that
compacts into itself all that was developed in the previous stanza and that
signals the presence of renewable verbal energies for development into the next
verse. From the point grows a verbal line, then a verbal block, in short, the
poem itself.

With his period/point, Arp reactivates a Renaissance emblem of center
point and circle, the micro/macrocosmic structure in which the microcosmic
point contains all the potential actualized in the macrocosmic whole. Arp was
intimately acquainted with Renaissance, Pythagorean, and medieval geomet-
rical mysticism. The image of the center projecting the circle was all but an
intuitive element of his formal vocabulary, but he modifies the image by
rendering the center in terms of its implicit duality. The center is bifocated to
engender an elliptical curve, or oval, and the bifocal point develops in the sense
of Jakob Boehme’s aufgetahner Punkt (exfoliating point).

Boehme’s structural influence on Arp began very early, years before Arp’s
documented interest in this seventeenth-century German mystic philosopher
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during the Dada period. According to Arp’s younger brother, Francois, Hans
was already reading Boehme intensively as a boy. One of Francois’ first recol-
lections of his brother was that Hans read him passages from Boehme rather
than giving him candy: ‘“Er hat mir Boehme gelesen statt mir Zuckerwurfel zu
geben.’”’? Boehme, Paracelsus, and Renaissance Naturmagie were subjects of
discussion among the Dadaists, at least between Ball and Arp. Arp read selec-
tions from Boehme’s Aurora at the Cabaret Voltaire 12 May and 19 May
1917,'* having just returned from a trip to Ascona. Ball notes Arp’s departure
for Ascona on April 8,° and this spring visit could well have been the occasion
on which Arp finally made his formal breakthrough to the bewegte Ovale,
emblems of organic growth and change. If the formal discovery had not
occurred before the Boehme Soirée in May, then it is certain to have taken
place on Arp’s return to Ascona for the summer. In any case, Jakob Boehme
and the tradition of mystical alchemy in the late Renaissance and early Baroque
periods made important contributions to Arp’s definition of the formal
energies inherent to his fluid ovals and the generative period/point.

Arp’s hermetic Renaissance and Baroque sources reveal themselves
unmistakably in the alchemical micro/macrocosmic imagery of ‘‘je suis un
point,”’® from the 1941 collection Poemes and prénoms. The initial figure of
this poem i1s that of the circle squared, a geometrical representatibn of the
alchemical unification of opposites, in this case, male and female (fig. 5-3).

In a poem charged with the imagery of alchemical sublimation and crys-
tallization, the visionary dream begins with a point which dilates to such an
extent that it embraces eternity within the four corners of terrestrial space:

je suis un point
et réve d’un point
I’éternité a quatre coins

The point replicates itself in dream fission, then begins to exfoliate as contraries
interact:

je lance ma lance dans I’oeil du coeur
mes pieds balancent ’air

Contraries engender one another in the dream projection: heights produce
depths, and sublimation is accompanied by crystallization of organic life:

je léche le haut et le bas
I’ame du coeur s’envole
et plant un animal
I’animal engraisse

et rit

et taille I’air en éventail



EMBLEMA XXI1, De fieretts Natura, 61
Fac ex mare & foemina circulum, inde quadran-

wulum hinc maugu'um fac circulum & ha-
babxs Xap Phdciophomm.

EPICRAMMA XXL

FO&;H?’S md Sile ko Sfiant tibicivenlusyex guo
Surgat, habens wguum formaguadrata latss.

ri

oy

nc Tigonnmducas, sv;rsw ni qat parte rotundam
iz j;",-'”;f; am vedeat : Tum Laps ortus erut.
Sires tantatuse non wox enit ob-viamenti,
"Dogma Geometree [t capisscmne Jeies,
ii PLA-

Figure 5-3. Michael Maier, ‘‘Squaring of the Circle:

Reuniting the Two Sexes,”” emblem XXI
from Scrutinium chymicum, 1787. Frankfurt.
(By permission of the Houghton Library,
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The point is spun into a rotating wheel, the result of interaction between the
opposing forces of centrifugal and centripetal motion. The wheel of contraries
spins through a series of images:

je tourne comme tous les roux
je tourne ma clef

comme ¢a

je ferme la porte

je ferme la rond

The hermetic curve is closed, and further processes of differentiation and reuni-
fication now commence within the vessel of the heart, the closed circle:

enfin I’eau jaillit entre toi et moi
et porte le nous

par ci

par la

comme cli

comme ca

The initial “‘je’” of the point is divided into a “‘toi’” and a ‘“‘moi,”” but a new
synthesis is reached in “‘le nous.”’ A new set of contraries now engenders itself,
contraries reduced to the most simple clichés of direction and manner, ‘‘par
cl / parla / comme ci / comme ca.”’ A resonance at the core of Arp’s bipolar
structures is struck, and a bell sings within the vessel of the poet’s mouth,
resounding throughout the chamber of the head:

une cloche chante dans ma bouche
comme ci

comme ca

c’est I’heure de la minute

c’est I’heure de I’air

Time itself is simultaneously crystallized into the point of a minute and subli-
mated into an endless expanse of the air, diffused from an initial crystal
moment to the ‘“four corners of the world.”

Arp consciously isolated and developed the bipolar point in his poetry as
early as 1922, in the collection later published in 1930 as weisst du schwarzt du
(if you white, you black). In the initial poem of the collection, Arp reconciles a
square to the circle and condenses the unified geometrical contraries to a point,
which then exfoliates again in a clockwise progression of contraries:

sie gehen ein quadrat

einen kreis

einen punkt

und drehen sich auf dem punkt
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punktlich halb um

und wieder halb um

und gehen weiter

und wollen nicht ausratten
auf der rattenmatte

auf der zwolftesten platte
und kurzen das kurze

und verlangern das lange
und verdunnen das dunne
und verdicken das dicke
und bleiben sich vis-a-vis’

Each half rotation around the point is met by the complementary and opposite
180-degree rotation. The point itself is transformed into a clock after Arp intro-
duces it as an adverb, ‘‘punktlich’’ (punctually). The contraries generate one
another with clocklike regularity. Thinness is thinned, whereupon thickness is
thickened. The rotation of the hand around the clock from 6:00 to 12:00 is
balanced by a mirror image of rotation in the opposite direction, in which all
the elements remain ‘‘vis-a-vis.”” The ‘‘sie gehen’’ of the first line in the poem is
plural, announcing the principle of fission. The *‘sie’’ are split, vis-a-vis, as they
progress in opposite directions through the series of contraries. This split into
plurality maintains the principle of bilateral symmetry as the two agents follow
identical but opposite 180-degree trajectories, engendering contraries while
remaining face-to-face mirror images of one another.

There is a proximity of structural tensions engendered by Arp’s bipolar
bewegte Ovale to the tensions of bilateral symmetry in the Dada woodcuts; for
example, those illustrating Richard Huelsenbeck’s Phantastische Gebete. The
formal principle which immediately preceded that of the fluid ovals® is
reestablished in mirror image oppositions that Arp sets up throughout the
collection weisst du schwarzt du. The majority of these poems evolve through a
progression of contraries, a process signaled by the title of the collection. The
point at which each contrary is generated by its opposite is literally a ‘‘turning
point’’ in time, space, or direction. For example, the second poem begins as
follows:

ist dies diesseits
ist jenes jenseits

das vorderteil geht vorne hinaus
das hinterteil geht hinten hinaus
und die mitte bleibt stehen®

Each element of the poem both replicates itself and engenders its opposite,
which then likewise replicates itself. ‘‘Dies’’ replicates itself into ‘‘diesseits,”’
then generates its opposite, ‘‘jenes’’ and ‘‘jenseits.”’” ‘“‘Vorderteil’’ replicates
into ‘“‘vorne,”’ then generates ‘‘hinterteil’’ and ‘‘hinten.’’ The point stays in
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place to promise the renewal of all potential inherent to the species or realm,
regardless of the individual direction in which life forms have developed the
day before. Although the point may rest dormant through the night, it will
germinate anew the next morning.

Arp transforms the point into the double image of pearl and dewdrop in
the poem ‘‘Pousses’ of 1953.'° The generative point signals a plethora of
growth, which is announced in the title, ‘“‘Sprouts.”’

Pousses

La lumiére jette des perles dans un jardin
les belles pousses élancées.

Jeux perlés

Vive les perles!

Manifesting themselves simultaneously as light and as water, the pearls are
reflections of the morning sun in the dewdrops, the interaction of the sun’s
“fire’” and the element ‘‘water.”” No sooner do they enter the sentence than
sprouts appear. The germinating interplay of pearls, points, light, and sprouts
begins, and the cry ‘“vive les perles’’ launches new life into its next phase of
growth, differentiation and the development of stems: ;

Colonnes vivantes, sveltes.
Cadence des tiges.

The cadence sounds as the stems merge with shadows and the sprouts awaken
out of dormant sleep into the blue skies of day:

L’ombre et la tige se confondent
C’est alors qu’ils quittent le réve
et poussent dans le bleu tels des épees.

Each dewdrop/pearl/point/sprout is a microcosmic expression of infinite
potential for universal growth, growth that must initiate in each discrete
instance of germination. Life in the garden is one of infinite instants and instant
infinities, the extreme of contraries and contradiction compacted into each
germinative point.

C’est une vie d’infinis instants.
De chaque pousse surgit une main
et a chaque main surgissent cing pousses.

Man and plant become one expression of growth, as each sprout ramifies into a
hand and every hand produces, in turn, five-finger sprouts. Stems, stars, and
bones become one in a cosmic weave, in a veil of plant stars:
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Leurs bouches s’ouvrent parmi les souvenirs des
souffles

envelopees dans un voile d’etoiles végetales.

Les cavitées articulaires écument et sirotent.

Breath is introduced, and articulation begins. The articulation will be that of
the pre-Adamic tongue, in which the act of naming is one with that of creating.
The web of differentiating life is sublimated into the diffuse perfume of man
before the fall, and the stems and veins separate and structure a body of flesh.

Dentelles de veines.

Parfum d’Adam.

Des tiges furieuses se dispersent

pareilles a des éclairs dans un fond immense de chair.

Man is still one with nature, and human torso and tree are fused in an image of
growth. Trunks produce limbs, and the finest of filaments ramify into capillary
systems.

Des membres supérieurs s’éléevent et s’eloignent du tronc.
Des masses de filaments tenus, deliés,

enfin des consonnes fines,

sortent de leurs graines de lune embaumée.

From the cadence of stems, growth culminates in actual powers of speech.
These are the last seeds to germinate — the word (/ogos) which man himself
may pronounce in order to generate life. The living filigree of stalks, stems,
veins, trunks, bones, and flesh is assembled into a final image of the tortoise-
shell fan poised not far from the play of pearls, the initial points, which ger-
minated into the organic cosmos of the poem.

Des éventails d’écaille d’une belle venue
se balance non loin d’un jeu de perles.

The primal aufgetahne Punkte of the poem ‘‘Pousses’’ is not to be under-
stood as one single starting point from which all life develops. Rather, the
aufgetahner Punkt repeats itself in each individual instance of growth. Every
moment of germination is an ‘‘instant infinity,’’ life itself the cadence of such
instants. The development of the poem is discontinuous, one constellation after
another of discrete points. The play of pearls in the first and final image is
effervescent; dewdrops alight in the sun before they evaporate. There is no
suggestion that the pearls are strung together in a continuous chain. Instead,
they are strewn at random like seed, glittering from the tips of freshly germi-
nated sprouts, sparkling in momentary configurations, each point a potential
expression of the infinite. Finalized form is introduced to the poem only in the
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last line, with the image of a fan constructed from tortoise shell, hardened
tissue that is no longer living. This configuration of inert matter is counter-
balanced, however, by the resumption of the play of pearls, the reactivation of
seminal points of light and water.

Jakob Boehme also combines the image of the pearl with that of the
germinating sprout. The pearl is a variation on the bipolar generative
microcosm 1n Von der Menschwerdung Christi (vol. 11, ch. 8)."" A trembling
“Perlenzweig’’ 1s born at the moment of shock, the confrontation of opposites.
The ‘“Schrack” occurs as the ‘“‘Angstquall’”’ of death and the ‘‘stille sanfte
Quall’’ of divine love come into contact and interact as the two eyes of the
divinity. The pearl branch itself embodies the conjunctoria oppositorum as it
grows into ‘‘das grosse Leben,’’ which is born out of ‘‘dem Angst’’ and ‘‘dem
Bosen.”’

So dann seine Angst die Freiheit kostet, dass sie eine solche stille sanfte Quall ist, so ersch-
ricket die Angstquall und im Schrecken zerbricht der feindige herbe Tod, denn es ist ein
Schrack grosser Freuden und eine Anzundung des Leben Gottes. Und also wird der Per-
lenzweig geboren, der stehet nun in zitternde Freude, aber in grosser Gefahr, denn der Tod
und die Angstquall ist seine Wurzel und ist damit umgeben, als ein schoner griuner Zweig
der aus einem stinkenden Miste auswachset, aus der Stankquall, und bekommit eine andere
Essenz, Geruch, Wesen und Quaal, als seine Mutter hat, aus welcher er geboren ward:
wie dann auch die Quaal in der Natur solche Eigenschaft hat, dass aus dem Bdsen als aus
der Angst, das grosse Leben erboren wird.

The new ‘‘Essenz, Geruch, Wesen und Quaal’’ diffused by the ‘‘Perlenzweig”’
could be characterized, in Boehme’s terms, as the perfume of a restored Adam.

There is no definitive evidence that Arp took his ‘‘Perle/Pousse’’ directly
from Boehme, but both poets develop the image with precisely the same
dynamics involved and with the same final goal. Arp’s germinative process
culminates, as does Boehme’s, in ‘‘das grosse Leben’’ and in ‘‘eine andere ...
Geruch.”” The “‘parfum d’Adam’’ accompanies the lines with which the poem
began: ‘‘Des tiges furieuses se dispersent/pareilles a des éclairs dans un fond
immense de chair.”” Boehme often describes his moment of ‘‘Schrack’’ and the
“Anziindung des Lebens’” as a lightning flash. Arp’s lightning flashes
(‘“‘eclairs’’) likewise play in the cosmic depths of materialized flesh, ‘‘des eclairs
dans un fond immense de chair.’’

The definitive characteristic in all Boehme’s depictions of the microcosmic
point is its bipolarity. The seminal point, or seed, cannot be activated without
a built-in provision for the interaction of contraries, of the ‘‘ja’’ and ‘‘nein,”’
black and white, ‘‘Angstquall’’ and ‘‘sanfte quall,”” ‘“‘schoner grine Zweig”’
and ‘‘stinkender Mist.”” A diagram illustrating Boehme’s Vierzig Fragen der
Seelen graphically demonstrates the bipolar opposition through which both the
microcosm and the macrocosm can materialize (fig. 5-4). The diagram is
entitled ‘““Wunderauge der Gottheit,”” or, alternately, ‘‘Philosophische Kugel
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der Ewigkeit.”” Macrocosmic in dimension, it is equally valid for any
microcosmic pearl or germinating seed. The divine eye is split into two eyes,
which propel one another back-to-back while rotating in opposite directions.
One arc issues from the corrosive fire eye of the divinity; the other issues from
the sustaining eye of divine love, which radiates warmth and illumination. No
materialization, macrocosmic or microcosmic, can take place without the inter-
action of the opposing arcs. Boehme’s concept of the materialized cosmos, of
‘““gottliche Leiblichkeit’’ as divine corporality achieved through the interaction
of contraries, i1s echoed in Arp’s use of the term concretion for the work of art.

In the 1951 collection Auch das ist nur eine Wolke, Arp expands the two-
dimensional period/point into three-dimensional spheres, which are activated
in his prose poem ‘‘Balle:’’!?

Bunte Balle bedecken mich von Scheitel bis zur Sohle. Sie haften, wie von einem Magnet
angezogen, an mir.

The balls await fulfillment in the imagination of the poet, who must find a way
for them to express their activated three-dimensional, geometric potential:

Ich sptire ihr verfehltes, jammervolles Dasein. Sie mochten wie in einer abendlichen Gal-
avorstellung im Zirkus, von kreideweissen, giftigem Licht umstrahlt, ein extravagentes
Spiel aus blitzendem Treiben, prunkenden Schwungen, stolzem Aufspruhen entfalten. Sie
mochten kreisen, steigen, wirbeln. Sie mochten schweben.

The poet launches the points into geometrical acrobatics, tracing circles, curves,
parabolas, and spirals. Following this imaginary gala presentation, the balls are
suddenly ‘‘aufgethan,’’ sprung open into waves of light and sound:

Ein starker Applaus aus einem in der Nihe gelegenen Gebatide lasst die bunte Balle, die an
mir haften, in summende Punkte zerspringen. Das Zimmer blinzelt unsicher um mich.
Die summenden Punkte schwarmen aus und durchdringen die Stiihle, die Tische, die
Bucher, die auf den Tischen liegen und in denen ich fleissig lesen wollte. Die Sttihle, die
Tische, die Bucher summen. Das ganze Zimmer summt.

The hum vibrates throughout the room as the points propagate themselves into
every element in the environment. The room, the table, the books, the chairs —
ail are humming. Each microcosmic point participates in the macrocosm of the
vibrating chamber. The previous geometrical dream of circles, arcs, and spirals
finds expression in a resonance, waves propagated through space, which
encompasses the room and each individual point in it.

In the previously discussed 1942 collection, Poemes sans prenoms, Arp
similarly transforms the geometrical figures of a circular sun and the helixes of
a waxing and waning moon into resonant vibrations, the expression of an
oscillation between polar opposites:
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les vcombissements des helices de la lune
chassent le soleil de miel

je ferme les yeux et j’ouvre les fenétres

je ouvre la bouche et ferme la porte

la moisson meétallique carillonne dans ma téte'?

A series of oppositions is established: sun and moon, opening and closing.
These opposites are accompanied by double pairing of eyes and windows, and
mouth and door. The head itself becomes the resonating chamber of the
aufgetaner Punkte, a metallic harvest of vibration. Arp frequently converts the
head into a bell, with the tongue as bell clapper. With in elliptical head,
alternation between the two generative foci, the two eyes, is converted into
sources of light waves. The tongue, or clapper, initiates the vibrations struck up
at both ends of its arc as it swings from pole to pole within the head.

During the highly innovative and productive period in Grasse when
Poemes sans prenoms was written, Arp made his most intensive metaphorical
use of what would seem to be the least lyrical aspect of writing: grammatical
classifications and punctuation. This reduction in elements is even more radical
than the sober language and strict bilateral and polar pairings of weisst du
schwarzt du. In these experiments, Arp infuses his punctuation with heightened
ambiguity, with energies for the generation of new forms, and with potential
for recombinations within the general framework of the poem or the relief.

In the concluding stanza of the Poemes sans prenoms,'* Arp recapitulates
alchemical motifs that have surfaced repeatedly throughout the collection.
The rosy-red culmination of the alchemical process follows a successful realiza-
tion of the conjunctia oppositorum (mating of opposites) of male and female,
of sun and moon:

une riviere accourt et chante et danse et boit
son petit doigt

et laisse les portes et les fenétres du bonheur
et du malheur ouvertes.

les nuages entrent et attaquent a brile-pourpoint
les virgules

et parent les traits d’union rouges entre les hommes
et les femmes.

In the first image of the stanza, a hermetic circle is closed: a river rushes to meet
its beginning, sings, dances, and drinks its little finger. A personification
implicit in the common expression ‘‘mouth of the river’’ (which also exists in
German and French) is taken literally with the actual presence of the river’s
little finger, which suggests the river’s smallest tributary and its original source.
A river drinking its own beginning is a liquid variation on the figure of the
oroborus, the serpent swallowing its own tail. The river’s hermetic closure
completes a figure that can accommodate the polarities of the poem. Arp again
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evokes the resonance chamber of the head, where eyes and mouth became
windows and door. The head is now hermetically sealed as the serpentine river/
oroborus, and the windows and doors can be left open to admit both
“bonheur’’ and ‘‘malheur.’’ The clouds enter as vapor, a chemical sign of the
process of sublimation in the hermetic vessel of the head. There they attack at
“brule-pourpoint’’ (point blank) or, literally in French, at the elevated temper-
ature necessary to initiate the chemical transformation within the vessel. The
attack is launched against the precipitates of the distillatory process: here,
periods and commas. Arp’s alchemical crystallite, punctuation signs, echo the
grammatical title of the collection, Poemes sans prénoms. It also leads to a
surprising new embodiment of the mercurius fils, the offspring of a successfully
realized conjunctia oppositorum. The creation of the mercurius fils is signaled
by the appearance of the color red. In Arp’s alchemical marriage of opposites,
a red hyphen appears, the ‘‘traits d’union rouges entre les hommes et les
femmes.’’ The attacking clouds prepare the way for the ‘‘traits d’union’’ in this
stanza, whereby the sense of the punctuation mark is expanded by having been
taken as a literal realization of an alchemical union between male and female.
The hyphen (¢raite d’union in French) has a similar literal capacity for bonding
in German, where it is the Bindestrich. On occasion, Arp also takes this word
at its face value, making it more than a hyphen.

The philosopher’s stone, in all serious alchemical accounts, is not so likely
to be found in gold as it is in the most commonplace, the most universally
distributed of objects. For this reason, it is very difficult to recognize. By impli-
cation, Arp, in the Poemes sans prenoms, would seek out the philosopher’s
stone in those most commonplace and seemingly lifeless objects in the verbal
landscape: punctuation marks. These signs, taken literally rather than for
granted, can be recognized as embodying the conjunctia oppositorum.

In English, there is no possibility for the wordplay with the hyphen that
exists in both German and French. A hyphen binds words together, but only as
a punctuation command. As noted before, in French and in German, Arp has
further possibilities for playing with the double meaning of Punkt and pointe as
either period or point. Once aware of the double significance with which he
invests both the period and the hyphen in the Poéemes sans préenoms, one begins
to notice a further punctuation mark that appears verbally and as a visual sign
in Arp’s work. This punctuation sign is the comma. Commas are specified,
along with periods, in several poems and in the reliefs cited. In the 1955 relief
Bewegte Konstellation, the elements of punctuation interpenetrate. On the left
side of the constellation, the two elements announce themselves in isolation,
oval and comma; on the right, the two are united within the framework of a
further oval. The Bewegte Konstellation is in motion due to an implied fertili-
zation. The sperm like comma and the female egg nucleus meet within the
vessel of the ovum prior to the division of the fertilized egg into the zygote.
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In the company of periods, commas had already appeared, in 1939, in the
collection Muscheln und Schirme, where they display generative powers of their
own."’

der blitz schiesst fur
die schlange die fliigel
vom mond das
komma strickt fiir den
punkt eier

voll schritte der
schwanz zahlt fur

die zunge die sterne

in den mahnen

Within the image ‘‘the comma knits eggs for the period’’ are all the implica-
tions of the bewegte Konstellation. The period/point suggests the ovum; the
comma with a tail, which follows the production of the eggs, suggests the
sperm cell. The eggs are full of steps, or developmental stages, in this bewegte
Konstellation, and between the tongue and the tail waves a mane of celestial
configurations with all its star points to be counted.

In the next stanza of the poem, quartets of commas and periods are
paired as complements, the two quartets carrying clouds of different colors:

vier punkte tragen eine rosenrote
wolke vier

kommas tragen eine

meergrune wolke

The complementary opposition of the two quartets in the stanza is intensified
by the color associations of ‘‘rosenrote’’ and ‘‘meergrune,’’ fire (or the sun)
opposed to water and the sea. Commas carry the same cloud load as periods,
and one is led to ask if they are not carrying a metaphysical charge as well.

In later constellations, commas become almost equivalent to navels. The
comma is modified toward the shape of a drop in which the head is slightly
more rounded an<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>