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Few artists spanned the movements of

early twentieth-century art as completely

as did Hans Richter. Richter was a major

force in the developments of expression-

ism, Dada, De Stijl, constructivism, and

surrealism, and the creator, with Viking

Eggeling, of the abstract cinema. Along

with Theo van Doesburg, László Moholy-

Nagy, El Lissitzky, and a few others, he is

one of the artists crucial to an understand-

ing of the role of the arts in the recon-

struction era following World War I. After

his emigration to the United States in

1941, he contributed enormously to mod-

ernism in the United States and served as

an important conduit between the

American and European art communities.

Most American scholars have

focused on Richter’s film work and have

favored a strictly formalist approach that

separates art and politics. The contribu-

tors to this book rewrite Richter’s history to

include his pivotal role in the development

of the early twentieth-century avant-garde

and his political activism. When Richter’s

work, particularly that of his earlier,

European career, is viewed in its historical

and political context, he emerges as an

artist committed to the power of art to

change the fabric of social, political, and

cultural affairs.

The essays in this book, which

accompanied a major 1998 Richter retro-

spective held in Valencia, Spain, and at

the University of Iowa Art Museum, are

organized roughly around the expression-

ist and Dada years, Richter’s short tenure

in Munich’s postwar revolutionary Second

Council Republic, his central involvement

in international constructivism and the

development of the abstract cinema, and

the politicization of film that arose from his

anti-Nazi activities of the late twenties and

thirties.

Stephen C. Foster is Professor in the

School of Art and Art History at the

University of Iowa.

“The articles in Stephen Foster’s skillfully

edited anthology put Hans Richter into the

context of political and social events which

formed the crucible of his work. This task

of historical recovery makes a vital contri-

bution to understanding the link between

form and ideology in the work of this signifi-

cant early and influential twentieth-century

figure. A valuable work—not just for the

study of Richter, but as a model of current

scholarship.”

Johanna Drucker, Department of Art

History, Yale University
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2.10: Café Odéon, 1917 28

2.11: Corray der Blaubart, 1917 29

2.12: Groteske (Die Welt den Ochsen und den

Schweinen), 1917 32

2.13: Kaiser Wilhelm als Befehlshaber des Todes,

1917 32

2.14: Visionary Portrait—Emmy Hennings, 1917 35

2.15 (also plate 6): Lokomotivseele/Visionary Portrait,

1916–17 35

2.16: Revolution, 1917–18 39

2.17: Der Fr(e)ie Verlag, 1917 40

3.1: Portrait of Hugo Ball, 1917 52

3.2: Cover of Die Aktion, 1916 53

3.3: Dada-Kopf (Alfred Wolfenstein), 1917 53

3.4: An die Mütter Europas, 1917 56

3.5: Study for Revolution, c. 1918 57

3.6: Dada-Kopf, 1919 57

4.1: Präludium, page 6, 1919 77

4.2: Still from Rhythmus 21, 1921 79

4.3 (and plate 7): Rhythmus 23, 1923 84

4.4 (and plate 8): Orchestration der Farbe, 1923 84

4.5 (and plate 9): Study for Rhythmus 25, 1923 87

5.1: Photographer unknown, Hans Richter and Nelly and

Theo van Doesburg in Berlin, c. 1921 98

viii



5.2: Photographer unknown, participants of the Congress

for International Progressive Artists, Düsseldorf,

1922 104

5.3: Walter Dexel’s guest book 106–107

5.4: Photographer unknown, participants of the founding

congress of the Constructivist International, Weimar,

1922 108

5.5: Kasimir Malevich’s film script dedicated to Hans

Richter, pages 1–3 114–115

6.1: Strip from Inflation, 1928 128

6.2: Still from Vormittagsspuk, 1928 134

6.3: Still from Vormittagsspuk, 1928 135

6.4: Image from Rennsymphonie, 1928–29 137

6.5: Photographer unknown, members of the Congress of

Independent Cinema, La Sarraz, 1929 145

6.6: Still from Metall, 1933 153

7.1: Photographer unknown, Marcel Duchamp, Max Ernst,

and Hans Richter in Richter’s studio in New York,

1953 163

7.2 (and plate 10): Liberation of Paris, 1944–45 167

7.3: Photographer unknown, Hans Richter, Director of

New York City College Film Institute, c. 1949 171

7.4: Still from Dreams That Money Can Buy,

1944–47 175

9.1: Photographer unknown, Hans Richter in Hoppegarten

Military Hospital, 1916 244

9.2: Poster by Hans Richter for exhibition at Galerie Neue

Kunst Hans Goltz, 1916 245

9.3: Photographer unknown, Hans Arp, Tristan Tzara, and

Hans Richter in Zurich, 1917 249

List of Illustrations ix



9.4: Artist unknown, poster for the eighth Dada soirée,

1919 252

9.5: G, cover of first issue, July 1923 259

9.6: Photographer unknown, Hans Richter, Sergei

Eisenstein, and Man Ray in Paris, 1929 263

9.7: Photographer unknown, Hans Richter, Robert J.

Flaherty, and Joris Ivens in New York, 1944 270

9.8: Photographer unknown, Hans Richter at City College,

New York, 1956 271

9.9: Photographer unknown, Hans Arp and Hans Richter

in the Ticino, c. 1963 273

x



Acknowledgments

If I remember correctly, the beginning of this project dates

from a phone conversation with Wendy Hawley-Ruppel. Al-

though I cannot recall the exact content of the conversation,

it prompted me to call Hans Ruppel and Ursula Lawder, son

and daughter of Hans Richter and executors of the Hans

Richter Estate. It was at that point, on the eve of the Richter

centennial, that plans were first discussed for a monograph

and retrospective exhibition.

As in all such ventures, this book project has relied on

the advice and encouragement of many parties—individuals,

galleries, and institutions—without whose help the project

would not have been realized. Foremost among these, I wish

to thank Ursula Lawder and Hans Ruppel for the complete

support of the Estate. At a point when the lack of such coop-

eration is legendary, their facilitating role, enthusiasm for the

project, and complete trust in its direction have been truly

remarkable. Also deserving of special thanks is Marion von

Hofacker, long identified as a leading Richter expert and in-

strumental in most past Richter exhibition projects of signifi-

cance; she contributed enormously to this book.

The University of Iowa Museum of Art lent crucial sup-

port to this book and the upcoming exhibition through the



acquisition of a National Endowment for the Arts grant. The

Museum also gave generously of the leadership and staff

time required for the success of these projects. I am particu-

larly grateful to Stephen Prokopoff, Director of the University

of Iowa Museum of Art, Pam Trimpe, Curator of Painting and

Sculpture, and Robin Braun, assistant to Ms. Trimpe, for their

invaluable assistance throughout the project’s development.

Substantive assistance in research and editing came

from four students in the University of Iowa graduate Art His-

tory program. They are Dan Siedell (currently Curator at the

Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery and Sculpture Garden), who

attended to all aspects of the project in its early stages; Curt

Germundson, who was responsible for coordinating all work

in my office and between my office and the museum; Sarah

Warren, who assumed the role of preliminary copy editor; and

Kirsten Strom, who was responsible for the final stages of

the editing.

Finally, I wish to acknowledge Roger Conover of the

MIT Press and his assistant Julie Grimaldi for their expert su-

pervision of this book’s publication; the National Endowment

for the Arts for providing substantial funding for the project;

and the office of the Vice-President for Research of the Uni-

versity of Iowa.

xii



H
A

N
S

R
IC

H
T

E
R



S
T

E
P

H
E

N
C

.F
O

S
T

E
R

Hans Richter: Prophet of Modernism



It is common knowledge that artists are submitted to a variety

of historiographical fates that are too frequently the result of

factors extrinsic to the artist or his/her work, such as the point

in time and place from which the history emerges, trends in

scholarship, and late reevaluations of early careers by the

artists themselves, among many more.

Recent American scholarship has typically formalized

the work of early twentieth-century European movements in

ways that decontextualize the works and diminish access

to their historical significance. For decades the analysis and

evaluation of these movements has subjected them to norm-

ative procedures that sidestepped political issues and guar-

anteed their conformity to the separation of art and pointed

social purpose that was pioneered by the modern academy

of the 1940s, fifties, and even sixties. This work has been

disproportionately aestheticized in such a way that the losses

for cultural history exceed the gains for art’s formal and craft



history. In the course of such aestheticization, as but one

example, the futurists were removed from the center of mod-

ernism and relegated to the fringe. Some artists have been

treated more kindly. Thus, Marcel Janco looms larger than

life because of his important involvement in Zurich Dada al-

though, and very understandably, Janco himself minimized

his early years in order to serve his late career as an artist.

The case of George Grosz is more complex. Always a major

factor in the arts of the World War I era, his later silence con-

cerning, what sometimes seems to be his disavowal of, the

early years was based more on political disillusionment than

on special care for his later career. Others, such as Johannes

Baader, were consigned to complete oblivion. In all the above

respects, Hans Richter (Johannes Siegfried Richter, 1888–

1976) is no exception (fig. 1.1). Indeed, our perception of him

is the result of a particularly complex set of American historio-

graphic circumstances. There seems to be considerable

merit in detailing these circumstances here and in briefly dis-

cussing their ramifications for the Richter literature; how he

has been structured into the historical fabric of the twentieth

century, especially by American historians and critics; and

what this has meant for our assessment of his significance.

One of the interesting, although by no means incorrect,

results of his Americanization is something of an imbalance

in the literature that favors Richter the filmmaker. This is

based in part on the sociology of midcentury academics and,

in part, on Richter’s assimilation into an American historiogra-

phy of European modernism in which Europeans participated

(with the exception of French sources) only marginally. There

are a variety of good reasons for this situation: primarily, that

Richter’s most significant work during the eight years preced-

ing his emigration to America in 1941 was largely in film, for

which activity he became best known as a contemporary

American artist. Understandably, those writing about Richter

belonged to the community of critics rather than to the com-

munity of historians. This was inevitable for an artist, then still

very much alive, who was exerting a considerable influence

4
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1.1
Man Ray
Photo portrait of Hans Richter, c. 1930
Collection Inge Dambruch-Gütt,
Frankfurt

on the American art scene. Even Richter himself paid rather

little attention to his “history” until the late years when he pub-

lished the influential and still standard text Dada: Kunst und

Anti-Kunst, 1964 (Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 1965).

There is nothing “wrong” with any of this, in and of itself.

Richter’s achievements as a filmmaker and documentarian

are truly impressive. His impact on American art as a teacher,

artist, and administrator was considerable. He continued to

produce “major” work (fig. 1.2; plate 1). However, this repu-



tation did have the inadvertent and unintentional effect of pre-

senting his earlier career as “background” for his later career.

It is to help restore Richter’s earlier European career to the

context of cultural history that this exhibition and monograph

have been prepared.

Hans Richter’s centennial (1988) provided the perfect

occasion for beginning a reassessment of his early work, this

time from the perspective of a broader cultural history. Rich-

ter has been reexamined at a time when the very concept

of modernism is being closely scrutinized and subjected to

more sophisticated analysis. The careful historical examina-

tion of the origins of the twentieth-century avant-garde has

become more pivotal than ever to the modernist debate. The

crucial questions—the place of art in culture, the “crisis” of

modernism, etc.—have been restored to the early twentieth-

century points from which they emerged. In the process, the

importance of Richter’s later years seems to have receded

(not, it should be stressed, in terms of the significance of the

art, but in terms of its value in centering our most pressing

questions). However, Richter’s major importance in these

early years, in particular how his activities and works ramified

them, has been disproportionately understudied, a deficiency

only now being corrected. Certainly, some of the literature on

Richter offers valuable building blocks for the present under-

taking, as our citations will show. This is particularly true of

Hans Richter: Malerei und Film (Deutsches Filmmuseum,

Frankfurt am Main, 1989) and Hans Richter: 1888–1976

(Kunsthaus Zürich, 1982). Yet something still needs to be

added to further contextualize Richter’s central role in the

constitution of early twentieth-century modernism itself.

It is somewhat understandable that Richter’s star

should rise as others’ once considered masters are on the

wane. This entails, in part, the reconception of an artist’s

career, now seen less as the cumulative production of great

(good) works than as an effective configuration of visual

moves, understandable largely in terms of the specific con-

6



texts in which they were made. And this is but a footnote to

the erosion of artistic authorship, in general, in favor of the

concept of “author functions” (Foucault). Less inclined to con-

centrate on the uniqueness of the author’s voice (who is

speaking?), present interests focus on the use of authorial

authority as a strategy for achieving particular objectives.

“Creator culture,” by means of which we have erected

our pantheon of the great twentieth-century artists, is dissolv-

ing in the face of questions and concerns involving the “cul-

ture of creation.” This reversal of the terms is a corollary to

the demise of idealist aesthetics. The significance of an artist,

rather than being measured by the standards (any standards)

of quality and the coherence of his/her oeuvre, is now as-

sessed in terms of the constitutive potential of the presented

work in the context of competing visual discourses. At any

given time, it is the visible participation in, interception of,

and, more importantly, influence on the creation of a place

within a contending discourse (a place in the culture of cre-

ation) that will secure an artist’s activity as historically

important.

Understandably, the establishment has a considerable

stake in resisting such a perspective, based on its investment

in stable cultural/artistic canons and the industries by which

they are sustained and perpetuated. And such resistance,

based on these investments (museums, galleries, univer-

sity curricula, art publications, and other dimensions of our

7Hans Richter: Prophet of Modernism
Foster

1.2
Stalingrad, 1946
Tempera and collage, 94 3 512 cm
Galleria d’Arte del Naviglio, Milan



modernist institutions), go far to explain why Richter has

been consigned to a somewhat minor place in the history of

twentieth-century art. For some, that is, his works satisfy

standards of quality less well than others (a few of his con-

temporaries that dominate the textbooks), betray a trajectory

in his career that may be viewed as dependent on “pioneers”

(this is, of course, less true of his work in cinema), and appear

to be somewhat opportunistic (in terms of more contempo-

rary thinking, strategizing his moves). Richter is perceived as

more a function of a period’s authorship than a great self-

created author who speaks universal truths.

More an individual who sought power through use of

authorship—one whose interests revolve around the deploy-

ment of authorial power—Richter, notwithstanding objections

from the academy, compellingly embodies our contemporary

concept of a politically motivated artist. He assumes a pivotal

place in what could be described as the politics of cultural

creation. It is precisely in this respect that Richter can be sep-

arated from most of his contemporaries: George Grosz, the

political artist, Raoul Hausmann, the Kunstkritiker, et al. Con-

sciously or not, Richter subscribed to an open-ended concept

of culture where one’s position was described less as “for”

or “against” than “in relationship to”—that is, where “for” and

“against” are understood better as strategies (pragmatics)

than as metaphysical imperatives. It was within this context

that Richter prepared the ground for action “for” or “against”

rather than the mere pronouncement “for” or “against.” For

Richter, even film was created as an instrument—the consti-

tuting means—of critique, and was driven by its content in

only a secondary way.

If one is to understand Richter, it must be through his

transaction of politics by art, and in his manipulation of art in

the interest of cultural politics. He was more concerned with

utilizing available “concepts of revolution” than in being “revo-

lutionary” (the former, as a deployment of a concept of revolu-

tion, is the way his involvement in Munich’s Second Council

Republic should be understood). Richter stepped into (or was

8



invited into) roles of others’ creation, occupied positions avail-

able for use and from which action could be taken, positions

from where culture could be constituted. The positions he oc-

cupied were, for Richter, not culture, and the creating of the

position (and the creation of works of art) would not have

meant the creation of culture (as it would have then, and con-

tinues to, for the academy).

It follows that there is limited value in describing Rich-

ter’s work in terms of genre (painting, drawing, film, etc.),

since genres were developed more for their strategic than

for their stylistic or rhetorical power. More akin to alternative

positions, or potential coordinates within competing artistic

discourses, “ways of making art” collapsed into strategies of

“taking sides.”

One stands to learn less about Richter from modernism

than one does about modernism from Richter; that is, ironi-

cally enough, while modernism makes Richter smaller, Rich-

ter makes modernism larger. Richter is challengeable, and

has been challenged, on precisely and only the grounds upon

which being a modernist is presently faulted or, if not faulted,

perceived as limited and dated. At the same time, Richter de-

scribes a radius for modernism that far exceeds the dis-

approving grounds of his critics. Indeed, he illustrates the

variousness of modernism and underscores the significance

of some of its agendas for the present; in short, he becomes

part of “our” modernism and the dimension of modernism that

we can still embrace.

This book is constituted to reflect a series of paradigm

shifts within which Richter’s objectives were redefined and

restrategized. These correspond roughly to the expressionist

and Dada years (one could defend their separation), the im-

mediate postwar revolutionary years (including his short

tenure in Munich), his involvement with international con-

structivism and the development of the nonobjective cinema,

the politicization of film in the late twenties and thirties that he

pursued in the context of Nazism and, arguably, Richter’s first

ten years in the United States.

9Hans Richter: Prophet of Modernism
Foster



In concentrating on these periods, we make every at-

tempt to contextualize Richter’s career securely between his

early training in modernism and his later American years, but

the latter, for all practical purposes, are omitted from the pres-

ent project. This decision rests on the nature of questions

currently being addressed to modernism, understood in rela-

tionship to Richter’s pivotal early and middle careers. In no

way does it constitute a judgment on the aesthetic merit of

the artist’s earliest (student) and latest work.

Richter’s European and early American career de-

scribes a clear and paradigmatic course of development,

from his initiation into modernism through his acquaintance

with the Berliner Sezession, the Blaue Reiter group, and the

1913 “Herbstsalon” (fig. 1.3; plate 2), to his involvement with

Herwarth Walden’s Der Sturm and the radicalization of his art

based on his affiliation with Franz Pfemfert’s journal Die Ak-

tion. It was particularly for his contributions to the latter that

he became known as one of the first expressionists to politi-

cize his art heavily (Richter was the subject of a special issue

in 1916). The journal, for all intents and purposes, defined the

most influential anti-war stance among German artists and

authors (in part based on its negative relation to the politically

uncommitted but successfully art-world-based activities

of Walden’s Der Sturm), and became one of the German

publications most completely identified with the “crisis of

Expressionism.”

Richter’s subsequent involvement in Zurich Dada, heir

in many respects to Hans Leybold’s Revolution (fig. 1.4)

(Hugo Ball and Richard Huelsenbeck, key founding members

of Zurich Dada, were initially involved in the group), was

crucial. Equally significant were his contact with Theodor

Däubler and the political radicalism evidenced by his contact

with radical socialist Ludwig Rubiner, and his formulation of

the Radical Artists Group, an organization based in Dada’s

perception of the significance of the Russian Revolution of

1917. These activities coincided with the initial experiments

10
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1.3
Revolution, 1914
Oil on board, 63.5 3 48 cm
Berlinische Galerie, Berlin

1.4
Cover of Revolution
Munich, 1913
Private collection
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1.5
Study for Präludium, 1919
Pencil on paper, 54 3 39 cm
Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin
Preussischer Kulturbesitz
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1.6
Film strip from Inflation, 1928
Photo courtesy of Marion von Hofacker



in Zurich that were to lead to the formulation of a nonobjective

cinema with Viking Eggeling.

Richter’s chairmanship of the Action Committee of Mu-

nich’s Second Council Republic, for which he was sentenced

to a five-year term of imprisonment (suspended through the

mediation of influential friends), represented the peak of his

directly revolutionary activities and immediately preceded his

move to Berlin (with Viking Eggeling) in 1919.

His subsequent work in the areas of both the plastic

arts and filmmaking aligned itself with the experiments of

Dutch De Stijl and international constructivism (fig. 1.5).

These formal and theoretical sympathies expressed them-

selves eloquently in his publication of the journal G (Gestal-

tung) between 1923 and 1926 (other contributors included

Hans Arp, Theo van Doesburg, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,

Kurt Schwitters, Naum Gabo, Friedrich Kiesler, and Man Ray;

in his involvement with conferences at Düsseldorf (Werner

Gräff, Raoul Hausmann, van Doesburg, Cornelis van Ees-

teren, Schwitters, El Lissitzky, et al.) and Weimar (Schwitters,

Arp, Max Burchartz, van Eesteren, van Doesburg, et al.); and

in the films from 1921 through 1926 (Rhythmus 21 through

Filmstudie). The end of this period is marked by a planned

film collaboration with Russian suprematist Kasimir Malevich,

a project never produced but for which some sketches do

exist.

The years 1927 and 1928 witnessed the politicization

of Richter’s cinema (Inflation, 1927–28; fig. 1.6), which

achieved its most advanced statement in the uncompleted

Metall of 1931–1933. Although little work exists from between

1933 and 1941, the years of his German exile, plans for a

series of uncompleted films (Candide, 1934, et al.) demon-

strate the extent to which Richter’s role as an artist had been,

more than ever, radically politicized. At this point, he ap-

proached his films as weapons of political efficacy; they were

separated from his other work not on generic but on instru-

mental grounds. Less concerned with “inventing” (creating)

nonobjective cinema, alternative filmmaking, or political

14



filmmaking, he saw the cinema as an option to be explored

for its transactional usefulness in a period of acute political

crisis. It is remarkable that this is verified most completely in

the unrealized political film projects of the late twenties and

thirties (No Time for Tears and The Lies of Baron Münch-

hausen, among others). It is these “noncreations,” ironically

enough, that achieved the greatest political potency, that re-

vealed themselves as pure cultural transactions, and that

best underscored film as a position for negotiating culture.

Based, in large part, on the nature of these experi-

ences, Richter made an enormous contribution to modernism

in the United States following his arrival in 1941, and he func-

tioned as an important conduit between American and Euro-

pean art communities. His influence on the American film

community, and on American art in general, was in part the

function of his directorship of The Institute of Film Techniques

in New York and his close involvement with Peggy Guggen-

heim’s Art of This Century gallery.

Few have participated as completely as Richter in the

major issues of early twentieth-century movements, and few

reveal in their work an equivalent historical logic. Richter, as

well as any artist and better than all but a few, epitomizes the

mission, aesthetic strategies, and historiographic directional-

ity of early twentieth-century modernism. Part of a generation

of artists that passionately believed in the power of art to

change the complexion of social and cultural affairs, he as-

sumes greatest significance in relationship to what has been

aptly characterized as “the heroic years” of the European

avant-garde. Richter is deserving of a major catalogue, writ-

ten from the perspective of cultural history, that provides his

work with the historical texture required of any full apprecia-

tion of its significance; and one that rehabilitates the artist’s

original intentions as serious and sophisticated advocacy of

the early twentieth-century avant-garde.

15Hans Richter: Prophet of Modernism
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Contradiction in the Politicization of

the Art of Hans Richter

The radical within him makes his

gift thrive all the more. The

more he notches into the problem of

modernity, the more his artistic

circumspection grows.



Critic Theodor Däubler’s commentary on his colleague Hans

Richter’s first significant exhibition, a group show at the Ga-

lerie Hans Goltz in Munich in June 1916, captures the signifi-

cance of Richter perhaps more essentially than either critic

or artist could have imagined at the time. Däubler was en-

thralled by Richter’s patient but progressive exploration of

picture surfaces (Bildfläche) and his creation of space in en-

tirely new ways beyond the traditions of aerial or linear per-

spective, beyond even cubism. When he portrayed street

workers (fig. 2.1), it was the artist who was “shoveling and

prospecting the surfaces.” A cello player (fig. 2.2; plate 3)

was “nothing other than rhythm in space”; the “angular move-

ments” of musicians (fig. 2.3) created “geometric crystals in

space.” For Däubler, Richter’s advancement of modernity

was laudable for its openness, its proceeding with “no pro-

gram.” In his statement for the exhibition catalogue, Richter

similarly underscored creativity as distinguishing his enter-



prise from the mere “activity” (Tätigkeit ) of “bourgeois cow-

ardice.”1 Even after his experiences of the horrors of trench

warfare—and perhaps by contrast to them—it was, pro-

claimed Richter, “exciting to be a painter.” Within the next two

years this confidence in pure artistic enterprise, and with it

modernity as Richter and Däubler knew it, would be put to

the test by political events in Germany.

Within three months of the Goltz show Richter would

move to Zurich and discover Dada. A year later he would en-

counter Ludwig Rubiner’s Tolstoian attitudes there and even-

tually he would find his way from Zurich into the political furor

of the Munich Soviet of 1919. Would modernity still be able to

convey politically subversive intent, as it had when Richter

first encountered it, merely by virtue of its progressive aes-

thetic production? After the war broke out in 1914, the pro-war

fervor had extended even to the avant-garde and lasted as

18
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2.1
Arbeiter, 1912
Etching 12.3 3 16.4 cm (plate);
22 3 33 cm (sheet)
Estate of Hans Richter

2.2
Cello, 1914
Oil on board, 64 3 46 cm
Aargauer Kunsthaus, Aarau

2.3
Study for Konzert, c. 1916
Pencil drawing, 63 3 44 cm
Collection Inge Dambruch-Gütt,
Frankfurt



late as Herwarth Walden’s January 1916 “Hohes Lied des

Deutschentums” (Prussian Song of Songs). Thus, by simply

refusing to praise the war in his poetry in Die Aktion, a pacifist

poet such as Däubler could be perceived as rebellious.2 Anal-

ogously, abstraction, as it was gradually being understood

and defined in the mid-teens, could also in and of itself appear

to be defiant. This helps to explain why the more overt politici-

zation of the avant-garde accomplished in 1917–1919 fell far

short of the absolute rejection of modernism that the far left in

the political arena might have hoped for. Even as the Munich

Soviet was under way in 1919, the most influential left-leaning

art critic on the Munich scene, Wilhelm Hausenstein, would

take a relatively moderate stance, declaring that “art rests in

itself, not in its connections to power.”3 And Richter, who had

returned to Munich to be the leading artist of the Action Com-

mittee [Aktionsausschuß] of Revolutionary Artists, brought to

it a similar appreciation for the autonomy of art.

The defining moment for Richter had occurred just a

few days earlier when the Zurich Radical Artists circle, co-

founded by Richter, Marcel Janco, and others in 1919,4 pro-

duced the following statement for its (unpublished) journal

Zürich 1919: “The means that serve abstraction are of a syn-

thetic, anorganic, [and] impersonal sort, meaning an opera-

tion with formal and sensual essences. The abstract is the

primary form of art. Abstractions are the essential human

abilities slumbering in everyone. Abstract art means the enor-

mous broadening of the feeling (sentiment) of freedom of

man.”5 Assumed to have been authored largely by Richter,6

this statement thrust abstraction in the face of those who

would have condemned it as inaccessible, such as the anar-

chist poet Rubiner, who had been an essential mentor to

Richter’s politicization.7 Such contradictions attend to Rich-

ter’s abstraction from its very beginnings and bind his work

inextricably to modernism. This essay will explore the mean-

ing and origins of Richter’s conception of abstraction.

Richter’s first encounter with an alternative to the veris-

tic, academic procedures in which he had excelled since his

20



days at the gymnasium (e.g., Selbstporträt [akademisch], fig.

2.4) occurred while he was attending the Art Academy in Wei-

mar. Having just executed several hundred rapid figural

sketches in 1910 and 1911 for an ill-fated publication of Gio-

vanni Boccaccio’s Decameron in an awkward yet sponta-

neous style, he began to explore masters of the past and

present: Dürer, Velázquez, Tintoretto, Rubens, Manet, Leibl,

and Lenbach, among others.8 His first encounter with mo-

dernity came with a surprise discovery around 1912 of Cé-

zanne’s Bathers. After an initial reaction of displeasure, says

Richter, “suddenly something struck me, a kind of musical

rhythm.”9

It was a feeling for rhythm—associated in Richter’s

recollections with music—that had drawn him to the workers

in the street that he portrayed (perhaps by coincidence with

an ungainliness reminiscent of early Cézanne) in his Arbeiter

(Workers) series.10 In a group of etchings made at the same
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Selbstporträt (akademisch), c. 1912
Oil on canvas, 37 3 33 cm
Collection Inge Dambruch-Gütt,
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2.7
Ätherisch, c. 1918
Gouache, 63 3 46 cm
Collection Inge Dambruch-Gütt,
Frankfurt

2.6
Landschaft—Schlittenfahrt, c. 1915
Oil on canvas, 80 3 59 cm
Collection Inge Dambruch-Gütt,
Frankfurt

2.5
Ku’damm, 1913
Oil on canvas, 53 3 38 cm
Neuberger Museum of Art, Purchase



time he explored horses, musicians, and other subjects that

would endure through much of his early work.11

It may have been this early sensitivity to the “musical”

potential of art, inherent in its nonrepresentational or autono-

mous qualities, that led Richter to simplify his compositions

into sweeping rhythmic forms. This direction was clearly

strengthened by his empathy with the expressionist tenden-

cies then on view in Herwarth Walden’s Sturm galleries in

Berlin. In a series of studies of Berlin’s Kurfürstendamm (fig.

2.5; plate 4), as well as in contemporaneous landscapes

leading up to Landschaft—Schlittenfahrt (Landscape—

Sleigh Ride, c. 1915, fig. 2.6; plate 5), he suddenly con-

ceived the entire spatial context of figure and ground as one.

23Abstraction, Autonomy, and Contradiction
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The impetus for this breakthrough was most likely the works

of Blaue Reiter artist Franz Marc that Richter saw at a 1912

exhibition on the advice of painter Walter Rössner, an ac-

quaintance of Richter’s family.12 That Richter was impressed

by a painting by Marc entitled The Deer—“an enormous

painting, in all colors, but you couldn’t find the deer”—may

be evident in a landscape painting (probably from around

1912) on the verso of Landschaft—Schlittenfahrt.13 In the

foreground Richter portrays horses whose forms are attenu-

ated to harmonize with a curving hill in the background, much

like Marc’s animal pictures. Marc’s organizational principles,

taken with a crystalline fracturing of the sky and nervous ten-

tative facture reminiscent of Brücke artist Erich Heckel, were

deeply absorbed by Richter and are still perceptible in

Landschaft—Schlittenfahrt and Ätherisch (c. 1918, fig. 2.7).

Further cues for an overall compositional procedure

were derived from the cubist paintings on display at Walden’s

1913 Herbstsalon exhibition. Continuing the motif of a con-

cert he had begun at least two years earlier,14 Richter em-

ployed “the structure of Cubism, Cubism as a constructive

principle” to reach his first mature approach in a series of

cello players and concerts.15

Richter now had a means for disciplining the spontane-

ous gesture long present in his drawings (evident for ex-

ample, in the Kurfürstendamm series). However, the gesture

drawings remained instrumental in deriving the cubist com-

positions, as is shown by the many sketches done in conjunc-

tion with the cello players.16 The 1916 painting Konzert

(Concert) derives directly from such a gestural pencil sketch

of the same year.17 Yet, “Cubism awakened a new sense of

harmony, performed a quiet, more powerful music,” and

helped Richter to establish balanced compositions where the

subject matter had become increasingly arbitrary.18 Indeed,

for Richter, while cubism offered “constructivism and all [that]

derives from it,”19 it also shared with Marc’s animal paintings

an assault on representation that fascinated him: “What in-

fluenced me in Cubism was not only the new form of expres-
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sion but the courage, the audacity to dare this step. They

jumped from the world of natural objects into the fragment-

ation of objects, so I jumped too.”20 Hence, beyond his ad-

miration for the constructive principles in cubism was an

absorption with the abstract or autonomous forms it pre-

sented, forms that could be composed in a way analogous

to music.

When Richter joined the more politically active group

around Franz Pfemfert, a pacifist anarcho-communist whose

periodical Die Aktion offered an antipode to Walden’s politi-

cally uncommitted Sturm circle, he brought his new attitudes

toward modernism with him. Nor did his service on the East-

ern Front during the first few months of the war, which re-

sulted in severe injuries and extended hospital care, shake

his commitment. His rejection of representation and a search

for constructive principles propelled the woodcuts and draw-

ings he produced for Pfemfert’s journal ever closer to ab-

straction. His Die Aktion portraits of his colleagues, Däubler

and the poet Ferdinand Hardekopf, resemble craggy moun-

tainscapes.21 The extreme polarities between black and

white, between positive and negative spatial clues are inten-

sified in the severely simplified linocuts appearing in the spe-

cial March 1916 issue of Die Aktion devoted to Richter (fig.

2.8).22 These scenes of musicians and animals anticipate his

later Dada-Köpfe (Dada Heads) (fig. 2.9). Two more linocuts,

equally advanced towards abstraction, appear in the June

1916 catalogue for the exhibition at Hans Goltz’s Munich gal-

lery mentioned above in which Richter’s strongest endorse-

ment of abstraction to date appeared.23 On the eve of his

departure for Zurich (where Dada was by now well under

way) Richter continued to reject the tradition of “nature seen

through temperament” of those “backseaters [who] make

nothing more than a visual reproduction of an apparently ‘ob-

jective reality’. . . . They do not believe in the possibility of

weighty judgment by a painter. Their idea of development is

confined; that someone arrives at making constructions after

having done natural looking things, that is for them a matter
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2.8
Musik, 1916
Linoleum cut
From the cover of Die Aktion,
March 1916
Los Angeles County Museum of Art,

Robert Gore Rifkind Center for German
Expressionist Studies

2.9
Dada-Kopf Redner, 1918
Linoleum cut, 27 3 20 cm
Estate of Hans Richter



of deep anxiety (in fact it is just the opposite; it is a final libera-

tion, a sovereign rule in unexperienced realms).”24

After contriving to have a doctor who was treating his

war injuries advise him to seek special medical treatment in

Zurich, Richter was able to fulfill a compact—purported to

have been made at a farewell party held when he was drafted

in 1914—that should he survive the war, he would reunite

with his friends Hardekopf and Albert Ehrenstein “at the Café

de la Terrasse in Zurich . . . on 15th September 1916, at three

in the afternoon.”25 Soon thereafter Richter found his way into

the vortex of Zurich Dada, which had been launched the pre-

vious spring at the Cabaret Voltaire, a venue for poetry read-

ings, dance, and cabaret numbers founded by Hugo Ball and

Emmy Hennings.

Although the cabaret, with its provocative performance

events, was in dissolution by the time Richter arrived, Zurich

Dada’s other enterprises were thriving: “If the [Café] Odéon

was our terrestrial base, our celestial headquarters was

Laban’s ballet school.”26 Richter portrayed members of the

group holding court at the Café Odéon in a sketch that is so

gestural as to absorb (and obscure) the individual identities

within a bustling bundle of lines and scratches (fig. 2.10). The

sitters have been variously identified as Hardekopf, Hans

Arp, Hennings, Simon Guttmann, and Oskar Grechberg.27 No

doubt Richter has portrayed the Dada contingent (the group

also included Ball, Richard Huelsenbeck, Marcel Janco, and

Tristan Tzara), which sat at a different table from the expres-

sionist poets’ camp that, according to Arp’s account, included

Ehrenstein, Leonhard Frank, Rubiner, and René Schickele.28

Just as in Berlin at the Café des Westens, the boundaries

were always fluid between such groups as friendships and

alliances were forged and broken. Yet under pressure of aes-

thetic or political circumstances, the distinctions became

greatly significant (as would become apparent in Zurich dur-

ing the summer of 1917). Richter would have found encour-

agement for the evolving abstraction within his work from his
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2.10
Café Odéon, 1917
Brush and pen in black ink and white
on vellum, on the cover of a furniture
brochure, 24.2 3 30.4 cm
Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich

associates in both groups, albeit they would have held dif-

fering attitudes towards its meaning and purpose.29

The Dadas soon launched a series of exhibitions at the

gallery of Han Corray, himself another favorite subject of

Richter’s portraits (fig. 2.11). Corray’s operation was quickly

taken over by Ball and Tzara and renamed Galerie Dada.

Richter participated in the first of these exhibitions, which

opened on 12 January 1917 and for which he and Janco cre-

ated posters.30 In a lecture that was excerpted as a catalogue

foreword, Tzara praised the works on display by Arp, Giorgio

de Chirico, Janco, Oskar Lüthy, Max Oppenheimer, Otto van

Rees, and Richter for such qualities as “symmetry” (Arp),



“rhythm of grace” (Oppenheimer), “harmony of colors” (van

Rees), and “the life of music, expression of movement, intelli-

gence in the gathering of forces” (Richter).31 During the

months following this exhibition Richter would have found fur-

ther affirmation of his exploration of form and abstraction.

During April an exhibition from the Sturm galleries in Berlin

(as had been previously arranged by Corray) was presented

at the Galerie Dada. It included works by Johannes Itten,

Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee, Georg Muche, and Maria Uh-

den. Among the lectures taking place in the gallery during the

spring was Ball’s now famous celebration of Kandinsky in a

lecture of 7 April.32 Ball found in Kandinsky’s abstraction not
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Corray der Blaubart, 1917
Ink on paper, 27.5 3 21.4 cm
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only a step beyond futurism, expressionism, and cubism, but

a moral purpose. Quoting Kandinsky’s essay “Über die Form-

frage” (On the Question of Form), he emphasized that, far

from “anarchy” the new painting, and “present state of music”

as well, actually constitute “regularity and order created . . .

by the feeling for the good” (Kandinsky’s emphasis).33

By May 1917, however, opinions concerning abstrac-

tion were beginning to shift. In his somewhat idiosyncratic in-

terpretation of Kandinsky, Ball had recounted the danger of

the “entirely abstract,” which could produce “ornament con-

sisting of allegories and hieroglyphs that have ceased to say

anything.”34 Now he was expressing further doubts in his dia-

ries while fending off attacks from Rubiner, who strongly

believed in a politically engaged art.35 Albeit for different rea-

sons, at this point Rubiner and Ball were both skeptical of

abstraction.

Although not a participant in this exchange, Richter

may also have felt the contradictory implications for the prac-

tice of abstraction. On the one hand he had rejected the “vis-

ual reproduction of an apparently ‘objective reality’” in favor

of the autonomous forms and fragmentation of cubism in his

foreword to the 1916 catalogue. On the other hand, Richter

remained tied to the political commitments he had estab-

lished in Berlin, specifically the opposition to the war of

Pfemfert’s Die Aktion circle. In early 1917, he sent two portrait

drawings of Rubiner to be included in the 17 April issue hon-

oring this anarchist poet who had now become editor of Zeit-

Echo, a Munich-based pacifist journal that had been forced

into exile in Zurich. As a recent convert to Rubiner’s political

zeal, Richter became de facto art editor of Zeit-Echo’s first

exile issue of May 1917.36

Richter shared with Rubiner the anarchist views of Pe-

ter Kropotkin and Mikhail Bakunin, the latter’s conveyed by

Bakunin’s disciple Luigi Bertoni to a loose circle of adherents

that included Richter. Richter made several contributions to

the “Schwarzweisses Volksblatt” (Black and White People’s

Page) included by Rubiner in the summer issues of the jour-
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nal in accordance with his Tolstoian views that art should be

a popular means of political education. Earlier, in his Revolu-

tion (1914) and Aufstand (Rebellion, 1915), which he subse-

quently said was dedicated to Pfemfert,37 Richter had already

conveyed the theme of social unrest. His earlier worker types

had become thronging masses amid a tumult of buildings,

somewhat suggestive of Ludwig Meidner’s cityscapes. But in

his role as “court painter” to the Die Aktion and other Berlin

expressionist circles, he had concurrently produced many in-

dividual portraits based on his personal acquaintance with

such figures as Walden,38 Pfemfert,39 Salomo Friedländer,40

Johannes R. Becher, Carl Einstein, Walter Hasenclever, Har-

dekopf, and other frequenters of Däubler and René Schick-

ele’s circle at the Café des Westens. Indeed, portraits of

Däubler, Pfemfert, and Berlin Dadas Johannes Baader and

Raoul Hausmann, had made up much of the 1916 exhibition

at Hans Goltz’s gallery in Munich. In his Zeit-Echo “Volks-

blatt” drawings, Richter returned to generalized references to

produce his reminiscences of the war, later gathered around

the theme of “the Ox and the Swine.” In the resulting series,

The World between the Ox and the Swine, he based his “dis-

gust for the war” on visceral recollections of “pigs eating hu-

man corpses,” endeavoring in sketches with such titles as

“On the Field of Honor” to be “very realistic.”41 But he also

brought to this enterprise both his gestural approach and a

newfound ambiguity and fragmentation of the subject that

could lend it forceful symbolic meaning. By the time they ap-

peared in Zeit-Echo, his fragmentary images had become ab-

stracted by the process of copying and overlaying, and were

arrayed about the page symbolically. Their personal associa-

tions were jettisoned in favor of a political iconography.42 Sim-

ilarly, in such other images as Groteske (Grotesque, fig.

2.12), the head of an ox, representing the “stupid and self-

assured,” is laid over the sun, and the pig’s head, represent-

ing the “cunning and the devouring,” is placed over the moon

to indicate that “between the pig’s night and the ox’s day,

there is nothing left for man.”43
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2.12
Groteske (Die Welt den Ochsen und den
Schweinen), 1917
Pen in ink on celluloid paper, 27.1 3 20.1 cm
Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich
Gift of Frida Richter

2.13
Kaiser Wilhelm als Befehlshaber des Todes, 1917
Ink over colored pencil on celluloid paper,
27.7 3 21.6 cm
Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich
Gift of Frida Richter



Richter’s transition from the spontaneous and personal

(often rendered immediately in gestural ink drawings) to the

abstract and political (abbreviated fragments copied and over-

laid symbolically in an iconographic array) is at work in Kaiser

Wilhelm II (1917) and Wilhelm als Befehlshaber des Todes

(Wilhelm as the Commander of Death, 1917, fig. 2.13).

Through the commanding gesture and the placement of a

prison in the background Richter conveys the message “you

are dead or you are in prison, as in the background. That’s

your choice.”44 A variant of the Kaiser with sword and out-

stretched arm appears in the midst of broken and consumed

bodies in An die Mütter Europas (To the Mothers of Europe)

in Zeit-Echo.45

In an essay published in the June 1917 issue of Zeit-

Echo, entitled “A Painter Speaks to Painters,” Richter sought

to give art a moral and political mission while repudiating the

elitist world of art professionals and the vanguard “-isms” pro-

duced merely for consumption.46 In a clear anticipation of

his Zürich 1919 statement above, he implores artists to “do

something” against the war, insisting that “art is exclusively

the human achievement that consciously demands from man

the realization of moral earthly existence. . . . Non-art is the

human expression, which does not have this demand as a

goal, [which] plays, finds things beautiful, lets instinct stand,

observes itself, instead of willing itself.”47 Echoing Rubiner’s

motto that appears at the end of each Zeit-Echo issue—“the

periodical is not a bibliophilist, but rather a moral con-

cern”48—Richter insists, “painting serves the idea of human-

ity, which it has to make clear to one and all, unmistakable to

hearts and minds.”49 Of the heart in his Ox and Swine series

(Groteske, fig. 2.12) Richter recalled “a heart, that is us!”50

The painter must strive for the “simplest formulation” of “good

and evil.”51 To do this the painter must attend to the “realiza-

tion of belief” (Verwirklichung des Glaubens) by respecting

the “non-symbolic” function of the picture, leaving nothing to
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chance.52 This conviction suggests that ultimately the con-

ventions of symbolic meaning in art could not be depended

upon, allowing an important role for the forceful, autonomous

forms of abstract art. Abstraction might permit universal prin-

ciples of ordering to be explored. In his anti-war drawings for

Zeit-Echo Richter had abbreviated the references to such an

extent that deciphering could produce variant orders, just as

his scribbling technique produced a preconscious order that

might “transcend the barriers of causality.”53

Over the course of his Zurich period Richter, who later

said there was “no conflict at all” between his political and

artistic roles,54 developed abstraction to transcend the de-

scription of the particular. For him, abstraction conveyed

precisely that universality in opposition to the personal that

Rubiner insisted upon but was never able to perceive in Rich-

ter’s work. This expectation, that the autonomous elements

of art held a power of embodiment capable of transcending

the particular, found a greater resonance among the Zurich

Dadas, especially Arp, whose chance operations and search

for a language of “paradise” are given large play in Richter’s

retrospective accounts of Zurich Dada.55

During 1917, Richter’s painting broke away entirely

from cubism in his “Visionary Portraits” (figs. 2.14, 2.15;

plate 6). His drawings had already become gestural to the

point of near illegibility in 1916.56 Now he intentionally painted

at twilight when the colors “were almost indistinguishable”

and when he could find himself in “a sort of auto-hypnotic

trance. . . . Thus the picture took shape before the inner

rather than the outer eye.”57 This procedure, in a way analo-

gous to Arp’s use of chance, allowed Richter to transcend the

individual identities of his subjects to attain a more general-

ized image, potentially a more transcendental image of the

“Mitmensch” (co-man) than the drawing of that title (one of

many by Richter on this theme) that accompanied Rubiner’s

proclamatory “Mitmensch” essay in the May issue of Zeit-

Echo.58 The spontaneous visionary portraits make up the

bulk of what he exhibited at the September 1918 “Die neue
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Visionary Portrait—Emmy Hennings,
1917
Oil on canvas, 53.5 3 38 cm
Estate of Hans Richter

2.15
Lokomotivseele/Visionary Portrait,
1916–17
Oil on canvas, 53.4 3 38.2 cm
Long-term loan from private collection
Museo Cantonale d’Arte, Lugano



Kunst” exhibition at the Kunstsalon Wolfsberg in Zurich (Arp

and Janco were also included). These orgies of gesture mark

the culmination of a subjective, expressionist endeavor that

freed him from the past but required a new procedure for or-

dering: “In 1917 I could produce nearly a hundred of my so-

called ‘visionary portraits,’ three or four a day. . . . But the

euphoria of these wild months did not last.”59 During 1918,

Richter encouraged an architectonic structure to emerge in a

series of carbon paper sketches of Arp, one of which would

appear in 1919 in the last little magazine of Zurich Dada, Der

Zeltweg.60 Despite having been impressed by the fully ab-

stract pictures of van Rees and the severely abstract and

carefully ordered compositions of Sophie Taeuber upon arriv-

ing in Zurich in 1916 (as is seen in his Herbst series), Richter

took his cues for bringing order to his drawings more directly

from music.61 Perhaps because Richter tended not to copy

forms or styles but rather to seek solutions “internally” as he

evolved his aesthetic strategies, the Italian composer Ferruc-

cio Busoni’s suggestion that he explore counterpoint in the

preludes of Bach led to an immediate response within his

work. The balance of black and white he had sought in the Ox

and Swine drawings now reached a new clarity in the greatly

simplified Dada-Kopf compositions beginning in 1918:

“These studies helped me enormously and gave me the idea

that it could be done on a piece of paper. There is also the up

and down, there is also strong and weak, a movement and

counter-movement. So then I used the paper like a musical

instrument.”62

The Dada-Kopf series show Richter departing entirely

from naturalism and attaining an exacting abstraction that

could yet convey a generalized and universal, harmonically

ordered icon of humanity: “What I tried to find was not chaos

but its opposite, an order in which the human mind had its

place but in which it could flow freely.”63 Soon he was using

this approach across all media, in painting and woodcuts.

Richter credits this experience with preparing the way for his

fruitful collaboration with the Swedish painter Viking Eggeling
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whom he met in 1918 through Tzara. Eggeling was among

the artists exhibiting with Das Neue Leben (New Life), a

group founded by artist Fritz Baumann in Basel in April 1918,

which now opened an exhibition in November, just after the

revolution had begun in Germany.64 Other members included

Arp, Janco, and Taeuber.

But the “period of ‘balance’ within Dada” was by now

over.65 Not only were the internal dynamics of the Zurich

group shifting (Francis Picabia arrived soon after his works

were seen in the Kunstsalon Wolfsberg show, and he injected

a new nihilist energy into the group); but in addition, the aes-

thetic concerns of the art world could no longer be disen-

tangled from political events. Richter now also intensified his

political activities, traveling in February 1919 to the Second

Socialist International in Bern where he sketched portraits

of the participants at the request of Schickele, the colleague

from the Berlin circle around Hardekopf who was editor of

the prominent literary journal Die Weißen Blätter (The White

Pages). On the occasion of this conference Richter may have

met political activists such as Felix Fechenbach, who knew

Ball.66 Immediately after the conference Richter is thought to

have been in Munich during the tumultuous aftermath of the

assassination of Kurt Eisner, the leader of the Independent

Social Democrats (USPD) who had led the first provisional

government in the Bavarian capital.67 Richter’s brother Rich-

ard (then a university student) and Rubiner’s wife, Dr. Frida

Rubiner, member of the editorial board of the Communist

Party organ Die Rote Fahne, would have been among Rich-

ter’s many contacts there. In sharp contrast with Zurich Dada,

the setting in which Richter found himself in Munich was seri-

ously politically engaged. Upon his return to Zurich he joined

with many of the members of Das Neue Leben to forge the

Zurich Radical Artists (Radikalen Künstler) circle, which

lasted only for a few weeks during the spring of 1919.68

As has been suggested in the scholarship, the declam-

atory tone of the Radical Artists manifesto (quoted above)

that Richter brought back with him to the Action Committee
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in Munich was a reaction to the nihilism of the eighth Dada

soirée at the Saal zur Kaufleuten in Zurich on 9 April 1919.69

Indeed, Richter brought the manifesto to Zurich on 12 April,70

just three days after the last riotous soirée of the Zurich

movement. On that occasion, “a very serious speech about

elementary Gestaltung and abstract art” by Eggeling had

given way to a simultaneous poem by Tzara (“performed by

twenty people”), Richter’s attack on “Ernsthaftigkeit” (seri-

ousness) in “Gegen ohne für Dada” (Against, without, for

Dada), Arp’s Wolkenpumpe (Cloud Pump) poems, and Wal-

ter Serner’s thoroughly nihilistic “Letzte Lockerung” (Final

Dissolution) manifesto.71 Richter had often made portraits of

Serner, the Austrian writer and “cynic of the movement” who

had edited the proto-Dada periodical Sirius and would in-

clude Richter’s work in Der Zeltweg.72 With Tzara, Serner

represented the extreme nihilistic wing of Zurich Dada, and

his performance of “Letzte Lockerung” (read with his back to

the audience) had driven the large audience to riot.

But despite the contrasts between Zurich and Munich,

Richter’s faith in abstraction does not simply convey a politi-

cal commitment to art in the service of revolution. It also

marks a resolution (if only a temporary one) in Richter’s artis-

tic development which had hitherto been characterized by

simultaneous pursuit of the two contradictory strategies of il-

lustration and embodiment, both perceived as capable of

supporting political objectives. Even as he had made his first

advances toward the embodiment of constructive principles

in the Dada-Kopf series, he had simultaneously continued his

series of didactic illustrations of political gesture. Inspired by

the lively anarchist meetings where Rubiner had held forth,73

Richter had then been spurred on by the general strike in

Zurich to create his Revolution sketches of 1917–1918 (fig.

2.16). The demonstratively thrusting arms and shouting faces

of the figures were codified into various versions of the Orator

and the Freie Verlag drawings (fig. 2.17). The latter was a

series of images begun in 1917 for a vignette for the radical

Bern publishing firm operated by Ball and Herman Röse-
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2.16
Revolution, 1917–18
Blue-gray ink and white on paper,
42.5 3 34.5 cm
Estate of Hans Richter
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2.17
Der Fr(e)ie Verlag, 1917
Pen and brush in ink and white on
vellum, 27.8 3 21.8 cm
Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich
Gift of Frida Richter

meier, Der freie Verlag. Characteristically, Richter began with

sketches similar to his Kaiser Wilhelm II, “the style of sensi-

tive lines I was born with,”74 and then progressed to the

“broadside style in the drawings I made for Die Aktion and

Zeit-Echo” seen in the Kunsthaus Zürich example (fig. 2.17;

Richter would correct the spelling in a later version). The

printed vignette appears on the cover and title page of the

Almanach der freien Zeitung: 1917–1918 (published in 1918)

and on the title page of Hugo Ball’s 1919 book published by

Der freie Verlag, Zur Kritik der deutschen Intelligenz.75 The



image conveys crisp contrasts between black and white that

are carefully balanced to amplify the demonstrative gestures

of the foremost figure into an icon of political commitment.

Works such as this, that retained both representation and di-

dactic purpose in their abbreviation of form and content,

would have been far more accessible to the factious social

setting than his emerging abstraction. Nonetheless, had the

provisional government not ended with the invasion of Frei-

korps and federal units on 1 and 2 May (leading to Richter’s

brief arrest), his Präludium series would probably still have

been made, for they were not a product of resignation but

the result of a conscious decision about the capabilities of

modernism, principled embodiments of his belief that through

abstraction he could reach a point where artists “will paint

and act for humans in so indivisible a way, that they will no

longer shoot at each other.”76
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republik,” in Hans Richter 1888–1976: Dadaist, Filmpionier,

Maler, Theoretiker (exh. cat., Berlin: Akademie der Künste,

1982), 22. The words “(siehe Ausführungsprogramm)” were

added after the words “abstrakte Kunst.” See “Protokoll der

Sitzung vom 11.4.19 bei Janco 8 Uhr” in Seiwert, Marcel

Janco, 570–571.

7. Hans Richter, The World Between the Ox and the Swine:

Dada Drawings by Hans Richter (exh. cat., Providence:

Rhode Island School of Design, Museum of Art, 1970), 11–13.

8. Manet’s The Execution of the Emperor Maximilian (Städtische
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Even before the advent of Zurich Dada, Hans Richter went to

Munich in April 1919 to become chairman of the Aktions-

ausschuß revolutionärer Künstler (Action Committee of Rev-

olutionary Artists), and there were numerous links between

Zurich Dada and the Munich artists’ milieu.

Some of the roots of Dada sprang from Munich in the

period just before the First World War. The most important of

these precursors was the artists’ group Der Blaue Reiter

(Blue Rider). Hans Arp participated in the activities of the

group and its famous almanac contains a brush drawing and

three vignettes by Arp.1 Hans Arp also participated in the sec-

ond exhibition of Der Blaue Reiter in Hans Goltz’s gallery in

1912. The Swiss artists’ group Moderner Bund (Modern

League), of which he was a founding member, exhibited their

works in the same gallery a year later.2

An initiator of the Cabaret Voltaire, Hugo Ball (fig. 3.1),

also had very close ties to the capital of Bavaria. From 1912



on, he was literary and artistic director of the Munich Kam-

merspiele theater. In the fall of 1912, he met Richard Huel-

senbeck in that city, and he brought him to Zurich after the

opening of the Cabaret Voltaire. He also met his partner and

later wife, Emmy Hennings, in Munich’s Simplicissimus caba-

ret. Owing to the outbreak of the war, Ball was not able to

fulfill his wish to establish an artists’ theater in Munich, where

the different art forms could be displayed effectively. What he

missed in the Simplicissimus, the sensational and extraordi-

nary, he was able to offer the audiences in the Cabaret Vol-

taire. The dancer Marietta, star of the “Simpl,” who had

moved to Switzerland, also performed there.3 In the Dada

Gallery, opened in the spring of 1917, painters from Munich

were exhibited more often than any others, with the exception

of the Zurich residents. The separate exhibition of works by

the Münchener Paul Klee in May 1917, initiated by the Swiss

critic Waldemar Jollos, is particularly noteworthy.

Another one of Dada’s roots in Munich was the maga-

zine with the provocative title Revolution, five issues of which

were published by Heinrich F. S. Bachmair before the out-

break of the war. Some of the people who worked on this

magazine, edited by Hans Leybold, later became Dada pro-

tagonists in Berlin: besides the Munich literary figures Erich

Mühsam and Johannes R. Becher, the authors included

Richard Huelsenbeck and Franz Jung, who edited the fifth

issue of Revolution as a special edition for the release of his

friend, the psychoanalyst Otto Groß.4

But Munich could only have developed into a center of

Dadaism through Hans Richter’s activities in April 1919. Well

before this, however, Richter presented his first big exhibition

in Hans Goltz’s Galerie Neue Kunst in Munich. Furthermore,

through his work for the Berlin periodical Die Aktion (fig. 3.2),

Richter would have been able to meet people such as Ernst

Toller, Erich Mühsam, Heinrich F. S. Bachmair, Georg

Schrimpf and Alfred Wolfenstein (fig. 3.3), who were later

leading figures in the Munich Republic of Workers’ Councils

and members of the Revolutionary Council of Artists. In Swit-
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zerland Hans Richter had already formed links to socialist

and anarchist circles, and belonged to the political wing of

the Dada community. For this reason, he worked on several

occasions with Hugo Ball, who commissioned him to design

the title vignette for Ball’s book Zur Kritik der deutschen Intel-

ligenz, which was published in 1919 by the Bern publisher

Freie Verlag. A copy exhibited in Zurich in 1985 bears a hand-

written dedication to the socialist youth leader and personal

assistant to Kurt Eisner, Felix Fechenbach, and reads, “For

Mr. Fechenbach with friendly greetings, Hugo Ball.”5 This

dedication alone would suggest a link between the artists in

Zurich and the political events in Munich. But the hypothesis

is also supported by other facts. The contact between Hans

Richter and Bavarian politicians may have come about at the

International Workers’ and Socialists’ Conference for the Re-

construction of the Second International in February 1919, in

Bern, at which Kurt Eisner was the dominant personality.6

According to Richter himself, he was commissioned by

René Schickele, the editor of the pacifist journal Die Weißen

Blätter, in which Wolfenstein and Burschell also published, to

make portraits of the participants—although no illustrations

appeared in this journal during 1918–19.7 It was probably his

own political interest that took him to this conference, at

which Eisner convinced even former wartime enemies with

his peace policy. It is not unlikely that in the intervals of this

conference there were conversations between Richter and

the young Socialist leader Ernst Toller, both contributors to

Die Aktion. Two months later, they were to champion jointly

the Republic of Workers’ Councils in prominent positions in

Munich.

Soon after the conference, Richter left for Munich. His

stay there fell within the period overshadowed by the assassi-

nation of Kurt Eisner; it is not known how long he stayed. It is

very likely that he made contacts with revolutionary-minded

artists and politicians on this occasion. On 13 March 1919,

Hans Richter wrote to Tristan Tzara from the Continental Ho-

tel in Berlin, “Time is flying past here. Since Munich I have
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been out of touch with you. Didn’t you receive my letter? How

far along is the book? Please let me know. Adieu.”8

In Berlin, Richter probably met with members of the

November Group, among them perhaps Raoul Hausmann,

who calls him his friend in letters to Tzara.9 In the sixties, at

any rate, Richter claimed to have been a member of the No-

vember Group from the start.10 After his stay in Berlin, he

returned to Switzerland. There, he was concerned with the

founding of the Bund Radikaler Künstler (League of Radical

Artists) and of a periodical titled Zürich 1919. However, this

publication never appeared, as Marcel Janco reports: “In

1956, I think it was, I took the only copy of the periodical Zü-

rich 1919 to Arp, the first issue, which our radical group had

prepared for publication, but which did not appear, because

of your hasty departure for Munich.”11

Richter’s departure can be dated fairly accurately,

since he took part in the eighth Dada soirée on 9 April 1919

in Zurich. Among his baggage was a manifesto of the Radical

Artists, which was published in several Swiss periodicals in
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3.1
Portrait of Hugo Ball, 1917
Pen drawing with ink over pencil,
18.5 3 16 cm
Hugo Ball Sammlung, Pirmasens

3.2
Cover of Die Aktion, 1916, Hans
Richter issue
Photo courtesy of Marion
von Hofacker

3.3
Dada-Kopf (Alfred Wolfenstein), 1917
Watercolor on paper, 26.7 3 20.3 cm
Neuberger Museum of Art, Purchase



May of 1919.12 His journey is also documented by a letter of

19 April 1919, from his friend Ferdinand Hardekopf to Olly

Jacques: “I wrote a few lines to Mrs. E[lisabeth] Richter: ask-

ing about when she expects Mr. Hans back, and saying that

you would be glad to put her up in Muzzano.—The Richters

intend to settle in Munich, Serner confirmed to me. Richter’s

latest journey there was due to a telegram of his artistico-

political friends there (Munich), saying he should come, that

his presence is necessary. (Probably these are people whom

he made friends with during his first stay in Munich.) There-

upon he left for Munich again.”13

Who were Richter’s artistic/political friends in Munich?

According to Hans Richter’s brother Richard, at that time a

student at the University of Munich, he came there at the re-

quest of Dr. Max Levien, who was a member of the Executive

Council during the Communist Republic of Workers’ Councils

(13–27 April 1919). He was also a founding member of the

Communist Party of Germany (KPD) in Munich, and had lived

in Zurich as a student.14 But Richter may also have made

Levien’s acquaintance in Germany. In addition, there were

other people whom Richter had met in Switzerland who were

already living in Munich and actively supporting the Republic

of Workers’ Councils. These included the Russian envoy,

Tovia Axelrod,15 and above all Frida Rubiner,16 the wife of the

poet Ludwig Rubiner, for whose periodical, Zeit-Echo (fig.

3.4), Richter made antimilitaristic prints in Switzerland in

1917. Rubiner, who was corresponding with Erich Mühsam

at the time, tried to win Richter’s sympathy for his political

aims. “Rubiner introduced me to several anarchist groups

and such. He was politically oriented and didn’t have any-

thing much to do with Dada as such. He disliked it.”17 Under

Rubiner’s influence, Richter turned increasingly to politics. In

his art, he devoted himself beginning in 1917 to the topics

of war and revolution in particular (fig. 3.5).18 The Rubiners

returned to Germany in February 1919, and moved to Berlin,

where they both joined the Communist Party early in 1919.

While Ludwig Rubiner took a job as an editor at the Kiepen-
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heuer publishing house, his wife went to Munich on assign-

ment for the Party.19 Dr. Frida Rubiner joined the editorial staff

of the Munich Rote Fahne (Red Flag), and worked in the Pro-

paganda Committee of the Republic of Workers’ Councils un-

der the nom-de-guerre “Friedjung.” She is later reported to

have said in court that she had been received with open arms

by all Communist leaders upon her arrival in Munich on

9 April 1919, because of her good reputation, and that it

would only have cost her a word to be given the post of a

minister of education and culture or similarly prominent posi-

tion by the Communist leadership.20

The members of the Action Committee of Revolution-

ary Artists must have considered Hans Richter, who arrived

in Munich from Switzerland shortly afterward, of similar im-

portance. Richter appeared in public as the spokesman and

chairman21 of this organization several times in April 1919.

His joint statement with Titus Tautz22 of 16 April 1919, in which

they emphasized the idealistic motives of the Action Commit-

tee, is especially interesting.23

The earliest evidence of Hans Richter’s presence in

Munich is probably his letter to Tzara of 12 April 1919. Richter

writes, “Dear Master Dada, Enclosed find the sole linocut I

have to send to you. My wife has the article, and is supposed

to send it to you at once. Please print it on my page if at all

possible—but only without cuts. Au revoir, Yours, Hans Rich-

ter. My greetings to Dr. Serner.”24

The publication to which Richter refers here can only

be Dada 4/5, which appeared in Zurich on 15 May 1919. The

linoleum block print by Richter published there, which was

later entitled Dada-Kopf, is thus presumably the only Dada

work he produced in Munich (fig. 3.6).

Hans Richter in the If we may believe the description by Oskar Maria Graf in his

Action Committee of novel Prisoners All, a revolutionary council of artists was es-

Revolutionary Artists tablished in Munich in 1919 as part of the Central Council, in

of Munich reaction to the murder of the prime minister of the new Com-

monwealth of Bavaria, Kurt Eisner, on 21 February 1919.25
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3.4
An die Mütter Europas
Published in Zeit-Echo 3 (June
1917): 15
Photo courtesy of Timothy Benson

3.5
Study for Revolution, c. 1918
Ink and white on gouache
Estate of Hans Richter

3.6
Dada-Kopf, 1919
Dada 4/5 (15 May 1919)
Private collection



On 7 April, the Republic of Workers’ Councils of Bavaria was

proclaimed by supporters of the Independent Social Demo-

cratic Party (USPD), the Social Democratic Party (SPD), and

the anarchists. The People’s Commissar for Popular Enlight-

enment, the author Gustav Landauer, appointed the Action

Committee of Revolutionary Artists of Munich as an executive

body for his program of cultural policy; the Committee re-

tained this function after the Communists took power on 13

April 1919. Although Richter had only come to Munich in early

April, he rapidly became one of the leading elements of the

Action Committee, presumably thanks to his reputation as an

important avant-garde artist.

The name of Hans Richter appears in connection with

the Action Committee for the first time as a signatory to the

“Reply of the Action Committee of Revolutionary Artists to the

appeal of Russian progressive painters and sculptors to their

German colleagues.” The date of publication, 9 April 1919,

indicates his links to Munich before April.

The new Russian government has called on all young cre-

ative forces to help establish a new life, and entrusted

government direction in matters of art to these move-

ments. For only the new creative work that began shortly

before the events that shook the world can be in harmony

with the rhythm of the newly formed life.

There is finally a chance for joint creative work that

transcends narrower national awareness, and will serve

an international commerce. The Russian artists turn first

to their nearest neighbors, their German colleagues, and

call on them to join in consultations and an exchange of

news within the scope of the artistically possible. As a

practical measure for implementing such relations, we

propose a congress of representatives of the German and

Russian artistic communities, which would form the begin-

ning of a later world conference of art, and which should

immediately initiate a commerce in the artistic sphere be-
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tween the two peoples, extensive activities in the fields of

exhibitions, publishing, the theater, and music as well.

Moscow, 30 November 1918. Signed, D. P. Sterenberg,

chairman of the college of artists in Petersburg and Mos-

cow, signed [signatures of members of the International

Bureau of Painters].

The Action Committee of Revolutionary Artists answers

the above appeal, which only reached Germany recently,

as follows:

We welcome the appeal of our Russian brethren of No-

vember 1918 to build a new life. With the proclamation of

the Bavarian Republic of Workers’ Councils, we want to

create the possibility of realizing our plans, which coincide

entirely with yours. We hope for joint work, and will strive

to establish links with you soon. We wish to see the con-

ference announced take place, and look forward to an an-

nouncement of the time and place soon.

The Action Committee of Revolutionary Artists of Mu-

nich: Heinrich Bachmair, Max Bethke, Friedrich Bur-

schell, W. Ludwig Coellen, Georg Kaiser, Walt Laurent,

Otto Lerchenfeld, Wilhelm Petersen, T. C. Pilartz, Hans

Richter, Fritz Schaefler, Georg Schrimpf, Felix Stiemer,

Stanislaus Stückgold, Titus Tautz, E. Trautner, Aloys

Wach, Alfred Wolfenstein.26

The Action Committee covered a wide ideological

spectrum, including Christians, utopian and other socialists,

communists, and what we might call yippies and new-agers

as members, and could not be considered the organ of any

single party. What the members did have in common was the

demand for a radical democracy, for a republic of workers’

councils and the elimination of a capitalist system that could

produce world wars. How little uniformity of opinion there was

within the Action Committee is demonstrated by two declara-

tions published at an interval of two days in the bulletin of the

Executive Council of the Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils:
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The Action Committee of Revolutionary Artists proclaims

that it alone should be considered the representative of

the artists of the city of Munich and of all Bavaria. It takes

its stand on Communist principles, and recognizes the dic-

tatorship of the proletariat as the true and sole path to im-

plementing the proletarian republic of workers’ councils

and communism. (Signed:) Bethke, Georg Kaiser, Titus

Tautz, Schrimpf, Pilartz, Schaefler, Schiner, Burschell,

Sachs, Coellen, Wolfenstein, Wolf-Ferrari, Laurent, Traut-

ner, et al.27

This was succeeded, only two days later, by the following

statement:

Revolutionary Artists’ Council: The declaration of revolu-

tionary artists published in the Mitteilungen der Betriebs-

und Soldatenräte was not submitted in this form, and does

not correspond to the wishes of the Action Committee of

Revolutionary Artists. We declare: We are not the repre-

sentatives of the Munich, Bavarian, or any other artists

who belong to the capitalist age, we are the representa-

tives and plenipotentiaries of an idea, and our goal is to

participate in practice in the establishment of the new

community and its intellectual development. We call on all

who are of the same mind to help us. We expect this of

our generation, not of the representatives of the older gen-

eration, who cannot help us. For the Action Committee of

Revolutionary Artists: Richter and Tautz.28

Titus Tautz wrote later, concerning the apparently con-

tradictory articles, “Of course, there were differing views that

sought to avoid any uniformity. . . . There were almost cer-

tainly no narrow dogmatists, the ideological boundaries were

fluid, but the common ground of the Left predominated. . . .

The Artists’ Council did not advocate any Bavarian particular-
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ism, but quite rightly the establishment of the new social

order!”29

The disparate interests of those involved in the Action

Committee of Revolutionary Artists is also found in Richter’s

own influences. Richter presented the Zurich artists’ mani-

festo, which he had brought with him, to the Munich artists as

a possible aesthetic and theoretical basis for their work in the

Action Committee. A section of the minutes of the meeting

of 22 April 1919, reads, “Set agenda for Wednesday; Zurich

manifesto to be read on that day—guideline revolutionary,

radical, or not.”30 However, Richter had a dual purpose for his

use of the Zurich Manifesto. In the first instance he wanted to

ally the Action Committee with contemporary German revolu-

tionary groups, who were interested in a radical redefinition

of art and life.

Manifesto of radical artists of Zurich. Deep, unified points

of view must prevail if great decisions with long-term ef-

fects are to be made. Intellectually and materially, we

present the following demands: We artists, as representa-

tives of an essential part of the total culture, want to place

ourselves in the midst of things, and share in taking re-

sponsibility for the coming development of ideas in the

state. This is our right. We proclaim that the artistic law

of motion of our era has already been comprehensively

formulated. The intellectuality of an abstract art (see Pro-

gram of Implementation) means a tremendous expansion

of humanity’s feeling of freedom. The objective of our be-

liefs is fraternal art: a new mission of humanity in commu-

nity. Art in the state must reflect the spirit of the whole body

of the people. Art compels clarity, should form the foun-

dation of the new man and belong to each individual and

no class; we want to gather the conscious power of

the productive force of all individuals in the performance

of their mission into unified achievement. We oppose

energy-wasting unsystematical activity. Our foremost
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viewpoint: striving for a universal basis for the intellectual

purview. That is our duty. Such work guarantees the

people the highest human values and unimagined possi-

bilities. The initiative belongs to us. We will give expres-

sion to the mighty currents, and a perceptible direction to

the scattered efforts.

(Signed:) Arp, Baumann, Eggeling, Giacometti, Hen-

nings, Helbig, Janco, Morach, Richter. Radikale Künstler,

Minervastrasse 97, Zurich.31

In the Zurich manifesto, demands are presented that are

also to be found in other manifestos of this revolutionary period

in Germany. The November Group’s “Manifesto of the No-

vembrists”; the manifesto of the Arbeitsrat für Kunst;

Pechstein’s “Was wir wollen” (What We Want); Coellen’s “Die

neue Kunst” (The New Art); and Tautz’s “Die Kunst und das

Proletariat” (Art and the Proletariat) were all roughly contem-

porary. The political upheavals in Europe led to a demand for

intervention in cultural policy by radical artists, for they now

wished to share in responsibility and decision-making, and

this, of course, required a certain degree of autonomy of artists

from the government. What specific forms of organization and

what authority the intellectual worker ought to have was not

stated in the Zurich Manifesto—perhaps this was because po-

litical conditions remained stable in Switzerland in 1919, and

being more specific would have sounded too utopian.

All the manifestos of the years 1918–19 mentioned

above shared the concept of building a new human commu-

nity. In this, the gap between workers and artists was meant

to disappear; the new self-confidence of the worker should

lead him to creative activity. Additionally, art and handicrafts

were to establish a new relationship.

However, certain aspects of the Zurich manifesto

clearly distinguish Richter’s goals for the Action Committee

from that of his above-mentioned contemporaries. In this sec-

ond instance Richter used the Zurich Manifesto for its distinc-

tive embrace of abstraction. The Manifesto of the Radical

62



Artists of Zurich differs from numerous other manifestos of

revolutionary artists in 1918–19 in proclaiming the principle

of abstraction as an emancipatory force, an extension of the

human realm of freedom, and as a universally valid form:

“The intellectuality of an abstract art . . . means a tremendous

expansion of humanity’s feeling of freedom. The objective of

our beliefs is a fraternal art: a new mission of humanity in

community.”32 The ideas of liberty and socialism were to be

combined in abstract art. One can only speculate whether

Hans Richter would have created political art by abstract

means, in the style of the Russian constructivists, if the Re-

public of Workers’ Councils had survived longer.

The scope of the Action Committee’s activities in Mu-

nich in 1919 was very broad. As part of the Central Council,

it was entrusted with almost all cultural responsibilities: the

promotion of new art, the abolition of the bourgeois press mo-

nopoly, the reorganization of the art schools, the revolution-

izing of the theater, the socialization of the movie theaters,

the elimination of the shortage of artists’ studios, and the con-

fiscation of the Residenz (the royal palace and official

residence), the Nymphenburg porcelain manufactory, the

Schack gallery, the Villa Stuck, the Maximilianeum, etc., for

social welfare needs. According to a transcript of the minutes

of 22 April 1919, the Art Commissariat of the Action Commit-

tee consisted of the following persons: painting: Richter,

Schäfler, Klee, Eggeling, Campendonk, Laurent, Holzer;

commercial art: Schrimpf, Sachs; sculpture: Pilartz; exhibi-

tions: Stückgold; architecture: Hansen, Janes.

During the period of the Republic of Workers’ Councils,

Richter championed in particular the restructuring of the

School of Commercial Art (Kunstgewerbeschule). Hermann

Esswein wrote in the Münchner Post, a daily newspaper sym-

pathizing with the Social Democrats:

The large shift to the left, the rule of the Communists, has

now also given the most radical wing of the artists cur-

rently debating in Munich their chance, and I must admit
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frankly that the spokesman of the Communist artists’

commission, a Mr. Richter from Zurich as I understood it,

pleased me better than the group discussed above. A

clear standpoint, a definite Yes or No, is very valuable.

And while there is no reason as yet to discuss certain de-

mands and plans of Mr. Richter, the like-minded H. C. Pil-

larz, and their patrons in public, the main matter in whose

name these gentlemen have come does merit a few words

of explanation. The gentlemen spoke in the name of Ex-

pressionism, asserted the claims of the New Art, and of

the young intellectual-revolutionary generation inspired by

it. Can our Kunstgewerbeschule honor these claims?33

The journalist Esswein’s idea that the widely propa-

gated proletarian New Art should be equated with expres-

sionism can be explained only as his own historical limitation,

for it was Hans Richter in particular who attempted to oppose

the subjectivity of expressionism with an objectivity of ab-

stract forms. It is documented that Richter and the American

Hermann Sachs, a member of the Action Committee of the

Kunstgewerbeschule, wanted to speak to Levien about re-

forming this school, but did not manage to meet him.34

As chairman of the Action Committee, Richter also

applied himself forcefully to a transformation of the entire

system of colleges of art. In connection with this plan, he pro-

posed that Marcel Janco and the systematist of an abstract

language of imagery, Viking Eggeling, be made professors of

the Munich Academy of Art.35 For this purpose, Richter had

brought works by these two with him to Munich. In a letter

to Marcel Janco of 19 April 1919, with the letterhead “Action

Committee of Revolutionary Artists, Parliament Building,

Prannerstraße, Munich,” Richter reports, “The Action Com-

mittee of Revolutionary Artists of Munich voices its full

agreement with the painters Viking Eggeling and Marcel

Janco on the basis of the works present, and requests that
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they accept the membership which is offered to them unani-

mously. [Signed], Hans Richter, Chairman of the Action Com-

mittee of Revolutionary Artists.”36

Either Eggeling had received a similar letter, and there-

upon went to Munich, or he was already in the city. At any

rate, two documents suggest that Viking Eggeling was in Mu-

nich in 1919. First, the transcript of the minutes of the meet-

ing of 22 April, which contains a list of the people in the Art

Commissariat, with Eggeling listed in the Painting section.

Since, as far as we know, all the artists and architects listed

there were living in Munich at that time, it is presumably true

of Eggeling as well. The second indicator is found, surpris-

ingly, in a text by El Lissitzky. In a necrological appreciation

of Eggeling in the Nachrichten der ASNOWA, he wrote:

On May 19th, Vicking [sic] Eggeling died in Berlin. I first

heard his name one night in 1920 in a room in the Lux

(the hotel used by the Komintern) from a young German

comrade who had just succeeded in getting through all the

cordons to us. This was the first news from the West after

six years of isolation. When telling me about Einstein and

Spengler, he mentioned Eggeling, whom he had met in

Munich during the days of the brief life of the Bavarian

Republic of Workers’ Councils. Eggeling, he explained,

had discovered “absolute” film, was still working on it, and

wanted to turn to Russia in order to obtain support for his

work there.37

In 1919, from their theoretical concern with an abstract

language of images, Eggeling and Richter developed a syn-

tax of elementary shapes that was meant to be applicable to

a wide variety of media. A new visual system of communica-

tion was to be developed for the new society. However, the

artists were not able to realize this project in Munich.

After the army of mercenaries sent by bourgeois and

conservative forces seized Munich on 1 May, many artists
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who were members of the Action Committee were arrested

and imprisoned for their significant political role in the Repub-

lic of Workers’ Councils. For this purpose, the Bürgerwehr

(home guard) searched all artists’ studios in Schwabing, the

artists’ and university quarter.38 Due to his prominent position

in the Republic of Workers’ Councils, Hans Richter was de-

tained at the beginning of May. He himself never told about

his political involvement and subsequent detention in Munich,

but it is documented by several sources. The records of the

“Hostage Murder Trial” before the Volksgericht mention in

passing, “The chairman of the Rev. Artists’ Council was a

Mr. Richter from Zurich, last resident in the Hotel Vier Jahr-

eszeiten. (Currently under arrest in the Corneliusstraße.)”39

Furthermore, Richard Richter, who was also arrested, related

that his brother had been sentenced to five years in prison

because of his leading position in the Munich Republic of

Workers’ Councils.40 Richter’s friend, the author Ferdinand

Hardekopf, wrote to Olly Jacques on 6 May: “Yesterday eve-

ning I spoke at length to Mrs. Elisabeth Richter. She is anx-

iously expecting Hans Richter back, who, according to a

telegram from Ehrenstein in Vienna, will return to her via Aus-

tria.”41 Richter’s mother, who came from one line of the Roth-

schild family, had influential friends among the judiciary, he

reported, who had effected her son’s release after two weeks’

imprisonment. Since he was a Prussian, he was deported as

an undesirable alien, in accordance with an order of the city

military command. Hans Richter was given a new passport,

and returned to Switzerland in June 1919.
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tung, no. 655 (4 May 1919).

13. Ferdinand Hardekopf, letter to Olly Jacques, 19 April 1919, in

Richard Sheppard, “Ferdinand Hardekopf und Dada,” Jahr-

buch der Deutschen Schillergesellschaft 20 (1976): 144 ff.

14. Heinrich Hillmayr, Roter und weisser Terror in Bayern nach

1918 (Munich: Nusser, 1974), 187.

15. Richter mentions the little-known Russian revolutionary Axel-

rod twice in the same breath with Lenin, and reports that he

heard Axelrod speak at a meeting in Bern. Cf. Hans Richter,

Begegnungen von Dada bis heute, 96, and Hans Richter,

letter to Richard Sheppard, 13 April 1975, 1. Archive of Mrs.

Mupacker.

16. As we know from Hugo Ball, Frida Rubiner was one of the

guests at the opening ceremony for the Dada Gallery in Zu-

rich. Cf. Hugo Ball, Die Flucht aus der Zeit (Lucerne: J.

Stocker, 1946), 145.

68



17. Hans Richter, The World Between the Ox and the Swine:

Dada Drawings by Hans Richter (exh. cat., Providence:

Rhode Island School of Design, Museum of Art, 1971), 42 f.

18. Richter’s change of opinion is further confirmed in a text by

Marcel Janco: “Of all the painters and sculptors, he was the

only one who attended the ‘literary’ Dada evenings, but soon

he also sensed the ridiculous and scandalous side, the intel-

lectual weakness of these quixotries without sense or belief.

At that moment, he made an about-turn, and became an ac-

tive socialist, under the influence of some friends.” Cf. Marcel

Janco, “Dada-Erinnerungen 1966,” Du (September 1966):

745.

19. Cf. Ludwig Rubiner, Kameraden der Menschheit, ed. Hans-

Otto Hugel (Stuttgart: Akademischer Verlag, 1979), 180.

20. Cf. Munich Staatsarchiv, StAnw. Mü. I, 2877. Frida Rubiner
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40. Marion von Hofacker, conversation with Richard Richter, re-

ferred to in Marion von Hofacker, “Biographische Notizen über

Hans Richter 1888–1976,” 57.

41. Richard W. Sheppard, “Ferdinand Hardekopf und Dada,” in

Jahrbuch der Schiller-Gesellschaft 20 (1976): 148.

71Richter, Munich Dada, and the Munich Republic
Hoffm

ann



JU
S

T
IN

H
O

F
F

M
A

N
N

Hans Richter: Constructivist
Filmmaker

translated from the German

by Michaela Nierhaus



Generally, the films Hans Richter made from 1921 to 1927

are regarded as Dada.1 This may seem a little odd at first

glance, considering that according to art historical sources

Dada only lasted until 1923. Hans Richter had lost close con-

tact with the Dada movement by 1919, after his sudden de-

parture from Zurich. The reason that his second abstract film

(Rhythmus 23) was shown in July 1923 at the final Dada

event in Paris, the “Soirée du Coeur à Barbe,” was his friend-

ship with Tristan Tzara. Other films shown that evening, e.g.,

documentary films by Paul Strand and Charles Sheeler, also

cannot really be classified as Dada. Nonetheless, Rudolf E.

Kuenzli tries to classify Richter’s abstract films as Dada by

coming to the (not unjustified) conclusion that there were two

artistic streams in Dada: on the one hand, the provocative

destruction of conventional artistic trends and, on the other

hand, the reformation, in a productive sense, of the elements



yielded by this destruction. Thus, in Berlin and Zurich, Dada

and constructivism were closely related.2

There are, of course, links and transitions. However,

not every creation containing elementary, abstract forms

(cf. Hans Arp, Marcel Janco) qualifies as constructivism.

Constructivism is characterized by the systematization of

forms in an anti-individualistic sense, a fixed syntax, and a

logical composition. Richter and Viking Eggeling’s efforts to

develop an abstract language of forms cannot be explained

by Dada, but rather strikingly coincide with similar attempts

in the Netherlands (De Stijl, from 1917) and in Russia (su-

prematism, from 1915), despite the fact that the Great War

prevented interchange between artists. Nonetheless, Hans

Scheugl and Ernst Schmidt, Jr., maintain that Richter’s Dada

tendencies are best seen in his 1927 film Vormittagsspuk

(Ghosts before Breakfast).3 A Dada film that appeared four

years after the demise of the movement seems a strange

anachronism. Indeed, the animistic motifs and the dream se-

quences of this film point more to surrealism than to Dada.

Scheugl and Schmidt state that there is no such thing as a

constructivistic film. On the other hand, they concede that

Richter’s and Eggeling’s films were produced according to

constructivistic principles.4 That these are simply single

cases does not justify refuting their stylistic classification as

constructivism, as indeed documents and sources from the

1910s and 1920s on Richter’s oeuvre confirm.

Richter began turning away from the ideas and style of

expressionism in 1917. During this period, he remarked to

Claire Goll, “I want to paint completely objectively and logi-

cally, . . . according to principles like those in music, with long

and short note values.”5 In his search for a visual sign lan-

guage, he came upon music as an analogous system. In

Zurich, he met the composer and musicologist Ferruccio Bu-

soni, whom he had already admired as a student in Weimar.

In their discussions, it became clear to Richter that his black-

white experiments with positive and negative forms corres-

ponded to the principle of counterpoint. Another significant
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influence was Sophie Taeuber’s work: “In my endeavor, at

that time, to find the elements of a sign and picture language,

Sophie’s contributions were always very stimulating.”6 Even

more decisive, however, was meeting the Swede Viking Eg-

geling. Richter had the impression that Eggeling was pursu-

ing similar goals with lines as he himself was with opposite

pairs of planes. However, Eggeling had already succeeded,

according to Richter, in “setting up a whole syntax of form

elements, when I was just starting with the ABC.”7 The ele-

mentarization of representational art was a fringe develop-

ment of Zurich Dada. The destructive and action aspects of

Dada did not interest Richter: a position that was not con-

tradictory, for Dada, unlike cubism, was not a style but a

movement. Its unifying factor was the fight against artistic

conventions. This experimental phase was the spawning

ground for many subsequent art concepts.

After vainly fighting for the cultural and political goals

of the Munich Räterepublik and being jailed for two weeks for

his efforts in 1919, Richter brought Eggeling to his parents’

estate in Klein-Kölzig, Nieder Lausitz, Brandenburg, without

contacting the Dadas in Berlin. The collaboration between

the two artists grew more intense here, and together they de-

veloped the concept of a universal language.8 Because it was

impossible to exercise any influence on contemporary socio-

cultural conditions, they focused their interests on a utopian

plane. Their premise was a new system of communication

based on visual perception. Richter and Eggeling soon

reached a point in their experimentation where they noticed

that the elements of plane and line could assume a specific

relationship to each other and thereby render a certain conti-

nuity. This continuity prompted them decisively to introduce

the term language. “Every person would have to react to such

a language and for the very reason that it was based on the

human ability to see and record.”9

In 1920, Richter and Eggeling drafted a proclamation

entitled “Universelle Sprache” (Universal Language), send-

ing this eight-page-long exposition to various influential
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people. Unfortunately, there is no extant copy of this impor-

tant manifesto of abstract art.10 Referring to “Universelle

Sprache,” Richter wrote:

This pamphlet elaborated our thesis that abstract form of-

fers the possibility of a language above and beyond all

national language frontiers. The basis for such language

would lie in the identical form perception in all human be-

ings and would offer the promise of a universal art as it

had never existed before. With careful analysis of the ele-

ments, one should be able to rebuild men’s vision into a

spiritual language in which the simplest as well as the most

complicated, emotions as well as thoughts, objects as well

as ideas, would find a form.11

The best impression of the “Universelle Sprache” can be

found in an article entitled “Prinzipielles zur Bewegungs-

kunst” that appeared a year later in the journal De Stijl.12 This

article already addressed kinetics as a possible means of

representation.

Richter and Eggeling called their drawing studies Or-

chestrations. They were struck by the similarity between their

work and Chinese characters.13 The Far East may also have

inspired the two artists to copy their picture symbols onto long

strips of paper in order to develop a theme in various steps,

as in music. Music was also the source of the titles of the

works Präludium (fig. 4.1) (Richter) and Horizontal-Vertical-

Orchester (Eggeling). Single moments of these picture rolls

were printed in issues of De Stijl. A person looking at one of

these picture rolls follows the individual phases of a theme,

comparing and stimulating active perception. The eye has to

recall the form if it wants to record the process of develop-

ment. Yet nothing actually moves on Richter’s and Eggeling’s

picture rolls. Depicting single phases of a process, they auto-

matically suggest a sense of time. Although the picture does

not move, the viewer’s eye does. In order to proceed with

their experiments with time and motion to visual representa-
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tion, it was natural that the two artists would turn to the me-

dium of film.

The financial backing of a wealthy neighbor, the banker

Dr. Lübeck, allowed them to realize their first film experiments

in the trick film studios of the UFA (Universum Film A.G.) in

Berlin.14 Richter and Eggeling soon realized how little they

knew about film techniques; transforming their complicated

abstract drawings into visible motion proved to be much more

difficult than they had anticipated.15 They did produce a num-

ber of test film strips of which one, the filming of part of the

Präludium roll, was later used in Richter’s film Rhythmus 23.

All told, however, the two were badly disappointed by the re-

sults of their work in the UFA studios when they saw the de-

veloped films. Richter came to the conclusion “that these rolls

could not be used, as we actually had thought, as scores for

films. If Eggeling did not share this opinion, I became more

and more convinced with time. It seemed to me that the pic-

ture roll was an art form of its own that could not simply be

considered scores and transferred to film.”16 However, the

first film experiments attracted the attention of a number of

artists and journalists. In 1921 Adolf Behne, a Berlin art critic

and cofounder of the Arbeitsrat für Kunst (Work Council for

Art), and Theo van Doesburg, editor of De Stijl, published

Richter’s and Eggeling’s attempts.17

Van Doesburg’s decision to illustrate his article with a

joint work by the two artists is proof of his close collaboration

with Richter and Eggeling at that time.18 Van Doesburg’s ar-

ticle was the result of a three-week visit to the Richter estate

in Brandenburg. Shortly after this fruitful encounter, Rich-

ter began working on the film that he would later entitle

Rhythmus 21 (fig. 4.2).19

Meanwhile, it had become evident to Richter that he

would have to base his film work on the vehicle of the forms—

the screen or the frame—and use the film screen like the

support of a painting. Giving up image depiction, Richter fore-

grounded the material and the affinity of film to forms: film

was treated as film and no longer as a means of conveying
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non-filmic reality. As in onomatopoeia in poetry, the elimina-

tion of representation as a function resulted in a concentra-

tion of the medium’s elementary components. The screen no

longer opened like a window through which one watched

what was happening, but rather became a precisely calcula-

ble form in its own right.20 For his first film, Richter divided

the rectangular screen into small sections for the purpose of

orchestrating it.21

These sections are the equivalent of the forms—elements

that originally resulted in the rolls. So I gave up making a

film of my roll Präludium and instead began shooting a

film of several rows of paper rectangles and squares of all

sizes, ranging from dark blue to white. In the rectangle and

the square I had a simple form, an element, that was easy

to control in relation to the rectangular shape of the

screen. . . . So I made my paper rectangles and squares

grow and disappear, jump and slide in well-articulated

time-spaces and planned rhythms.22
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This expanding and disappearing on a black or white

background can generate immense spatial impressions on

the viewer. At the beginning of the film, the picture divides

into large areas of black and white. When the screen is finally

covered by two white rectangles that are moving toward each

other from left and right, the viewer sees himself traveling at

great speed away from the opening of a high passage. Or a

white square that is shrinking rapidly before a black back-

ground gives the impression of an abstract flying object that

is slowly disappearing into the universe. However, black does

not always represent depth and white proximity, for it is pre-

cisely the complexity of spatial illusion that interested Hans

Richter in this experiment. Throughout the course of the

film, varying the rectangular forms increases the ambiva-

lence of the spatial situation, which is constantly changing.

The viewer is always watching which forms determine the im-

mediate figure-background relationship.

In order to emphasize these processes, which Richter

called “Kontrast-Analogie” (contrast analogy), he used parts

of a negative film in his first film, with the contrapuntal inter-

play of black and white being varied further.23 In the negative

film, the black, gray, and white areas have a different effect

than in the positive film. In the negative, at the edges of the

black rectangles there are shadows or framing fields that

probably result from the overlapping papers. In the course of

the film, about one and a half minutes long, the number of

white, gray, and black formal elements increases. More than

ten different rectangles may appear in a single picture.

Toward the end of the film, two different compositions are

projected over each other. The elements, therefore, not only

grow or shrink but also dissolve into or penetrate each other.

Theo van Doesburg saw this film on his honeymoon in

Berlin (spring 1921) and took it with him to Paris, where he

showed it to some friends that same year. Anti-German senti-

ments were still high in France as a consequence of the First

World War; as a precaution van Doesburg introduced Richter

as a Dane at the premiere.24 Meanwhile, Richter had set up
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a studio, and his wife, Maria von Vanselow, whom he had

married during Theo and Nelly van Doesburg’s stay, also had

an apartment at Uhlandstrasse 118.25 At the peak of postwar

monetary inflation in 1922, the Richters lost their estate in

Klein-Kölzig. During this financial crisis, Hans Richter and

Viking Eggeling had a falling out about money, and each went

his own way for a while. According to Richter, this difference

of opinion was settled after about a year.26 Evidence of this

resolution is Richter’s committed promotion of Eggeling’s

work in his subsequent journal G.

Richard Richter, the artist’s brother, says that Hans

Richter made small advertising films to support himself. One

of these was for a florist by the name of Köschel. Richter set

up a projector on the windowsill of his top-floor apartment and

projected a trick film onto the sidewalk below the window.

Fascinated, people stopped and finally had to be moved on

by the police.27

In February 1922, Richter met Werner Gräff, a twenty-

year-old former Bauhaus student recommended to him by

van Doesburg as his best student.28 There are various ver-

sions concerning their subsequent collaboration. Richter re-

fers to Gräff as his adopted son whom he included in all his

projects. Gräff, on the other hand, is of the opinion that Rich-

ter was only able to continue to produce film strips with the

aid of Gräff’s predominantly technical skills.29 In any event,

Richter was in the midst of making his film Fuge in Rot und

Grün (Fugue in Red and Green) when he met Gräff. The film

was later renamed Rhythmus 23, although according to Gräff

it was completed in 1922.30 The original title indicates that it

was initially planned as a color film. As there was no colored

film material available at this time, Richter wanted to color

each frame red or green by hand, using conventional meth-

ods and hoping that the uneven coloring would not show on

a black background.31 However, Gräff pointed out to him that

each colored stroke beyond a to-be-colored line or plane

would be visible and convinced him of the futility of this proj-

ect. The film remained black and white. What might be re-
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garded as a failure nonetheless shows that Richter was

already concerned with the phenomenon of color in film as

early as 1922, perhaps inspired by his contact with van

Doesburg.

Herman Weinberg calls the five-minute film Rhythmus

23 an interplay of lines and planes.32 Indeed, Richter returned

in this film, contrary to his preceding one, to the constructive

possibilities of lines. An interplay of line and plane that re-

sembled the motifs on the picture rolls became its theme. It

is not surprising, therefore, that his sequence from the Prä-

ludium roll was employed here.33 By concentrating on the

line, he lost the spatial effect of his first film. The action occurs

predominantly in the plane, even if sometimes a background

modulating from black to white appears.

Rhythmus 23 premiered in Paris during “Le Coeur à

Barbe” on 6 July 1923.34 In this second film, Richter again

adhered to a strict compositional concept of a picture and did

not employ any curved or rounded forms. The diagonal posi-

tion of the rectangles, which appears only in a brief passage

in his first film, is the central motif of this one. The film starts

with two white squares moving toward each other axially

symmetrically on a black background until they finally dis-

solve into a large square. Then the reverse occurs: the large

square splits into two shrinking squares, which are each

confronted by a diagonal rectangle. Symmetry plays an

important role here as in the rest of the film. The same se-

quence juxtaposing square and diagonal rectangle appears

as a negative film at the end of Rhythmus 23. In between, the

direction of the diagonal planes changes frequently.

Unlike Eggeling, Richter had given up trying to film his

picture rolls. He continued to make rolls, though, because the

roll format “could express perceptions that neither easel

painting nor film could express. Perceptions that only the pic-

ture rolls could generate originate from the stimulation of the

recalling eye when it wanders from detail to detail creating

related sequences. In tracing the creative process, the viewer
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experiences the representation in a single stream, which ea-

sel painting could not offer.”35

Richter’s most productive year for roll pictures was

1923, in which two horizontal rolls, Rhythmus 23 (fig. 4.3;

plate 7) and Fugue 23, and a vertical roll, Orchestration der

Farbe (Orchestration of Color) (fig. 4.4; plate 8), were cre-

ated. After the unsuccessful experiment of trying to make a

colored film, Richter hoped to solve the mystery of color with

the picture rolls. He wanted to study the possibilities of a color

scale using the same analytical methods as he had while

studying the variation range and effect of forms. He therefore

created “an orchestration of color in complementary, con-

trasting, and analogue colors, as a Magna Carta for colors.”36

Based on its lucid concept, the 1.4-meter-long roll Orchestra-

tion der Farbe may be considered a masterpiece of German

constructivism. Another painting of this period was later

shown at the infamous “Entartete Kunst” exhibition in Munich.

This painting was titled Farbenordnung (Color Order) and,

provided the information given by those responsible for this

Nazi exhibition is correct, it had been bought for thirty Reichs-

marks by the Landesmuseum Hannover in 1923. There is no

clue what happened to it after the exhibition. Perhaps it suf-

fered the fate of so many paintings shown at this shameful

exhibition and was burned in the courtyard of the Berlin Main

Fire Department in 1939.37 We know Richter’s painting Far-

benordnung only from his black-and-white photograph of it.

Striking in its composition is the use of trapezoidal planes,

which are perspectively shortened and thereby convey the

impression of space. The influence of El Lissitzky, who had

lived in Germany since 1922, is quite evident.38

Hans Richter’s devotion to constructivism during this

time is not solely expressed in his pictorial creativity. At

the First International Congress of Progressive Artists in

May 1922, he had formed the International Fraction of Con-

structivism with van Doesburg and Lissitzky. In a declaration

dated 30 May 1922 and published in De Stijl, this group ex-
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4.3
Rhythmus 23, 1923
Horizontal scroll, oil on canvas,
70 3 420 cm
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plains why it left the event early under protest: “We define a

progressive artist as one who denies and fights the predomi-

nance of subjectivity in art and does not create his work on

the basis of lyrical random chance, but rather on the new prin-

ciples of artistic creation by systematically organizing the

media to a generally understandable expression. . . . The ac-

tions of the congress have shown that due to the predomi-

nance of individual opinion, international progressive soli-

darity cannot be developed from the elements of this

congress.”39

Shortly afterward, in August 1922, another manifesto

by this group, which now called itself Konstruktivistische in-

ternationale schöpferische Arbeitsgemeinschaft (Construc-

tivistic International Creative Workshop) appeared in De Stijl

and was signed by Theo van Doesburg, El Lissitzky, Hans

Richter, Karel Maes, and Max Burchartz. Richter’s address in

Berlin-Friedenau, Eschenstrasse 7, was given as the group’s

head office.40 The newly gained international contacts en-

couraged Richter to publish a journal which he titled G, stand-

ing for Gestaltung (forming). He published a total of five

issues from July 1923 to April 1926. The typography of G ad-

hered essentially to constructivistic principles.

Richter’s last rhythm film, Rhythmus 25, applied the

color theory that he had developed while experimenting

for the Orchestration der Farbe roll. His short paper “Color

Notes” provides insight.41 As in the roll, there are for Richter

only two prime colors, red and green. “The scientifically de-

nominated elementary colors, blue, red and yellow, do not

have, aesthetically speaking, an absolute distance from each

other. Red and yellow are nearer (warm); blue is opposite of

yellow as well as of red, whereas green and red are incompa-

rably unequal to each other. And if you want to use technical

measure, green and red are together black. All other colors I

consider more or less variations.”42 Richter used this concep-

tion to create his hand-made film Rhythmus 25. As at that

time hand coloring was expensive and very time-consuming,

he only made one copy of it, which was soon lost. Only col-
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ored sketches have survived to give an impression of this

work (fig. 4.5; plate 9).

In 1927, Richter was visited by Kasimir Malevich, one

of the most radical representatives of the Russian avant-

garde, who had come under increasingly sharp attack be-

cause of the changes in Soviet cultural policy in the sec-

ond half of the 1920s. However, in 1927 Malevich was still

granted permission to exhibit his work outside the country,

and he traveled to the openings of his exhibitions in Warsaw

and Berlin.43 Malevich had seen the Rhythmus films and was

impressed by the possibilities of abstract film.44 He intended

to use a film to demonstrate his concept of suprematism, and

Hans Richter seemed to him to be the right man for this job

(see fig. 5.5).

Malevich called his project an artistic-scientific film, be-

cause it was to combine aesthetic and didactic aspects. The

title he chose was Die Malerei und die Probleme der Archi-

tektur (Painting and the Problems of Architecture) and below

this title he placed the self-confident prognosis, “The future

classic system of architecture.” The first part of Malevich’s

film manuscript presents an outline of art history from im-

pressionism to cubism, constructivism, and suprematism.45

Examples of pictures are meant to visualize the logical con-

sequence of this development. The second, larger part of the

film concerns the two stages of suprematism, the two- and

three-dimensional forms of representation. As in Richter’s

Rhythmus films, forms and structures are derived from

simple fundamental elements. Even the form of a circular

plane is created by Malevich by the movement of a square.

The colors red and green offer additional creative possibilities

besides black and white. The suprematist idea was raised

further by applying it to spatial constructions. According to the

same principles as in the planes, architectonic fragments are

created, yielding for Malevich architectonic systems.

Richter and Malevich’s joint film project was not real-

ized. Having received disturbing news from home, Malevich

returned to Leningrad. As a precaution he did not take home
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Study for Rhythmus 25, 1923
Pencil, colored pencil on paper,
78 3 8 cm
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the work that was on exhibit in Berlin.46 He appointed Richter

the curator and the works were stored in Hannover.47 In 1969,

Hans Richter decided to film Malevich’s script with his

cameraman Arnold Eagle, because he believed “that he

owed that to Malevich.”48 However, this attempt was doomed

to fail; too much time had elapsed.

The heyday of constructivism had passed by the mid-

1920s. Its concepts, however, were adopted in design, typog-

raphy, and architecture. What still interested Hans Richter

after 1925 was film that was independent of painting. The last

issue of his journal G, the double issue nos. 5–6, dealt solely

with this medium. Although he made another film in 1926,

Filmstudie (Film Study), which is partially based on the lan-

guage of abstract forms, it essentially returned to figurative

elements. Richter departed from animation and shot instead

a woman’s face, birds, eyeballs, and a man hammering. Even

if he altered these motifs by crossfading or by transforming

them with trick lenses into ornamental constructions, he re-

turned to the language of images that cinéma pur had already

formulated. Richter explains the theory behind his use of ob-

jects in a symbolic and abstract manner in his book Film-

gegner von heute—Filmfreunde von morgen (1929) (Film

Enemies Today, Film Friends Tomorrow): “The means of as-

sociation can be sheer magic, can alter things from their core,

can bestow upon them new values, give them contents that

they never had before. In association, one has elements of

a picture-language-medium of film poetry.”49 From the mid-

1920s on, Hans Richter reflected more consciously on the

variety of expressive possibilities offered by the film medium.

It was the rhythm of the film that now gave his works their

form.
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26.

26. Ibid., 12–14.

27. Marion von Hofacker, “Biographische Notizen über Hans

Richter 1888–1976,” in Hans Richter 1888–1976, 95.
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38. Mario-Andreas von Lüttichau, “Deutsche Kunst und entartete

Kunst: Die Münchner Ausstellung 1937,” in Nationalsozial-

ismus und entartete Kunst: Die Kunststadt München 1937, ed.

Peter-Klaus Schuster (Munich: PUB, 1988), 148 f.

39. “Internationale Fraktion der Konstruktivisten, Erklärung,” De

Stijl 5, no. 4 (1922): 113–117.

40. “Konstruktivische internationale schöpferische Arbeits-
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48. Hans Richter, letter to Dr. Robers, 2 November 1969, 1.

49. Hans Richter, Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde von mor-

gen (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1981), 89.

91Hans Richter: Constructivist Filmmaker
Hoffm

ann



B
E

R
N

D
F

IN
K

E
LD

E
Y

Hans Richter and the
Constructivist International

translated from the German by Carol Scherer



In 1919 Hans Richter sketched ten drawings as studies for

his first scroll, Präludium (Prelude). Although scrolls, succes-

sive images depicting a story, number among traditional

forms of expression, Richter and Viking Eggeling, who at this

time were working closely together, saw themselves con-

fronted with aesthetic problems that artists had yet to con-

sider. “In general, our capacity for optical conceptualization

rested on the static spatial form of the fine arts,” stated Rich-

ter. This was also the reason why “the ability to think in optical

series was still completely underdeveloped.”1 The scrolls de-

manded a new way of composing; the point was to arrange

the individual images so that the scroll unwound in a well-

devised progression. One needed to find principles for order-

ing the successive images and to endow them with an inner

coherence. Problems of continuity had to be considered, a

rhythm found.



Richter and Eggeling could have fallen back on the se-

quential photography practiced by Eadweard Muybridge and

Etienne-Jules Marey since the 1880s. These two photogra-

phers had disassembled movement into a multitude of indi-

vidual images; as soon as the images were put together into

a series, they revealed movement composed in phases. But

Richter and Eggeling had something else in mind, not to il-

lustrate reality, but rather to create a new reality of images.

“It is obvious that to get to the spirit, the idea, the inherent

principle and essence one has to destroy the appearance,”

explained Richter; “not in a physical way as much as in one’s

own eye. To forget about the leaf and to study the oval; to

forget about its color and to experience its sensation.” 2 Rich-

ter and Eggeling wanted to invent an alphabet of abstract

signs and forms for a “universal language.” The foundation

of this language, intelligible to all, was created by the Gene-

ralbass der Malerei (elements of painting) articulated by Vik-

ing Eggeling.

Richter had met Eggeling in 1918 during a visit to Swit-

zerland. Because Eggeling, as Richter wrote, “was also in-

volved in finding a general foundation to administer creatively

the wealth of abstract forms, we became friends, spontane-

ously and immediately.”3 Both had studied principles of musi-

cal composition. Hans Richter reported that while he was in

Zurich, Ferruccio Busoni had suggested that he explore the

compositions of Johann Sebastian Bach. “I came to him with

my problem; I explained how I was trying to achieve a bal-

ance and counter-balance of the white paper with the black

spots of ink I made my drawings with, a balance so that white

and black were both part of the same work. . . . I studied in

[the preludes and fugues of Bach] the up and down, the

movements and countermovements all leading to a definite

unity,” he wrote, concluding that the experience with Busoni

and Bach “was really the basis of my further development.”4

Eggeling’s Generalbass also rested on schemata of musical

composition, explained Richter:
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A principle of dynamic relations as in counterpoint, [it]

comprehended every possible relation among forms with-

out discrimination, including the horizontal-vertical relation-

ship. . . . Its almost scientific method led him to analyze

how elements of form “behaved” under various conditions.

He tried to discover what expression a form would assume

under the influence of different kinds of “opposites”: small

versus large, light versus dark, one versus many, above

versus below, etc. In that he intimately combined external

contrasts with analogous relations of form, which he

named “analogies,” he could produce an endless variety

of relations among forms. Opposing elements were used

to dramatize, to tighten the form complex; analogies were

used to relate them again to each other.5

The Generalbass was laid out as the basic method for

artistic Gestaltung (the German encompasses both design

and planning); as Richter described it, “Every work is sub-

jected to this mechanical law, the interplay of contrast and

analogy; only improvisation can exist outside this law.”6

From 1919 to 1922 both Richter and Eggeling lived and

worked on the estate owned by Richter’s parents near Berlin,

in the village of Klein-Kölzig. Here Eggeling produced his

scroll Horizontal-vertikal Messe (Horizontal-Vertical Mass,

1919), composed of linear elements, and Richter his scrolls

Präludium (Prelude, 1919) and Fuge (Fugue, 1920). “They

all start with a simple elementary pattern—rectangle or

square—and develop such elementary forms to their maxi-

mum through all kinds of counterpoint variations and over dif-

ferent phases.”7

As they worked on elementary signs, forms, and col-

ors, to make them dynamic, to orchestrate them, almost in-

evitably their thoughts turned to filming the scrolls. “We had

arrived at a crossroad, the scroll looked at us and it seemed

to ask for real motion. That was just as much of a shock to us

as it was a sensation. Because in order to realize movement
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we needed film.”8 With support from the UFA, which provided

a cartoon-film studio and a technician, they were able to pro-

duce a film based on the Präludium scroll.

The simple square of the movie screen could easily be

divided and orchestrated by using the rectangle of the

cinema-canvas as my field of pictorial vision. Parts of the

screen could then be moved against each other. Thus it

became possible on this cinema-canvas to relate (by both

contrast and analogy) the various movements to each

other. So I made my paper rectangles and squares grow

and disappear, jump and slide in well-articulated time-

spaces and planned rhythms.9

During his pioneering work in abstract film, it became clear to

Richter that only certain aspects of painting could be trans-

ferred to film; film confronted him with the “time” aspect. He

recalled, “After our, as it appeared to me, unsuccessful at-

tempts to set scrolls into motion, I recognized that the prob-

lem of film lies essentially in the articulation of time and only

very secondarily in the articulation of form. The more I delved

into the phenomenon of film, the more convinced I was that

articulated time, namely rhythm, is to be regarded both as the

elementary dimension of film and its inner structure.”10

On 23 December 1920, Theo van Doesburg joined

Hans Richter and Viking Eggeling in Klein-Kölzig. The Berlin

critic Adolf Behne had arranged the contact, and less than a

month later, on 17 January 1921, van Doesburg sent him an

enthusiastic account. “You have probably already heard from

Eggeling and Richter that I find their inventions excellent.

They have let me see everything, it was all extraordinarily

interesting.”11 Van Doesburg was especially fascinated by

Eggeling’s theory of the Generalbass with its astounding par-

allels to his own Generalbass, the “Elements of painting,

sculpture, and architecture” defined in 1919. The significance

he accorded to the film pioneers’ work infused an essay soon

published in De Stijl. There van Doesburg examined the com-
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positional and experimental possibilities of abstract film,

pointing out that only a few technical problems still needed to

be overcome: “The enormous enlargement through the lens

betrays every weakness of the human hand, and because it

is no longer the hand, but rather the spirit that makes art,

and because the new spirit demands the greatest possible

precision for its expression, only the machine in its absolute

perfection, the modern machine, is in the position to realize

the higher demands of the creative spirit.”12

During the eleven days he spent in Berlin, Theo van

Doesburg met other experimental artists and architects:

Bruno Taut, Walter Gropius and his assistant Fréd Forbát, as

well as Raoul Hausmann, Hannah Höch, and Kurt Schwit-

ters. He also sought to establish contact with Paul Westheim

from Das Kunstblatt and those who wrote for the periodical

Der Sturm (fig. 5.1).

“What is more,” observes Sjarel Ex, “Berlin was where

the contact came about between the two countries in which

the development of art was more radical and abstract than

elsewhere: Holland and Russia.”13 On behalf of Anatoli Luna-

charski, El Lissitzky came to Berlin in 1922 to open up dia-

logue with artists and provide information on the young

Soviet Russia. To this end, he and Ilya Ehrenburg together

published the trilingual periodical Veshch-Objet-Gegenstand.

To Hans Richter, Veshch was a journal “that confronted the

problems of our modern art and underscored the affinity be-

tween our artistic efforts and those in Russian art.”14 The peri-

odical, conceived for both Russia and western Europe,

advocated constructivist art with its goal, as Lissitzky pro-

claimed in the first issue, not to decorate life but to organize

it.15 Richter cultivated contacts both with Lissitzky and Ivan

Puni, who lived with his wife, Xenia Boguslavskaya, near Nol-

lendorfplatz, the center of the artistic Russian community in

Berlin. Puni was, in Richter’s opinion, one “of the first Ab-

stractionists (and Dadaists) of the Russian art world.”16 To-

gether with Raoul Hausmann, Hans Arp, and László Moholy-

Nagy, Puni had written the “Aufruf zur elementaren Kunst”
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(Call for Elementarist Art) in Berlin. In this proclamation, the

artists demanded an art built upon its own elements alone,

and not founded on individual whim.17

Manifestoes— In 1922 Richter and Eggeling had to leave their “paradise”

Manifestoes— in Klein-Kölzig after Richter’s father sold the estate. Richter

Manifestoes: moved into a furnished apartment located at Uhlandstraße

Hans Richter at the 118 in Wilmersdorf and rented a studio nearby, at Eschen-

Congress for straße 7 in the Friedenau suburb southwest of Berlin, in

International which Eggeling lived. That same year, van Doesburg re-

Progressive Artists in turned to Berlin and, together with his wife, spent several

Düsseldorf months with Richter. Van Doesburg was also the one who

introduced Richter to Werner Gräff. Gräff had taken part in

the De Stijl classes offered by Theo van Doesburg from 8

March to 8 July 1922, first in Karl Peter Röhl’s studio and later
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in his own studio in Weimar. Gräff also moved into Richter’s

apartment. As Richter notes, “I became very partial to the

young person and took him with me to all my friends and col-

leagues, to studio evenings and gatherings.”18

One gathering in 1922 took place in Gert Caden’s stu-

dio. Hans Richter recalled that aside from Caden and himself,

Theo van Doesburg, El Lissitzky, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,

Werner Gräff, and others were present that evening.19 Gert

Caden added a few more details of the gathering. “The eve-

ning took place in 1922 in my Berlin studio. . . . Colleagues

from abroad also took part in founding the constructivist

group,” he wrote. “I can remember Lissitzky, Gabo, Altman,

Pevsner, Kemény, Moholy-Nagy, Péri, Kállai, and the wives

of Kemény and Péri.”20

The most significant aspect of this evening gathering

was that it brought together various groups of foreign artists:

Russian artists living in Berlin, Dutch proponents of De Stijl,

and Hungarian emigre artists from the circle around the peri-

odical MA. They all were concerned with rationality versus

expressiveness, with objectivity versus individualism and

subjectivity, with the search for the elements necessary for

a universal language with which to design and reshape life

through the use of modern production methods. The consen-

sus on artistic objectives reached that evening in Caden’s

studio spanned the nationalities of the artists present. Full of

expectation, several of them left for the Congress for Inter-

national Progressive Artists in Düsseldorf. The artists of Das

junge Rheinland (The Young Rhineland) were host to the

congress, held from 29 to 31 May 1922. The Berlin Novem-

bergruppe, the Darmstadt Secession, the Dresden Seces-

sion, and the Schaffenden (worker-creators), also from

Dresden, as well as a number of prominent private citizens

were also behind the congress.

On 26 May several artists met in Theo van Doesburg’s

Weimar studio to discuss and synchronize their positions.

Present were Hans Richter, El Lissitzky, Werner Gräff, Karl

Peter Röhl, and Cornelis van Eesteren. Two days later they
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traveled together to Düsseldorf. Hans Richter described the

obstacles in their way: “With the greatest difficulty we

rounded up the money for train tickets and reached, via

fourth-class, the Christian Hostel in Düsseldorf, where we

met Schwitters, Hausmann, and the Cologne painter Sei-

wert.”21 Also in Düsseldorf were Theo van Doesburg and Cor-

nelis van Eesteren as delegates of De Stijl, El Lissitzky as

representative of Veshch-Objet-Gegenstand, and most likely

László Péri as envoy from MA.22 Astoundingly, Werner Gräff,

Hans Richter, Fritz Baumann, and Viking Eggeling signed in

as members of the Constructivist International, which at this

point had yet to be founded.

All shared a common purpose in coming to Düsseldorf,

to help found an international association for progressive

forces. As the congress unfolded, however, sharp differences

divided the progressive artists who had gathered there. On

30 May, the second day of the congress, two issues rankled

the constructivists. The second manifesto to be voted on de-

fined the Union as an exclusively practical and economic as-

sociation. The position paper of the Group Synthès, signed

by Ivan Puni and the Lithuanian sculptors Arnold Dzirkal and

Karl Zalit, stated that the association was consciously to re-

frain from discussing intellectual and artistic questions. Hans

Richter spoke for the constructivist artists from Switzerland,

Scandinavia, Rumania, and Germany. In the midst of heated

debate, Richter objected to the establishment of an associa-

tion restricted to mere organizational and economic ends.

Counterposing his views to those in the manifesto and Group

Synthès, Richter declared, “An International built on eco-

nomic concerns misunderstands the necessity of an Interna-

tional. An International has not only to support its members,

but also itself to document and create a new condition. If and

how this new condition can be reached requires that we test,

as comrades, collectively, the understanding that it takes our

combined forces to create the new niveau of living that we so

desperately need. That would be a real task.”23
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During the Düsseldorf congress, van Doesburg, Lis-

sitzky, and Richter together founded the International Frac-

tion of Constructivists. In their declaration, they noted that

this designation was meant to express their opposition to ex-

pressionism and “Impulsivists.”24 It seems likely that they

also wanted to distinguish themselves from the First Working

Group of Constructivists founded in 1921 around Aleksei

Gan, Konstantin Medunetski, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Varvara

Stepanova, and Georgi and Vladimir Stenberg in Moscow.

Hans Richter recalled that the term “constructivism” in Düs-

seldorf was meant not only to define boundaries, but was

also a “password for those striving to achieve both lawfulness

of artistic expression and tasks of meaningful actuality.”25 To

Richter, one current objective was that art stop presenting

itself in opposition to the world. During the Düsseldorf con-

gress, he declared that constructivist artists had “overcome

our own individual problem and reached the fact of an objec-

tive issue in art. This objective issue unites us in a common

task. This task leads us (through the scientific investigation

of the elements of art) to want something other than just a

better image, a better sculpture: it leads us to reality.”26 In the

words of the declaration, “Art is a common and real expres-

sion of the creative energy that organizes the progress of

humanity, which means that art is the tool of the common pro-

cess of labor.”27 The time had come, as these artists saw it,

to establish an international union for truly progressive artists

in which each person “denies and attacks the predominance

of the subjective in art, and builds artistic works not upon lyri-

cal whim, but rather on the principle of the new Gestaltung

by organizing the means systematically into an expression

intelligible to all.”28

Their demand that a truly progressive artists’ Inter-

national must also develop a common artistic program was

rejected by the majority at the Düsseldorf congress, who dis-

rupted the speeches with heckles like, “Academy” and, “We

don’t want dictatorship!”29 Fearing that the systematization of
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artistic means would limit artistic freedom, the Group Synthès

rebuffed the demand with the argument, “Feeling and intu-

ition seem to be the source of creating. . . . Works of art that

have been stripped of this strength are only manifestations

whose allotted existence exhausts itself in a couple of

years.”30

The artists took a short break for lunch, a chance for

the waves to subside so they could calmly debate the 149

paragraphs of the association’s statutes. When they re-

assembled, the storm broke loose. The “Dadasoph Raoul

Hausmann, his voice strengthened in many a Dada fracas,”31

took aim against the stolidity and machinations and declared

that he and his friends roundly dismissed the Congress and

its results. He shouted out, “We are all cannibals!” about a

dozen times and then left the room, together with Franz Wil-

helm Seiwert, while singing the International.32 Even Werner

Gräff’s scornful remark that the majority there were neither

international nor progressive nor artists failed to shake the

assembly; the group of constructivists hence walked out of

the building. Irate, Theo van Doesburg explained their depar-

ture: “The Congress was called by Das junge Rheinland, a

bunch of quacks, sheep-heads, and old maids who go about

their work in good Prussian manner to force modern art into

their International with a program of not less than 149 para-

graphs. Naturally it ended with us having to leave the hall in

heated protest. . . . In any event, we now know whom we can

count on for the next congress. The futurists, dadaists, and

others too walked out with us. We’ll do it better the second

time around. We have enormous support from the Russians!

Lissitzky, who arrived not long ago from Moscow, is a splen-

did fellow of great consistency. The Germans just shit their

pants in comparison.”33

The promising candidates Theo van Doesburg had in

mind for the next congress included his wife Nelly van Does-

burg, Cornelis van Eesteren, Otto Freundlich, Werner Gräff,

Raoul Hausmann, Hannah Höch, Stanislav Kubicki, El Lis-

sitzky, Hans Richter, Franz Wilhelm Seiwert, Ruggero Vasari,
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and possibly Marcel Janco, all of whom, in the Düsseldorf

group photo, had placed themselves defiantly under the sign

pointing the way “To the Trade Fair for Urban Sanitation and

Waste Disposal” (fig. 5.2).

Hans Richter and the Upon their return from Düsseldorf, the artists began prepara-

Founding of the tions for founding a Constructivist International. On 6 June

Konstruktivistische 1922, van Doesburg could already report, “We are now hard

Internationale at work on the International, which has to come off before

Schöpferische winter. It is of the greatest significance.”34 Van Doesburg also

Arbeitsgemeinschaft proposed to Richter that they proceed together with the Da-

in Weimar daists Hans Arp and Tristan Tzara. Richter responded, “That

you are warming up the Internat. again, fine. We need it: not

only as a means to fight the reaction, not only to organize

and market our works, but for both. . . . I am in complete

agreement with the idea of proceeding together with the Da-

daists.”35 Richter’s studio at Eschenstraße 7 became the

meeting place for like-minded artists; Hans Arp, Tristan

Tzara, and Kurt Schwitters were frequent guests. In fact, Karl

Peter Röhl, who had also participated in Theo van Does-

burg’s Weimar classes, lived in Richter’s apartment for an ex-

tended period. The artists also met in various Berlin cafes, as

well as in the apartments and studios of László Moholy-Nagy

and Erich Buchholz. Here El Lissitzky, Werner Gräff, Raoul

Hausmann, Hannah Höch, and Hans Richter gathered to

discuss the new “gestaltende Kunst.” As Sophie Lissitzky-

Küppers recalled, “It was all about the new functionality,

objectivity, utilitarianism. . . . Lissitzky told his German com-

rades about the great tasks for artists and architects that the

revolution in Russia had brought about.”36 During such meet-

ings, the artists also discussed the Constructivist Interna-

tional to be founded on 25 September 1922 in Weimar.

Starting on 19 September the participants began to ar-

rive in Weimar, where they gathered in Theo van Doesburg’s

studio in Upper Weimar, at Schanzengraben 6. One group

immediately went on to Jena, where they spent the evening

of 24 September at the house of Walter Dexel, director of
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the local art society. His guest book boasts the signatures of

Tristan Tzara, László Moholy-Nagy and Lucia Moholy, Kurt

Schwitters, Hans Arp, Theo and Pètro (Nelly) van Doesburg,

Max Burchartz, Cornelis van Eesteren, and Werner Gräff.

Karl Peter Röhl signed on the opposite page, adding a

square—the sign of the constructivists and signet of van

Doesburg37 (fig. 5.3). The Jena group sent a letter to the gal-

lerist Herbert von Garvens in Hannover announcing that

Hans Arp, Tristan Tzara, Pètro and Theo van Doesburg,

Raoul Hausmann, and Kurt Schwitters wanted to hold Dada

evenings on 25 September in Weimar and on 26 September

in Jena, as well as a “DADAREVON-evening” on 29 Septem-

ber in the Galerie van Garvens in Hannover. Lissitzky, Röhl,

Gräff, Burchartz, the Dexels, and the Moholys were also to

attend the Hannover evening as guests.38 This schedule is

remarkable because, paradoxically, a Dada evening was

planned for the founding of the constructivist International in

Weimar.39
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On 25 September the group left Jena for the assembly

in Weimar. Gert Caden, who had followed the conversations

in Berlin, described how the ideas of Richter, Lissitzky, van

Doesburg, and Moholy-Nagy mingled, indicating a general

accord on artistic objectives. Constructivists, according to

Caden, went “to work as matter-of-factly as possible—we are

far removed from any romanticism.” He continued,

Not the personal “line”—what anyone could interpret sub-

jectively—is our goal, but rather the work with objective

elements: circle, cone, sphere, cube, cylinder, etc. These

elements cannot be objectified further. They are put into

function; the painting also consists of complementary ten-

sions in the color-material and the oppositions of vertical,

horizontal, diagonal. . . . Thus a dynamic-constructive

system of force is created in space, a system of innermost

lawfulness and greatest tension. . . . That is the formal

side of our efforts. More important, however, is the ideo-

logical side: that these things agitate for a clear, simple

plan for life, one of inner necessity with an exact balancing

of forces. Here our goals meet the goals of the social revo-

lution. So seen, our task is not party-political, it is rather a

task of cultural politics.40

Indeed, the politics of the Constructivist International

seem to have sparked off a heated altercation among Rich-

ter, van Doesburg, Moholy-Nagy, and Kemény in Weimar

(fig. 5.4). Particularly vehement was the opposition to the

Hungarian constructivists’ support of the proletariat and their

efforts to propagate world revolution. As Kemény put it, “Con-

structivist art has the will toward collectivity. A collective art

is not, however, possible in the general anarchy of existing

bourgeois society. It is reserved as the art of the future prole-

tariat. First must come the world revolution of the pro-

letariat.”41 Impulses from Soviet Russia also filled László

Moholy-Nagy with enthusiasm. The “reality of our century is

technology,” he wrote, “Technology knows no tradition and
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no class consciousness. Everyone can be master over the

machine or its slave. Here lies the root of socialism, the final

destruction of feudalism. The machine means the awakening

of the proletariat. . . . That is our century: technology, the ma-

chine, socialism. . . . Constructivism is the socialism of the

eye.”42 Even before the congress in Weimar, Theo van Does-

burg had warned that Moholy-Nagy and Kemény “see things

completely differently, namely communism as ideal prin-

ciple. . . . They were concerned with subordinating art to

communism; we were concerned with realizing the implica-

tions of the new art.”43 For this reason, van Doesburg re-

proached Moholy-Nagy for working against their cause.

Later, Richter tried to smooth things over, writing in a letter

to van Doesburg, “As for Moholy, I can’t share your opinion
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completely. While I don’t see the final point of what he’s after,

he is a person who thinks and leaves nothing untried. Already

in Weimar I spoke out clearly against his lack of clarity; it can

never lead to an international union . . . for class struggle and

work, but one can’t dismiss him as comrade.”44

Erich Buchholz had followed the discussions in Berlin

and found it impossible to mediate between the two positions:

“Because the concept was so malleable, there were still brid-

ges—a priori with Pevsner, Rodchenko, Péri, . . . bridges of

attempts to discuss the definition while respecting the piers,

for instance Lissitzky. . . . One met in the middle of the bridge,

without, however, building a bridge to the two theorists from

Hungary, Kállai and Kemény.”45 The assembly disbanded

without having reached a consensus. In 1924 Moholy-Nagy

made a reconciliatory overture to van Doesburg, at the same

time branding Richter responsible for the failure of the con-

gress in Weimar. In a letter to van Doesburg he wrote, “Our

warm relationship came to an end when you departed from

Weimar in the middle of unspeakably galling and stupid strug-

gles on the part of Richter & company, and I was happy that

I remained objective enough not to drop the objective possi-

bilities of cooperating with my former comrades for personal

motives.”46 Van Doesburg, on the other hand, did not mention

personal motives in his assessment of the second day of the

congress. “After a long exchange of words, the first Construc-

tivist egg was laid by the International hen. The dynamic egg

from Moholy is at the same time a chick.”47 With this term, he

alluded to the manifesto “Das dynamisch-konstruktive Kraft-

system” (The Dynamic-Constructivist System of Force), pub-

lished in December 1922 by Moholy-Nagy together with

Alfréd Kemény,48 that had been discussed during the con-

gress. By contrasting two laid eggs, two manifestoes, he un-

derscored the fact that the Weimar Congress could not settle

the conflict surrounding artistic goals. Only van Doesburg,

Lissitzky, Richter, Burchartz, and the Belgian Karel Maes

signed the founding manifesto of the Constructivist Interna-

tional. There they spoke as the provisional administrative
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committee of the Constructivist International in favor of the

international union of all people who wanted to pursue the

creative design of every area of life. In the words of the mani-

festo, “This International . . . does not arise simply from

feelings . . . but rather is based on the same elementary

non-moralistic conditions as science and technology, on

the necessity to react in a collective creative rather than in

an individual intuitive manner. To unfold and develop

our individuality completely, we (and all) are forced to orga-

nize creative labor.”49 Richter’s studio in Berlin-Friedenau

acted as office and meeting-place for the Constructivist

International.

The idea of an international union of constructivists

gained new momentum with the “Erste Russische Kunstaus-

stellung” (First Russian Art Show) in the Galerie Van Diemen

in Berlin. The exhibition drew on works both from Russian

artists living in Berlin as well as those who came to Berlin for

the exhibition. Richter recalled, “Nathan Altman stayed at

least one or two years with us before he moved on, first to

Paris and then back to Moscow, as did Ilya Ehrenburg, who

established his contacts with the international art world in the

Romanisches Café in Berlin and later in the Café du Dôme in

Paris.”50 Naum Gabo came with Altman to Berlin in order to

set up the exhibition in the Van Diemen gallery. Richter was

fascinated by the sculptures of Naum Gabo on display there:

“A gigantic female nude made of metal sheets . . . [stood] in

the middle of the first room, and a head of similar construction

looked down on the nude. They were sculptures that lent spa-

tial dimensions to the object from within, of an audacity and

certainty that held me momentarily captive. . . . Gabo’s work,

his division of space and his musical orchestration, was very

close . . . to me then, and we became friends.”51

Hans Richter had special praise for the social engage-

ment of the Russian artists. He became enthusiastic about

what certain members of the Constructivist International were

striving to achieve, what constructivists and productivists in
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Soviet Russia had long realized—the immediate design of

reality. Richter summed up his reaction:

Nathan Altman demonstrated how modern art in its most

extreme, that is abstract, forms can contribute to the pub-

lic life of a people. His decorations on the Red Square in

Moscow, for the celebrations of the Revolution in Le-

ningrad, etc., were more than just decorative. They were

the expression of an optimism which swept the public

along with it and promised to grant artists in the most free,

abstract development a new, functional place in society. A

rare moment in the history of a people, in which the efforts

of government and people, artists and those who commis-

sion their works, are identical.52

The Journal G as an During van Doesburg’s visit in December 1920 to Klein-

International Forum Kölzig, the idea took hold in Richter’s mind to publish a peri-

for Constructivist odical. This plan was not realized until July 1923, when the

Programs first issue of G. Material zur elementaren Gestaltung (Mate-

rial for an Elementary Design) appeared, in order, as Richter

wrote, “to say what we could not endure,” and “to create a

forum for the ideas which after the Dada period and with con-

structivism had become a compilation of all cultural tenden-

cies of this new time.”53

In the tradition of Veshch-Objet-Gegenstand, MA, and

De Stijl, G was, along with ABC and some issues of Merz, a

forum for constructivist ideas. With publication of the first

issue, however, the periodical had to face the reproach that

it hobbled along behind the times and merely rewarmed old

positions. Lissitzky found fault with G, complaining in a letter

dated 8 September 1924 that “neither ABC nor G have any-

thing new to say. Judging from the first issue, G is still a rather

snobbish thing created in the atelier. Let us hope that it will

improve and become more like a real American weekly.”54

Raging inflation and the devaluation of the Reichsmark com-

bined to delay publication of the periodical. By chance Rich-
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ter came into possession of a sum of money in 1923, and

with the first issue he could finally publish contributions col-

lected for over two years. “Lissitzky named it G, short for Ge-

staltung. The shape of a square behind this title honored

Doesburg,”55 recalled Richter. The first issue gathered mani-

festoes and programmatic articles on elementary Gestaltung.

Richter and Gräff described the object of G. Van Doesburg

published his thoughts on the elements of painting, sculpture,

and architecture. Raoul Hausmann wrote about the object of

his work, optophonetics. Richter demonstrated the elemen-

tary design possibilities in film. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe

wrote about the office building. Lissitzky introduced his Proun

Room, an environmental installation from the “Große Berliner

Kunstausstellung” in 1923. Gräff devoted himself to the de-

sign and planning tasks of the new engineer. The first issue

also contained excerpts from the 1920 Realistic Manifesto

written by Naum Gabo and Noton (Antoine) Pevsner in

Moscow.

A number of international constructivists published in

the subsequent issues of the periodical (renamed G. Zeit-

schrift für elementare Gestaltung in the third issue). Richter

described a variety of contributions: “Hilberseimer wrote

about city-planning, Gabo about Constructivism; Arp contrib-

uted poems, Tzara poetic rhythms about Man Ray’s Rayo-

gramms, Schwitters about Schwitters’s poetic theories,

Hausmann about poetry, optophonetics, philosophy, fashion,

world-ice-theory, the cosmos and himself; Kiesler wrote

about theatre and architecture, Gräff about new techniques

in a new society, Lissitzky about Proun.”56 Elsewhere, Richter

named other editorial areas: “Raoul Hausmann, who worked

from the first to the last issue as Dadasoph, . . . as optopho-

netician, as creator of fashion, writer, photomonteur, and

painter; Werner Gräff, who scrutinized everything that had to

do with automobile construction and new technology; Arp,

Schwitters, Ernst Schoen, Hilberseimer, Métain, Walter Ben-

jamin, Tzara, Man Ray, George Grosz, Heartfield,”57 and

112



many others. Thanks to his exceedingly good connections to

international constructivism and Dada, Richter was able to

persuade many artists to write for his periodical and thus to

bring together the Constructivist International. The five issues

of the periodical appeared between 1923 and 1926 and con-

tained more than simply programmatic writings. G also called

attention to the achievements of technology and industry.

The periodical introduced all areas of Gestaltung, combined

painting with modern engineering, published exemplary

works in architecture, city planning, theater technology, film,

and photography. As Marion von Hofacker puts it, “G was the

first German periodical to be concerned with the changing

form and structure of presenting and perceiving aesthetic in-

formation. G’s artists tried to respond artistically to the im-

mense technical advancement.”58

In 1924 Richter published a farewell “To Constructiv-

ism” in the third issue, hurling a final javelin at Moholy-Nagy.

He wrote:

What today passes by this name has nothing more to do

. . . with elementary Gestaltung. Commercial oil painting

has in the meantime appropriated the name and individu-

alists march under constructivism. Arrangers, oil painters,

decorators, the entire speculation.—As long as the slogan

is in.—It already seems to be passé, at least the sprinter

Moholy-Nagy, who has a fine nose for such things, now

lets himself be termed a suprematist in Kunstblatt; per-

haps he will have more luck there than with the erstwhile

constructivists.59

A note of resignation also resonated in Richter’s film

work. In 1925 he no longer made purely abstract films. With

Filmstudie (Film Study) of 1925–26, he was already mixing

abstract forms with objects from everyday life. Vormittags-

spuk (Ghosts Before Breakfast), made over the years 1927

and 1928, figures as a turning point; here Richter exclusively
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filmed objects. He used the technological possibilities of his

medium in a deliberate fashion. The time indicated by the

clock is cut and reassembled; the theme here is the differ-

ence between filmed and filmic reality. Everyday objects be-

come autonomous in film. They awaken to an unexpected

existence of their own. Richter was applying the Dada-

surrealist method of expanding the senses and turning things

into riddles. He explained: “Without actually wanting to, the

film became a truly Dadaist document. It showed rebellion of

objects, hats, cups, ties, hoses, etc., against people. In the

end the old hierarchy of person-master over the object-slaves

reestablished itself. But for a short time, the public enter-

tained a niggle of doubt about the general validity of the usual

subject-object order.”60
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Hans Richter and Richter was again confronted with an abstract film project

Kasimir Malevich, through Kasimir Malevich, who visited Berlin on 29 March

Project for a 1927 for a personal show organized by the Reichsbund bild-

Suprematist Film, ender Künstler of the “Große Berliner Kunstausstellung” in

March 1927 the halls near the Lehrter train station. In Berlin he negotiated

with Moholy-Nagy about the publication of his written works.61

He also met with Richter. “We negotiated through the kind

Herr von Riesen [Malevich’s host in Berlin] often and in detail,

first about Malevich’s book. Herr von Riesen must have trans-

lated it, because I read some chapters,” Richter recalled. “But

the main concern that connected Malevich and myself was to

express his suprematist theory in continuity and in motion.

He had seen my abstract films and found that we could
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or should proceed together in realizing this dream. There

is no question that we frequently met and worked on this

project.”62

The project was never realized. Later, Richter was to

write that he never knew anything about the three-page film

manuscript with color sketches dedicated to himself, found in

the papers that Malevich left behind in Berlin when he left on

5 June to return to Leningrad (fig. 5.5).
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strömungen in Berlin 1918–1923 (Berlin: Deutscher Verlag für

Kunstwissenschaft, 1981), 117. Richter wrote that this gather-

ing had taken place in early 1922, in other words before

the congress in Düsseldorf. See Hans Richter, “Bio-

Filmographie,” n.p. In February 1922, Moholy-Nagy and Péri

held a joint exhibition in the gallery Der Sturm, and were there-

fore without doubt in the city. Nathan Altman and Naum Gabo

arrived around the same time that spring to set up the “Erste

Russische Kunstausstellung” (First Russian Art Show) in Ber-

lin, which opened on 15 October. Richter remarked that he

first met Gabo during this show. See Richter, Köpfe und Hin-
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tionale schöpferische Arbeitsgemeinschaft,” De Stijl 5, no. 8

(1922): 114–115.
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Richter’s Films and the Role of
the Radical Artist, 1927–1941



Forced to take leave of Munich in 1919 after the democratic

form of government known as the Räterepublik had been

overthrown, Richter resumed his role as a radical artist, how-

ever modified, in Berlin. Now reluctant to voice himself politi-

cally, he limited his ideas and ideals to his art. It was only

when he had regained self-confidence about his political and

social role as an artist that his work moved from pure abstract

film to film that contained concrete images. New visual per-

spectives and film techniques, some of which he created

himself, supplemented this film vocabulary. Richter took a

significant step in a political direction when he turned to more

narrative films that appeared to convey explicit messages.

He was cautious and daring at the same time in this move

away from abstraction. Initially, his messages were clothed in

symbols and contained hidden meanings. Later he turned to

new film forms, such as advertising, documentary, experi-

mental, and essay film, that became instruments for express-

ing his political ideals.



By 1929 he had come forth into the public arena as an

artist fighting for new film forms. His struggle to realize his

vision as an artist and filmmaker required Richter to broaden

his activities into other areas as well. He no longer addressed

the public only through film but also through his writing on

film, exhibitions he organized, film leagues he founded, film

congresses he attended, and through his general spokes-

manship for independent film. Between 1927 and 1931 he

founded two avant-garde film forums, Gesellschaft für Neuen

Film (1927) and Deutsche Film Liga (1931), which was an

offshoot of the International Film League; wrote two theoreti-

cal works on experimental film, Filmgegner von heute—Film-

freunde von morgen (Film Enemies Today, Film Friends To-

morrow) in 1929 and Der Kampf um den Film (The Struggle

for the Film), published in 1939; attended two Independent

Film Congresses, 1929 in La Sarraz and 1930 in Brussels;

organized a film exhibition in Stuttgart (1929); and gave a se-

ries of lectures at the Bauhaus.

Despite this significant and influential activist work,

Richter’s radical political spirit is manifested in the artistic vi-

sion of his film. While before 1925 his work had focused

mainly on the abstract Rhythmus films, after 1925 these gave

way to the semi-abstract images of Filmstudie (1926), and

then to the more concrete images and narrative content of

Vormittagsspuk (1927), Zweigroschenzauber (Two Pence

Magic, 1928), and Alles dreht sich, Alles bewegt sich! (Every-

thing Revolves, Everything Moves, 1928). His work eventu-

ally evolved into the most concrete forms of film, with actors

and scripts, in advertising films and fiction documentaries.

This is most notable in Metall (1931–33) and Keine Zeit für

Tränen (No Time for Tears, 1933–34).

With the increasingly politically unstable years of the

late twenties, Richter worked more and more with naturalistic

forms. The shift away from abstraction was a result of his

need for his message to be heard and understood. The trou-

bled times during the second half of the Weimar period (1927

to 1933) brought forth advertising films that were more natu-
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ralistic than abstract. After 1933 this tendency gave way to

feature films with actors in which the image and the message

were straightforward. This tendency was most obviously

manifest in projects such as the uncompleted Metall, on

which he collaborated with Friedrich Wolf. The violence of the

political events in Germany that inspired Metall was most evi-

dent in the fact that the film was eventually abandoned for

fear of those same forces. After giving up on the project for

good, Richter left Russia for fear of the new political climate.

Richter never discussed the correlation between film

and sociopolitical events. In an interview in Das Echo he ex-

plained that while experimental film was an appropriate film

form during the silent film era, the story film requiring sound

production was legitimate within a framework of industrial

production.1 In spite of his reticence on this matter, it would

be difficult to overestimate the importance of Richter’s role in

the development and politicization of European avant-garde

cinema. This was especially true during the Nazi years when,

as an exile, he traveled throughout Europe, collaborating with

various artists. Despite its undoubted significance for both

Richter and many other members of the American and Euro-

pean avant-garde, there has never been a major study of his

work during this period. The most pressing questions for

Richter’s interwar films and activism are centered around his

role as a radicalized artist, the consequences of this role for

his visual work, and the thematic correspondences of his ad-

vertising and documentary films.

He [Richter] had a revolutionary mind; he was a socialist,

had personally taken part in such activities in Germany,

and he was dreaming of a new social art.2

Marcel Janco’s description of Hans Richter as he knew

him during the Dada years in Zurich from 1916 to 1919 is also

a fitting and appropriate description of him during the 1920s

and 1930s in Berlin. By 1923 Richter had stopped painting,

and by 1925 he discontinued making abstract films of the
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kind that had won him recognition as a pioneer in the art

world and a champion of film. By 1926 the frustration and

isolation of the animation studio no longer appealed to him.

The demise of Richter’s interest in animation was one

consequence of his meeting with Kasimir Malevich in 1927.

Malevich came to Germany in that year, bringing paintings

and sketches. Having realized that Socialist realism (Stalin’s

official aesthetic) was beginning to spread in the Soviet

Union, he was attempting to rescue these objects from cen-

sorship in the USSR. He took this occasion to visit the Bau-

haus and Wassily Kandinsky in 1927.3 There Malevich was

shown Richter’s Rhythmus films. Finding Richter’s kind of

musical film expression comparable to what he had in mind

for a film about his own work, he went to Berlin to see him.

Malevich asked Richter to shoot a film that demonstrated his

suprematist theory as it was outlined in the text, “Die Malerei

und die Probleme der Architektur.”4 Malevich’s choice of

Richter for the project was logical. Malevich was a pioneer in

search of a new formal language, as was Richter, who had

developed a theory called “Universal Language” with Viking

Eggeling in 1918–19. This search for a single language to

transcend all cultures also corresponded to the De Stijl group

in Holland around Theo van Doesburg, with whom Richter

had already done significant work.

Although Richter had initially agreed to Malevich’s film

proposal, nothing came of the project. One can only guess at

the reasons. For one, colored film did not yet exist. The film

would have to be hand colored, no small feat as Richter well

knew from his own experience with hand coloring Rhythmus

25. Second, Richter was in the process of re-discovering the

figurative world, and was somewhat ambivalent about going

back to studio experiments entailing the animation of ab-

stract forms.

By 1926 Richter had added figurative imagery to his

abstract film vocabulary. But within a year’s time he elimi-

nated all abstract images, working entirely with real objects

and people for all future projects—a surprising choice for the
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Dada painter who had struggled for years to discard natural

objects from his work until his final breakthrough in 1918–19,

creatively associating them with traditional art and the past.5

Added to this was the encouragement provided by the suc-

cess of the Universum Film A.G. (UFA) program that ran

under the title Der Absolute Film, in 1925 for the Novem-

bergruppe. By virtue of his work for this program Richter was

asked to make commercials and some special effects for fea-

ture films. The commercial studio was a place where the

probing and radical nature of Richter’s work as a filmmaker,

in which he developed new cinematographic elements, was

applied to the advertising films he made from 1926 to 1929,

for Muratti cigarettes, Sommerfeld building contractors, and

for Epoche, Berlin’s leading advertising agency.

1926, in fact, marked the beginning of a marriage of

artists with the film industry in general. The industry provided

avant-garde artists with well-equipped modern studios,

where they were given a free hand to experiment. This new

set-up enabled the artists to emerge from the isolation of the

private studio and operate within their social context. From

the money earned making commercial films, avant-garde art-

ists like Richter and Walter Ruttmann—also a painter turned

experimental filmmaker—were able to continue their own

noncommercial work.

In his 1927–28 Inflation Richter developed the essay

film form (fig. 6.1).6 Set during the period of German inflation,

the film portrays inflation as a social/economic disaster that

destroys peoples’ lives. The subject is simple, with the im-

ages limited to two objects: paper money and the owner of

that money. The inflated German mark grows and grows in

size and value, demonstrated by means of increasing the

number of zeroes until there are more than can fit on the

screen. The picture of money is contrasted by pictures of an

elegantly dressed male citizen who decreases in status and

stature as rapidly as the zeroes increase, until at the end

there is nothing left of the man but a thin pauper holding out

his hat for a donation.
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Richter’s Inflation is an essay film, a semidocumentary

film form used to express concrete ideas and a form that

Richter aptly applied to his first work addressing a social/

political subject. Every viewer recognized the message be-

cause it was everyone’s story, a true story for hundreds of

thousands of German citizens. It is told by solely formal

means. There is no acting, no narrative, no story. The tragedy

is clothed in wit and humor, and the theme is reduced to its

bare essentials. The audience laughs at the end not because

the film is funny but because the truth of the situation and the

bad fortune that came of it. Richter later wrote that the mod-

els for such film humor included the French political satirist

Honoré Daumier (1808–1879) and the popular German satiri-

cal humorist Wilhelm Busch (1832–1908).7 Inflation was also

an important formal triumph. Richter used new photographic

and technical skills, such as extreme boom shots, zoom

shots, enlargements, photo montage, extreme angles, trans-

parency, and negative and multiple exposures.

Richter was not the only one experimenting with these

new techniques. At the same time, László Moholy-Nagy was

also exploring and developing new images of reality at the

Bauhaus by means of new technical innovations and vocabu-

lary under the title of Neues Sehen (New Vision). Art, in the

form of easel painting, was dead. The time had come for pho-

tographers and filmmakers to replace painters; filmmakers

should follow a new path that would allow art and technology

to be fused. For the film and photography of tomorrow,

Moholy-Nagy envisioned the application of constructivist

principals to articulate rhythm, form, and movement, and the

distortion of perspective by new photographic methods.

In 1925 Moholy-Nagy authored Malerei, Fotographie, Film

(Painting, Photography, Film). Although the camera had been

considered solely a means for mechanical reproduction,

some also considered it capable of extending the vision of

the eye. Moholy-Nagy termed this possibility the New Vision,

a new way of seeing that was unexplored, only vaguely fa-

miliar, and sometimes produced coincidentally. These are
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photographs shot at extreme angles from above (bird’s

eye), below (frog perspectives), or diagonally from the side.

Moholy-Nagy’s aim was to intentionally perfect such extreme

points of view with the camera as an extension of the eye.8

Examples of Moholy-Nagy’s new vision for capturing

the poetic and factual reality of German and Soviet life are

also found in Walter Ruttmann’s Symphonie einer Großstadt

(Symphony of a Large City) and Dziga Vertov’s Kinoglas

(Filmeye) of 1924. These films use montage techniques and

render the visual world in documentary form by means of new

perspectives and new articulations of movement and rhythm.

Another of Richter’s contemporaries, Guido Seeber,

was a film pioneer of a different kind. Unlike Richter, Moholy-

Nagy, and Ruttmann he was not an artist, although he had

been inspired by the film Ballet mécanique by Fernand Léger

(1924). Seeber had the reputation of being the most inge-

nious cameraman in Berlin and was known for his masterful

use of trick photography and special effects. He had the best

and newest type of equipment at his disposal at the commer-

cial studio where he worked.

When the German film industry staged a huge exhibi-

tion in Berlin in 1925, known as the Kipho (abbreviation of

“kino” and “photo”), Seeber was contracted to make the film

that advertised the event. The form he chose for this project

was a pictorial essay. The subject was the production of film,

and the images he used were the objects composed of and

related to film and photographic equipment.

Seeber’s film caused quite a stir. It was declared a

modern work by the critics, one that demonstrated brilliant

shooting techniques, and the most advanced artistic vocabu-

lary of its day. “It is not a film in the Absolute Film vernacular,

but one concerned with a concrete subject—the nature of

cinema and photography. And done in an entertaining man-

ner as well.”9 It certainly must have come to the attention of

the artists-turned-filmmakers in Berlin. Inspired by the di-

rection film was going, other artists joined the film pioneers

bringing forth well chosen examples from a wide variety of
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sources to demolish every recognized rule of photography

and prove that there was no rule for the camera to obey. “In

order to teach men to gaze unconventionally,” Russian film-

maker Alexander Rodchenko wrote in LEF in 1928, “it is nec-

essary to photograph ordinary, familiar objects from totally

unexpected vantage points and in unexpected combinations;

new objects on the other hand are to be photographed from

various perspectives, giving a full impression of their

appearance.”10

Two years after the Kipho exhibition Richter made Vor-

mittagsspuk,11 another work that pushed the boundaries of

film. Although a literal translation of the title is “To Spook

before Noon,” or “Morning Spook,” Richter titled the English

film version “Ghosts before Noon” and “Ghosts before Break-

fast.” These translations sound better in English, but convey

a different message than the original title (stemming from the

verb “to spook,” as opposed to the noun “ghost”). The film,

dated 1927–28, is about anarchy during the post–World War

I era and suggests the collapse of everything that is self un-

derstood, whether institutional, political, or social. Weinberg

describes Vormittagsspuk as

an experimental film for the International Music Festival,

Baden-Baden, 1928. A humorous grotesque in which ob-

jects (hats, ties, coffee cups, etc.) rebel against their daily

routine. “Objects are also people” and “(they) follow their

own laws”—“the rhythm of the clock” (H.R.). At the stroke

of noon they gladly return to their functional state. Hinde-

mith’s score was played by an orchestra in the theatre pit,

whose conductor led them from a rolling score synchro-

nized to the speed of the film. This pre-sound device was

invented by Robert Blum.12

The story of Vormittagsspuk was originally intended to

follow Werner Gräff’s film script about the rebellion of revolv-

ers. Richter opposed this idea, reasoning that revolvers that

rebel do not shoot; therefore, not shooting is not an action.
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Richter settled on a story about benign objects that rebel in-

stead. “We all had bourgeois bowler hats on.” The hats were

attached to black strings on long poles and were swung from

the top of a garage in front of the camera. “We tried to de-

naturalize the natural movement of the objects, and we studied

their movements. In other words, we got into the swing of the

thing, and into the swing of their lives.And we studied their lives

and we conversed with them, so to say. In playing with them, in

letting them do what they want, suddenly a kind of rhythm

developed which became a kind of political satire.”13

Today’s viewer might question how rhythm can be-

come a political satire, but at the time of the shooting of Vor-

mittagsspuk, in the mid-twenties, the objects and images

used in the film had meanings or connotations which would

have been obvious to a contemporary viewer. On the one

hand, the film projects images of people who are devoid of

any individuality. Their movements are passive, automatic,

functional, as if motorized, robot-like, and identical. People

function as objects and are manipulated by the whims of

these inanimate objects that have come alive, teasing, play-

ing and tantalizing their masters, doing so in a light, graceful

and funny manner as if it were a joke.

The reversal of roles for people and inanimate objects

was subversive in itself, since the conventional role of objects

was anchored in tradition. But this alone cannot explain how

provocative Vormittagsspuk seemed in its original reception.

The film’s political overtones appeared obvious to censors

and caused difficulties for Richter. The Nazis, too, saw the

film as a political satire that was intended to convey destabili-

zation of the status quo. This was significant as National So-

cialism was rapidly gaining ground in Germany, especially in

the big cities. Vormittagsspuk was looked upon as an invita-

tion for people to be critical, to ask questions and to keep

watch on the way political events were developing.

Vormittagsspuk is full of hidden as well as obvious

meanings, imagery anchored in the German romantic tradi-

tion. The hands of the clock showing five minutes to twelve is
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a metaphor signifying danger. Danger is imminent, it is five to

twelve, this is the last chance before noon. When the clock

strikes noon, time is up and everything will be different. This

is also expressed by a common German expression, “Five

minutes to twelve.” Politicians most often use this phrase to

indicate that no more time can be lost; it is time to gather

one’s senses and prepare for change. When the clock strikes

twelve no more can be done (fig. 6.2).

The flying hat is another potent metaphor that is central

to Vormittagsspuk (fig. 6.3). For a period of 100 years begin-

ning in 1827 the hat was commonly used as a symbol in Ger-

man literature. A well-known example appears in the text of

Franz Schubert’s Lieder cycles Winterreise and Linden-

baum.14 In the German culture of the nineteenth century, hats

that fly from people’s heads were a sign of existential danger

looming in the near future. The hat was the quintessence of

the bourgeois citizen and a symbol of the status quo. Pictures

and words indicating that hats that no longer fitted well, and

were threatening to slip off heads, indicated that society’s sta-

bility was in danger. A more familiar twentieth-century image

is cited by Walter Benjamin about Charlie Chaplin’s trade-

mark bowler hat: “His derby wobbles for a lack of a secure

place on his head, giving away the fact that the reign of the

bourgeoisie is wobbling too.”15

Among other contemporary work this metaphor can be

found in a 1920 collage by Max Ernst, The Hat Makes the

Man. The man who doesn’t wear a hat is no longer a citizen.

Under the pretense of puppet-like conformity, the Dada-

dandy is able to crack the rigid, paralyzed nature of society

by means of subversive infiltration.

The flying hats also refer to a German linguistic pun.

The German phrase meaning “being taken care of, protected,

or shielded” is behütet sein, while the similar behutet sein

means “wearing a hat.” Behutsam, furthermore, means

“wary, careful, or cautious.”

The flying hat symbolically conveys that the innermost

conditions of society are shaken to the core. But the two pre-
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dominant symbols in Vormittagsspuk, the clocks at five min-

utes to twelve, and the hats, are particularly ominous in

combination. When a ghost in the morning causes hats to fly,

things are bad enough; but that is only the beginning: after

twelve, and the long night over Germany (here interpreted to

mean 1933), heads will also fly.

Richter’s own essay “My Experience with Movement in

Painting and in Film” offers a rather different interpretation of

these symbols, which limits discussion to aesthetic consider-

ations: “mostly natural elements (real objects) articulated by

strong rhythmical movement. Clocks, legs, ladders, hats,

used as free forms, not respecting their conventional behav-

ior or significance, but, nevertheless, assembled with a be-

ginning (indicated by the clock at 11:50) and with an end (12

o’clock noon). These ‘10 minutes’ are filled with totally irratio-

nal happenings . . . but they still make a kind of story.”16

Characteristically, Richter does not describe the irratio-

nal happenings as subversive. On the contrary, he claims the
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story is created by the flow of visual images which always

make a story, whether there is one or not; “That is how our

mind works.” Although he does not talk about the role of the

unconscious in his creative process, he concedes that there

is a level that is not literal. “I did not look at natural objects as

literal elements.” In film “every object tells a ‘story’ and awak-

ens some emotional or representational association, regard-

less of the context in which it is experienced.” The emotional

or representational association Richter talks about is not illu-

minated. However, it is significant that his film images do

have more meaning than their simple, literal one (the one

stemming from their mundane function). Beyond the emo-

tional or representational association is the idea of an object

as a kind of collective memory that society has in relation to

an image. But Richter leaves these meanings up to his view-

ers. He says, “In addition to the emotional connotation of

every object, I learned that there was an abstract, or purely

visual, significance as well.”17 Ultimately, however, the ab-

stract or purely visual meaning of Vormittagsspuk also contri-
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butes to its subversive potential: the techniques and devices

of Neues Sehen that create an ‘unreal world’ of close-ups/

long shots, tracking shots, unusual camera angles, quick cut-

ting, slow motion, distortions, and soft focus photography.

The principles of New Vision are applied throughout

Vormittagsspuk. For example, in the ladder sequence con-

crete forms take on an abstract character, becoming lines

and patterns of shading by varying the perspective when

photographing the object. Richter’s film is also “technically

significant because he’s attempting to incorporate all plastic

elements of cinematography known to cinematographers at

that time into film using forward, backward motion, fast and

slow, everything he could think of to jolt the spectator to make

it as much of a disruptive experience as possible.” Addition-

ally, the “image of the clock is a reflexive image and has a

certain temporal presence; and we’re lulled into thinking

when you see the image of the clock, that this is going to be

a nice, stable, euclidean universe. And then, of course the

film immediately subverts any kind of expectations you might

have along those lines.”18

This is typical of the avant-garde screen of the time,

which did not confine itself to human interaction in the man-

ner of commercial cinema, but abounded with close ups of

inanimate objects and a preference for unfamiliar sights. Ev-

ery shot in Vormittagsspuk is ultimately reversed: men climb

up a ladder rung by rung, then down again; coffee cups are

filled and emptied; hats levitate, people go looking for them,

they settle again; pistols turn from one direction to the oppo-

site direction, then multiply; hoses coil and then recoil. It is an

irreverent film; casual, playful, and delightful.19

After Vormittagsspuk, Richter was hired to produce

Rennsymphonie (1928–29).20 This silent documentary was

an introduction for the film Ariadne in Hoppegarten (Hoppe-

garten is a race track near Berlin). Richter’s humorous docu-

mentary about this race track was meant to enliven the

feature film. In Rennsymphonie, Richter broadened conven-

tional methods of vision, allowing the viewer to form associa-
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tions by fusing images that are normally far apart (fig. 6.4).

For example, sliding shutters go up while the Hoppegarten

sign is let down. There is a close-up of a horse’s mouth, then

a young woman’s smile. A man strokes a woman’s back, a

hand pats a horse’s mane; then appear horses’ legs, men’s

legs, amid growing excitement, nervous horses, nervous bet-

tors, fistfights, galloping horses, and, finally, toasts. This as-

sociative method developed by Richter contributed to the

new mode of vision in the 1920s.

The purpose of the documentary film is primarily to re-

port objectively and realistically on a chosen theme. There

are several contemporary documentaries of German origin

that use similar techniques, Kipho by Guido Seeber (1925),
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Prinz Achmed by Lotte Reiniger (1926), and Die Symphonie

einer Großstadt by Walter Ruttmann (1927) among them.

Richter’s Rennsymphonie goes beyond simple straight film

reporting of the original scene and reveals the social ambi-

ence of the race track, the physical and emotional atmo-

sphere there, and how people behave in relationship to each

other and to the animals. It is a film of analogies and con-

trasts. Although this film form existed as early as 1895, the

term documentary was coined and came into use only in

1929. Concerned at first with artistic ways of expressing

events, Richter more and more emphasized content in the

thirties documentaries. The new role he assumed was to dis-

close what he called the truth and this often revealed a politi-

cal and social engagement. The more that facts are kept

hidden in a society, the more important it becomes to have a

clear picture of reality.

An even more pointedly industrial film was Richter’s

Zweigroschenzauber produced for the Kölnische Illustrierte

Zeitung (1928–29). This silent eight-minute long film was a

“little symphony” of movements taken from events in the illus-

trated newspaper. Despite its visual and textual media, its

composition was in fact musical.21 Although it was a commis-

sioned work Richter was given a free hand in creating the

story, the only stipulation being that the name of the news-

paper appear once. The basic story involves visitors to a fair

who pay two pence to have a look through binoculars fo-

cused on the moon. The moon’s surface transforms to a

man’s bald head. In the midst of rapid cuts, there are shots

of legs pedaling a bicycle, a child kicking, the flight of a small

plane, a high diver, a looping plane, and a pigeon’s flight. An-

other section shows a transition from two men shaking hands

to two boxers shaking hands, and other similar juxtaposi-

tions. Richter’s method was to establish relationships

between similar and dissimilar actions by improbable asso-

ciation. Movement from frame to frame is continuous and the

associations are surprising. The end shot is a close-up of the

Kölnische Illustrierte Zeitung’s title page, and a view of

138



the paper’s illustrations that had been liberated for the film.

Even in his commercial films Richter used the principles

of the New Vision. Evidence of this can be found in the

aerial views, frog perspective, distant views, close-ups, and

enlargements.

In 1929 Richter returned to documentary work. Alles

dreht sich, Alles bewegt sich! was also his first sound film.22

The title of the film (Everything Revolves, Everything Moves)

is the circus barker’s cry at a Berlin carnival. The film portrays

a fantastic day at the fairground, “with all its brashness, noise

and boisterous humor.”23 The merry-go-round, scooters and

planes on roundabouts, the booths, the Ferris wheel, and the

popular melodies at the fairground attracted Richter with their

rich visual motifs and varied movements.

Everything Revolves was filmed in a wide negative (2

inches), a pre-requisite for early sound films in Europe.

The first sound cameras used in Germany were so heavy

that no tilt or pan shots could be made. Recording of cer-

tain consonants was poor and “synthetic” consonants had

to be spliced into the negative sound track. This was not

so problematic in Richter’s work, as his music and words,

as well as sound, were used as strong rhythmical ele-

ments, not naturalistically.24

Since Richter used a montage form for the sound track,

a sequence of sound elements such as music from a barrel

organ, spoken words, and unintelligible phrases, would be

played in short intervals and in rapid succession. These

served to underline the image on the screen. Even though

the cumbersome new apparatus of sound film limited shoot-

ing possibilities, Richter was convinced that film sound was

as important as the visual image because it had an equal

share in creating rhythm. He overcame the limitations of

sound filming by inventing convincing effects or filmic tricks.

In a scene portraying coming and going, for example, he

made his figures appear to be coming out of the ground one
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after another and then disappearing again one after the other

in a rhythmical sequence of cross fades. In an instance when

a young man was meant to be looking for a girl he admired,

the actor remained at a standstill moving his head up and

down and shifting his weight from one leg to the other while

Richter waved the camera rhythmically, conveying an im-

pression of motion without any real movement.25

Alles dreht sich was one of the first sound films to be

produced in Germany and marked the official end of the silent

film era. Richter was given a free hand to film Alles dreht sich

as he visualized it and was able to work without interference

from Tobis, the film production company that commissioned

the film. The only conditions the company required were the

projection of the firm’s name on the screen at some point,

and that the sound quality be the best possible.

After its premiere in Baden-Baden, Richter reported

that Sturmabteilung (SA) officers had viewed the film’s mod-

ernism as a provocation and beat him up, declaring him a

cultural Bolshevik. The film is indeed mischievous, but that in

itself may not sufficiently explain the Nazi reaction.

Images in the early part of the film are varied and some-

what discontinuous. There are still pictures of half-naked mod-

els on a wall, a fat lady in a full skirt, two fat men in a sauna,

and fat hands in a lap. These are followed by a parrot’s beak, a

stork, a German flag, a Berlin bear mascot, and a betting

booth. Each scene comes to life revolving and rotating.

After a quick scene depicting some poverty-stricken

people in the countryside, the film returns to the fairground

where a young woman waits for her escort. As she flirts with

a young man, her middle-aged, mustached escort pops out

of the ground between them. He gives her a bouquet of

flowers. She disappears; the young man looks for her, and

finds her at a shooting booth with her escort. The young man

has a shooting competition with the middle-aged man and the

latter wins. Stars fall, women laugh. The young woman gets

the shooting prize, a cuckoo clock packed in flowers, and

the mustached older man laughs with a wide-open mouth.
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He has crooked, broken, and ugly teeth. The young man is

discouraged and sits down. Meanwhile, all the rides revolve

in dizzying shots, with multiple exposures that create abstract

patterns. A magician welcomes visitors to his crowded tent.

Inside, a performer splits in two parts, and a woman emerges

from the center. The split performer climbs a ladder, walks up

the wall of the stage, and across the ceiling, corresponding

to some upside-down shots of the theater. Just like Richter’s

world, everything is upside down. The young man in the audi-

ence punches someone in the face. Heads swivel as the

fistfight starts. The young man is catapulted to the ceiling

above the stage and is transformed into a wooden puppet.

As he hangs in the air the mustached man appears in front

of the curtain. Then the puppet falls. Nothing remains of him

but a smoking dark spot on the stage floor.

The message of Alles dreht sich is obviously a carica-

ture of the times. Everything spins. It is a story about coming

and going, appearing and disappearing, aggressive versus

peaceful behavior. When times are bad people say they

could climb walls. The innocent become puppets on a string;

they fall and burn. Themes of violence, magic, deception, and

mystification are touched upon. If Richter’s claim about the

SA beating is true, then the SA may have known more about

the intention of the film than seems probable. I suspect the

SA aggression was directed more against Richter “the cul-

tural Bolshevik” than against his film, especially since seven

years later, in 1936, Alles dreht sich was awarded First Prize

at the Lessing Hochschule for artistic merit. At this time Rich-

ter’s name was suppressed from the film’s credit line.26

As the political situation became more dire, Richter

began to express his ideas through outlets other than film.

Through contacts with other contemporary avant-garde

filmmakers in Berlin, Richter soon found himself in the hub

of filmmaking activities that supported and spread ideas

through publications about new film forms. For a leading

magazine he wrote an article declaring that avant-garde film

was the only film form acceptable for public view and the only
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film that could be taken seriously by critics. The fiction film

coming from the film industry was unacceptable. Light enter-

tainment was harmful to the public because the roles played

on the screen did not represent real lives. There were ques-

tions that the public was concerned about, and it remained

the obligation of filmmakers to address these subjects. He

claimed as his model the documentary film productions in

Russia, arguing that filmmakers in Russia were allowed to

film what they wanted, according to their visions and individ-

ual sense of responsibility. They were not required to film

what the industry wanted: “In Russia the most ingenious ex-

periments in epic cinema take on a form that is understood

by everyone right away. It has to do with the difference in

the structure of society there. There is no avant-garde there

because film is not made for entertainment, it is necessary

for public life instead, and is needed for all questions about

[this] life.”27 The Russian influence continued to grow, and the

trend toward social films in the form of expressionist docu-

mentaries became stronger. By 1929 Richter was convinced

that Russian film style even surpassed that of poetical films,

which portrayed inner visions. It then became an urgent mat-

ter for Richter to see outer conditions portrayed.

It was with this conviction that Richter became a cham-

pion for socially responsible films. In 1929 Richter turned his

attention to new possibilities in order to communicate with the

public more satisfactorily than the studio had previously al-

lowed. He began working in areas that made his ideas and

the fundamentals he represented known more directly.

Named artistic director of the film section, he undertook

to organize the international exhibition “Film und Foto” for the

German Works Union Association of Stuttgart in 1929. This

consisted of both a photo exhibition (18 May to 7 July) and a

film presentation (13–26 June). The “Film und Foto” exhibi-

tion presented the work of some two hundred photographers

and twenty-five filmmakers. The avant-garde filmmakers in-

cluded Viktor Blum, René Clair, Joris Ivens, Man Ray, Viking

Eggeling, Germaine Dulac, Charles Dekeukeleire, Jean Re-
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noir, Lotte Reiniger, Marcel Duchamp, Walter Ruttmann,

Sasha Stone, Etienne Beaumont, Charlie Chaplin, Fernand

Léger, Adrian Brunel, Alberto Cavalcanti, Heinrich Zille,

Georges Lacombe, André Gide, and Hans Richter himself.28

El Lissitzky organized the Soviet contribution to the

film section, where films by Esther Schub, Alexander

Dovschenko, Dziga Vertov, and Vsevolod Pudovkin were

shown. Representation of Russian film was of special sig-

nificance for the show, since the Russian montage style film,

still only a few years old, was viewed as the newest and best

artistic method for making film. It consequently fulfilled the

demands of the avant-garde filmmakers in Europe. Vertov

was appointed by Eisenstein to bring examples of the Rus-

sian film montage style to the exhibition. The international

avant-garde film program, with its emphasis on the new Rus-

sian film, ran for 15 days.

A catalogue published for the occasion of the “Film und

Foto” exhibition in Stuttgart contained articles calling the pub-

lic’s attention to contemporary developments in photography,

emphasizing that the criterion for photographs selected for

the exhibition required that the work employ new technical

camera techniques and methods of the New Vision. Richter

wrote an article for the catalogue entitled “Das Filmstudio,” in

which he called for film that did not conform to the wishes of

the public nor to those of producers who only thought in terms

of economic profit. He argued that since the people who en-

joyed going to the movies did not want to see the bad films

that were being offered at the theaters, large audiences were

lost for the cinema. He claimed that there was more to film

than economic considerations, contending that film had to be

viewed as an art form. Rather than give in “to the whims of

the public,” filmmakers must lead the public, “because ex-

perts are in a better position to judge what is good and what

isn’t good. The expert is knowledgeable about the art of film.”

Richter also called for a new type of film entrepreneur, one

who recognized that the time was ripe for the new kind of film,

and that it was possible to reduce costs to a fraction of what
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was normally spent making a movie. He guaranteed that

such an entrepreneur of the new film would become a Film-

millionair. The place for showing the new film was at film stu-

dios. It was the task of the film studio to find the best artistic

films available according to artistic construction, intellectual

content, and technical-economic form. Studios that sup-

ported films that were produced at a minimum of expense

and a maximum of art would be financially successful for gen-

erations to come because those studios would always have

the pick of the best films once they were created. Instead of

showy films costing half a million, good films could be pro-

duced for 50,000.29

Richter’s first book, Filmgegner von heute—Film-

freunde von morgen was originally a handbook for the film

section of the exhibition. Werner Gräff coauthored the book

and Richter coauthored Werner Gräff’s book Es kommt der

neue Fotograph (The New Photographer Is on His Way).30

The two publications appeared simultaneously, and the lay-

out of both books is designed according to the requirements

of the new topography in montage style. Short, thematically

related texts and illustrations of equal value are presented at

brief intervals and supplement each other. Stills from a wide

range of the period’s favorite movies were set against stills

from experimental films to demonstrate new methods of pho-

tography. This material was used by Richter to show the

possibilities of camera movement, cutting and montage,

overprinting and trick lenses, rhythm and contrasts, and the

authenticity of untrained acting. In a humorous and some-

times bitingly satirical style, Richter attacked the deceptive

realism found in German and American commercial movies,

the exaggerated gestures of the actors, the overuse of popu-

lar stars, the artificial prettification of beautiful or handsome

faces, and the treatment of people as dolls. He called for film

that did not undermine the intelligence of the audience.31

Motivated by increasing artistic activity in the film com-

munity and public interest in film, Richter joined ranks with
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twenty-five leading avant-garde filmmakers and representa-

tives of film at La Sarraz, Switzerland, to take part in the

meeting of the 1929 Congress of Independent Cinema (fig.

6.5). The aim of the meeting was to unite independent film-

makers in their commitment, and to rescue filmmaking from

the hands of the commercial film industry. The participants

made a resolution to establish an international filmmaking co-

operative, making it possible for artists to remain indepen-

dent of commercial film studios. “We all sought at once to

save it [independent film] and . . . carve a niche for ourselves,

by ingenuity and innovation.”32

The members decided to shoot a film during this ses-

sion at La Sarraz to express the theme of the meeting. It was
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an impromptu project with Richter and Eisenstein directing.

Eduard Tisse and Ruttmann were the cameramen, with Ivor

Montagu assisting. Everyone had a role, whether dramatic or

technical. The film was given the title The Spirit of Cinema,

Commerce, Liberators (Montagu) or, The Battle of Indepen-

dent against Commercial Film (Richter). It also appears as

The Storming of La Sarraz (Richter). The subtitle and theme

was “The Art of Cinema and its Social and Aesthetic Pur-

poses.”33 It was a story about the war between the art of cin-

ema and the demon of commerce (dressed in armor found in

the castle), and the former’s liberation by the avant-garde

from the clutches of its adversary. Eisenstein played the part

of the general of the independent film, Béla Balázs played

the leader of commercial film, and Janine Bouissounouse

portrayed the art of cinema. Richter arranged a dance by

ghosts dressed in sheets that was performed on the lawn

with Eisenstein riding an old projector, holding a spear with

one hand and cranking the lever with the other.

After the congress ended the film soon disappeared.

There are different versions concerning the whereabouts of

the film, but the mystery of its location remains unsolved.

Some insist that it disappeared when Richter took it to cut in

Germany and left it at the train station; others say that frag-

ments of the film still surface occasionally.34 Richter was sure

that Eisenstein intended to take the film to Praesens Film to

be developed and probably left it somewhere along the way.

Others think there was no film in the camera from the very

start because Eisenstein didn’t have enough money to buy it.35

Elated about the teamwork the filmmakers demon-

strated and the success of the venture at La Sarraz, Richter

accepted Montagu’s invitation to join Eisenstein in London to

conduct a workshop. At the time, Eisenstein was considered

“the nearest thing to a universal genius . . . that the cinema

has yet produced.”36 Richter’s role in the workshop can be

seen as primarily that of an ambassador. In London Richter

shot a documentary called Everyday, with Eisenstein playing

the part of an English bobby. The theme of Everyday is the
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monotony of daily life. It poses very basic questions about

the quality of life under capitalism. The bobby’s life is repeti-

tive, hectic, confusing, and exhausting. Like many of Rich-

ter’s earlier films, it is political criticism cloaked in humor.

Although Everyday was not finished until 1968, it is typical of

Richter’s revolutionary work. Similar to his other work from

the twenties and thirties, Everyday posits that there is nothing

more subversive than puzzling over life, since it is critical

thinking that leads to change.

This focus on film as a political medium was continued

in 1930 when the members of the Congress of Independent

Film met again, this time in Brussels. Living up to his role as

ambassador, Richter headed the German delegation. Fore-

most on the agenda was the question of how film could serve

as a political weapon in the face of the rapidly growing threat

of National Socialism. The answer to this question was ad-

dressed in Richter’s previous activist work as well. Out of a

sense of responsibility to support the European film move-

ment, Richter was instrumental in forming two film clubs that

were founded as platforms for experimental film in Germany.

The first was known as the Gesellschaft für Neuen Film (So-

ciety for New Film) and was established in 1927 with Karl

Freund and Guido Bagier. Richter modeled the Society for

New Film along the lines of Armand Tallier’s Studio des Ursu-

lines in Paris, which had been the first theater to screen his

Filmstudie. Keenly aware that the future of independent film

depended on the availability of studios and theaters for gath-

ering and viewing these geographically scattered films, Rich-

ter explained this undertaking:

Film is for everyone, and that is good. Right now, though,

the only films that are being shown have been made spe-

cifically for everyone, and that is bad. For invention, exper-

iment, for testing and for the values of tomorrow there is

no room.

Films that are shorter than 10 minutes could be made,

long enough to demonstrate an artistic attempt by young,
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daring people. At this time, however, there is no possibility.

We will try to make it happen.37

The Society for New Film soon folded. In 1931 Richter

made a second attempt to contribute to the cause of indepen-

dent film, establishing an organization called the Deutsche

Film Liga. This was a more politically oriented undertaking

and was also a branch of the International Film Liga, which

was based in Paris and which supported a lively international

exchange of films among Paris, Holland, and Berlin. Based

in Berlin, the Deutsche Film Liga screened controversial films

and held lectures by prominent guest speakers at the Rote

Mühle theater. The Film Liga served artistic and political

ends, often sponsoring events that challenged the authori-

ties. Examples of such films shown were The Earth by Dov-

schenko, Borderline by Kenneth MacPherson, and Der

Mechanismus des Gehirns (The Mechanism of the Brain) by

Pudovkin, films that would not have been seen without the

support of film clubs.38

Following the German Werkbund exhibition in Stuttgart

in 1929, Richter, considered “the best film expert for the

job,”39 was called to Switzerland to direct a film titled Neues

Leben (New Living), about modern life, design, and architec-

ture, for the “Wohnen und Bauen” exhibition held in 1930 in

Basel.40 The organizers of the exhibition were representa-

tives from the furniture industry and the Swiss Werkbund.

The aim of the exhibition was to make the public familiar with

good design for modern furniture and to stimulate sales for

the furniture industry.

Neues Leben, also known as Die gute Stube (The

Good Old Parlor), enlists propaganda for simplicity and func-

tional elements. It calls for large windows that let in more

light, sliding wall elements for saving space, clear forms,

simple furniture, smooth surfaces, and interchangeable ele-

ments. The film echoes Bauhaus ideas and those advanced

by Russian constructivists for factory and school design. Sim-

plicity and utilitarian design were the bywords.
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The second part of Neues Leben invites the audience

to throw out the parlor furnishings and cumbersome knick-

knacks that were popular in Germany: the cuckoo clock,

busts of German heroes such as Goethe and Friedrich II, and

other bric-a-brac, in favor of modern design. The film demon-

strates a compact kitchen, nesting chairs and stools, unit fur-

niture, built-in closets, and glass and metal lamps as the ideal

ambience, inviting air, sun, and nature to become a part of

the interior.

Die gute Stube is a wonderful advertising film and car-

ries Richter’s indelible film signature: humor, wit, irreverence,

montage, and film tricks. It enlightens and at the same time

conveys its sponsor’s plain message, all in a light-handed

way. The film is divided into two parts: the first relays the

Bauhaus message clearly and simply, and makes a visual

statement of what is required. The second part is more com-

plicated and interesting. It stands in opposition to the first

part, using the old fashioned parlor as the essence of what is

not wanted. The chaos, rigidity, and rules that are imposed in

the parlor are exposed. The parlor is dark, there is not

enough room; it is reserved for use on Sundays only; decora-

tion clutters the space. The guest is served coffee; the lid of

the pot plummets into the full cup. The glass figures perching

on the mantelpiece flutter their wings, the cuckoo clock

strikes, and the busts of Goethe and Friedrich II crash to the

floor.

The film, looked upon as a valuable document that

should not be limited to screenings at the exposition but

should be seen in the movie theater as well, represents a

new level of cooperation between independent and industrial

film. As discussed earlier, avant-garde filmmakers turned to

advertising films for several reasons: not only did it give them

access to new studios and equipment, it also gave them a

further-reaching influence on public taste. Between 1930 and

1938 Richter produced three industrial documentary films for

Philips Radio, Eindhoven titled Europe Radio, Hello Every-

body, and From Lightning to Television.41
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The political balance in Russia and other parts of the

world was slipping, and political problems in Germany had

become pressing. The elation that Richter, as a political per-

son, had experienced working with the Russian contingent at

Stuttgart, and the gratifying teamwork of international film-

makers at the Congress of Sarraz, particularly with Eisen-

stein on the subject of war, convinced Richter to try his hand

making a political film.

Naturally, Richter looked toward a Russian-based proj-

ect. The cinema was the art about which the Communist

Party cared the most, since it affected more people than any

other art form. Even Lenin had pointed out its documentary

and propaganda importance, and film had become extremely

significant for Soviet propaganda abroad. Willy Muenzen-

berg, a German publicist who worked closely with Lenin in

Zurich during the Dada years, created the Communist-run

International Arbeiterhilfe (IAH) in Berlin. From 1925 to 1929

many of the greatest films shown in Germany were by the

Russian filmmakers. More Soviet films were being exported

to Germany than to any other country. The success of Rus-

sian film in Germany and elsewhere also caused a great

surge of filmmaking in Russia.

A member of the German Bundesrat, Muenzenberg

was appointed head of the German Communist Party propa-

ganda apparatus in 1924. He took over a German production

firm called Prometheus, which he turned into a distributor of

Soviet films in Germany. As a result, there were several Rus-

sian/German co-productions. In 1929 Prometheus joined

Mezhrabpomfilm, the latter a Russian cooperative film studio

in Moscow that had encountered financial difficulties as a

result of the New Economic Policy. The IAH had come to

its aid, reorganizing the studio and giving it the name

MezhrabpomRuss.

Little light has so far been shed on Richter’s communist

history. It is not known whether he had one or not, though it

is probable that he did. He claimed that his entry into Ger-

many after 1933 was impossible because he had been
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stamped an entartete Künstler (degenerate artist), and not

because of other counts against him, such as his Jewish heri-

tage, his communist affiliations, or the project he was working

on at the time. Upon applying for a visa to the United States,

he denied having any communist affiliations. However, such

a move was standard and cannot be taken too seriously. He

had many close friends who were communists: Friedrich

Wolf, his companion Margarete Melzer, Anna Seghers, Kurt

Kläber, and Lisa Tetzner. This was nothing exceptional in

Germany at the time. Yet Richter’s interest in Russia had be-

gun in Zurich, or even earlier. This historical question must be

seen in context of the political reprisals Richter would have

suffered had he not denied his communist affiliations.

The publicity over Richter’s reported fight with SA offi-

cials at the premiere of Alles dreht sich, Alles bewegt sich!

led Prometheus-Mezhrabpomfilm to invite Richter to make a

film for them. Richter readily accepted this offer, and it can

be assumed he did so for ideological reasons. The general

atmosphere for making a full-length film in the USSR film in-

dustry was attractive for “left” artists like Richter, who, as a

result of a constant shortage of money, were forced to make

commercial films. In the USSR “left” artists and writers were

allowed to make full-length films without difficulty. In Ger-

many and France, Dada and constructivist movements re-

mained confined to “a kind of avant-garde ghetto”42 where

film and money were scarce. It was in this context that Richter

took on the Metall project.

Friedrich Wolf, author of the Metall scenario, was re-

sponsible for a collection of eight film scripts that appeared in

the German Democratic Republic in 1959. In a credit line on

the title page of the story of Metall, subtitled “Hennigsdorf,”

he names Richter as the originator of the idea and outline

that he, Wolf, put into literary form.43

Trained as a medical doctor, Wolf was born the same

year as Hans Richter and developed an early interest in film.

In 1920 he had joined the progressive artists in their view

that film is an independent art form and should not simply
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be photographed theater. He also thought that at its best it

should be used for propaganda. However, in the early 1920s

German cinema was in wholly capitalist hands. This was

partly because of the UFA’s contract with American studios,

giving Hollywood films fresh outlets throughout Germany. By

1925 Wolf was writing political scripts (e.g., Kraftwerk Rus-

selar ) that were critical of capitalism. In 1929 he organized

the Volksverband for the Filmkunst section of the Stuttgart

exhibition, where the new Russian films were presented and

where Vertov presented his Kinoglas. In 1930 Wolf’s Russ-

land und wir, the first literary work about the Soviet Union by

a German, was offered “to spread the truth” and help seal

German-Soviet friendship.44 Wolf traveled to Moscow in

1930, a year prior to writing Metall. He was also the author of

many other scenarios and sketches for political films. His

anti-fascist dramas belong to the outstanding “best and long

sellers” of German exile literature.45 He was later a commu-

nist ambassador in Warsaw.46

Metall 47 is a feature-documentary recounting the strike

in Hennigsdorf (fig. 6.6). Weinberg claims that it is set

against “the rising tide of Nazi and Stahlhelm hooliganism

and developed into a semi-documentary political film. It ex-

posed Nazi strike-breaking and murder methods. The pro-

duction was abandoned before the last two reels were shot,

shortly after Hitler came into power.”48 The Weinberg descrip-

tion does not indicate that the script was written by Wolf, nor

that it primarily portrays Nazi strike-breaking or murder meth-

ods. Its main thrust is the need for Social Democratic and

Communist workers’ organizations in order to combat injus-

tices of capitalist management.

After the Metall project was abandoned, Richter began

a period of exile. Because of Hitler’s policies, he could not

return to Germany, and he was also afraid of the unstable

situation in Russia. For several years he moved between

European countries, hoping to gain residency or a visa to the

United States. However, this situation did not prevent him

from being productive. He managed, in fact, to begin another

152



feature film, Keine Zeit für Tränen (No Time for Tears) (1933–

34). Filmed in Paris, Keine Zeit für Tränen bears several al-

ternate titles, including Hier gibt keine Katharina (There’s No

Katharina Here), Der sogenannte Rendel (The So-called

Rendel), and Das fremde Kleid (Strange Attire).49 It was writ-

ten by Anna Seghers, Frederick Kohner, and Hans Richter.

The story is based on an actual reported event. In 1932

a newspaper in Mainz printed an account of Maria Eins-

mann’s story. Following her husband’s death, Einsmann had

assumed his identity in order to work at his night-watchman

job in a mining district. She took this drastic step in order to

keep her two small children alive. She lived and worked as a

man for twelve years until a mine accident disclosed her sex.

In the film script, Hermann Rendel finds work after
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years of being unemployed, but he dies suddenly before re-

porting for his first day of work. Rendel’s wife Katharina can-

not bear to stand by and see her family’s chances of survival

dissolve. Determined to do what she can, she puts on her

husband’s clothes, crops her hair and reports for work. She

does her job well and is respected by her colleagues. Marie,

a young woman with no family or security, moves in with Ka-

tharina and assumes the identity of the children’s mother. All

goes well until the two women realize that they have traded

economic security for a life of appearances. The accident

brings an end to their exchanged identities.

It is known that Brecht was inspired by the story of Ma-

ria Einsmann even before Seghers and Richter. He based his

story “Der Arbeitsplatz, oder Im Schweiße deines Angesichts

sollst du kein Brot essen” on the same newspaper article.50

According to Anna Seghers the idea to film this story was

Richter’s. He drove Seghers from Paris to his house in Lu-

gano to work on the film script with her. Seghers claimed that

the project was not realized because of political develop-

ments in Germany and France.51

Keine Zeit für Tränen demonstrates Richter’s growing

concern with political and economic issues, and his need

to portray real life situations such as unemployment and

discrimination against women in the work force. In need

of money during her exile, Seghers contacted Richter re-

questing that he sell a short story version of the script to her.

It appeared as a six-part serial in the National Zeitung Basel

in 1940, under the pen name Eve Brand.

Prior to Richter’s departure for the United States in

1941, he had begun some significant, but largely overlooked,

political film projects. The first of these projects was Candide

in 1934. Richter and his Zurich Dada associates had already

paid homage to Voltaire in the name of their cabaret during

World War I, and this modern version of Voltaire’s satire was

similarly biting. Richter’s script reflects his concern about po-

litical events of the day. Candide remains nonchalant and de-

tached, even in the face of the onrushing grip of National
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Socialism. Through his stalwart optimism and belief in the

status quo, Candide accepts fascism and its solutions to

social and economic problems, even when that amounts to

the “cannibalism” of the “inferior” races by their betters. Not

surprisingly, Candide was unable to attract a studio or

producer.52

The last two political films Richter attempted to make

before his move to the United States were Baron Münch-

hausen in 1937 and The Lies of Baron Münchhausen in

1939. The Münchhausen story, about a man who tells incred-

ible lies that actually reflect present-day events, was a perfect

vehicle for Richter’s brand of humorously veiled critique. The

first Münchhausen was to be a collaboration between Richter

and George Méliès, but the film was temporarily abandoned

after Méliès’s death in 1938. In 1939 Richter attempted an-

other Münchhausen project. A contract had been signed with

Jean Renoir’s company, the casting begun, and the sets

were in preparation when the war began and the film was

abandoned for good.53

In 1940 Hilla Rebay invited Richter to come lecture in

New York at the Museum of Non-Objective Art. Using this re-

quest, he was able to obtain a visa and come to the United

States. When Richter arrived in America he immediately be-

gan writing new film documentaries in essay form. One script

for the Woman’s Centennial Congress was entitled Women

in Democracy or Women Fight for America (1940–42). In-

tended for American women of the middle income group, it is

a story about an average American girl living in a typical

medium-sized American town. The theme was the “responsi-

bility of women to participate in all of modern community life

in order to maintain and extend the privileges which are theirs

in a democratic society.”54 A propaganda film with the inten-

tion of boosting war morale, it was meant to stimulate citi-

zens’ motivation to defend “much loved and needed things,”

making each community a unit in defense against the “inner

threat” of dissension and laissez-faire on which Hitler had so

often said he counted.
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From 1921 until 1942 Richter’s purpose in film was to

experiment, to discover new forms, to achieve a new way of

seeing with the hope of changing the world. He wanted to

reach his audience, relate to it, and at the same time educate

it. As a citizen he believed in the responsibility of the artist,

and as an artist Richter was convinced that the world would

change for the better through the pursuit of new aesthetics.

Although sobered by the failure of these aesthetic efforts,

such as discovering the limits of animation, and his role in

politics, Richter nevertheless worked his way back into a real-

ism capable of addressing human beings in their social and

political environment. He believed in the revolution of film

through modern art and the revolution of society through film.

When Weinberg quotes Richter from a 1926 edition of G as

saying, “What the film needs is not an audience, but artists,”

he infers that Richter wants the artist to be responsible for

his audience.55 However, keeping in mind that he believed an

audience to have valid concerns of its own, Richter’s state-

ment more likely calls on the artist to be responsible to his or

her audience.
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Hans Richter in America: Traditional
Avant-Garde Values/Shifting

Sociopolitical Realities

A young generation that accepts—

especially today in the face of chaos—

that accepts the existing law and order,

is a loss for the future and hurts the

nation of tomorrow. I am against

violence, violence in a highly industrial

society unquestionably leads to

military dictatorship or fascism; but I

am for the student protests. . . . As a

matter of fact, I am listening to myself,

to the memories of youth; for it was

Hitler who said how easily he could

suppress rebellions with law and order.

Hans Richter, 1969–70



The inside cover of the Winter 1950–51 issue of College Art

Journal carried a full-page reproduction of a rather nonde-

script 1949 Max Ernst image that had been made available

for publication courtesy of Hans Richter. The issue also pro-

vided its readers with access to a short, aggressively utopian

essay by Richter entitled “The Film as an Original Art Form.”

At the time, Richter was already being lauded by numerous

members of the burgeoning contemporary North American

artistic underground as an inspirational founding father who

represented the early twentieth-century avant-garde and who

thus provided a point of direct access to a set of powerful

historical paradigms applicable to their own agendas.1 Cred-

ited in the United States both as the cofounder of abstract

cinema and as an innovative documentary filmmaker, he was

the moving force behind the City College Film Institute, where

he had been teaching and administrating for a decade. Ear-

lier in the century, his friends and colleagues had included

Hans Arp, Blaise Cendrars, Theo van Doesburg, Viking Eg-

geling, Sergei Eisenstein, Naum Gabo, Raoul Hausmann,

Frederick Kiesler, El Lissitzky, Kasimir Malevich, Francis Pi-



cabia, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Kurt Schwitters, and Tris-

tan Tzara, among a host of others. Having narrowly escaped

the turmoil in Europe in 1941, Richter had found himself wel-

comed into the then American-based international avant-

garde and counted such notable modernists and old friends

as Marcel Duchamp, Ernst, Fernand Léger, and Man Ray

among his community of collaborators (fig. 7.1). He had be-

come an American citizen a few years prior to the appear-

ance in print of “The Film as an Independent Art Form”; a few

years later, Richter’s directorship of the Film Institute would

be jeopardized by McCarthyism.2 Soon thereafter, his friends

and students found themselves unwilling to address Richter’s

overtly politicized early twentieth-century production for fear

that something might surface that “had to be hidden from the

McCarthy people.”3 As would be the case for modernism per

se, a historiographic process of decontextualization and

depoliticization of the pivotal modernist’s career was concur-

rently initiated. Richter the cultural critic and lucid spokesman

for traditional avant-garde values entered the margins of an

English-language art historical literature stripped of his uto-

pian convictions and fundamental radicalism.

Richter opened his 1950–51 College Art Journal essay by

insisting that the camera’s liberation from reproduction was

prerequisite to film’s successful accrual of status as an inde-

pendent art form, a paradox that, in the authentic tradition of

the early twentieth-century avant-garde, he openly related to

“psychological, social, economic [as well as] esthetic prob-

lems.”4 Similar attempts to liberate other media from repre-

sentation would be voiced in contemporaneous writings; for

example, in Harold Rosenberg’s iconoclastic 1952 Art News

essay, “The American Action Painters,” wherein the critic in-

sisted that “at a certain moment the canvas began to appear

to one American painter after another as an arena in which to

act—rather than as a space in which to reproduce, redesign,

analyze or ‘express’ an object, actual or imagined.”5 Although

the inherent radicalism of such shared perceptions remains
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evident almost fifty years after their appearance in print, it is

unlikely that such statements would have had political rami-

fications for either author, even within the context of the Mc-

Carthy era.

From our current perspective it is impossible not to

note that Richter’s opening statements inadvertently echo

(although they do not entirely concur with) aspects of his

compatriot Walter Benjamin’s watershed 1934 essay “The

Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” For ex-

ample, both essays describe film as a potentially revolution-

ary art form capable of transforming its diverse audiences;

they also address parallel concerns about the role of the film

actor. In “The Film as an Original Art Form” Richter credits

David Ward Griffith’s innovative close-ups and cross cutting
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of simultaneous events with the development of a revolution-

ary filmic style, but cautions that Griffith involuntarily created

the movie star. Unfortunately, “as ‘Star,’” Richter wrote, “the

actor immortalized reproduction and dominated the film form

once again.”6 Sixteen years earlier (and from an overtly

Marxist perspective) Benjamin had also discussed the impact

of the close-up and the transformed role of the actor, insisting

that “the cult of the movie star, fostered by money of the film

industry, preserves not the unique aura of the person but the

‘spell of personality,’ the phony smell of a commodity.”7 None-

theless, I would again posit that Richter’s critique of what he

perceived to be the destructive dominance of the actor within

midcentury mainstream film industry production was politi-

cally unproblematic at the time of its authorship.

Both men had experienced firsthand the ascendancy

of the Nazi and Italian Fascist regimes and had, during the

1930s, participated in widespread debates among members

of the international avant-garde (of both leftist and right-wing

persuasions) concerning the relationship of aesthetic experi-

ence to the rise of totalitarianism. Convinced he could not

escape the carnage in Europe, Benjamin had taken his own

life in 1940, at the Franco-Spanish border; Richter had come

close to a similar end in 1934 while traveling by sleeper from

Paris to Zurich, soon after his German citizenship had been

revoked for his blatantly anti-Nazi film production. In a late

1950s interview with Giddeon Bachmann, which will be dis-

cussed in some detail later in this essay, the expatriate would

recount that, suddenly imagining that the Nazis were about

to stop the train and send all German passengers to concen-

tration camps, he rushed to the door in his pajamas and robe

and prepared to jump, only to be saved by one of the French

conductors who assured him they were not about to pass

through German territory.8

In its attempted formulation of “revolutionary demands

in the politics of art,”9 Benjamin’s 1934 essay repeatedly ad-

dresses the danger its author understood to be inherent in

the aestheticization of violence and in the rise of fascism per
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se. Although Richter’s post–World War II recollections often

included adamant discussions of the disruptive ascension of

totalitarianism and its effect on the avant-garde, it is only in

the penultimate paragraph of his 1950–51 College Art Jour-

nal article that such reference is made:

In England, France, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, experi-

mental film groups of individual artists, mostly painters,

have taken up the work begun by the avant-garde of the

twenties. They are following the only realistic line which

an artist can follow: artistic integrity. In that way a tradition,

temporarily interrupted by the stormy political events in

Europe, has been taken up by a young generation, here

and abroad. It is obvious today that this tradition will not

be eradicated again but will grow.10

Despite the disparate contexts to which the two essays

responded, both “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

Reproduction” and “The Film as an Independent Art Form”

contain laudatory references to Soviet cinema. Alongside the

writings of Karl Marx and the political theater of Bertolt

Brecht, Benjamin had been deeply influenced by the Russian

Revolution. In his essay he implies that it is postrevolutionary

Russian cinema—and not the film production of Western Eu-

rope—that has proven capable of promoting “revolutionary

criticism of social conditions, even of the distribution of prop-

erty.”11 In “The Film as an Independent Art Form,” Richter

(who had been influenced by the mid-1920s Berlin premier of

Sergei M. Eisenstein’s Potemkin and who had counted the

filmmaker among his community of friends and collaborators

in the late twenties and thirties) juxtaposed a laudatory refer-

ence to Soviet “documentary” cinema and a dismissive cri-

tique of Hollywood “entertainment” films. Describing the latter

as powerfully influential, yet ineffectual, offerings of “para-

dises, complete with gods and goddesses [and as] a grandi-

ose perversion of the medium,” the author continues:
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Several times in the history of the movies a revolt has tem-

porarily broken the hold of the [theatrical and literary tradi-

tions] over the entertainment film. To state the two most

important revolts: the post-revolutionary silent Russian

film (Potemkin), and after the liberation of Italy from Fas-

cism the post-war Italian film (Paisan). In both cases the

fictional film has turned from fiction to history and from the-

ater style to documentary style in the use of natural set-

ting, people not actors, and real events.12

While this statement would most certainly have raised

a few eyebrows during the anti-Communist backlash of the

McCarthy years, I would argue that there is another set of

assumptions evident throughout the 1950–51 essay that

would also have caused its author problems with some of the

McCarthy people—Richter’s unwavering defense of interna-

tional modernism and traditional avant-garde values. The au-

thor of “The Film as an Original Art Form” would assert that

“cubism, expressionism, dadaism, abstract art, surrealism

found not only their expression in films but a new fulfillment

on a new level.”13 Alongside his championship of revolution-

ary documentary film, Richter also insisted that “experimental

film” was the only other authentically original film form. The

second half of the essay foregrounds the author’s unshak-

able conviction of modernism’s inherent responsibility to lib-

erate and transform, and his belief that the early twentieth-

century European avant-garde, of which he himself had been

a central participant, continued to provide serviceable mod-

els for the present (fig. 7.2; plate 10).

There is a short chapter in the history of the movies which

dealt especially with [experimental film]. . . . The story of

these individual artists, at the beginning of the twenties,

under the name of avant-garde, can properly be read as a

history of the conscious attempt to overcome reproduction
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and to arrive at the free use of the means of photographic

expression. This movement spread over Europe and was

sustained for the greatest part by modern painters who, in

their own field, had broken away from the conventional:

Eggeling, Léger, Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia, Ruttman,

Brugiere, Len Lye, Cocteau, myself and others. The fact

that it was nearly exclusively modern artists who repre-

sented this movement gives a hint of the direction in which

the “liberation” of the film was sought.14

Within one brief essay, Richter had managed to juxta-

pose discussion of the film industry, the Russian revolution,

and European modernist practice. While this particular publi-

cation may not have initiated Richter’s firsthand experience

with McCarthyism, it indicates its author’s midcentury posi-

tion as an influential spokesman for the early twentieth-

century avant-garde. For the proper contextualization of the

appearance in print of Richter’s “The Film as an Original Art

Form,” a brief discussion of a then active (yet subsequently

submerged) midcentury sociopolitical discourse is in order.

In 1952, Meyer Schapiro (who, in the mid-1930s, had

opened the First Closed Session of the New York City–based

American Artists’ Congress Against War and Fascism) pub-

lished the essay “The Introduction of Modern Art in America:

The Armory Show” in Daniel Aaron’s America in Crisis. Origi-

nally penned in 1950 as a Bennington College public lecture,

the essay is far more than a history of the 1913 “International

Exhibition of Modern Art”; it is a strategic defense of late

nineteenth- through mid-twentieth-century modernism per

se. At the close of the published article, Schapiro reiterates

his historiographic agenda:

[Today] the hostile criticisms made in 1913 have been re-

newed with great virulence. We hear them now from the

officials in culture, from Congress and the President. The

director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art has recently

condemned modern art as “meaningless” and “porno-
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graphic,” and as a sign of decay of civilization in our time.

These criticisms are sometimes linked in an unscrupulous

way with attacks on Communism, foreign culture, and reli-

gious doubt. They have a parallel in the attempts of totali-

tarian regimes in Europe to destroy modern art as an

unpalatable model of personal freedom of expression and

indifference to the state. The Nazis suppressed this art as

“cultural Bolshevism,” the Russian Government and its

supporters in the West denounced it as an example of

“cosmopolitanism” of “bourgeois decadence,” Catholic

spokesmen have rejected it as a manifestation of god-

less individualism.15

One year prior to Schapiro’s initial presentation of his

Bennington College lecture, Congressman George A. Don-

dero (who was heavily supported by the conservative, anti-

modernist Allied Artists Professional League) had presented

his declaration, “Modern Art Shackled to Communism,” to the

United States House of Representatives, which included the

following accusations:

As I have previously stated, art is considered a weapon of

communism, and the Communist doctrinaire names the

artist as a soldier of the revolution. . . .

What are these isms that are the very foundation of so-

called modern art? . . . I call the roll of infamy without claim

that my list is all-inclusive: dadaism, futurism, constructiv-

ism, suprematism, cubism, expressionism, surrealism,

and abstractionism. All these isms are foreign in origin,

and truly should have no place in American art. While not

all are media of social protest, all are instruments and

weapons of destruction. . . .

Léger and Duchamp are now in the United States to

aid in the destruction of our standards and traditions. The

former has been a contributor to the Communist cause in

America; the latter is now fancied by the neurotics as a

surrealist. . . .
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The question is, what have we, the plain American

people, done to deserve this sore affliction that has been

visited upon us so direly; who has brought down this curse

upon us; who has let into our homeland this horde of germ

carrying art vermin?16

It was with two of the “germ carrying art vermin” of foreign

origin singled out by Dondero in his 1949 congressional ad-

dress that the newly naturalized Richter aligned his own mod-

ernist production in the 1950–51 College Art Journal essay.

In addition, with the notable exceptions of futurism, con-

structivism, and suprematism, the author had openly posi-

tioned experimental filmmaking within an avant-garde

tradition that encompassed the very “isms” that the Con-

gressman had included in his “roll of infamy.”

It could convincingly be argued that Richter’s omission

of futurism from his genealogy of avant-garde film production

was dependent upon the Italian movement’s then widely

acknowledged relationship to Fascism and its resultant re-

pression within pro-modernist, postwar, North American dis-

course.17 Furthermore, based on Richter’s own history as a

founding member of international constructivism and his sig-

nificant association with the father of suprematism, it also

could be argued that his visible exclusion of these two move-

ments from experimental film’s notable lineage was a deliber-

ate attempt to position the medium within a then-in-place

English-language modernist canon, within which neither con-

structivism nor suprematism held pride of place. However, I

would posit that such strategic distinctions would have had

little impact in anti-modernist circles.

Taped two years after his early retirement from the director-

ship of the Film Institute (fig. 7.3), Richter’s unpublished, late

1950s conversation with Giddeon Bachmann opens with his

often repeated reminiscence that the experimental film move-

ment was initiated at the end of 1918 by himself and Eg-
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geling, both of whom were interested not so much in film as

in the organization and orchestration of abstract forms. As

was the case in “The Film as an Original Art Form,” the artist

positions his own historical accomplishments within a broadly

described history of modernist practice that rejected super-

ficial lines of demarcation among the media in favor of the
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utopian realization of an intermedial “modern, universal lan-

guage,” a fundamental paradigm that informed much early

twentieth-century avant-garde production. At the close of his

lengthy recollection, Richter reiterates:

These principles led me to film—I used the medium very

reluctantly, only to express these principles. As you see

here, on this now restored scroll, these principles are the

principles of growth—of how a plant grows, animal

growth. . . . In a direct way [these principles are about the

development of ] a universal language, which is what ab-

stract art should be about.18

Forty years earlier, he had already made explicit that

these universal principles were informed by then-current

biomorphic and mechanomorphic world views and were

perceived as capable of transforming culture. In the “Demon-

stration of the ‘Universal Language’” (1920) (see appendix),

he had noted: “The scrolls are ‘machines,’ complicated con-

structions like life with organic 1 alive and ever-changing ex-

pression. . . . They are machines not like a hammer that

bangs on your head—more like an active living power—like

a radioactive element, for example, that without your knowing

it transforms you.”19 As he had insisted in his 1950–51 Col-

lege Art Journal essay, in the Bachmann interview Richter

persisted in voicing his conviction that “the values of the

1920s were still values [which continued to be applicable to

a younger generation’s vanguard production].”20 He remi-

nisced that, on his 1941 arrival in the United States, he was

excited to discover that he, Léger, Ernst, Man Ray, and Du-

champ “still believed in the same values [they] had believed

in ten or twenty years ago [and that] the old spirit of the avant-

garde was still alive in these people, especially in Léger—

and of course Marcel Duchamp.”21 Recollecting that, during

the war, New York City was home to “the only functioning in-

ternational avant-garde culture,” he also insists that he was
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“received in the United States very well [and found] the tempo

very invigorating.”22

Asked by his interviewer whether or not he was treated

like an enemy alien following the United States’ declaration

of war against Germany, Richter responded that “we were

treated as human beings and felt at home here” and that,

although he was required, at one point, to deliver his film

equipment to a police station, the officers were very civil and

accommodating, and that, all in all, he experienced “a feeling

of security which [he] never felt in Europe during the [Hitler

and Mussolini] period.”23

Although all reference to Richter’s early twentieth-

century affiliations with radical anarchist and socialist causes

is understandably absent from this late 1950s taped recollec-

tion, the artist repeatedly returns to discussion of his direct

experience of the rise of totalitarianism in pre–World War II

Europe. For example, although he does not address the So-

viet component of the sponsorship of his never-completed

Metall, he is willing to discuss the production itself, describing

it as an anti-Nazi film that led to the rescission of his German

citizenship in 1934. He speaks at great length of his travels

during the 1930s between France, Switzerland, and Holland;

of what he describes as his “precarious” 1940 experiences in

Switzerland, where his vocal opposition to Nazi film produc-

tion led to complaints from the “Nazi” consulate, subsequent

detainment by the Swiss police, and the recommendation

that he cancel an ongoing lecture series; and to the circuitous

means by which he escaped Europe and migrated to the

United States. He also openly discusses his participation,

alongside Eisenstein, in the 1929 Swiss-based Congress of

Independent Cinema (where the rise of fascism was of pri-

mary concern to many of the participants) and in the London-

based lecture/workshop series that he and the revolutionary

Russian filmmaker collaboratively realized later that year.

Later he animatedly recalls the 1930 Congress of Indepen-

dent Film in Brussels, during which he had chaired the Ger-
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man delegation, and it is at this point in the interview that

the artist unselfconsciously recollects the heatedly debated

potential relationship of experimental cinema (and the avant-

garde) to politics.

Describing the 1930 Congress as committed to the dis-

cussion of the future of experimental film within the context

of the intensifying turmoil in Europe, he relates that the pri-

mary topic under debate was whether or not, in such times, ex-

perimental cinema was justified. Although he recollects that

he felt very insecure about this issue, Richter remembers that

he concurred with those of the participants who believed that

“as part of civilization—on a humanistic level, [they] still had

to do something to prevent the [recurrence] of the pa-

leanthropic age—which finally came with Hitler and Mussolini

in Europe.”24 He further recounts that, although “representa-

tives from Spain and Italy resented [and] rejected progressive

independence [and the] Congress broke up without any prac-

tical results,” he and his colleagues continued to hold “inter-

esting discussions about what could be done to vitalize

[experimental cinema] in the political direction.”25

A number of the incidents that Richter recounted in his

conversation with Bachmann later appeared in print, some-

times almost verbatim, in the 1971 publication Hans Richter

by Hans Richter. Edited by Cleve Gray, the book is com-

posed, in part, of segments from a series of conversations

with the artist taped by the editor from June 1969 to June

1970. For example, although in the 1971 publication Richter

describes his arrival in New York City not as a comfortable

experience but rather as a terrifying one, a confrontation with

“Sodom and Gomorrah,” he continued to insist that he was

pleased to discover that “the old spirit of the avant-guard was

still alive” in Léger, Max Ernst, Man Ray, and Marcel Du-

champ, and “that during the war, the only functioning of an

international art was in New York.”26 The ca. 1958 conver-

sation and the 1971 publication contain almost identical de-

scriptions of the means by which Richter’s first American film,

Dreams That Money Can Buy (1947) (fig. 7.4), was collabo-
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ratively realized;27 both also make reference to Richter and

Eggeling’s long-standing belief in the relationship of abstrac-

tion to the development of a universal language. However,

in the decade that had transpired, both the North American

sociopolitical climate and the art world’s priorities had shifted,

and as can be expected, Richter’s 1971 insider’s history re-

sponds strategically in kind.

Contemporary cultural historians convincingly argue

that the romantic revolution of the 1960s represents the leg-

acy of early twentieth-century utopian anarchic radicalism,
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often described as a loosely composed association of varying

kinds of World War I–era socialists, anarchists, and liberals.

The most radical members of the artistic underground of the

Vietnam era perceived themselves as successors to a sub-

versive counterculture initiated in opposition to the so-called

“neo-fascist McCarthyist 1950s.”28 They were also overtly in-

fluenced by elements of historical Dada, which captured the

imagination of the period and served as a reinvented model

for varying degrees of artistic activism. Although Richter had

referred his affiliation with Dada during his late 1950s recol-

lections, he spoke most often then about surrealism. The in-

terview had been intended for publication in the never-

realized Cinemage 6, and was thus concerned with the iden-

tification of historical paradigms applicable to the production

of the contemporary North American underground film move-

ment, some members of which had been identified with

“neo-surrealism.”29 The 1969–70 tapes, by contrast, contain

lengthy recollections of Richter’s central role within historical

Dada circles, as well as Dada’s affiliations with anarchism:

From the war into freedom and immediately into Dada! Ev-

erything seemed to fit into place now. . . . From that

source, from that optimism, could also be understood a

new kind of political belief—the tendency toward Anar-

chy. . . . Later we discovered that Anarchy was indeed a

key word into which fitted all the other Dada movements:

the New York Dada which contacted us through Picabia,

the Berlin Dada of Huelsenbeck, Hausmann, Grosz . . .

they were all fundamentally anarchistically inclined though

in Berlin there was contact with the Communist Party,

Spartacus and so forth.30

At this time Richter is also willing to reminisce more

openly about his own radical political past, including his con-

tributions to World War I–era anarchist and socialist collec-

tives and publications,31 and his subsequent politically

charged experiences in Moscow while attempting to com-
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plete his never-released anti-Nazi film Metall. What had not

changed in the interim between the two sets of recollections

was Richter’s repeated remembrances of World War II–era

carnage in Europe. As his late 1950s conversation with Bach-

mann drew to a close, Richter recounted that, following the

completion of Dreams, he had continued to work with the

problem of the labyrinth and had studied the “one hundred

and twenty different versions of the Theseus story.”

It is my story. Theseus does not go into the labyrinth be-

cause of the Athenians but because of his own con-

science. He never can get out of his ears the cries of the

young prisoners who had been sacrificed to the minotaur.

His conscience forces him down to face the minotaur and

he finds three different versions of himself. . . . Finally, un-

der the most atrocious circumstances, he finally faces the

invisible minotaur—so big—he finds basically himself. I

hate myself that instead of doing the Minotaur, I got in-

volved with this chess film. . . . Now that I am 68 years old,

I don’t know if I can ever make a film like the Minotaur.32

Over a decade later, the venerated spokesman for

avant-garde values again referred to this particular unreal-

ized film project:

In 1953–54 I wrote a scenario for Minotaur, a film I never

made, but it is a major work as far as I am concerned. It is

autobiographical. . . . The scenario started really from the

same desire as the last episode of Dreams: the Labyrinth

as an expression of the unforeseen ways in life you had

to take, unforeseen obstacles you had to overcome. . . . It

is the story of a man who is Everyman, but who becomes

a hero when he does not suppress the voice of the inno-

cents calling for help. That’s the essence. And in telling

the story, I remember as a boy protecting the weak ones

in school, and it is, in retrospect, also concerned with the

Hitler times. This incredible feeling of loneliness but still
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being forced to do something for one’s co-human beings

and not being able to do anything. . . . You can’t tell stories

without telling stories you have lived through. I should

have made this film. That I couldn’t do it is just one of

those paradoxical, inhuman things that happen.33

Notes Epigraph: Cleve Gray, ed., Hans Richter by Hans Richter

(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), 49.

1. Conversation between Jonas Mekas, director of Anthology

Film Archives, Inc., and the author, taped 7 November 1995.

Mekas (who, in his own right, is probably our century’s most

respected diaristic filmmaker) has recently been quoted as fol-

lows: “[Richter] acted like a steadying rock; his standards

were so high and uncompromising. He asked for the highest,

for the most difficult. For this very reason, Hans wasn’t very

popular among the New York avant-gardists—he was too

tough on them. But they knew he was there and that was an

influence and inspiration in itself. He was one of our Founding

Fathers, and we all respected him and were afraid of him.”

See Cecile Starr, “Notes on Hans Richter in the U.S.A.,” Film

Culture 79 (Winter 1996): 24. During our recent taped con-

versation, Mekas made similar observations. He further re-

counted that when he himself arrived in New York in 1949,

having spent the intervening years since the close of World

War II in a displaced persons’ camp, he sent Richter a letter

explaining that, although he had “no money,” he wanted to

study at the Film Institute. “Two days later, a note just came—

‘just come.’” According to Mekas, Richter “created the Insti-

tute.” Although Richter was not teaching that semester, “he

was always around,” and the two became very good friends.

“By the time I met Hans Richter I was ready to jump into the

avant-garde cinema. I had just read Art of Cinema, which I

found very inspiring. I found his film Dreams That Money Can

Buy a very exciting moment. He was there like a father stand-

ing on the side. He represented the past, which was still inspir-

ing—the avant-garde of the 1920s and 30s. He was an inspi-

ration to all of us; the early avant-garde as a whole had an
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impression on all of us.” During our conversation, Mekas also

recounted that Richter had attempted to turn the premiere of
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which Mekas has long served as editor-in-chief ). “He said,
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burgeoning North American underground film community is
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among avant-garde cinema of this period and the more

broadly described intermedial arts. For one animated recollec-

tion of this cross-disciplinary fertilization, see Jonas Mekas,
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Conceptual Country, ed. Estera Milman (Rhode Island: Visible

Language, 1992), 125–132.
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Carthy people.” The filmmaker continued, “I was very apoliti-

cal in those days; I had just left the big political turmoil in

Europe.”

4. Hans Richter, “The Film as an Original Art Form,” College Art
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7. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

Reproduction,” in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed.

Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken

Books, 1969), 231.

8. Hans Richter, audio tape of a conversation with Giddeon

Bachmann, circa 1958, originally intended for publication in

the never-realized Cinemage 6; courtesy of Anthology Film

Archives, Inc., New York. During this conversation Richter re-

counts: “[When the Nazis were in power] my brother-in-law
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My brother-in-law wasn’t Jewish; I’m not Jewish. . . . When, in

1938 [the co-lawyer] was arrested on the farm of my brother-

in-law, my brother-in-law left for Chile, taking his niece, a doc-

tor, with him.” The niece was to marry the Chilean Minister of

Health, who later became the prime minister of Chile. It was
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used South American visa. Marion von Hofacker notes that
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Baden opening of Everything Revolves, Everything Moves, he
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Congress, Tuesday, 16 August 1949, Washington, D.C.: GPO.

The congressman also singled out Picasso: “The artists of the

‘isms’ change their designations as often and readily as the

Communist front organizations. Picasso, who is also a dada-

ist, an abstractionist, or a surrealist, as unstable fancy dic-

tates, is the hero of all the crackpots in so-called modern art.”

Although Picasso was never to visit the United States, the FBI

persistently maintained a file on him just in case. Somewhat

ironically, at one point during the ca. 1958 Richter/Bachmann
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publication. See Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 24, 31.

Later in the published recollections, Richter posits that Dada’s
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wig Rubiner’s aforementioned journal, for which he had

served as art editor. He goes on to discuss briefly the anar-

chists’ play Those against Violence, “in which [Rubiner] said

that we have, for the sake of the further development of the

masses, to accept the fact that art will become Kitsch and

adore Kitsch and replace art with Kitsch because the undevel-

oped masses can’t accept the esoteric, that is, what for them

are esoteric expressions. That was his theory, though I could

not agree with him. In our belly, in our heart, in our blood there

was a kind of inquietude, a bad conscience, a continuous dis-

quiet for which we had to find an expression.” Ibid., 97. It is

important to distinguish Richter’s support of the anti–Vietnam

War student rebellions from his response to contempora-

neous art-based neo-Dada manifestations. For example, in

Hans Richter by Hans Richter he recounts that Duchamp did

not believe that his brand of “anarchism [was] valid for all

people or for all generations. As a matter of fact, he wrote me

a letter in which he said that the whole business about Pop-

art, and so on, is nothing but a trick of the museums, art critics

and galleries; because business has to go on, something new

has to happen” (97).

32. Richter/Bachmann conversation.

33. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 151.
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Demonstration of the “Universal Language”

translated from the German by Harald Stadler

Note: [∗∗∗] indicates indecipherable words in the manuscript. Italics indicate

French or English words in the original.
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vertical
diagonal
horizontal

position
situation

number

and
downward

horizontal line
vertical line
diagonal line

curved line
regular/irregular

adapted from
V. E.
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D 5 dominant

5 D / 5 D proportion 5 D
:

intensity

1 small
2 & 3 sufficiently bigger different intensity

0 numerical proportion3 big
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Color-Play?

The scrolls are meant to express
knowledge (knowledge) knowledge that
cannot be realized in theoretical ways—
only through them.—Only if they exist
does the theoretical knowledge of them
obtain its content 1 form, 5 value.

The scrolls are “machines,” complicated
constructions like life with organic 1 alive
and ever-changing expression—due to
the relations which they themselves
really possess within these repre-
sentations 1 those which the inventory
creates within them out of its own
(everyone understand—as in music)

They are machines not like a hammer
that bangs on your head—more like an
active living power—like a radioactive
element, for example, that without your
knowing it transforms you—

2 movement First get a general idea of what you have
“in mind.” (hence “grope”)
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The manifestation of freed 5 identical will (identical with the
law) is form. Form does not want to appear as [∗∗∗] sign—
message—(basic form) but as invention 5 synthesis. (FORM
as a symbol———arises only through synthesis so to speak) a
machine that can perform all the functions (of the movement,—
the scroll), even procreate!

this isonetheme
for the 1st movement

analogy
analogy?

that is

everything multiplied

The “attitude” must not change the motives. that way they
change—in the eyes of the observer —Cover up the
importance /—. This is neutralized in diagonal systems: as they
assume a position that is principally suspended (spaceless so
to speak or demonstrating relativity in a vertical way). 2 fold
meaning of the diagonals!!!
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geometrical
repetitious
strong
round

2nd dominant
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total basic form (order) partial
geometric nongeometric
closed open.

partial basic form
open

total basic form
closed

total basic form partial basic form
geometric nongeometric

total basic form partial form
filled empty

re. p. 7
Nowadays one has to leave the
“law” “standing” very sharp 1 rigid
(anti-[∗∗∗]) so that people will
really grasp
1) that there is a point
2) what the point is

All of this accepting
these patterns the analogy
to represent organic Proceeding by way of
structures (2) contrasts: one method!
1 respond to them cf. p. 6/7
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5 contrast rating The instrument
how the form of time will be, that here is problematic since it has no
depends not only on the “idea” but on aspect of time, it does not extend time.
2) the dynamic of the theme, Its growth is only an alteration and thus
1) the idea, descending. If that is meant—fine.
3) the total basic form, Otherwise it is or works wrong. If it
4) the [∗∗∗] that every instrument uses dissolves 1 takes on a new form—then
6) the previous movement it says something right: it is newly
5) the overall rhythm. attracted to the constant?

forms of the process of development

simple releasing reversal of emphasis
complicated contrasting 0 of position

simple analogizing
complicated interluding—development

instruments from 1.
open

open
time 2 form ?

1 development from to

5 back 2 again

2 development from to

1 new beginning
?
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Time—Form

a) demonstrating the immobile ground figure

1) Extension (Mass) a) Main figure constant b) Then: getting bigger.—Expansion on
the spot out of itself Re-evaluation of the constant: each figure its maximum c)
conclusion as break block

2) Rotation (Diagonal Symphony) 1 Movement: increasing the ground figure.
Rotating around the axis 5 space. Tension. Expansion 1 reduction of the
orchestras. Maximum reversal for an ending.

2/3 Movement alternating detailed playing 1 orchestra—top bottom change.
right-left turn. Changing from big to small —from small to big (mostly as dance
rhythm)

4 Movement inversion of the big orchestra—interlude of the basic motif

3) (Fugue.) Directing and Lifting the entire movement on the scroll.

4) (Prelude) Fading of one instrument—Releasing—Increasing of another.

Crystallization.

lacks motion (with, with diagonal
Everything geometric

The function of every single
instrument is first of all
determined . . . by leaving it out
(like III)

Everything organic
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At first the problem (the source) is not clear. According to which
law are the changes “allowed” to occur? What kind of freedom
is there? What does it consist of? where are the limits— since
the possibilities are un-limited (answer p. 5)

dynamics
rhythm
metrics

Time—Measure

1 Mass (cf. p. 7)
striding rhythm—Every element is a synthesis of all the
preceding ones and of the theme. uniform measure
maestoso, grave. Relatively motionless

—if very animated
homogeneous (Accent) then radical change!

explosions

2 Symphony: dancing rhythm
different from the basic measure of the beginning (in the
interlude) changing from three-beat to two-beat measure./
(Accent)—change

3 Prelude: prelude simple measure through (Accent) change.
Slow increase follows . . . . . . flourish, fade, flourish,—end

Contrast [∗∗∗] within time.

increasing : decreasing (spatial!)
filling : emptying 0

doubling : simplifying cf. space table (spatial)
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getting bigger
getting smaller who plays with whom?
multiplying
getting more irregular

Instruments for the first movement II movement

analogy

Instruments for the second movement

Each instrument is to be developed.
Though it has its characteristics to the
ear—it is not completed when it begins

VITA 5 he: each letter
as an Accent of a development?!
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2 movement ending
cf. V. E.
upper
group

Each moment must be able to exist in itself, i.e. it must be
completed, a world of its own . . . and open for the next
imply the next

themes cf. page
V. E.

theme,—idea: the strictly tamed, mental
the untamed, chaotic

intuition

intellect

secondary
it follows the law

nature 1 mind are
not opposites.
The one completes itself in
the other. The law lies above

them.

Through color (material) the groups are
interrelated—or contrasted.

1 movement chao-tic Allowing the truth of the chaotic
2 movement severe—rigid color value 1,2—1,2 to be expressed . . . but it is
3 movement changing controlled by will: the manifest

chaotic—severe 5 law.—as far as it really
general outline—noticing—knowing. expresses just that—is not just
power of creation. improvised
1 truth —

large orchestra truth must be 1) recognized
2) wanted

color-dominants separate for each 3) created
movement—but related to each other. three
1. movement color original state: dominant

everything 1 running into one another will
“without” contour organic is not un-defined

but multiply defined
inorganic—writing uni-defined

[∗∗∗]



210



complicated
a) geometric / vertical
b) organic / horizontal

complicated

vegetative theme
cf. V. E. tree

Larger things (studies) one must
acquire—undergo—in order to overcome
them—forget them.—
Without having gone through them,
sources of error will persist—, and the
will to liberation is—clouded.

2 4 movement: develop the “stone” the
constant of the inorganic (fully into an

vita organ idea), in its ties to the flowing—organic
(pre-thought persists)

With Klee (Kandinsky) the problem of
analogy movement is very often solved with an

arrow → There it goes. This is not a
symbol.

Theme of the first movement: determine
the relationship between the organic 1

inorganic: by the law of
rhythm stones
of form constant
of motion

Nature of relationship 1 matter [∗∗∗] —:
of relations [∗∗∗]

movement 1
ANALOGY

Once this analogy has in rhythm
been determined—it can, position
in the 2nd movement, be law
used—as established

angular analogy
hor. left right
vert.
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Bach: fugue in f-minor work that means: subdivide 1

big simple powerful fill
pace-rhythm of the beginning the interspaces 5

subdivided into one-half inter-signs.
[∗∗∗] with one eighth Play decisively
ending double pace with the space

in between.

1 Diagonal Symph. contain motion 1 moment of time 5

2 Mass has no rotation
3 Prelude has extension

crystallization

At the end: note down the working
procedure in detail. In order to eliminate
once and for all problems which were arising
here: start from all sides.

ending
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what has to be “explained”—introduced and what thus requires passages, for
example

Create tables for which contrast-analogies?

heavy : light horizontal expression
filled : empty vertical 0

already a
first movement
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what is that?

a line

Here the playing against each
other of lines constitutes the theme

there

already area limitation

Do not show the outer but the inner
sequence.—Not biologically: how
something emerges (materialistically) but
rather logically 5 the sequence
corresponding with the meaning, the law.

By all means start with the most simple things: [∗∗∗] On the other hand it is not
supposed to be on a level of schoolwork but mature (preconditional) expression.
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Detail upward
tendency downward

detail downward
tendency upward
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Group
always in
contrasting pairs

1 movement space is being filled

2 movement space is being formed
and determined
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analogy position
intersections

single—repeated
parallel big small connected—inorganic—regular
intersected isolated—organic—irregular

intersected intersected
regularly repeated not repeated
geometric organic

moments even geometric
moments uneven organic
a strong [∗∗∗]
b elapsing

irregular 5

organic
proximity 5

analogy

meaning theme positive

1

negative

2

organic

repeated
number contrast

connection
horiz—vertical filling

joined together
dissolved

single component
ornamental

determined
undetermined
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(envelope, Dec. 1957,
Aufbau Publ.)

Front:

to most
f.i. From organic which possibilities of

to geometrical order 1). Transformation
(or reverse) 2 problems 2). Conditions

Instruments
3. Dramatization

1 Aim

Back:

The amorph should have
1 geometrical under 1 side plays.
to prepare the transition

The Also—(or) the “back-ground” may
play their role 1 become forefront 5

form 5 leading

to Chaos
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Exposition Outline

Theme—repeat [∗∗∗] permanent
change of

1) dominant with counter-playing out the
flowing

of itself—play ensemble-playing 1 structured
only in medium register The cheerful

be on top
2) 2 voice with dominant as a new The dramatic

ensemble-playing be on bottom

3) 3 voice—counter dominant—characteristic introduction less fluid; then 1 1 2: will—
consciousness—stability—clearer structure 5 rigid

I Movement. Theme The Organic

a dominant is leading throughout—in counter-playing with 2nd voice. Counter
dominant as Accent.

b 2 voice interlude—relatively maximal development all the way to the symbol—with
exactly the same figure as beginning

c counter dominance interlude—relatively maximal development exactly with same
figure as beginning (cf. prelude—guitar)

flowing against continuous

d climax: dominant in utmost diversity 5 as several groups of instruments—strongly
answered by counter dominance as brought forth in c.—2 voice accompanies only
in analogy
Only here theme “free” parallelism 1 free improvisation
Creating new form.
Minimal expression before maximal expression.

227Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
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light dark

circle 1 rectangle Horiz. or vertical development?
Closed or open?
Ramassé or allongé?

229Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
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limitations through lines
strictly limited
K cancelled

smaller K: top/bottom empty
K
filled
diagonal:
radical

and
are incompatible.

radial : parallel are 2 different motives
i.e. philosoph: emanating from one center

and are 2 diff.
running parallel calculations.

231Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
Appendix



232



possibilities
of the

basic form
1 line area
2 geometric
3 regular irregular
4 diagonal emanating from point
5 long-short short-long emanating from line
6 empty filled emanating from area
7 single multiple limited on one side
8 internally separated limited on two sides

linked unlimited
9 not intersecting intersecting

10 allongé ramassé
11 horizontal vertical
12 parallel counterposed
13 open closed
14 simple complicated

dark on light on
light dark

straight line bent line
solid shaky

What are the analogies within this table?
0 0 0 contrasts

Table of Differentiation

Objects
I II III

parallel parallel in pairs IV
contrasting in groups
vertical : horizontal
open
allongé

III
counterposed in pairs

0 in groups
closed : open
allongé
surface complicated

IV
counterposed crosswise

in pairs
counterposed in groups
horizontal
closed
ramassé
surface uncomplicated

Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
Appendix
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line without areal limitation Essence 1 Substance
area without line limitation

line with areal limitation
area with line limitation

(10 moral 20 material)
10 similarity of will—analogy of border

(moral 20 material)
20 difference of will—contrast of border
1 moral 20 material
10 contrast of manner—difference of material

material moral
20 similarity of manner, inner points of coordination

manner
1 With similar material, the difference of will is primary, the

similarity of will is secondary.
2 With similar will, the difference of manner is primary, the

similarity of manner is secondary.

1 Visible tangible contrasts of will 1

matter
2 Mysterious links between will and

contrary matter.

Visible tangible similarities between Sensory contrast
matter and will of will

Similarity of
Mysterious contrasts between will material
within the same matter. (large page) Contrast of material

Similarity of will
Mysterious similarity of will
Contrast within material

235Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
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variations
of parallel

filled empty K
area 5 line A

point emanating

Actually
[∗∗∗] 5

parallel

theme conceivable as
but one

variation

Variations

eccentric concentric variation with separate K 1

K. A emanating from point.
intersected

Always at least
one contrast

variation 1

no contrast filled empty one analogy

as a beginning

variation
with intersected

237Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
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separate 1 group single

linked transformations 2 group double

intersected 3 group multiple

1 meaning main characteristic

239Demonstration of the “Universal Language”
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Chronology

Art is politics. Everything that

takes hold of the flow of life for

its own end is politics. Hans Richter

1888 6 April: Johannes Siegfried (Hans) Richter, the first of

six children, born into the well-to-do Richter family liv-

ing at Universitätstrasse 3b in Berlin.1 Hans’s father,

Moritz Richter, practiced several different professions

(real estate speculation, farming, furniture making) and

during World War I was a legation councillor in Con-

stantinople in the German Foreign Service.2 Hans

Richter’s mother, Ida Gabriele Richter, née Rothschild,

was born on 28 April 1864, in Cologne. Participation in

the arts was viewed as an integral part of life for mem-

bers of the Richter family.

1902 Richter’s parents sent him to a boarding school in

Seesen in the Harz mountains, where he drew portraits

of his schoolmates during class. They attracted the at-

tention of his teachers, who praised the accuracy of

his drawings.

1904 At sixteen, Richter visited an exhibition of pastel draw-

ings by Edouard Manet in Berlin. His impression was

one of experiencing “absolutely heavenly music.”3



1906 Richter graduated from the Falk-Real-Gymnasium in

Berlin. His greatest ambition was to become a painter.

His father, however, did not allow him to enroll at an art

academy, choosing architecture for his son’s vocation

instead.

1908 After Hans completed his apprenticeship in carpentry,

Moritz Richter permitted him to enroll at the Academy

of Art in Berlin. He studied there for one year and then

transferred to the Academy of Art at Weimar. Richter

copied paintings of the Old Masters at the Kaiser

Friedrich Museum and the National Gallery in Berlin. A

gallery in Bielefeld exhibited these paintings in 1913,

paying Richter an amount he considered to be a small

fortune.

1910–1911 A publisher in Weimar commissioned Richter to

complete six hundred pencil sketches illustrating the

text of Boccaccio’s Decameron. When he worked the

drawings over in ink, he ruined them. Richter attended

the Académie Julian in Paris.

1911 In Paris, Richter collaborated with Emil Szittya on the

publication of the journals Les hommes nouveaux/

Neue Menschen, for which he also wrote poems.4

1912 When he returned to Berlin, Richter visited the Seces-

sion exhibition and saw Cézanne’s painting Les gran-

des baigneuses for the first time: “I found it awful,

ridiculous, badly drawn. An hour later I saw it again;

I wasn’t looking at it, it was looking at me! Suddenly

something struck me, a kind of musical rhythm. . . .

That was, so to say, the first finger that touched me

from the hands of the gods of modern art. . . .”5

Richter relinquished portraying academic subjects

and took up political and working-class themes. He ob-

served rhythmical movement in musicians performing

on their instruments, in the repetitive body movements

of crews working in the streets, and in the movement

of crowding masses at demonstrations, all of which he

recorded in drawings and paintings. Richter’s dynamic

manner of painting and his colors indicated his lean-

ings toward expressionism.
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1913 The year before the onset of World War I, Richter

joined the mainstream of the avant-garde movement

in Berlin that centered around Herwarth Walden, the

publisher of the expressionistic art magazine Der

Sturm (Storm). Richter became acquainted with mem-

bers of the groups Die Brücke (Bridge) based in Dres-

den, and Der Blaue Reiter (Blue Rider) in Munich. He

met Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the Italian poet and

leader of the futurists, who articulated the machine

aesthetic. During Marinetti’s visit to Berlin, Richter en-

thusiastically handed out flyers of the Futurist Mani-

festo to passersby and cab drivers at the Potsdamer

Platz station. Richter was deeply affected by the gal-

lery’s autumn exhibition of 360 modernist paintings:

“There I saw and realized, for the first time, what mod-

ern art was all about. . . . At the ‘Herbstsalon’ I saw

modern art in all its glory; Picasso, Braque, the Futur-

ists, and so forth.”6

Richter began to push further and further toward ab-

straction: “What influenced me in Cubism was not only

the new form of expression but the courage, the audac-

ity to dare this step. . . . The structure of Cubism, Cub-

ism as a constructive principle, seemed to me by far

the most important step in painting made in our

century.”7

The possibilities of counterpoint that Richter intro-

duced at this time are explored in all of his future works.

1914 Richter joined the circle of expressionist artists gath-

ered around Franz Pfemfert, publisher of the Berlin

journal Die Aktion (Action). The group’s socialist lean-

ings and its antiwar course were compatible with Rich-

ter’s “anarchistic tendencies.”8 Richter drew portraits of

the writers and poets to accompany their published

texts, which appeared bimonthly. Richter described

Franz Pfemfert as

the open-minded and sensitive no-nonsense pub-

lisher and editor of Die Aktion, the review of the new

German literary generation between 1912 and
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1920, [who] was actively anti-Kaiser and antiwar as

well as protector and admirer of the young genera-

tion of poets and artists. He had an unerring sense

of quality and an incorruptible intelligence. For those

of us who searched for a new measure, a new im-

age of man, he was a “patron saint.” In his always

crowded tiny office one met [Carl] Liebknecht

and Rosa Luxemburg, as well as Carl Einstein

and Däubler, Heym and Van Hoddis, Otten and

Schickele, Kokoschka and Meidner, Schmidt

Rottluff, Kafka and Franz Jung, Expressionists, Da-

daists, Socialists, Tolstoyists, Cubists, poets and

politicians.9

War was declared on 4 August, and on 15 Septem-

ber Richter was inducted into the army. The poets Fer-

dinand Hardekopf and Albert Ehrenstein gave Richter

a farewell party. To give him some hope and consola-

tion, they promised to meet in Zurich, in two years, at

the Café de la Terrasse at three in the afternoon, pro-

vided, of course, that all three friends were still alive.10

A few months later, serving in the light artillery, Richter

was seriously wounded at Vilna, Lithuania. Partially

paralyzed, he was sent to a hospital in Tilsit and was

then transferred to Hoppegarten military hospital near

Berlin (fig. 9.1).11 His twenty-three-year-old brother

Fritz was killed at the front, and his brother Richard, at

twenty-one, was severely wounded.

1915 On 13 February, two drawings by Richter appeared in

Die Aktion. During the next three years, thirty-two

graphics by Richter were published in Die Aktion.

1916 In March, Richter was discharged from active duty and

was placed in the reserves. On 25 March, Pfemfert

honored him with a special issue of Die Aktion, called

the “Hans Richter Heft” (Hans Richter Issue). Seven

drawings appeared in this issue, as well as an essay

about Richter by the art critic Theodor Däubler entitled

“Notiz über den Maler Hans Richter” (Notes on the

Painter Hans Richter). This essay was the first serious
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review written about him, naming his aims and work as

an artist. “The radical in him makes his talent thrive.

The more he penetrates the problem of modern art, the

more he gains in artistic stature. He has opted for all

that is most modern, but he doesn’t paint to a program,

not even his own.”12 On 7 June, Richter had his first

comprehensive exhibition at the Galerie Neue Kunst,

located on the Briennerstrasse in Munich and owned

by Hans Goltz. Richter designed a poster depicting a

musical theme and was represented with seventy

works (fig. 9.2). In the preface of the exhibition cata-
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Hans Richter in Hoppegarten Military
Hospital, 1916
Photo courtesy of Marion von Hofacker



logue written by Richter, Dada ideas were anticipated:

“Complexity at the price of standing still is a result of

the bourgeois cowardice, which is so attached to the

conventions it has come to take for granted that an at-

traction toward African sculpture and cubism appears

as a precious artistic trick, on which they may elaborate

the intellectual judgments of their never adventure-

some thinking.”13

Richter married Elisabeth (Lisa, Liesl, Lieska) Stein-

ert on 28 August.14 He traveled to Zurich with his wife

to consult the specialist Professor Veraguth about his

back injuries and used this as the opportunity he had
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Poster by Hans Richter for exhibition
at Galerie Neue Kunst Hans Goltz,
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been waiting for “to get out of Germany.”15 On 15 Sep-

tember, Richter kept the appointment he had made two

years prior to meet his Berlin friends in Zurich—and

thereby met the initial core of the Dada group, which

had formed in February:

At three o’clock in the afternoon, I was in the Café

de la Terrasse—and there, waiting for me, sat Ferdi-

nand Hardekopf and Albert Ehrenstein. This unlikely

encounter, like something in a dream, was followed

by another. A few tables away sat three young men.

When Ehrenstein, Hardekopf and I had exchanged

our news, they introduced me to the three young

men: Tristan Tzara, Marcel Janco, and his brother

Georges. So it was that I landed on both feet,

squarely inside what was already called the Dada

group.16

1917 In January, Richter designed a large poster announc-

ing the first “Dada Exhibition” of abstract art at the

Galerie Corray, located at Bahnhofstrasse 19. He ex-

hibited paintings there with van Rees, Janco, Arp,

Tscharner, Mme. van Rees, Lüthy, and Helbig, and

works of art from Africa. On 23 March the grand open-

ing of the Galerie Dada at the Galerie Corray took

place. Richter raised funds for the event. The United

States entered the war on 4 April, and on 9 April the

second exhibition of German painters from Berlin’s

Sturm Galerie opened at the Galerie Dada.

Richter, however, still kept up ties with colleagues in

Berlin. He contributed two drawings to the 17 April is-

sue of Die Aktion, honoring the poet and editor Lud-

wig Rubiner.

From 2 May to 29 May the third exhibition at the Ga-

lerie Dada took place, in which children’s drawings

were included. At the end of May, Hugo Ball broke with

Dada and left Zurich. He considered suing Tzara for

misappropriating the funds of the Galerie Dada, but

was dissuaded from doing so by Richter.17 During May,
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June, and July, Ludwig Rubiner published three of

Richter’s linoleum cuts in his magazine Zeitecho (Echo

of the Times). In the essay printed in Zeitecho titled

“Ein Maler spricht zu den Malern” (A Painter Speaks to

Painters), Richter vented his feelings about the horrors

of war and expressed his views on the political and so-

cial responsibility of the artist. This was Richter’s first

written statement on the artist and political awareness.

If there is anything that is equally active in all of us,

it is the grinding pain and disgust and bitter shame

at living and making such an age with such good

intentions and against our better knowledge.—How

can one answer for its being so terrible and mind-

less, without spewing forth all one’s wailing, hurting,

and howling, as articulately as one is, as precisely

as the terrifically sharpened awareness of guilt and

injustice permits to the guilty and the good. . . . If

painters would only take the view that painting

should be an utterly human affair and an intellectual

initiative, what could stop them from eliminating the

vogue word ART for their graphical expressions?18

Richter oscillated between the idea of the political

responsibility of the artist—an idea coming from the

Aktion circle—and the humanist belief in the immanent

good of man and his final transcendence of evil to cre-

ate a better world. Richter’s pacifist convictions began

to waver. He felt he must be more politically active and

use more direct approaches to resolve the conflict that

war posed for him:19 “Though Dada was not a political

movement, we were all in one way or another con-

nected and influenced politically by the war. Several of

us were already loosely connected with the Anarchist

group of Bertoni in Switzerland.”20

Bertoni was a follower of Michael Bakunin. Richter

attended meetings of the anarchist group; his interest

in pacifist theory ended. He had a falling out with the

radical socialist Rubiner, probably because Richter’s
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art did not fulfill Rubiner’s criterion for a universally un-

derstood art. In June, Hugo Ball made note of the po-

larization of these two groups of exiled artists: “An

interesting if not necessarily fruitful difference [arose]

between us the aestheticians (Hans Arp, Ball, Janco,

Richard Huelsenbeck, Hennings, and Tzara) and the

moralists gathered around Rubiner (Ehrenstein, Leon-

hard Frank, Straßer, Schickele, etc.)” (emphasis

added).21 After Richter’s falling out with Rubiner, he

switched camps without further reservation and joined

the Dadas: “That was the mysterious message which

led me from Cubism to Dada and from Dada to abstract

art and the promise of total freedom.”22

Richter began painting the free-style Visionary Por-

traits, finding expression in a spontaneity governed by

chance and the unconscious. He painted in an explo-

sive manner that was relatively uncontrolled, in a “sort

of self-induced trance,” that took shape before the “in-

ner rather than the outer eye.”23

In July appeared the first issue of Dada, edited by

Tristan Tzara (fig. 9.3). (The last number appeared in

March 1920.) The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia be-

gan in October. The first issue of De Stijl, edited by

Theo van Doesburg, appeared in Leiden, Holland.

1918 January: Richter felt the need to apply more structure

to his drawings. He met the Italian composer, Ferruccio

Busoni, who advised Richter to study Bach’s The Note-

book of Anna Magdalena Bach of 1725 in order to learn

more exactly the principles of counterpoint. India ink

pen and brush drawings titled Dada Heads were the

result of these formal studies: “What I tried to find was

not chaos but its opposite, an order in which the human

mind had its place but in which it could flow freely. . . .

It allowed me also to discard objects (subject matter)

altogether and articulate free abstract parts on a given

plane against and with each other. It came to be a kind

of musical as well as visual articulation.”24

A drawing by Richter depicting a flagbearer for the

new newspaper the Freie Zeitung (Free Newspaper),
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started in 1916 and edited among others by Hugo Ball,

was used for subsequent covers.

Early spring: Helmuth Viking Eggeling arrived in Zu-

rich. Tristan Tzara introduced Richter to the Swedish

painter.25 This meeting marked the beginning of an ar-

tistic collaboration that had far-reaching effects. Eg-

geling had begun to create a vocabulary of abstract

form, intending to explore its grammar and syntax by

combining the forms into pairs of contrapuntal oppo-

sites within a system based on mutual attraction and

repulsion of paired forms.
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On 23 July Tristan Tzara directed the Dada soireé

at the Saal zur Meise. He recited his Manifeste Dada

1918. Laban School members performed dances,

wearing masks made by Janco. Richter designed the

poster advertising the event.

Emmy Hennings looked for an artist to illustrate her

book Gefängnis (Prison). (At the onset of World War I

she had been arrested for forging passports for sol-

diers and conscientious objectors who wanted to flee

Germany.) Richter began a large series of sketches

and drawings on this subject. He later wrote, “outrage

gave my pencil wings. I protested that this sensitive

creature should ever have been thrown into a prison

cell.”26

From September to October the exhibition “Die

Neue Kunst” (The New Art) was held at the Kunstsalon

Wolfsberg in Zurich. Arp, Baumann, Hennings, Janco,

Morach, and Richter participated. Richter showed

eleven oil paintings on the theme of the visionary por-

trait and four drawings.27 The exhibition signaled the

end of the period of “balance” within Dada for Richter.

It was marked by a parallel exhibition of works by the

Spanish Dadaist Francis Picabia that took place simul-

taneously in another wing of the gallery.

On 7 November Kurt Eisner led a bloodless uprising

in Munich and attempted to establish a socialistic de-

mocracy. A day later revolution broke out in Germany.

Kaiser Wilhelm abdicated; Fritz Ebert became chancel-

lor. World War I came to an end on 11 November.

The end of the war brought about the end of Dada

in Zurich; the Zurich Dadas joined other progressive

artists in Switzerland, forming the group Das Neue

Leben (The New Life) in Basel. Janco described the

Dada spirit within this group: “While it was tearing

down, Dada also experimented and created the foun-

dations for a new social aestheticism to serve the art-

ist—at least in its last positive phase.”28 Richter did not

participate in the group’s first exhibition. The Dada art-

250



ists worked under the name of Das Neue Leben until

1922.

December 3: The Novembergruppe met for the first

time in Berlin. Richter was a member of the Novem-

bergruppe from the outset.29

Dada 3 appeared. Richter contributed two black and

white linocuts on the Dada Head theme to the German

issue, and three to the French edition of the magazine.

1919 15 January: Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg

were murdered by the Freikorps.

In the beginning of February, Hans Richter traveled

from Lugano to Bern at the request of René Schickele,

editor of the literary and political magazine Die Weißen

Blätter (White Pages), to draw portraits of prominent

political figures representing socialist parties and labor

organizations of all countries, who were attending the

first postwar meeting of the Second International. A

small minority in attendance demanded revolution, na-

tionalization of property, and immediate implemen-

tation of socialism, following the Russian example.

Quickly overruled, the group repaired to Moscow and

founded a new, Third International in conjunction with

the Russian Communist Party.

Kurt Eisner was also present at the meeting in Bern.

It is probable that Richter met with Eisner on this

occasion.30

February 21: Kurt Eisner was assassinated by

Count Anton Arco-Valley. In March Richter traveled first

to Munich and then to Berlin to participate in the politi-

cal events in the making,31 then returned to Switzer-

land. On 7 April the Revolutionary Central Committee

in Munich (including the literary leaders Ernst Toller,

Erich Mühsam, and Gustav Landauer) proclaimed the

Council Republic. It collapsed after a week because of

internal discord and the communists’ refusal to sup-

port it.

In April Richter founded the Bund Radikaler Künstler

(Association of Radical Artists) in Zurich, calling for rad-
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ical art reform, redefinition of the role of art in society,

and the participation of artists in the formation and

ideological evolution of the state. The manifesto pro-

claimed abstract art as the only acceptable form of art:

“Besides, revolution in Germany, uprisings in France

and Italy, world revolution in Russia had stirred men’s

minds, divided men’s interests, and diverted energies

in the direction of political change.”32

9 April: The eighth Dada soirée, and the last Dada

event in Zurich, took place in the Saal zur Kaufleuten.

The program, under the direction of Walter Serner, was

divided into three parts (fig. 9.4). Viking Eggeling held

a discourse on abstract art and Hans Richter read a

piece called “Gegen, ohne, für Dada” (Against, without,

for Dada). Tzara called Richter’s address “malicious,

elegant, Dada, Dada, Dada.”33 Richter and Arp de-
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signed sets for the dances choreographed by Sophie

Taeuber, which the Laban School troupe performed.

Richter may also have read his “Manifest radikaler

Künstler” to the audience. This manifesto, which set up

an all-encompassing program for radical art reform re-

defining the role of art in society, failed to go to press

as planned because of Richter’s sudden departure for

Munich.34

Richter received a telelgram from his political

friends in Munich, where revolution had broken out,

telling him that he was needed and had to come at

once. He went in a great hurry immediately after the

eighth Dada soirée ended.35 In Munich he joined his

friends Alfred Wolfenstein, Nelly Sachs, Frida Rubiner,

and H. Davringhausen, and his brother Richard Rich-

ter. Janco later emphasized: “[Hans Richter] had a rev-

olutionary mind; he was a socialist, he had personally

taken part in such activities in Germany and he was

dreaming of a new social art.”36

The Council (Soviet) Republic led by the literary an-

archists Toller, Mühsam, and Landauer collapsed on

13 April after one week of existence. The Communists

Eugene Leviné, Max Levien, and Towia Axelrod took

power in Munich. On 19 April, during his stay in Munich,

Richter was appointed chairman of the Action Commit-

tee of Revolutionary Artists, in charge of the seven

units of the Kunstkommissariat (art commission) on

matters concerning painting.

22 April: Richter attended the meeting of the Action

Committee.37 Points on the agenda were raising funds

for social welfare, sale of the inventory of the palaces

in Bavaria to foreign countries, and confiscation of im-

portant buildings in Munich, such as the royal palace.38

On 23 April the Action Committee discussed the topic

of general health insurance coverage for all artists.

24 April: At this meeting of the Action Committee, it

was decided that Richter should read the Zurich Mani-

festo to the other Commissariat members. The Munich

Council Republic met for the last time on 30 April. It
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was riven by disagreement between the communists

and the Independent (or Utopian) Socialists (USPD);

Levien and Leviné resigned, ending the Munich Soviet.

Twenty royalists and conservatives taken hostage at

the Luitpold High School were murdered by retaliating

revolutionary groups.

On 1 May The Bavarian Freikorps under Baron von

Epp and troops of the rival state government sitting in

Bamberg took Munich with much bloodshed, killing one

thousand people in six days. Landauer was murdered

on 2 May. Richter tried to leave Munich and return to

Zurich via Austria.39 He and his brother Richard were

arrested, tried, and sentenced to life imprisonment. Ida

Richter intervened on behalf of her sons. Through her

influential connections at the Ministry of Justice, the

brothers were released after two weeks’ detainment.

4 May: A column about the “Manifest Radikaler

Künstler Zürich 1919” was published in the Neue

Zürcher Zeitung.

7 May: Treaty of Versailles.

The last publication of Dada appeared on 15 May.

It contained two woodcuts by Richter, an illustration of

his oil painting Portrait Makabre, and his manifesto

“Gegen, ohne, für Dada.”

The first issue of Der Dada, edited by Raoul Haus-

mann, George Grosz, and John Heartfield (Helmut

Herzfelde) appeared in Berlin.

Richter returned to Zurich, resuming his studies of

opposites with Viking Eggeling. Eggeling was in the

process of creating an elementary syntax of form rela-

tionships for a “Universal Language” he called Gene-

ralbaß der Malerei (ground base of painting). In mid-

September, Arp, Serner, and Tzara staged the ninth

Dada soirée in Zurich. In November the first and only

issue of Der Zeltweg was published.40 The editors

planned to publish “The Radical Artists’ Manifesto” but

later discarded the idea. A second issue of Zeltweg was

planned but did not materialize. In December Tzara left
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for Paris. This occasioned the end of Dada activities

in Zurich.

Richter’s parents invited Viking Eggeling and his

wife Marion to live on their estate in Klein-Kölzig,

Nieder Lausitz.41 There Richter and Eggeling resumed

the experiments with geometric compositions that they

had begun in Zurich. Eggeling reduced form to lines

arranged in patterns, whereas Richter’s images in-

cluded geometric forms. Richter completed Präludium,

also known as Composition Heavy/Light, the first scroll

drawing and the culmination of his study of single draw-

ings. Not entirely satisfed, he decided the units must

move convincingly from that point on and that film was

the only means to achieve this goal.

1920 Eggeling and Richter wrote the pamphlet “Universelle

Sprache” in which they likened abstract form to a kind

of universal language that everyone was capable of un-

derstanding. In June they sent this tract to prospective

sponsors whom they asked to confirm their support to

the Universum-Film A.G. (UFA) studios. Eggeling and

Richter received a grant from the UFA studio. They

rented an animation studio and hired a film technician.

The experiments at the UFA studio proved unsatis-

factory. Discouraged with the difficulties, Eggeling and

Richter no longer saw eye to eye on how to continue.

Richter decided to animate simpler geometric forms.

The drawing Fuge (1920) was finished. Richter and

Eggeling took part in the exhibition “Gruppe Neues

Leben” in Basel.

The Dada Fair was held in Berlin, where the politi-

cally leftist Berlin Dadas were avidly interested in the

art of the Russian Revolution.42 At the doors of the fair,

a huge sign read, “Art is dead, long live Tatlin’s new

machine art.”

November-December: Theo van Doesburg came

from Holland to Klein-Kölzig because he had heard

about Eggeling and Richter’s work. He encouraged

Richter to publish a journal on the same lines as his

magazine De Stijl as a platform for Dada ideas.43
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1921 Van Doesburg returned to Germany. Richter, es-

tranged from his first wife Elisabeth, married Maria von

Vanselow, a member of the Zurich Laban dance group.

10 May: Van Doesburg wrote an article called “Ab-

stract Filmbeelding” in De Stijl in which he described

Eggeling and Richter’s cooperative efforts to overcome

“the static nature of easel painting.”

Ludwig Hilberseimer, the Berlin architect and city

planner, wrote the article “Bewegungskunst” (Kinetic

Art) in the Sozialistischen Monatshefte (Socialistic

Monthly), published 23 May.

Richter’s and Eggeling’s article “Prinzipielles zur

Bewegungskunst” was published in De Stijl in July.

Richter’s drawings Schwer/Leicht and Horizontal/Ver-

tical accompanied the article.44

Richter introduced Kurt Schwitters to Theo van

Doesburg.

Late fall: Richter came to the conclusion that film-

making was governed by laws that did not apply to

painting. He decided to discard form altogether and ar-

ticulate time in various rhythms and tempi instead. He

adopted film and the oblong film format as the material

he would work with. The single forms no longer had

any meaning whereby the relation and interaction of

the forms became relevant. Richter later described it

as follows: “The simple [square] of the movie screen

could easily be divided and orchestrated by using the

rectangle of the cinema-canvas as my field of pictorial

vision. Parts of the screen could then be moved against

each other. Thus it became possible on this cinema-

canvas to relate (by both contrast and analogy) the vari-

ous movements to each other. So I made my paper rect-

angles and squares grow and disappear, jump and slide

in well-articulated time-spaces and planned rhythms.”45

Richter’s first film, called Film ist Rhythmus (Film Is

Rhythm), was completed around December. The film’s

running length was one and a half minutes. Theo van

Doesburg showed this film fragment during a lecture

tour in Paris. The atmosphere was hostile. Richter was
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introduced as a Dane because anti-German senti-

ments were still running high at the time.46

The art historian Adolf Behne wrote “Der Film als

Kunstwerk” (The Film as a Work of Art) for the Sozialis-

tischen Monatsheften, describing Eggeling and Rich-

ter’s project: “This film, a logical development of

abstract forms of geometric precision, is a true motion

picture for the first time, an independent art work not

requiring any addition. The law of artistic movement se-

quences appears in complete clarity and tectonic disci-

pline, which an artistically sensitive person cannot

help perceiving.”47

1921–1922 December-January: To finance further film exper-

iments, Richter produced commercial films on a small

scale. Köschel, the florist shop located on the ground

floor of the building where he lived, hired him to adver-

tise its wares. He installed a film projector in an upper-

story window of his apartment and projected animated

figures onto the sidewalk below. Crowds gathered and

had to be dispersed by the police.48

1922 In February Richter met Werner Gräff, a Bauhaus stu-

dent, who soon became his assistant. According to

Gräff, Richter was working on a new film score, in later

years named Fugue in Red and Green, mistakenly

dated 1923 but already completed in 1922 at the time

of Gräff’s first visits to Richter’s studio. Gräff ques-

tioned the shape of Richter’s upright forms when the

shape of the cinema screen was horizontal. “From now

on [Richter] designed film moments in the horizontal

format 3:4.”49 Because Richter conceived Fugue in

Red and Green of 1922 as a predominantly white on

black animated film, the positive copy had to be colored

red and green—frame by frame—by hand, as color

film did not exist yet.

Richter and Gerd Caden founded the Constructivist

Group in Berlin. It was an extension of the Gruppe

Neues Leben from Basel and the Bund Radikaler

Künstler in Zurich.50
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Spring: At the height of the German hyperinflation,

the Richter family was forced to sell the estate in Klein-

Kölzig. Hans Richter was estranged from his second

wife Maria von Vanselow. Richter and Eggeling’s

friendship was strained, leading to the end of their

collaboration.

March: The Soviet government commissioned El

Lissitzky to prepare the “First Russian [Art] Exhibition

in Berlin.” The Russians exhibited six hundred works of

art at the Galerie van Diemen. Lissitzky asked Eggeling

and Hans Richter to collaborate on the magazine

Veshch-Objet-Gegenstand.51 Eggeling was not inter-

ested; rather than collaborate on Veshch, Richter de-

cided to set up his own magazine.

May: Theo and Nelly van Doesburg moved to Wei-

mar. A meeting of the International Congress of Pro-

gressive Artists took place in Düsseldorf from 29 to 31

May. Richter attended, representing his magazine G

(for Gestaltung), the first issue of which was still in

planning. Schwitters represented his periodical Merz

(Germany), van Doesburg De Stijl (Holland), Lissitzky

Veshch (Russia), and Moholy-Nagy MA (Hungary). In

a cooperative declaration that van Doesburg published

in De Stijl, the representatives of the journals ex-

pressed their hope that they “will no longer be tossed

about between the two societies, one of which has no

need of them, and the other which does not yet exist,

and that they will be in a position to transform the pres-

ent world.”52

In September, at the Bauhaus in Weimar, members

of the Congress of the Constructivists held a meeting

at which they celebrated an official farewell to Dada.

Tristan Tzara traveled from Paris to deliver the funeral

oration for Dada.

1923 Richter published the first issue of G in July (fig. 9.5)

and the second in September. These two issues ap-

peared in newspaper format and carried the subtitle

Material zur elementaren Gestaltung. (The next three

issues, appearing in June 1924, March 1926, and April
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1926, bore the subtitle Zeitschrift für elementare Ge-

staltung.) The editorial staff was composed of Richter,

Werner Gräff, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. Articles

were contributed by artists and architects such as

Mies, Tzara, Gabo, Pevsner, Malevich, Kiesler, van

Doesburg, Arp, Schwitters, Lissitzky, Hausmann,

Grosz, Man Ray, and Richter.

Richter completed two horizontal scrolls in oil,

Rhythmus 23 and Fuge 23. The third scroll Richter

completed is called Orchestration der Farbe and has a

vertical format.

6 July: The final Dada soirée, “Soirée du coeur à

barbe” (Soirée of the Bearded Heart), took place in

Paris at the Théatre Michel. Richter’s Film ist Rhyth-

mus, or Rhythmus 23, was shown, along with films by

Man Ray (Retour à la raison) and Charles Sheeler (La

fumée de New York). The performance ended in a

riot.53
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1924 Hannover: A collective exhibition of work by artists and

writers contributing to G was arranged at the Kestner

Gesellschaft.

Richter completed Rhythmus 25, his last abstract

film. He hand-colored the film frame by frame in pri-

mary and secondary colors. Because of the high cost

of production only one copy was made, and it was

later lost.

1925 3 May: The November Group sponsored a film matinee

entitled Der Absolute Film at the UFA Filmpalast (the-

ater) on the Kurfürstendamm in Berlin, featuring Reflek-

torische Farbenspiele (Reflecting Color Play) by

Hirschfeld-Mack from the Bauhaus, Film ist Rhythmus

by Hans Richter, Symphonie Diagonal by Eggeling,

Opus 2, 3, and 4 by Walther Ruttmann, Ballet méca-

nique by Fernand Léger and Dudley Murphy, and En-

tr’acte by René Clair and Francis Picabia.

19 May: Viking Eggeling died at the age of 45 in a

Berlin hospital.

Richter stopped painting and turned his full attention

to film.

Sergei M. Eisenstein completed his revolutionary

montage film Panzerkreuzer Potemkin (Battleship Po-

temkin). Richter described the experience of seeing

the film:

I was at the opening of Potemkin in the Alhambra

on Kurfürstendamm, one of the most elegant Berlin

theaters. I never experienced anything like that ei-

ther before or after. . . . After only the first twenty

minutes, a lost revolution, a successful inflation,

marches and uprisings, the emotions of the Ber-

liners had reached a boiling point. They were seeing

their own—unsuccessful—revolution. The infested

meat . . . their wartime rations . . . the Cossacks,

their own armed forces, their Noske and the differ-

ent Storm troops.54
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In the mid-twenties Richter took several trips to

Paris. He celebrated New Year’s Eve 1924 with Man

Ray, who introduced him to surrealism.55

1926 Richter completed Filmstudie (Film Study), a poetical

film that portrayed inner visions in a surrealistic man-

ner. Richter met Piet Mondrian in Paris.56 In Berlin,

Richter moved in Russian constructivist circles that in-

cluded artists such as Naum Gabo, Antoine Pevsner,

Nathan Altman, Ivan Puni, and Ilya Ehrenburg.

Kasimir Malevich came from Russia to visit the Bau-

haus. On this occasion he saw a screening of Richter’s

film Rhythmus 25. He was impressed and suggested

collaborating with Richter on a colored film to demon-

strate his suprematist theories. Malevich provided an

outline titled “Die Malerei und die Probleme der Archi-

tektur” and returned to Russia, leaving Richter in

charge to carry out the film project for him. A sound

track for Malevich’s film project was completed, but the

project was soon abandoned.

1926–1927 Wanting to create a platform in Germany for ex-

perimental film, Richter founded the Gesellschaft für

Neuen Film (Society for New Film) with Karl Freund

and Guido Bagier.57 The Gesellschaft ran films at the

small UFA theater on Kurfürstendamm for a short time

before it folded.

1927 Hans Richter married Erna Niemeyer.58

1927–1928 The Gesellschaft für Neue Musik (Society for

New Music) asked Richter to make a film for the

Baden-Baden Musikfestival Deutsche Kammermusik

(Festival of German Chamber Music). The musical

score for this film was composed by Paul Hindemith.

For the film, which Richter entitled Vormittagsspuk

(Ghosts Before Breakfast), he drew on Dada for inspi-

ration—the only movement he claimed ever to have

known completely. It was a film created for objects—

hats, revolvers, coffee cups, hoses—that rebel against

their everyday routine, moving independently at their

own speeds until at the end order is restored. The mu-
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sic was played by the orchestra from a score that was

synchronized with the film. Although the film was set

against a seemingly harmless domestic background,

the film’s political overtones appeared obvious to cen-

sors and caused difficulties for Richter.

1928–1929 Production of the films Rennsymphonie (Race

Symphony) and Zweigroschenzauber (Twopenny

Magic) followed. These were shorts screened before

feature films. To finance further film experiments Rich-

ter earned money making commercials for industry and

writing for the media.

1929 While Germany suffered from the Great Depression,

Richter shot Alles dreht sich, Alles bewegt sich! (Every-

thing Revolves, Everything Moves). The film had its

premiere in Baden-Baden. SA officers who were pres-

ent disliked the film’s message and declared Richter to

be a cultural Bolshevik (Kulturbolschewist).59

March: Richter insisted that the avant-garde film

form was the only acceptable form in western Europe.

On the other hand, the documentary film form was ap-

propriate coming from Russia: “The development of a

young art—a film form separate from the film industry

is being realized in Europe—in Russia however, the

most ingenious experiments in epic cinema take on a

form that is understood by everyone right away. It has

to do with the difference in the structure of society

there. There is no such thing as an avant-garde.”60

Richter was appointed the head of the film exhibition

for the International Film and Photo Exhibition of the

German Werkbund in Stuttgart (18 May–7 July). He in-

vited avant-garde filmmakers from eastern and west-

ern Europe to take part. The Russian avant-garde was

especially well represented. As a handbook to the film

section of the exhibition, Richter wrote his first book,

Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde von morgen (Film

Enemies Today, Film Friends Tomorrow). Werner Gräff

was Richter’s coauthor, and Richter in turn coauthored

Gräff’s book Es kommt der neue Fotograph (The New
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Photographer is on His Way), which appeared at the

same time.

September: Avant-garde filmmakers joined ranks at

the Congress of Independent Cinematography at La

Sarraz, Switzerland, trying to establish an international

filmmaking cooperative that would enable artists both

to remain independent of commercial film and to take

a political stand against fascism. For a practice session

in filmmaking, the cast, under the direction of

Eisenstein and Richter, acted out the satire Der Kampf

des unabhängigen gegen den kommerziellen Film

(The Battle of Independent against Commercial Film,

no longer extant). Ivor Montagu, head of the London

Film Society, invited Richter to conduct a workshop in

London with Eisenstein, who lectured on film. Richter’s

film Everyday was shot.

1930 Richter was in Paris, where he attended the premiere

of Buñuel and Dalı́’s film L’Age d’Or (fig. 9.6).
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After his short interlude of producing surrealistic

films, Richter resumed working with constructivist prin-

ciples. He published the article “L’objet et mouvement”

on 15 March in the constructivist magazine Le Cercle

et Carré. Richter held various jobs in order to finance

his film projects, among them the position of art, film,

and music editor of the Berlin Täglicher Rundschau

newspaper. He was invited to give lectures on film at

the Bauhaus in Dessau.61 He completed two documen-

tary films: Neues Leben (New Life), which he produced

for the Swiss Werkbund, and Radio Europa, commis-

sioned by Philips, the Dutch electrical equipment firm.

September: The members of the Congress of Inde-

pendent Film met again, this time in Brussels. Richter

headed the German delegation.

Richter organized another film club, called the

Deutsche Film-Liga, whose purpose was to sponsor

films that were controversial and censored.

16 October: 140,000 metalworkers went on strike at

the steel plants located in the town of Hennigsdorf,

north of Berlin. “Steel Helmets” (Stahlhelm troops) at-

tacked them, killing large numbers of strikers.62

1931–1932 Richter signed a contract for a German/Russian

coproduction of the film Metall (Metal) for Prometheus

and Meshrabpom film studios, based on the events of

the metalworkers’ strike in Hennigsdorf. The script was

written by the film author Friedrich Wolf, based on an

idea and draft by Richter.63

May: The filming for Metall took place in Hennigs-

dorf, Moscow, and Odessa. Richter left for Moscow

sometime after May.

1933 30 January: Hitler came to power.

During the course of shooting Metall, the script was

altered seven times by the Russians as the political sit-

uation between Germany and Russia changed from

day to day. While the last third of the film was being

shot, the project was terminated and then entirely

abandoned because the Soviet government did not

want to risk provoking Nazi Germany.
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27–28 February: The Reichstag building in Berlin

burned. A week after the fire Richter’s apartment was

looted. Some of his art was confiscated by the

Nazis, and some was destroyed. Thirteen works were

officially entered into the journal recording the

confiscation.64

1 April: In Germany, a new wave of anti-Jewish mea-

sures began. Jews were deprived of their constitutional

rights. Those who held jobs at universities, theaters,

publishing houses, and the press lost them. The mod-

ern art movement went underground.65

Caught between two totalitarian systems and their

changing policies, Richter recognized the hope-

lessness of the situation—not only for the completion

of his film but for his personal safety as well. Fearing

reprisals from the Russians, he fled the country,

leaving his possessions in Russia. Not able to return to

Germany as a Jew, as an artist whose work was

stamped degenerate, and as a citizen whose political

affiliations had become illegal, Richter sought refuge in

Holland. The electrical firm Philips gave Richter a con-

tract for several film projects.

1934 April: Richter was registered as a resident of the Dutch

town of Eindhoven. He traveled to Switzerland to work

on film scripts. A project for a new film was concerned

with the subject of discrimination against women in the

workplace, for which the authors Anna Seghers and

Friedrich Kohner wrote a script based on Richter’s

idea. Because of political developments in Germany

and France, the project was not completed.66

1935 Richter lectured in Holland on film and published the

pamphlet Film: Gisteren, heden, morgen (Film, Yester-

day, Today, Tomorrow) for the Dutch Film Liga in Am-

sterdam. In September Hitler’s “Nuremberg Laws”

were passed, robbing Jews of their German citizen-

ship.

1936 Richter continued his desperate efforts to establish res-

idency in France or Switzerland. He was without pos-

sessions, documents, or a passport. On various
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occasions he traveled to Meudon, France, where he

stayed with Nelly van Doesburg, Hans Arp, and So-

phie Taeuber.67

1937 Richter moved from Holland to Switzerland. He found

work at the Central Film studios in Zurich. He also ex-

hibited again, participating in the famous constructivist

exhibition in Basel. The article “Von der statischen zur

dynamischen Form” (From Static to Dynamic Form)

appeared in the second issue of the periodical Plas-

tique, which was published by Sophie Taeuber in

Meudon.

1938 April: The article by Richter called “Kulturfilm als Kunst”

(Cultural Film as Art) appeared in the magazine Der

Geistesarbeiter/Le Travailleur Intellectual and was

published separately by the Schriftstellerverein (Asso-

ciation of Authors) and the Gesellschaft Schweizer

Dramatiker (Society of Swiss Dramatists).

1939 Richter became the head of film production at the Fro-

benius Film Studios in Basel, a position he accepted

when the company promised to produce Richter’s film

about Baron Münchhausen.

Richter completed the draft of his second book, Der

Kampf um den Film (The Struggle for Film). It was not

published until 1976.

23 August: The Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact

was signed.

1–3 September: Germany invaded Poland, and

France and Great Britain declared war on Germany.

1940 April: Richter lectured at the Film Conference in

Basel.68

10 May: Germany invaded Holland, France, and

Belgium.

The Swiss police pressured Richter to leave the

country. His attempt to obtain immigration papers for

Chile, where his sister lived, failed. At the urging of his

brother Albert he applied for immigration papers to the

United States but was not successful. Georg Schmidt,

director of the Kunstmuseum Basel, invited Richter to
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stay at his house in Binningen. They organized the first

retrospective of Viking Eggeling’s works.69

Hilla von Rebay, a friend from Richter’s student

days at the art academy in Berlin and a curator at the

Museum for Non-Objective Art in New York City (later

the Guggenheim Museum), invited Richter to give a

series of lectures on “Absolute Film.” She used her in-

fluence at the American Consulate in Basel to have im-

migration papers for Richter’s departure issued before

the Swiss authorities carried out their threats of de-

porting him across the border to Germany.

Since it proved impossible to receive immigration

papers for aliens at this time, Richter applied for a vis-

itor’s visa stating his purpose there as delivering

lectures on film. In a last great effort to save lives in

Europe, various U.S. based groups such as Varian

Fry’s ERC (Emergency Rescue Committee) for endan-

gered refugees and HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid and

Sheltering Society) helped artists and writers to come

to the United States. Netty Berg, a schoolteacher from

the Bronx who was affiliated with HIAS, volunteered to

be Hans Richter’s sponsor during his stay in America.70

1941 3 April: Richter traveled to Portugal via France and was

interviewed by Serge Lang, who wrote the article

“Quelques instants avec Hans Richter avant son dé-

part pour l’Amerique” for La Revue de l’Ecan. On 2

June Richter was booked on the A. Export Line sailing

from Portugal bound for Canada. He landed at Rouses

Point and entered the United States by train:

When I left Lisbon, on the eve of my fifty-third birth-

day, I felt sure that I would never see Europe again.

My heart was heavy, looking at the vanishing lines

of Portugal; it was no lighter when I landed in New

York, the city terrified me—Sodom and Gomorrah.

Not for any moral reasons, though; and certainly

there were more than the proverbial five good

people that would have changed the fortune of
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Sodom and Gomorrah in the Bible. I was bewildered

by the incredible and audacious arrogance of the

buildings. The sky had become an accessory to the

city, not the other way around; it was a small hole in

the rooftops. It took some time for me to overcome

the awesome inhumanity of the town. But later,

when I met the people, this changed, and I

changed too.71

June/July: Richter gave a lecture on film at the Doc-

umentary Film Producer’s Association. Irving Jacoby,

head of the newly founded Institute of Film Technique

at New York City College, offered him a teaching posi-

tion at the college. Its function was to help fill the gov-

ernment’s need for trained filmmakers for production of

documentary films. Richter accepted.

Aside from teaching, Richter held the administrative

jobs of substitute supervisor and later director of the

steadily growing Institute of Film Technique. Teaching

suited him; he liked the spirited, independent-minded

students he met in his classes.

My real contact with the new country was estab-

lished by my work with the young people of America.

. . . I began to love this contact. It showed

me a tough, skeptical but enthusiastic youth—as

youth is more or less everywhere. The life with

these people made me see America in its potential. I

spent fourteen years with them. What I have learned

since has deepened, but has not changed the out-

look I gained then; it made an American of me in

spite of the fact that I have never stopped being a

European.72

8 December: The United States and Britain de-

clared war on Japan; 11 December: Germany and Italy

declared war on the United States.

268



1942 In New York Richter met Frida Ruppel, who later be-

came his wife. After an interruption of 15 years, he be-

gan to paint again. Together with European colleagues

living in New York, he participated in the exhibition

“Masters of Abstract Art.” He wrote a two-part article,

“Die Entwicklung des politischen Film” (The Develop-

ment of the Political Film), pointing out the differences

between political films from Russia and propaganda

films from Germany.73

1943 Vera Richter, Hans’s younger sister, crippled at an

early age in a riding accident, died as a victim of the

Nazi euthanasia program.

1943–1946 It took Richter a year to complete the scroll paint-

ing Stalingrad (1943–44). Of this work he said, “This is

no longer abstract painting; it is a portrayal of the terri-

fying contemporary events by means of artistic forms

born during our time.” Invasion (1944–45) portrayed

the events of the Allied landing in Normandy. Liberation

of Paris (1945–46), was a vertical scroll expressing his

feelings when he learned that the Nazis had been

driven from this city.

1944–1947 Richter interested Fernand Léger, Max Ernst,

Marcel Duchamp, and Man Ray in collaborating on a

full-length feature film in color. Financed by Art of This

Century Film, Inc., Dreams That Money Can Buy was

backed by Peggy Guggenheim, owner of the Art of This

Century Gallery in New York, and Kenneth McPherson

(fig. 9.7).

1945 8 May: War in Europe was over.

1946 26 October: Peggy Guggenheim gave Richter his first

one-man exhibition in the United States.

1947 One year after Dreams That Money Can Buy was re-

leased, Richter received the Special Award at the Ven-

ice Biennale for “the best original contribution to the

progress of cinematography.”74 Richter became an

American citizen. He was promoted to the position of

professor at New York City College (fig. 9.8).
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1950 10 February: The Galerie des Deux Îles in Paris

showed Richter’s first one-man exhibition in Europe in

thirty years.

Viking Eggeling’s works, stored in the depot of the

Kunstmuseum in Basel since 1941, were sent to the

National Art Museum in Sweden for an exhibition that

Richter organized.

1951 Hans Richter married Frida Ruppel.

The book Dada Painters and Poets: An Anthology,

edited by Robert Motherwell, was published. Richter

contributed a chapter called “Dada XYZ.”

Forty Years of Experiment, a film anthology in two

parts, included experimental films and film fragments

that Richter and Eggeling had made in the twenties and

excerpts from Richter’s films produced in the U.S.

1952 Richter traveled to Europe on a lecture tour. On 10

June an exhibition of his recently discovered works and

some later works opened at the Galerie Mai in Paris

in an exhibition titled “Hans Richter, oeuvres de 1912

à 1952.”
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1953 Richter took part in a De Stijl exhibition at the Stedelijk

Museum in Amsterdam. In December he participated

in a collective Dada exhibition at the Sidney Janis Gal-

lery in New York.

1953 The anti-communist wave of the McCarthy era endan-

gered Hans Richter’s position as director of the Film

Institute at City College.

1953–1954 In Richter’s 1948 script to the Myth of the Mino-

taur, the Narcissus episode from his film Dreams That

Money Can Buy, was developed and expanded to a

monograph.

1956–1957 Richter produced his last film, Dadascope, a film

collage composed of Dada poems by Arp, Hausmann,

Duchamp, Man Ray, van Doesburg, Tzara, Huelsen-

beck, and Schwitters that were written between 1916

and 1924. Against the background of the abstract po-

ems that Richter called anti-poems, Richter’s Dada

friends acted out episodes for this “anti-film.”

Inspired by work on Chesscetera (also called Pas-

sionate Pastime)—the film about the game of chess
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starring Marcel Duchamp and the chess champion

Larry Evans—the idea for a further film called 8 3 8

was born. The cast was made up of his Dada friends

Arp, Huelsenbeck, Ernst, and Duchamp, as well as Ju-

lian Levy, Frederick Kiesler, Yves Tanguy, and others.

1 November: Richter retired from his teaching posi-

tion and duties as director of the Institute for Film Tech-

nique at New York City College.

1958 The Richters decided to live in Europe “part-time,”

spending the winters in the mild climate of the canton

of Ticino in Switzerland. Richter shared a studio com-

plex with other artists that was dubbed the Künstler

Kibbutz (Artists’ Kibbutz). They spent the summers

living and working at their house in Southbury,

Connecticut.

6 April: On his seventieth birthday, Richter was hon-

ored by a retrospective exhibition at the Corcoran

Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. In the fall he was

honored by the Academy of Arts in Berlin with member-

ship and a traveling exhibition called “Ein Leben in Bild

und Film” (A Life in Image and Film).

1960–1961 August: Richter gave three lectures on “Dream-

Surrealism and Film: The Relationship between Mod-

ern Art and Modern Psychology” in Zurich.75

Richter’s third book, Dada Profile, portrayed the

personalities connected with Dada with whom he was

associated between the years 1914 and 1930.

1961–1963 Richter completed part two of the film Dada-

scope. Following his retirement from his teaching posi-

tion and his move to Switzerland, he went through a

period of immense activity and artistic creativity that

peaked toward the end of the sixties (fig. 9.9).

1964 Richter’s book, Dada, Kunst und Anti-Kunst, written in

1962 and 1963, was published. It soon became a stan-

dard work on Dada.

1965 Richter wrote an autobiographical text for a monograph

in the series Plastic Arts of the Twentieth Century, with

an introduction by Sir Herbert Read. The Richters

moved from Ascona to an apartment in Locarno.
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1966 The Goethe Institute in Munich asked Richter to write

the text for the catalogue and curate the exhibition

“Dada 1916–1966: Documents of the International

Dada Movement.” Köpfe und Hinterköpfe (Heads and

Numbskulls), Richter’s fourth book, described the inter-

national film avant-garde against the background of

Berlin in the 1920s.

1967 18 March: Berlin honored Richter with its Major Prize.

1968 January: A large retrospective exhibition was launched

at the Byron and the Finch College galleries in New

York.

1969 Richter’s book Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde

von morgen (Film Enemies Today, Film Friends Tomor-

row), written for the “Film und Foto” exhibition in Stutt-

gart in 1929, was published as a reprint edition in Berlin

“despite great inner resistance to the work of writing

and theorizing.”76

The Federal Republic of Germany awarded Richter

the German Order of Merit.
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1971 May: The Academy of Arts in Berlin named Richter a

full member.

27 June: Richter was awarded the Golden Film Rib-

bon at the International Film Festival in Berlin for his

outstanding contribution to film as an art form.

1972 Richter contracted pneumonia and was hospitalized for

four weeks, recuperating at the exclusive Schloß El-

mau hotel in Bavaria.

1973 Richter’s book Begegnungen von Dada bis Heute (En-

counters from Dada to the Present) was published in

Germany.

1970–1976 In this period twenty-eight one-man shows of

Richter’s works were organized. He also participated in

about thirty-two group exhibitions.

1976 Richter revised and edited his book Der Kampf um den

Film, which he had written in 1939. It was published in

Munich. Richter wrote the texts and selected photo-

graphs for a book of his graphic work, Hans Richter:

Opera grafica dal 1902 al 1969, published in Italy.

1 February: Hans Richter died in Minusio in Ticino

at the age of eighty-seven.

Notes Epigraph: Cleve Gray, ed., Hans Richter by Hans Richter

(New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1971), 170.

1. The names of the Richter children in chronological order are:

Hans, Dora, Fritz, Vera, Albrecht, Richard. Birth certificates

were issued by the registry office, Berlin Mitte, Judenstraße

34–42, number 304, on 9 April 1888. This record, accessible

since Germany’s reunification in 1989, discloses that Hans

Richter was born at home, that both parents are Jewish (Ger-

man: “mosaische Religion”), and that Moritz Richter was a busi-

nessman. The copy of Hans Richter’s birth certificate from the

Richter Papers, dated 19 October 1933, which was used as a

source for the exhibition catalogue Hans Richter 1888–1976

(Berlin: Akademie der Künste, 1982) and which gives Richter’s

religion as Protestant, his mother’s name as Bötscheld, and his

father’s profession as proprietor of estates, is false. Documents

issued during the Third Reich recording Hans’s christening
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ceremony and church wedding ceremonies are not authentic

either.

2. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 28–29.

3. Ibid., 21.

4. Hans Richter, letter to Ervin Szabo. The letterhead gives the

Neue Menschen office address as Paris, Bouvlevard Voltaire

185. “Nebel” (Fog) by Richter appears in the first issue, “Die

Moral” in the second issue. Christian Weinek, “Emil Szittya.

Leben und Werk im deutschen Sprachraum 1886–1927,”

Ph.D. diss. University of Salzburg, 1987.

Hans Richter was co-editor with Karl Lohs and Emil Szittya

for the Horizont Flugblätter in 1919. Letter from Hubert van

den Berg to Marion von Hofacker, 25 May 1995.

5. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 22.

6. Ibid., 24.

7. Ibid.

8. Richard Richter, interview, Jerusalem, December, 1980.

9. Hans Richter: Opera grafica dal 1902 al 1969 (Pollenza: La

Nuova Foglio, 1976), 14.

10. Hans Richter, The World Between the Ox and the Swine (exh.

cat., Providence: Rhode Island School of Design, Museum of

Art, 1971), 10–11.

11. Hilla von Rebay, letter to her father, 1915: “We do not expect

the poor fellow to recover.” Given to Marion von Hofacker by

Dr. Gabriele von Rebay, Munich.

12. Theodor Däubler, “Notiz über den Maler Hans Richter,” Die

Aktion 6, no. 13 (25 March 1916): 181.

13. Hans Richter, preface to the exhibition catalogue XXIX Collec-

tive Exhibition (Munich: Hans Goltz, Galerie Neue Kunst,

1916), 3f.

14. Civil ceremony marriage certificate. Registry office for mar-

riage records, Dahlwitzerstrasse 7, Berlin.

15. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 30.

16. Hans Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art (London: Thames and

Hudson, 1965), 28.

17. Richard Sheppard, ed., New Studies in Dada, Essays and

Documents (Driffield, UK: Hutton, 1981), 170.
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18. Hans Richter, “Ein Maler spricht zu den Malern,” Zeit-Echo 3

(June 1917): 19–23.

19. Hans Richter, “Dada XYZ,” in Dada Painters and Poets, ed.

Robert Motherwell (New York: Wittenborn, Schultz, 1951),

288. See also Marcel Janco, “Schöpferischer DADA,” in Dada,

Monograph of a Movement, ed. Willy Verkauf (New York:

Wittenborn, 1957), 30, 44.

20. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 30.

21. Hugo Ball, letter to August Hoffmann in Hugo Ball, Briefe,

1911–1927 (Einsiedeln: Benziger, 1957), 82.

22. Hans Richter: Opera grafica, 106.

23. Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 55.

24. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 68.

25. Eggeling was born in Lund, Sweden, in 1880.

26. Hans Richter, Begegnungen von Dada bis heute (Cologne:

DuMont Schauberg, 1973), 81.

27. Die Neue Kunst (exh. cat., Kunstsalon Wolfsberg, Zurich,

September–October, 1918).

28. Janco, “Schöpferischer DADA,” 48.

29. Hans Richter, letter to Helga Kliemann in Helga Kliemann, Die

Novembergruppe (Berlin: Mann, 1969), 77.

30. Richard Richter, interview, December 1980.

31. Hans Richter, letter to Tristan Tzara (Berlin, 13 March 1919),

Fonds Doucet, Paris. Richter informs Tzara that he stayed in

Munich for a short time.

32. Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art, 80.

33. Ibid., 78.

34. Richter, Begegnungen von Dada bis heute, 12. For the mani-

festo, see “Manifest Radikaler Künstler Zürich 1919,” unpub-

lished manuscript, Hans Richter Papers, Museum of Modern

Art Library, New York.

35. Ferdinand Hardekopf, letter to Olly Jacques, 19 April 1919,

repr. in Richard W. Sheppard, “Ferdinand Hardekopf und

Dada,” Jahrbuch der Schiller-Gesellschaft 20 (1976): 144.

36. Marcel Janco, “Creative Dada,” in Dada, Monograph of a

Movement, 38.

37. Copy of the original protocol of the meeting from Justin

Hoffmann.
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38. According to the protocol, additional state-owned buildings

considered for confiscation were: Nymphenburg Porcelain

Manufactory, Schack Galerie, Villa Stuck, and the Maximil-

lianeum (the Bavarian Parliament building).

39. Ferdinand Hardekopf, letter to Olly Jacques, 6 May 1919.

40. The editors of Der Zeltweg were Otto Flake, Walter Serner,

and Tristan Tzara.

41. Klein-Kölzig is located in eastern Germany and belongs to the

county of Nieder Lausitz near the border with Poland.

42. Willy Rotzler, Konstruktive Konzepte (Zurich: ABC Verlag,

1977), 82.

43. Hans Richter, Köpfe und Hinterköpfe (Zurich: Arche, 1967),

24.

44. Hans Richter, “Prinzipielles zur Bewegungskunst,” De Stijl 4,

no. 7 (1921): 20.

45. Hans Richter, in Hans Richter, Monographie, ed. Marcel Joray

for the series Kunst des 20. Jahrhunderts (Neuchâtel: Editions

du Griffon, 1965), 29.

46. Hans Richter, interview, Film Culture 31 (Winter 1963–1964):

26–35.

47. Adolf Behne, “Der Film als Kunstwerk,” Sozialistische Monats-

hefte 27, no. 56 (15 December 1921): 457.

48. Richard Richter, interview, December 1980.

49. Werner Gräff, “Formal Experiment in Film,” in Film als Film:

1910–1975, ed. Birgit Hein and Wulf Herzogenrath (exh. cat.,

Cologne: Kölnischer Kunstverein, 1977), 80.

50. Hans Richter, Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde von mor-

gen (repr. Zurich: Hans Rohr, 1968), appendix.

51. El Lissitzky, Proun und Wolkenbügel, Schriften, Briefe, Doku-

mente, ed. Sophie Lissitzky-Küppers and Jen Lissitzky (Dres-

den: Verlag der Kunst, 1977), 205.

52. Theo van Doesburg, El Lissitsky, and Hans Richter, “State-

ment of the International Faction of the Constructivists at the

First International Congress of Progressive Artists,” in De Stijl

5, no. 4 (1922): 59–64.

53. Michel Sanouillet, Dada à Paris (Paris: J. J. Pauvert, 1965),

383.

54. Richter, Köpfe und Hinterköpfe, 111.

55. Ibid., 133.
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56. Richter, Begegnungen von Dada bis heute, 37.

57. Richter, Köpfe und Hinterköpfe, 146.

58. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 43. Erna Niemeyer’s

pseudonyms are: Renate Green, Mensch, Ré. Niemeyer and

Richter were divorced in 1929. She married Philippe Sou-

pault, the French surrealist poet, in 1936.

59. Richter, Köpfe und Hinterköpfe, 144.

60. Hans Richter, “Neue Mittel der Filmgestaltung,” Die Form,

Zeitschrift für gestaltende Arbeit 4, no. 3 (1929): 53–56.

61. Georg Schmidt, letter to Hans Richter in Ein Leben für Bild

und Film (exh. cat., Berlin, Zurich, Munich: PUB, 1958–1960).

62. Also known as the Soldiers’ Forces of World War I. These vet-

erans formed in 1918, later merged with the SA, and were

disbanded in 1935.

63. Friedrich Wolf, “Metall” (1931), in Filmerzählungen, vol. 1

(Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1959), 15–37.

64. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 47. See also Paul Ortwin

Rave, Kunstdiktatur im Dritten Reich (Hamburg: Gebr. Mann,

1949), 89. The number of confiscated paintings is based on

lists drawn up by the National Socialists.

65. Rotzler, Konstruktive Konzepte, 127.

66. Anna Seghers, letter to Marion von Hofacker, Berlin, 10 Feb-

ruary 1981.

67. Certificat de bonnes Vie et Moeurs, Meudon, 22 July 1936.

68. Hans Richter, unpublished manuscript, Hans Richter Papers,

Schiller-Gesellschaft Archiv, Marbach.

69. Viking Eggeling (exh. cat., Kunstmuseum Basel, 1941).

70. U.S. Department of Justice application forms, Hans Richter

Papers.

71. Gray, Hans Richter by Hans Richter, 48.

72. Ibid.

73. Hans Richter, “Die Entwicklung des politischen Film,” in

Deutsche Blätter (Santiago: 1942), vol. 1, pp. 21–24, and vol.

2, pp. 17–20.

74. Ibid.

75. Hans Richter, “Dreams, Surrealism, Film.” Three typewritten

manuscripts, Hans Richter Papers, Museum of Modern Art Li-

brary, New York.

76. Richter, Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde von morgen.
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Mondrian und De Stijl, Cologne: DuMont Verlag, 1967:

188–189.

“Konstruktivizmus.” MA 8, no. 9–10 (1923): 4–5.

G. Zeitschrift für elementare Gestaltung. Ed. Hans Richter.

Nos. 1–5/6 (1923–26). Reprint: ed. Marion von Hofacker,

Munich: Kern Verlag, 1986. An author index to the five is-

sues appears as “Great Little Magazines, G,” Form, no. 3

(15 December 1966): 26–31.

“Material zur elementaren Gestaltung.” G, no. 1 (July 1923):

1–2; no. 3 (June 1924): 1–3.

“Die Eroberung der Maschinen.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 24.

“Prag.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 28.

“Die schlecht trainierte Seele.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 34–37.

Reprint also in Richard Huelsenbeck, ed., Dada—Eine

literarische Dokumentation, Reinbek bei Hamburg: Ro-

283Bibliography
von Hofacker



wohlt, 1964: 96–100. English version: “The Badly Trained

Sensibility,” Image 2, no. 6 (October 1965): 18–19.

“Kurt Schwitters.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 47.

“Arp.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 9.

“De Stijl.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 58.

“L’Esprit Nouveau.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 60.

“Der Querschnitt.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 61.

“An den Konstruktivismus.” G, no. 3 (June 1924): 62.

“Der neue Baumeister.” Qualität, Internationale Propaganda.
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“Cinéma américain d’avant-garde.” Style en France. Special
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“Fernand Léger.” La Biennale di Venezia, no. 27 (March

1956): 5–6. Identical to “In Memory of Two Friends.”

“Yves Tanguy.” La Biennale di Venezia, no. 27 (March 1956):

27–28. Identical to “In Memory of Two Friends.”

“8 3 8—An Interview with Hans Richter by Gideon Bach-

mann.” Film and TV Music 16, no. 2 (Winter 1956): 19–20.

“Dada and the Film.” In Dada. Monograph of a Movement—

Monographie einer Bewegnung—Monographie d’un

mouvement, ed. Willy Verkauf. New York: George Wit-

tenborn, 1957: 64–73. Teufen, Switzerland: Arthur Niggli,

1958, 1961, and 1965: 57–66.

“Beginnings of German Abstraction.” In The World of Abstract

Art. New York: The American Abstract Artists, 1957:

37–40.

“30 Years of Film Poetry. Self-Expression and Communica-

tion.” Unpublished manuscript, c. 1957. 8 pp.

288



“Hans Richter on the Nature of Film Poetry. An Interview by

Jonas Mekas.” Film Culture 3, no. 11 (1957): 5–8.

“8 3 8.” Cinema Nuovo 4, no. 113 (September 1957): 118–119.

“Al posto del cannone la macchina da scrivere.” Cinema

Nuovo 4, no. 114–115 (September 1957): 164–165.

“Film as a Part of Modern Art.” Unpublished essay by Hans

Richter submitted for Graham Foundation Grant. New

York, 1958. 2 pp.

“Filmen son konstform.” In Apropå Eggeling, ed. K. G. Hul-
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Kunstverein, 1977: 21.

“Introduzione a ‘Dadascope’.” La Città 3 (June 1964): 53–54.
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(1951).

Anonymous. “Surrealist Movie.” Life 21, no. 23 (2 December

1946): 86–88.
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(1948).

Arnheim, Rudolf. Storia delle teoriche del Film. Turin: Ei-

naudi, 1960.
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Stevo, Jean. “Cinéma surréaliste.” Film-Presse 4, no. 7/8

(December 1952): 7–8.

Stevo, Jean. “Hans Richter, poète, cinéaste et peintre.” Es-
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Werner, Theodor. Untitled. La Città 3 (June 1964): 51–53.
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rouleaux. Folder. Poem by Richard Huelsenbeck. Paris:

Galerie Mai, 10–24 June 1952.

“De Stijl, 1917–1928.” Review of the exhibition in Bulletin of

the Museum of Modern Art 20, no. 2 (Winter 1952–53).

Modern Masters. Catalogue to the exhibition. New York:

Rose Fried Gallery, January–15 February 1954.

Hans Richter. Paintings, Scrolls, Drawings. Folder. Texts by

Robert Goldwater and Jean Arp. Paris: Rose Fried Gal-

lery, 30 March–24 April 1954.

Hans Richter. An Exhibition of Paintings, Scrolls and Draw-

ings. From 1915 to 1958. Presented on the Occasion of

303Bibliography
von Hofacker



Hans Richter’s Seventieth Birthday. Folder. Texts by Sir

Herbert Read, Hans Arp, Rudolf Arnheim, Marcel Du-

champ, Naum Gabo, Will Grohmann, Franz Roh, Ludwig

Mies van der Rohe, and Herman G. Weinberg. Washing-

ton, D.C.: The Institute of Contemporary Arts in Gallery 41

of the Corcoran Gallery of Art, 6 April–11 May 1958.

Dada. Dokumente einer Bewegung. Catalogue to the exhi-

bition. Düsseldorf: Düsseldorf Kunsthalle, Kunstverein

Rheinlande und Westfalen, September–October 1958.

Hans Richter. Ein Leben für Bild und Film. Catalogue to the

exhibition. Texts by Theodor Werner, Will Grohmann, Sir

Herbert Read, Marcel Duchamp, Ludwig Mies van der

Rohe, and Jean Arp. Berlin: Akademie der Künste, 17

October–16 November 1958.

Hans Richter. Catalogue to the exhibition. Rome: Galleria

Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, December 1958–January

1959.

Hans Richter. Ein Leben für Bild und Film. Catalogue to the

exhibition. Zurich: Kunstgewerbe Museum, 1 March–19

April 1959.

23rd Annual Exhibition of American Abstract Artists. New

York: Betty Parsons Gallery, 1–13 June 1959.

Meditazioni sul tempo. Catalogue to the exhibition. Text by

Giorgio Kaisserlian. Milan: Galleria Pagani del Gratta-

cielo, 1960.

Hans Richter—40 Jahre Rollenbild. Catalogue to the exhibi-
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Hans Richter. Catalogue to the exhibition. Texts by Jean Arp,

Sir Herbert Read, Naum Gabo, Marcel Duchamp, Her-

mann Weinberg, Friedrich Bayl, and Ludwig Mies van der

Rohe. Venice: Galleria del Cavallino, September 1965.

305Bibliography
von Hofacker



Settimana Richter. Catalogue to the exhibition. Venice: Galle-

ria del Cavallino, September 1965.

Hans Richter. Catalogue to the exhibition. Galleria del Ca-

vllino, September 1965.

Dada/Suites 10. Catalogue to the group exhibition. Geneva:

Galerie Krugier & Cie, February 1966.

Hans Richter Exhibition. Catalogue to the exhibition. Tokyo:

Tokyo Gallery, April–May 1966.
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Monte Verità—Berg der Wahrheit. Ed. Harald Szeemann.

Exhibition catalogue with 16 essays. Ascona: Electa Edi-

trice, July–August 1978.

Paris-Berlin 1900–1933. Ed. Werner Spies. Catalogue to the

exhibition. Paris: Centre National d’Art et de Culture

Georges Pompidou, 1978. German translation: Munich:

Prestel Verlag, 1979.

Hans Richter’s Stalingrad (Victory in the East). Catalogue to

the exhibition. Text by Cynthia Jaffee McCabe. Washing-

ton, D.C.: Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden,

Smithsonian Institution, 1980.
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