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Fig.2 Otto Dix
The Horror of the City, 1918
Das Grausen der Stadt
Black chalk and tusche
39.8 x 39.3 cm
Private Collection

Grosz exposed the pr imal-catastrophic aspect of the
mass spectacle of war in an impenetrable chaos of
l ines which bound and entwined the schematic forms
of men. The metropol is was not a place where the
aggressions released by war could be control led. on
the contrary, i t  was only here that the trauma of the
batt lef ield erupted in panic-r idden massacres.

Dada's perception of contemporary media

ln Grosz'and Heartfield's Lile and Living in Universal
City at Five Past Noon (ca. 1920, fig. a), the dense net-
work of l ines becomes concrete through a staccato
montage of advert is ing, f i lm, and magazine images.T
The "roaring" quotat ions of the montage replace the
oanicked mass scream of Pandaemonium and become
the masses'  mouthpiece. The "actual"  f inds i ts way
into the picture. After the war,  the phantasmagoria of
the advert is ing and f i lm industr ies, especial ly the
American ones, gr ipped the metropol is.  Typif ied ci ty
dwel lers,  as character ized by Grosz'  pen, stand out
from the chaos of l ines in the middle of the montage
l ike dregs amid the whir l  of  the ci ty.  Whi le the montage
releases the din of the mater ial  world,  the drawing
mutely consol idates the apocalypt ic panic,  hardness,
and indi f ference of c i ty dwel lers '  physiognomies; there
is also fear in their  distorted faces. Sherlock Holmes

Fig. 3 George Grosz
Pandaemonium, 19'15-191 6
Pen and ink
47 x 30.5 cm
Private Collection

mixes among these types, that c lue-seeking detect ive
with whom Grosz ident i f ied, having a stake in the busi-
ness of the city but successfully avoiding participation.

The tension between montage and drawing makes i t

clear how the montage formally threatens to devour the
drawing. The latter's subjective expressiveness is out-
done by the r ichness of media and opt ical  st imul i .
Drawing is no longer given the chance to evoke the
emotions concentrated in the center of v ibrattng l ines.
This contrast between drawing and montage illustrates
Hugo Bal l 's  insight into "mass cul ture":

And when a further destruct ive, threatening
element-the mass culture of the modern big
ci ty- joined the despair ing search for new
order for a shattered world,  individual l i fe
died, melody died. A single impression meant
nothing any more. lnterwined thoughts and
observations crowded in on the brain, a sym-
phony of emotions. Machines arose and took
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Fig. 5 George Grosz
'Patriotic lnstruction' (for the Background portfolio), 1928
'Ein bisschen gut zureden' (zur Hintergrund Mappe)
Brush and ink over charcoal
47.3 x65.4 cm
Estate of George Grosz, Princeton, N.J.

remark that she had never seen an artist draw as fast
as George Grosz. Even during his student years, Grosz
practiced quick drawing with five-minute figure studies.
A1924film called Creative Hands [Schaffende Hände]
by Hans Cürlis deals with Grosz' drawing. Grosz never
gave up drawing during the Dada period, always using
montage elements in contrast with drawn ones, or

drawn ones to contradict one another: an impersonally
drawn l ine versus one drawn with emotion or used in

a caricaturizing form. In Grosz' portfolio With Brush
and Scissors (1920), one can follow his progress from
work to work, as he slowly suppressed all traces of the
"actual,"  the ci tat ions in montage as wel l  as the emo-
t ional or car icatural  l ine, in favor of the impersonal
rat ional depict ion which alone showed an engineer 's
aesthetic. This portfolio was his attempt to reach a new
defini t ion of the art ist 's standpoint,  approximating the
engineer 's non-aesthet ic one. Ult imately,  this was the
viewpoint which Meidner had tried to express as early
as 1913/14, referring to artists as the "contemporaries

of engineers."ts Beyond the "straight line," pittura

metafisica gave artists further aesthetic means for

expressing these posit ions radical ly and consistent ly
in their  art .

Sachlichkeit-an apotropaic attitude?

With the pencil drawing Wild West Scene (cat. no' 94,
ill. p.132), among others, Rudolf Schlichter also reacted

to the chal lenge of urban media and the Americaniza-
t ion of cul ture. The romantic iz ing archaicism of this
drawing's subject stands in some contrast to the city's
modernity,  but cont inues to refer to i t .  "What are the
dangers of the jungle and prair ie,  compared with the

shocks and everyday conflicts of our civilization?"
wrote Baudelaire, one of the f i rst  modernist  urban
Apaches. "Whether man snares his victim on the boul-
evard or spears it in obscure forests, does he not
remain the eternal human, i .e. ,  the most perfect beast
of prey?"16 For artists who aspired to a realistic point

of view, the metropolis was an asphalt jungle of crude-
ness, hardness, depravity - a forest of opinions, media
and competition, where they had to assert themselves
in combat.

The metropolis, moreover, like the Wild West, was an
adventurous contrast to these artists' youthf ul provin-

cial ism. The ci ty was more pr imal and violent than
provincial nature, which was characterized in their
minds by phi l ist in ism and narrow-mindedness. The
metropol is and the Wild West,  American jazz imports,
the gold rush, American westerns, Karl May novels and
pulp-fiction books-all of this had fused since the time
of their youth into a popular myth of an urban contrast
to provincial order, morality tricked out with a bit of
Christianity, and the Western value system. The mod-
ern urban Apache escaped state control; the labyrinth
of houses, passages, cellars, and backyards was his
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Fig.6 Kar l  Hubbuch
The Madman's Delirium, ca. 1922
lm Rausch des lrrens
Lithograph
45.3 x 61.2 cm

ing grounds of an eccentr ic urban hel l ,  ly ing in wait  at
the scenes of madness, desire, and cr ime. The penci l
shaded this hel l ,  giv ing i t  the blackness and plast ic i ty
of night,  but s imultaneously the sober sharpness of
clear insights which can occur suddenly after intoxi-
cated nights-hence the drast ic contrasts of l ight and
dark tones in the drawings (f ig.  6).  In i ts demands on
the faculty of abstract ion, the ci ty 's object iv i ty i tsel f  led
to an unrestrained sensual glut tony as a complement
of  th is rat ional ist ic endeavor,  wi th the eccentr ic
"experiencing" having pr ior i ty over content of the
experience. This urban unleashing of the senses tore
Hubbuch into disi l lusionment to the point o{ excess
and instabi l i ty.

ln Berlin and Departure (1922,ti7.7), we see the artist
making his hect ic departure from the provinces. Look-
ing around with a gaze of fearful  ant ic ipat ion, he dis-
misses the famil iar objects of everyday surroundings,
the props of social stability such as bread, laundry, tiled
stove, cuckoo clock, a crate of drawings. The journey's
uncertainty is condensed into the melancholy of arrival.
Si t t ing to the side, he observes catastrophies, prof i -
teers, suicides, prost i tutes, and the mass of humanity
with melancholy brooding. In the ci ty -  di f ferent from
gemütl ich, provincial ,  cuckoo-clock t ime - Chronos,
disguised as a var iety act,  { logs his horses, whi le the
patron who makes this tr ip possible is shown direct ly
over the seated f igure of the art ist .  The money in the
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and try to counter congest ion and closeness, ci ty
life's destablizing effect.zg For he felt that the romantic
"1" stood l i t t le chance of survival ,  exhaust ing i tsel f
amidst the urban chaos in ever more exalted attempts
at sel f  assert ion unt i l  i t  became blasd. Simmel con-
trasted this endangered "1" with the myth of the ci ty 's
"funct ional body," which would "reconci le the con-
tradiction between individual people and their environ-
ment, which had now become abstract."go But even
this myth was colored by what it opposed. As Gert
Mattenklott has observed, it was "also a mystification,
. . .  a hypernatural ism whose object iv i ty. . . .  remained
thoroughly related to post-romantic currents. lt appears
in the pair ing of [Stefan] George and Simmel,  just as
two decades later in the constellation of surrealism and
Neue Sachlichkeit."31

The attempt to represent urban chaos objectively thus
immediately includes meeting i ts chal lenge and mas-
ter ing the fears and traumas ar is ing from the war 's
upheaval.  Beckmann's angular,  decisive strokes-his
"crystal clear lines and surfaces"32 - record his strug-
gle and strain to "grasp the gruesome, twitching mon- 

'rr: , ': ',.. '1 ,r ', ' ' i

ster of vitality." The need to overcome the destructive
dynamic of what had occurred ("once again stabi l i ty,
reconstruct ion, funct ional i ty. . ."os; l ies also in Grosz'
emphasis on achieving "control  of  l ine and form."

The artists had in common their desire to meet the chal-
lenge of real i ty and their  real ism, understood f i rst  of  al l
as an attitude - even if from different ooints of view:
for Beckmann, as love of one's fel low man, for Dix,  as
an affirmation of human expressions, for Grosz, as a
cynical  statement of man's immutable ugl iness.

In contrast to Dada's individual-anarchistic understand-
ing of the present,  their  understanding of t ime was
transformed into an historical category. Time left its
traces. The burden of memory, the apocalypse of war,
weighed heavi ly.  They wanted to show injury -  for
Beckmann as passion, for Dix as perplexi ty,  for Grosz
as cynical  defense. At a t ime when the ci ty uncon-
sciously taught obl iv ion both in a sober l i festyle and a
thirst for pleasure, drawing recorded in all clarity these
modes of suppression, and saw itself also as persist-
ent evidence of the way in which this society was try-
ing to erase its own memory, the processes of mortality,
and death, rationalizing itself in a permanent, objective
way, and marginal iz ing those who appeared as wit-
nesses: the art ists.  In their  drawings, the art ists -
especial ly Dix -  succeeded above al l  in showing the
marks of t ime on bodies and physiognomies, and
establ ishing a contrast between the pr ivate, t ransient
nature of the body and its objective social depiction.

,  ,  i . '  , .d, : t ' l

Fig. 9 George Grosz
The Workman's Holiday (trom the 'God With Us'

portfolio), 1920
Licht und Luft dem Proletariat (aus der Mappe

'Gott Mit Uns')
Photolithograph
48 x 38.7 cm
Harvard University Art Museums (Fogg Art Museum),
Purchase - George R. Nutter Fund

Passersby - a'tinema of odious types"

The ci ty in Grosz'  car icatures and urban scenes con-
denses into an upside-down world which has lost its
salvat ion, where violence determines the urban phys-
iognomy. After the fai lure of the revolut ion in 1919, the
sea of houses became an exi t less pr ison. The feel ing
of inevi tabi l i ty was shown with the sparest l ines in the
drawing Workman's Holiday (fig. 9). Grosz' choice of
motif was inspired by Dor6's prison view Newgate Exer-
cise Yard:( f ig.  10) but he ' rat ional ized'  the scene unt i l
only precise contours remained. This scene of the
supervised walk round the prison courtyard once again
became timely in 1933. Oskar Nerlinger, watching with
the objective eye of Argus from a watchtower, drew chil-
dren as a teacher drilled them around a schoolyard (fig.
11). The watchful overhead vantage-point, to be under-
stood as both overview and supervision, characterizes
the violence which fol lowed from that sober period.
Grosz, Hubbuch. Schl ichter -  and in a sense Gustav
Wunderwald and Grossberg too - tried to reveal in
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In order to achieve a style which would thus
reproduce the drast ic,  unadorned hardness
and unsent imental i ty of  my subjects,  I  stud-
ied the immediate manifestat ions of the art
inst inct:  I  copied folk lor ic drawings in toi let
stal ls,  which seemed to me the most immedi-
ate expression and direct translatton of strong
feel ings. Chi ldren's drawings also inspired me
to this kni fe-sharp style of drawing, which I
required to transmit my observations, dictated
at that t ime by absolute misanthropy.ae

Hate became the active imoetus for observation and
caricature, with Grosz revert ing in part  to a language
of types which even Bruegel had used as a cr i t ical
method of showing social  abuses: for example, the fat
capital ist  is a descendant of the f leshy glutton done in
by his own greed and avarice, whose obesity laid him
open to r idicule-narrow forehead, pinched mouth,
bull's neck, and dull, small eyes characterized this type.
Caricatures of the fat clergyman not only exposed the
contempt and disregard for the church's highest law,
moderat ion. In the context o{ Prussian 'moral  mi l i ta-
r ism, '  they also struck at conformity with the war-
mongering government of Wilhelm l l ,  who tr ied to
justify his power politics in World War I as worldly exec-
utor of the divine Last Judgement,  under the slogan
"God With Us." Grosz contrasted this f leshiness with
the poverty of the proletar iat ,  using the tradi t ional
antithetical pairing of thick and thin to show class differ-
ences. Grosz used deformities and ugliness to lay bare
German phi l ist in ism. Ugl iness had been associated
with sins and l ies since the Middle Ages, interpreted
as God's judgement on the heathen world of the devi l ,
disbel ief  ,  and depravi ty;  Grosz seized on the "moral iz-
ing" of the aesthet ic which this impl ied, though with-
out sharing the Christ ian world-view. He made himself
both plaint i f f  and judge along Marxist-social ist  l ines.

Grosz also reinstituted the symbolism of death and hell,
which he connected with the growing power of the mi l i -
tary.  In addit ion to recal l ing the lethal v iolence of war,
death symbol ism in the ci ty was also used in those
places, where the phantasmagoria of c i ty l i fe was re-
vealed as empty, vain and futile. The metaphor of death
was especial ly l inked to the appearance of prost i tutes.
In sel f-portrai ts o{ both Dix and Grosz from the early
twent ies, woman, death, and the ci ty permeate the
scenes (cf .  f ig.  12).zt  1n many of the social ly cr i t ical
artists'works, the metropolis was presented as a prosti-
tuted body which had traded itself to the market for
financial gain, offered its flesh and spirit to the business
of cul ture and advert is ing, and sold i ts language as a
"whore of the press" (W. Mehring).  The demonic,

Fig.12 Otto Dix
Self-Portrait with Death, 1921
Selbstbildnis mit Tod
Graohite
43.5 x 35 cm
Courtesy Serge Sabarsky Gallery

seductive effect of the whore of Babylon played a role
in these oictures.sa

The process of caricature involved not only exaggera-
t ion and overstatement,  but also an oversimpl i fy ing
reduct ion. Linear signs were employed which seethe
with harsh aggressivity, often looking like sketchy, hate-
ful  notes, not lacking in impulsiveness. But for al l  that,
i t  seems to have been an impotent hatred which in-
spired these drawings in Grosz. The bloody suppres-
sion of the 1919 revolut ion weighed heavi ly on the
metropol is,  so that in some images (cf .  f ig.  '13),  stat ic
horizontals, not dynamic diagonals, were used to depict
class conf l icts,  which were apparent ly seen as some-
thing f ixed. Furthermore, poor and r ich were shown
equal ly as Saturn's chi ldren. The proletar iat  was
denied sensory pleasures for f inancial  reasons, whi le
the r ich, who could afford them, were not cul t ivated
enough to appreciate them. The hatefulness with which
Grosz laid bare this gluttonous crudity of the senses
was itself the constant evidence that everyone was
deprived of sensual pleasure. To Grosz the aesthete,
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Fig. 15 Court Jester of Philip the Good
Hofnarr des Herzog Philip des Guten
Drawing from the Arras Codex (from Post, Jagdbild' p' 131)

This scene is a synthesis of the leisure time of the twen-
ties. "With shouts of rapture, people plunged in, letting
go at any price. This crazy dance fever, with its reck-
lessly exaggerated orgies of contorted limbs, became
the rage everywhere."+a While Dix translated the ec-

centricity of the dance into movement, Beckmann cap-

tured the "dance fever" in the "decisive zig-zag" of his

l ines (cf .  cat.  no. 1,  i l l .  p.  76).  In Carl  Einstein's words:
Beckmann "makes strong use of the rushing diagonal,
a dance cafe rushes forward into the tip of a dissected
tr iangle, whi le shovedtogether columns poke tnto i t ;

the divis ion is by sect ion, yet each composit ional
impulse has to be dramatical ly motivated and the

drama put back into form. One is attempting some-
thing demoniacal  and complex. . . "45 Dancing, the
great pastime of Berlin in the twenties, was the essence
of the greatest pleasure that could be squeezed from

the inflationary money: "Why save-for tomorrow?
Who knows what the dol lar exchange rate wi l l  be

tomorrow?"+o

Pleasure was subjected to the sober gaze of the art-
ist, who saw in the stimulation a repeated attempt to

Fig. 16 Otto Dix
Center panel from the Metropolis Triptych, '1927-1928
M ittelteil des Grosssladf-Tri ptychons
Oil on wood
181 x 201 cm
Galerie der Stadt Suttgart

drown out the emptiness of t ime, the "dead, unbear-
able present" (Hugo Bal l ) ,  with the phantasmagoria of
the lust for pleasure. "This is no drunkenness, no wi ld-
ness. no compulsion to break chains, but putrefact ion

on the phosphorescent framework of society. I am well

aware that all cities fester this way, but few are as crude,
insolent,  and exposed as Berl in.  These half-humans
are dancing on abject misery, clucking and cooing past

begging stumps, and l iv ing out their  sham pleasures

on credit ."47

Dix uses the Charleston and iazz rhythm to illustrate
the efforts of the t ime to f ind diversion. l f ,  in Expres-
sionism, the soul may be said to have taken on form
in the dance - " to be ever dance, desire, f lame and
yearning"4s -  then i t  was here celebrat ing i ts going-

out-of-business sale.

The dancer in the foreground occupres a special  posi-

tion within lhe Metropolls triptych. lt is striking that
exactly this figure undergoes a large change between
the drawing and the oi l  paint ing. In the drawing, her
body is vis ible through the loosely f lowing garment.

The fabric reveals as it conceals and thus allows the
contours and shadows to appear with all the more
impact.  In the paint ing, on the other hand, she is
clothed in a heavier fabric. Her pleated veil flows in
great sharp folds behind her,  whi le with her r ight
hand she tr iumphantly swings her ostr ich-feather
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decked out in the fet ishes of gold, expensive clothing
and exquisi te jewelery, whi le in the drawing she ac-
quires the meaning of sensual pleasure, luxuria.

Around the turn of the century, Aby Warburg consid-
ered this body language in a cul tural-histor ical  l ight,
with the intention of establishing a connection between
it  and tradi t ional forms of pathos. He discovered this
type, which he cal led "Nympha," in Ghir landaio's
fresco Nativity of St. John. The following quotation
shows how his cultural-historical analysis was colored
by subject ive, contemporary ideas which make him
spir i tual ly akin to Dix:

This l ively,  l ight- footed and rapid gait ,  this
irresist ible energy, this str iding step, which
contrasts with the aloof distance of al l  the
other f igures, what is the meaning of i t  a l l? . . .
My condit ion var ied between a bad dream
and a fairytale.. .Sometimes she was Salome
dancing with her death deal ing charm in front
of the licentious tetrarch; sometimes she was
Judith carrying proudly and tr iumphantly with
a gay step the head of the murdered com-
mander; then again she appeared to hide in
the boy-l ike grace of l i t t le Tobias . . .  Some-
times I saw her in a seraph flying towards God
in adorat ion and then again in a Gabriel
announcing the good t idings. I  saw her as a
bridesmaid expressing innocent joy at the
Sposalizio and again as a fleeing mother, the
terror of death in her face, at the Massacre of
the Innocents. . . l  lost  my reason. l t  was
always she who brought l i fe and movement
into an otherwise calm scene. Indeed, she
appeared to be the embodiment of movement
. . .  but  i t  is  very unpleasant to be her lover " . .
(Nov. 23, 1900)."ss

In the end, Warburg classi f ied her among the Maen-
ads, point ing out the ancient Dionysian element in her,
which stands in contrast to the otherwise stat ic f igures
of al l  Renaissance art .  For Warburg, her l ivel iness and
sensuality became a sign of the Quattrocento's conf lict
between magic and rat ional i ty.se Now Dix si f ted the
magic-Dionysian histor ical  dimension of this l ively
female image into the contemporary appearance of his
dancer in the drawing. She may not be the only one in
motion, but her movement deviates from the Charles-
ton's mechanical  step. The dancer 's body language
has, however,  r ig idi f ied into a pose which sel ls i tsel f
sensat ional ly.  Nevertheless, the vamp's appearance
was l inked to chaos and disorder,  sensual i ty and the
destruct ion of patr iarchal "peace and quiet."

Whi le the vamp may have embodied the manic side of
the sachlich era, the cripples in the triptych brought out
its melancholy aspect. A tension arose between these
two emotional poles, whose complementariness set up
the cultural  conf l ict  of  the twent ies, and subversively
undermined the "objectivity" of this world. A year after
the triptych was completed, Aby Warburg also recog-
nized this polarity as the Janus-head aspect ol West-
ern cul ture: "Sometimes i t  looks to me as i f  ,  in my role
as a psycho-histor ian, I  t r ied to diagnose the schizo-
phrenia of Western civ i l izat ion from i ts images in an
autobiographical reflex. The ecstatic 'Nympha' (manic)
on the one side and the mourning rivergod (depressive)
on the other. . . "s2
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