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Architecture as the Dionysian-

Apollonian Process of Dada
Hanne Bergius

Dynamiting the Foundations of Culture
In a rebellious spirit, Raoul Hausmann “Dadasophized™ in 1920 “with a
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hammer™:

We mean to demolish utterly the sophistries of goodness, beauty, value. We mean to
destroy everything, tear it to shreds —in order to fling our from within oursclves the
new world, which is not reassurance and tranquillicy bur unrest and renewal ... We
mean to be whar we are: self-destrovers ... We have lefe the good and just society far
behind us. The end of their world makes us laugh — for we have no fear of new

experiences, none of the panic that has gripped the bourgeoisie!?

Hausmann had on his bookshelves Also sprach Zarathustra (Thus spoke
Zarathustra), 1883-1885; Ecce Homo, written in 1888, published 1908;
Gotzen-Déammerung (Twilight of the idols), 1889; and Die frobliche Wissen-
schaft (The gay science), 1882. He identified with the “creator™ in Zara-
thustra, “whom they hate most of all: the one who breaks the tablets and the
old values, the breaker.”?

Here Hausmann was speaking for the Dadaists as a group, for they were
all inspired by Nietzsche's works. Their object was rotal emancipation from
traditional superstructures, from morality, and from metaphysics, and a new
unfolding of endless mutability and process. In a Nietzschean spirit, art would
be justified by life, and life by art. Dada as a “mental attitude™ was rooted in
the experimentalism of Nietzsche's philosophy. Its central figure was Nietzsche’s
new type of the “artist-philosopher,” in whom art and being an artist are inex-
tricably bound up with crucial issues of philosophy, psychology, theology, pol-
itics, and economics. From this symbiosis of knowledge and crearivity would
arise a total art concepr that would be directed toward life —and roward
changing life. From this philosophy, with its central notion of transforming
the world, Dada developed its own synthesis of destruction and construction,
excavation and superstructure.

Nort only Nietzsche’s cultural critique —directed against the “sick™ culture
of Europe (and of Germany in particular), and against the unnatural morality
and the hypocrisy of Christianity, with its theory of two worlds —burt also
his presentation of that critique, his blend of irony and satire, rhetoric and

provocation, parody and prophecy; his strategy of critical openness; his anri-

115




Bergius

dogmatism; and his polarizing method, all influenced the wavs in which the
Dadaists argued, thought, and worked. They were the “parodists of universal
history and buffoons of God,” as Richard Huelsenbeck called them in his
Dada-Almanach, 1920, quoting from Jenseits von Gut und Bose (Beyond
good and evil), 1886. Theirs was the only laughter that still had a future.
Following Nietzsche, Huelsenbeck pictured the culture of his own time as a
“carnival in the grand style”: as it paraded in the fancy dress of moralities,
articles of faith, artistic tastes, religions, cultural opinions, media, and propa-
ganda, it laid itselt wide open to the “mental carnival laughter and high spir-
its,” the “transcendental heighr of the highest idiocy and of Aristophanic
world-mockery,” that was Dada.

Dada set out to perform its “revaluation of the values™ of art with the
utmost agility and timeliness, presence of mind and reflection. It was perenni-
ally on its guard against the danger of becoming “sedentary,” a subject on
which Nierzsche had left this heartfelt warning: “Sitzfleisch — the one true sin
against the Holy Spirit.” This fatal ability to sit tight and persevere was asso-
ciated with the “origins of the German spirit —in a disordered gut™ and with
the German beer-belly lifestyle, which in turn expressed a nationalist noncul-
ture (Unkultur).s

Only the detoxified, mobile body could be free of mental as of physical
dross. And so the Dadaist, like Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, was a dancer through
and through. His art sprang from free movement, eternally in transit. His art
sallied forth from the narrow confines of the studio and of the academy and
showed him Life: the real world, everyday life, the big city. The ethos of the
nomad, the traveler, also governed the expressive and representational quali-
ties of Dadaist art and architecture: impulse, fragmentariness, new begin-
nings, divagation, allusiveness, chance, multiple perspectives.

The Dadaists absorbed into their own self-image much of Nietzsche’s
account of the Greek satyr chorus (in Die Geburt der Tragodie aus dem
Geiste der Musik [The birth of tragedy from the spirit of music|, 1872) as per-
sonifications of the life force, which, “in the ground of all things, despite all
shifting appearances,” remains “indestructibly powerful and joyous.” Like
Nietzsche's saryrs, the Dadaists meant to grasp “existence more truly, more
really, more completely™ than could ever be achieved by the “man of culture,
who generally supposes himself to be the only reality.” He, for his part, dwin-
dled into a “lying caricature,” warped by the doctrines of bourgeois culture.®

When the Dadaist Hugo Ball, in Die Flucht aus der Zeit (The flight from
time), 1927, complains that cultural ideals have declined into nothing more
than “stuck-on labels,”™ we have only to open Zarathustra to find an analo-
gous caricature of the “cultured philistine™ —and one which, in form and

content, looks like an outline for a Dada montage:
Truly, vou could wear no betrer masks, you contemporaries, than vour own faces!
Who could ever know you! Covered with the written signs of the past, and

even these signs daubed over with new signs: vou are well concealed from all the
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interpreters of signs! And even if one is a loin-diviner: who can still believe that you

have loins? You seem confected from paints and pasted scraps of paper.®

No culture, let alone architecture, worthy of the “great soul” could ever
spring from such a masquerade —as Zarathustra complained, when his way
led him past “a row of new houses™ that “an idiot child must have taken from
his toy box.”” Those houses of Nietzsche's seem analogous to the cardboard-
box architectures that the Dadaists, in their “machine aesthetic™ phase, were
to devise to serve as the faceless emblems of society.

The Dada Dionysus set out to follow Nietzsche and leap the ditch between
culrure and life. The palpable, experiential quality “of total, brutal reality™ 1
—wild, raw, ugly, primitive, banal, workaday — vouched for the authenticity
and completeness of his art/life symbiosis.

The Futurists and early Expressionists had already blazed a trail for the
Dadaist response to Nietzsche. While modifying both their rhetoric and their
means, Dada seized on their intellectual roots in the experimentalism of
Nietzsche’s philosophy. The Futurists had done Dada a favor by making a
start on the destruction of bourgeois culture, while embarking on a parallel,
Dionysian conquest of new, tradition-free realms of dynamic, megalopolitan
lite. Bur, where the Futurists idealized a Superman who was cheerful, steel-
hard, patriotically inclined, and euphoric about technology, the Dadaists em-
barked on a game with a “tragic-Dionysian™ strain of cosmic unmeaning,.

From the early Expressionists, the Dadaists inherited a self-critical attitude
toward their own previous creations, as well as the principle that the artist
must transcend and rransform himself from within, The separate groups asso-
ciated with Carl Einstein, Paul Scheerbart, Salomo Friedlaender, and Otto
Gross responded to different aspects of Nietzsche and influenced the Dadaists
accordingly: in terms of scepticism in perception and epistemology, or of cre-
ative indifference, or of radical individualism.!

Modes of response differed within Dada, even where the Nietzschean
influence was a direct one. For example, just as Nietzsche applied senseless-
ness to crearivity, the French Dadaist Francis Picabia cultivated the idea of rien
(nothing), from which he evolved his own skeptical, nihilistic game. Again, the
Nietzsche work to which Dada in Cologne related most closely was Die frib-
liche Wissenschaft, which formed the basis for Max Ernst’s rebellion against
logic, convention, visual expectations, and taste. Otto Dix, for his part, was
influenced by Nietzsche’s vitalism and by the Dionysian principle —the result
being a blend of horror and laughter, of sublimity, burlesque, and parody.
And when Hausmann “Dadasophized,” he followed Nietzsche by transform-
ing life into an aesthetic experience and art into an experiment in vitality.

The main influential aspect of the Dada response to Nietzsche stemmed
from Hugo Ball (fig. 1). “We had all read Nietzsche, even the foreigners, but
Ball above all,”* wrote Huelsenbeck of the Zurich Dadaists in Dada siegt
(Dada triumphs), 1920. Back in 1909-1910, Ball had written a polemic entitled
Nietzsche in Basel (a sketch for his dissertation on “Nietzsche, a Contribution
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Fig. 1. Hugo Ball

Nietzsche in Basel, 1905-1910
Handwritten title page
Agno/Tessin, Machlass Hugo Ball
@ F, Hauswirth
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to the Rebirth of Germany™)."% It was Ball who set the course for Dada’s re-
valuation of artistic values. His interpretation of World War | as the advent of
cultural catastrophe shows how much of Dada rested on Nietzsche’s tragic-
Dionysian notion of the pull of the cultural vacuum. To Ball, as a convinced
immoralist, World War I seemed to confirm the epistemological and cultural
thesis of Morgenrdte (Daybreak), 1881: which was “that since Plato all philo-
sophical architects have built in vain,” because their foundations rest only on
the “enticements of morality.” 14

In a lecture delivered at Galerie Dada in Zurich on 7 April 1917, Ball
developed this same architectural metaphor to proclaim the collapse ot the

edifice of Western culture:

God 1s dead ... An age collapses. No pillars and supports remain, no foundations
that have not been blown apart. Churches have turned into castles in the air; con-
victions into prejudices. There is no perspective lefr in the moral world. Above is
below, below is above. There has been a revaluation of all values ... Not only have
the walls been broken down: even the grains of sand have been abraded, dissected,
crushed underfoot, Not one particle, not one atom, has been lefr standing on
another ... Minds in the philosophical realm, bodies in the physical realm, have

been liberated from illusions. 3

The collapse of a “millennial culture” is conveved through a rapid suc-
cession of architectural and spatial metaphors: the demolition of piers, sup-
ports, and foundations; the loss of perspective; forces that collide and overlap;
loss of the center; reversal of hierarchies; lack of scale; disappearance of the
First Cause and of the atom; absence of boundaries and dimensions; rubble.
The great city and the machine emerge as new and gigantic power centers;
churches, as “castles in the air.”

The collapse of structure is followed by that of objective perception. There
is no longer a First Cause. Life asserts itself solely through a continuing pro-
cess of effects; architecture is the event that springs from the imponderable.
Following Nietzsche, Dada was left with a dynamic interpretation of the
world, filled with omnidirectional, autonomous forces. “Where are we head-
ing?” asked the “madman™ in Die fribliche Wissenschaft. “Away from all
suns? Are we not constantly falling? And backward, sideways, forward, in all
directions? Is there still an Above and a Below? Are we not straying through
an infinite Nothingness? Do we nort feel the breath of empty space? Has it not
grown colder?” 1

Man is thrust into “the mysterious X" of existence,!” into the tragic-
Dionysian truth of a world that is not meant for him, and which bears witness
to “the utter transience of all that is real —all constantly acting and becom-
ing and not being.” % A world of emergence and disappearance, cruelty and
sensuality.

In Dada, the large city first appears as a thing of dynamic complexity,

independent of man, in which the “revaluation of all values™ assumes the
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form of dynamic, Dionysian spaces. Open on every side, “toral, brutal real-
ity” presents itself as a “tumult of simultaneous noises, colors, mental rhy-
thms, which — with all the sensational cries and fevers of its brazen, workaday
psyche, and in the sum of its brutality —is absorbed into Dadaist are.” "

The Dadaist elevates himself from man to Superman and seems to take on
the lineaments of a rwentieth-century Zarathustra. Having journeyed from
the wilderness, the sea, and the mountains to the labyrinthine chaos of the
greart city, he begins his dance on sheet metal and iron in the force field of elec-
trical energies.

The Dadaist becomes a Dionysian-Apollonian medium for these active,
constantly metamorphic forces. The utopia of the Dadaist Superman, with his
open-ended rtotality of experience, leads to the “revaluation™ of art, which is
freed to enter “life.” With his “will to power” the Dadaist reaches beyond all
existing cultural constructs into complex, vital energeric processes. By apply-
ing his Apollonian strength the Dada Dionysus transforms these processes —

— into montage, with its “mass of imagery™ thar yields to the *metaphor-
making instinct™ and “floods in a fiery stream... from the ancient pat-
rimony of human imagination™2"

— through the “introduction of the New Marterial”: *With the New Mare-
rial the image has taken a...giant stride from the horizon to this side
of the picture plane; it partakes in life itself”2!

— in dance, both as an “art of the closest, most direct material™22 —that
is, the body, puritied of all its cultural dross —and as a new construc-
tive principle in art

— in the performances that “convey the chaotic motion of life into our
immediate consciousness™

— “in the phonetic poem, which makes itself out of sounds from the lar-
ynx and the vocal cords, which knows no synrax, only continuation
and stoppage™ >

— in the simultaneous poem, as a “direct pointer to action™: “in the last
resort, a simultaneous poem means nothing more or less than ‘Long
Live Life!" 25

— in Bruitism, described as “life itself, which cannot be judged... which
perhaps represents a part of our personality, attacks us, persecutes us,

tears us apart”=°

The “productions™ of Dada are Apollonian works of an emphatically
vitalist experience of life as an endlessly shifring force field of liberated and
disconnected quantities and phenomena. In a radically stochastic concept of
process, art is valid only as an energetic instrument of the life force. Only thus
can art overcome the alienation from life that has afflicted it in the course of
Western history; only thus can art break free from the frozen grasp of notions

of culture, morality, metaphysics, and the ideal.
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Dance, Energy, “Will to Power”: Transforming Space

Dance formed part of Dada’s architectural vision, in relation both to literal,
built architecture and to the architecture of thought and ideas. Dadaist archi-
tectural conceptions were defined not by static structural frameworks but by
modulations in time; they were events on the plane of the inconstant, the
imponderable, and the unpredictable. This was an architecture based on
datum points that were not preset but part of a process, so that they became
apparent only through motion. Such conceptions liberated architecture from
imposed meanings, so that new spatial concepts could be found for the newly
mobile human body.

Dadaism used dance as a central, Nietzschean motif on many levels, from
concrete to metaphorical. Dance, in its multiple modes of manifestation, was
fundamental to the methodology of montage. Take Hannah Hach's Schmitt
mit dem Kiichenmesser Dada durch die letzte Wenmarer Bierbauchkultur-
epoche Deutschlands (Cut with the kitchen knife through the last Weimar
beer-belly cultural epoch of Germany), 1919-1920 (fig. 2). In the center is the
dancer: Niddi Impekoven’s body, juggling with Kathe Kollwitz’s head. Beside
her is the power center of the ball bearing; above, the head of Albert Einstein,
with the following words quoted on his brow: “S. Friedlaender: Der Wag-
halter der Welt.”2” The last four words, meaning roughly “The Holder of the
Cosmic Balance,” form the title of an essay that is also a central chapter of
Salomo Friedlaender’s book Die sehipferische Indifferenz (Creative indiffer-
ence), 1918.2% Not only Friedlaender’s essay but his “intellectual biography”
of Nietzsche (1911) played a part in the conception of Hoch’s montage.2*

The dancer seems to move, like Zarathustra, “amid human beings as if
amid fragments of a future” —amid the multifarious, fragmented human
erotesques of cultural and political lite during Kaiser Wilhelm’s war and
under the nascent Weimar Republic. The “inexhaustibly prolific will to life,”30
which for Hausmann is the “explosion of a vast loosening of forces,” gener-
ates the manifold grotesques, the multiple perspectives and relativities, of the
diminutive Dada montages — only to destroy and recombine them, abolishing,
switching, and smashing identities and leaving them spinning in a fathomless,
scaleless void. Every detail of these montages represents a destruction and a
renewed production of visual appearances, which the “metaphor-making in-
stinct” 3 disorders, dissociates, and incongruously reassembles.

Power is thus undermined —not just the power of an obsolete society to
impose its moral and ideological disciplines, but the whole web of power that
extends into evervday life. Hence the utopian ambition, inherent in montage,
to unleash “World Revolution™ —a phrase for which, in her work of the later
1920s, Hoch substituted *World Dada.” The faces have grotesque, contorted,
alien eves, which bespeak many truths: for, says Nietzsche, “Eyes are of many
kinds. The Sphinx, too, has eyes; and consequently there are many ‘truths,
and consequently there are no truths.”32 Truth evaporates, and with it departs
a settled and unified image of the universe.

Einstein has enmeshed gearwheels for one eve; they look like the sign for
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infinity —an allusion to the infinite possibilities of matter subject to relativity.
Nictzsche’s early realization that the atom was a “subjective fiction,”35 and
Ball’s thesis of the breakdown of the atom (partly based on Finstein), leave
the world devoid of causal connections. The ball bearings and tires, which
come from nothingness and depart into nothingness, show that the world is
“a wheel that rolls itselt,” " a “world game.”*

According to Nietzsche, the world as “wheel that rolls itself” has its cre-
ative counterpart in the play activity of the artist and of the child. The shock
of “eternal and universal change,” of the “utter transience of all that is real.”
1s countered in Apollonian terms by the Holder of the Cosmic Balance —a
term that Hoch applies not only to Einstein bur also to the dancer, and ulti-
mately to the montage itself as a Dionysian-Apollonian “superstructure”: a
new open-minded web of mass media.

This Holder of the Cosmic Balance derives his or her equilibrium from the
principle of polarity —which for Nietzsche, following Heracleitus, represents
the highest form of self-mastery: “In this amplitude of space, this access to the
opposite, Zarathustra feels himself to be the highest form of existence,”3* wrote
Nietzsche in a sentence that serves as the epigraph to Friedlaender’s chapter
on “The Holder of the Cosmic Balance.” In the montage, dance —the inter-
play between head and body, conscience and instinct, social commitment and
autonomy, Dada and anti-Dada—denotes a combination of intense concen-
tration with ecstatic self-transcendence: a balancing act in which contradiction
and fragmentation combine in total subjectivity to create a “new unity.”3” The
principle of polarity, on which Friedlaender constructed his own Nietzsche-
based philosophy, makes it possible to attain a dynamic state of “equivalence”
or “creative indifference” that corresponds to the tortality of experience.

This state is consummated in the dancer, who is the Apollonian-Dionysian
instant in which *a God dances through™ us.38 In this metaphysics of perfor-
mance, the artist—who feels himself or herself to be, in Ball’s words, “torn,
dismembered, hacked apart,”3* like Dionysus Zagreus—is restored to Apol-
lonian construction.

Dada art is a creative process, based on experimental “indifference”: it
lives by the plenitude of destruction and construction; by the void, and by the

fathomless depths; by vitalistic loss of identity, and by halcyon liberty.

Dada Labyrinths: Architectures of Intuition
“Architecture will find its lightness without mere function. All-mutable, by
living on the edge the New Man who devotes himself to it will transform
spaces.” The words are those of Hausmann’s early manifesto Material der
Malerei, Plastik, Architektur (The materials of painting, sculpture, architec-
ture), 1918, which continues: “The motion of the wall —the window as a ran-
dom incision no symmetry it will be made to stretch from floor to ceiling in
different forms colored glass that delights and affects human beings through
its transmission of light.”40

This revaluation of architecture is full of the dynamism of the Dada world-
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view. It is influenced by the utopian architectural ideas of the Glass Chain
(Gldserne Kette) group, and above all by those of Paul Scheerbarr (the Last
Dionysian, as Friedlaender called him), who echoed Nietzsche in assailing
“the dusty, matted, pasty world of concepts™ —with particular reference to
the concepts of “space, homeland, style” —and in hailing the new aesthetic of
play, of “all that is fluent, gracile, angular, sparkling, flashing, weightless.” 4!

In thus engaging in a revaluation of architecture, its spatial program,
and its concepts, Dada and the Glass Chain group were also revaluing the
turn-of-the-century architecrural response to Nietzsche. They no longer spoke
of the “grand style™¥? burt of architecture as game playing: the goal of the
game (according to Scheerbart) is style. Beneath the sway of the Dionysian-
Apollonian artistic instinct, architecture acquires a previously unimagined
mobility, and the time factor disrupts the eternal stasis of space.

In opting to mfuse art with the life force, by means of real-life materials
and the open-ended montage principle, the Dadaists, said Huelsenbeck, made
art “partake in life itself.” This Nietzschean synthesis of art and life is vividly
embodied in a work of “Dada Monumental Architecture” by Johannes Baader,
Das grosse Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama; Deutschlands Grosse und Untergang
durch Lebrer Hagendorf; oder, Die phantastische Lebensgeschichte des Ober-
dada (The great Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama; Germany's greatness and downfall
at the hands of Schoolmaster Hagendorf; or, The fanrastic life story of the
Oberdada), 1920.73 In Baader’s development as an architect — he was the only
trained architect among the Berlin Dadaists —we can trace the Dadaist reval-
uation, dehistoricization, and deconstruction of the turn-of-the-century con-
cept of the Gesamthunstiwerk (synthesis of the arts, or rotal work of art).

Fired with enthusiasm by his reading ot Zarathustra (in 1906 or there-
abourts),* Baader started out with an imperious creative gesture: he projected
a utopian Cosmic Temple Pyramud (fig. 3), to be governed by himself as self-
appointed Redeemer of the Terrestrial and Cosmic Globes. In it, beneath his
own megalomaniacal sway, he placed all religions, arts, reformed lifestyles,
and cultural festivals: “grear, totally free universities, libraries, archives, mod-
ern world museums and world collections, arenas and plazas for international
games, musical festivals, and festive dramas, public parks, pilgrimage centers,
garden cities, and villas and gardens and forests and fields and mountains and
meadows and streams and lakes and rivers and the sea.”#

This union of all life and culture in the spirit of the Gesamtkunstiverk
found expression in the massive, compacrt, pyramidal shape of Baader’s struc-
ture itselt.

Baader had read Zarathustra within the context of a general revival of
Nietzsche’s (and also of Max Stirner’s) influence in the vears around 1906.
Since 1900 the educated middle class had found itself in a deepening cultural
crisis; it suftered from a sense of diminished political and social importance as
a consequence of the rise of a moneyed upper bourgeoisie, the growth of the
white-collar class, and the emergence of unionized labor. It proved receptive
to an assortment of irrational worldviews and doctrines of salvation that
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Fig. 3. Johannes Baader
Cosmic Temple Pyramid, 1906 (1
Drawing (destroyed)
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Fig. 4. Johannes Baader
The Great Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama: Germany's Greatness and Downfall at the Hands of Schoolmaster Hagendorf; or,

The Fantastic Life Story of the Oberdada, 1920
Assemblage (destroyed after the First International Dada Fair in Berlin, 1920)

Photo: Berlinische Galerie
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purported to show a political “Third Way™ ahead and prophesied thar the
“Supremacy of Mind™ would bring the renewal and salvation of all human-
kind. These reform movements condemned the nonculture and nonmind —
the Unkultur and Ungeist — ot Western civilization, and denounced science,
technology, materialism, positivism, and all such products of the Industrial
Revolution as symptoms of the loss of the shared beliefs that had given cohe-
S10N to soclety.d®

In Baader’s megalomaniacal self-image, the influence of Zarathustra com-
bined with a messianic reforming zeal in the effort to restore his own political
and cultural significance and to remedy his own isolation. In Baader’s mind —
and in those of many of the apostles of bourgeois culture, such as Paul Anton
de Lagarde and Julius Langbehn —the renewal of civilized society was insepa-
rable from the idea of a “great, artistic individual.” This was the spirit in
which people read Zarathustra: “All things began to speak and became para-
bles. And the divine consciousness arose within me, ecsratic... And I was
Christ again and walked n ecstasy all night through the streets of Berhin, and
in my thoughts I traversed all lands and all times, and for me there was nei-
ther past nor future.”47

It was this state of consciousness that inflated Baader’s architecrural ideas
to monumental proportions. In devising his immense project, he placed him-
selt at the “apex”™ of the “history of the human mind.” As the redemption
ot all humanity, the pyramid was simultaneously a monument to his own pro-
phetic stature.

Then, after the end of World War 1, the relationship between art and life
was reversed. No longer was the artistic impulse defined by the shaping influ-
ence of art over life. Now, life defined art: through real-life materials, through
destructiveness, through the shards from which Baader undertook to build
something new, and through the mythology of ordinary life. No longer re-
pressed, human society with all its materials returned to the artwork in the
form of démontage.

In his assemblage Das grosse Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama (fig. 4), Baader
made liberal use of the grotesque to destroy and demystify his own prewar
utopia. The nature of Nietzsche's influence now underwent a radical change.
Baader no longer saw architecture as “the unity of artistic stvle in every de-
partment of life™ (Nietzsche) but as the multiplicity of the montage process.
The notions of intensification, transformation, and transcendence — the “Steps
of the Superman™ —are still recalled in the names of the “Five Floors™ of the
Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama: “Preparation,” “The Metaphysical Test,” “The Ini-
tiation,” “The World War,” “The World Revolution.” These lead upward to
the “superstory™ trom which “the final redemption from the bodv and from
death™ is proclaimed.*®

Into the successive levels of his ascent, the architect as “Knower” (Erken-
nender) integrated elements of Theosophy, World War, and Communist World
Revolution —all of which, megalomaniacally, he referred back to himself, the
Oberdada, who “would gladly overturn the world, the whole world with its
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brood of pygmies.”* In evidence on the final “superstory” are a top hat and
a wireless apparatus that “transmits™ his message “into the ether.”

The revaluartion of architecture takes place in the course of the montage pro-
cess. On the third story, for example, “the last remnants of architecture are
stowed in a battered basket. .. Paul Scheerbart himself arrives in a glass crystal
coach and plants himself as a bomb alongside the dusty architecture basket.”
Destruction and construction, the “prerequisites of a new age,” are supplied
when the Oberdada proclaims a “new epoch of artistic total culture.” 50

The enacted transformation of life’s traces and materials, and of contem-
porary and cultural history, is the work of Baader’s liberating, anarchic intu-
ition. The montage turns architecture into an Oberdadaistic game played with
the “shabby remnants™ of the age; it links hermetic combinations with escha-
tological questions, and with the demands of a Redeemer role that frequently
tips over into the “comic™ —in Nietzsche’s sense of “the artistic discharge of
revulsion against the absurd.”5!

Baader’s Dadaist “monumental architecture” transforms itself into a pro-
cess, a performance, entirely typical of Dada events: a blend of phonetic
poems, politics, “Mechano-Dada,” current affairs, satire, philosophy, simul-
taneity, all dissolved into a subjective chaos and united with a concepr of scep-
tical hilaricy.

On a flyer (fig. 5), “Dadaistische Wohnungskultur” (Dada interior de-
sign}, Baader announced his forthcoming appearance at the Furniture Fair in
Detmold on 25 July 1922, to be followed the next day by a Dada publicity
march to the nearby Arminius Monument (Hermannsdenkmal). Under the title
“Uber-Mébel oder dadaistische Wohnungskultur™ (Superfurniture or Dadaist
designs for living), the flyer reprints an extracr from an article on interior
design by the architect Hermann Finsterlin, who draws a firm distinction be-

tween “superfurniture” (Uber-Mdobel) and “scum furniture” (Mébel-Pébel):

Inside the New House one will have the sensation of being not only the inmate of
an enchanted cluster of crystals but the inward inhabitant of an organism, migrat-
ing from organ to organ in a symbioric relationship of giving and raking within a
gigantic fossil womb. ..

Furnishings such as those that are glued into our own dwelling-boxes: irritant
toreign bodies. Tell me, have vou never been bothered by the arbitrary violence of
your own six schematic walls, or by the injected object-coffins [cupboards] of vour
thousand necessities? Have you never sensed a mysterious desire to remodel vour

own surroundings i accordance with the rhythm of your breathing soul?32

All of this is a clear echo of Nietzsche's call for an architecture that is “like
our soul, the labyrinth.”33 Finsterlin himself designed biomorphic, troglodytic
dwellings (the temples of what Wenzel Hablik called “architectural growth™)
to suit, as he said, “all types of the Superman™:5 one for Zarathustra, who
dwelt in a cave for ten years with his eagle and his snake, and from there
beheld the sunrise (see the drawing Zarathustra und sein Adler |Zarathustra
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Fig. 6a. Hermann Finsterlin

Das Haus der Atlantiden, 1919

India ink with white highlights on khaki-colored paper
Hamburg, Hamburger Kunsthalle, Sammlung Cremer
Photo: © Elke Walford, Hamburg

130

Fig. 6b. Hermann Finsterlin

Montsalvat, 1919

India ink with white highlights on khaki-colored paper
Hamburg, Hamburger Kunsthalle, Sammlung Cremer
Fhato: © Elke Walford, Hamburg
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and his eagle], 1918); and one for Prometheus, with whom Finsterlin identified
himself. “I tell you,” he wrote in one of his letters (which he signed “Prometh™),
“one should create on mountaintops, in the cool glow of the sun across the
glacier, drawn onward by the ecstasy of wondrous expanses, in the sweet
delusion of the eagle soul and of gigantic omnipotence.”55

Finsterlin’s architectural visions (figs. 6a, b)—reorganizing space for the
off-center modern soul —were themselves analogous to the redemptive, life-
giving action of Prometheus. Only “a game plaved outward from within,”
he said, could make possible a “union of mind and soul with the formative
forces of Universal Nature.”6 Architecture, for Finsterlin, 1s an evolutionary
process that runs in parallel with the metamorphosis of man into Superman.
It evolves away from the old “age of coordinates™ toward a “higher architec-
ture” that enters the realm of “the organic, the spiritual.”s” Here Finsterlin
was speaking for all the members of the Glass Chain group, who, as “cosmic
architects™ and “yea-sayers,” ¥ devised their crystalline structures to house a
“transformed man” who was both troglodyte and winged being: one who had
bestridden with Zarathustra the heights and the depths of existence.

One artist who was powerfully affected by this dominant idea of metamor-
phosis, by the utopian architectural ideas of the Glass Chain, and simultan-
eously by Dadaist concepts of destruction/construction, was Kurt Schwitters
—except thart, unlike the artists mentioned hitherto, he took care to cover
Nietzsche’s tracks. Schwitters built his grotto tower, the Merzbau (1923-
1937), behind the bourgeois facade of his parental house on Waldhausen-
strasse in Hannover (fig. 7). He used Dadaist means to consecrate interior
space, invoking an emblematic synthesis of art and life.

Like the “crystallizations™ described by Nietzsche as marking the transi-
tion from music to architecture,’ the Merzbau grows in accord with an
overriding “rhythm™ that rehouses its “Merz soul™ through a succession of
changing spaces, from basement to loft. Here, too, intuition seems sponta-
neously to create a labyrinthine architecture of caves, grottoes, niches, walled-
up spaces, and openings. Kaleidoscopically, this accumulates the possibilities
of a spatial projection of subjective experience, along with its rhythmic, alog-
ical “formal corollaries™ (Schwitters), which constantly modify and rela-
tivize the structure. Intuitively, he artains the level of the Dionysian “will to
live,” which, in its inbuilt dynamism, passes bevond the “corpse of the ob-
ject”®0 and becomes emblematic of what Nietzsche called “a growth and
decay, a building and destroying, devoid of all moral responsibility, in eter-
nally unchanging innocence.”®!

In the Merzbau, as Schwitters emphasized, “eventually, the whole of life
with all of its impulses must stand there...I have nothing to hide.” And so its
vital energy partly —and paradoxically — derives from the “corpse of the
object,” which is a “prime component,” fetishlike, of the Merzbau grotroes.
Here lie the forlorn remains of a “rotten, decomposing European culture,”
together with mementos of friends, Persil advertisements, urban trash, the

“glittering treasure” of the Nibelung’s Hoard, Goethe’s leg as a holy relic,
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Fig. 7. Kurt Schwitters

Merz Column in the Hanover Merzbau, ca. 1923
Assemblage (destroyed 1943)

© 1998 Artists Rights Society (ARS)

Mew York /NG Bild-Kunst, Bonn
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“the many pencils left unfinished by poems,” and —at the center —the gro-
tesque “Grotto of Love.”62

Throughout the internal architecture of the Merzbau Hlows the Dionysian
current of life; Schwitters gives this an appropriate Apollonian expression that
remains close to the process of “the whole of life with all of its impulses”é3
and incorporates realities, imaginations, the daily round, and myth. From this
emerges a metamorphic architecture full of burst bounds, melting space,
dissociations, contradictions, fathomless depths; and of tensions between pro-
tane and sacred, demolition and accumulation, transience and eternity, mobil-
ity and immobility, obscenity and religion, cruelty and hilarity.

With all its possibilities, metamorphoses, and mutations (or merzations),
the Merzbau provides architecture with a metaphysical last court of appeal: a
labyrinthine ritual cave, pledged to the cause of life.

Under Nietzsche’s intluence, the Dadaists performed a radical revaluation
of architecture and of art. They revolutionized Nietzsche’s notion of a “grand
style™ that would represent neither a Dionysian nor an Apollonian state by
linking architecture with the Dionysian-Apollonian art instinct. No longer
would art hold sway over life: life — the generative and destructive will to live,
the “utter transience of all that is real” —would henceforth shape art.®* Archi-
tecture became the Dionysian image of the art/life symbiosis. It was to be
assessed not in terms of objective laws and requirements but noninstrumen-
tally, in terms of subjective experience. What defined the essence of architec-
ture was no longer unity but the plurality of the open-ended monrage process,
together with relativity and the temporal process of change. Its organizational
and formative principle was now intuition.

The logical outcome was an architecture built not for eternity but for
dynamic life. Only in the towering grottoes of that architecture did the Dada-
ist acquire the wings of knowledge. The Dadasoph, like Nietzsche, had found

LY

his “will,” from which he extracted his “world™ in a constant process of

bound breaking and alteration — “drunk and sober at the same time.”65

Architectures of Apollonian “Metamechanics™
Slightly later than the Dionysian tendency toward montage, and soon over-
lapping with it, there emerged the contrary principle: that of “*metamechan-
ics,” the Apollonian machine aesthetic. The Dadaists evolved from assemblers
(titters, Monteure) into engineers. They no longer labeled their works “mont.”
but “mech.,” “meta-mech.,” or “constr.” These abbreviations, with their ironic
reference to the traditional “pinxit,” signaled the artist’s new role. Meta-
mechanics demanded a new iconography that was emancipated from rtradi-
tion and nourished by the visual repertoire of mechanical engineering and (to
a lesser degree) by that of the media.

In their “metamechanical constructions,” which bore an opposite rela-
tion to the Dionysian architectural montage, the Dadaists projected what 1n
Nietzschean terms was an Apollonian, tectonic beauty of coolness, emprtiness,

and rigidity. The Dionysian tendency appeared to have been tamed by an
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Fig. B. Georg Grosz

Untitled, 1920

Oil on canvas

Disseldorf, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen

Estate of Georg Grosz/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY
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Apollonian visual syntax that elementalized and spatialized the language of
form. Whereas the process of montage led to the symbiosis of art and life,
the Apollonian tendency strengthened the relation between art and science.

Canyonlike streets of schematic factory and otfice buildings are thronged
with faceless puppets that are melancholy effigies of the modern human being,
forced to function in a world of unvarying conditions and laws (tig. 8).

The Dadaists now applied the Apollonian principle as a torce to exorcize
chaos: an abstracting, simplifying, typifying force that imposed order. Apol-
lonian abstraction cleared and chilled the pictorial world and created tor
itself, in a melancholy spatial vacuum, a new aesthetic ot the machine —
whether experienced negatively, as an alienating, identity-destroying power,
or developed positively, as a possible aid to understanding humanity and
technology within new, rationally constructed conrtexts.

The enigmatic stillness of the urban spaces in the Berlin Dadaists’ work
revealed the influence of Italian Metaphysical Art; in their architectural con-
structions, however, they replaced the mythical aura with an emphasis on reg-
ularity and on the Apollonian “control over line and form.” These processes
of abstraction suggested new possibilities for a rapprochement berween art
and technology: in them, the artist designed and constructed spaces in which
he could operate in his new capacity, that of the “engineer” who plans and
measures — “a bright, healthy worker within the collectivist community.”6
And so the new Apollonian world embodied not only the downfall of a world
that had become merely mechanical, but also the dawn of a new order ot
technological and social quality.

From this tension between Dionysian fullness and Apollonian emptiness, be-
tween destruction and construction, process and stasis, Dada evolved its archi-
tectural conceptions: discovering Apollonian structures in the Dionysian chaos
and feeling the excitement of the Dada-satyr in the rational abstractions of the

Apollonian configurations —that signaled the beginning of a new culture.

Notes

|. “Mit dem Hamumer” referred ro Nietzsche's strikes against cultural rradirtions. It
is derived from the subtitle of Nietzsche's Gatzen-Danimerung; oder, Wie Man mit dem
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das den Biirger gepackt hat!” Unless otherwise noted, all translations are by David Brirt.

3. Friedrich Nietzsche, Also sprach Zarathustra, in Samtliche Werke: Kritische Stu-

dienausgabe, 15 vols., ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Munich: Deutscher
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Richard Huelsenbeck, ed., Dada Almanach (Berlin: Erich Reiss Verlag, 1920}, 7:
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1927, reprint, Lucerne: Verlag Josef Stocker, 1946), 14: “aufgesteckten Etikettchen.”
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selt muit neuen Zeichen: also habt ihr euch gut versteckt vor allen Zeichendeutern! Und
wenn man auch Nierenpriifer ist: wer glaubt wobl noch, dass ibr Nieren habt! Aus
Farben scheint ibr gebacken und aus geleimten Zetteln”

9. Nietzsche (see note 3), 4: 211: “Reibe neuner Hauser ... Nalhm wohl ein bicides
Kind sie aus seiner Spielschachtel”

10. Richard Huelsenbeck, *Dadaistisches Manifest™ (1918=1920), in Dada Alma-
nach (Berlin: Erich Reiss Verlag, 1920), 38: “der gesamten brutalen Realitit.”
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isni, 1910-1920 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1990},

12. Richard Huelsenbeck, Dada siegt: Eine Bilanz des Dadaismus (Berlin: Der
Malik-Verlag, 1920), 12: “Wir hatten alle Nietzsche gelesen, auch die Auslinder, vor
allem aber Ball”

13. Hugo Ball, “Nietzsche in Basel: Eine Streitschrift,” ed. Richard W. Sheppard
and Annemarie Schiitt-Hennings, in Ernst Teubner, ed., Hugo Ball Almanach 1978
(Pirmasens: Stadt Pirmasens, 1978), 1-65: “Nietzsche, ein Beitrag zur Erneunerung
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14. Friedrich Nietzsche, Morgenrdite, in KSA (see note 3), 3: 13-16: “dass von
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