Hanne Bergius
DADA RAOUL in the Fifties
Reconsidering Dada as Reflected in the Polarizing Concept of the Montage
The 1950’s demanded an aesthetic-ethical reorientation of the modern arts in the postwar era
that was to lead Raoul Hausmann back to the very roots of Dada. Dada, however, existed
neither as a group nor as a movement, but had been rendered a discursive phenomenon, each
expression of which was to be considered upon its own merits — subject to the situation of its
former participants and that of a new generation of artists interested in Dada. After 1945, this
type of neo-Dadaist self-substantiation was closely attended by Hausmann’s own
reaffirmation of himself in his former rôle as a Dadaist. Yet, whereas in 1918, doubt and selfdoubt about a world filled with iniquity had driven him to embrace Dada amidst the struggles
of the Berliner cosmopolis, after 1945, during his solitary retreat in Limoges, Dada
represented the sole remaining self-assurance of any cultural validity, and its evidence was to
be collected and secured.
Dada had provided Hausmann with a highly individualistic perspective on modernism. His
perception was colored neither by utopian optimism nor by cultural pessimism, rather, it was
determined by the tensions, grotesque and extreme, generated between the polarities of the
artiste’s playfulness and ’bloody earnest’, between sense and nonsense, strategy and accident,
the conscious and the unconscious — ultimately, between ‘everything’ and ‘nothing’. Dada
had treated culture as a contradictory and yet self-reciprocating parable: Art, as vollendete
gütige Bosheit (‘consummate, benevolent malevolence’, Hausmann), was accordingly forced
into permanent conflict, a state of antimony, effecting a liberation from and towards things
and ideas, which dissolved certainties, spawned relativities and ambiguities, and left questions
of meaning undecided. Life was thus to bring itself into play prinzipiell (‘fundamentally’,
Hausmann). By eradicating traditional boundaries and transcending High and Low, Art
assumed for Hausmann a vital authenticity.
Now, in the postwar period, as he attempted to regain his Dadaist ‘equilibrium in
contradiction’, his objective seemed to be the promotion of a complexity that strove to
transcend the stasis of the confrontation which had arisen in the 1950’s between abstraction
and realism, the rational and the irrational.

As a neo-Dadaist allegory, the collage Dada Raoul of 1951
(fig. 1)
focuses the grotesque tension between forces and counter-forces in its constellations of
Dadaist material and ideas, and can, therefore, be regarded as one on the major works of
Hausmann’s neo-Dada period.
Through an analysis of this collage, we shall be made aware of how Hausmann reconstructed
the Dadaist concept of polarities by merging with it his own reception of Dada since the
1920’s. We shall become aware of how his view of the Dada period was commingled with
attempts at manipulation — and how all of this culminated in the collage. Therefore, to begin,
a brief reiteration of Hausmann’s reception in this context will be necessary, and in order to
further differentiate his recourse to Dada, a comparison will be made with George Grosz’s
view of neo-Dada. We shall see that Hausmann’s interest in Dada was not merely
retrospective, but rather at the same time generated a receptive potential open to new media
experiments, making possible his ‘quest for new signs’.

The photomontage Dada Raoul of 1951 1
shows how Hausmann took recourse to the dadaistic radical forms by choosing the opponents
of his screaming self-portrait and Mechanical Head. The two Dada works played a prominent
role into Hausmann`s later years, as seen in photographs showing Hausmann with Oaoa
(1965) 2 and with the Mechanical Head (1960).3 He liked to stage himself with these works
and extended them to unforgettable icons that shared with the Dada era one and the same
intention: to provide an anaesthetic „beginning“ – see also Hausmann`s title of his 1972
retrospection on Berlin Dada

Am Anfang war Dada: a beginning that meant first and

foremost an irritating contradiction because Dada`s eternally recurring „worlds of nonsense“
knew no beginning and no end, thus ironically questioning any programmatic intention like
the biblical beginning of the word or the Faustian "In the beginning was the deed."
The photomontage Dada Raoul reflects once more Dada`s specific „beginning“ – now from
the perspevtive of the fifties – by fragmenting the two works into key elements and pasting
them upside down in the gestural linear letters of Hausmann`s first name: Raoul as well as

DADA and Cino, which combine as active verbal signs to make up an emblematic montage
that integrates visual, phonetic and semantic levels. The way the montage became an artistic
self-portrait reflects Hausmann`s situation and reception after World War II.

I.
Who was „Dada Raoul“ in the early fifties?
After his emigration and flight through Europe 4 , Hausmann lived the outsider role of a loner
in Limoges from 1944 with the awareness, as he wrote in Hyle II, of a „transgressor“
(„Jenseiter“)5, who could present new values to „sinking Europe“.
On top of this, the former colleagues with whom Hausmann took up contact from exile died
during those years: in 1946 Moholy-Nagy in London 6, and in 1948 Schwitters in Ambleside7
Pin remained as an incomplete project of collaboration between Hausmann and Schwitters, in
which the artists let sound poetry come back to life with their varying concepts.8
Despite the adverse conditions in Limoges, in particular the financial need that his former
Dada colleagues, like Huelsenbeck and Grosz in America, were not willing to remedy,
Hausmann was able to continuously take new creative paths, to expand the various facets of
his work as a sound poet, a philosopher, a writer, a photographer, a photomonteur, a designer,
and a painter, each mutually constitutive of the other. As an indefatigable “Hylarch and
morphologist ” 9 Hausmann triggered energetic transformative processes to create art “as the
training of man to himself, the unconscious of his psychophysis”10 – pointing out the deep
interdependence between body and mind.
The other side of Hausmann’s isolation was characterized by his bitter experience of being
misrepresented, and, as he said, of having been able to play a much more important role
during other periods. This problem of a failure of being recognized seemed not only to
influence his writing, but his art as well. It caused Hausmann to conjure up situations of
competition—both in retrospect with his Dada colleagues and in the present with all those
artists who were using the new techniques of Dada in the 1950s and developing them further
in their own creative work. Indeed, the recognition of Hausmann’s work was delayed because
of various causes.

First: Hausmann was not particularly well-known even in the 1920s and 1930s to have
participated in exhibitions that would have promoted the public familiarity of his work.
Emigration and flight, and on top of that

World War II in general, also placed great

limitations on its potential of his work for having an impact. Although invited, Hausmann did
not take part in the 1929 exhibition Film und Foto, the important international Deutsche
Werkbund exhibition in Stuttgart.11 It was thus not possible to publish his photomontages in
Fotoauge, a representative publication by Roh and Tschichold on this exhibition.12 They later
met with Hausmann’s bitterness, because he felt that he had been neglected not only as the
inventor of photomontage (Grosz and Heartfield instead were named as first photomontagists,
supposedly beginning in 1915)
14

Typographie
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, but also as an innovative participant in

Die neue

. Hausmann was only able to achieve greater attention with the 1930 Berlin

exhibition Fotomontage, organized by Cesar Domela-Nieuwenhuis,15 where not only did he
hold the opening speech on the topic16 but also presented six photomontages from the Dada
period and three current works,17 as well as the cover-montage of the catalog.
Second, the reception of his photographic work, which he had been working on since 1927,
was also slow in coming in the fifties. He was not invited to the first important postwar
exhibition in 1951, Subjektive Fotografie,18 curated by Otto Steinert, and was first included in
an exhibition in 1954.19
Third, the first monographic exhibitions were held only in the sixties: the 1963 Galleria
Pagani in Milano and the more comprehensive 1967 exhibition at the Moderna Museet in
Stockholm.20
If we consider Hausmann’s participation in the important Dada retrospectives of the post-war
years, we find that initially they were not to his liking. The trouble began with loans. He did
not have access to many of his major works for purposes of loan or sale because they had
been in the possession of Hannah Höch since 1922 and remained so until 1966,21 that is, until
the Dada retrospectives in Paris and Zurich,22 Unavailable works included Der Mechanische
Kopf, Tatlin lebt zu Hause, and ABCD.
Only after the Dada movement were these works included in a publication on Berlin Dada. In
1932 Georges Hugnet published informative essays in Cahiers d`Art on the most important
Dada centers still relevant for the international Dada retrospectives not only in New York in
1937 and 1953 but also in Paris in 1957. 23 This essay on Berlin Dada, while much criticized

by Hausmann, may still have contributed to the artist being known as a dadaistic protagonist.
While the 1937 exhibition Fantastic Art Dada Surrealism in MoMA favored Duchamp, Arp
and Schwitters over the Berlin Dada artists,24 Hausmann was able to present nine of his own
works in the Sidney Janis Exhibition in 1954 curated by Marcel Duchamp.25 In 1957 the first
post-war Dada exhibition in Europe may even have been influenced by Hausmann, along with
Tristan Tzara and Man Ray in the Galérie de l`Institut in Paris. 26 But instead of a catalogue
only L`Aventure Dada by Georges Hugnet was published with the aforementioned texts about
the Dada Centers. Finally, Hausmann participated in 1958 in the Düsseldorf exhibition Dada.
Dokumente einer Bewegung with the large number of sixteen works and four illustrations in
addition to a piece on Berlin`s Club Dada for the catalog. 27
Exhibitions on the new media arts of collage and photomontage also included works by
Hausmann. The 1946 exhibition Fotomontage von Dada bis heute at Galerie Rosen took
place in the “winter of hunger” immediately after the war and under adverse circumstances. It
was born primarily of Hannah Höch’s initiative, and even included a short exhibition
brochure in which Hausmann’s

Dada siegt was reproduced.28 On the occasion of his

participation in the 1948 exhibition Collage at MoMA in New York
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Hausmann felt

compelled to write a letter on 24 july 1947 to the curator Miller defending himself from the
charge that his photomontages were made “without any care,” as Hugnet claimed.30 Because
this exhibition could not present a catalogue and the following 1956 exhibition International
Collage at Galerie Rose Fried in New York
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only published an exhibition brochure with a

text by Herta Wescher, Hausmann`s presentation cannot be explored very well. But Herta
Wescher was the first to publish (in 1968) a large scale project on collage
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in which

Hausmann played an avant-garde role as photomonteur. Hausmann’s own thoughts on dada,
photomontage , and photography, finally published as Courrier Dada, in 1958, contributed
somewhat to the stabilization of his reputation.33 Poupard-Lieussou, to whom Hausmann often
complained about his lack of acknowledgment as an important Dada figure, wrote a first
biography-bibliography. Courrier Dada however appeared at a time when many of the former
Dadaists had already released publications of their own.34

At least Hausmann had been able to create a small platform for himself in Limoges
from which he could issue skeptical pronouncements on the current dada reception and the socalled “neo-dada” movement.35 As a young student in the early 1970s, I was not spared the
brunt of this skepticism when Hausmann answered my interest in pursuing a study of Berlin
Dada, with the montage of various languages he so often used: “Que vols Germans que io
canto si l’cor mi es contribulat.”46 He would never have the opportunity to return to Germany,
not even for the Dada exhibition in 1958, although he played an important role there.
II
So the collage and photomontage Dada Raoul was produced in a climate of embitterment
and new beginnings in 1951. The work seems to be a reaction to Robert Motherwell`s
anthology The Dada Painters and Poets, published that same year.
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This was the first large

scale anthology on international Dadaism to complement Alfred Barr`s catalogue for the
1936/37 exhibition Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism at MoMA, with English translations of
international Dada documents. But it was a publication that also did not do much justice to
Dada Berlin, except for the aforementioned essays by Georges Hugnet on the Dada centers
and Huelsenbeck`s translation of En Avant Dada: A History of Dadaism.
In addition to two typed poems Sound-Rel (1919) and Birdlike (1946), and the manifesto
written together with Huelsenbeck and Golyscheff „Was ist der Dadaismus und was will er in
Deutschland“, Hausmann participated in this publication with six small-format illustrations of
his Dada works.
These include screaming self-portrait montage with eyes dancing around the oral cavity of
the Dadasoph, placed alongside the manifesto-title Synthetisches Cino der Malerei and
Mechanischer Kopf from the so called metamechanical phase of Dada – both are quoted in
the photomontage Dada Raoul. Also reproduced are abstract visual ideas, two from 1919 and
one from 1920, as well as the montage Tatlin at home. We recognize that those works that
were placed in the montage Dada Raoul

seem to make up the poles of Hausmann`s

production, both quoted in fragmented collage technique as a reference to „Dada“.
But before we ask ourselves how Hausmann dealt with the polar ambivalence in Dada Raoul
I would like to turn first to the phenomenon of his screaming portrait-montage to examine
how Hausmann stylized it into an icon.

The screaming self-portrait photomontage first appeared as an illustration in Motherwell`s
The Dada Painters and Poets. It was thereafter published in Courrier Dada 1958 and in
Am Anfang war Dada 1972
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, always dated as being completed in 1918 and always

combined with the title of the manifesto Synthetisches Cino der Malerei.
These late illustrations raise the question of why the screaming self-portrait photomontage
was not already published at the time of Dada or whether it was merely the Dada reception
that ascribed to it the significance of being the first Hausmann photomontage. Why was
Hausmann motivated to create with this montage an early Dada icon in the postdada period?
In fact, the work could never be dated to 1918 : not the portrait, nor the title, nor the montage!
The early date may refer to the text of the manifesto Synthetisches Cino der Malerei on
which the portrait was pasted. This text was written by Hausmann for the first Dada Matinee
in Berlin on April 12, 1918 – here with its first title Das neue Material in der Malerei39. The
montage with the alternate title Synthetisches Cino der Malerei was later exhibited at the
1920 First International Dada-Fair – designed in the context of the photomontages of
Hausmann/Baader.40 Synthetisches Cino der Malerei intended analogies to film, whose
aesthetic elements the Dadaists realized in montages like Dada Cino in late 1919, early
1920.41
It is curious indeed that Hausmann did not publish a manifesto on photomontage during the
Dada period, although he never tired of presenting himself as the Dada inventor of
photomontage from September 1918 onwards - a claim, however, that cannot be maintained
because photographs only emerged as fragments in works beginning in 1919. The first datable
photomontage appeared in February 1919 by Grosz, Wer ist der Schönste, the title page for
Jedermann sein eigner Fußball 42. How better could Hausmann place himself in the right light
as photomonteur than with the help of an earlier dating in 1918?
As the sheet print Synthetisches Cino was made for the First International Dada Fair, the
Hausmann photoportrait could have been made also for this event, but – as we shall see - not
the photomontage! According to Hausmann, Heartfield made a series of Dada portrait

photographs in July 1919.43 Some of them had an enormous impact at the Fair. Their unusual
size and their performative quality transformed text and image, and allowed them to be
absorbed in the Dada cry of protest.
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It is thus not surprising that the Hausmann portrait

appeared for the first time in a Heartfield montage, Das Pneuma umreist die Welt, and at the
same time on the title page for Der Dada No. 3 (April 1920)45.In 1920 Hannah Höch was
attracted to the portrait for Schnitt mit dem Küchemesser Dada durch die letzte Weimarer
Bierbauchkulturepoche

Deutschlands

(1919/20)46

as

was

Hausmann

for

his

ABCD(1920/23)47. But in contrast to the portrait-photomontage discussed above – with eyes
dancing around the oral cavity – the Hausmann-portrait was not cut up in the dada-works, but
only alienated by way of context . If in Dadatimes the eyes and mouths were cut out, they
were inserted into new portraits, for example in Der Kunstreporter (1920)48.
So we have to ask whether the deregulated portrait of the photomontage belonged to a later
concept of Hausmann’s. In my view, this kind of free dismemberment of the face seems
reserved for Hausmann`s later montages of the 1930s, when in A bis Z (Cologne 1931) he
turned to the „formal dialectic of photography“ 49 and constructed a comparative optophonetic
opposition of eye and mouth for his text Fotomontage: here in a stair-like sequence of eyeimages that move from the upper left to the lower right around the central axis towards the
individual image of the mouth. 50
This kind of dismemberment, which in Dadaism had not yet been explored to such an extent,
would also speak to Hausmann`s concept in his novel Hyle, where from the late 1920s he
worked as a morphologist seeking to dissect the body as well as language in an anagrammatic
fashion to arrive at a new form of life and language. 51
In retrospect, we can recognize that the continuing presence of this montage
in Hausmann`s later work was to serve as a reconstruction of the early pioneer activity of
Hausmann in matters of photomontage – in other words as a volley with which Hausmann

wanted to knock out his Dada competitors from 1930 onward. Again and again this portraitmontage is able to evoke the staged presentation of the sound poem as an early key aspect of
Dada and to summon the synesthesia of optophonetics physiognomically, as it were –
consider the late work Oaoa52.

III.
If in the 1951 collage Dada Raoul the supposed first ever Dada montage from a series of
seemingly simultaneous montages from Berlin Dada appeared with an equally prominent
work from the series of meta-mechanical works, Mechanischer Kopf (1921) 53
then Hausmann was not only intending to create a chronological link to his Dada work, but
referred above all to the polar concept of Dada, which sought to shock with radical forms
between “all” and “nothing”.
The eccentric screaming Dada portrait stands for the actionistic and performative, for
the aleatoric and the momentary shock techniques of Dada that summon the link between art
and life - a vitalization of art as well as an aestheticization of life with all the senses in a
highly suggestive fashion 54 finding its aesthetic counterpart in the cumulative montages of
Berlin Dada. Hausmann’s insatiable rebelliousness was accompanied by a search for the
fulfilled moment, being present in the here and now, the experience of simultaneously
grasping ideally everything in the midst of society and at the same time against it, claiming a
potential of freedom that culture had up until now denied.
The diametrically opposite radical form for Dada Raoul is the Mechanical Head, the socalled “wooden head”. Opposed to the eccentrically charged, sensory “all” was the
hermetically cooled “nothing”.55 It evokes the innovative link between art and technology in
the metamechanical period of Berlin Dada beginning at the end of 1919 – inspired by the
abstraction and precision of non-artistic machine mechanical cuts, function- and construction
blue prints, diagrams and maps.
But the anaesthetic product of “Prof.metmech,”56 as Grosz called the Dadasoph, could not be
attributed to a blunt contrast program to the eccentric photomontages. Just as ecstasy and
sobriety belong to the same corpus and the one emerges from the other and determines the

other, the Dada techniques generate in their polar relationality a complex signature of
modernism. While they are contrary, they belong complementarily to the same concept and
habitus of the Dadaist—who was both an impulsive dancer and a calculating dandy.
Anchoring the ecstatic techniques of the simultaneous seeming montages to the sober and
profane here and now, it was possible to construct a vacuum that announced the new. This
turnaround was also to be read as a process in which the montage principle slowly withdrew
in order to open perspectives for abstraction and the void. But its Dadaistic brightness and
clarity seemed disturbing, its precision dubious, even if it can be established that it was
primarily the quotations from the realms of technology and science that were maintained the
longest. In the Mechanical Head we recognize how the things affixed in their lack of function
render the head’s rational capacities vulnerable, and how their dimension and number are
brought into the grotesque montage-game of Dada—the meter stick, the wallet, the case with
printing roller, the ruler, brass screws of a photographic plate camera, the number 22, the
screw, the works of a pocket watch, and the extendible aluminium drinking cup.
But the modern, dry anaesthetic concept of the Metamechanical Head was not
congruent with the constructivistic “cultural style of the machine”57 demanded by Van
Doesburg and presented in Mecano (Blue) in 1922.58 Instead, for the Dadaists the new
constructive regularities established a link to art and technology and/or science that was not
entirely without contradiction in the period, not in the sense of a utopia of constructivists, also
not in the sense of a cultural pessimism of De Chirico and Carra’s pittura metafisica, but in a
Dadaistic grotesque manner. Mechanischer Kopf as well as the comparable manichini of the
“metamechanical” works of Berlin Dada in watercolors, drawings and paintings, remained
equally related to the prosthetically assembled war invalid as well as to the manipulated
functioning subject.59 The pauperistic Kunstkammer of the Erste Internationale Dada-Messe
provided enigmatic insights into these contexts.60
To some extent, the perspectives of this working group of metamechanics were not
clearly stable, although Hausmann together with Grosz, Schlichter, and Heartfield demanded
clarity in the manifesto Die Gesetze der Malerei.61 They established an ambivalent balancing
act between an overly planned and administered world and a future where rationality was not
petrified, but accompanied the artistic imagination with an experimental playfulness. The
manichini allegorized a new creation of the modern artist.62
That these polar fields of tension represented by the Dada heads in Dada Raoul were
also profoundly philosophical in their conception, above all influenced by Nietzsche’s

philosophy of art and life and its antagonism between the Dionysian and the Apollonian,
strengthens the extreme mutual determination of Dada concepts. I have explored this
extensively in my publications Montage and Metamechanik and Dada Triumphs! 63 If in the
collage Dada Raoul the screaming head allegorized more the Dionysian aspect and
Mechanischer Kopf more the Apollonian, we only arrive at an interpretation adequate to
Dada if in a Nietzschean sense we see the intersection and opposition of these forces that
shaped both techniques of composition. In the loud and chaotic-seeming montages, there was
a constructive discipline as well as a troubling ambivalence in the abstract clarity of
metamechanical works. This allows us to see Mechanischer Kopf as an allegory of a newlysworn Apollonian-Dionysian reason, whose abstractions were not anaemic, but bundled the
vital forces of the Dionysian in a leap towards a new quality of expression, whose sobriety
was extremely exalted, whose coldness was to the greatest degree saturated with passion, with
a “clarity that hurts,” as Grosz put it in 1920.64
If Hausmann allows the two Dada-heads to appear together in such a way in the 1950s collage
Dada Raoul, then the retrospective Dada concept was defending him against the actual
opposition between abstraction and figuration, rationalism and the irrational, culture of
enlightenment and return of the body – as I pointed out above. In this montage Hausmann
also recalls that Dada promoted the modern process of generating a form that could freely
choose between various modes of representation. The experimental and improvised concept
took on the status of art. Instead of clarities there were ambivalences, triggering fermentation
processes of the possible, the transformable and changeable. Ironic and grotesque strategies
opened the conflict of modernism and created an artistic anti-metaphysical way of standing
upside down – as the fragmented puzzles of the montage let us recognize. They remember as
well the Dada inspiring Nietzschean poetics of drama: “You ought to learn to laugh, my
young friends, if you are hell-bent on remaining pessimists. Then perhaps, as laughers, you
may some day dispatch all metaphysical comforts to the devil - metaphysics first and
foremost. Or to say it in the language of the Dionysian monster that bears the name of
Zarathustra: ‘Raise up your hearts, my brothers, high, higher! And don’t forget your legs!
Raise up your legs, too, good dancers; and still better: stand on your
heads! ’”65
Thus the interpretation of metaphysics was given a new meaning by the acrobatics of Dadapolarities: it rose up! It stepped beyond and stood on its head, daring to reevaluate all values,
in order to advance into new creative possibilities and free the vis actica (creative force). It

fundamentally points to the reevaluation of montage produced by Dada in the spirit of the
times, with both provocative intuition and calculated awareness.66

IV.
A comparison with Grosz’ production in the 1950s should allow us to illustrate all the
more clearly Hausmann’s reconsideration of Dada. Grosz activated at the same time Dadaistic
retro impulses of a polar tension between deepest depression and the Dada laugh. Hausmann
and Grosz had both been rootless loners since their emigration. Grosz, in New York, at least
had the advantage of not being cut off from publications and exhibitions, as was the case for
Hausmann in Limoges. And yet, they both maintained their Dada sense of staging and
performing themselves, even if this primarily took place in their extensive correspondence.
While isolation inspired Hausmann to compensate through his role as an inventor of the
avantgarde art of photomontage and visual poetry, Grosz became deeply depressed about the
function of art.
In the 1948/49 painting Uprooted, the Painter of the Hole/Entwurzelt der Maler des
Lochs
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Grosz portrayed himself as a deeply troubled painter—the hole, a symbol of the

existential and artistic vacuum that came upon him in the face of the disaster of the war and
the postwar years. Here, Hausmann’s polar oriented aesthetic radical forms differ in an
essential way from Grosz’ deep-set nihilism. But the Dadaistic double nature—“being
untouched and at the same time disturbed ,” as Huelsenbeck put it—enabled Grosz to pull
himself up dada-strategically with his own powers of irony from the nihilistic morass. In
1951, he seemed to have wanted to activate Dadaistic explosive powers to begin a campaign
against painting as a by now vestigial medium68, as if it were already anticipating the
strategies of the Clown as Pin up
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in the midst of the sea of lights of New York. His

androgynous self-portrait with a fool’s mask from 1957, was a photomontage inspired by the
urban media aesthetic of American modernism which at the same time seemed to return to his
early photographic montage Dadamerika (1920)
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as a crystalline sea of photography and

light. Grosz had humor, irony, cynicism, and they helped him—as a life long Dadaist, as
Mehring described him in 1946 71—to play the role of the Da-Dandy against the despairing

“painter of the hole.” How did Grosz experience Duchamp’s International Dada Exhibition at
Sidney Janis in New York,72 and the ensuing revival of Schwitters (1952) and Duchamp and
Picabia (1953/54) in the 1950s?
In any case, this new stimulating climate in New York—even his own retrospective at
the Whitney in 195473 or his being named a member of the highly prestigious American
Academy of Arts and Letters (New York) that same year—would not keep him from
returning to Berlin in 1958, with a suitcase full of forty photomontages that in their trivial
mixture and their bad taste contain a great deal of Pop Art. 74
To sum up - For Grosz, in the 1950s, just as in the time of Dada, the grotesque concept
of the figurative and the trivial dominated: even in the creation of new collages recourse to
well-recognized material from the every-day-life of popular magazines and their ironic
alienation became relevant.In contrast to the Berlin Dada phase, Hausmann purged montage
of all the eccentric cumulative media quotations. What seemed of importance in the fifties
was not a media-time based signature of modernity, but rather a concentration on a „new
concept of signs“
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which reconsidered also some of his main Dada works and his visual

poetry. We get the impression that Hausmann in the postwar period concentrated visually and
phonetically on „the alchemy of the word“ (Ball) if we consider for example collages as
pictograms (1959).76 And, I would add, also on the alchemy of photography – regarding for
example the photogram Triptychon of Moments Interieurs (1951)77, Photographies: Ombres
(ca. 1931 – Triptychon 1951)78 or the photopictogrammes (1954)79.
Beginning in the fifties Hausmann returned to painting

as an experimental field

combining calligraphy with new optophonetic signs , for example Tableau Ecriture (1962)80.
So we can understand why he wrote to Schwitters on July 31, 1946: „You see, exterior events
such as A bombs aren’t interesting , only art is interesting.“
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That this statement was quite

ambivalent, however, is shown in a silent film by Pierre Bernotte from 1957, in which
Hausmann played L`Homme qui a peur des bombes with facial expressions and gestures, and
singing – as he said „un fond phonétique“
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. But it can safely be assumed that these

expressive gestures together with the phonetic ground are not just about a mimetic-embodied
concept of affects and memories, but a fundamental interpretation of the physiognomic
signature of the period. With
L’enigme 83 and L’acteur 84, postwar photomontages from 1946, Hausmann already created a
signature of modernity that in their grotesque dismemberment reveal something of the
ungraspable, dark, indeed uncanny forces of the „psychophysis of man“ (Hausmann).

V.
Despite Hausmann and Grosz’ renewed interest in Dada, which each had in great
ignorance of the other, they shared a similar distance or skepticism vis-à-vis the new interest
in Dada and the birth of the so-called Neo-Dada in the fifties.
Neither of them appeared at the opening of the exhibition DADA – Dokumente einer
Bewegung at Kunstverein für die Rheinlande und Westfalen in Düsseldorf from 5th September
to 19th October 1958 85, even though Grosz had already arrived in Germany from America on
September 2, three days before the exhibition 86 and even though Hausmann had been given a
great deal of space in this exhibition.
The Mechanischer Kopf was the first of many illustrations of Berlin Dada works in the
catalog, including

ABCD, Tatlin lebt zu Hause, Ingenieure, alongside works by Grosz

(Diabolospieler, Grauer Tag), Hannah Höch (Das bürgerliche Mädchen), photomontages in
two different versions), Schlichter (Jeunesse doré) and Dix (Matrose Fritz Müller aus
Pieschen). None of Heartfield’s photomontages were on view, only documents from the Dada
period.87 Hausmann, with four works, was the artist best represented in the catalog’s Berlin
Dada illustrations. The impact of the Dada exhibition on German artists was transformative,
in particular the Berlin montage works.
The significance that the exhibition had for the paradigm shift in art—from abstract art
to a politically-oriented art—outweighed by far the skepticism of the old Dadaists about
presenting Dada once more in the framework of an exhibition. Of course there’s no question
that Dada prepared a new ground for liberating and expanding the materials and meanings of
art. The difference that Hausmann saw between Dada and Neodada was understandable, but
no longer tenable. “Dada opposes the universal corruption with a new being, Neo Dadaism

lives within the corruption, it wants something, success on the art market.”88 The impact of
Dada on the new art revolution in the fifties was more fundamental. The new movements such
as Fluxus in Germany, Nouveau Réalisme in France, and Pop Art in England and America
could feel the influence of Dada and continue to develop the principle of montage for
intermedia projects of music, theater,poetry, fine art, video, and film.
Correspondences began between the old Dadaists and the artists inspired in the early
1960s. Wolf Vostell, like many artists of the neo-Dada movement, started writing to
Hausmann, and in 1975 said in retrospect about the meaning of the Dada exhibition : “For the
first time in my life, I saw my artistic ideas rooted in an earlier art direction. Art as a life
principle, life as a behavioral form, in part as a critical form of behavior, at the same time
critique and ‘fantasie au pouvoir.’” Social consciousness as object. Life processes through art
processes. An ingenious art movement.” 89Even the young 17-year-old Sigmar Polke was
impressed by Hausmann’s Mechanischer Kopf as an early inspiration for his own neo-Dada
strategies, his “capitalist realism” in the 1960s.90 Nam June Paik, who in 1958 took his lead
from John Cage, was also confirmed by the exhibition in his actionistic view of art.91
Dada could in Hausmann’s sense make art “again free to serve the demands of the time”
and—contrary to abstract opposition - provide a new set of tools for understanding art as a
product, as something “interactively created,” constituted in a social and political sense, as a
field of effects, resonances, virtualities. Beyond this, Dada had developed complex
destructive strategies for subverting authority in a provocative skepticism: from the renewed
valuation of production and material, through the principles of montage, action, and the
inclusion of their own person, to the emergence of the artwork solely as a concept.
The Dada exhibition of 1958 seemed to hand especially to German artists concepts that
directly confronted Adorno’s challenge that questioned the possibilities of artistic creation in
its familiar form after Auschwitz.92 The importance assigned to Berlin Dada, especially to
Hausmann, but also to Höch, Grosz, and Heartfield, was also able to trigger an anti-American
attitude vis-à-vis the prior reception history of Dada. Fluxus intended to protest against the
American preference for Duchamp’s oeuvre in the Dada reception of the 1950s. This onesidedness was criticized in 1964 in the simultaneous demonstration of Joseph Beuys with
Bazon Brock, Tomas Schmitt, and Wolf Vostell entitled Das Schweigen von Duchamp wird
überbewertet.93
Hausmann was thus directly or indirectly given renewed importance. The Düsseldorf

exhibition represented a milestone in the appraisal of his work. And if Hausmann had still
lived in Berlin, like Hannah Höch, then he would have been visited in 1966 when Fluxus
artists Nam June Paik, Charlotte Mormann, Wolf Vostell, Dick Higgins, Alison Knowles
started to work with the Galerie René Block in Berlin, which pushed Fluxus, Pop, decollage,
and capitalist realism in its program.94
We have seen that the Dada tension of polarities, ambivalences, and contradictions
represented the very premise for a complex subversive Dada view of modernism and
continued to have an impact in Hausmann’s reinvention of Dada icons as essential allegories
of a complex signature of modern times.
We have also seen how the visually different medias of Dada montages in Hausmann’s later
work was highly reduced in favor of a search for new language of signs, with optophonetics
playing a central role. The so-called neo-Dadaists, by contrast, followed the Dadaistic method
using every-day materials, and in contrast to Hausmann in the 1950s were more interested in a
multimedia signature of modernism.
Translated by Brian Currid and Ann Holyoke Lehmann
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