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Kurt Schwitters: Aspects of Merz™ and Dada

“In the I.:‘ll}-'sia n I1elds of the Inventory”

“To Kurt Schwitters, the purest artist of

my time.” Thus did Herwarth Walden dedi-
cate the new edition of his book Einblick in
Kunst' in 1924,

These words also expressed Schwitters's
deepest single desire to be an aesthete of
“structural consistency”. He was an aes-
thete for whom the various individual arts
were all too specialized and who sought to
embody within his own work not merely all
art forms but also all contem porary materials
and media. Indeed to Schwitters life itself
only had justification if it could stand as an
aesthetic phenomenon, and in his scheme of
things “the Beautiful” — in contradiction to
classical categories of art — could include the
non-artistic, the banal, the trivial, the dis-
carded, the temporary and the superficial.
The Nietzschean spirit of the time found 1ts
mdirect reflection in Schwitters’s work, for
he was not concerned with an all-embracing,
exhaustive cohesion of meaning, but with
truth. This truth lay in the both enlighten-
mg and deceptive surface of things and in
their inflated appearance. If making all life
Into an aesthetic experience was one stage in
the ultimate fusion of art and life into the
complete work of art, the vitalizing of art was
the second stage. In the Merzhan,? Schwit-
ters’s life-work which he started in 1920/3,
these two tendencies are intertwined to cre-
ate an aesthetic, solipsistic structure, for, as
Hans Richter remarked, “he [Schwitters]
was the synthesis of all the arts.”s The only

Fig. 1

Kurt Schwitters with his Mers sculpture,
The Sacred Affliction, about 1920

surviving remnants of this extensive life-
work which was planned to extend over
decades are now to be found in England. In
1937 political pressure forced Schwitters to
break off his work in Hanover; he then con-
tinued it in 1940 during his Norwegian exile
in Lysaker and resumed it in 1947/8 shortly
before his death in England .+

Schwitters’s allegrance to the primacy of
the aesthetic was enlivened by the interna-
tional Dadaists with some of whom he
enjoved litelong triendships. Among these
are to be numbered Raoul Hausmann and
Hannah Haoch, Hans Arp, Theo and Nelly
van Doesburg, and Iristan Tzara. A later
friend was Marcel Duchamp. But chief
among these contacts was Katherine Dreier,
a co-founder of the *Société Anonyme’, and it
was thanks to her understanding of avant-
garde art that Schwitters was accorded so
excellent an introduction to the USALS Con-
structivists were also of importance to
Schwitters during the 1920s. Among them
were Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy, Domela,
Vordemberge-Gildewart, Mondrian,
Malevitch, Gropius and Mies van der Rohe,
Many of these figures were to be immor-
talized in the Friendship Grottoes of the Merz-
bau by means of some objects typical of
them. Cooperation with some of these artists
can be discerned in Schwitters’s Merz art.

His assemblage The Sacred Affliction (1920;
fig. 1) gives us in allegorical form a many-
sided vision of the Dada influences at work.
It 1s connected with the further assemblages
of the Gallows of Desire (fig. 2) and the Cult of
Pump and not least with his concept of the
Cathedral of Erotic Misery.

A legend of the “Sacred Affliction™ (also
known as Wilgeforte, a derivation from virgo
fortis) dates from the fifteenth century. Well-
known in Europe and particularly in Bavaria,
it tells of the daughter of a pagan king who
after her conversion to Christianity refused
to comply with her father’s wish thar she
should marry another heathen ruler. She
prayed that she should be so disfigured by
Christ that she would prove unpleasing to all
men. Another version relates that she prayed
to look like Christ alone. Her wish was
oranted in that she received the face of a
heavily bearded man. The Sacred Affliction
was known in England as Liberata, who was
said to have released all women from
unhappy union with their husbands,

This legend alludes to the same “erotic
misery” which the Dadaists so emphatically
rejected. They refused to accept the princi-
ple of patriarchal authority which permeated
all aspects of Wilhelminian society from the
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Fig.2  Kurt Schwitters, Merz Sculprure, Gallows
of Desire, about 1920

small family unit through organized army
cadres, to political and public life, and
which, in the form of the First World War,
had fashioned its own apocalyptic downfall.
In the Grotto of Love in the Merzbau, Schwit-
ters presented a grotesquely twisted and dis-
torted image of the ‘embryo cell’ of society.
“He has no head, she has no arms: he 1s
holding a huge blank cartridge between his
legs. The child with the syphilitic eves in its
big twisted-around head is telling the
embracing couple to be careful.™ This
grotesque apparition, linking as it did dreams
of virility with martial yvearnings for
potency, and injected with the deadly bacil-
lus of syphilis, presented a rejection of soci-
ety clearly influenced by Dadaist principles.
[t also laid the responsibility for the origins
of the apocalypse at the door of the family
unit. T'he post-war vears, which in cultural
terms took place against a background of the
Passion and Redemption, orientated towards
damnation and resurrection, were given an
ronically twisted reflection in the Sacred
Affliction. The martyrdom, with which many
of the Expressionist artists were able to iden-
tify themselves, seemed to Schwitters to be a
kind of Gallows of Destre principle or a Cult of
Pump system calling for de-mystification.

He saw the Cuft of Pump system in particu-
lar as the product of a deeply disturbed soci-
ety clinging with superstitious fervour to var-
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Fig. 3 Marcel Duchamp, L.H.0.0.0. 1914

us tetishes. T he Sacred Affliction was like a
tailor’s dummy fitted with a pear-shaped
head and equipped like a reliquary with the
words “LI|'IFIL’I' Silesia”. Upper Silesia was

at that moment the tetish of the Deutsch-
national mmaddle class, as a referendum was to
be held in 1921 which threarened to hand the
area over to Poland. This would have been a
serious economic loss to the German
bourgeoisie as Upper Silesia, along with the
Ruhr, was the largest industrial area in Ger-
many. A decoration for a Christmas tree, a
burning candle, a notice reading “Upper
Stlesia™ fitted on to a hurdy-gurdy, the
words “Happy Christmas™ as well as a label
round the neck of the dummy saving “Give
aencrously for Upper Silesia™ —a

| these ele-
ments compose a picture of the time with an
cmbellishment of Christian sentimentality,
national interest and glorified family feeling
which to Schwitters quite simply meant
“Madness” — another word hung round the
puppet’s neck.

In the Merzban Schwitters pointed to
further bourgeos fetishes which he incorpo-
rated into the structure as trophies of cultural
values and myths. The Grottoes ot Goethe,
of Luther, of Kyfthauser and of the
Nibelungen, and those of the Grand Duchy
of Brunswick-Luncburg, of the Ruhr, of the
Disabled, of the Family Unit and of Sexual
Murder® directed the gaze not to the marble
halls of heroic and culrural history — as
[’ Annunzio was doing at this very moment
(192 3) for an [talian audience n the Vir-
toriale deglt [taliansv In Schwitters's Merzbau
the displav-cases of the Biedermeier epoch,
where these memorials were honoured with a
devotion approaching idolatry, arc all trans-

formed 1nto a P'.ll‘u:-pri{:nl‘i ufgl‘nl'nu:ﬁ full of
parodies intended to shock. In the Goethe
grotto for example, laid out by Hannah
Haoch, one s confronted not with a bust of
the poet but with his leg, in keeping with the
Dadaist principle thar anything in the world
can be made into a cultural object. 'This reh-
quary of a leg 1s also a cvnical reference to
Germany's post-war manufacture of artifical
limbs. "T'hese grottoes vibrate with the feel-
g of a culture i declime. A culture
atrophied in fetishism is presented to us as
ronic |'!I'HI.IFHFT}'IL‘ fact that the f{}!‘lm:l‘]j.'
enlightened bourgeoisie of Germany has sur-
rendered all cultural life and 1s now mum-
mified in superstitions and idolatries which
make all cultural dialogue impossible.

The Merzbaw's grottoes reveal only some of
the concepts underlving it. Other themes
had already been indicated in the Sacied
_-'._fj"Fffn'rm, ones which also atfect substantially
the Cathedral of Erotic Misery. 'T'he polymor-
phic eroticism which enable the saint in the
fiftcenth-century legend to succeed in her
refusal to marry-the heathen suitor permeates
the entire Dadaist aesthenie. Do we not find
concealed behind the bearded saint of the
legend the moustachioed Mona Lisa,

L A1.0.0.0. (hg. 3), which Duchamp pub-
lished in March 1920 1in Picabia’s journal

391 2" Duchamp himself was playving an
ambiguous sexual game in his appearance as
Rrose Selavy, an atfront against the socially
established unidimensional view of sex.
Raoul Hausmann also assumed an androgy-
nous role in Monna Hausmann, his Friendship
Grotto 1 the Merzbau, by atfixing his own
portrait to the tace ot the Mona Lisa. Schwit-
ters proceeded differently and in reverse, tor
he repeatedly atrached the words “Anna
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asted-over portrait photograph of
Schwitters on an :uh'urriﬁing pu&;tc:u‘d

Fig. 4

Blume™ to his own portrait (fig. 4). And
mav we not see in the Werzsiule (fig. 5) with
which Schwirtters inaugurated the Merzhau a
poor relation of the ‘divine” androgyvnous
I.ros, solidihied here into a bust, and who
now appears with its doll’s head as an echo of
the hermaphrodite primeval child? A fantasy
of melancholy encircles this column as it does
the mourning Muses of de Chirico.

The Cathedral svmbolically points the way
to Revelation and Salvation: to Schwitters,
androgyny seemed a necessary stage on this

beurt Schwitters, Merzsédude in the Hanover

Fig. 3

Merzhare

path. The fetish grottoes had similarly con-
tained a pale, fragmentary reflection of the
libido. The word “Merz” 1s stuck on to the
base of the hermaphroditie sculpture in
many places as a kind of pictorial incanta-
tion. T'he conception of Merz art; the
metamorphosis of certainty ; the stll unde-
fined; the self-destroving logos of language
as found in Schwitters’s sound poetry; the
obscuring of anything unequivocal as a result
of the Merzbau's disclosure of the multi-lay-
cred nature of subjectivity —all this was
bound up with erotic-aesthetic drives which

are deeply androgvnous.,

It becomes clear that Schwitters developed
his ideas for Merz art in many respects from
Dadaist principles. In his own arbitrary way
he represented the notion, accepted by the
Dadaists, of “buffoonery and requiem”
|:|;_*insL_[ L‘|:|Ht:|j.' allied, as | !Hgn Ball had ex-
pressed it If we are to believe Huelsenbeck
it was not foolhardiness, love of adventure,
boldness, sharpness, personal effectiveness,
nor a desire to prosclytize' that charac-
terized Schwitters. These were all important
traits in the eves of the Berlin Dadaists and
partly determined the pamphleteer nature of
their montages and socio-satirical works.
Neither was Schwitters “the genius in the
frock-coat™' ¥ as he was represented by the



Berlin Dadaists and by Huelsenbeck in par-
ticular. The black suit which Schwitters
tavoured and in which he is depicted on
many portrait postcards was intimately con-
nected with his vision of himself as a dandy.
The Berlin Dadaists totally overlooked the
fact that this black outfit was for Schwitters a
disguise, particularly useful in the provineial
town of Hanover. With this outfit of “black
uniformity” Schwitters was rese rting to a
tactic alreadv used by Baudelaire, for whom
the black suit was a *pocetic’ expression of a
“public state of mind” - “the symbol of
eternal sadness . . . as represented by an
interminable series of invitations to funerals,
vitations to political funerals, to erotic fun-
crals, to private funerals. We are all celebrat-
ing some burial or other.”'4

Does not the melancholic interpretation of
the black suit make the Catbedral of Erotic Mis-
ery more intelligible? In this guise its ereator,
in his ascetic black, integrated himself as an
artefact unobtrusively and with dandyish
humour into socicty. Schwitters’s humour
was a playful, conciliatory kind of narcissism
which insulated him against the suffering of
the real world.

With an apparently stoical calm he elicited
trom the doomed patchwork of society the

small, insignificant word “und” —a word
which was to become the dominating signal
within the Und Picture (fig. 6). ‘Things

which seemed grotesque and indeed nonsen-
sical (and which were meant to scem pre-
cisely that) took on a complex quality which
expressed very accurately their cultural-
critical coherence. “It appears that the Und
between things has rebelled,” wrote Franz
Werfel as early as 1914, “we are all pushed
into a terifying immensity. The very wealth
of upinions and organisms make us despair.
Faced with one detail, to which no order
aIves a Unity, we are powerless. i*ﬁ'::l‘}'thiﬂg
15 in chaos and a fearful loneliness renders us
silent. ™5 If the Und collage does contain this
melancholy view, distance and indeed Irony
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Fig.6  Kurt Schwitters, The Und Picture, 19149

are also attached to the little word “und”
and rhe same mayv be said of “na und ?!™
(“so what?!").

This artistic strategy enabled Schwitters
not onlv to develop aesthetic concepts out of
the rootlessness sadly noted by Werfel, but
cven to exorcize this rootlessness by setting
against 1t an all-embracing capacity for rela-
tionships. “Merz means creating relation-
ships, preferably between all things under
the sun. ™ The disturbed relationship be-
tween things and the world — which was the
basic premise of the Berlin Dadaist montage
work — was to be replaced in Merz art by the
relationship arising from the things them-
selves. The material, the form., “the choice.
the diffusion. the distortion ‘of the matenials’,
the separation, the twisting, the covering or
painting over” — these things are now raised
to the status of content.'” |'he power to
arrange things, which reality denies the
artist, was now exercised to the full in the
work of art in a vengefully manv-sided and
imaginative way and in the form of solipsistic
rituals, in libidinous objects reflecting the
self and in fetishes. This indicates that
Schwitters referred only indireetly o reality.
He needed to preserve mementoes of reality
and this he did with his obsession for collect-
ing things, “like a hunter in the Elvsian
tields of the inventory™, as Walter Benjamin
put it. In his collecting Schwirtters secured
traces of hife and established a durable
counterbalance to the ephemeral nature of
existence and, as a narcissistic nature, para-
doxically confronted his own obsessively
accumulated objectification; this is the result
of his “uncanny gift for reduplicating him-
selt” (Hugo von Hotmannsthal). In this way
traces of life and death mingled, and the
same was true of subject and object.

“5So that nothing shall be lost, even if it is
false and dull™® — 1t was this attitude which
he also had towards his academice training
and his nature studies that formed an essen-
tial difference between Schwitters and the
Ll}'l‘:;‘llﬂit Dadaists of his Lil'l_"l.'. “For | I'L'!:f:_'ll'tl
it as vitally important,”™ he maintained,

“that in the end the whole of life with all its
aspirations should stand there in its entirety.
I have nothing to hide.” The model for this
was his Merzbau in which he included along
with his collages and assemblages individual
nature studies such as Flooded Meadows
(1914) with the Merzsiule in the background.

Not only did he attempt to weave certain
works into the Merzbhae, he also wished to
come to terms with an over-burdened mem-
ory of the period in which he lived. [t wasa
time which was reproducing itself in an
inflationary style as it surged forward. This
inflation was particularly noticeable in the
consumption of paper which proceeded ar an
ever increasing rate and in greater and
greater volume. The city, too, Schwitters
also saw as a body constantly bursting its
bounds, constantly dih‘intugmring and con-
stantly reproducing itself. In all its fragments
this was to be reflected in Merz art. All the

Nurt Sehwireers 447

47

iy fi |

|I':{ 7 Ortvo Dix, Sufetka, the Tartoved
Wawmder, 1920

trivial documents of the hectic daily round of
a town's hife were drawn into Schwitters's
work — tickets of all kinds, cuttings from
newspapers and t'n:lg-.'l?.h]tﬁ, all are woven in.
Urban man s reflected in these documents as
the “restless slave of his own gadgets . . .

less as a human being” (Kurt Tucholsky).

He 1s there as a passenger, a diner in a restau-
rantg, as a I‘luu':w'p:ll‘u:l' I‘L‘:Il.iL‘r, a [!".I‘I.'L']ll:l' 011 a4
bus, as a customer in places of entertain-
ment. The big town jeopardizing itself in this
way was not allegorized as 1t was by Dix in
his Suleika, the Tatoved Wonder (19205 fig. 7);
in the Merzban and in Schwitters's collages

we find echoes of the “erotic misery™ of a
dream industry which especially during the
vears of the inflation created appetites which
could never be satiated. In the collage
labelled Mz gy: Griinfleck* (1920; fig. 8)
Schwitters juxtaposed the word “for”
(wihnch 1s shorthand for “."'L'i{mu}.' p;u'd for'™)
with scraps of advertisements from the yvears
of the inflation. These are for unobtainable
luxury items like chocolate, coffee, ciga-
rettes. They show the power of commerce
from which the word “Merz" 1s derived, for
in times of acute shortage “the heart oOes
trom sugar to coffee™ (Schwitrers),

Perhaps the shortening of the Katbedrale des
erotischen Flends to Kdels 1s not accidental since
“KaDeWe™ was the abbreviated name of
one of the big stores in Berlin, the Kauthaus
des Westens. *' If the big stores were in
Baudelaire’s eves the “ivresse religicuse des
arandes villes™* and if he saw in them
“temples dedicated to this intoxication™3
the Catbedral of Erotic Misery, with its cult-like
presentation of things, also alicnated the
gleetul dressing-up of the wares in these new
cathedrals.
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Fig. 8 Kure Schwirters, Merz gy Griinfleck, 1920

Justas “the lyrical frenzy of the material”
has replaced “the long exhausted psvehol-
ogy of the human™+ so did Schwitters in the
Grottoes of Friendship replace friends with vari-
ous objects associated with them. This he did
with humorous objectivity. A thick pencil,
for example, stands for Mies van der Rohe, a
key and a prescription for Dr Steinitz, a pair
of socks for Moholv-Nagv, a cut-off tie for
van Doesburg, a tutt of hair for Hans Rich-
ter, while Sophie "Liuber-Arp is represented
by her brassiere. In one wav Schwitters se-
cured the memory of his friends and gave life
to those articles, and in another way the dis-
plav of the objects reflected, albeit gro-
tesquely, the material objectification of inter-
personal relationships. These fetishes are
selected with humour and make clear a frag-
mented pereeption of people which loses
itself in details, taking them for the whole.

In the Merzbau (fig. 9) and in his Merz col-
lﬂgu:-; Schwitters allows associations of time,
life, companionships, reality, play and
imagination to filter through. These then set

loose a stream of consciousness which starts
off further impressions and memories, 'This
gIves rise to an organic process of growth
itself which transcends and excels the “dead
body of the object™.?5 In the Merzbau “the
inner form of time seems to regain the three-
dimensional extension™ " of which it had
been deprived by its functional use. The
metamorphic subject has found its ideal loca-
tion in the Merzbau. “Where experience in
the strict meaning of the word prevails, cer-
tain contents of the individual past come into
conjunction in the memory with clements of
the collective past. ™7 In this way the Merz-
bau 1s able to present a union berween subjec-
tive and collective experience. It assumes the
significance which originally belonged to
“the cathedrals™ and more especially to the
cults with their ceremonials. In them the pre-
sent, memory and expectation were fused
mto a revelation, and i the experience they
formed a unity of disparate parts.

This mythical experience united Schwit-
ters with Hans Christian Andersen’s col-
lages*® which are uncannily similar to his
own. Hans Christian Andersen (18035-1875)
wove things filled with the spirit of the time
into the enigmatic rebus of the private
hieroglyphics of his collages. One example 15
agiven here in the collage from the Kinderbuch
der Agnete Lind (1894 fig. 10) of which there
are four further versions. It was not only the
plavtul method of his collages that Andersen
had in common with Schwitters; he also
shared his passion for collecting. For his col-
lages he compiled a wealth of cut-our
silhoucttes, glossy pictures, portraits, labels,
series of comic pictures, lottery and entrance
tickets, etc. An overt allegorized form ot
memory, very much like a “strange
dream”,* is visible in Andersen’s collages,
and then enclosed again in the theme of a
fairy-tale. Just as the Surrealists found their
nineteenth-century poetic forbear in Lewis
Carroll, a kind of cmlnr-.:rll:ll;lm:iﬂg memory,
so Schwitters unconsciously stepped into the
myvstical legacy of Hans Christian Andersen.
Andersen and Carroll, who both lived in the

Hg. i) The Hanover
Merzban, with the later
state of the Merzsiule on
the right

Hans Christian Andersen, Page from the
Kinderbuch der Agnete Lind, recalling Andersen’s fel-
low poets Holberg, Ingemann and Kingo, and
Weber's Freischiitz

|'ig- 10

cra of the great world exhibitions, based the
fetishistic nature of things on a new poctic
principle of construction — they supplied the
dream, the unconscious and above all the ele-
ment of plﬂ}'., knowing that “in this most

arid century the entire dream-energy of soci-
ety has fled into the silent, impenetrable
nebulous world of tashion, into which reason
cannot follow” .3 In Andersen’s poetic vision
of himsclf he was a fool, an outcast from soci-
ety burving himself in drawing, painting,
making cut-outs, composing |}'rir:5, dramas,
plﬂ}'}i, ballets, writing memoirs and telling
stories. So far the links in style, in the use of
the grotesque, and 1n the use of humour 1n
the poetry and art of this Pierrot of the North
have not been mvestigated in relation to
Schwitters's art. Another such Pierrot was
Wilhelm Busch, whose “pious Helene™ was
an ancestress of Schwitters’s Anna Blume
and who is quoted in the Merzbau. In their
work. both these artists reveal the subversive
forces which he beneath the surface of the
cosv culture of the Biedermeier.
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