
35-1 Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, 1912. Oil on canvas, 4� 10� � 2� 11�. Philadelphia Museum of Art,
Philadelphia (Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection).

The Armory Show of 1913 introduced European avant-garde art to America. Duchamp’s figure in motion down a staircase in a
time continuum reveals the artist’s indebtedness to Cubism and Futurism.
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The first half of the 20th century was a period of significant upheaval worldwide. Between 1900 and
1945, the major industrial powers expanded their colonial empires, fought two global wars, wit-

nessed the rise of Communism, Fascism, and Nazism, and suffered the Great Depression. These decades
were also a time of radical change in the arts when painters and sculptors challenged some of the most
basic assumptions about the purpose of art and what form an artwork should take.

During the 19th century, the development of modern nation-states and advanced industrial soci-
eties in Europe and America had led to frenzied imperialist expansion. By the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury (MAP 35-1), Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, Spain, and Portugal all had footholds in
Africa. In Asia, Britain ruled India, the Dutch controlled Indonesia’s vast archipelago, the French held
power in Indochina, and the Russians ruled Central Asia and Siberia. Japan began rising as a new and
formidable Pacific power that would stake its claims to empire in the 1930s. This imperialism was capi-
talist and expansionist, establishing colonies as raw-material sources, as manufacturing markets, and as
territorial acquisitions. Early-20th-century colonialism also often had the missionary dimension of
bringing the “light” of Christianity and civilization to “backward peoples” and educating “inferior races.”

Nationalism and rampant imperialism also led to competition. Eventually, countries negotiated al-
liances to protect their individual state interests. The conflicts between the two major blocs—the Triple
Alliance (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy) and the Triple Entente (Russia, France, and Great
Britain)—led to World War I, which began in 1914. The slaughter and devastation of the Great War
lasted until 1918. Not only were more than nine million soldiers killed in battle, but the introduction of
poison gas in 1915 added to the horror of humankind’s inhumanity to itself. Although the United States
tried to remain neutral, it finally felt compelled to enter the war in 1917. In 1919, the 27 Allied nations
negotiated the official end of World War I, whose legacy was widespread misery, social disruption, and
economic collapse—the ultimate effects of nationalism, imperialism, and expansionist goals.

The Russian Revolution exacerbated the global chaos when it erupted in 1917. Dissatisfaction with
the regime of Tsar Nicholas II (r. 1894–1917) had led workers to stage a general strike, and the monarchy’s
rule ended with the tsar’s abdication in March. In late 1917 the Bolsheviks wrested control of the country
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from the ruling provisional government. The Bolsheviks, a faction of
Russian Social Democrats led by Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924), pro-
moted violent revolution. Once in power, Lenin nationalized the land
and turned it over to the local rural soviets (councils of workers and
soldiers’ deputies). After extensive civil war, the Communists, as they
now called themselves, succeeded in retaining control of Russia and
taking over an assortment of satellite countries in Eastern Europe.
This new state took the official name the Union of Soviet Socialist Re-
publics (USSR, or Soviet Union) in 1923.

Economic upheaval followed on the heels of war and revolution.
The Great Depression of the 1930s dealt a serious blow to the stabil-
ity of Western countries. Largely due to the international scope of
banking and industrial capitalism, the economic depression deeply
affected the United States and many European countries. By 1932 un-
employment in the British workforce stood at 25 percent, and 40 per-
cent of German workers were without jobs. Production in the United
States plummeted by 50 percent.

This economic disaster, along with the failure of postwar treaties
and the League of Nations to keep the peace, provided a fertile breed-
ing ground for destabilizing forces to emerge once again. In the 1920s
and 1930s, totalitarian regimes came to the fore in several European
countries. Benito Mussolini (1883–1945) headed the nationalistic
Fascist regime in Italy. Joseph Stalin (1879–1953) consolidated his
control of the Soviet Union by 1929. Concurrently, in Germany
Adolf Hitler (1889–1945) built the National Socialist German Work-
ers Party (also known as the Nazi Party) into a mass political move-
ment and eliminated all opposition.

These ruthless seizures of power led to the many conflicts that
evolved into World War II. This catastrophic struggle erupted in
1939 when Germany invaded Poland, and Britain and France de-
clared war on Germany. Eventually, the conflict earned its designa-
tion as a world war. While Germany and Italy fought most of Europe
and the Soviet Union, Japan invaded China and occupied In-
dochina. After the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in Hawaii in
1941, the United States declared war on Japan. Germany, in loose al-
liance with Japan, declared war on the United States, which joined
the conflict in Europe on the side of Britain and France. Although
most of the concerns of individual countries participating in World
War II were territorial and nationalistic, other agendas surfaced as
well. The Nazis, propelled by Hitler’s staunch anti-Semitism, sought
to build a racially exclusive Aryan state. This resolve led to the horror
of the Holocaust, the killing of nearly two out of every three Euro-
pean Jews.

World War II drew to an end in 1945, when the Allied forces de-
feated Germany, and the United States dropped atomic bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan. The shock of the war’s physical,
economic, and psychological devastation immediately tempered the
elation people felt at the conclusion of these global hostilities.

EUROPE, 1900 TO 1920
Like other members of society, artists deeply felt the effects of the
political and economic disruptions of the early 20th century. As the
old social orders collapsed and new ones, from communism to cor-
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MAP 35-1 Colonial empires around 1900.

0 1500 3000 miles

0 1500 3000 kilometers

CANADA

BRITISH

FRENCH

GUIANAS

LIBYA EGYPT

SUDAN

BRITISH E. AFRICA

NIGERIA

ADEN

FALKLAND IS.
(British)

ERITREA

ITALY

GERMANY

PACIFIC OCEAN

ARCTIC OCEAN ARCTIC OCEAN

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

INDIAN
OCEAN

PACIFIC
OCEAN

UNITED
STATES

HAWAII
(U.S.)

DUTCH

UNION OF
S. AFRICA

GERMAN
SOUTHWEST

AFRICA

ANGOLA

MOZAMBIQUE

MADAGASCAR

BELGIAN
CONGOCAMEROON

GOLD COAST

SIERRA
LEONE

GERMAN
E. AFRICA

ITALIAN
SOMALILAND

BRITISH
SOMALILAND

FRENCH
WEST AFRICA

RIO DE ORO

GAMBIA (British)

PORTUGUESE
GUINEA

OTTOMAN
EMPIRE

PORTUGAL SPAIN

FRANCE
BELGIUM

NETHERLANDS

GREAT
BRITAIN

ICELAND

DENMARK

INDIA
BURMA

FRENCH
INDO-
CHINA

DUTCH EAST INDIES

PHILIPPINES

AUSTRALIA

NEW
ZEALAND

JAPAN

RUSSIA

GREENLAND

SPANISH
MOROCCO

Belgian Empire

British Empire

Danish Empire

Dutch Controlled

French Empire

German Empire

Italian Controlled

Japanese Empire

Ottoman Empire

Portuguese Empire

Russian Empire

Spanish Controlled

United States Controlled

Independent Nations

3555_W_KleinerCh35.qxd  9/5/07  2:12 PM  Page 910



porate capitalism, took their places, artists searched for new defini-
tions of and uses for art in a changed world.

Already in the 19th century, each successive modernist move-
ment—Realism, Impressionism, and Post-Impressionism—had chal-
lenged artistic conventions with ever-greater intensity. This relentless
challenge gave rise to the avant-garde (“front guard”), a term derived
from 19th-century French military usage. The avant-garde were sol-
diers sent ahead of the army’s main body to reconnoiter and make
occasional raids on the enemy. Politicians who deemed themselves
visionary and forward-thinking subsequently adopted the term. It
then migrated to the art world in the 1880s, where it referred to
artists who were ahead of their time and who transgressed the limits
of established art forms.

These artists were the vanguard, or trailblazers. The avant-garde
rejected the classical, academic, and traditional, and zealously ex-
plored the premises and formal qualities of painting, sculpture, and
other media. The Post-Impressionists were the first artists labeled
avant-garde. Although the general public found avant-garde art in-
comprehensible, the principles underlying late-19th-century mod-
ernism appealed to increasing numbers of artists as the 20th century
dawned. Avant-garde artists in all their diversity became a major
force during the first half of the 20th century and beyond.

Avant-garde principles emerged forcefully in European art of
the early 1900s in the general movement that art historians call 
Expressionism, a term used over the years in connection with a wide
range of art. At its essence, Expressionism refers to art that is the re-
sult of the artist’s unique inner or personal vision and that often has
an emotional dimension. This contrasts strongly with most Western
art produced since the Renaissance that focused on visually describ-
ing the empirical world. The term “Expressionism” first gained cur-
rency after Der Sturm, an avant-garde periodical initially published
in Munich, popularized it.

Fauvism
One of the first movements to tap into this pervasive desire for 
expression was Fauvism. In 1905, at the third Salon d’Automne in
Paris, a group of young painters exhibited canvases so simplified 
in design and so shockingly bright in color that a startled critic,
Louis Vauxcelles (1870–1943), described the artists as fauves (wild
beasts). The Fauves were totally independent of the French Acad-
emy and the “official” Salon (see “Academic Salons and Indepen-
dent Art Exhibitions,” Chapter 31, page 823). Driving the Fauve
movement was a desire to develop an art having the directness of
Impressionism but also embracing intense color juxtapositions and
their emotional capabilities.

Building on the legacy of artists such as van Gogh and Gauguin
(see Chapter 31), Fauve artists went even further in liberating color
from its descriptive function and using it for both expressive and
structural ends. They produced portraits, landscapes, still lifes, and
nudes of spontaneity and verve, with rich surface textures, lively lin-
ear patterns, and, above all, bold colors. The Fauves employed star-
tling contrasts of vermilion and emerald green and of cerulean blue
and vivid orange held together by sweeping brush strokes and bold
patterns. Thus, these artists explored both facets of Expressionism.
They combined outward expression, in the form of a bold release 
of internal feelings through wild color and powerful, even brutal,
brushwork, and inward expression, awakening the viewer’s emotions
by these very devices.

The Fauve painters never officially organized, and the looseness
of both personal connections and stylistic affinities caused the Fauve

movement to begin to disintegrate almost as soon as it emerged.
Within five years, most of the artists had departed from a strict ad-
herence to Fauve principles and developed their own, more personal
styles. During the brief existence of the movement, however, the
Fauve artists made a remarkable contribution to the direction of
painting by demonstrating color’s structural, expressive, and aes-
thetic capabilities.

HENRI MATISSE The dominant figure of the Fauve group was
Henri Matisse (1869–1954), who believed that color could play a
primary role in conveying meaning and focused his efforts on devel-
oping this premise. In an early painting, Woman with the Hat (FIG.
35-2), Matisse depicted his wife Amélie in a rather conventional
manner compositionally, but the seemingly arbitrary colors imme-
diately startle the viewer, as does the sketchiness of the forms. The
entire image—the woman’s face, clothes, hat, and background—
consists of patches and splotches of color juxtaposed in ways that
sometimes produce jarring contrasts. Matisse explained his ap-
proach: “What characterized fauvism was that we rejected imitative
colors, and that with pure colors we obtained stronger reactions.”1

For Matisse and the Fauves, therefore, color became the formal ele-
ment most responsible for pictorial coherence and the primary con-
veyor of meaning (see “Matisse on Color,” page 912).

35-2 Henri Matisse, Woman with the Hat, 1905. Oil on canvas,
2� 7 3–4 � � 1� 11 1–2�. San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco
(bequest of Elise S. Haas).

Matisse portrayed his wife Amélie using patches and splotches of
seemingly arbitrary colors. He and the other Fauve painters used color
not to imitate nature but to produce a reaction in the viewer.
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In an essay entitled “Notes of a Painter,” published in the Parisian
journal La Grande Revue on Christmas Day, 1908, Henri Matisse

responded to his critics and set forth his principles and goals as a
painter. The excerpts that follow help explain what Matisse was try-
ing to achieve in paintings such as Harmony in Red (FIG. 35-3).

What I am after, above all, is expression. . . . Expression, for me, does

not reside in passions glowing in a human face or manifested by

violent movement. The entire arrangement of my picture is expres-

sive: the place occupied by the figures, the empty spaces around

them, the proportions, everything has its share. Composition is the

art of arranging in a decorative manner the diverse elements at the

painter’s command to express his feelings. . . .

Both harmonies and dissonances of colour can produce agreeable

effects. . . . Suppose I have to paint an interior: I have before me a

cupboard; it gives me a sensation of vivid red, and I put down a red

which satisfies me. A relation is established between this red and the

white of the canvas. Let me put a green near the red, and make the

floor yellow; and again there will be relationships between the green

or yellow and the white of the canvas which will satisfy me. . . . A new

combination of colours will succeed the first and render the totality

of my representation. I am forced to transpose until finally my 

picture may seem completely changed when, after successive modi-

fications, the red has succeeded the green as the dominant colour.

I cannot copy nature in a servile way; I am forced to interpret nature

and submit it to the spirit of the picture. From the relationship I have

found in all the tones there must result a living harmony of colours,

a harmony analogous to that of a musical composition. . . .

The chief function of colour should be to serve expression as well 

as possible. . . . My choice of colours does not rest on any scientific

theory; it is based on observation, on sensitivity, on felt experiences.

. . . I simply try to put down colours which render my sensation.

There is an impelling proportion of tones that may lead me to change

the shape of a figure or to transform my composition. Until I have

achieved this proportion in all parts of the composition I strive to-

wards it and keep on working. Then a moment comes when all the

parts have found their definite relationships, and from then on it

would be impossible for me to add a stroke to my picture without

having to repaint it entirely.* 

* Translated by Jack D. Flam, Matisse on Art (London: Phaidon, 1973), 32–40.

Matisse on Color

A R T I S T S  O N  A R T
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35-3 Henri Matisse, Red Room (Harmony in Red), 1908–1909. Oil on canvas, 5� 11� � 8� 1�. State Hermitage
Museum, Saint Petersburg.

Matisse believed painters should choose compositions and colors that express their feelings. Here, the table and
wall seem to merge because they are the same color and have identical patterning.

1 ft.

3555_W_KleinerCh35.qxd  9/6/07  1:44 PM  Page 912



HARMONY IN RED The maturation of Matisse’s color discover-
ies coalesced in his Red Room (Harmony in Red; FIG. 35-3). The sub-
ject is the interior of a comfortable, prosperous household with a maid
placing fruit and wine on the table, but Matisse’s canvas is radically dif-
ferent from traditional paintings of domestic interiors (FIG. 25-19). The
Fauve painter depicted objects in simplified and schematized fashion
and flattened out the forms. For example, Matisse eliminated the front
edge of the table, making the table, with its identical patterning, as flat
as the wall behind it. The window at the upper left could also be a
painting on the wall, further flattening the space. Everywhere, the
colors contrast richly and intensely. Matisse’s process of overpaint-
ing reveals the importance of color for striking the right chord in the
viewer. Initially, this work was predominantly green, and then he re-
painted it blue. Neither seemed appropriate to Matisse, and not un-
til he repainted this work in red did he feel he had found the right
color for the “harmony” he wished to compose.

ANDRÉ DERAIN Another Fauve painter was André Derain
(1880–1954), who worked closely with Matisse. Like Matisse, Derain
worked to use color to its fullest potential—to produce aesthetic and
compositional coherence, to increase luminosity, and to elicit emo-
tional responses from the viewer. The Dance (FIG. 35-4), in which
several figures, some nude, others clothed, frolic in a lush landscape,
is typical of Derain’s art. The tropical setting and the bold colors re-
flect in part Derain’s study of Paul Gauguin’s paintings (FIGS. 31-18
and 31-19), as does the flattened perspective. Color delineates space,
and Derain indicated light and shadow not by differences in value
but by contrasts of hue. For the Fauves, as for Gauguin and van Gogh,
color does not describe the local tones of objects but expresses the
picture’s content.

German Expressionism
The immediacy and boldness of the Fauve images appealed to many
artists, including the German Expressionists. However, although
color plays a prominent role in contemporaneous German painting,

the expressiveness of the German images is due as much to wrench-
ing distortions of form, ragged outline, and agitated brush strokes.
This approach resulted in savagely powerful, emotional canvases in
the years leading to World War I.

ERNST LUDWIG KIRCHNER The first group of German
artists to explore Expressionist ideas gathered in Dresden in 1905
under the leadership of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880–1938).
The group members thought of themselves as paving the way for a
more perfect age by bridging the old age and the new. They derived
their name, Die Brücke (The Bridge), from this concept. Kirchner’s
early studies in architecture, painting, and the graphic arts had in-
stilled in him a deep admiration for German medieval art. Like the
British artists associated with the Arts and Crafts movement, such as
William Morris (FIG. 31-34), members of Die Brücke modeled
themselves on their ideas of medieval craft guilds by living together
and practicing all the arts equally. Kirchner described their lofty
goals in a ringing statement published in the form of a woodcut in
1913 and titled Chronik der Brücke:

With faith in progress and in a new generation of creators and 

spectators we call together all youth. As youth, we carry the future

and want to create for ourselves freedom of life and of movement

against the long-established older forces. Everyone who reproduces

that which drives him to creation with directness and authenticity

belongs to us.2

These artists protested the hypocrisy and materialistic deca-
dence of those in power. Kirchner, in particular, focused much of his
attention on the detrimental effects of industrialization, such as the
alienation of individuals in cities, which he felt fostered a mecha-
nized and impersonal society. The tensions leading to World War I
further exacerbated the discomfort and anxiety evidenced in the
works of Die Brücke artists.
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35-4 André Derain, The Dance, 1906.
Oil on canvas, 6� 7–8� � 6� 10 1–4�. Fridart
Foundation, London.

Derain worked closely with Matisse, but
the tropical setting and the bold colors 
of The Dance also reflect Derain’s study
of Gauguin’s paintings (FIGS. 31-18 and
31-19), as does the flattened perspective.
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Kirchner’s Street, Dresden (FIG.
35-5) provides a glimpse into the
frenzied urban activity of a bustling
German city before World War I.
Rather than offering the distant,
panoramic urban view of the Impres-
sionists (FIG. 31-5), Kirchner’s street
scene is jarring and dissonant in both
composition and color. The women
in the foreground loom large, ap-
proaching somewhat menacingly. The
steep perspective of the street, which
threatens to push the women directly
into the viewer’s space, increases their
confrontational nature. Harshly ren-
dered, the women’s features make them appear ghoulish, and the gar-
ish, clashing colors—juxtapositions of bright orange, emerald green,
chartreuse, and pink—add to the expressive impact of the image.
Kirchner’s perspectival distortions, disquieting figures, and color
choices reflect the influence of the work of Edvard Munch, who made
similar expressive use of formal elements in The Scream (FIG. 31-27).

EMIL NOLDE Much older than most Die Brücke artists was Emil
Nolde (1867–1956), but because he pursued similar ideas in his
work, the younger artists invited him to join
their group in 1906. (Die Brücke dissolved by
1913, and each member continued to work in-
dependently.) The content of Nolde’s work
centered, for the most part, on religious im-
agery. In contrast to the quiet spirituality and
restraint of traditional religious images, how-
ever, Nolde’s paintings, for example, Saint
Mary of Egypt among Sinners (FIG. 35-6), are
visceral and forceful. Mary, before her conver-
sion, entertains lechers whose lust magnifies
their brutal ugliness. The distortions of form
and color (especially the jolting juxtaposition
of blue and orange) and the rawness of the
brush strokes amplify the harshness of the
leering faces.

Borrowing ideas from van Gogh, Munch, the Fauves, and African
and Oceanic art (see “Primitivism and Colonialism,” page 920), Nolde
and the other Die Brücke artists created images that derive much of
their power from a dissonance and seeming lack of finesse. The harsh
colors, aggressively brushed paint, and distorted forms expressed the
artists’ feelings about the injustices of society and their belief in a
healthful union of human beings and nature. Their use of these di-
verse sources reflects the expanding scope of global contact brought
about by colonialism and international capitalism.

35-5 Ernst Ludwig Kirchner,
Street, Dresden, 1908 (dated 1907). Oil
on canvas, 4� 11 1–4� � 6� 6 7–8�. Museum
of Modern Art, New York.

Kirchner’s perspectival distortions, 
disquieting figures, and color choices
reflect the influence of the Fauves and
of Edvard Munch (FIG. 31-27), who
made similar expressive use of formal
elements.

35-6 Emil Nolde, Saint Mary of Egypt among
Sinners, 1912. Left panel of a triptych, oil on
canvas, 2� 10� � 3� 3�. Hamburger Kunsthalle,
Hamburg.

In contrast to the quiet spirituality of traditional
religious images, Nolde’s paintings produce
visceral emotions and feature distortions of
form, jarring juxtapositions of color, and raw
brush strokes.
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VASSILY KANDINSKY A second major German Expression-
ist group, Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider), formed in Munich in
1911. The two founding members, Vassily Kandinsky and Franz
Marc, whimsically selected this name because of their mutual inter-
est in the color blue and horses. Like Die Brücke, this group pro-
duced paintings that captured their feelings in visual form while also
eliciting intense visceral responses from viewers.

Born in Russia, Vassily Kandinsky (1866–1944) moved to
Munich in 1896 and soon developed a spontaneous and aggressively
avant-garde expressive style. Indeed, Kandinsky was one of the first
artists to explore complete abstraction, as in Improvisation 28 (FIG.
35-7), painted in 1912. Kandinsky fueled his elimination of repre-

sentational elements with his interest in theosophy (a religious and
philosophical belief system incorporating a wide range of tenets
from, among other sources, Buddhism and mysticism) and the oc-
cult, as well as with advances in the sciences. A true intellectual,
widely read in philosophy, religion, history, and the other arts, espe-
cially music, Kandinsky was also one of the few early modernists to
read with some comprehension the new scientific theories of the era
(see “Science and Art in the Early 20th Century,” above). Scientists’
exploration of atomic structure, for example, convinced Kandinsky
that material objects had no real substance, thereby shattering his
faith in a world of tangible things. The painter articulated his ideas
in an influential treatise, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, published in
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In the early 20th century, societies
worldwide contended with discover-

ies and new ways of thinking in a wide
variety of fields, including science.
These new ideas forced people to revise
radically how they understood their
world. In particular, the values and
ideals that were the legacy of the En-
lightenment (see Chapter 29) began to
yield to innovative views. Thus, in-
tellectuals countered 18th- and 19th-
century assumptions about progress
and reason with ideas challenging tra-
ditional notions about the physical uni-
verse, the structure of society, and hu-
man nature. Artists participated in this
reassessment. Modernist artists, in par-
ticular, often acknowledged these new
discoveries and shifting theoretical
bases in their work. Accordingly, much
of the history of early-20th-century
Western art is a history of the rejection
of traditional limitations and defini-
tions both of art and of the universe.

One of the fundamental Enlight-
enment beliefs was faith in science.
Because of its basis in empirical, or
observable, fact, science provided a
mechanistic conception of the universe, which reassured a populace
that was finding traditional religions less certain. As promoted in the
classic physics of Isaac Newton (1642–1727), the universe was a huge
machine consisting of time, space, and matter. The early 20th century
witnessed an astounding burst of scientific activity challenging this
model of the universe. It amounted to what has been called “the second
scientific and technological revolution.” Particularly noteworthy was
the work of various physicists: Max Planck (1858–1947), Albert Ein-
stein (1879–1955), Ernest Rutherford (1871–1937), and Niels Bohr
(1885–1962). With their discoveries, each of these scientists shattered
the existing faith in the objective reality of matter and, in so doing,
paved the way for a new model of the universe. Planck’s quantum the-
ory (1900) raised questions about the emission of atomic energy. In his
1905 paper, “The Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies,” Einstein carried

Planck’s work further by introducing his theory of relativity. He argued
that space and time are not absolute, as postulated in Newtonian
physics. Rather, Einstein explained, time and space are relative to the
observer and linked in what he called a four-dimensional space-time
continuum. He also concluded that matter, rather than a solid, tangible
reality, was actually another form of energy. Einstein’s famous equation
E = mc 2, where E stands for energy, m for mass, and c for the speed of
light, provided a formula for understanding atomic energy. Ruther-
ford’s and Bohr’s exploration of atomic structure between 1906 and
1913 contributed to this new perception of matter and energy. To-
gether, all these scientific discoveries constituted a changed view of
physical nature and contributed to the growing interest in abstraction,
as opposed to the mimetic representation of the world, among early-
20th-century artists like Vassily Kandinsky (FIG. 35-7).

Science and Art in the Early 20th Century

A R T  A N D  S O C I E T Y

35-7 Vassily Kandinsky, Improvisation 28 (second version), 1912. Oil on canvas, 3� 7 7–8� � 5� 3 7–8�.
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York (gift of Solomon R. Guggenheim, 1937).

The scientific theories of Einstein and Rutherford convinced Kandinsky that material objects had no real
substance. He was one of the first painters to explore complete abstraction in his canvases.
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1912. Artists, Kandinsky believed, must express the spirit and their
innermost feelings by orchestrating color, form, line, and space. He
produced numerous works like Improvisation 28, conveying feelings
with color juxtapositions, intersecting linear elements, and implied
spatial relationships. Ultimately, Kandinsky saw these abstractions as
evolving blueprints for a more enlightened and liberated society em-
phasizing spirituality.

FRANZ MARC Like many of the other German Expressionists,
Franz Marc (1880–1916), the cofounder of Der Blaue Reiter, grew
increasingly pessimistic about the state of humanity, especially as
World War I loomed on the horizon. His perception of human be-
ings as deeply flawed led him to turn to the animal world for his sub-
jects. Animals, he believed, were more pure than humanity and thus
more appropriate as a vehicle to express an inner truth. In his quest
to imbue his paintings with greater emotional intensity, Marc fo-
cused on color and developed a system of correspondences between
specific colors and feelings or ideas. In a letter to a fellow Blaue Rei-
ter, Marc explained: “Blue is the male principle, severe and spiritual.
Yellow is the female principle, gentle, happy and sensual. Red is matter,
brutal and heavy.”3 Marc’s attempts to create, in a sense, an iconog-
raphy (or representational system) of color linked him to other
avant-garde artists struggling to redefine the practice of art.

Fate of the Animals (FIG. 35-8) represents the culmination of
Marc’s color explorations. Painted in 1913, when the tension of im-
pending cataclysm had pervaded society, the animals appear trapped
in a forest amid falling trees, some apocalyptic event destroying both
the forest and the animals inhabiting it. The painter distorted the en-
tire scene and shattered it into fragments. Significantly, the lighter
and brighter colors—the passive, gentle, and cheerful ones—are ab-
sent, and the colors of severity and brutality dominate the work. On
the back of the canvas Marc wrote “All being is flaming suffering.”
The artist discovered just how well his painting portended war’s an-
guish and tragedy when he ended up at the front the following year.

His experiences in battle prompted him to write to his wife that Fate
of the Animals “is like a premonition of this war—horrible and shat-
tering. I can hardly conceive that I painted it.”4 His contempt for
people’s inhumanity and his attempt to express that through his art
ended, with tragic irony, in his death in action in 1916.

KÄTHE KOLLWITZ The emotional range of German Expres-
sionism extends from passionate protest and satirical bitterness to
the poignantly expressed pity for the poor in the prints of Käthe
Kollwitz (1867–1945), who had no formal association with any Ex-
pressionist group. The graphic art of Gauguin and Munch stimulated
a revival of the print medium in Germany, especially the woodcut, and
these proved inspiring models. Kollwitz worked in a variety of print-
making techniques, including woodcut, lithography, and etching, and
explored a range of issues from the overtly political to the deeply per-
sonal. One image she explored in depth, producing a number of print
variations, was that of a mother with her dead child. Although she ini-
tially derived the theme from the Christian Pietà, she transformed it
into a universal statement of maternal loss and grief. In Woman with
Dead Child (FIG. 35-9), an etching and lithograph, she disavowed the
reverence and grace that pervaded most Christian depictions of Mary
holding the dead Christ (FIG. 22-12) and replaced those attributes
with an animalistic passion, shown in the way the mother ferociously
grips the body of her dead child. The primal nature of the image is in
keeping with the aims of the Expressionists, and the scratchy lines the
etching needle produced serve as evidence of Kollwitz’s very personal
touch. The impact of this image is undeniably powerful. Not since the
Gothic age in Germany (FIG. 18-51) had any artist produced a
mother-and-son group of comparable emotional power. That Koll-
witz used her son Peter as the model for the dead child no doubt made
the image all the more personal to her. The image stands as a poignant
premonition. Peter died fighting in World War I at age 21.

WILHELM LEHMBRUCK The Great War also deeply affected
Wilhelm Lehmbruck (1881–1919). His figurative sculptures exude

35-8 Franz Marc,
Fate of the Animals, 1913.
Oil on canvas, 6� 4 3–4 � �
8� 9 1–2�. Kunstmuseum,
Basel.

Marc developed a system of
correspondences between
specific colors 
and feelings or ideas. In 
this apocalyptic scene of
animals trapped in a forest,
the colors of severity and
brutality dominate.
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a quiet mood but still possess a compelling emotional sensibility.
Lehmbruck studied sculpture, painting, and the graphic arts in 
Düsseldorf before moving to Paris in 1910, where he developed the
style of his Seated Youth (FIG. 35-10). His sculpture combines the ex-
pressive qualities he much admired in the work of fellow sculptors,

especially the psychological energies of Rodin (FIGS. 31-32 and 31-
33). In Seated Youth, the poignant elongation of human proportions,
the slumped shoulders, and the hands that hang uselessly all impart an
undertone of anguish to the rather classical figure. Lehmbruck’s figure
communicates by pose and gesture alone. Although its extreme pro-

portions may recall Mannerist attenuation
(FIG. 22-43), its distortions announce a new
freedom in interpreting the human figure. For
Lehmbruck, as for Rodin, the human figure
could express every human condition and
emotion. The quiet, contemplative nature of
this sculpture serves both as a personal ex-
pression of Lehmbruck’s increasing depres-
sion and as a powerful characterization of the
general sensibility in the wake of World War I.
Appropriately, the original title of Seated
Youth was The Friend, in reference to the
artist’s many friends who lost their lives in the
war. After Lehmbruck’s tragic suicide in 1919,
officials placed this sculpture as a memorial in
the soldiers’ cemetery in Lehmbruck’s native
city of Duisburg.

35-9 Käthe Kollwitz, Woman with Dead
Child, 1903. Etching and soft-ground etching,
overprinted lithographically with a gold tone
plate, 1� 4 5–8� � 1� 7 1–8�. British Museum,
London.

The theme of the mother mourning over her
dead child comes from images of the Pietà in
Christian art, but Kollwitz transformed it into a
powerful universal statement of maternal loss
and grief.

35-10 Wilhelm Lehmbruck, Seated Youth,
1917. Composite tinted plaster, 3� 4 5–8� � 2� 6�
� 3� 9�. National Gallery of Art, Washington,
D.C. (Andrew W. Mellon Fund).

The poignant elongation of human propor-
tions, the slumped shoulders, and the hands
that hang uselessly all impart an undertone of
anguish to Lehmbruck’s rather classical figure.
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Primitivism and Cubism
The Expressionist departure from any strict adherence to illusionism
in art was a path that other artists followed. Among those who most
radically challenged prevailing artistic conventions and moved most
aggressively into the realm of abstraction was Pablo Picasso.

PABLO PICASSO Born in Spain four years after Gustave
Courbet’s death, Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) mastered all aspects of
late-19th-century Realist technique by the time he entered the
Barcelona Academy of Fine Art in the late 1890s. His prodigious tal-
ent led him to experiment with a wide range of visual expression,
first in Spain and then in Paris, where he settled in 1904. An artist
whose importance to the history of art is uncontested, Picasso made
staggering contributions to new ways of representing the surround-
ing world. Perhaps the most prolific artist in history, he explored vir-
tually every artistic medium during his lengthy career, but remained
a traditional artist in making careful preparatory studies for each
major work. Picasso epitomized modernism, however, in his endur-
ing quest for innovation, which resulted in sudden shifts from one

style to another. By the time he settled permanently in Paris, Pi-
casso’s work had evolved from Spanish painting’s sober Realism
through an Impressionistic phase to the so-called Blue Period
(1901–1904), when, in a melancholy state of mind, he used primar-
ily blue colors to depict worn, pathetic, and alienated figures.

GERTRUDE STEIN By 1906, Picasso was searching restlessly for
new ways to depict form. He found clues in the ancient Iberian sculp-
ture of his homeland and other “primitive” cultures. Inspired by these
sources, Picasso returned to a portrait of Gertrude Stein (FIG. 35-11),
his friend and patron (see “Gertrude and Leo Stein and the Avant-
Garde,” above). Picasso had begun the painting earlier that year but
left it unfinished after more than 80 sittings. When he resumed work
on the portrait, Picasso painted Stein’s head as a simplified planar
form, incorporating aspects derived from Iberian stone heads. Al-
though the disparity between the style of the face and the rest of
Stein’s image is striking, together they provide an insightful portrait
of a forceful, vivacious woman. More important, Picasso had discov-
ered a new approach to the representation of the human form.
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One of the many unexpected developments in the history of
art is that two Americans—Gertrude (1874–1946) and Leo

(1872–1947) Stein—played pivotal roles in the history of the Euro-
pean avant-garde because they provided a hospitable environment
in their Paris home. Artists, writers, musicians, collectors, and critics
interested in progressive art and ideas could meet there to talk and
socialize. Born in Pennsylvania, the Stein siblings moved to 27 rue 
de Fleurus in Paris in 1903. Gertrude’s experimental writing stimu-
lated her interest in the latest developments in the arts. Conversely,
the avant-garde ideas discussed at the Steins’ house influenced her
unique poetry, plays, and other works. She is perhaps best known for
The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), a unique memoir writ-
ten in the persona of her longtime lesbian companion.

The Steins’ interest in the exciting, invigorating debates taking
place in avant-garde circles led them to welcome visitors to their Sat-
urday salons, which included lectures, thoughtful discussions, and
spirited arguments. Often, these gatherings lasted until dawn and in-
cluded not only their French friends but also visiting Americans,
Britons, Swedes, Germans, Hungarians, Spaniards, Poles, and Rus-
sians. Among the hundreds who welcomed the opportunity to visit
the Steins were artists Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque,
Mary Cassatt, Marcel Duchamp, Alfred Stieglitz, and Arthur B.
Davis; writers Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, John dos Pas-
sos, Jean Cocteau, and Guillaume Apollinaire; art dealers Daniel
Kahnweiler and Ambroise Vollard; critics Roger Fry and Clive Bell;
and collectors Sergei Shchukin and Ivan Morosov.

The Steins were avid art collectors, and the works decorating their
walls attracted many visitors. One of the first paintings Leo purchased
was Matisse’s notorious Woman with the Hat (FIG. 35-2), and he sub-
sequently bought numerous important paintings by Matisse and 
Picasso, along with works by Gauguin, Cézanne, Renoir, and Braque.
Picasso, who developed a close friendship with Gertrude, painted her
portrait (FIG. 35-11) in 1907. Gertrude loved the painting so much
that she kept it by her all her life and donated it to the Metropolitan
Museum of Art only upon her death in 1946.

Gertrude and Leo Stein and the Avant-Garde

A R T  A N D  S O C I E T Y

35-11 Pablo Picasso, Gertrude Stein, 1906–1907. Oil on canvas,
3� 3 3–8� � 2� 8�. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (bequest of
Gertrude Stein, 1947).

Picasso had left this portrait of his friend and patron unfinished until 
he decided to incorporate the planar simplicity of ancient Iberian stone
sculptures into his depiction of her face.

1 ft.

3555_W_KleinerCh35.qxd  9/5/07  2:12 PM  Page 918



DEMOISELLES D’AVIGNON The influence of “primitive” art
also surfaces in Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (The Young Ladies of Avignon;
FIG. 35-12), which opened the door to a radically new method of rep-
resenting form in space. Picasso began the work as a symbolic picture
to be titled Philosophical Bordello, portraying two male clients (who,
based on surviving drawings, had features resembling Picasso’s) inter-
mingling with women in the reception room of a brothel on Avignon
Street in Barcelona. One was a sailor. The other carried a skull, an obvi-
ous reference to death. By the time the artist finished, he had elimi-
nated the male figures and simplified the room’s details to a suggestion
of drapery and a schematic foreground still life. Picasso had become
wholly absorbed in the problem of finding a new way to represent the
five female figures in their interior space. Instead of depicting the fig-
ures as continuous volumes, he fractured their shapes and interwove
them with the equally jagged planes that represent drapery and empty

space. Indeed, the space, so entwined with the bodies, is virtually illegi-
ble. Here Picasso pushed Cézanne’s treatment of form and space (FIGS.
31-20 and 31-21) to a new level. The tension between Picasso’s repre-
sentation of three-dimensional space and his conviction that a painting
is a two-dimensional design lying flat on the surface of a stretched can-
vas is a tension between representation and abstraction.

The artist extended the radical nature of Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
even further by depicting the figures inconsistently. Ancient Iberian
sculptures inspired the calm, ideal features of the three young women
at the left, as they had the head of Gertrude Stein (FIG. 35-11). The en-
ergetic, violently striated features of the two heads to the right emerged
late in Picasso’s production of the work and grew directly from his in-
creasing fascination with the power of African sculpture (see “Primi-
tivism and Colonialism,” page 920), which the artist studied in Paris’s
Trocadéro ethnography museum as well as collected and kept in his
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35-12 Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907. Oil on canvas, 8� � 7� 8�. Museum of Modern Art, New York
(acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest).

African and ancient Iberian sculpture and the late paintings of Cézanne influenced this pivotal work, with which Picasso
opened the door to a radically new method of representing forms in space.
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Paris studio (FIG. 35-13). Perhaps responding to the energy of these
two new heads, Picasso also revised their bodies. He broke them into
more ambiguous planes suggesting a combination of views, as if the
observer sees the figures from more than one place in space at once.
The woman seated at the lower right shows these multiple angles most
clearly, seeming to present the viewer simultaneously with a three-
quarter back view from the left, another from the right, and a front

view of the head that suggests seeing the figure frontally as well. Gone is
the traditional concept of an orderly, constructed, and unified pictorial
space that mirrors the world. In its place are the rudimentary begin-
nings of a new representation of the world as a dynamic interplay of
time and space. Clearly, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon represents a dra-
matic departure from the careful presentation of a visual reality. Ex-
plained Picasso: “I paint forms as I think them, not as I see them.”5
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Many scholars have noted that one major source for much of
early-20th-century art is non-Western culture. Many mod-

ernist artists incorporated stylistic elements from the artifacts of
Africa, Oceania, and the native peoples of the Americas—a phenome-
non art historians call primitivism. Some of them, for example, Henri
Matisse and Pablo Picasso (FIG. 35-13), were enthusiastic collectors of
“primitive art,” but all of them could view the numerous non-Western
objects displayed in European and American collections and muse-
ums. During the second half of the 19th century, anthropological and
ethnographic museums began to proliferate. In 1882, the Musée
d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro (now the Musée du quai Branly) in
Paris opened its doors to the public. The Musée Permanent des
Colonies (now the Musée National des Arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie) in
Paris also provided the public with a wide array of objects—weapons,
tools, basketwork, headdresses—from colonial territories, as did the
Musée Africain in Marseilles. In Berlin, the Museum für Völkerkunde
housed close to 10,000 African objects by 1886, when it opened for
public viewing. The Expositions Universelles, regularly scheduled ex-
hibitions in France designed to celebrate industrial progress, included
products from Oceania and Africa after 1851, familiarizing the public
with these cultures. By the beginning of the 20th century, significant
non-Western collections were on view in museums in Liverpool, Glas-
gow, Edinburgh, London, Hamburg, Stuttgart, Vienna, Berlin, Mu-
nich, Leiden, Copenhagen, and Chicago.

The formation of these collections was a by-product of the
rampant colonialism central to the geopolitical dynamics of the 19th
century and much of the 20th century. Most of the Western powers
maintained colonies (MAP 35-1). For example, the United States, Hol-
land, and France all kept a colonial presence in the Pacific. Britain,
France, Germany, Belgium, Holland, Spain, and Portugal divided up
the African continent. People often perceived these colonial cultures
as “primitive” and referred to many of the non-Western artifacts dis-
played in museums as “artificial curiosities” or “fetish objects.” In-
deed, the exhibition of these objects collected during expeditions to
the colonies served to reinforce the perceived “need” for a colonial
presence in these countries. These objects, which often seemed to
depict strange gods or creatures, bolstered the view that these peo-
ples were “barbarians” who needed to be “civilized” or “saved,” and
this perception thereby justified colonialism—including its mission-
ary dimension—worldwide.

Whether avant-garde artists were aware of the imperialistic im-
plications of their appropriation of non-Western culture is unclear.
Certainly, however, many artists reveled in the energy and freshness
of non-Western images and forms. These different cultural products
provided Western artists with new ways of looking at their own art.
Matisse always maintained he saw African sculptures as simply
“good sculptures . . . like any other.”* Picasso, in contrast, believed
“the masks weren’t just like any other pieces of sculpture. Not at all.

They were magic things. . . . mediators” between humans and the
forces of evil, and he sought to capture their power as well as their
forms in his paintings. “[In the Trocadéro] I understood why I was a
painter. . . . All alone in that awful museum, with masks, dolls . . . Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon [FIG. 35-12)] must have come to me that
day.”† Further, “primitive” art seemed to embody a directness, close-
ness to nature, and honesty that appealed to modernist artists deter-
mined to reject conventional models. Non-Western art served as an
important revitalizing and energizing force in Western art.

* Jean-Louis Paudrat, “From Africa,” in William Rubin, ed., “Primitivism” in 20th

Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern (New York: Museum of Modern

Art, 1984), 1:141.
† Ibid.

Primitivism and Colonialism

A R T  A N D  S O C I E T Y

35-13 Frank Gelett Burgess, Pablo Picasso in his studio, Paris,
France, 1908. Collection of the Musée Picasso, Paris.

Picasso was familiar with ancient Iberian art from his homeland and
studied African and other “primitive” art in Paris’s Trocadéro museum.
He kept his own collection of primitive art in his studio.
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GEORGES BRAQUE AND CUBISM For many years,
Picasso showed Les Demoiselles only to other painters. One of the first
to see it was Georges Braque (1882–1963), a Fauve painter who
found it so challenging that he began to rethink his own painting
style. Using the painting’s revolutionary ideas as a point of departure,
together Braque and Picasso formulated Cubism around 1908. Cub-
ism represented a radical turning point in the history of art, nothing
less than a dismissal of the pictorial illusionism that had dominated
Western art since the Renaissance. The Cubists rejected naturalistic
depictions, preferring compositions of shapes and forms abstracted
from the conventionally perceived world. These artists pursued the
analysis of form central to Cézanne’s artistic explorations, and they
dissected life’s continuous optical spread into its many constituent
features, which they then recomposed, by a new logic of design, into a
coherent aesthetic object. For the Cubists, the art of painting had to
move far beyond the description of visual reality. This rejection of ac-
cepted artistic practice illustrates both the period’s aggressive avant-
garde critique of pictorial convention and the public’s dwindling
faith in a safe, concrete Newtonian world in the face of the physics of
Einstein and others (see “Science and Art,” page 915).

The new style received its name after Matisse described some of
Braque’s work to the critic Louis Vauxcelles as having been painted
“with little cubes.” In his review, Vauxcelles described the new paint-
ings as “cubic oddities.”6 The French writer and theorist Guillaume
Apollinaire (1880–1918) summarized well the central concepts of
Cubism in 1913:

Authentic cubism [is] the art of depicting new wholes with formal

elements borrowed not from the reality of vision, but from that of

conception. This tendency leads to a poetic kind of painting which

stands outside the world of observation; for, even in a simple cub-

ism, the geometrical surfaces of an object must be opened out in

order to give a complete representation of it. . . . Everyone must

agree that a chair, from whichever side it is viewed, never ceases to

have four legs, a seat and a back, and that, if it is robbed of one of

these elements, it is robbed of an important part.7

Art historians refer to the first phase of Cubism, developed jointly
by Picasso and Braque, as Analytic Cubism. Because Cubists could not
achieve Apollinaire’s total view through the traditional method of
drawing or painting models from one position, these artists began to
dissect the forms of their subjects. They presented that dissection for
the viewer to inspect across the canvas surface. In simplistic terms, An-
alytic Cubism involves analyzing the structure of forms.

THE PORTUGUESE Georges Braque’s painting The Portuguese
(FIG. 35-14) exemplifies Analytic Cubism. The artist derived the
subject from his memories of a Portuguese musician seen years ear-
lier in a bar in Marseilles. Braque concentrated his attention on dis-
secting the form and placing it in dynamic interaction with the space
around it. Unlike the Fauves and German Expressionists, who used
vibrant colors, the Cubists chose subdued hues—here solely brown
tones—in order to focus the viewer’s attention on form. In The Por-
tuguese, the artist carried his analysis so far that the viewer must
work diligently to discover clues to the subject. The construction of
large intersecting planes suggests the forms of a man and a guitar.
Smaller shapes interpenetrate and hover in the large planes. The way
Braque treated light and shadow reveals his departure from conven-
tional artistic practice. Light and dark passages suggest both chiar-
oscuro modeling and transparent planes that allow the viewer to see
through one level to another. As the observer looks, solid forms
emerge only to be canceled almost immediately by a different read-
ing of the subject.

The stenciled letters and numbers add to the painting’s complex-
ity. Letters and numbers are flat shapes, but as elements of a Cubist
painting such as The Portuguese, they allow the artist to play with the
viewer’s perception of two- and three-dimensional space. The letters
and numbers lie flat on the painted canvas surface, yet the image’s
shading and shapes seem to flow behind and underneath them,
pushing the letters and numbers forward into the viewing space. Oc-
casionally, they seem attached to the surface of some object within
the painting. Ultimately, the constantly shifting imagery makes it
impossible to arrive at any definitive or final reading of the image.
Examining this kind of painting is a disconcerting excursion into
ambiguity and doubt, especially since the letters and numbers seem
to anchor the painting in the world of representation, thereby exac-
erbating the tension between representation and abstraction. Ana-
lytical Cubist paintings radically disrupt expectations about the rep-
resentation of space and time.

ROBERT DELAUNAY Artists and art historians generally have
regarded the suppression of color as crucial to Cubism’s success, but
Robert Delaunay (1885–1941), a contemporary of Picasso and
Braque, worked toward a kind of color Cubism. Apollinaire called
this art style Orphism, after Orpheus, the Greek god with magical
powers of music-making. Apollinaire believed art, like music, was
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35-14 Georges Braque, The Portuguese, 1911. Oil on canvas,
3� 10 1–8� � 2� 8�. Kunstmuseum, Basel (gift of Raoul La Roche, 1952).

The Cubists rejected the pictorial illusionism that had dominated
Western art for centuries. In this painting, Braque concentrated on
dissecting form and placing it in dynamic interaction with space.
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distinct from the representation of the visible world. Delaunay de-
veloped his ideas about color use in dialogue with his Russian-born
wife, Sonia (1885–1974), also an artist. She created paintings, quilts,
other textile arts, and book covers that exploited the expressive capa-
bilities of color. As a result of their artistic explorations, both Delau-
nays became convinced that the rhythms of modern life could best
be expressed through color harmonies and dissonances. Champs de
Mars, or The Red Tower (FIG. 35-15), is one of many paintings De-
launay produced between 1909 and 1912 depicting the Eiffel Tower
(FIG. 31-1). The title Champs de Mars refers to the Parisian field on
which the Eiffel Tower stands, named after the Campus Martius
(Field of Mars) located outside the walls of Republican Rome.

The artist broke Eiffel’s tower into a kaleidoscopic array of col-
ored pieces, which variously leap forward or pull back according to
the relative hues and values of the broken shapes. The structure am-
biguously rises and collapses. Delaunay’s experiments with color dy-
namics strongly influenced the Futurists (discussed later) and the
German Expressionists (he exhibited with Der Blaue Reiter as well as
with Cubists). These artists found in his art a means for intensifying
expression by suggesting violent motion through shape and color.

Some scholars have interpreted Delaunay’s fragmentation of the
Eiffel Tower in Champs de Mars in political terms as a commentary on
societal collapse in the years leading to World War I. Delaunay himself
described the collapsing-tower imagery as “the synthesis of a period of
destruction; likewise a prophetic vision with social repercussions: war,
and the base crumbles.”8 This statement encapsulates well the social
and artistic climate during these years—the destruction of old world

orders and of artistic practices deemed obsolete, as well as the avant-
garde’s prophetic nature and its determination to subvert tradition.

SYNTHETIC CUBISM In 1912, Cubism entered a new phase
called Synthetic Cubism, in which artists constructed paintings and
drawings from objects and shapes cut from paper or other materials
to represent parts of a subject. The work marking the point of de-
parture for this new style was Picasso’s Still Life with Chair-Caning
(FIG. 35-16), a painting in which the artist imprinted a photolitho-
graphed pattern of a cane chair seat on the canvas and then pasted a
piece of oilcloth on it. Framed with a piece of rope, this work chal-
lenges the viewer’s understanding of reality. The photographically
replicated chair-caning seems so “real” that one expects the holes to
break any brush strokes laid upon it. But the chair-caning, although
optically suggestive of the real, is only an illusion or representation
of an object. In contrast, the painted abstract areas do not refer to
tangible objects in the real world. Yet the fact they do not imitate
anything makes them more “real” than the chair-caning. No pretense
exists. Picasso extended the visual play by making the letter U escape
from the space of the accompanying J and O and partially covering it
with a cylindrical shape that pushes across its left side. The letters
JOU appear in many Cubist paintings. These letters formed part of
the masthead of the daily French newspapers (journaux) often
found among the objects represented. Picasso and Braque especially
delighted in the punning references to jouer and jouir—the French
verbs meaning “to play” and “to enjoy.”

COLLAGE After Still Life with Chair-Caning, both Picasso and
Braque continued to explore the medium of collage introduced into the
realm of high art in that work. From the French word “coller” (“to
stick”), a collage is a composition of bits of objects, such as newspaper
or cloth, glued to a surface. Its possibilities can be seen in Braque’s 
Bottle, Newspaper, Pipe, and Glass (FIG. 35-17), done in a variant of
collage called papier collé (“stuck paper”)—gluing assorted paper
shapes to a drawing or painting. Here, charcoal lines and shadows pro-
vide clues to the Cubist multiple views of various surfaces and objects.
Roughly rectangular strips of variously printed and colored paper
dominate the composition. The paper imprinted with wood grain and
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35-16 Pablo Picasso, Still Life with Chair-Caning, 1912. Oil and
oilcloth on canvas, 10 5–8� � 1� 1 3–4 �. Musée Picasso, Paris.

This painting includes a piece of oilcloth imprinted with the photolitho-
graphed pattern of a cane chair seat. Framed with a piece of rope, the
still life challenges the viewer’s understanding of reality.

35-15 Robert Delaunay, Champs de Mars, or The Red Tower, 1911.
Oil on canvas, 5� 3� � 4� 3�. Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago.

Orphism is a kind of color Cubism. Delaunay broke the Eiffel Tower into
a kaleidoscopic array of colored pieces. Some scholars have interpreted
the painting as a commentary on the collapse of society.
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moldings provides an illusion whose concreteness contrasts with the
lightly rendered objects on the right. Five pieces of paper overlap each
other in the center of the composition to create a layering of flat planes
that both echo the space the lines suggest and establish the flatness of
the work’s surface. All shapes in the image seem to oscillate, pushing
forward and dropping back in space. Shading carves space into flat
planes in some places and turns planes into transparent surfaces in oth-
ers. The pipe in the foreground illustrates this complex visual interplay
especially well. Although it appears to lie on the newspaper, it is in fact
a form cut through the printed paper to reveal the canvas surface,
which Braque lightly modeled with charcoal. The artist thus kept his
audience aware that Bottle, Newspaper, Pipe, and Glass is an artwork, a
visual game to be deciphered, and not an attempt to reproduce nature.
Picasso explained the goals of Cubist collage:

Not only did we try to displace reality; reality was no longer in the

object. . . . [In] the papier collé . . . [w]e didn’t any longer want to

fool the eye; we wanted to fool the mind. . . . If a piece of newspaper

can be a bottle, that gives us something to think about in connection

with both newspapers and bottles, too.9

Like all collage, the papier collé technique was modern in its
medium—mass-produced materials never before found in “high”
art—and modern in the way the artist embedded the art’s “message”
in the imagery and in the nature of these everyday materials.

Although most discussions of Cubism and collage focus on the
formal innovations they represented, it is important to note that the
public also viewed the revolutionary and subversive nature of Cub-
ism in sociopolitical terms. The public saw Cubism’s challenge to
artistic convention and tradition as an attack on 20th-century soci-

ety. Many artists and writers of the pe-
riod allied themselves with various an-
archist groups whose social critiques
and utopian visions appealed to pro-
gressive thinkers. It was, therefore, not a
far leap to see radical art, like Cubism, as
having political ramifications. Indeed,
many critics in the French press consis-
tently equated Cubism with anarchism,
revolution, and disdain for tradition.
Picasso himself, however, never viewed
Cubism as a protest movement or even
different in kind from traditional paint-
ing (see “Picasso on Cubism,” page 924).

PICASSO, GUITAR Cubism did not just open new avenues for
representing form on two-dimensional surfaces. It also inspired new
approaches to sculpture. Picasso explored Cubism’s possibilities in
sculpture throughout the years he and Braque developed the style.
Picasso created Guitar (FIG. 35-18) in 1912. As in his Cubist paint-
ings, this sculpture operates at the intersection of two- and three-
dimensionality. Picasso took the form of a guitar (an image that 
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35-18 Pablo Picasso, maquette for Guitar, 1912. Cardboard, string,
and wire (restored), 2� 1 1–4� � 1� 1� � 7 1–2�. Museum of Modern Art,
New York.

In this model for a sculpture of sheet metal, Picasso presented what is
essentially a cutaway view of a guitar, allowing the viewer to examine
both surface and interior space, both mass and void.

35-17 Georges Braque, Bottle, News-
paper, Pipe, and Glass, 1913. Charcoal and
various papers pasted on paper, 1� 6 7–8� �
2� 1 1–4�. Private collection, New York.

This Cubist collage of glued paper is a
visual game to be deciphered. The pipe 
in the foreground, for example, seems 
to lie on the newspaper, but it is actually
cut through the printed paper.
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surfaces in many of his paintings as well) and explored its volume
via flat planar cardboard surfaces. (FIG. 35-18 reproduces the ma-
quette, or model. The finished sculpture was to be made of sheet
metal.) By presenting what is essentially a cutaway view of a guitar,
Picasso allowed the viewer to examine both surface and interior
space, both mass and void. This approach, of course, was completely
in keeping with the Cubist program. Some scholars have suggested
that Picasso derived the cylindrical form that serves as the sound
hole on the guitar from the eyes on masks from the Ivory Coast of
Africa. African masks were a continuing and persistent source of in-
spiration for the artist (see “Primitivism,” page 920). Here, however,
Picasso seems to have transformed the anatomical features of African
masks into a part of a musical instrument—dramatic evidence of his
unique, innovative artistic vision. Ironically—and intentionally—the
sound hole, the central void in a real guitar, is, in Picasso’s guitar, the
only solid form.

JACQUES LIPCHITZ One of the most successful sculptors to
adapt into three dimensions the planar, fragmented dissolution of
form central to Analytic Cubist painting was Jacques Lipchitz
(1891–1973). Born in Lithuania, Lipchitz resided for many years in
France and the United States. He worked out his ideas for many of
his sculptures in clay before creating them in bronze or in stone.
Bather (FIG. 35-19) is typical of his Cubist style. Lipchitz broke the
continuous form of the human body into cubic volumes and planes.
The interlocking and gracefully intersecting irregular facets and
curves recall the paintings of Picasso and Braque and represent a
parallel analysis of dynamic form in space. Lipchitz later produced
less volumetric sculptures that included empty spaces outlined by
metal shapes. In these sculptures, Lipchitz pursued even further the
Cubist notion of spatial ambiguity and the relationship between
solid forms and space.

ALEKSANDR ARCHIPENKO The Russian sculptor Alek-
sandr Archipenko (1887–1964) explored similar ideas, as seen in
Woman Combing Her Hair (FIG. 35-20). In this statuette Archi-
penko introduced, in place of the head, a void with a shape of its
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35-19 Jacques
Lipchitz, Bather,
1917. Bronze,
2� 10 3–4 � � 1� 1 1–4� �
1� 1�. Nelson-Atkins
Museum of Art,
Kansas City (gift of
the Friends of Art).

The interlocking
and gracefully
intersecting irreg-
ular facets and
curves of Lipchitz’s
Bather recall the
Cubist paintings of
Picasso and Braque
and represent a
parallel analysis of
dynamic form in
space.

In 1923, Picasso granted an interview to the Mexican-born painter
and critic Marius de Zayas (1880–1961), who had settled in New

York City in 1907 and in 1911 had been instrumental in putting to-
gether the first exhibition in the United States of Picasso’s paintings. In
their conversation, the approved English translation of which appeared
in the journal The Arts under the title “Picasso Speaks,” the artist set
forth his views about Cubism and the nature of art in general.

We all know that Art is not truth. Art is a lie that makes us realize

truth, at least the truth that is given us to understand. The artist must

know the manner whereby to convince others of the truthfulness of

his lies. . . . They speak of naturalism in opposition to modern paint-

ing. I would like to know if anyone has ever seen a natural work of art.

Nature and art, being two different things, cannot be the same thing.

Through art we express our conception of what nature is not. . . .

Cubism is no different from any other school of painting. The same

principles and the same elements are common to all. . . . Many think

that Cubism is an art of transition, an experiment which is to bring

ulterior results. Those who think that way have not understood it.

Cubism is not either a seed or a foetus, but an art dealing primarily

with forms, and when a form is realized it is there to live its own 

life. . . . Mathematics, trigonometry, chemistry, psychoanalysis,

music, and whatnot, have been related to Cubism to give it an easier

interpretation. All this has been pure literature, not to say nonsense,

. . . Cubism has kept itself within the limits and limitations of paint-

ing, never pretending to go beyond it. Drawing, design, and color

are understood and practiced in Cubism in the spirit and manner

that they are understood and practiced in all other schools. Our

subjects might be different, as we have introduced into painting 

objects and forms that were formerly ignored. . . . [I]n our subjects,

we keep the joy of discovery, the pleasure of the unexpected; our

subject itself must be a source of interest.* 

* Marius de Zayas, “Picasso Speaks,” The Arts (May 1923), 315–326. Reprinted in

Herschel B. Chipp, Theories of Modern Art: A Source Book by Artists and Critics

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968), 263–266.

Picasso on Cubism
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own that figures importantly in the whole design. Enclosed spaces
have always existed in figurative sculpture—for example, the space
between the arm and the body when the hand rests on the hip (FIG.
21-13). But here the space penetrates the figure’s continuous mass
and is a defined form equal in importance to the mass of the bronze.
It is not simply the negative counterpart to the volume. Archipenko’s
figure shows the same fluid intersecting planes seen in Cubist paint-
ing, and the relation of the planes to each other is similarly complex.
Thus, in both painting and sculpture, the Cubists broke through tra-
ditional limits and transformed the medium.

JULIO GONZÁLEZ A friend of Picasso, Julio González
(1876–1942) shared his interest in the artistic possibilities of new
materials and new methods borrowed from both industrial technol-
ogy and traditional metalworking. Born into a family of metalwork-
ers in Barcelona, González helped Picasso construct a number of
welded sculptures. This contact with Picasso in turn allowed González

to refine his own sculptural vocabulary. Using prefabricated bars,
sheets, or rods of welded or wrought iron and bronze, González cre-
ated dynamic sculptures with both linear elements and volumetric
forms. A comparison between his Woman Combing Her Hair (FIG.
35-21) and Archipenko’s version of the same subject (FIG. 35-20) is
instructive. Archipenko’s figure still incorporates the basic shapes of
a woman’s body. González reduced his figure to an interplay of
curves, lines, and planes—virtually a complete abstraction without
any vestiges of traditional representational art. Although González’s
sculpture received limited exposure during his lifetime, his work had
a great impact on later abstract artists working in welded metal.

FERNAND LÉGER AND PURISM Le Corbusier is today
best known as one of the most important modernist architects (FIG.
35-75), but he was also a painter. In 1918 he founded a movement
called Purism, which opposed Synthetic Cubism on the grounds that
it was becoming merely an esoteric, decorative art out of touch with
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35-20 Aleksandr Archipenko, Woman Combing Her Hair, 1915.
Bronze, 1� 1 3–4 � � 3 1–4� � 3 1–8�. Museum of Modern Art, New York
(acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest).

In this statuette Archipenko introduced, in place of the head, a void with
a shape of its own that figures importantly in the whole design. The void
is not simply the negative counterpart of the volume.

35-21 Julio González, Woman Combing Her Hair, 1936. Iron,
4� 4� � 1� 11 1–2� � 2� 5–8�. Museum of Modern Art, New York (Mrs. Simon
Guggenheim Fund).

Using prefabricated metal pieces, González reduced his figure to an
interplay of curves, lines, and planes—virtually a complete abstraction
without any vestiges of traditional representational art.
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the machine age. Purists maintained that machinery’s clean func-
tional lines and the pure forms of its parts should direct the artist’s
experiments in design, whether in painting, architecture, or indus-
trially produced objects. This “machine aesthetic” inspired Fernand
Léger (1881–1955), a French painter who early on had painted with
the Cubists. He devised an effective compromise of tastes, bringing
together meticulous Cubist analysis of form with Purism’s broad
simplification and machinelike finish of the design components. He
retained from his Cubist practice a preference for cylindrical and
tube-shaped motifs, suggestive of machined parts such as pistons
and cylinders.

Léger’s works have the sharp precision of the machine, whose
beauty and quality he was one of the first artists to discover. For ex-
ample, in his film Ballet Mécanique (1924), Léger contrasted inani-
mate objects such as functioning machines with humans in dance-
like variations. Preeminently the painter of modern urban life, Léger
incorporated into his work the massive effects of modern posters
and billboard advertisements, the harsh flashing of electric lights,
the noise of traffic, and the robotic movements of mechanized peo-
ple. These effects appear in The City (FIG. 35-22), an early work
that incorporates the aesthetic of Synthetic Cubism. Its monumental
scale suggests that Léger, had he been given the opportunity, would
have been one of the great mural painters of his age. In a definitive
way, he depicted the mechanical commotion of urban life.

Futurism
Artists associated with another major early-20th-century movement,
Futurism, pursued many of the ideas the Cubists explored. Equally im-
portant to the Futurists, however, was their well-defined sociopolitical
agenda. Inaugurated and given its name by the charismatic Italian poet
and playwright Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876–1944) in 1909,
Futurism began as a literary movement but soon encompassed the vi-
sual arts, cinema, theater, music, and architecture. Indignant over the
political and cultural decline of Italy, the Futurists published numerous

manifestos in which they aggressively advocated revolution, both in so-
ciety and in art. Like Die Brücke and other avant-garde artists, the Fu-
turists aimed at ushering in a new, more enlightened era.

In their quest to launch Italian society toward a glorious future,
the Futurists championed war as a means of washing away the stag-
nant past. Indeed, they saw war as a cleansing agent. Marinetti de-
clared: “We will glorify war—the only true hygiene of the world.”10

The Futurists agitated for the destruction of museums, libraries, and

35-22 Fernand Léger,
The City, 1919. Oil on canvas,
7� 7� � 9� 9 1–2�. Philadelphia
Museum of Art, Philadelphia 
(A. E. Gallatin Collection).

Léger was a champion of the
“machine aesthetic.” In The City,
he depicted the mechanical com-
motion of urban life, incorporating
the effects of billboard advertise-
ments, flashing lights, and noisy
traffic.

35-23 Giacomo Balla, Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash, 1912.
Oil on canvas, 2� 11 3–8� � 3� 7 1–4�. Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo
(bequest of A. Conger Goodyear, gift of George F. Goodyear, 1964).

The Futurists’ interest in motion and in the Cubist dissection of form is
evident in Balla’s painting of a passing dog and its owner. Simultaneity
of views was central to the Futurist program.
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similar repositories of accumulated culture, which they described as
mausoleums. They also called for radical innovation in the arts. Of
particular interest to the Futurists were the speed and dynamism of
modern technology. Marinetti insisted that a racing “automobile
adorned with great pipes like serpents with explosive breath . . . is
more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace” (FIG. 5-82, by then rep-
resentative of classicism and the glories of past civilizations).11 Appro-
priately, Futurist art often focuses on motion in time and space, incor-
porating the Cubist discoveries derived from the analysis of form.

GIACOMO BALLA The Futurists’ interest in motion and in the
Cubist dissection of form is evident in Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash
(FIG. 35-23) by Giacomo Balla (1871–1958). Here, observers focus
their gaze on a passing dog and its owner, whose skirts the artist placed
just within visual range. Balla achieved the effect of motion by repeat-
ing shapes, as in the dog’s legs and tail and in the swinging line of the
leash. Simultaneity of views, as demonstrated here, was central to the
Futurist program (see “Futurist Manifestos,” above).

UMBERTO BOCCIONI One of the artists who cosigned the
Futurist manifesto was Umberto Boccioni (1882–1916), who pro-
duced what is perhaps the definitive work of Futurist sculpture,
Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (FIG. 35-24). This piece high-
lights the formal and spatial effects of motion rather than their
source, the striding human figure. The figure is so expanded, inter-
rupted, and broken in plane and contour that it almost disappears
behind the blur of its movement. Boccioni’s search for sculptural
means for expressing dynamic action reached majestic expression
here. In its power and sense of vital activity, this sculpture surpasses
similar efforts in Futurist painting to create images symbolic of the
dynamic quality of modern life. To be convinced by it, people need
only reflect on how details of an adjacent landscape appear in their
peripheral vision when they are traveling at great speed on a high-
way or in a low-flying airplane. Although Boccioni’s figure bears a
curious resemblance to the ancient Nike of Samothrace (FIG. 5-82),
even a cursory comparison reveals how far the modern work departs
from the ancient one.
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On April 11, 1910, a group of young Italian artists published
Futurist Painting: Technical Manifesto in Milan in an attempt

to apply the writer Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s views on literature
to the visual arts. Signed jointly by Umberto Boccioni (FIG. 35-24),
Carlo Carrà, Luigi Russolo, Giacomo Balla (FIG. 35-23), and Gino
Severini (FIG. 34-25), the manifesto also appeared in an English
translation supervised by Marinetti himself. It states in part:

On account of the persistency of an image on the retina, moving

objects constantly multiply themselves [and] their form changes. . . .

Thus a running horse has not four legs, but twenty. . . .

What was true for the painters of yesterday is but a falsehood today. . . .

To paint a human figure you must not paint it; you must render the

whole of its surrounding atmosphere. . . . [T]he vivifying current of

science [must] soon deliver painting from academic tradition. . . . The

shadows which we shall paint shall be more luminous than the high-

lights of our predecessors, and our pictures, next to those of the muse-

ums, will shine like blinding daylight compared with deepest night. . . .

We declare . . . that all forms of imitation must be despised, all forms

of originality glorified . . . that all subjects previously used must be

swept aside in order to express our whirling life of steel, of pride, of

fever and of speed . . . that movement and light destroy the material-

ity of bodies.*

Two years later, Boccioni published a Technical Manifesto of
Futurist Sculpture, in which he argued that traditional sculpture was
“a monstrous anachronism” and that modern sculpture should be

a translation, in plaster, bronze, glass, wood or any other material,

of those atmospheric planes which bind and intersect things. . . .

Let’s . . . proclaim the absolute and complete abolition of finite lines

and the contained statue. Let’s split open our figures and place the

environment inside them. We declare that the environment must

form part of the plastic whole.†

Boccioni’s own work (FIG. 35-24) is the perfect expression of these
principles and goals.

* Futurist Painting: Technical Manifesto (Poesia, April 11, 1910). Translated by 

Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, in Umbro Apollonio, ed., Futurist Manifestos (Boston:

Museum of Fine Arts, 1970), 27–31.
† Translated by Robert Brain, in ibid., 51–65.

Futurist Manifestos
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35-24 Umberto Boccioni, Unique Forms of Continuity in Space,
1913 (cast 1931). Bronze, 3� 7 7–8� � 2� 10 7–8� � 1� 3 3–4 �. Museum of
Modern Art, New York (acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest).

Boccioni’s Futurist manifesto for sculpture advocated abolishing the
enclosed statue. This running figure is so expanded and interrupted that
it almost disappears behind the blur of its movement.
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This Futurist representation of motion in sculpture has its lim-
itations. The eventual development of the motion picture, based on
the rapid sequential projection of fixed images, produced more con-
vincing illusions of movement. And several decades later in sculp-
ture, Alexander Calder (FIG. 35-61) pioneered the development of
kinetic sculpture—with parts that really move. However, in the early
20th century, Boccioni’s sculpture was notable for its ability to cap-
ture the sensation of motion.

GINO SEVERINI The painting Armored Train (FIG. 35-25) 
by Gino Severini (1883–1966) nicely encapsulates the Futurist pro-
gram, both artistically and politically. The artist depicted a high-tech
armored train with its rivets glistening and a huge booming cannon
protruding from the top. Submerged in the bowels of the train, a row
of soldiers train guns at an unseen target. Severini’s painting reflects
the Futurist faith in the cleansing action of war. Not only are the col-
ors predominantly light and bright, but the artist also omitted death
and destruction—the tragic consequences of war—from the image.
This sanitized depiction of war contrasts sharply with Francisco
Goya’s Third of May, 1808 (FIG. 30-13), which also depicts a uniform
row of anonymous soldiers in the act of shooting. Goya, however,
graphically presented the dead and those about to be shot, and the
dark tones of the work cast a dramatic and sobering pall. Armored
Train captures the dynamism and motion central to Futurism.

In Cubist fashion, Severini depicted all of the objects, from the
soldiers to the smoke emanating from the cannon, broken into facets
and planes, suggesting action and movement. Once World War I
broke out, the Futurist group began to disintegrate, largely because
so many of them felt compelled (given the Futurist support for the
war) to join the Italian army. Some of them, including Umberto
Boccioni, died in the war. The ideas the Futurists promoted became
integral to the Fascism that emerged in Italy shortly thereafter.

Dada
Although the Futurists celebrated World War I and the changes they
hoped it would effect, the mass destruction and chaos that conflict un-
leashed horrified other artists. Humanity had never before witnessed
such wholesale slaughter on so grand a scale over such an extended pe-
riod. Millions died or sustained grievous wounds in great battles. For
example, in 1916, the battle of Verdun (lasting five months) left 500,000
casualties. On another day in 1916, the British lost 60,000 men in the
opening battle of the Somme. The new technology of armaments, bred
of the age of steel, made it a “war of the guns” (as in Severini’s Armored
Train; FIG. 35-25). In the face of massed artillery hurling millions of
tons of high explosives and gas shells and in the sheets of fire from
thousands of machine guns, attack was suicidal, and battle movement
congealed into the stalemate of trench warfare, stretching from the En-
glish Channel almost to Switzerland. The mud, filth, and blood of the
trenches, the pounding and shattering of incessant shell fire, and the
terrible deaths and mutilations were a devastating psychological, as
well as physical, experience for a generation brought up with the doc-
trine of progress and a belief in the fundamental values of civilization.

With the war as a backdrop, many artists contributed to an artis-
tic and literary movement that became known as Dada. This move-
ment emerged, in large part, in reaction to what many of these artists
saw as nothing more than an insane spectacle of collective homicide.
Although Dada began independently in New York and Zurich, it also
emerged in Paris, Berlin, and Cologne, among other cities. Dada was
more a mind-set or attitude than a single identifiable style. As André
Breton (1896–1966), founder of the slightly later Surrealist move-
ment, explained: “Cubism was a school of painting, futurism a politi-
cal movement: DADA is a state of mind.”12 The Dadaists believed
reason and logic had been responsible for the unmitigated disaster of
global warfare, and they concluded that the only route to salvation
was through political anarchy, the irrational, and the intuitive. Thus,
an element of absurdity is a cornerstone of Dada, even reflected in the
movement’s name. There are many explanations for the choice of
“Dada,” but according to an often repeated anecdote, the Dadaists
chose the word at random from a French-German dictionary. Dada is
French for a child’s hobbyhorse. The word satisfied the Dadaists’ de-
sire for something irrational and nonsensical.

The Dadaists’ pessimism and disgust surfaced in their disdain
for convention and tradition. These artists made a concerted and
sustained attempt to undermine cherished notions and assumptions
about art. Because of this destructive dimension, art historians often
describe Dada as a nihilistic enterprise. Dada’s nihilism and its deri-
sive iconoclasm can be read at random from the Dadaists’ numerous
manifestos and declarations of intent:

Dada knows everything. Dada spits on everything. Dada says

“knowthing,” Dada has no fixed ideas. Dada does not catch flies.

Dada is bitterness laughing at everything that has been accomplished,

sanctified. . . . Dada is never right. . . . No more painters, no more

writers, no more religions, no more royalists, no more anarchists,

no more socialists, no more police, no more airplanes, no more uri-

nary passages. . . . Like everything in life, Dada is useless, everything
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35-25 Gino Severini, Armored Train, 1915. Oil on canvas, 3� 10� �
2� 10 1–8�. Collection of Richard S. Zeisler, New York.

Severini’s glistening armored train with protruding cannon reflects 
the Futurist faith in the cleansing action of war. The painting captures
the dynamism and motion central to the Futurist manifesto.
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happens in a completely idiotic way. . . . We are incapable of treating

seriously any subject whatsoever, let alone this subject: ourselves.13

Although cynicism and pessimism inspired the Dadaists, the
movement they developed was phenomenally influential and pow-
erful. By attacking convention and logic, the Dada artists unlocked
new avenues for creative invention, thereby fostering a more serious
examination of the basic premises of art than had prior movements.
But the Dadaists could also be lighthearted in their subversiveness.
Although horror and disgust about the war initially prompted Dada,
an undercurrent of humor and whimsy—sometimes sardonic or 
irreverent—runs through much of the art. For example, Marcel
Duchamp (see page 930) painted a mustache and goatee on a repro-
duction of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. The French painter Fran-
cis Picabia (1879–1953), Duchamp’s collaborator in setting up Dada
in New York, nailed a toy monkey to a board and labeled it Portrait of
Cézanne.

In its emphasis on the spontaneous and intuitive, Dada paralleled
the views of Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and Carl Jung (1875–1961).
Freud was a Viennese doctor who developed the fundamental princi-
ples for what became known as psychoanalysis. In his book The Inter-
pretation of Dreams (1900), Freud argued that the unconscious and in-
ner drives (of which people are largely unaware) control human
behavior. Jung, a Swiss psychiatrist who developed Freud’s theories
further, believed that the unconscious is composed of two facets, a
personal unconscious and a collective unconscious. The collective un-
conscious comprises memories and associations all humans share,
such as archetypes and mental constructions. According to Jung, the
collective unconscious accounts for the development of myths, reli-
gions, and philosophies.

Particularly interested in the exploration of the unconscious as
Freud advocated, the Dada artists believed that art was a powerfully
practical means of self-revelation and catharsis, and that the images
arising out of the subconscious mind had a truth of their own, inde-
pendent of conventional vision. A Dada filmmaker, Hans Richter
(1888–1976), summarized the attitude of the Dadaists:

Possessed, as we were, of the ability to entrust ourselves to “chance,” to

our conscious as well as our unconscious minds, we became a sort of

public secret society. . . . We laughed at everything. . . . But laughter was

only the expression of our new discoveries, not their essence and not

their purpose. Pandemonium, destruction, anarchy, anti-everything 

of the World War? How could Dada have been anything but destruc-

tive, aggressive, insolent, on principle and with gusto?14

JEAN ARP A Dada artist whose works illustrate Richter’s ele-
ment of chance was Zurich-based Jean (Hans) Arp (1887–1966). Arp
pioneered the use of chance in composing his images. Tiring of the
look of some Cubist-related collages he was making, he took some
sheets of paper, tore them into roughly shaped squares, haphazardly
dropped them onto a sheet of paper on the floor, and glued them into
the resulting arrangement. The rectilinearity of the shapes guaranteed
a somewhat regular design (which Arp no doubt enhanced by adjust-
ing the random arrangement into a quasi-grid), but chance had intro-
duced an imbalance that seemed to Arp to restore to his work a special
mysterious vitality he wanted to preserve. Collage Arranged According to
the Laws of Chance (FIG. 35-26) is a work he created by this method.
The operations of chance were for Dadaists a crucial part of this kind of
improvisation. As Richter stated: “For us chance was the ‘unconscious
mind’ that Freud had discovered in 1900. . . . Adoption of chance had
another purpose, a secret one. This was to restore to the work of art its
primeval magic power and to find a way back to the immediacy it had
lost through contact with . . . classicism.”15 Arp’s renunciation of artis-

tic control and reliance on chance when creating his compositions
reinforced the anarchy and subversiveness inherent in Dada.

CABARET VOLTAIRE Among the manifestations of Dada
that matured in 1916 in Zurich were the performances presented at
the Cabaret Voltaire, founded by Dadaist Hugo Ball (1886–1927), a
poet, musician, and theatrical producer. The first Dada perfor-
mances were fairly tame, consisting of musical presentations and
poetry readings. In keeping with Dada thought, however, they
quickly became more aggressive, anarchic, and illogical. Tristan
Tzara (1896–1963) described one of these performances in charac-
teristically absurd Dadaist language:

Boxing resumed: Cubist dance, costumes by Janco, each man 

his own big drum on his head, noise, Negro music/trabatgea

bonoooooo oo ooooo/5 literary experiments; Tzara in tails stands

before the curtain, stone sober for the animals, and explains the new

aesthetic: gymnastic poem, concert of vowels, bruitist poem, static

poem chemical arrangement of ideas, ‘Biriboom biriboom’ saust 

der Ochs im Kreis herum (the ox dashes round in a ring) (Huelsen-

beck), vowel poem a a ò, i e o, a i ï, new interpretation of subjective

folly of the arteries the dance of the heart on burning buildings and

acrobatics in the audience.16
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35-26 Jean (Hans) Arp, Collage Arranged According to the Laws of
Chance, 1916–1917. Torn and pasted paper, 1� 7 1–8� � 1� 1 5–8�. Museum of
Modern Art, New York.

In this collage, Arp dropped torn paper squares onto a sheet of paper
and then glued them into the resulting arrangement. His reliance on
chance in composing images reinforced the anarchy inherent in Dada.
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MARCEL DUCHAMP Perhaps the most influential Dadaist was
Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968), a Frenchman who became the cen-
tral artist of New York Dada but was also active in Paris. In 1913 he ex-
hibited his first “readymade” sculptures, which were mass-produced
common objects—“found objects” the artist selected and sometimes
“rectified” by modifying their substance or combining them with an-
other object. The creation of readymades, he insisted, was free from
any consideration of either good or bad taste, qualities shaped by a
society he and other Dada artists found aesthetically bankrupt. Per-
haps his most outrageous readymade was Fountain (FIG. 35-27), a
porcelain urinal presented on its back, signed “R. Mutt,” and dated.
The “artist’s signature” was, in fact, a witty pseudonym derived from
the Mott plumbing company’s name and that of the short half of the
then-popular Mutt and Jeff comic-strip team. As with Duchamp’s
other readymades, he did not select this object for exhibition be-
cause of its aesthetic qualities. The “art” of this “artwork” lies in the
artist’s choice of object, which has the effect of conferring the status
of art on it and forces the viewer to see the object in a new light. As
he wrote in a “defense” published in 1917, after an exhibition com-
mittee rejected Fountain for display: “Whether Mr. Mutt with his
own hands made the fountain or not has no importance. He CHOSE
it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so that its useful signifi-
cance disappeared under the new title and point of view—created a
new thought for that object.”17 It is hard to imagine a more aggres-
sively avant-garde approach to art. Dada persistently presented stag-
gering challenges to artistic conventions.

THE LARGE GLASS Among the most visually and conceptually
challenging of Duchamp’s works is The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even (FIG. 35-28), often referred to as The Large Glass.
Begun in 1915 and abandoned by Duchamp as unfinished in 1923,

The Large Glass is a simultaneously playful and serious examination of
humans as machines. Consisting of oil paint, wire, and lead foil sand-
wiched in between two large glass panels, the artwork presents the
viewer with an array of images, some apparently mechanical, others
diagrammatic, and yet others seemingly abstract in nature. Duchamp
provided some clues to the intriguing imagery in a series of notes that
accompanied the work. The top half of the work represents “the
bride,” whom Duchamp has depicted as “basically a motor” fueled by
“love gasoline.” In contrast, the bachelors appear as uniformed male
figures in the lower half of the work. They too move mechanically. The
chocolate grinder in the center of the lower glass pane represents mas-
turbation (“the bachelor grinds his own chocolate”). In The Large
Glass, Duchamp provided his own whimsical but insightful rumina-
tions into the ever-confounding realm of desire and sexuality. In true
Dadaist fashion, chance completed the work. During the transporta-
tion of The Large Glass from an exhibition in 1927, the glass panes
shattered. Rather than replace the broken glass, Duchamp painstak-
ingly pieced together the glass fragments. After encasing the recon-
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35-28 Marcel Duchamp, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors,
Even (The Large Glass), 1915–1923. Oil, lead, wire, foil, dust, and varnish
on glass, 9� 1 1–2� � 5� 9 1–8�. Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia
(Katherine S. Dreier Bequest).

The Large Glass is a simultaneously playful and serious examination 
of humans as machines. The bride is a motor fueled by “love gasoline,”
and the male figures in the lower half also move mechanically.

35-27 Marcel Duchamp, Fountain (second version), 1950 (original
version produced 1917). Readymade glazed sanitary china with black
paint, 1� high. Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia.

Duchamp’s “readymade” sculptures were mass-produced objects that
the Dada artist modified. In Fountain, he conferred the status of art on 
a urinal and forced people to see the object in a new light.
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structed work, broken panes and all, between two heavier panes of
glass, Duchamp declared the work completed “by chance.”

Duchamp (and the generations of later artists who were pro-
foundly influenced by his art and especially his attitude) considered
life and art matters of chance and choice freed from the conventions
of society and tradition. Within his approach to art and life, each act
was individual and unique. Every person’s choice of found objects
would be different, for example, and each person’s throw of the dice
would be at a different instant and probably would yield a different
number. This philosophy of utter freedom for artists was fundamen-
tal to the history of art in the 20th century. Duchamp spent much of
World War I in New York, inspiring a group of American artists and
collectors with his radical rethinking of the role of artists and of the
nature of art.

HANNAH HÖCH Dada spread throughout much of western
Europe, arriving as early as 1917 in Berlin, where it soon took on an
activist political edge, partially in response to the economic, social,
and political chaos in that city in the years at the end of and immedi-
ately after World War I. The Berlin Dadaists developed to a new inten-

sity a technique that had been used in
private and popular arts long before 
the 20th century to create a composition
by pasting together pieces of paper. A
few years earlier, the Cubists had named
the process “collage.” The Berliners
christened their version of the technique 
photomontage. Unlike Cubist collage
(FIGS. 35-16 and 35-17), the parts of a
Dada collage consisted almost entirely
of “found” details, such as pieces of
magazine photographs, usually com-
bined into deliberately antilogical com-
positions. Collage lent itself well to the
Dada desire to use chance when creating
art and antiart, but not all Dada collage
was as savagely aggressive as that of the
Berlin photomontagists.

One of the Berlin Dadaists who perfected the photomontage
technique was Hannah Höch (1889–1978). Höch’s photomontages
advanced the absurd illogic of Dada by presenting the viewer with
chaotic, contradictory, and satiric compositions. They also provided
insightful and scathing commentary on two of the most dramatic de-
velopments during the Weimar Republic (1918–1933) in Germany—
the redefinition of women’s social roles and the explosive growth of
mass print media. She revealed these combined themes in Cut with
the Kitchen Knife Dada through the Last Weimar Beer Belly Cultural
Epoch of Germany (FIG. 35-29). In this work Höch arranged an
eclectic mixture of cutout photos in seemingly haphazard fashion.
On closer inspection, however, the viewer can see that the artist care-
fully placed photographs of some of her fellow Dadaists among im-
ages of Marx, Lenin, and other revolutionary figures in the lower
right section, aligning this movement with other revolutionary
forces. She promoted Dada in prominently placed cutout lettering—
“Die grosse Welt dada” (the great Dada world). Certainly, juxtaposing
the heads of German military leaders with exotic dancers’ bodies pro-
vided the wickedly humorous critique central to much of Dada.
Höch also positioned herself in this topsy-turvy world she created.
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35-29 Hannah Höch, Cut with the
Kitchen Knife Dada through the Last
Weimar Beer Belly Cultural Epoch of
Germany, 1919–1920. Photomontage,
3� 9� � 2� 11 1–2�. Neue Nationalgalerie,
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin.

In Höch’s photomontage, photographs 
of some of her fellow Dadaists appear
among images of Marx and Lenin, and 
the artist juxtaposed herself with a map 
of Europe showing the progress of
women.
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A photograph of her head appears in the lower right corner, juxta-
posed with a map of Europe showing the progress of women’s en-
franchisement. Aware of the power both women and Dada had to
destabilize society, Höch made forceful visual manifestations of that
belief.

KURT SCHWITTERS The Hanover Dada artist Kurt Schwit-
ters (1887–1948) followed a gentler muse. Inspired by Cubist collage
but working nonobjectively, Schwitters found visual poetry in the cast-
off junk of modern society and scavenged in trash bins for materials,
which he pasted and nailed together into designs such as Merz 19
(FIG. 35-30). The term “Merz,” which Schwitters used as a generic
title for a whole series of collages, derived nonsensically from the
German word Kommerzbank (commerce bank) and appeared as a
word fragment in one of his compositions. Although nonobjective, his
collages still resonate with the meaning of the fragmented found ob-
jects they contain. The recycled elements of Schwitters’s collages, like
Duchamp’s readymades, acquire new meanings through their new uses
and locations. Elevating objects that are essentially trash to the status of
high art certainly fits within the parameters of the Dada program and
parallels the absurd dimension of much of Dada art. Contradiction,
paradox, irony, and even blasphemy are Dada’s bequest. They are, in the
view of Dada and its successors, the free and defiant artist’s weapons in
what has been called the hundred years’ war with the public.

AMERICA, 1900 TO 1930
Avant-garde experiments in the arts were not limited to Europe. A
wide range of artists engaged in a lively exchange of artistic ideas and
significant transatlantic travel. In the latter part of the 19th century,
American artists such as John Singer Sargent (see Chapter 30), James
Abbott McNeil Whistler, and Mary Cassatt (see Chapter 31) spent
much of their productive careers in Europe, whereas many Euro-
pean artists ended their careers in America, especially in anticipation
of and, later, in the wake of World War I. Visionary patrons sup-
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35-30 Kurt Schwitters, Merz 19, 1920. Paper collage, 7 1–4� � 5 7–8�.
Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven (gift of Collection Société
Anonyme).

Inspired by Cubist collage but working nonobjectively, Schwitters found
visual poetry in the cast-off junk of modern society, which he pasted
and nailed together into striking Dada compositions.

35-31 John Sloan, Sixth Avenue and Thirtieth
Street, New York City, 1907. Oil on canvas, 2� 1–4� �
2� 8�. Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia 
(gift of Meyer P. Potamkin and Vivian O. Potamkin,
2000).

A prominent member of the American Realist group
called The Eight, Sloan captured in his paintings the
bleak and seedy aspects of the rapidly changing
urban landscape of New York City.
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Until the 20th century, the dearth of women artists was often
due to professional institutions that restricted women’s access

to artistic training. For example, the proscription against women
participating in life-drawing classes, a staple of academic artistic
training, in effect denied women the opportunity to become profes-
sional artists. Further, the absence of women from the art historical
canon is also partly because art historians have not considered as
“high art” many of the art objects women have traditionally pro-
duced (for example, quilts or basketry).

By the early 20th century, many of the impediments to women
becoming recognized artists had been removed. Today, women are a
major presence in the art world. One development in the early 20th
century that laid the groundwork for this change was the prominent
role women played as art patrons. These “art matrons” provided 
financial, moral, and political support to cultivate the advancement
of the arts in America. Among these women were Gertrude Vander-
bilt Whitney, Lillie P. Bliss, Mary Quinn Sullivan, Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller, Isabella Stewart Gardner, Peggy Guggenheim, and Jane
Stanford.*

Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney (1875–1942) was a practicing
sculptor and enthusiastic collector. To assist young American artists
such as Robert Henri and John Sloan (FIG. 35-31) to exhibit their
work, she opened the Whitney Studio in 1914. By 1929, dissatisfied
with the recognition accorded young, progressive American artists,
she offered her entire collection of 500 works to the Metropolitan
Museum of Art. Her offer rejected, she founded her own museum,
the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City. She chose
as the first director a visionary and energetic woman, Juliana Force
(1876–1948), who inaugurated a pioneering series of monographs
on living American artists and organized lecture series by influential
art historians and critics. Through the efforts of these two women,
the Whitney Museum became a major force in American art.

A trip to Paris in 1920 whetted the interest of Peggy Guggen-
heim (1898–1979) in avant-garde art. Like Whitney, she collected art
and eventually opened a gallery in England to exhibit the work of in-

novative artists. She continued her support for avant-garde art after
her return to the United States. Guggenheim’s New York gallery,
called Art of This Century, was instrumental in advancing the ca-
reers of many artists, including her husband, Max Ernst (FIG. 35-47).
She eventually moved her art collection to a lavish Venetian palace,
where the public can still view these important artworks.

Other women contributed significantly to the arts, including Lil-
lie P. Bliss (1864–1931), Mary Quinn Sullivan (1877–1939), and Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller (1874–1948). Philanthropists, art collectors, and
educators, these visionary and influential women saw the need for a
museum to collect and exhibit modernist art. Together they estab-
lished the Museum of Modern Art in New York City in 1929, which
became (and continues to be) the most influential museum of mod-
ern art in the world (see “The Museum of Modern Art,” page 954).

Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840–1924) and Jane Stanford
(1828–1905) also undertook the ambitious project of founding mu-
seums. The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, established
in 1903, contains an impressive collection of art that is comprehen-
sive in scope. The Stanford Museum, the first American museum
west of the Mississippi, got its start in 1905 on the grounds of Stan-
ford University, which Leland Stanford Sr. and Jane Stanford
founded after the tragic death of their son. The Stanford Museum
houses a wide range of objects, including archaeological and ethno-
graphic artifacts. These two driven women committed much of their
time, energy, and financial resources to ensure the success of these
museums. Both were intimately involved in the day-to-day opera-
tions of their institutions.

The museums these women established flourish today, attesting
to the extraordinary vision of these “art matrons” and the remark-
able contributions they made to the advancement of art in the
United States.

* Art historian Wanda Corn coined the term “art matronage” in the catalog 

Cultural Leadership in America: Art Matronage and Patronage (Boston: Isabella

Stewart Gardner Museum, 1997).

Art “Matronage” in America
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ported the efforts of American artists to pursue modernist ideas (see
“Art ‘Matronage’ in America,” above).

Painting and Sculpture
The art scene in America before the establishment of a significant
and consistent dialogue with European modernists was, of course,
quite varied. However, many American artists active in the early 20th
century were committed to presenting what they considered to be a
realistic, unvarnished look at life. In this regard, their work parallels
that of the French Realists in the mid-19th century (see Chapter 30).

JOHN SLOAN AND THE EIGHT One group of American
Realist artists, The Eight, consisted of eight painters who gravitated
into the circle of the influential and evangelical artist and teacher
Robert Henri (1865–1929). Henri urged his followers to make “pic-
tures from life,”18 and accordingly, these artists pursued with zeal the

production of images depicting the rapidly changing urban land-
scape of New York City. Because these vignettes often captured the
bleak and seedy aspects of city life, The Eight eventually became
known as the Ash Can School. Some critics referred to them as “the
apostles of ugliness.”

A prominent member of The Eight was John Sloan (1871–1951).
A self-described “incorrigible window watcher,”19 Sloan constantly
wandered the streets of New York, observing human drama. He fo-
cused much of his attention on the working class, which he per-
ceived as embodying the realities of life. So sympathetic was Sloan to
the working class that he joined the Socialist Party in 1909 and even-
tually ran for public office on the Socialist ticket. In paintings such as
Sixth Avenue and Thirtieth Street (FIG. 35-31), Sloan revealed his
ability to capture both the visual and social realities of American ur-
ban life shortly after the turn of the century. When he painted this
image in 1907, Sloan was living on West 23rd Street, on the outskirts
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of the Tenderloin District, an area cluttered with brothels, dance
halls, saloons, gambling dens, and cheap hotels. Sixth Avenue depicts
a bustling intersection. Bracketing the throngs of people filling the
intersection are elevated train tracks on the left and a row of store-
fronts and apartment buildings on the right side of the painting.
These two defining elements of city life converge in the far center
background. Sloan’s paintings also capture a slice of American urban
life in the cross-section of people depicted. In the foreground of
Sixth Avenue, Sloan prominently placed three women. One, in a
shabby white dress, is a drunkard, stumbling along with her pail of
beer. Two streetwalkers stare at her. In turn, two well-dressed men
gaze at the prostitutes. Sloan’s depiction of the women allied him
with reformers of the time, who saw streetwalkers not as immoral
but as victims of an unfair social and economic system. At a time

when traditional art centered on genteel and proper society, Sloan’s
forthright depiction of prostitutes was categorically “Realist.”

ARMORY SHOW One of the major vehicles for disseminating
information about European artistic developments in the United
States was the Armory Show (FIG. 35-32), held in early 1913 (see
“The Armory Show,” above). The exhibition received a hostile re-
sponse from the press. The work the journalists and critics most 
maligned was Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase,
No. 2 (FIG. 35-1). The painting, a single figure in motion down a
staircase in a time continuum, suggests the effect of a sequence of
overlaid film stills. Unlike Duchamp’s contributions to the Dada
movement (FIGS. 35-27 and 35-28), Nude Descending a Staircase has
much in common with the work of the Cubists and the Futurists.
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From February 17 to March 15, 1913, the
American public flocked in large numbers

to view the International Exhibition of Modern
Art (FIG. 35-32) at the 69th Regiment Armory
in New York City. The “Armory Show,” as it
came universally to be called, was an ambitious
endeavor organized primarily by two artists,
Walt Kuhn (1877–1949) and Arthur B. Davies
(1862–1928). The show contained more than
1,600 artworks by American and European
artists. Among the European artists repre-
sented were Matisse, Derain, Picasso, Braque,
Duchamp, Kandinsky, Kirchner, Lehmbruck,
and Brancusi. In addition to exposing American
artists and the public to the latest in European
artistic developments, this show also provided
American artists with a prime showcase for their
work. The foreword to the exhibition catalogue
spelled out the goals of the organizers:

The American artists exhibiting here consider

the exhibition of equal importance for them-

selves as for the public. The less they find

their work showing signs of the develop-

ments indicated in the Europeans, the more

reason they will have to consider whether or

not painters or sculptors here have fallen be-

hind . . . the forces that have manifested

themselves on the other side of the Atlantic.*

On its opening, this provocative exhibition served as a lightning
rod for commentary, immediately attracting heated controversy. The
New York Times described the show as “pathological” and called the
modernist artists “cousins to the anarchists,” while the magazine Art
and Progress compared them to “bomb throwers, lunatics, de-
pravers.”† Other critics demanded the exhibition be closed as a men-
ace to public morality. The New York Herald, for example, asserted:
“The United States is invaded by aliens, thousands of whom consti-
tute so many perils to the health of the body politic. Modernism is of
precisely the same heterogeneous alien origin and is imperiling the
republic of art in the same way.”‡

Nonetheless, the exhibition was an important milestone in the
history of art in the United States. The Armory Show traveled to Chi-
cago and Boston after it closed in New York and was a significant cat-
alyst for the reevaluation of the nature and purpose of American art.

* Quoted in Herschel B. Chipp, Theories of Modern Art: A Source Book by Artists

and Critics (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968), 503.
† Quoted in Sam Hunter, John Jacobus, and Daniel Wheeler, Modern Art, rev. 3d

ed. (Upper Saddle Hill, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2005), 250.
‡ Quoted in Francis K. Pohl, Framing America: A Social History of American Art

(New York: Thames & Hudson, 2002), 321.
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35-32 Installation photo of the Armory Show, New York National Guard’s 69th Regiment,
New York, 1913. Museum of Modern Art, New York.

The groundbreaking Armory Show introduced European modernism to the American public.
Works like Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase (FIG. 35-1) received a hostile reception in
the press.
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The monochromatic palette is reminiscent of Analytic Cubism, as is
Duchamp’s faceted presentation of the human form. The artist’s in-
terest in depicting the figure in motion reveals an affinity for the Fu-
turists’ ideas. One critic described this work as “an explosion in a
shingle factory,”20 and newspaper cartoonists had a field day lam-
pooning the painting.

MAN RAY One American artist to incorporate the latest Euro-
pean trends in his work was Emmanuel Radnitzky, known as Man
Ray (1890–1976), who was a close associate of Duchamp in the
1920s. Man Ray produced art with a decidedly Dada spirit, often in-
corporating found objects in his paintings, sculptures, movies, and
photographs. Trained as an architectural draftsman and engineer,
Man Ray earned his living as a graphic designer and portrait pho-
tographer. He brought to his personal work an interest in mass-
produced objects and technology, as well as a dedication to explor-
ing the psychological realm of human perception of the exterior
world. Like Schwitters, Man Ray used chance and the dislocation of
ordinary things from their everyday settings to surprise his viewers
into new awareness. His displacement of found objects was particu-
larly effective in works such as Cadeau (Gift; FIG. 35-33). For this
sculpture, Man Ray—with characteristic Dada humor—equipped a
laundry iron with a row of wicked-looking spikes, subverting its
proper function of smoothing and pressing.

MARSDEN HARTLEY Other American artists developed
personal styles that intersected with movements such as Cubism.
Marsden Hartley (1877–1943) traveled to Europe in 1912, visit-
ing Paris, where he became acquainted with the work of the Cubists,
and Munich, where he gravitated to the Blaue Reiter circle. Kandin-
sky’s work particularly impressed Hartley, and he developed a style
he called “Cosmic Cubism.” He took these influences with him when
he landed in Berlin in 1913. With the heightened militarism in Ger-
many and the eventual outbreak of World War I, Hartley immersed
himself in military imagery. Among his most famous paintings of
this period is Portrait of a German Officer (FIG. 35-34). It depicts an
array of military-related images: German imperial flags, regimental
insignia, badges, and emblems such as the Iron Cross. Although this
image resonates in the general context of wartime militarism, ele-
ments in the painting did have personal significance for Hartley. In
particular, the painting includes references to his lover, Lieutenant
Karl von Freyberg, who lost his life in battle a few months before
Hartley painted this work. Von Freyberg’s initials appear in the lower

35-33 Man Ray, Cadeau (Gift), ca. 1958 (replica of 1921 original).
Painted flatiron with row of 13 tacks with heads glued to the bottom,
6 1–8� � 3 5–8� � 4 1–2�. Museum of Modern Art, New York (James Thrall Soby
Fund).

With characteristic Dada humor, the American artist Man Ray equipped
a laundry iron with a row of wicked-looking spikes, subverting its proper
function of smoothing and pressing.

35-34 Marsden Hartley, Portrait of a German Officer, 1914. Oil on
canvas, 5� 8 1–4� � 3� 5 3–8�. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Alfred
Stieglitz Collection).

In this elegy to a lover killed in battle, Hartley arranged military-related
images against a somber black background. The flattened, planar pre-
sentation reveals the influence of Synthetic Cubism.
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left corner. His age when he died (24) appears in the lower right cor-
ner, and his regiment number (4) appears in the center of the paint-
ing. Also incorporated is the letter E for von Freyberg’s regiment, the
Bavarian Eisenbahn. The influence of Synthetic Cubism is evident in
the flattened, planar presentation of the elements, which almost ap-
pear as abstract patterns. The somber black background against
which the artist placed the colorful stripes, patches, and shapes casts
an elegiac pall over the painting.

STUART DAVIS Philadelphia-born Stuart Davis (1894–1964)
created what he believed was a modern American art style by combin-
ing the flat shapes of Synthetic Cubism with his sense of jazz tempos
and his perception of the energy of fast-paced American culture.

Lucky Strike (FIG. 35-35) is one of several tobacco still lifes Davis
began in 1921. Davis was a heavy smoker, and tobacco products and
their packaging fascinated him. He insisted that the late-19th-century
introduction of packaging was evidence of high civilization and there-
fore, he concluded, of the progressiveness of American culture. Davis
depicted the Lucky Strike package in fragmented form, reminiscent of
Synthetic Cubist collages. However, although the work does incorpo-
rate flat printed elements, these are illusionistically painted rather
than glued onto the canvas surface. The discontinuities and the inter-
locking planes imbue Lucky Strike with a dynamism and rhythm not
unlike American jazz or the pace of life in a lively American metropo-
lis. This work is both resolutely American and modern.

AARON DOUGLAS Also deriving his personal style from 
Synthetic Cubism was African American artist Aaron Douglas
(1898–1979), who used the style to represent symbolically the histor-
ical and cultural memories of African Americans. Born in Kansas,
Douglas studied in Nebraska and Paris before settling in New York
City, where he became part of the flowering of art and literature in
the 1920s known as the Harlem Renaissance. Spearheaded by writers
and editors Alain Locke and Charles Johnson, the Harlem Renais-
sance was a manifestation of the desire of African Americans to pro-
mote their cultural accomplishments. They also aimed to cultivate
pride among fellow African Americans and to foster racial tolerance
across the United States. Expansive and diverse, the fruits of the
Harlem Renaissance included the writings of authors such as
Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Zora Neale Hurston; the jazz
and blues of Duke Ellington, Bessie Smith, Eubie Blake, Fats Waller,
and Louis Armstrong; the photographs of James Van Der Zee and
Prentice H. Polk; and the paintings and sculptures of Meta Warrick
Fuller and Augusta Savage.

Aaron Douglas arrived in New York City in 1924 and became one
of the most sought-after graphic artists in the African American com-
munity. Encouraged to create art that would express the cultural his-
tory of his race, Douglas incorporated motifs from African sculpture
into compositions painted in a version of Synthetic Cubism that
stressed transparent angular planes. Noah’s Ark (FIG. 35-36) was one
of seven paintings based on a book of poems by James Weldon John-
son (1871–1938) called God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in
Verse. Douglas used flat planes to evoke a sense of mystical space and
miraculous happenings. In Noah’s Ark, lightning strikes and rays of
light crisscross the pairs of animals entering the ark, while men load
supplies in preparation for departure. The artist suggested deep space
by differentiating the size of the large human head and shoulders of
the worker at the bottom and the small person at work on the far deck
of the ship. Yet the composition’s unmodulated color shapes create a
pattern on the Masonite surface that cancels any illusion of three-
dimensional depth. Here, Douglas used Cubism’s formal language to
express a powerful religious vision.

PRECISIONISM It is obvious from viewing American art in the
period immediately after the Armory Show that the latest European
avant-garde art, from Cubism to Dada, intrigued American artists.
However, the Americans did not just passively absorb the ideas trans-
ported across the Atlantic. The challenge was to understand the ideas
modernist European art presented and then filter them through an
American sensibility. Ultimately, many American artists, including a
group that became known as Precisionists, set as their goal the devel-
opment of a uniquely American art.

Precisionism was not an organized movement, but the Preci-
sionists did share certain thematic and stylistic traits in their art,
which developed in the 1920s out of a fascination with the machine’s
precision and importance in modern life. Although many European
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35-35 Stuart Davis, Lucky Strike, 1921. Oil on canvas, 2� 9 1–4� � 1� 6�.
Museum of Modern Art, New York (gift of the American Tobacco Com-
pany, Inc.). Art © Estate of Stuart Davis/Licensed by VAGA, New York.

Tobacco products fascinated Davis, a heavy smoker. In Lucky Strike, 
he depicted a cigarette package in fragmented form, reminiscent of
Cubism, and imbued his painting with an American jazz rhythm.
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artists, especially the Futurists, had demonstrated interest in bur-
geoning technology, Americans generally seemed more enamored by
the prospects of a mechanized society than did Europeans. Even the
Frenchman Francis Picabia, Duchamp’s collaborator, noted: “Since
machinery is the soul of the modern world, and since the genius of
machinery attains its highest expression in America, why is it not
reasonable to believe that in America the art of the future will flower
most brilliantly?”21 Precisionism, however, expanded beyond the ex-
ploration of machine imagery. Many artists associated with this
group gravitated toward Synthetic Cubism’s flat, sharply delineated
planes as an appropriate visual idiom for their imagery, adding to
the clarity and precision of their work. Eventually, Precisionism
came to be characterized by a merging of a familiar native style in
American architecture and artifacts with a modernist vocabulary de-
rived largely from Synthetic Cubism.

CHARLES DEMUTH One of the leading Precisionists was
Charles Demuth (1883–1935), who spent the years 1912–1914 in
Paris and thus had firsthand exposure to Cubism and other avant-
garde directions in art. He incorporated the spatial discontinuities
characteristic of Cubism into his work, focusing much of it on in-
dustrial sites near his native Lancaster, Pennsylvania. My Egypt 
(FIG. 35-37) is a prime example of Precisionist painting. Demuth
depicted the John W. Eshelman and Sons grain elevators, which he

reduced to simple geometric forms. The grain elevators remain in-
sistently recognizable and solid. However, the “beams” of transpar-
ent planes and the diagonal force lines threaten to destabilize the im-
age and correspond to Cubist fragmentation of space. The degree to
which Demuth intended to extol the American industrial scene is
unclear. The title, My Egypt, is sufficiently ambiguous in tone to ac-
commodate differing readings. On the one hand, Demuth could
have been suggesting a favorable comparison between the Egyptian
pyramids and American grain elevators as cultural icons. On the
other hand, the title could be read cynically, as a negative comment
on the limitations of American culture.

GEORGIA O’KEEFFE The work of Texas-born Georgia
O’Keeffe (1887–1986), like that of many artists, changed stylistically
throughout her career. During the 1920s, O’Keeffe was a Precisionist.
She had moved from the tiny town of Canyon to New York City in
1918, and although she had visited the city before, what she found
there excited her. “You have to live in today,” she told a friend.“Today
the city is something bigger, more complex than ever before in history.
And nothing can be gained from running away. I couldn’t even if I
could.”22 While in New York, O’Keeffe met Alfred Stieglitz (FIG. 35-39),
who played a major role in promoting the avant-garde in the United
States. Stieglitz had established an art gallery at 291 Fifth Avenue in
New York. In “291,”as the gallery came to be called, he exhibited the lat-
est in both European and American art. Thus, 291, like the Armory
Show, played an important role in the history of early-20th-century art
in America. Stieglitz had seen and exhibited some of O’Keeffe’s earlier
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35-36 Aaron Douglas, Noah’s Ark, ca. 1927. Oil on Masonite,
4� � 3�. Fisk University Galleries, University of Tennessee, Nashville.

In Noah’s Ark and other paintings of the cultural history of African
Americans, Douglas incorporated motifs from African sculpture and 
the transparent angular planes characteristic of Synthetic Cubism.

35-37 Charles Demuth, My Egypt, 1927. Oil on composition board,
2� 11 3–4 � � 2� 6�. Collection of Whitney Museum of American Art, New
York (purchased with funds from Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney).

Demuth was one of the leading Precisionists—American artists who
extolled the machine age. This painting depicts grain elevators reduced
to geometric forms amid Cubist transparent diagonal planes.
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work and drew her into his circle of avant-garde painters and photog-
raphers. Stieglitz became one of O’Keeffe’s staunchest supporters and,
eventually, her husband. The interest of Stieglitz and his circle in cap-
turing the sensibility of the machine age intersected with O’Keeffe’s
fascination with the fast pace of city life, and she produced paintings
during this period, such as New York, Night (FIG. 35-38), that depict
the soaring skyscrapers dominating the city. Like other Precisionists,

O’Keeffe reduced her images to simple planes, here punctuated by
small rectangular windows that add rhythm and energy to the image,
countering the monolithic darkness of the looming buildings.

Despite O’Keeffe’s affiliation with the Precisionist movement
and New York, she is probably best known for her paintings of cow
skulls and of flowers, for example, Jack in the Pulpit No. 4 (FIG. I-4),
which reveals her interest in stripping subjects to their purest forms
and colors to heighten their expressive power. In this work, O’Keeffe
reduced the incredible details of a flower to a symphony of basic col-
ors, shapes, textures, and vital rhythms. Exhibiting the natural flow
of curved planes and contour, O’Keeffe simplified the form almost
to the point of complete abstraction. The fluid planes unfold like
undulant petals from a subtly placed axis—the white jetlike streak—
in a vision of the slow, controlled motion of growing life. O’Keeffe’s
painting, in its graceful, quiet poetry, reveals the organic reality of
the object by strengthening its characteristic features.

Photography

ALFRED STIEGLITZ As an artist, Alfred Stieglitz (1864–
1946) is best known for his photographs. Taking his camera every-
where he went, he photographed whatever he saw around him, from
the bustling streets of New York City to cloudscapes in upstate New
York and the faces of friends and relatives. He believed in making only
“straight, unmanipulated” photographs. Thus, he exposed and printed
them using basic photographic processes, without resorting to tech-
niques such as double-exposure or double-printing that would add in-
formation not present in the subject when he released the shutter.
Stieglitz said he wanted the photographs he made with this direct tech-
nique “to hold a moment, to record something so completely that those
who see it would relive an equivalent of what has been expressed.”23

Stieglitz began a lifelong campaign to win a place for photogra-
phy among the fine arts while he was a student of photochemistry in
Germany. Returning to New York, he founded the Photo-Secession
group, which mounted traveling exhibitions in the United States and
sent loan collections abroad, and he also published an influential
journal titled Camera Work. In his own works, Stieglitz specialized in
photographs of his environment and saw these subjects in terms of
arrangements of forms and of the “colors” of his black-and-white
materials. His aesthetic approach crystallized during the making of
The Steerage (FIG. 35-39), taken during a voyage to Europe with his
first wife and daughter in 1907. Traveling first class, Stieglitz rapidly
grew bored with the company of the prosperous passengers in that
section of the ship. He walked as far forward on the first-class level as
he could, when the rail around the opening onto the lower deck
brought him up short. This level was for the steerage passengers the
government sent back to Europe after refusing them entrance into
the United States. Later, Stieglitz described what happened next:

The scene fascinated me: A round hat; the funnel leaning left, the

stairway leaning right; the white drawbridge, its railing made of

chain; white suspenders crossed on the back of a man below; circu-

lar iron machinery; a mast that cut into the sky, completing a trian-

gle. I stood spellbound. I saw shapes related to one another—a pic-

ture of shapes, and underlying it, a new vision that held me: simple

people; the feeling of ship, ocean, sky; a sense of release that I was

away from the mob called rich. Rembrandt came into my mind and

I wondered would he have felt as I did. . . . I had only one plate

holder with one unexposed plate. Could I catch what I saw and felt?

I released the shutter. If I had captured what I wanted, the photo-

graph would go far beyond any of my previous prints. It would be a

picture based on related shapes and deepest human feeling—a step

in my own evolution, a spontaneous discovery.24
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35-38 Georgia O’Keeffe, New York, Night, 1929. Oil on canvas,
3� 4 1–8� � 1� 7 1–8�. Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery, Lincoln (Nebraska Art
Association, Thomas C. Woods Memorial Collection).

O’Keeffe’s Precisionist representation of New York’s soaring skyscrapers
reduces the buildings to large, simple, dark planes punctuated by small
windows that add rhythm and energy to the image.
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This description reveals Stieglitz’s abiding interest in the
formal elements of the photograph—an insistently mod-
ernist focus. The finished print fulfilled Stieglitz’s vision so
well that it shaped his future photographic work, and its
haunting mixture of found patterns and human activity has
continued to stir viewers’ emotions to this day.

EDWARD WESTON Stieglitz’s concern for positioning
photography as an art form with the same fine-art status as
painting and sculpture was also the aim of Edward Weston
(1886–1958). In addition to making “straight” photographs,
like those of Stieglitz, Weston experimented with photo-
graphs that moved toward greater abstraction, paralleling
developments in other media. Nude (FIG. 35-40) is an ex-
ample of the latter photographic style. The image’s simplic-
ity and the selection of a small segment of the human body
as the subject result in a lyrical photograph of dark and light
areas that at first glance suggests a landscape. Further in-
spection reveals the fluid curves and underlying skeletal ar-
mature of the human form. This photograph, in its reduc-
tiveness, formally expresses a study of the body that verges
on the abstract.
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35-39 Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907 (print 1915).
Photogravure (on tissue), 1� 3–8� � 10 1–8�. Amon Carter Museum,
Fort Worth.

Stieglitz waged a lifelong campaign to win a place for
photography among the fine arts. This 1907 image is a
haunting mixture of found patterns of forms and human
activity. It stirs deep emotions.

35-40 Edward Weston,
Nude, 1925. Platinum print,
7 1–2� � 9 1–2�. Center for Creative
Photography, University of
Arizona, Tucson.

Weston experimented with
photographs that moved to-
ward abstraction. By selecting
only a segment of a nude body
as his subject, the artist con-
verted the human form to a
landscape.
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EUROPE, 1920 TO 1945
Because World War I was fought entirely on European soil, Euro-
pean artists experienced its devastating effects to a much greater de-
gree than did their American counterparts. The war had a profound
impact on Europe’s geopolitical terrain, on individual and national
psyches, and on the art of the 1920s and 1930s.

Picasso in the 1930s
The previous discussion of Pablo Picasso focused on his immersion
in aesthetic issues, but he was acutely aware of politics throughout
his life. As Picasso watched his homeland descend into civil war in
the late 1930s, his involvement in political issues grew even stronger.
He declared: “[P]ainting is not made to decorate apartments. It is an
instrument for offensive and defensive war against the enemy.”25

GUERNICA In January 1937, the Spanish Republican government-
in-exile in Paris asked Picasso to produce a major work for the Span-
ish Pavilion at the Paris International Exposition that summer.
Picasso was well aware of the immense visibility and large interna-
tional audience this opportunity afforded him, but he did not for-
mally accept this invitation until he received word that Guernica,
capital of the Basque region (an area in southern France and north-
ern Spain populated by Basque speakers), had been almost totally de-
stroyed in an air raid on April 26 by Nazi bombers acting on behalf of
the rebel general Francisco Franco (1892–1975). Not only did the
Germans attack the city itself, but because they dropped their bombs
at the busiest hour of a market day, they also killed or wounded many
of Guernica’s 7,000 citizens. The event jolted Picasso into action. By
the end of June, he had completed Guernica (FIG. 35-41), a mural-
sized canvas of immense power.

Despite the painting’s title, Picasso made no specific reference to
the event in Guernica—no bombs, no German planes. Rather, the col-
lected images in Guernica combine to create a visceral outcry of human
grief. In the center, along the lower edge of the painting, lies a slain war-
rior clutching a broken and useless sword. A gored horse tramples him
and rears back in fright as it dies. On the left, a shrieking, anguished

woman cradles her dead child. On the far right, a woman on fire runs
screaming from a burning building, while another woman flees mind-
lessly. In the upper right corner, a woman, represented by only a head,
emerges from the burning building, thrusting forth a light to illumi-
nate the horror. Overlooking the destruction is a bull, which, according
to the artist, represents “brutality and darkness.”26

Picasso used aspects of his Cubist discoveries to expressive ef-
fect in Guernica, particularly the fragmentation of objects and the
dislocation of anatomical features. This Cubist fragmentation gave
visual form to the horror. What happened to these figures in the
artist’s act of painting—the dissections and contortions of the hu-
man form—paralleled what happened to them in real life. To em-
phasize the scene’s severity and starkness, Picasso reduced his palette
to black, white, and shades of gray.

Revealing his political commitment and his awareness of the
power of art, Picasso refused to allow exhibition of Guernica in Spain
while Generalissimo Franco was in power. At the artist’s request,
Guernica hung in the Museum of Modern Art in New York City after
the 1937 World’s Fair concluded. Not until after Franco’s death in
1975 did Picasso allow the mural to be exhibited in his homeland. It
hangs today in the Centro de Arte Reina Sofia in Madrid as a testa-
ment to a tragic chapter in Spanish history.

Neue Sachlichkeit
In Germany, World War I gave rise to an artistic movement called
Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity). The artists associated with Neue
Sachlichkeit served, at some point, in the German army, and their mil-
itary experiences deeply influenced their worldviews and informed
their art. “New Objectivity” captures the group’s aim—to present a
clear-eyed, direct, and honest image of the war and its effects.

GEORGE GROSZ One of the Neue Sachlichkeit artists was
George Grosz (1893–1958), who was, for a time, associated with
the Dada group in Berlin. Grosz observed the onset of World War I
with horrified fascination, but that feeling soon turned to anger and
frustration. He reported:

35-41 Pablo Picasso, Guernica, 1937. Oil on canvas, 11� 5 1–2� � 25� 5 3–4 �. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid.

Picasso used Cubist techniques, especially the fragmentation of objects and dislocation of anatomical features, to expressive effect in this
condemnation of the Nazi bombing of the Basque capital.
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Of course, there was a kind of mass enthusiasm at the start. But this

intoxication soon evaporated, leaving a huge vacuum. . . . And then

after a few years when everything bogged down, when we were de-

feated, when everything went to pieces, all that remained, at least for

me and most of my friends, were disgust and horror.27

Grosz produced numerous paintings and drawings, such as Fit
for Active Service (FIG. 35-42), that were caustic indictments of the
military. In these works, he often depicted army officers as heartless
or incompetent. This particular drawing may relate to Grosz’s per-
sonal experience. On the verge of a nervous breakdown in 1917, he
was sent to a sanatorium where doctors examined him and, much to
his horror, declared him “fit for service.” In this biting and sarcastic
drawing, an army doctor proclaims the skeleton before him “fit for
service.” The other officers or doctors attending do not dispute this
evaluation. The spectacles perched on the skeleton’s face, very simi-
lar to the gold-rimmed glasses Grosz wore, further suggest he based
this scene on his experiences. Grosz’s searing wit is all the more evi-
dent upon comparing Fit for Active Service with Marsden Hartley’s
Portrait of a German Officer (FIG. 35-34). Although Hartley’s paint-
ing deals with the death of his lover in battle, the incorporation of
colorful German military insignia and emblems imbues the painting
with a more heroic, celebratory tone. In contrast, the simplicity of
Grosz’s line drawing contributes to the directness and immediacy of
the work, which scathingly portrays the German army.

MAX BECKMANN Like Grosz, Max Beckmann (1884–1950)
enlisted in the German army and initially rationalized the war. He
believed the chaos would lead to a better society, but over time the
massive death and destruction increasingly disillusioned him. Soon
his work began to emphasize the horrors of war and of a society he
saw descending into madness. His disturbing view of society is evi-

dent in Night (FIG. 35-43), which
depicts a cramped room three in-
truders have forcibly invaded. A
bound woman, apparently raped,
is splayed across the foreground of
the painting. Her husband appears
on the left. One of the intruders
hangs him, while another one
twists his left arm out of its socket.
An unidentified woman cowers in
the background. On the far right,
the third intruder prepares to flee
with the child.

Although this image does not
depict a war scene, the violence and
wrenching brutality pervading the
home are a searing and horrifying
comment on society’s condition.
Beckmann also injected a personal

35-42 George Grosz, Fit for Active Service, 1916–1917. Pen and
brush and ink on paper, 1� 8� � 1� 2 3–8�. Museum of Modern Art,
New York (gift of the American Tobacco Company, Inc.). Art © Estate 
of George Grosz/Licensed by VAGA, New York.

In a drawing that is an indictment of the German army and based on
Grosz’s personal experience, a doctor proclaims the skeleton before
him “fit for service,” and no one disputes his evaluation.

35-43 Max Beckmann,
Night, 1918–1919. Oil on canvas,
4� 4 3–8� � 5� 1–4�. Kunstsammlung
Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf.

Beckmann’s treatment of forms and
space in Night matched his view of
the brutality of early-20th-century
society. Objects seem dislocated and
contorted, and the space appears
buckled and illogical.
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reference by using himself, his wife, and his son as the models for the
three family members. The stilted angularity of the figures and the
roughness of the paint surface contribute to the image’s savageness. In
addition, the artist’s treatment of forms and space reflects the world’s
violence. Objects seem dislocated and contorted, and the space ap-
pears buckled and illogical. For example, the woman’s hands are
bound to the window that opens from the room’s back wall, but her
body appears to hang vertically, rather than lying across the plane of
the intervening table.

OTTO DIX The third artist most closely associated with Neue
Sachlichkeit was Otto Dix (1891–1959). Having served as both a
machine gunner and an aerial observer, Dix was well acquainted
with war’s effects. Like Grosz, he initially tried to find redeeming
value in the apocalyptic event: “The war was a horrible thing, but
there was something tremendous about it, too. . . . You have to have
seen human beings in this unleashed state to know what human na-
ture is. . . . I need to experience all the depths of life for myself, that’s
why I go out, and that’s why I volunteered.”28 This idea of experienc-
ing the “depths of life” stemmed from Dix’s interest in the philoso-
phy of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900). In particular, Dix avidly
read Nietzsche’s The Joyous Science, deriving from it a belief in life’s
cyclical nature—procreation and death, building up and tearing
down, and growth and decay.

As the war progressed, however, Dix’s faith in the potential im-
provement of society dissipated, and he began to produce unflinch-

ingly direct and provocative artworks. His Der Krieg (The War; 
FIG. 35-44) vividly captures the panoramic devastation that war in-
flicts, both on the terrain and on humans. In the left panel, armed and
uniformed soldiers march off into the distance. Dix graphically dis-
played the horrific results in the center and right panels, where man-
gled bodies, many riddled with bullet holes, are scattered throughout
the eerily lit apocalyptic landscape. As if to emphasize the intensely per-
sonal nature of this scene, the artist painted himself into the right panel
as the ghostly but determined soldier who drags a comrade to safety. In
the bottom panel, in a coffinlike bunker, lie soldiers asleep—or perhaps
dead. Dix significantly chose to present this sequence of images in a
triptych format, and the work recalls triptychs such as Matthias
Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece (FIG. 23-2). However, Dix’s work pre-
sents a bleaker outlook than that piece: The hope of salvation extended
to viewers of the Isenheim Altarpiece through Christ’s eventual Resur-
rection is absent from Der Krieg. Like his fellow Neue Sachlichkeit
artists, Dix felt compelled to lay bare the realities of his time, which the
war’s violence dominated. Even years later, Dix still maintained:

You have to see things the way they are. You have to be able to say

yes to the human manifestations that exist and will always exist.

That doesn’t mean saying yes to war, but to a fate that approaches

you under certain conditions and in which you have to prove your-

self. Abnormal situations bring out all the depravity, the bestiality of

human beings. . . . I portrayed states, states that the war brought

about, and the results of war, as states.29
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35-44 Otto Dix, Der Krieg (The War), 1929–1932. Oil and tempera on wood, 6� 8 1–3� � 13� 4 3–4 �. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemäldegalerie
Neue Meister, Dresden.

In this triptych recalling earlier altarpieces, Dix captured the panoramic devastation that war inflicts on the terrain and on humans. He depicted
himself as a soldier dragging a comrade to safety.
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ERNST BARLACH A work more spiritual in its expression is
the War Monument (FIG. 35-45), which the German sculptor
Ernst Barlach (1870–1938) created for the cathedral in his home-
town of Güstrow in 1927. Working often in wood, Barlach sculpted
single figures usually dressed in flowing robes and portrayed in
strong, simple poses that embody deep human emotions and ex-
periences such as grief, vigilance, or self-comfort. Barlach’s works
combine sharp, smoothly planed forms with intense expression.
The cast-bronze hovering figure of his War Monument is one of the
most poignant memorials of World War I. Unlike traditional war
memorials depicting heroic military figures, often engaged in battle,
the hauntingly symbolic figure that Barlach created speaks to the 
experience of all caught in the conflict of war. The floating human
form, suspended above a tomb inscribed with the dates 1914–1918
(and later also 1939–1945), suggests a dying soul at the moment
when it is about to awaken to everlasting life—the theme of death
and transfiguration. The rigid economy of surfaces concentrates 
attention on the simple but expressive head. So powerful was this
sculpture that the Nazis had it removed from the cathedral in 1937
and melted down for ammunition. Luckily, a friend hid another ver-
sion Barlach made. A Protestant parish in Cologne purchased this
surviving cast, from which bronzeworkers made a new cast for the
Güstrow cathedral.

Surrealism
The exuberantly aggressive momentum of the Dada movement that
emerged during World War I was of short duration. By 1924, with
the publication in France of the First Surrealist Manifesto, most of
the artists associated with Dada joined the Surrealism movement
and its determined exploration of ways to express in art the world of
dreams and the unconscious. Not surprisingly, the Surrealists incor-
porated many of the Dadaists’ improvisational techniques. They be-
lieved these methods important for engaging the elements of fantasy
and activating the unconscious forces that lie deep within every hu-
man being. The Surrealists sought to explore the inner world of the
psyche, the realm of fantasy and the unconscious. Inspired in part by
the ideas of the psychoanalysts Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, the
Surrealists had a special interest in the nature of dreams. They
viewed dreams as occurring at the level connecting all human con-
sciousness and as constituting the arena in which people could move
beyond their environment’s constricting forces to reengage with the
deeper selves society had long suppressed. In the words of André
Breton, one of the leading Surrealist thinkers:

Surrealism is based on the belief in the superior reality of certain

forms of association heretofore neglected, in the omnipotence of

dreams, in the undirected play of thought. . . . I believe in the future

resolution of the states of dream and reality, in appearance so con-

tradictory, in a sort of absolute reality, or surreality.30

Thus, the Surrealists’ dominant motivation was to bring the as-
pects of outer and inner “reality” together into a single position, in
much the same way life’s seemingly unrelated fragments combine in
the vivid world of dreams. The projection in visible form of this new
conception required new techniques of pictorial construction. The
Surrealists adapted some Dada devices and invented new methods
such as automatic writing (spontaneous writing using free associa-
tion), not so much to reveal a world without meaning as to provoke
reactions closely related to subconscious experience.

Surrealism developed along two lines. In Naturalistic Surrealism,
artists present recognizable scenes that seem to have metamorphosed
into a dream or nightmare image. The artists Salvador Dalí (FIG. 35-49)
and René Magritte (FIG. 35-50) were the most famous practitioners
of this variant of Surrealism. In contrast, some artists gravitated 
toward an interest in Biomorphic Surrealism. In Biomorphic (life
forms) Surrealism, automatism—the creation of art without con-
scious control—predominated. Biomorphic Surrealists such as Joan
Miró (FIG. 35-52) produced largely abstract compositions, although
the imagery sometimes suggests organisms or natural forms.

GIORGIO DE CHIRICO The Italian painter Giorgio de
Chirico (1888–1978) produced emphatically ambiguous works
that position him as a precursor of Surrealism. De Chirico’s paint-
ings of cityscapes and shop windows were part of a movement called
Pittura Metafisica, or Metaphysical Painting. Returning to Italy after
study in Munich, de Chirico found hidden reality revealed through
strange juxtapositions, such as those seen on late autumn afternoons
in the city of Turin, when the long shadows of the setting sun trans-
formed vast open squares and silent public monuments into what
the painter called “metaphysical towns.” De Chirico translated this
vision into paint in works such as Melancholy and Mystery of a Street
(FIG. 35-46), where the spaces and buildings evoke a disquieting
sense of foreboding. The choice of the term “metaphysical” to describe
de Chirico’s paintings suggests that these images transcend their phys-
ical appearances. Melancholy and Mystery of a Street, for all of its clar-
ity and simplicity, takes on a rather sinister air. Only a few inexplicable
and incongruous elements punctuate the scene’s solitude—a small
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35-45 Ernst Barlach, War Monument, Cathedral, Güstrow,
Germany, 1927. Bronze.

In this World War I memorial, a human form floating above a tomb
suggests a dying soul at the moment when it is about to awaken to
everlasting life. The Nazis melted down the piece for ammunition.
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girl with her hoop in the foreground, the empty van, and the omi-
nous shadow of a man emerging from behind the building. The
sense of strangeness de Chirico could conjure with familiar objects
and scenes recalls Nietzsche’s “foreboding that underneath this real-
ity in which we live and have our being, another and altogether dif-
ferent reality lies concealed.”31

De Chirico’s paintings were reproduced in periodicals almost as
soon as he completed them, and his works quickly influenced artists
outside Italy, including both the Dadaists and, later, the Surrealists.
The incongruities in his work intrigued the Dadaists, whereas the
eerie mood and visionary quality of paintings such as Melancholy
and Mystery of a Street excited and inspired Surrealist artists who
sought to portray the world of dreams.

MAX ERNST Originally a Dada activist in Germany, Max Ernst
(1891–1976) became one of the early adherents of the Surrealist circle
that André Breton anchored. As a child living in a small community
near Cologne, Ernst had found his existence fantastic and filled with
marvels. In autobiographical notes, written mostly in the third person,
he said of his birth: “Max Ernst had his first contact with the world of
sense on the 2nd April 1891 at 9:45 A.M., when he emerged from the
egg which his mother had laid in an eagle’s nest and which the bird
had incubated for seven years.”32 Ernst’s service in the German army
during World War I swept away his early success as an Expressionist.
In his own words:

Max Ernst died on 1st August 1914. He returned to life on 11th No-

vember 1918, a young man who wanted to become a magician and

find the central myth of his age. From time to time he consulted the

eagle which had guarded the egg of his prenatal existence. The bird’s

advice can be detected in his work.33

Before joining the Surrealists, Ernst explored every means to
achieve the sense of the psychic in his art. Like other Dadaists, he set
out to incorporate found objects and chance into his works. Using a
process called frottage, he created some works by combining the pat-
terns achieved by rubbing a crayon or another medium across a
sheet of paper placed over a surface having a strong, evocative tex-
tural pattern. In other works, Ernst joined fragments of images he
had cut from old books, magazines, and prints to form one halluci-
natory collage.

Ernst soon began making paintings that shared the mysterious
dreamlike effect of his collages. In 1920 his works brought him into
contact with Breton, who instantly recognized Ernst’s affinity with
the Surrealist group. In 1922, Ernst moved to Paris. His Two Children
Are Threatened by a Nightingale (FIG. 35-47) manifests many of the
creative bases of Surrealism. Here, Ernst displayed a private dream
that challenged the post-Renaissance idea that a painting should re-
semble a window looking into a “real” scene rendered illusionistically
three-dimensional through mathematical perspective. In Two Chil-
dren, the artist painted the landscape, the distant city, and the tiny fly-
ing bird in conventional fashion, following all the established rules of
linear and atmospheric perspective. The three sketchily rendered fig-
ures, however, clearly belong to a dream world, and the literally three-
dimensional miniature gate, the odd button knob, and the strange
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35-46 Giorgio de Chirico, Melancholy and Mystery of a Street,
1914. Oil on canvas, 2� 10 1–4� � 2� 4 1–2�. Private collection.

De Chirico’s Metaphysical Painting movement was a precursor of
Surrealism. In this street scene, filled with mysterious forms and
shadows, the painter evoked a disquieting sense of foreboding.

35-47 Max Ernst, Two Children Are Threatened by a Nightingale,
1924. Oil on wood with wood construction, 2� 3 1–2� � 1� 10 1–2� � 4 1–2�.
Museum of Modern Art, New York.

In this early Surrealist painting with an intentionally ambiguous title,
Ernst used traditional perspective to represent the setting, but the three
sketchily rendered figures belong to a dream world.
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closed building “violate” the bulky frame’s space. Additional disloca-
tion occurs in the traditional museum identification label, which
Ernst displaced into a cutaway part of the frame. Handwritten, it an-
nounces the work’s title (taken from a poem Ernst wrote before he
painted this), adding another note of irrational mystery.

As is true of many Surrealist works, the title, Two Children Are
Threatened by a Nightingale, is ambiguous and relates uneasily to
what the spectator sees. The viewer must struggle to decipher con-
nections between the image and words. When Surrealists (and

Dadaists and Metaphysical artists before them) used such titles, they
intended the seeming contradiction between title and picture to
throw the spectator off balance with all expectations challenged.
Much of the impact of Surrealist works begins with the viewer’s sud-
den awareness of the incongruity and absurdity of what the artist
pictured. These were precisely the qualities that subjected the
Dadaists and Surrealists to public condemnation and, in Germany
under Adolf Hitler (FIG. 35-48), to governmental persecution (see
“Degenerate Art,” above).

Europe, 1920 to 1945 945

Although avant-garde artists often had to endure public ridicule
both in Europe and America (see “The Armory Show,” page

934), they suffered outright political persecution in Germany in the
1930s and 1940s. The most dramatic example of this abuse was the
infamous Entartete Kunst (Degenerate Art) exhibition that Adolf
Hitler (1889–1945) and the Nazis mounted in 1937.

Hitler aspired to become an artist himself and produced numer-
ous drawings and paintings. These works reflected his firm belief that
19th-century realistic genre painting represented the zenith of Aryan
art development. Accordingly, he denigrated anything that did not
conform to that standard—in particular, avant-garde art. Turning his
criticism into action, Hitler ordered the confiscation of more than
16,000 artworks he considered “degenerate.” To publicize his con-
demnation of this art, he directed his minister for public enlighten-
ment and propaganda, Joseph Goebbels (1897–1945), to organize a
massive exhibition of this “degenerate art.” Hitler defined it as works
that “insult German feeling, or destroy or confuse natural form, or
simply reveal an absence of adequate manual and artistic skill.”* The
term “degenerate” also had other specific connotations at the time.
The Nazis used it to designate supposedly inferior racial, sexual, and
moral types. Hitler’s order to Goebbels to target 20th-century avant-
garde art for inclusion in this exhibition aimed to impress on viewers
the general inferiority of the artists producing this work. To make this
point even more dramatically, Hitler mandated the organization of
another exhibition, the Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung (Great Ger-
man Art Exhibition), which ran concurrently and presented an ex-
tensive array of Nazi-approved conservative art.

Entartete Kunst opened in Munich on July 19, 1937, and included
more than 650 paintings, sculptures, prints, and books. The exhibition
was immensely popular. Roughly 20,000 viewers visited the show
daily. By the end of its four-month run, it had attracted more than two
million viewers, and nearly a million more viewed it as it traveled
through Germany and Austria. Among the 112 artists whose works
the Nazis presented for ridicule were Ernst Barlach, Max Beckmann,
Otto Dix, Max Ernst, George Grosz,Vassily Kandinsky, Ernst Kirchner,
Paul Klee, Wilhelm Lehmbruck, Franz Marc, Emil Nolde, and Kurt
Schwitters. A memorable photograph (FIG. 35-48) recorded Hitler vis-
iting the exhibition, pausing in front of the Dada wall where the 
organizers initially deliberately hung askew works by Schwitters,
Klee, and Kandinsky. No avant-garde or even modernist artist was
safe from Hitler’s attack. (Only six of the artists in the exhibition
were Jewish.) Indeed, despite his status as a charter member of the
Nazi Party, Emil Nolde received particularly harsh treatment. The
Nazis confiscated more than 1,000 of Nolde’s works from German

museums and included 27 of them in the exhibition, more than for
almost any other artist.

Clearly, artists needed considerable courage to defy tradition
and produce avant-garde art. Especially in Germany in the 1930s
and 1940s, in the face of Nazi persecution, commitment to the
avant-garde demanded a resoluteness that extended beyond issues of
aesthetics and beyond the confines of the art world. This persecution
exacted an immense toll on these artists. Kirchner, for example, re-
sponded to the stress of Nazi pressure by destroying all his wood-
blocks and burning many of his works. A year later, in 1938, he com-
mitted suicide. Beckmann and his wife fled to Amsterdam on the
exhibit’s opening day, never to return to their homeland. Although
Entartete Kunst was just a fragment of the tremendous destruction of
life and spirit Hitler and the Nazis wrought, Hitler’s insistence on
suppressing and discrediting this art dramatically demonstrates art’s
power to affect viewers.

* Stephanie Barron, “Degenerate Art”: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi 

Germany (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1991), 19.

Degenerate Art

A R T  A N D  S O C I E T Y

35-48 Adolf Hitler, accompanied by Nazi commission members,
including photographer Heinrich Hoffmann, Wolfgang Willrich,
Walter Hansen, and painter Adolf Ziegler, viewing the Entartete Kunst
show on July 16, 1937.

For Hitler’s visit, the curators deliberately hung askew the works of
Kandinsky, Klee, and Schwitters (although they subsequently straight-
ened them for the duration of the exhibition).
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SALVADOR DALÍ The
Surrealists’ exploration of the
human psyche and dreams
reached new heights in the
works of Spain’s Salvador
Dalí (1904–1989). In his
paintings, sculptures, jew-
elry, and designs for furni-
ture and movies, Dalí probed
a deeply erotic dimension,
studying the writings of
Richard von Krafft-Ebing
(1840–1902) and Sigmund
Freud and inventing what he called the “paranoiac-critical method” to
assist his creative process. As he described it, in his painting he aimed
“to materialize the images of concrete irrationality with the most impe-
rialistic fury of precision . . . in order that the world of imagination and
of concrete irrationality may be as objectively evident . . . as that of the
exterior world of phenomenal reality.”34

All these aspects of Dalí’s style appear in The Persistence of Mem-
ory (FIG. 35-49), a haunting allegory of empty space where time has
ended. In the painting, an eerie, never-setting sun illuminates the
barren landscape. An amorphous creature draped with a limp pocket
watch sleeps in the foreground. Another watch hangs from the
branch of a dead tree that springs unexpectedly from a blocky archi-
tectural form. A third watch hangs half over the edge of the rectangu-
lar form, beside a small timepiece resting face down on the block’s
surface. Ants swarm mysteriously over the small watch, while a fly
walks along the face of its large neighbor, almost as if this assembly of
watches were decaying organic life—soft and sticky. Dalí rendered
every detail of this dreamscape with precise control, striving to make
the world of his paintings as convincingly real as the most meticu-
lously rendered landscape based on a real scene from nature.

RENÉ MAGRITTE The Belgian painter René Magritte
(1898–1967) also expressed in exemplary fashion the Surrealist idea
and method—the dreamlike dissociation of image and meaning. His
works administer disruptive shocks because they subvert the viewer’s
expectations based on logic and common sense. The danger of relying
on rationality when viewing a Surrealist work is glaringly apparent in
Magritte’s The Treachery (or Perfidy) of Images (FIG. 35-50). Magritte
presented a meticulously rendered trompe l’oeil depiction of a briar
pipe. The caption beneath the image, however, contradicts what seems
obvious: “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (“This is not a pipe”). The discrep-
ancy between image and caption clearly challenges the assumptions
underlying the reading of visual art. Like the other Surrealists’ work,
this painting wreaks havoc on the viewer’s reliance on the conscious
and the rational.

MERET OPPENHEIM Sculpture especially appealed to the
Surrealists because its concrete tangibility made their art all the
more disquieting. Object (FIG. 35-51), also called Le Déjeuner en
fourrure (Luncheon in Fur), by Swiss artist Meret Oppenheim
(1913–1985) captures the incongruity, humor, visual appeal, and, of-
ten, eroticism characterizing Surrealism. The artist presented a fur-
lined teacup inspired by a conversation she had with Picasso. After
admiring a bracelet Oppenheim had made from a piece of brass cov-
ered with fur, Picasso noted that anything might be covered with fur.
When her tea grew cold, Oppenheim responded to Picasso’s com-

35-49 Salvador Dalí,
The Persistence of Memory,
1931. Oil on canvas, 9 1–2� �
1� 1�. Museum of Modern
Art, New York.

Dalí aimed to paint “images
of concrete irrationality.” In
this realistically rendered
landscape featuring three
“decaying” watches, he
created a haunting allegory
of empty space where time
has ended.

35-50 René Magritte, The Treachery (or Perfidy) of Images,
1928–1929. Oil on canvas, 1� 11 5–8� � 3� 1�. Los Angeles County Museum
of Art, Los Angeles (purchased with funds provided by the Mr. and Mrs.
William Preston Harrison Collection).

The discrepancy between Magritte’s meticulously painted briar pipe 
and his caption, “This is not a pipe,” challenges the viewer’s reliance on
the conscious and the rational in the reading of visual art.
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ment by ordering “un peu plus de fourrure” (a little more fur), and
the sculpture had its genesis. Object takes on an anthropomorphic
quality, animated by the quirky combination of the fur with a func-
tional object. Further, the sculpture captures the Surrealist flair for
alchemical, seemingly magical or mystical, transformation. It incor-

porates a sensuality and eroticism (seen here in the seductively soft,
tactile fur lining the concave form) that are also components of
much of Surrealist art.

JOAN MIRÓ Like the Dadaists, the Surrealists used many meth-
ods to free the creative process from reliance on the kind of conscious
control they believed society had shaped too much. Dalí used his
paranoiac-critical approach to encourage the free play of association
as he worked. Other Surrealists used automatism and various types of
planned “accidents” to provoke reactions closely related to subcon-
scious experience. The Spanish artist Joan Miró (1893–1983) was a
master of this approach. Although Miró resisted formal association
with any movement or group, including the Surrealists, André Breton
identified him as “the most Surrealist of us all.”35 From the begin-
ning, Miró’s work contained an element of fantasy and hallucination.
After Surrealist poets in Paris introduced him to the use of chance to
create art, the young Spaniard devised a new painting method that 
allowed him to create works such as Painting (FIG. 35-52). Miró 
began this painting by making a scattered collage composition with
assembled fragments cut from a catalogue for machinery. The shapes
in the collage became motifs the artist freely reshaped to create black
silhouettes—solid or in outline, with dramatic accents of white and
vermilion. They suggest, in the painting, a host of amoebic organisms
or constellations in outer space floating in an immaterial background
space filled with soft reds, blues, and greens.

Miró described his creative process as a back-and-forth switch
between unconscious and conscious image-making: “Rather than set-
ting out to paint something, I begin painting and as I paint the picture
begins to assert itself, or suggest itself under my brush. The form be-

comes a sign for a woman or a
bird as I work. . . . The first stage
is free, unconscious. . . . The sec-
ond stage is carefully calcu-
lated.”36 Even the artist could
not always explain the mean-
ings of pictures such as Paint-
ing. They are, in the truest
sense, spontaneous and intu-
itive expressions of the little-
understood, submerged uncon-
scious part of life.

35-51 Meret Oppenheim, Object (Le Déjeuner en fourrure), 1936.
Fur-covered cup, 4 3–8� diameter; saucer, 9 3–8� diameter; spoon, 8� long.
Museum of Modern Art, New York.

The Surrealists loved the concrete tangibility of sculpture, which made
their art even more disquieting. Oppenheim’s functional fur-covered
object captures the Surrealist flair for magical transformation.

35-52 Joan Miró, Painting,
1933. Oil on canvas, 5� 8� �
6� 5�. Museum of Modern Art,
New York (Loula D. Lasker
Bequest by exchange).

Miró promoted automatism, the
creation of art without conscious
control. He began this painting
with a scattered collage and 
then added forms suggesting
floating amoebic organisms.
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PAUL KLEE Perhaps the most inventive artist using fantasy im-
ages to represent the nonvisible world was the Swiss-German painter
Paul Klee (1879–1940). Like Miró, he shunned formal association
with groups such as the Dadaists and Surrealists but pursued their
interest in the subconscious. Klee sought clues to humanity’s deeper
nature in primitive shapes and symbols. Like Jung, Klee seems to
have accepted the existence of a collective unconscious that reveals
itself in archaic signs and patterns and that is everywhere evident in
the art of “primitive” cultures (see “Primitivism,” page 920). The son
of a professional musician and himself an accomplished violinist,
Klee thought of painting as similar to music in its ability to express
emotions through color, form, and line. In 1920, Klee set down his
Creative Credo, which reads in part:

Art does not reproduce the visible; rather it makes visible. . . . The

formal elements of graphic art are dot, line, plane, and space—

the last three charged with energy of various kinds. . . . Formerly 

we used to represent things visible on earth, things we either liked 

to look at or would have liked to see. Today we reveal the reality 

that is behind visible things.37

To penetrate the reality behind visible things, Klee studied na-
ture avidly, taking special interest in analyzing processes of growth
and change. He coded these studies in diagrammatic form in note-
books. The root of his work was thus nature, but nature filtered

through his mind. Upon starting an image, he would allow the pen-
cil or brush to lead him until an image emerged, to which he would
then respond to complete the idea.

Twittering Machine (FIG. 35-53) reveals Klee’s fanciful vision.
The painting, although based on forms in the tangible world easily
read as birds, is far from illusionistic. Klee presented the scene in a
simplified, almost childlike manner, imbuing the work with a poetic
lyricism. The small size of Klee’s works enhanced their impact. A
viewer must draw near to decipher the delicately rendered forms and
enter this mysterious dream world. The inclusion of a crank-driven
mechanism adds a touch of whimsy. Perhaps no other artist of the
20th century matched Klee’s subtlety as he deftly created a world of
ambiguity and understatement that draws each viewer into finding a
unique interpretation of the work.

Suprematism, Constructivism,
and De Stijl

The pessimism and cynicism of movements such as Dada reflect the
historical circumstances of the early 20th century. However, not all
artists reacted to the profound turmoil of the times by retreating
from society. Some avant-garde artists promoted utopian ideals, be-
lieving staunchly in art’s ability to contribute to improving society
and all humankind. These efforts often surfaced in the face of signif-
icant political upheaval, illustrating the link established early on be-
tween revolution in politics and revolution in art. Among the art
movements espousing utopian notions were Suprematism and Con-
structivism in Russia and De Stijl in Holland.

KAZIMIR MALEVICH Despite Russia’s distance from Paris, the
center of the international art world in the early 20th century, Russians
had a long history of cultural contact and interaction with western Eu-
rope. Wealthy Russians, such as Ivan Morozov (1871–1921) and Sergei
Shchukin (1854–1936), amassed extensive collections of Impressionist,
Post-Impressionist, and avant-garde paintings. Shchukin became par-
ticularly enamored with the work of both Picasso and Matisse. By the
mid-1910s, he had acquired 37 paintings by Matisse and 51 by Picasso.
Because of their access to collections such as these, Russian artists were
familiar with early-20th-century artistic developments, especially Fau-
vism, Cubism, and Futurism.

Among the Russian artists who pursued the avant-garde direc-
tion Cubism introduced was Kazimir Malevich (1878–1935). Male-
vich developed an abstract style to convey his belief that the supreme
reality in the world is pure feeling, which attaches to no object. Thus,
this belief called for new, nonobjective forms in art—shapes not re-
lated to objects in the visible world. Malevich had studied painting,
sculpture, and architecture and had worked his way through most of
the avant-garde styles of his youth before deciding none could express
the subject he found most important—”pure feeling.” He christened
his new artistic approach Suprematism, explaining: “Under Suprema-
tism I understand the supremacy of pure feeling in creative art. To the
Suprematist, the visual phenomena of the objective world are, in
themselves, meaningless; the significant thing is feeling, as such, quite
apart from the environment in which it is called forth.”38

The basic form of Malevich’s new Suprematist nonobjective art
was the square. Combined with its relatives, the straight line and the
rectangle, the square soon filled his paintings, such as Suprematist
Composition: Airplane Flying (FIG. 35-54). In this work, the brightly
colored shapes float against and within a white space, and the artist
placed them in dynamic relationship to one another. Malevich be-
lieved all people would easily understand his new art because of the
universality of its symbols. It used the pure language of shape and
color, to which everyone could respond intuitively.
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35-53 Paul Klee, Twittering Machine, 1922. Watercolor and 
pen and ink, on oil transfer drawing on paper, mounted on cardboard,
2� 1� � 1� 7�. Museum of Modern Art, New York.

Although based on forms in the tangible world easily read as birds,
Klee’s Twittering Machine is a fanciful vision of a mysterious world
presented in a simplified, almost childlike manner.
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Having formulated his artistic approach, Malevich welcomed
the Russian Revolution, which broke out in 1917, as a political act
that would wipe out past traditions and begin a new culture. He be-
lieved his art could play a major role because of its universal accessi-
bility. In actuality, after a short period when the new regime her-
alded avant-garde art, the political leaders of the postrevolution
Soviet Union decided the new society needed a more “practical” art.
Soviet authorities promoted a “realistic,” illusionistic art that they
believed a wide public could understand and that they hoped would
teach citizens about their new government. This horrified Malevich.
To him, true art could never have a practical connection with life. As
he explained, “Every social idea, however great and important it may
be, stems from the sensation of hunger; every art work, regardless of
how small and insignificant it may seem, originates in pictorial or
plastic feeling. It is high time for us to realize that the problems of art
lie far apart from those of the stomach or the intellect.”39 Disap-
pointed and unappreciated in his own country, Malevich eventually
gravitated toward other disciplines, such as mathematical theory
and geometry, logical fields given his interest in pure abstraction.

NAUM GABO Like Malevich, the Russian-born sculptor Naum
Gabo (1890–1977) wanted to create an innovative art to express a
new reality, and, also like Malevich, Gabo believed art should spring
from sources separate from the everyday world. For Gabo, the new
reality was the space-time world described by early-20th-century 
scientists (see “Science and Art,” page 915). As he wrote in The Realis-
tic Manifesto, published with his brother Anton Pevsner (1886–1962)
in 1920:

Space and time are the only forms on which life is built and hence

art must be constructed. . . . The realization of our perceptions of

the world in the forms of space and time is the only aim of our pic-

torial and plastic art. . . . We renounce the thousand-year-old delu-

sion in art that held the static rhythms as the only elements of the

plastic and pictorial arts. We affirm in these arts a new element, the

kinetic rhythms, as the basic forms of our perception of real time.40

Gabo was one of the Russian sculptors known as Constructivists.
The name Constructivism may have come originally from the title
Construction, which the Russian artist Vladimir Tatlin (FIG. 35-70)
used for some relief sculptures he made in 1913 and 1914. Gabo ex-
plained that he called himself a Constructivist partly because he built
up his sculptures piece by piece in space, instead of carving or model-
ing them in the traditional way. Although Gabo experimented briefly
with real motion in his work, most of his sculptures relied on the rela-
tionship of mass and space to suggest the nature of space-time. To in-
dicate the volumes of mass and space more clearly in his sculpture,
Gabo used some of the new synthetic plastic materials, including cel-
luloid, nylon, and Lucite, to create constructions whose space seems to
flow through as well as around the transparent materials. In works
such as Column (FIG. 35-55), the sculptor opened up the column’s
circular mass so that the viewer can experience the volume of space it
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35-54 Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Composition: Airplane
Flying, 1915 (dated 1914). Oil on canvas, 1� 10 7–8� � 1� 7�. Museum of
Modern Art, New York.

Malevich developed an abstract style he called Suprematism to convey
that the supreme reality in the world is pure feeling. In this work, the
brightly colored rectilinear shapes float against white space. 35-55 Naum Gabo, Column, ca. 1923 (reconstructed 1937). Perspex,

wood, metal, glass, 3� 5� � 2� 5� � 2� 5�. Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, New York.

Gabo’s Constructivist sculptures rely on the relationship of mass and
space to suggest the nature of space-time. Space seems to flow through
as well as around the transparent materials he used.
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occupies. Two transparent planes extend through its diameter, cross-
ing at right angles at the center of the implied cylindrical column
shape. The opaque colored planes at the base and the inclined open
ring set up counter-rhythms to the crossed upright planes. They estab-
lish the sense of dynamic kinetic movement that Gabo always sought
to express as an essential part of reality.

DE STIJL The utopian spirit and ideals of the Suprematists and
Constructivists extended beyond Russia. In Holland, a group of
young artists formed a new movement in 1917 and began publishing
a magazine, calling both movement and magazine De Stijl (The
Style). The group’s cofounders were the painters Piet Mondrian
(1872–1944) and Theo van Doesburg (1883–1931). In addition to
promoting utopian ideals, De Stijl artists believed in the birth of a
new age in the wake of World War I. They felt it was a time of bal-
ance between individual and universal values, when the machine
would assure ease of living. In their first manifesto of De Stijl, the
artists declared: “There is an old and a new consciousness of time.
The old is connected with the individual. The new is connected with
the universal.”41 The goal, according to van Doesburg and architect
Cor van Eesteren (1897–1988), was a total integration of art and life:

We must realize that life and art are no longer separate domains.

That is why the “idea” of “art” as an illusion separate from real life

must disappear. The word “Art” no longer means anything to us. In

its place we demand the construction of our environment in accor-

dance with creative laws based upon a fixed principle. These laws,

following those of economics, mathematics, technique, sanitation,

etc., are leading to a new, plastic unity.42

PIET MONDRIAN Toward this goal of integration, Mondrian
created a new style based on a single ideal principle. The choice of
the term “De Stijl” reflected Mondrian’s confidence that this style—
the style—revealed the underlying eternal structure of existence. Ac-
cordingly, De Stijl artists reduced their artistic vocabulary to simple
geometric elements. Time spent in Paris, just before World War I, in-
troduced Mondrian to modes of abstraction such as Cubism. How-
ever, as his attraction to contemporary theological writings grew,
Mondrian sought to purge his art of every overt reference to individ-
ual objects in the external world. He initially favored the teachings of
theosophy, a tradition basing knowledge of nature and the human
condition on knowledge of the divine nature or spiritual powers.
(His fellow theosophist, Vassily Kandinsky [FIG. 35-7], pursued a
similar path.) Mondrian, however, quickly abandoned the strictures
of theosophy and turned toward a conception of nonobjective de-
sign—“pure plastic art”—that he believed expressed universal real-
ity. He articulated his credo with great eloquence in 1914:

What first captivated us does not captivate us afterward (like toys).

If one has loved the surface of things for a long time, later on one

will look for something more. . . . The interior of things shows

through the surface; thus as we look at the surface the inner image is

formed in our soul. It is this inner image that should be represented.

For the natural surface of things is beautiful, but the imitation of it

is without life. . . . Art is higher than reality and has no direct rela-

tion to reality. . . . To approach the spiritual in art, one will make as

little use as possible of reality, because reality is opposed to the spiri-

tual. . . . [W]e find ourselves in the presence of an abstract art. Art

should be above reality, otherwise it would have no value for man.43

Mondrian soon moved beyond Cubism because he felt “Cubism
did not accept the logical consequences of its own discoveries; it 
was not developing towards its own goal, the expression of pure
plastics.”44 Caught by the outbreak of hostilities while on a visit to

Holland, Mondrian remained there during World War I, developing
his theories for what he called Neoplasticism—the new “pure plastic
art.” He believed all great art had polar but coexistent goals, the at-
tempt to create “universal beauty” and the desire for “aesthetic ex-
pression of oneself.”45 The first goal is objective in nature, whereas
the second is subjective, existing within the individual’s mind and
heart. To create such a universal expression, an artist must commu-
nicate “a real equation of the universal and the individual.”46

To express this vision, Mondrian eventually limited his formal
vocabulary to the three primary colors (red, yellow, and blue), the
three primary values (black, white, and gray), and the two primary
directions (horizontal and vertical). Basing his ideas on a combina-
tion of teachings, he concluded that primary colors and values are
the purest colors and therefore are the perfect tools to help an artist
construct a harmonious composition. Using this system, he created
numerous paintings locking color planes into a grid of intersecting
vertical and horizontal lines, as in Composition with Red, Blue, and 
Yellow (FIG. 35-56). In each of these paintings, Mondrian altered
the grid patterns and the size and placement of the color planes to
create an internal cohesion and harmony. This did not mean inertia.
Rather, Mondrian worked to maintain a dynamic tension in his
paintings from the size and position of lines, shapes, and colors.

Sculpture
It was impossible for early-20th-century artists to ignore the increas-
ingly intrusive expansion of mechanization and growth of technol-
ogy. However, not all artists embraced these developments, as had
the Futurists. In contrast, many artists attempted to overcome the

35-56 Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Blue and Yellow,
1930. Oil on canvas, 1� 6 1–8� � 1� 6 1–8�. Kunsthaus, Zürich. © 2008
Mondrian/Holtzman Trust c/o HCR International, VA, USA.

Mondrian created numerous “pure plastic” paintings in which he
locked primary colors into a grid of intersecting vertical and horizontal
lines. By altering the grid patterns, he created a dynamic tension.
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predominance of mechanization in society by immersing themselves
in a search for the organic and natural.

CONSTANTIN BRANCUSI Romanian artist Constantin
Brancusi (1876–1957) was one of many sculptors eager to produce
works emphasizing the natural or organic. Often composed of softly
curving surfaces and ovoid forms, his sculptures refer, directly or in-
directly, to the cycle of life. Brancusi sought to move beyond surface
appearances to capture the essence or spirit of the object depicted (see
“Brancusi, Hepworth, and Moore on Abstract Sculpture,” above).
Brancusi’s ability to design rhythmic, elegant sculptures conveying
the essence of his subjects is evident in Bird in Space (FIG. 35-57).
Clearly not a literal depiction of a bird, the work is the final result of
a long process. Brancusi started with the image of a bird at rest with
its wings folded at its sides and ended with an abstract columnar
form sharply tapered at each end. Despite the abstraction, the sculp-
ture retains the suggestion of a bird about to soar in free flight

through the heavens. The highly reflective surface of the polished
bronze does not allow the eye to linger on the sculpture itself (as do,
for example, Rodin’s agitated and textured surfaces; FIGS. 31-32 and
31-33). Instead, the viewer’s eye follows the gleaming reflection
along the delicate curves to glide right off the tip of the work,
thereby inducing a feeling of flight. Brancusi stated, “All my life I
have sought the essence of flight. Don’t look for mysteries. I give you
pure joy. Look at the sculptures until you see them. Those nearest to
God have seen them.”47

BARBARA HEPWORTH British artist Barbara Hepworth
(1903–1975) developed her own kind of essential sculptural form,
combining pristine shape with a sense of organic vitality. She sought a
sculptural idiom that would express her sense both of nature and the
landscape and of the person who is in and observes nature (see “Bran-
cusi, Hepworth, and Moore,” above). By 1929, Hepworth arrived at 
a breakthrough that evolved into an enduring and commanding 
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Many early-20th-century sculptors rejected the notion that
reproducing the physical world of nature was the purpose

of sculpture. Instead, they championed abstraction as the sculptor’s
proper goal. Among those who not only produced enduring master-
pieces of abstract sculpture but also wrote eloquently about the the-
oretical basis of their work were Constantin Brancusi (FIG. 35-57),
Barbara Hepworth (FIG. 35-58), and Henry Moore (FIG. 35-59).
Some excerpts from their writings on sculpture illustrate their com-
mitment to abstraction as their guiding principle.

❚ Constantin Brancusi Simplicity is not an objective in art, but one
achieves simplicity despite oneself by entering into the real sense
of things.* What is real is not the external form but the essence of
things. Starting from this truth it is impossible for anyone to ex-
press anything essentially real by imitating its exterior surface.†

❚ Barbara Hepworth The forms which have had special meaning
for me since childhood have been the standing form (which is the
translation of my feeling towards the human being standing in
landscape); the two forms (which is the tender relationship of one
living thing beside another); and the closed form, such as the oval,
spherical, or pierced form (sometimes incorporating colour)
which translates for me the association and meaning of gesture in
the landscape. . . . In all these shapes the translation of what one
feels about man and nature must be conveyed by the sculptor in
terms of mass, inner tension, and rhythm, scale in relation to our
human size, and the quality of surface which speaks through our
hands and eyes.‡

❚ Henry Moore Since the Gothic, European sculpture had become
overgrown with moss, weeds—all sorts of surface excrescences
which completely concealed shape. It has been Brancusi’s special
mission to get rid of this overgrowth, and to make us once more
shape-conscious. To do this he has had to concentrate on very sim-
ple direct shapes. . . . Abstract qualities of design are essential to
the value of a work. . . . Because a work does not aim at reproduc-
ing natural appearances, it is not, therefore, an escape from life—
but may be a penetration into reality. . . . My sculpture is becoming

less representational, less an out-
ward visual copy . . . but only be-
cause I believe that in this way I
can present the human psycho-
logical content of my work with
greatest directness and intensity.§

* Quoted in Herschel B. Chipp, Theo-

ries of Modern Art: A Source Book by

Artists and Critics (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press,

1968), 364–365.
† Quoted in George Heard Hamilton,

Painting and Sculpture in Europe,

1880–1940, 6th ed. (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 1993), 426.
‡ Barbara Hepworth, A Pictorial Auto-

biography (London: Tate Gallery, 1978),

9, 53.
§ Quoted in Robert L. Herbert, Modern

Artists on Art, 2d ed.

(Mineola, N.Y.: Dover, 2000), 173–179.

Brancusi, Hepworth, and Moore 

on Abstract Sculpture
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35-57 Constantin Brancusi,
Bird in Space, 1924. Bronze,
4� 2 5––16 � high. Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, Philadelphia
(Louise and Walter Arensberg
Collection, 1950).

Although not a literal depiction of
a bird, Brancusi’s softly curving,
light-reflecting abstract sculpture
in polished bronze suggests a bird
about to soar in free flight through
the heavens.
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element in her work from that point forward, and that represents her
major contribution to the history of sculpture: the use of the hole, or
void. Particularly noteworthy is that Hepworth introduced the hole, or
negative space, in her sculpture as an abstract element—it does not
represent anything specific—and one that is as integral and important
to the sculpture as its mass. Oval Sculpture (No. 2) is a plaster cast (FIG.
35-58) of an earlier wooden sculpture Hepworth carved in 1943.
Pierced in four places, Oval Sculpture is as much defined by the
smooth, curving holes as by the volume of white plaster. Like the
forms in all of Hepworth’s mature works, those in Oval Sculpture are
basic and universal, expressing a sense of eternity’s timelessness.

HENRY MOORE British sculptor Henry Moore (1898–1986)
shared Hepworth’s interest in the hole, or void, and Brancusi’s pro-
found love of nature and knowledge of organic forms and materials.
Moore maintained that every “material has its own individual quali-
ties” and that these qualities could play a role in the creative process:
“It is only when the sculptor works direct, when there is an active re-
lationship with his material, that the material can take its part in the
shaping of an idea.”48 Accordingly, the forms and lines of Moore’s
lead and stone sculptures tend to emphasize the material’s hardness
and solidity, whereas his fluid wood sculptures draw attention to the
flow of the wood grain. One major recurring theme in Moore’s work
is the reclining female figure with simplified and massive forms. A
tiny photograph of a Chacmool (FIG. 14-15) from ancient Mexico
originally inspired this motif.

Although viewers can recognize a human figure in most of
Moore’s works, the artist simplified and abstracted the figure, at-
tempting to express a universal truth beyond the physical world (see
“Brancusi, Hepworth, and Moore,” page 951). Reclining Figure (FIG.
35-59) reveals Moore’s expressive handling of the human form
and his responsiveness to his chosen material—here, elm wood. The
contours of the sculpture follow the grain of the wood. The figure’s
massive shapes suggest Surrealist biomorphic forms (FIG. 35-52),
but Moore’s recumbent woman is also a powerful earth mother
whose undulant forms and hollows suggest nurturing human en-
ergy. Similarly, they evoke the contours of the Yorkshire hills of
Moore’s childhood and the wind-polished surfaces of weathered
wood and stone. The sculptor heightened the allusions to landscape
and to Surrealist organic forms in his work by interplaying mass and
void, based on the intriguing qualities of cavities in nature. As he ex-
plained,“The hole connects one side to the other, making it immedi-
ately more three-dimensional. . . . The mystery of the hole—the
mysterious fascination of caves in hillsides and cliffs.”49 The concern
with the void—the holes—recalls the sculpture of artists such as
Barbara Hepworth (FIG. 35-58), whose work influenced him, and
Aleksandr Archipenko (FIG. 35-20). Above all, Reclining Figure com-
bines the organic vocabulary central to Moore’s philosophy—bone
shapes, eroded rocks, and geologic formations—to communicate
the human form’s fluidity, dynamism, and evocative nature.

35-58 Barbara Hepworth, Oval Sculpture (No. 2), 1943. Plaster
cast, 11 1–4� � 1� 4 1–4� � 10�. Tate Gallery, London.

Hepworth’s major contribution to the history of sculpture was the intro-
duction of the hole, or negative space, as an abstract element that is as
integral and important to the sculpture as its mass.

35-59 Henry Moore, Reclining Figure, 1939. Elm wood, 3� 1� � 6� 7� � 2� 6�. Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit
(Founders Society purchase with funds from the Dexter M. Ferry Jr. Trustee Corporation).

The reclining female figure was a major theme in Moore’s sculptures. He simplified and abstracted the massive form in 
a way that recalls Biomorphic Surrealism. The contours follow the grain of the wood.
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VERA MUKHINA Not all sculptors of this period pursued 
abstraction, however. The Worker and the Collective Farm Worker
(FIG. 35-60) by Russian artist Vera Mukhina (1889–1963) pre-
sents a vivid contrast to the work of Brancusi, Hepworth, and
Moore. Produced in 1937 for the International Exposition in Paris—
the same venue in which Picasso displayed Guernica (FIG. 35-41)—
Mukhina’s monumental stainless-steel sculpture glorifies the com-
munal labor of the Soviet people. Whereas Picasso employed Cubist
abstraction to convey the horror of wartime bombing, Mukhina re-
lied on realism to represent exemplars of the Soviet citizenry. Her
sculpture, which stood atop the Soviet Pavilion at the exposition, de-
picts a male factory worker holding aloft the tool of his trade, the
hammer. Alongside him is a female farm worker raising her sickle to
the sky. The juxtaposed hammer and sickle, appearing as they do at
the apex of the sculpture, replicate their appearance on the Soviet
flag, thereby celebrating the Soviet system. The artist augmented the
heroic tenor of this sculpture by emphasizing the solidity of the fig-
ures, who stride forward with their clothes billowing dramatically
behind them. Mukhina had studied in Paris and was familiar with
abstraction, especially Cubism, but felt that a commitment to real-

ism produced the most powerful sculpture. The Soviet government
officially approved this realist style, and Mukhina earned high praise
for her sculpture. Indeed, Russian citizens celebrated the work as a
national symbol for decades.

AMERICA, 1930 TO 1945
The Armory Show of 1913 (see “The Armory Show,” page 934) was
an important vehicle for exposing American artists to modernist Eu-
ropean art. Equally significant was the emigration of European
artists across the Atlantic Ocean. The havoc Hitler and the National
Socialists wreaked in the early 1930s (see “Degenerate Art,” page
945) forced artists to flee. The United States, among other countries,
offered both survival and a more hospitable environment for pro-
ducing their art. Léger, Lipchitz, Beckmann, Grosz, Ernst, and Dalí,
among many others, all made their way to American cities.

Museums in the United States, wanting to demonstrate their fa-
miliarity and connection with the most progressive European art,
mounted exhibitions centered on the latest European artistic devel-
opments. In 1938, for example, the City Art Museum of Saint Louis
presented an exhibition of Beckmann’s work, and the Art Institute of
Chicago organized George Grosz: A Survey of His Art from 1918–1938.
This interest in exhibiting the work of persecuted artists driven from
their homelands also had political overtones. In the highly charged
atmosphere of the late 1930s leading to the onset of World War II,
people often perceived support for these artists and their work as
support for freedom and democracy. In 1942, Alfred H. Barr Jr.
(1902–1981), director of the Museum of Modern Art, stated:

Among the freedoms which the Nazis have destroyed, none has been

more cynically perverted, more brutally stamped upon, than the

Freedom of Art. For not only must the artist of Nazi Germany bow

to political tyranny, he must also conform to the personal taste of

that great art connoisseur, Adolf Hitler. . . . But German artists of

spirit and integrity have refused to conform. They have gone into

exile or slipped into anxious obscurity. . . . Their paintings and

sculptures, too, have been hidden or exiled. . . . But in free countries

they can still be seen, can still bear witness to the survival of a free

German culture.50

Despite this moral support for exiled artists, once the United
States formally entered the war, Germany officially became the enemy.
Then it was much more difficult for the American art world to pro-
mote German artists, however persecuted. Many émigré artists, in-
cluding Léger, Grosz, Ernst, and Dalí, returned to Europe after the war
ended. Their collective presence in the United States until then, how-
ever, was critical for the development of American art and contributed
to the burgeoning interest in the avant-garde among American artists.

Sculpture and Photography

ALEXANDER CALDER One American artist who rose to 
international prominence at this time was Alexander Calder
(1898–1976). Both the artist’s father and grandfather were sculptors,
but Calder initially studied mechanical engineering. Fascinated all his
life by motion, he explored that phenomenon and its relationship to
three-dimensional form in much of his sculpture. As a young artist in
Paris in the late 1920s, Calder invented a circus filled with wire-based
miniature performers that he activated into realistic analogues of
their real-life counterparts’ motion. After a visit to Mondrian’s studio
in the early 1930s, Calder set out to put the Dutch painter’s brightly
colored rectangular shapes (FIG. 35-56) into motion. (Marcel
Duchamp, intrigued by Calder’s early motorized and hand-cranked
examples of moving abstract pieces, named them mobiles.) Calder’s
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35-60 Vera Mukhina, The Worker and the Collective Farm Worker,
Soviet Pavilion, Paris Exposition, 1937. Stainless steel, 78� high. Art ©
Estate of Vera Mukhina/RAO, Moscow/VAGA, New York.

In contrast to contemporaneous abstract sculpture, Mukhina’s realistic
representation of a male factory worker and a female farm worker
glorifies the communal labor of the Soviet people.
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engineering skills soon helped him to fashion a series of balanced
structures hanging from rods, wires, and colored, organically shaped
plates. This new kind of sculpture, which combined nonobjective
organic forms and motion, succeeded in expressing the innate dy-
namism of the natural world.

An early Calder mobile is Lobster Trap and Fish Tail (FIG. 35-61),
which the artist created in 1939 under a commission from the Mu-
seum of Modern Art in New York City for the stairwell of the 
museum’s new building on 53rd Street (see “The Museum of Modern
Art and the Avant-Garde,” above). Calder carefully planned each non-
mechanized mobile so that any air current would set the parts moving
to create a constantly shifting dance in space. Mondrian’s work may
have provided the initial inspiration for the mobiles, but their organic

shapes resemble those in Joan Miró’s Surrealist paintings (FIG. 35-52).
Indeed, a viewer can read Calder’s forms as either geometric or or-
ganic. Geometrically, the lines suggest circuitry and rigging, and the
shapes derive from circles and ovoid forms. Organically, the lines sug-
gest nerve axons, and the shapes resemble cells, leaves, fins, wings, and
other bioforms.

GREAT DEPRESSION In the 1930s much of the Western
world plunged into the Great Depression, which had particularly
acute ramifications in the United States. The decade following 
the catastrophic stock market crash of October 1929 dramatically
changed the nation, and artists were among the many economic vic-
tims. The limited art market virtually disappeared, and museums
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Established in 1929, the Museum of Modern Art
(often called MoMA) in New York City owes its

existence to a trio of women—Lillie P. Bliss, Mary
Quinn Sullivan, and Abby Aldrich Rockefeller (see “Art
‘Matronage’ in America,” page 933). These women saw
the need for a museum to collect and exhibit mod-
ernist art. Together they founded what quickly became
the most influential museum of modern art in the
world. Their success was extraordinary considering
the skepticism and hostility greeting much of mod-
ernist art at the time of the museum’s inception. In-
deed, at that time, few American museums exhibited
late-19th- and 20th-century art at all.

In its quest to expose the public to the energy and
challenge of modernist, particularly avant-garde, art,
MoMA developed unique and progressive exhibitions.
Among those the museum mounted during the early
years of its existence were Cubism and Abstract Art and
Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism (1936). Two other note-
worthy shows were American Sources of Modern Art
(Aztec, Maya, Inca) in 1933 and African Negro Art in
1935, among the first exhibitions to deal with “primi-
tive” artifacts in artistic rather than anthropological
terms (see “Primitivism,” page 920).

The organization of MoMA’s administrative
structure and the scope of the museum’s early activi-
ties were also remarkable. MoMA’s first director, Al-
fred H. Barr Jr., insisted on establishing departments
not only for painting and sculpture but also for pho-
tography, prints and drawing, architecture, and the decorative arts.
He developed a library of books on modern art and a film library,
both of which have become world-class collections, as well as an ex-
tensive publishing program.

It is the museum’s art collection, however, that has drawn the
most attention. By cultivating an influential group of patrons, MoMA
has developed an extensive and enviable collection of late-19th- and

20th-century art. Its collection includes such important works as
van Gogh’s Starry Night (FIG. 31-17), Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avi-
gnon (FIG. 35-12), and Dali’s The Persistence of Memory (FIG. 35-49),
as well as many others illustrated in this book, including 19 in this
chapter alone. MoMA has also served as an art patron itself, com-
missioning works like Calder’s Lobster Trap and Fish Tail (FIG. 35-61)
in 1939, just a decade after the institution’s founding.

The Museum of Modern Art 

and the Avant-Garde
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35-61 Alexander Calder, Lobster Trap and Fish Tail, 1939. Painted sheet aluminum
and steel wire, 8� 6� � 9� 6�. Museum of Modern Art, New York.

Using his thorough knowledge of engineering to combine nonobjective organic forms
and motion, Calder created a new kind of sculpture—the mobile—that expressed
reality’s innate dynamism.
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curtailed both their purchases and exhibition schedules. Many artists
sought financial support from the federal government, which estab-
lished numerous programs to provide relief, assist recovery, and pro-
mote reform. Among the programs supporting artists were the Trea-
sury Relief Art Project, founded in 1934 to commission art for federal
buildings, and the Works Progress Administration (WPA), founded
in 1935 to relieve widespread unemployment. Under the WPA, varied
activities of the Federal Art Project paid artists, writers, and theater
people a regular wage in exchange for work in their professions. An-
other important program was the Resettlement Administration
(RA), better known by its later name, the Farm Security Administra-
tion. The RA oversaw emergency aid programs for farm families
caught in the Depression.

DOROTHEA LANGE The RA hired American photographer
Dorothea Lange (1895–1965) in 1936 and dispatched her to pho-
tograph the rural poor attempting to survive the desperate con-
ditions wrought by the Great Depression. At the end of an assign-
ment to document the lives of migratory pea pickers in California,
Lange stopped at a camp in Nipomo and found the migrant workers
there starving because the crops had frozen in the fields. Among the
pictures Lange made on this occasion was Migrant Mother, Nipomo
Valley (FIG. 35-62), in which she captured the mixture of strength
and worry in the raised hand and careworn face of a young mother,
who holds a baby on her lap. Two older children cling to their

mother trustingly while shunning the camera. Lange described how
she got the picture:

[I] saw and approached the hungry and desperate mother, as if

drawn by a magnet. I do not remember how I explained my pres-

ence or my camera to her, but I remember she asked me no ques-

tions. I made five exposures, working closer and closer from the

same direction. . . . There she sat in that lean-to tent with her chil-

dren huddled around her, and she seemed to know that my pictures

might help her, and so she helped me.51

Within days after Lange’s photograph appeared in a San Fran-
cisco newspaper, people rushed food to Nipomo to feed the hungry
workers.

Painting
The political, social, and economic developments of the 1930s and
1940s also had a profound effect on American painters.

BEN SHAHN Born in Lithuania, Ben Shahn (1898–1969) came
to the United States in 1906 and trained as a lithographer before
broadening the media in which he worked to include easel painting,
photography, and murals. He focused on the lives of ordinary people
and the injustices often done to them by the structure of an imper-
sonal, bureaucratic society. In the early 1930s, he completed a cycle
of 23 paintings and prints inspired by the trial and execution of the
two Italian anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti. Ac-
cused of killing two men in a holdup in 1920 in South Braintree,
Massachusetts, the Italians were convicted in a trial that many peo-
ple thought resulted in a grave miscarriage of justice. Shahn felt he
had found in this story a subject the equal of any in Western art his-
tory: “Suddenly I realized . . . I was living through another crucifix-
ion.”52 Basing many of the works in this cycle on newspaper pho-
tographs of the events, Shahn devised a style that adapted his
knowledge of Synthetic Cubism and his training in commercial art
to an emotionally expressive use of flat, intense color in figural com-
positions filled with sharp, dry, angular forms. He called the major
work in the series The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti (FIG. I-5), draw-
ing a parallel to Christ’s Passion. This tall, narrow painting con-
denses the narrative in terms of both time and space. The two exe-
cuted men lie in coffins at the bottom of the composition. Presiding
over them are the three members of the commission chaired by Har-
vard University president A. Laurence Lowell, who declared the orig-
inal trial fair and cleared the way for the executions to take place. A
framed portrait of Judge Webster Thayer, who handed down the ini-
tial sentence, hangs on the wall of a simplified government building.
The gray pallor of the dead men, the stylized mask-faces of the
mock-pious mourning commissioners, and the sanctimonious, dis-
tant judge all contribute to the mood of anguished commentary that
makes this image one of Shahn’s most powerful works.

EDWARD HOPPER Trained as a commercial artist, Edward
Hopper (1882–1967) studied painting and printmaking in New
York and then in Paris. When he returned to the United States, he
concentrated on scenes of contemporary American city and country
life. His paintings depict buildings, streets, and landscapes that are
curiously muted, still, and filled with empty spaces, evoking the na-
tional mind-set during the Depression era. Hopper did not paint
historically specific scenes. He took as his subject the more general-
ized theme of the overwhelming loneliness and echoing isolation of
modern life in the United States. In his paintings, motion is stopped
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35-62 Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother, Nipomo Valley, 1935.
Gelatin silver print, 1� 1� � 9�. Oakland Museum of California, Oakland
(gift of Paul S. Taylor).

While documenting the lives of migratory farm workers during the
Depression, Lange made this unforgettable photograph of a mother in
which she captured the woman’s strength and worry.
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and time suspended, as if the artist recorded the major details of a
poignant personal memory. From the darkened streets outside a
restaurant in Nighthawks (FIG. 35-63), the viewer glimpses the
lighted interior through huge plate-glass windows, which lend the
inner space the paradoxical sense of being both a safe refuge and a
vulnerable place for the three customers and the counterman. The
seeming indifference of Hopper’s characters to one another and the
echoing spaces that surround them suggest the pervasive loneliness
of modern humans. In Nighthawks and other works, Hopper created
a Realist vision recalling that of 19th-century artists such as Thomas
Eakins (FIG. 30-38) and Henry Ossawa Tanner (FIG. 30-40), but, con-
sistent with more recent trends in painting, he simplified the shapes
in a move toward abstraction.

JACOB LAWRENCE African American artist Jacob Lawrence
(1917–2000) found his subjects in modern history, concentrating on
the culture and history of his own people. Lawrence moved to
Harlem, New York, in 1927 at about age 10. There, he came under
the spell of the African art and the African American history he
found in lectures and exhibitions and in the special programs spon-
sored by the 135th Street New York Public Library, which had out-
standing collections of African American art and archival data. In-
spired by the politically oriented art of Goya (FIG. 30-13), Daumier
(FIG. 30-30), and Orozco (FIG. 35-67), and influenced by the many
artists and writers of the Harlem Renaissance whom he met, includ-
ing Aaron Douglas (FIG. 35-36), Lawrence found his subjects in the
everyday life of Harlem and in African American history.

In 1941, Lawrence began a 60-painting series titled The Migration
of the Negro, in which he defined his own vision of the continuing
African American struggle against discrimination. Unlike his earlier
historical paintings depicting important figures in American history,

such as the abolitionists Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman, this
series called attention to a contemporaneous event—the ongoing exo-
dus of black labor from the southern United States. Disillusioned with
their lives in the South, hundreds of thousands of African Americans
migrated north in the years following World War I, seeking improved
economic opportunities and more hospitable political and social con-
ditions. This subject had personal relevance to Lawrence:

I was part of the migration, as was my family, my mother, my sister,

and my brother. . . . I grew up hearing tales about people “coming

up,” another family arriving. . . . I didn’t realize what was happening

until about the middle of the 1930s, and that’s when the Migration

series began to take form in my mind.53

The “documentation” of the period, such as the RA program,
ignored African Americans, and thus this major demographic shift
remained largely invisible to most Americans. Of course, the condi-
tions African Americans encountered both during their migration
and in the North were often as difficult and discriminatory as those
they had left behind in the South.

Lawrence’s series provides numerous vignettes capturing the
experiences of these migrating people. Often, a sense of bleakness
and of the degradation of African American life dominates the im-
ages. No. 49 (FIG. 35-64) of this series bears the caption “They also
found discrimination in the North although it was much different
from that which they had known in the South.” The artist depicted a
blatantly segregated dining room with a barrier running down the
room’s center separating the whites on the left from the African
Americans on the right. To ensure a continuity and visual integrity
among all 60 paintings, Lawrence interpreted his themes systemati-
cally in rhythmic arrangements of bold, flat, and strongly colored
shapes. His style drew equally from his interest in the push-pull 
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35-63 Edward Hopper, Nighthawks, 1942. Oil on canvas, 2� 6� � 4� 8 11––16�. Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago (Friends of American Art Collection).

The seeming indifference of Hopper’s characters to one another, and the echoing spaces that surround them, evoke the overwhelming loneliness 
and isolation of Depression-era life in the United States.
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effects of Cubist space and his memories of the patterns made by the
colored scatter rugs brightening the floors of his childhood homes.
He unified the narrative with a consistent palette of bluish green, or-
ange, yellow, and grayish brown throughout the entire series.

GRANT WOOD Although many American artists, such as the
Precisionists (FIGS. 35-37 and 35-38), preferred to depict the city 
or rapidly developing technological advances, others avoided sub-
jects tied to modern life. At a 1931 arts conference, Grant Wood
(1891–1942) announced a new movement developing in the Mid-
west, known as Regionalism, which he described as focused on
American subjects and as standing in reaction to the modernist ab-
straction of Europe and New York. Four years later, Wood published
an essay “Revolt against the City” that underscored this new focus.
Wood and the Regionalists, sometimes referred to as the American
Scene Painters, turned their attention instead to rural life as Amer-
ica’s cultural backbone. Wood’s paintings, for example, focus on
rural Iowa, where he was born and raised.

The work that catapulted Wood to national prominence was
American Gothic (FIG. 35-65), which became an American icon. The
artist depicted a farmer and his spinster daughter standing in front of a

neat house with a small lancet window, typically found on Gothic
cathedrals. The man and woman wear traditional attire. He appears in
worn overalls, and she in an apron trimmed with rickrack. The dour
expression on both faces gives the painting a severe quality, which
Wood enhanced with his meticulous brushwork. The public and pro-
fessional critics agreed that American Gothic was “quaint, humorous,
and AMERICAN” and embodied “strength, dignity, fortitude, resolute-
ness, integrity,” qualities that represented the true spirit of America.54

Wood’s Regionalist vision involved more than his subjects. It
extended to a rejection of avant-garde styles in favor of a clearly
readable, Realist style. Surely this approach appealed to many people
alienated by the increasing presence of abstraction in art. Interest-
ingly enough, despite the accolades this painting received, it also at-
tracted criticism. Not everyone saw the painting as a sympathetic
portrayal of Midwestern life. Indeed, some in Iowa considered the
depiction insulting. In addition, despite the seemingly reportorial
nature of American Gothic, some viewed it as a political statement—
one of staunch nationalism. In light of the problematic nationalism
in Germany at the time, many observers found Wood’s nationalistic
attitude disturbing. Nonetheless, during the Great Depression, Re-
gionalist paintings had a popular appeal because they often pro-
jected a reassuring image of America’s heartland. The public saw Re-
gionalism as a means of coping with the national crisis through a
search for cultural roots. Thus, people deemed acceptable any nos-
talgia implicit in Regionalist paintings or mythologies these works
perpetuated because they served a larger purpose.
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35-64 Jacob Lawrence, No. 49 from The Migration of the Negro,
1940–1941. Tempera on Masonite, 1� 6� � 1�. Phillips Collection,
Washington, D.C.

The 49th in a series of 60 paintings documenting African American life
in the North, Lawrence’s depiction of a segregated dining room under-
scored that the migrants had not left discrimination behind.

35-65 Grant Wood, American Gothic, 1930. Oil on beaverboard,
2� 5 7–8� � 2� 7–8�. Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago (Friends of American Art
Collection). Art © Estate of Grant Wood/Licensed by VAGA, New York.

In reaction to modernist abstract painting, the Midwestern Regionalism
movement focused on American subjects. Wood’s painting of an Iowa
farmer and his daughter is an American icon.

1 in.

1 ft.
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THOMAS HART BENTON Another major Regionalist artist
was Thomas Hart Benton (1889–1975). Whereas Wood focused
his attention on Iowa, Benton turned to scenes from his native Mis-
souri. He produced one of his major works, a series of murals titled
A Social History of the State of Missouri, in 1936 for the Missouri
State Capitol. The murals depict a collection of images from the
state’s true and legendary history, such as primitive agriculture,
horse trading, a vigilante lynching, and an old-fashioned political
meeting. Other scenes portray the mining industry, grain elevators,
Native Americans, and family life. One segment, Pioneer Days and
Early Settlers (FIG. 35-66), shows a white man using whiskey as a
bartering tool with a Native American (at left), along with scenes
documenting the building of Missouri. Part documentary and part
invention, Benton’s images include both positive and negative as-
pects of Missouri’s history, as these examples illustrate. Although the
public perceived the Regionalists as dedicated to glorifying Midwest-

ern life, that belief distorted their aims. Indeed, Grant Wood ob-
served, “your true regionalist is not a mere eulogist; he may even be
a severe critic.”55 Benton, like Wood, championed a visually accessi-
ble style, but he developed a highly personal aesthetic that included
complex compositions, a fluidity of imagery, and simplified figures
depicted with a rubbery distortion.

JOSÉ CLEMENTE OROZCO During the period between the
two world wars, three Mexican painters achieved international re-
nown for their work both in Mexico and in the United States. The el-
dest of the three was José Clemente Orozco (1883–1949), one of a
group of Mexican artists determined to base their art on the indige-
nous history and culture existing in Mexico before Europeans arrived.
The movement these artists formed was part of the idealistic rethink-
ing of society that occurred in conjunction with the Mexican Revolu-
tion (1910–1920) and the lingering political turmoil of the 1920s.

35-66 Thomas
Hart Benton, Pioneer
Days and Early Settlers,
State Capitol, Jefferson
City, Missouri, 1936.
Mural. Art © 
T. H. Benton and 
R. P. Benton Testa-
mentary Trusts/UMB
Bank Trustee/Licensed
by VAGA, New York.

Benton’s mural for
Missouri’s State Capitol
is one of the major
Regionalist artworks.
Part documentary and
part invention, the
images include both
positive and negative
aspects of state history.

35-67 José Clemente Orozco,
Epic of American Civilization: Hispano-
America (panel 16), Baker Memorial
Library, Dartmouth College, Hanover,
New Hampshire, ca. 1932–1934. Fresco.
Copyright © Orozco Valladares Family/
SOMAAP, Mexico/Licensed by VAGA,
New York.

One of 24 panels depicting the history of
Mexico from ancient times, this scene
focuses on a heroic peasant soldier of the
Mexican Revolution surrounded by sym-
bolic figures of his oppressors.
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Among the projects these politically motivated artists undertook were
vast mural cycles placed in public buildings to dramatize and validate
the history of Mexico’s native peoples. Orozco worked on one of the
first major cycles, painted in 1922 on the walls of the National Train-
ing School in Mexico City. He carried the ideas of this mural revo-
lution to the United States, completing many commissions for wall
paintings between 1927 and 1934. From 1932 to 1934, he worked on
one of his finest mural cycles in Baker Library at Dartmouth College
in New Hampshire, partly in honor of its superb collection of books 
in Spanish. The college let him choose the subject. Orozco depicted, in
14 large panels and 10 smaller ones, a panoramic and symbolic history
of ancient and modern Mexico, from the early mythic days of the
feathered-serpent god Quetzalcoatl (see Chapters 14 and 32) to a con-
temporary and bitterly satiric vision of modern education.

The imagery in panel 16, Epic of American Civilization: Hispano-
America (FIG. 35-67), revolves around the monumental figure of a
heroic Mexican peasant armed to participate in the Mexican Revolu-
tion. Looming on either side of him are mounds crammed with
symbolic figures of his oppressors—bankers, government soldiers,
officials, gangsters, and the rich. Money-grubbers pour hoards of
gold at the incorruptible peon’s feet, cannons threaten him, and a
bemedaled general raises a dagger to stab him in the back. Orozco’s

training as an architect gave him a sense of the framed wall surface,
which he easily commanded, projecting his clearly defined figures
onto the solid mural plane in monumental scale. In addition,
Orozco’s early training as a maker of political prints and as a news-
paper artist had taught him the rhetorical strength of graphic
brevity, which he used here to assure that his allegory could be read
easily. His special merging of the graphic and mural media effects
gives his work an originality and force rarely seen in mural painting
after the Renaissance and Baroque periods.

DIEGO RIVERA Like his countryman, Diego Rivera (1886–
1957) received great acclaim for his murals, both in Mexico and in
the United States. A staunch Marxist, Rivera strove to develop an art
that served his people’s needs (see “Rivera on Art for the People,”
above). Toward that end, he sought to create a national Mexican
style focusing on Mexico’s history and incorporating a popular, gen-
erally accessible aesthetic in keeping with the socialist spirit of the
Mexican Revolution. Rivera produced numerous large murals in
public buildings, among them a series lining the staircase of the Na-
tional Palace in Mexico City. In these images, painted between 1929
and 1935, he depicted scenes from Mexico’s history, of which Ancient
Mexico (FIG. 35-68) is one. This section of the mural represents the
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Diego Rivera was an avid propo-
nent of a social and political role

for art in the lives of common people
and wrote passionately about the
proper goals for an artist—goals he fully
met in his murals depicting Mexican
history (FIG. 35-68). Rivera’s views
stand in sharp contrast to the growing
interest in abstraction on the part of
many early-20th-century painters and
sculptors.

Art has always been employed by the

different social classes who hold the

balance of power as one instrument of

domination—hence, as a political in-

strument. One can analyze epoch after

epoch—from the stone age to our own

day—and see that there is no form of

art which does not also play an essen-

tial political role. . . . What is it then

that we really need? . . . An art with

revolution as its subject: because the

principal interest in the worker’s life

has to be touched first. It is necessary

that he find aesthetic satisfaction and

the highest pleasure appareled in the

essential interest of his life. . . . The

subject is to the painter what the rails are to a locomotive. He cannot

do without it. In fact, when he refuses to seek or accept a subject, his

own plastic methods and his own aesthetic theories become his sub-

ject instead. . . . [H]e himself becomes the subject of his work. He be-

comes nothing but an illustrator of his own state of mind . . . That is

the deception practiced under the name of “Pure Art.”*

* Quoted in Robert Goldwater and Marco Treves, eds., Artists on Art from the XIV

to the XX Century (New York: Pantheon, 1945), 475–477.

Rivera on Art for the People

A R T I S T S  O N  A R T

35-68 Diego Rivera, Ancient Mexico, from the History of Mexico, National Palace, Mexico City,
1929–1935. Fresco.

A staunch Marxist, Rivera painted vast mural cycles in public buildings to dramatize the history of his
native land. This fresco depicts the conflicts between indigenous Mexicans and the Spanish colonizers.
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conflicts between the indigenous people and
the Spanish colonizers. Rivera included por-
traits of important figures in Mexican history
and, in particular, in the struggle for Mexican
independence. Although complex, the decora-
tive, animated murals retain the legibility of
folklore, and the figures consist of simple mon-
umental shapes and areas of bold color.

FRIDA KAHLO Born to a Mexican mother
and German father, the painter Frida Kahlo
(1907–1954), who married Diego Rivera, used
the details of her life as powerful symbols for
the psychological pain of human existence. Art
historians often consider Kahlo a Surrealist due
to the psychic and autobiographical issues she
dealt with in her art. Indeed, André Breton deemed her a Natural
Surrealist, although Kahlo herself rejected any association with Sur-
realism. Kahlo began painting seriously as a young student, during
convalescence from an accident that tragically left her in constant
pain. Her life became a heroic and tumultuous battle for survival
against illness and stormy personal relationships.

Typical of her long series of unflinching self-portraits is The
Two Fridas (FIG. 35-69), one of the few large-scale canvases Kahlo
ever produced. The twin figures sit side by side on a low bench in a
barren landscape under a stormy sky. The figures suggest different
sides of the artist’s personality, inextricably linked by the clasped
hands and by the thin artery that stretches between them, joining
their exposed hearts. The artery ends on one side in surgical forceps
and on the other in a miniature portrait of her husband as a child.
Her deeply personal paintings touch sensual and psychological
memories in her audience.

However, to read Kahlo’s paintings solely as autobiographical
overlooks the powerful political dimension of her art. Kahlo was
deeply nationalistic and committed to her Mexican heritage. Politi-
cally active, she joined the Communist Party in 1920 and participated
in public political protests. The Two Fridas incorporates Kahlo’s com-
mentary on the struggle facing Mexicans in the early 20th century in
defining their national cultural identity. The Frida on the right (rep-
resenting indigenous culture) appears in a Tehuana dress, the tradi-
tional costume of Zapotec women from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec,
whereas the Frida on the left (representing imperialist forces) wears a
European-style white lace dress. The heart, depicted here in such dra-
matic fashion, was an important symbol in the art of the Aztecs,
whom Mexican nationalists idealized as the last independent rulers of
an indigenous political unit. Thus, The Two Fridas represents both
Kahlo’s personal struggles and the struggles of her homeland.

ARCHITECTURE
The first half of the 20th century was a time of great innovation in
architecture too. As in painting, sculpture, and photography, new
ideas came from both sides of the Atlantic.

Europe
In the years immediately following the Russian Revolution, a new art
movement called Productivism emerged in the Soviet Union as an
offshoot of the Constructivist movement. The Productivists devoted
their talents to designing a better environment for human beings.

VLADIMIR TATLIN One of the most gifted leaders of the Pro-
ductivism movement was Vladimir Tatlin (1885–1953). The revolu-
tion was the signal to Tatlin and other avant-garde artists in Russia that
the hated old order was about to end. In utopian fashion, these artists
aspired to play a significant role in creating a new world, one that
would fully use the power of industrialization to benefit all the people.
Initially, like Malevich (FIG. 35-54) and Gabo (FIG. 35-55), Tatlin be-
lieved that nonobjective art was ideal for the new society, free as such
art was from any past symbolism. But after the 1917 revolution, Tatlin
enthusiastically abandoned abstract art for “functional art” by design-
ing products such as an efficient stove and a set of worker’s clothing.

Tatlin’s most famous work is his design for Monument to the
Third International (FIG. 35-70), commissioned by the Department
of Artistic Work of the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment
early in 1919 to honor the Russian Revolution. He envisioned a huge
glass-and-iron building that—at 1,300 feet—would have been one-
third taller than the Eiffel Tower (FIG. 31-1). Widely influential,
“Tatlin’s Tower,” as it became known, served as a model for those
seeking to encourage socially committed and functional art. On its
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35-69 Frida Kahlo, The Two Fridas, 1939.
Oil on canvas, 5� 7� � 5� 7�. Museo de Arte
Moderno, Mexico City.

Kahlo’s deeply personal paintings touch sensual
and psychological memories in her audience.
Here, twin self-portraits linked by clasped hands
and a common artery suggest different sides of
her personality.

1 ft.
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proposed site in the center of Moscow, it would have functioned as a
propaganda and news center for the Soviet people. Within a dynami-
cally tilted spiral cage, three geometrically shaped chambers were to
rotate around a central axis, each chamber housing facilities for a dif-
ferent type of governmental activity and rotating at a different speed.
The one at the bottom, a huge cylindrical glass structure for lectures
and meetings, was to revolve once a year. Higher up was a cone-
shaped chamber intended for administrative functions and monthly
rotations. At the top, a cubic information center would have revolved
daily, issuing news bulletins and proclamations via the most modern
means of communication. These included an open-air news screen
(illuminated at night) and a special instrument designed to project
words on the clouds on any overcast day. The decreasing size of the
chambers as visitors ascended the monument paralleled the decision-
making hierarchy in the political system, with the most authoritative,
smallest groups near the building’s apex. The design thus served as a
visual reinforcement of a social and political reality.

Tatlin envisioned the whole complex as a dynamic communica-
tions center perfectly suited to the exhilarating pace of the new age. In
addition, the design’s reductive geometry demonstrates the architect’s
connection to the artistic programs of the Suprematists and the Con-

structivists. Due to Russia’s desperate economic situation during these
years, however, Tatlin’s ambitious design never materialized as a build-
ing. It existed only in metal and wood models exhibited on various of-
ficial occasions before disappearing. The only records of the models are
a few drawings, photographs, and recent reconstructions (FIG. 35-70).

GERRIT RIETVELD Some European architects explored the
ideas Mondrian and De Stijl artists advanced. One of the master-
pieces of De Stijl architecture is the Schröder House (FIG. 35-71) in
Utrecht, built in 1924 by Gerrit Thomas Rietveld (1888–1964).
Rietveld came to the group as a cabinetmaker and made De Stijl fur-
nishings throughout his career. His architecture carries the same
spirit into a larger integrated whole and perfectly expresses Theo van
Doesburg’s definition of De Stijl architecture:

The new architecture is anti-cubic, i.e., it does not strive to contain

the different functional space cells in a single closed cube, but it

throws the functional space (as well as canopy planes, balcony vol-

umes, etc.) out from the centre of the cube, so that height, width,

and depth plus time become a completely new plastic expression 

in open spaces. . . . The plastic architect . . . has to construct in the

new field, time-space.56

The main living rooms of the Schröder House are on the sec-
ond floor, with more private rooms on the ground floor. However,
Rietveld’s house has an open plan and a relationship to nature more
like the houses of his contemporary, the American architect Frank
Lloyd Wright (FIGS. 35-77 and FIG. 35-79). Rietveld designed the en-
tire second floor with sliding partitions that can be closed to define
separate rooms or pushed back to create one open space broken into
units only by the furniture arrangement. This shifting quality ap-
pears also on the outside, where railings, free-floating walls, and long
rectangular windows give the effect of cubic units breaking up be-
fore the viewer’s eyes. Rietveld’s design clearly links all the arts. Rec-
tangular planes seem to slide across each other on the Schröder
House facade like movable panels, making this structure a kind of
three-dimensional projection of the rigid but carefully proportioned
flat color rectangles in Mondrian’s paintings (FIG. 35-56).

35-70 Vladimir Tatlin, Monument to the Third International,
1919–1920. Reconstruction of the lost model, 1992–1993. Kunsthalle,
Düsseldorf.

“Tatlin’s Tower” was an ambitious avant-garde design for a Soviet
governmental building with three geometrically shaped chambers
rotating at different speeds within a dynamically tilted spiral cage.

35-71 Gerrit Thomas Rietveld, Schröder House, Utrecht,
the Netherlands, 1924.

The De Stijl Schröder House has an open plan and an exterior that is 
a kind of three-dimensional projection of the carefully proportioned 
flat color rectangles in Mondrian’s paintings (FIG. 35-56).
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WALTER GROPIUS De Stijl architects not only developed an
appealing simplified geometric style but also promoted the notion that
art should be thoroughly incorporated into living environments. As
Mondrian had insisted, “[A]rt and life are one; art and life are both ex-
pressions of truth.”57 In Germany, Walter Gropius (1883–1969) de-
veloped a particular vision of “total architecture.”He made this concept
the foundation of not only his own work but also the work of genera-
tions of pupils under his influence at a school called the Bauhaus. In
1919, Gropius became the director of the Weimar School of Arts and
Crafts in Germany, founded in 1906. Under Gropius, the school as-
sumed a new name—Das Staatliche Bauhaus (roughly translated as
“State School of Building”). Gropius’s goal was to train artists, archi-
tects, and designers to accept and anticipate 20th-century needs. He 
developed an extensive curriculum based on certain principles. First,
Gropius staunchly advocated the importance of strong basic design
(including principles of composition, two- and three-dimensionality,
and color theory) and craftsmanship as fundamental to good art and
architecture. He declared: “Architects, sculptors, painters, we must all
go back to the crafts. . . . There is no essential difference between the
artist and the craftsman.”58 To achieve this integration of art and craft,
both a technical instructor and a “teacher of form”—an artist—taught
in each department. Among the teachers Gropius hired were Vassily
Kandinsky (FIG. 35-7) and Paul Klee (FIG. 35-53).

Second, Gropius promoted the unity of art, architecture, and
design. “Architects, painters, and sculptors,” he insisted, “must recog-
nize anew the composite character of a building as an entity.”59 To
encourage the elimination of boundaries that traditionally separated
art from architecture and art from craft, the Bauhaus offered courses
in a wide range of artistic disciplines. These included weaving, pot-
tery, bookbinding, carpentry, metalwork, stained glass, mural paint-
ing, stage design, and advertising and typography, in addition to
painting, sculpture, and architecture.

Third, because Gropius wanted the Bauhaus to produce gradu-
ates who could design progressive environments that satisfied 20th-
century needs, he emphasized thorough knowledge of machine-age
technologies and materials. He felt that to produce truly successful
designs, the artist-architect-craftsperson had to understand industry
and mass production. Ultimately, Gropius hoped for a marriage be-
tween art and industry—a synthesis of design and production.

Like the De Stijl movement, the Bauhaus philosophy had its roots
in utopian principles. Gropius’s declaration reveals the idealism of the
entire Bauhaus enterprise: “Together let us
conceive and create the new building of the
future, which will embrace architecture and
sculpture and painting in one unity and
which will rise one day toward heaven from
the hands of a million workers like a crystal
symbol of a new faith.”60 In its reference to a
unity of workers, this statement also reveals
the undercurrent of socialism present in Ger-
many at the time.

BAUHAUS IN DESSAU After encountering increasing hostil-
ity from a new government elected in 1924, the Bauhaus moved
north to Dessau in early 1925. By this time, the Bauhaus program
had matured. In a statement, Walter Gropius listed the school’s goals
more clearly:

❚ A decidedly positive attitude to the living environment of vehicles
and machines.

❚ The organic shaping of things in accordance with their own cur-
rent laws, avoiding all romantic embellishment and whimsy.

❚ Restriction of basic forms and colors to what is typical and uni-
versally intelligible.

❚ Simplicity in complexity, economy in the use of space, materials,
time, and money.61

The building Gropius designed for the Bauhaus at Dessau visi-
bly expressed these goals. It is, in fact, the Bauhaus’s architectural
manifesto. The Dessau Bauhaus consisted of workshop and class areas,
a dining room, a theater, a gymnasium, a wing with studio apartments,
and an enclosed two-story bridge housing administrative offices. Of
the major wings, the most dramatic was the Shop Block (FIG. 35-72).
Three stories tall, the Shop Block housed a printing shop and dye
works facility, in addition to other work areas. The builders constructed
the skeleton of reinforced concrete but set these supports well back,
sheathing the entire structure in glass to create a streamlined and light
effect. This design’s simplicity followed Gropius’s dictum that architec-
ture should avoid “all romantic embellishment and whimsy.” Further,
he realized his principle of “economy in the use of space” in his interior
layout of the Shop Block, which consisted of large areas of free-flowing
undivided space. Gropius believed this kind of spatial organization en-
couraged interaction and the sharing of ideas.

MARCEL BREUER The interior decor of this Dessau building
also reveals the comprehensiveness of the Bauhaus program. Because
carpentry, furniture design, and weaving were all part of the Bauhaus
curriculum, Gropius gave students and teachers the task of designing
furniture and light fixtures for the building. One of the memorable fur-
niture designs that emerged from the Bauhaus was the tubular steel
“Wassily chair” (FIG. 35-73) crafted by Hungarian Marcel Breuer
(1902–1981) and named in honor of Bauhaus instructor Vassily

35-72 Walter Gropius, Shop Block, the
Bauhaus, Dessau, Germany, 1925–1926.

Gropius constructed this Bauhaus building 
by sheathing a reinforced concrete skeleton 
in glass. The design followed his dictum that
architecture should avoid “all romantic embel-
lishment and whimsy.”
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(sometimes spelled Wassily) Kandinsky. Breuer supposedly got the in-
spiration to use tubular steel while riding his bicycle and admiring the
handlebars. In keeping with Bauhaus aesthetics, his chairs have a sim-
plified, geometric look, and the leather or cloth supports add to the fur-
niture’s comfort and functionality. These chairs could also easily be
mass produced and thus epitomize the goals of the Bauhaus.

LUDWIG MIES VAN DER ROHE In 1928, Gropius left the
Bauhaus, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969) eventually
took over the directorship, moving the school to Berlin. Taking as his
motto “less is more” and calling his architecture “skin and bones,” the
new Bauhaus director had already fully formed his aesthetic when he
conceived the model (FIG. 35-74) for a glass skyscraper building in
1921. In the glass model, which was on display at the first Bauhaus ex-
hibition in 1923, three irregularly shaped towers flow outward from a
central court designed to hold a lobby, a porter’s room, and a commu-
nity center. Two cylindrical entrance shafts rise at the ends of the
court, each containing elevators, stairways, and toilets. Wholly trans-
parent, the perimeter walls reveal the regular horizontal patterning of
the cantilevered floor planes and their thin vertical supporting ele-
ments. The bold use of glass sheathing and inset supports was, at the
time, technically and aesthetically adventurous. The weblike delicacy
of the lines of the model, as well as the illusion of movement created
by reflection and by light changes seen through the glass, appealed to
many other architects. A few years later, Gropius pursued these princi-
ples in his design for the Bauhaus building (FIG. 35-72) in Dessau. The
glass-and-steel skyscrapers found in major cities throughout the
world today are the enduring legacy of Mies van der Rohe’s design.

END OF THE BAUHAUS One of Hitler’s first acts after com-
ing to power was to close the Bauhaus in 1933. During its 14-year ex-
istence, the beleaguered school graduated fewer than 500 students,
yet it achieved legendary status. Its phenomenal impact extended
beyond painting, sculpture, and architecture to interior design,
graphic design, and advertising. Moreover, art schools everywhere
began to structure their curricula in line with the program the

Bauhaus pioneered. The numerous Bauhaus instructors who fled
Nazi Germany disseminated the school’s philosophy and aesthetic.
Many Bauhaus members came to the United States. Gropius and
Breuer ended up at Harvard University. Mies van der Rohe moved to
Chicago and taught there.

LE CORBUSIER The simple geometric aesthetic that Gropius
and Mies van der Rohe developed became known as the International
Style because of its widespread popularity. The first and purest adher-
ent of this style was the Swiss architect Charles-Edouard Jeanneret,
who adopted his maternal grandfather’s name—Le Corbusier
(1887–1965). Trained in Paris and Berlin, he was also a painter, but Le
Corbusier wielded greater influence as an architect and theorist on
modern architecture. As such, he applied himself to designing a func-
tional living space, which he described as a “machine for living.”62

Le Corbusier maintained that the basic physical and psychologi-
cal needs of every human being were sun, space, and vegetation com-
bined with controlled temperature, good ventilation, and insulation
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35-73 Marcel Breuer, Wassily chair, 1925. Chrome-plated tubular
steel and canvas, 2� 4 1–4� � 2� 6 3–4 � � 2� 4�. Museum of Modern Art,
New York (gift of Herbert Bayer).

The Bauhaus advocated a comprehensive approach to architecture,
which included furniture design. Breuer’s chair has a simple geometric
look in keeping with Bauhaus aesthetics.

35-74 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, model for a glass skyscraper,
Berlin, Germany, 1922 (no longer extant).

In this technically and aesthetically adventurous design, the architect
whose motto was “less is more” proposed a transparent building that
revealed its cantilevered floor planes and thin supports.

1 ft.
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against harmful and undesirable noise. He also
advocated basing dwelling designs on human
scale, because the house is humankind’s assertion
within nature. All these qualities characterize Le
Corbusier’s Villa Savoye (FIG. 35-75), located at
Poissy-sur-Seine near Paris. This country house
sits conspicuously within its site, tending to
dominate it, and has a broad view of the land-
scape. Several colors appear on the exterior—
originally, a dark-green base, cream walls, and a
rose-and-blue windscreen on top. They were a deliberate analogy for
the colors in the contemporary machine-inspired Purist style of paint-
ing (FIG. 35-22) Le Corbusier practiced.

A cube of lightly enclosed and deeply penetrated space, the Villa
Savoye has an only partially confined ground floor (containing a three-
car garage, bedrooms, a bathroom, and utility rooms). Much of the
house’s interior is open space, with the thin columns supporting the
main living floor and the roof garden area. The major living rooms in
the Villa Savoye are on the second floor, wrapping around an open cen-
tral court. Strip windows that run along the membranelike exterior
walls provide illumination to the rooms. From the second-floor court,
a ramp leads up to a flat roof-terrace and garden protected by a curving
windbreak along one side. The Villa Savoye has no traditional facade.
The ostensible approach to the house does not define an entrance. Peo-
ple must walk around and through the house to comprehend its layout.
Spaces and masses interpenetrate so fluidly that inside and outside
space intermingle. The machine-planed smoothness of the unadorned
surfaces, the slender ribbons of continuous windows, and the buoyant
lightness of the whole fabric—all combine to reverse the effect of tradi-
tional country houses (FIG. 22-29). By placing heavy elements above
and light ones below, and by refusing to enclose the ground story of the
Villa Savoye with masonry walls, Le Corbusier inverted traditional de-
sign practice. This openness, made possible by the use of steel and fer-
roconcrete as construction materials, makes the Villa Savoye’s heavy
upper stories appear to hover lightly on the slender column supports.

The Villa Savoye was a marvelous house for a single family, but
like De Stijl architects, Le Corbusier dreamed of extending his ideas of
the house as a “machine for living” to designs for efficient and humane
cities. He saw great cities as spiritual workshops, and he proposed to
correct the deficiencies in existing cities caused by poor traffic circula-
tion, inadequate living units, and the lack of space for recreation and
exercise. Le Corbusier suggested replacing traditional cities with three
types of new communities. Vertical cities would house workers and
the business and service industries. Linear-industrial cities would run
as belts along the routes between the vertical cities and would serve as
centers for the people and processes involved in manufacturing. Fi-
nally, separate centers would be constructed for people involved in in-
tensive agricultural activity. Le Corbusier’s cities would provide for
human cultural needs in addition to serving every person’s physical,
mental, and emotional comfort needs.

Later in his career, Le Corbusier designed a few vertical cities,
most notably the Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles (1945–1952). He
also created the master plan for the entire city of Chandigarh, the

capital city of Punjab, India (1950–1957). He ended his career with a
personal expressive style in his design of the Chapel of Notre Dame
du Haut (FIGS. 36-56 and 36-57) at Ronchamp.

America
America also embraced the new European architecture, particularly
the Bauhaus style, which rejected ornament of any kind. But other
styles also won wide followings, some of which were reactions
against the severity of Bauhaus design.

ART DECO According to Bauhaus principles, pure form emerged
from functional structure and required no decoration. Yet popular
taste still favored ornamentation, especially in public architecture. A
movement in the 1920s and 1930s sought to upgrade industrial de-
sign as a “fine art.” Proponents wanted to work new materials into
decorative patterns that could be either machined or handcrafted and
that could, to a degree, reflect the simplifying trend in architecture. A
remote descendant of Art Nouveau, this movement became known as
Art Deco, which acquired its name at the Exposition des Arts Déco-
ratifs et Industriels Modernes (Exposition of Modern Decorative and
Industrial Arts), held in Paris in 1925. Art Deco had universal appli-
cation—to buildings, interiors, furniture, utensils, jewelry, fashions,
illustration, and commercial products of every sort. Art Deco prod-
ucts have a “streamlined,” elongated symmetrical aspect. Simple flat
shapes alternate with shallow volumes in hard patterns. The concept
of streamlining predominated in industrial-design circles in the
1930s and involved the use of organic, tapered shapes and forms. De-
rived from nature, these simple forms are inherently aerodynamic,
making them technologically efficient (because of their reduced re-
sistance as they move through air or water) as well as aesthetically
pleasing. Designers adopted streamlined shapes for trains and cars,
and the popular appeal of these designs led to their use in an array of
objects, from machines to consumer products.

Art Deco’s exemplary masterpiece is the stainless-steel spire of
the Chrysler Building (FIG. 35-76) in New York City, designed by
William van Alen (1882–1954). The building and spire are monu-
ments to the fabulous 1920s, when American millionaires and corpo-
rations competed with one another to raise the tallest skyscrapers in
the biggest cities. Built up of diminishing fan shapes, the spire glitters
triumphantly in the sky, a resplendent crown honoring the business
achievements of the great auto manufacturer. As a temple of com-
merce, the Chrysler Building celebrated the principles and success of
American business before the onset of the Great Depression.
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35-75 Le Corbusier, Villa Savoye, Poissy-sur-
Seine, France, 1929.

Steel and ferroconcrete made it possible for 
Le Corbusier to invert the traditional practice of
placing light architectural elements above heavy
ones and to eliminate weight-bearing walls on 
the ground story.
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FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT One of the most striking person-
alities in the development of early-20th-century architecture was
Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959). Born in Wisconsin, Wright
moved to Chicago, where he eventually joined the firm headed by
Louis Sullivan (FIGS. 31-40 and 31-41). Wright set out to create an
“architecture of democracy.”63 Always a believer in architecture as
“natural” and “organic,” Wright saw it as serving free individuals who
have the right to move within a “free” space, envisioned as a nonsym-
metrical design interacting spatially with its natural surroundings.
He sought to develop an organic unity of planning, structure, materi-
als, and site. Wright identified the principle of continuity as funda-
mental to understanding his view of organic unity:

Classic architecture was all fixation. . . . Now why not let walls, ceil-

ings, floors become seen as component parts of each other? . . . You

may see the appearance in the surface of your hand contrasted with

the articulation of the bony structure itself. This ideal, profound in

its architectural implications . . . I called . . . continuity.64

Wright manifested his vigorous originality early, and by 1900 he
had arrived at a style entirely his own. In his work during the first
decade of the 20th century, his cross-axial plan and his fabric of con-
tinuous roof planes and screens defined a new domestic architecture.

ROBIE HOUSE Wright fully expressed these elements and con-
cepts in the Robie House (FIG. 35-77), built between 1907 and
1909. Like other buildings in the Chicago area he designed at about
the same time, he called this home a “prairie house.” Wright con-
ceived the long, sweeping, ground-hugging lines, unconfined by
abrupt wall limits, as reaching out toward and capturing the expan-
siveness of the Midwest’s great flatlands. Abandoning all symmetry,
the architect eliminated a facade, extended the roofs far beyond the
walls, and all but concealed the entrance. Wright filled the house’s
“wandering” plan (FIG. 35-78) with intricately joined spaces (some
large and open, others closed), grouped freely around a great central

35-76 William van Alen, Chrysler Building, New York, New York,
1928–1930.

The Chrysler Building’s stainless steel spire epitomizes Art Deco archi-
tecture. The skyscraper’s glittering crown of diminishing fan shapes has
a streamlined form that was popular during the 1920s.

35-78 Frank Lloyd Wright,
plan of the second (main) level 
of the Robie House, Chicago,
Illinois, 1907–1909.

Typical of Wright’s “prairie
houses,” the Robie House has a
bold “wandering” asymmetrical
plan with intricately joined open
and closed spaces grouped freely
around a great central fireplace.
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35-77 Frank Lloyd Wright,
Robie House, Chicago, Illinois,
1907–1909.

The Robie House is an example of
Wright’s “architecture of democ-
racy,” in which free individuals
move within a “free” space—
a nonsymmetrical design inter-
acting spatially with its natural
surroundings.
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fireplace. (He believed strongly in the hearth’s age-old domestic sig-
nificance.) Wright designed enclosed patios, overhanging roofs, and
strip windows to provide unexpected light sources and glimpses of
the outdoors as the inhabitants moved through the interior space.
These elements, together with the open ground plan, created a sense
of space in motion, inside and out. Wright matched his new and
fundamental interior spatial arrangement in his exterior treatment.
The flow of interior space determined the sharp angular placement
of exterior walls.

FALLINGWATER The Robie House is an example of Wright’s
“naturalism”—his adjustment of a building to its site. In this par-
ticular case, however, the confines of the city lot constrained the
building-to-site relationship more than did the sites of some of
Wright’s more expansive suburban and country homes. The Kauf-
mann House, nicknamed “Fallingwater” (FIG. 35-79) and designed
as a weekend retreat at Bear Run, Pennsylvania, for Pittsburgh de-
partment store magnate Edgar Kaufmann Sr., is a prime example of
the latter. Perched on a rocky hillside over a small waterfall, this
structure, which has become an icon of modernist architectural de-
sign, extends the Robie House’s blocky masses in all four directions.
Ever since the completion of this residence, architects and the public
alike have marveled at the fluid interplay between interior and exte-
rior. In designing Fallingwater, Wright, in keeping with his commit-
ment to an “architecture of democracy,” sought to incorporate the
structure more fully into the site, thereby ensuring a fluid, dynamic
exchange between the interior of the house and the natural environ-
ment outside. Rather than build the house overlooking or next to
the waterfall, Wright decided to build it over the waterfall, because
he believed the inhabitants would become desensitized to the water-
fall’s presence and power if they merely overlooked it. To take advan-

tage of the location, Wright designed a series of terraces that extend
on three levels from a central core structure. The contrast in textures
between concrete, painted metal, and natural stones in the house’s
terraces and walls enlivens its shapes, as does Wright’s use of full-
length strip windows to create a stunning interweaving of interior
and exterior space.

The implied message of Wright’s new architecture was space,
not mass—a space designed to fit the patron’s life and enclosed and
divided as required. Wright took special pains to meet his clients’ re-
quirements, often designing all the accessories of a house (including,
in at least one case, gowns for his client’s wife). In the late 1930s, he
acted on a cherished dream to provide good architectural design for
less prosperous people by adapting the ideas of his prairie house to
plans for smaller, less-expensive dwellings. These residences, known
as Usonian houses, became templates for suburban housing devel-
opments in the post–World War II housing boom.

The publication of Wright’s plans brought him a measure of
fame in Europe, especially in Holland and Germany. The issuance in
Berlin in 1910 of a portfolio of his work and an exhibition of his de-
signs the following year stimulated younger architects to adopt some
of his ideas about open plans that afforded clients freedom. Some 40
years before his career ended, his work was already of revolutionary
significance. Mies van der Rohe wrote in 1940 that the “dynamic im-
pulse from [Wright’s] work invigorated a whole generation. His in-
fluence was strongly felt even when it was not actually visible.”65

Frank Lloyd Wright’s influence in Europe was exceptional, how-
ever, for any American artist before World War II. But in the decades
following that global conflict, American painters, sculptors, and ar-
chitects often took the lead in establishing new styles that artists
elsewhere quickly emulated. This new preeminence of America in
the arts is the subject of Chapter 36.
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35-79 Frank Lloyd
Wright, Kaufmann
House (Fallingwater),
Bear Run, Pennsylvania,
1936–1939.

Perched on a rocky hill-
side over a waterfall,
Wright’s Fallingwater
has long sweeping lines,
unconfined by abrupt
wall limits, reaching out
and capturing the expan-
siveness of the natural
environment.
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EUROPE, 1900 to 1920

❚ During the early 20th century, avant-garde artists searched for new definitions of art in a changed
world. Matisse and the Fauves used bold colors as the primary means of conveying feeling. German
Expressionist paintings feature clashing colors, disquieting figures, and perspectival distortions.

❚ Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque radically challenged prevailing artistic conventions with Cubism,
in which artists dissect forms and place them in interaction with the space around them.

❚ The Futurists focused on motion in time and space in their effort to create paintings and sculptures
that captured the dynamic quality of modern life. The Dadaists celebrated the spontaneous and
intuitive, often incorporating found objects in their artworks.

AMERICA, 1900 to 1930

❚ The Armory Show of 1913 introduced avant-garde European art to American artists. Man Ray, for
example, embraced Dada’s fondness for chance and the displacement of ordinary items, and Stuart
Davis adopted the Cubist interest in fragmented form.

❚ The Harlem Renaissance brought African American artists to the forefront, including Aaron Douglas,
whose paintings drew on Cubist principles. Charles Demuth, Georgia O’Keeffe, and the Precisionists
used European modernist techniques to celebrate contemporary American subjects.

❚ Photography emerged as an important American art form in the work of Alfred Stieglitz, who
emphasized the careful arrangement of forms and patterns of light and dark. Edward Weston
experimented with photographs of segments of the human body that verge on abstraction.

EUROPE, 1920 to 1945

❚ World War I gave rise to the Neue Sachlichkeit movement in Germany. “New Objectivity” artists
depicted the horrors of war and explored the themes of death and transfiguration.

❚ The Surrealists investigated ways to express in art the world of dreams and the unconscious. Natural
Surrealists aimed for “concrete irrationality” in their naturalistic paintings of dreamlike scenes.
Biomorphic Surrealists experimented with automatism and employed abstract imagery.

❚ Many European modernists pursued utopian ideals. The Suprematists developed an abstract style to
express pure feeling. The Constructivists used nonobjective forms to suggest the nature of space-
time. De Stijl artists employed simple geometric forms in their search for “pure plastic art.”

❚ Sculptors, including Hepworth and Moore, also increasingly turned to abstraction and emphasized
voids as well as masses in their work. Brancusi captured the essence of flight in Bird in Space, a
glistening abstract sculpture that does not mimic the form of a bird.

AMERICA, 1930 to 1945

❚ Although Calder created abstract works between the wars, other American artists favored figural
art. Lange and Shahn chronicled social injustice. Hopper explored the loneliness of the Depression
era. Lawrence recorded the struggle of African Americans. Wood depicted life in rural Iowa.

❚ Mexican artists Orozco and Rivera painted epic mural cycles of the history of Mexico. Kahlo’s power-
ful and frequently autobiographical paintings explored the human psyche.

ARCHITECTURE

❚ Under Walter Gropius, the Bauhaus in Germany promoted the vision of “total architecture,” which
called for the integration of all the arts in constructing modern living environments. Bauhaus
buildings were simple glass and steel designs devoid of “romantic embellishment and whimsy.”

❚ In France, Le Corbusier used modern construction materials in his “machines for living”—simple
houses with open plans and unadorned surfaces. 

❚ The leading American architect of the first half of the 20th century was Frank Lloyd Wright, who
promoted the “architecture of democracy,” in which free individuals move in a “free” space.
Fallingwater is a bold asymmetrical design integrating the building with the natural environment.
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Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon,
1907

Weston, Nude, 1925

Brancusi, Bird in Space, 1924

Kahlo, The Two Fridas, 1939

Wright, Fallingwater, 1936–1939
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