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Pre-Bauhaus Europe

Theo understand pre-Bauhaus Europe, one must first understand Bauhaus 
and the pholophy behind it.  The “House of Building,” or Bauhaus, was the 
creation of Walter Gropius (1883-1969) during 1919 to 1933.  Gropius was an 
admirer of the Bauhutten, the medieval building guilds of Germany, and wished 
to resurrect them through the union of modern art and industry.  In a time of 
innumerable transformations  Gropius wished to unite the efforts of architects, 
artists and designers into what he called “cultural synthesis.”

The Bauhaus

The Bauhaus was born in 1919 after Gropius was permitted to combine the 
schools of art and craft in Weimar, Germany.  Ordinary craftsmen as well as 
famous artists such as Paul Klee and Vassily Kandinsky were hired to teach.  
Gropius felt that an understanding of materials, which was taught in workshops 
that included metalwork, carpentry, interior design, construction, and furniture 
making, must be mastered before architecture. His goal was to create:

 “A clear, organic architecture, whose inner logic will be radiant 
and naked, unencumbered by lying facades and trickeries; we want 
an architecture adapted to our world of machines, radios and fast 
motor cars, and architecture whose function is clearly recognizable 
in the relation of its forms” (Stokstad 1081).

Despite the Bauhaus’ hopeful efforts, political figures in Germany did not 
react well.  Their view of “avant-garde” art was extremely hostile, and the 
Bauhaus was made a prime target.  Accused of being educationally unsound and 
politically subversive, the Bauhaus was forced to move to Dessau in 1926.  After 
further hostility denounced its modernist practice, it relocated to Berlin in 1932.  
Its end ultimately came into place as Adolph Hitler ascended to power.  His 
intense hatred of the avant-garde forced the school to close in 1933, whereupon 
many of its faculty immigrated to the US and abroad.
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Modernism

If Bauhaus was an epitome of the avant-garde in the 1920s, we must look at its 
foundation to understand pre-Bauhaus Europe.  During the early 20th century, 
Europe was a hothouse for a variety of constantly evolving styles, recalling such 
terms as Cubism, Expressionism, Constructivism, and countless more.  While 
some movements praised the new modern city, others shunned it, and while 
traditional form was essential, others took broke it down to new points never 
seen before in the art world.  Amongst the constant change and transformation, 
artist movements were held together by the one common detail, that they 
each found away to contradict the other.  It is these attitudes and styles that 
ultimately led to the need for unification and the birth of Bauhaus.

The parenting period of many of these styles are contained in the modernist 
movement.  This broad period covers from 1880 through 1970.  The term 
modernism has been greatly disputed, and a final definition has never been able 
to capture the myriad of styles and thinking of this time.  Modernism has been 
filled with rapid and radical stylistic innovations and each generation has reacted 
differently to the preceding.

Formalism and Expressionism

Despite the many different attributes that make up Modernism, there are two 
broad tendencies that run through its veins, formalism and expressionism.  
Formalism consists of the formal arrangement of shapes, colors, and forms, in 
essence the formal elements of art.  Expressionism, on the other hand, uses the 
manipulation of formal or representational elements to convey intense feelings.  
Formalists were often referred to as abstractionists, and were known to react 
against the confusion of modern life by seeking simplicity and order in formal 
arrangements.

Many artists of both formalism and expressionism felt that their art could 
provide relief from the ailments of modern life, and perhaps even solve its basic 
problems.  Therefore, a major component of Modernism was the belief that 
stylistically or conceptually progressive art could be a powerful instrument of 
social change.  However, contradictions abounded, as not all artists followed 
suit.  For example, the stylistic developments of Pablo Picasso and Georges 
Braque around 1910 had little to do with society, but rather the purely aesthetic.  
Therefore, the various views of the Modernists included both sociological 
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implications and art for art’s sake.

Post-Impressionism

It can be seen that Modernism leaps forth where the previous period, 
Impressionism, ends.   Five main artists pioneered the movement out of 
Impressionism, and thus five different styles emerged between 1880 and 1920.  
Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864-1901), Paul Cezanne (1839-1906), Georges 
Seurat (1859-1891), Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) and Vincent van Gogh (1848-
1903) led the fragmented art scene of Post-Impressionism, which became a term 
to define a period rather than a style.

For Toulouse-Lautrec, the caricature became a significant part of his work, and he 
often used exaggeration for satirical effect.  Though his work started out optimistic, he 
later wished to shy away from such cheerfulness 
and anything related to Impressionism.  Instead, 
as seen in At the Moulin de la Galette (1889),  
he incorporated his optimistic figures while 
making gloomier, sadder figures his main 
subjects.  Happy couples dance in the back, while 
four downtrodden individuals dominate the 
foreground.

Cezanne is often considered to be the originator 
in what was to become known as abstractionism. 
While Cezannes may have been called a first abstractionist, he was so only in the most 
literal ways. His paintings were concerned with creating an overall effect, digging 
deeper below and beind the surface. Cezanne “abstracted what he considered nature’s 
deepest truth-its essential tension between stasis and change” (Stokstad,  1035).

Guagin and Seurat likewise ventured into new territory in what became known 
as avante-garde.  They brought the idea that art could be used for social change, 
and important idea that was to develop further in Modernism.  Seurat first 
found Impressionism to be too shallow and not intellectual, while Guaguin 
encouraged leaving behind the gray industrial society to take advantage of 
beautiful life elsewhere.

Vincent van Gogh at first followed the complementary color palletes of Seurat, 
but instead used them in large swaths of color inspired by Japanese prints.  
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Van Gogh’s early works, such as Harvest at La Crau (1888) demonstrate the 
harmonious atmosphere of rural communities and his desire to retreat to the 
simpler life.  As his psychological state of mind deteriorated, however, Van 
Gogh’s work feelings began to take an even stronger hold in his word.  As what 
became known as the expressionistic tradition emerged, the actual appearnce of 
things in his paintings took a back seat.

Though August Rodin’s (1840-1917) sculptural work had little in common with 
the five artists accredited with Post-Impressionism, his work also announced a 
period shift.  Unlike previous artists who depicted idealized, heroic forms, Rodin 
used everyday people who often carried downcast expressions.  Exaggerations 
in physical features and textures were also made to show the viewer how 
the subject both looked and also felt.  Rodin wanted to show that ordinary 
people were capable of heroic acts, unlike his predecessors of Impressionism.  
Even his ideas to place his word on ground level rather than a pedestal was a 
revolutionary move that undoubtedly led to further bold moves of artists to 
come.

While Modernism emerged from the diversity of the Post-Impressionists, it can 
be said that it also derived its name from the modernizing of society. During the 
1880s, the consequences of industrialization began to make an impact in urban 
life, and with it brought a new set of problems.  Deplorable working conditions 
and the separation from natures was thought to be detrimental to industrial 
cities, in addition to the isolation amongst strangers that transient workers often 
felt.

Eugene Atget (1857-1927) used photography to express his disdain for the new 
urban life.  His work was often divided into two categories, 
one that depicted “old France,” and the other that showed 
what threatened it.  While Magasin, Avenue des Gobelins 
(1925) shows the threat industrial production poses on 
handmade textiles, his Pointoise, Place du Grand-Martroy 
(1902), attempts to show France during its simpler times.  
This photograph brings the viewer into an old town square, 
which symbolizes the importance community played in pre-
industrialized France.  In essence, Atget desired an image of 
an unchanging society that could provide refuge from the 
chaos of modern life. Atget’s feeling reverberated in many 
artists, as those in the modernist era tended to “search for 
conservative visual forms that would give psychological 
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relief from the troubling conditions of a rapidly changing and increasingly complicated 
world” (Stokstad,  1030).

Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957) was briefly a student of Rodin.  He eventually 
abandoned Rodin’s influence and looked to the Greek philosophy of Plato, 
mainly that every living thing is an imperfect imitation of a perfect model.  In 
doing such, Brancusi adopted  formal and conceptual simplicity, as seen in his 
sculpture, Magic Bird (1908-1912).   Though inspired by Igor Stravinsky’s ballet 
score The Firebird, Brancusi simplified his sculpted bird to its simplest form in 
quest of showing its ideal of bird self.  Brancusi also felt his sculpture provided 
satisfaction for the urban individual by showing the simplicity that lies deep 
within nature.  

Fauves

As more artists began to share their feelings with the world, the expressionistic 
movement likewise developed.  In 1905, the Fauves became one of three groups 
within expressionism.   The name, which means “wild beasts,” was used to 
describe the spirits of its young French  painters.  These artists strove to push the 
colorist tradition of modern French painting, including Impressionism.  Henri 
Matisse (1869-1954), a leader among the group, attempted to use color more 
for expression rather than description.  Rather than merely paint what his eyes 
saw before him, he used bold primary colors to push across his emotions and an 
overall deeper meaning.  In doing so such, Matisse wanted to provide a refuge 
from the stress of modernity and in his “Notes of a Painter”, Matisse writes of his 
new goal in art:

“What I dream of is an art….devoid of troubling or depressing 
subject matter…which might be for every mental worker, be he 
businessman or writer, like…a mental comforter, something like a 
good armchair in which to rest” (Stokstad,  1042).

Die Brucke

As Fauvism developed in France, Germany likewise formed its own group of 
expressionists.  Die Brucke (“The Bridge”) earned its name from Nietzsche’s 
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in which humanity has the potential to serve as a 
“bridge” to a more perfect life form.  The orgigins of the name, however, had 
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little to do with work Die Brucke created, as much of it portrayed a desire to 
return to imaginary origins.  In the process, the usage of pure color and flattened 
shapes was heightened by the study of African and Oceanic art in ethnographic 
museums.  The primitive results suggest earthly strength rather than earthly 
beauty, and underline an overall desire to return to nature.

Der Blaue Reiter

Vasily Kandinsky (1866-1944) brought out the last of the three expressionist 
groups in Munich.  The group of nine diverse artists with a passion for powerful 
color became Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider) in 1911.  The force of color 
was extremely important to Kandinsky, who never expected his viewers to 
understand his symbolism, nor felt they needed to do so.  In his own words, 
“Color directly influences the soul.  Color is the keyboard, the eyes are the 
hammers, the soul is the piano with many strings.  The artist is the hand that 
plays, touching one key or another purposively, to cause vibrations in the soul.” 
(Stokstad,  1047)

Cubism
 
Although Cubism was said not an abstract style, the many abstract styles it inspired 
throughout Europe would is undeniable.  The reverberations of Cubism were felt 
throughout the continent, from the Futurism of Italy to the Constructivism of Russia. In 
addition to parenting a myriad of movements, Cubism also shattered the Renaissance 
definition of painting.  History had previously taught 
that the painting was to serve as a window to the 
three-dimensional world, whereupon the end result 
was a one-point perspective served on a flat plane.  For 
Cubism, this was not so.  In addition, Cubists attempted 
to redefine reality, or in essence, acknowledge that 
there were many definitions.  Objects in space, in their 
eyes, had no absolute, static form.  In the words of 
English critic Roger Fry, “They do not seek to imitate 
form, but to create form, not to imitate life, but to find 
an equivalent for life” (Arnason,  181).

George Braque (1882-1963) and Pablo Picasso were undeniably the founding 
parents of the Cubist movement, which they developed together between 
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1908-1914. In 1912, George Apollinaire wrote of the two as “moving toward 
an entirely new art which will stand, with respect to painting as envisaged 
heretofore, as music stands to literature.  It will be pure painting, just as music is 
pure literature” (Stokstad,  1054, Chipp 222).  By 1911, however, the allure of 
Cubism grew beyond their studios and developed into forms of their own.

The pivotal moment when Cubism began to shake the world of art can said to belong 
to Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avingon (1907).  Often called the single most important 
painting of the twentieth century, Les Demoiselles “shattered every pictoral and 
iconographical convection that preceded it” (Arnason,  186).  Cubist historian Robert 
Rosenbblum even went as far to call it the “detonator of the 
modern movement, the cornerstone of twentieth-century 
art.”  Thus Les Demoiselles has been considered the first Cubist 
painting, while also a form of Expressionist art.  Picasso felt he 
broke the perspectives of the past, rather than create Cubism.  
Either way, through Les Demoiselles, he created a bridge to 
the new movement. 

Even in contrast to his previous paintings, Picasso’s stylistic 
paintings in Les Demoiselles stand out.  His Two Nudes 
(1906) contrast sharply with Les Demoiselles, as in just one 
year his figurative portrayal of woman had turned into a harsh, angular depiction, 
flattened and simplified into interlocking shapes.  Unlike the point of view “though 
the window” that artists before had used, Les Demoiselles used a myriad of confusing 
and contradictory points of view.  Angles are disorienting, eyes and noses do align in 
proper perspective, and gazes appear detached and distanced.

When Georges Braque first set eyes on Les Demoiselles in 1907, he “compared 
the incident to swallowing kerosene and spitting fire” (Arnason,  188).  While 
most who viewed the painting were horrified, Braque was changed.  At the 
time, Braque had been dappling in Fauvism, and meanwhile developed his own 
signature bright palette but refused to let go for pictorial forms in his landscapes.

Braque’s Houses at L’Estaque (1908) clearly demonstrates the impact Picasso had on 
his work.  Braque began to play with planes and angles, attempting to make forms 
precede forward while achieving volume through the shifting and tilting of trees and 
buildings; colors are subdued to focus on pictorial forms. Through Houses, Braque 
orchestrated a highly conceptualized space and in doing so, developed the foundation 
language for early Cubism.
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Though much of the revolutionary work of Braque and Picasso involved the human 
form, the still life and architecture was not ignored.  In 1909, Picasso’s early Cubist 
style reached its pinnacle point.  Noteworthy of the time was his Houses on the Hill, 
Horta de Ebro.  His new approach 
to stacking houses in a pyramid like 
form and then viewed from above 
was so different form his past work 
that the Expressionistic tendencies of 
Les Demoiselles seemed to belong to 
another lifetime.  Houses and buildings 
are transformed into strictly geometrical 
forms and presented in multiple 
perspectives to the viewer.  Shapes are 
reversed and projected to the viewer 
while the multiple light sources are 
signified but varying planes of darkness.  The final result it “a shimmering, pristine 
world where space and mass are virtually synonymous” (Arnason,  191).

Analytic Cubism

The time surrounding 1910 was the apex of Braque and Picasso’s collaborative 
relationship.  During this time, they created some of their most complex and 
analytical work, some which was difficult to differentiate form the other.  
According to Braque, “We were prepared to efface our personalities in order 
to find originality” (Arnason,  192).  During this time Picasso and Braque’s 
paintings around 1910 were referred to as Analytic Cubism due to the way he 
broke down forms as if to analyze them. In he words of Braque, “the goal is not 
the reconstitution of an anecdotal fact, but the constitution of a pictorial fact” 
(Stokstad,  1054).  They further strove for a classical balance encompassed by 
subtle nuances of formal harmonies.

The intertwining similarities of Braque and Picasso during Analytic Cubism 
are especially prevalent in the comparison of works.  Both Picasso’s Accordionist 
(1911) and Braques’s The Portuguese (1911) follow unmistakably similar 
vocabularies.  Shallow planes and reordered elements pass through the human 
form, shifting and twisting along the way. Diagonal lines bring the viewers eye 
to the center points of the paintings.  Pictorial details erode completely near the 
edges of the canvas, where often the unpainted material can be seen.



 
9

Despite the mysterious shapes left in their reordered pieces, Braque and Picasso 
left hints for the viewer to piece together.  In the Accordionist, organic curves 
are visible to suggest a chair, while other circular forms and patterns represent 
the instrument itself.  As for the Portuguese, in which Braque explains is “an 
emigrant on the bridge of a boat with the harbor in the background,” hints of 
a dock and rope are visible but not obvious.  Meanwhile, Braque brought a 
new element to his work and modern art in general. Using the techniques of 
commercial artists, Braque incorporated stenciled letters into his piece.  Their 
revolutionary appearances stand as signs not used for conventional purposes but 
removed from any context relevant to their presence.  For Braque, his flat letters 
existed “outside of space.”  The idea quickly spread to Picasso and eventually 
became a key feature of Cubist art that influenced modern art that followed.

Synthetic Cubism

With the new use of collage and incorporation of sculpture, Analytic Cubism 
was soon transformed into new form.  By 1912, Analytic Cubism had officially 
ended and Synthetic Cubism had begun.  While the earlier Cubist works 
involved breaking apart a composition and reconstructing it, this new Synthetic 
Cubism used a variety of components to construct an image.  Picasso and 
Braque’s work became means to use tradition and experimental materials 
at hand.  The subject matters often had little representational value on their 
own, but rather gained significance when juxtaposed next to other figures in 
a composition. Separate elements combined together were most commonly 
in the form of the collage.  Cut paper and newsprint were assembled in a way 
to suggest actual objects and even places.  While Braque used harmonious 
clippings that dealt with music and art, Picasso selected print with personal and 
social themes.  The two also began to differ with their process, where Braque 
relied on his Cubist skills Picasso used more colorful, ironic materials with more 
diverse spatial range.  Picasso also created sculptures in a similar manner, using 
wood scraps and unfinished surfaces that brought him into the ordinary worker 
workplace he identified with.  

The importance of collage in Synthetic Cubism cannot be understated.  Its 
influence can be exemplified in Picasso’s Card Player (1913-1914), where upon 
the artist works with clearly defined shapes and various colors.  The viewer is 
able to make out bits and pieces, such as a mustached man and a wooden table.  
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Letters relating to the subject appear in the background while other various 
forms are partially obscured through the use of collage.

The use of collage in Synthetic Cubism also played a major role in Cubist 
sculpture.  Furthermore, Cubism summoned revolutionary changes in sculpture 
and the way it was created.  Before this time, sculpture was conceived as a 
solid form surrounded by a void.  Subtractive or additive measures were used 
to create a sculpture, such as by carving stone or modeling clay.  The Cubist 
influence, however, brought about a constructed sculpture assembled from 
previously unused materials.  Unlike the traditional sculpture of centuries before 
that used mass and voids, Cubist sculpture was created through the containment 
of space.

In Picasso’s Marquette for Guitar (1912), Picasso used unconventional materials 
such as sheet metal and used a technique of open construction to cut away at 
the form. Through flat and projecting planes Guitar received its volume, thus 
adding the new idea of  “transparency”  to sculpture.  

Further changes were brought to modern art in 1913 when Picasso began to 
blur the lines between sculpture and painting.  This time he use an image of a 
guitarist on canvas combined with projecting cardboard arms and holding an 
actual guitar.  With this simple creations, many art historians agree that Picasso 
“close the breach that separated painting and sculpture, uniting the pictorial 
realm with the space of the external world” (Arnason,  198).

After 1913, both Braque and Picasso worked feverishly to develop their indiviual 
Cubist vocabularies.  Picasso’s work even began to take on a cheerful, decorative 
mood; art historians have sometimes dubbed this as “Rococo Cubism.”  This 
peaceful mood did not last long, however, as the beginning of World War I 
shattered any stability.  The war likewise broke up the amazing collaboration of 
Braque and Picasso, as Braque was called into service with the French military.
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Reponse to Cubism

Towards Abstraction

The works of Braque and Picasso were never a total abstraction, though they 
may have presented abstracted visions of material objects.  However, after 
digesting the new form of Cubism, artists around Europe were leaving the world 
of appearances for one of pure form.  In the process, artists felt their abstractions 
could be a tool for perceiving and transforming the world.  Their views upheld 
that art was just as strong when separated from its tangible world. 

Itlalian Futurism

The Italian response to Cubism emerged with boldness in 
1909.  After magazine editor Filipo Marinetti published his 
“Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism” which denounced 
old, banal, feminine and safe ideas, Futurism began to take 
hold.  Instead, it encouraged masculinity, reckless speed, and a 
quest for heightened experiences. In the eyes of the Futurists, 
a painted moving object was to blend with its environment 
so that the whole visual was that of movement, indiscernible 
from static space. Italian Futurists occasionally played with total abstraction, but more 
often used imagery directly from the physical world.  Their vocabulary encompassed 
all forms of imitation, concepts of harmony, tonal painting, and traditional subjects. 

Futurists desired participating spectators and strove to engage the viewer. They 
praised urban life and modern industry, but did not use a completely mechanical 
aesthetic.  Instead, the concerns for expressing personal ideas through action 
softened the style of many, though Futurism was never considered a uniform 
style.

Sculptor Umberto Boccioni’s (1882-1916), considered one of the most talented 
Futurists, desired a vigorous blend of form and surrounding environment.  He 
stressed the need for an “absolute and complete abolition of definite lines and 
closed sculpture.  We break open the figure and enclose it in an environment” 
(Arnason,  220).   He also declared the right to use any form of distortion and 
fragmentation in addition to any available material. Unique Forms of Continuity 
in Space, created in 1913, epitomizes the Boccioni’s spirit and the Futurist’s 



 
12

manifesto.  Instead of breaking apart and recreating like the Cubists, Boccioni 
stretches and exaggerates the masculine figure to emphasize strength and 
speed.  Rather than depict a calm order, the sculpture lunges forward in motion, 
headlong into the future.  Sadly, World War I brought the death of Boccioni 
and decline to Futurism as well.  Political turmoil and propaganda muddied the 
Futuristic vision, and the period of the Futurist Manifesto was over.

Russian Response

Rayonism

Russia likewise was not ignoring the Cubist and Futurist movement occurring 
in the rest of Europe.  While previously Russia had looked west for cultural 
inspiration, it now jumped on the opportunity to create a center for its own.  
Mikhail Larionov (1881-1964) was an avid proponent for contemporary art in 
Russia who relished in the avant-garde while respecting the traditional Russian 
art form.  In 1912, he started a movement based on optics and the science of 
reflecting light.  Known as Rayonsim, it was greatly influenced by Cubism 
while utilizing the Futurists’ linear forms and paying Arnason, ge to its Russian 
origin.  This synthesis not only carried the influence of many modern art forms, 
but also, they felt, served as a window into a fourth dimension. For Larionov, 
Rayonism was the true liberation of painting.

Supermatism

Kazimir Malevich (1878-1935) also took Cubism into his own hands and diced its 
geometry into new forms. In 1913, he stood as the leading artist in the Moscow avant-
garde by creating his own style that combined both Cubism and 
Futurism with his is own personal perspective.  Known as Cubo-
Futurism, it attempted to free art from the burden of the object.  
His first prime example was that of a black square on a white 
plane.  The Black Square became an icon for “Supermatism,” for 
the “supremacy of pure feeling in creative art.”  While technology 
was sometimes a form of inspiration, his feelings for formal 
values most often guided him.  By ridding his composition of 
any objects and instead focusing on formal values, Malevich felt 
he was freeing the beauty of art. In Malevich’s written work The 
World of Non-Objectivity, Supermatism is fully defined:
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“To the Suprematist, the visual phenomena of the objective world 
are, in themselves, meaningless; the significan thing is feeling, as 
such, quite apart from the environment in which it is called forth.” 
(Arnason,  224)

In essance, a painting could exist without reflection or imitation of the physical 
world, regardless of its subject.  Through his black square, Malevich carried 
abstraction to its simplest form.  His square became the first of three stages of 
Supermatism, the back, red or colored, and the white.  The final stage, which 
occurred from 1917-1918, was the ultimate step towards an ideal word devoid 
of materiality.  For Malevich, white symbolized the “real concept of reality.” 
Epitomized in his 1918 Supremist Composition: White Square on White, Malevich 
reduces his painting into the most basic relationships of geometric forms.

Constructivism

Russia also sought inspiration from the new futurist forms for multi-deminsional 
works, and began to combine their avant-garde sculptures with utilitarian 
building styles.  Architects and designers of this time felt their creations were 
revolutionary, much like the revolutionary changes that were occurring with 
the Bolsheviks and their overthrow of the czarist regime.  While Constructivism 
wasn’t publicly defined until 1922, it encompassed the movement since the 
1917 revolution.  The work of the Constucivists, or those who would “quit the 
studio and go into the factory, where the real body of life is made,” brought 
major innovations to a broad range of work, from textiles to furniture to graphic 
design (Stokstad,  1075). Whereas artists who strove to please themselves were 
now looked down upon, the Constructivists considered themselves politically 
committed workers.  Their creations were to be useful and promote the aims of 
the state.

Vladimir Tatlin (1895-1953) is credited to founding Constructivism. Influenced 
by the Cubist sculptures and paintings he saw during a visit to Picasso’s studio 
in 1914, He brought many new ideas into the Russian movement.  Unlike the 
Cubists, however, he followed a “truth to materials” and felt each material, 
through structural laws, had different values assigned to them, and must



 
14

be used appropriately (Arnason,  227).

Tatlin uses Constructivism in his model for the model for Monument to the Third 
International (1919-1920) by combining the structural elements of the Eiffel 
Tower with the Cubo-Futurists. Through his work, Tatlin hoped to express the 
power and strength of the new Soviet state and the industrial materials used 
would emphasize the dawn of the machine age.

Aleksandr Rodchenko (1891-1956) was also an important member of this 
movement.  After working with Tatlin from 1917-1919, he realized his work did 
not work hard enough at meeting practical needs.  He thus gave up painting and 
sculpture to focus on designing posters, books and other materials necessary to 
promote Soviet society. In 1925, Rodchenko designed a model workers’ club for 
the Paris World’s Fair.  The finished product, though intended for relaxation, was 
in essence a study room for the training of the Soviet citizen.  The chairs, made 
of wood that was plentiful in Russia, went beyond utilitarian design.  Consisting 
of straight backs, they enforced physical posture while symbolizing the moral 
posture of the Soviet worker.

Unlike many of the Russian Modernists, El Lissitzky (1890-1941) was not as 
wiling to give up a love for traditional art.  Instead, he used the formalism of 
Malevich to create art that could be useful to the Soviet regime.  Lissitsky thus 
found ways to incorporate Malevich’s styles into propaganda material, though 
he found traditional painting instruments to lack precision.  Instead, he used 
mechanical instruments that he felt emphasized precise thinking and created an 
engineered look.

The years between 1917 and 1920 were the apex for experimental Russian 
artists.  Most were uplifted by the hope that the recent revolution would serve 
a triumph for progressive art.  However, government pressure eventually 
forced them to leave the experimental realm and focus more on engineering 
and industrial aspects of their work.  After 1921, artists lost their freedom to 
experiment as the Soviet state enforced its doctrine of Socialist Realism.  In 
return, experimental artist were either persecuted or left the country.  For 
Vassily Kandinksy, his next destination was the Bauhaus.
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Architecture

Art Nouveau

During the late 1800s,  most of Europe began to desire an architectural and 
design style that moved beyond the past historicism and instead reflected the 
new modern age and embraced the new building materials and techniques of 
the time.  Art Nouveau, or “New Art,” was the first step away from the past and 
into the future, without plunging headfirst too quickly. 

Art Nouveau attributed its influences to the English Arts and Crafts Movement 
and ultimately came to surface in response to the Paris Universal Exposition of 
1889.  At this exposition, Gustav Eiffel (1832-1923) won a competition to create 
a monument that symbolized France’s industrial progress.  Not only did Eiffel 
accomplish this with his tower (1887-1889), he also created the world’s tallest 
building of the time at 984 feet. The response from fellow artists, however, was 
not congratulatory.  Most felt it completely lacked any beauty and would only 
humiliate surrounding monuments.

During the protests against the Eiffel Tower, Art Nouveau was given the 
opportunity to emerge.  As a response against the hated tower, Art Nouveau 
strove to be modern without the loss of beauty.  Artists of the movement 
committed themselves to use traditional materials they felt best-complimented 
organic beauty.  They attempted to stall the industrialization of design and 
architecture, and felt purely functional forms lacked beauty.  While Art Nouveau 
appreciated simplicity, it felt bland engineering lacked linear grace that was 
essential all things beautiful.  

Nouveau artists wanted to emphasize both organic principles and the desire to 
unify all aspects of life into a new beautiful whole. 
Designers and architects wanted to use “nature” to 
redecorate the modern city.  Thus they strove to 
make their style representational of nature to fill the 
void left in industrial, modern life.  This use of Art 
Nouveau in architecture is exemplified in the work 
of Antonion Gaudi y Comet (1852-1926) .  In his Casa 
Mila (1905-1907), his building form winds around 
like an ocean wave.  To stay true to organic form, it 
has no straight lines, and is covered with hammered cut stone to give an eroded, cliff-
like effect.  To further enhance the feel of nature, stylized ironwork grows like plant life 
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on balconies throughout.

Early Modernism

As Art Nouveau reached its peak, backlash ultimately resulted.  Adolf Loos 
(1870-1933) was a leading force in the result, as noted in his essay, “Ornament 
and Crime” (1908).  According to Loos, “the evolution of culture is synonymous 
with the removal of ornament from utilitarian objects” (Stokstad,  1072).  In 
Loos eyes, ornament was a moral disgrace to culture, as architecture was not 
meant to please the eye but to provide a refuge from the elements.

While Loos was considered a founder of Modernist architecture, Walter 
Gropius’s pre-Bauhaus days were also a significant contribution.  When 
commission to design the façade for the Fagus Factory in 1911, the result was 
a pure example of Modernist architecture and new technology.  Rather than 
merely showcase technology or solve an issue, the façade served to function 
simply as a building.   Gropius wanted to prove that architecture could make 
intelligent use of the engineer, supporting his idea that good engineering is good 
architecture.

Anotnio Sant’Elia (1888-1916) was another founding Modernist architect, 
but supplied a less functional approach to his style.  In 1914, Elia published 
Manifesto of Futurist Architecture, in which he explains his idea that “the 
new city is not based on new technology alone but also on the way it can 
emphasize the energy of modern life” (Stokstad,  1073).  He wanted to use new 
materials of the modern city to create a dynamic appearance, and make use of 
skyscrapers not for their function, but rather their expression.  Angles, lines, and 
curves would be used to convey speed and movement through the use of steel, 
concrete, and roads.  This was Elia’s language of modernity, and nowhere in site 
was nature.

Impact of World War I

De Stijl

World War I brought the end or an interruption to many artists in Europe.  The 
Dutch, however, felt a different effect from the war.  Through their neutral 
stance, they remained untouched, and rather were left in isolation during 
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this time.  Before the war, the Dutch had little impact and few innovations in 
modern art.

Theo van Doesburg’s creation of the influential magazine De Stijl became a 
culmination of the spirit of a Dutch movement for artists and architects who believed 
in two kinds beauty, sensual and the higher “universal” type.  De Stijl, “The Style,” 
was “dedicated to the absolute devaluation of tradition…the exposure of the whole 
swindle of lyricism and sentiment” (Arnason,  231).  This “devaluation of tradition” 
emphasized abstraction and simplification, and a focus on mathematics and order.  
Straight lines dominated the work of De Sitjl, represented in cubes 
or other geometric forms, and color pallets consisted of bold 
primaries or basic neutrals.  Furthermore, the social role of art in 
modern society was an important theme as well as the embrace 
of technology.  Through these ideals and collaboration together, 
members of De Stijl felt they could create a new urban utopia.

Much of the De Stijl movement was led under artist Piet Mondrian 
(1872-1944).  The transition from naturalistic painting into a 
groundbreaking modern style can be seen vividly through his 
body of work.  Long after his humbling beginnings as a landscape painter and after 
encountering Analytic Cubism in 1911, Mondrian began to move from extreme 
abstraction of landscapes and architecture to simplistic geometric art that was derived 
form them.  Mondrian himself described his discoveries during his transformation in 
orderly terms:

“(a) in [modern] art, reality can be expressed only through the 
equilibrium of dynamic movements of form and color; (b) pure 
means afford the most effective way of attaining this”(Arnason,  
223).

Thus Mondrain followed an orderly form, notably in his use of balance with 
unequal objects.  During the years of 1914-1916 he next removed all traces 
of curved lines, leaving only horizontal and vertical forms behind.  Despite 
the linear elements left behind, his work still held a subject in mind, from 
landscapes to specific architectural depictions.  In 1917 he further experiment 
with rectangular forms of various sizes and juxtapositions.  For Mondrian, the 
resulting color planes created a sense of depth including both foreground and 
background.  Color was additionally used to take the place of previously formal 
techniques; strength and tonality were used to distinguish or blend figure and 
surroundings.  Through Mondrian’s experiments and transitions, his ultimate 
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goal was to achieve unity through similarities of opposites that would then 
reveal a higher mystical unity of the universe.

French Purism

The art of France reacted to World War I in a similar way to the Dutch De Stijl 
development.  For French artists, many felt war was the result of a decaying 
culture that placed too much importance on competition and individualism. 
They felt that a return to order was necessary along with a need to have a 
disciplined society.   Such “Purists” believed they needed to change the world.  
Through creating a new form of improved Cubism, they could provide beauty 
and at the same time order for the mind, which would lend its self to order in 
society.

The Metaphysical School

Despite the goal for an orderly society and the departure from formal aesthetics, 
irrationality and individuality did not become extinct during World War 
I.  Instead, interest in naïve and primitive expression became of interest, 
and later formed into “Dada.” Leading up to the absurd world of Dada, the 
Metaphysical School deliberately paved the way for intuitive and irrational 
expression.  Though not a movement or style like Cubism, resulting works were 
consistent in ways they portrayed perceptive using recognizable Renaissance-
like environments and sculptural figures in unusual compositions that evicted 
strong, even fearful emotions.

By combining Romantic fantasy with modern styles, Giorgio de Chirico (1888-
1978) was a headliner in the Metaphysical School.  His symbolic visions were 
often inspired by the philosophy of Nietzsche.  As the philosopher insisted on 
lyrical significance of everyday objects, de Chirico was inspired to incorporate 
Metaphysics into his still-life paintings.  His interest in the subconscious, 
meaning of dreams, and both human emotion and instinct were also 
influences. Far from a philosopher or psychologist, de Chirico adopted the term 
“metaphysical” to shield his work from surprised and shocked reactions. 

The climax of de Chirico’s vision is often said to be the 1917 painting, The Great 
Metaphysician.  It combines his thoughts on isolation, the unknown, the future, 
and reality beyond the physical realm.  His work is composed of a vacant city 
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square, neighbored by small classical buildings and abstracted shadows.  From 
the center protrudes a monumental structure contrived of drafting and studio 
equipment and crowned with a blank mannequin head.  The lonely emotions of 
the piece demonstrate that de Chirico was not siding with the Futurist’s love of 
modernity, but rather one longing and respecting the simpler Italian past.

Dada

The Metaphysic School undoubtedly paved the way for more absurd and 
imaginative artistic movements to come.  In 1915, a number of exiles from the 
war developed what was to be known as the Dada movement.  Officially born 
during the opening of the Caberet Voltair in Zurich in 1916, the unusual name, 
which had different meanings in several languages, was created to allow the 
individual to interpret as he desired.  Many avant-garde writers and artists were 
attracted to the group because of their dislike of the bourgeois society, which 
in addition to reason and logic, they attributed to the war.  To transform the 
world for a better future, they felt the use political anarchy, natural emotions, 
intuition, and irrationality was in order.  

Dada provided two separate functions, one to be playful as scene in its 
imgintative humor, the other critical.  According to cabaret founder Hugo Ball 
(1886-1927), the playful aspect was to renounce “the language devastated and 
made impossible by journalism” (Stokstad,  1083).  Ball thus concluded that be 
using pre-civilized sounds, as in the movement’s name, he could avoid language, 
which had been ruined by journalists and advertising.  Ball felt playfulness was 
also important, as the strained life of adults need to incorporate more of child’s 
play.  Overall, Dadaists in Zurich spent much time re-examining traditions, rules, 
logic, and aesthetics that had guided art and society through time.

As post-war Germany was filled with chaos and unknown, Dada also found 
fertile soil to grow.  In Berlin, Dada made friends with the communist party, 
as there it called for socialization of property and communal feeding – but in a 
playful manner.  Expressionism, Cubism, and Futurism were all denounced, and 
their growing distaste for western civilization made their work a tool for social 
and political action.

For Raoul Haussman (1886-1971), one of the leaders of the Dada movement in 
Berlin, assemblage was a tool used in making his politically active work.  Such 
pieces were not meant to be aesthetically pleasing, but to serve as a satire to 
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modern mistakes in society.  In his sculpture The Spirit of Our Time (1921), 
everyday mechanical tools are used to poke fun at the idea of man modeling 
himself after the machine.  A dummy’s head stares blankly, reminding that such 
ideas are destructive to human life.  Though his piece reflects Dada’s disdain for 
the Futurist’s view of modernity and industrialization, the movement as a whole 
was often contradictory.  While art was a tool for their opinions and projects, 
the Dadaists meanwhile questioned the use and validity of artistic productions 
(Arnason,  280).

Intersecting Paths

As political disdain and a realization of empty promises damaged the Dada 
movement in the early 1920s, it managed to cross paths with its extreme 
opposite, the Bauhaus, before its demise.  As unlikely as it may seem, the 
Dadaists and the founding members of the Bauhaus found themselves working 
together for a brief moment in time.  In 1918, leaders of German Expressionism 
created the November Group, which later received support from the Workers’ 
Council for Art in 1919.  The Dadaists quickly joined the November Group with 
many other artists, poests, and architects, such as Walter Gropius.  Ironically 
enough, the aims of this group and the Workers’ Council were eventually 
imcorporated into the program of the Weimar Bauhaus (Arnason,  285).

Few could imagine that the absurd movement of the Dadists could eventually 
morph and unite with other artists, resulting in the Bauhaus.  In movements 
that seemed to swing full circle, the absolute absurdity of Dada perhaps had 
no other fitting place to turn than the contradicting order of the Bauhaus.  A 
predictable transformation would not have been characteristic of the Dadaists, 
and though many of their creations became an influence for the Surrealists to 
follow, its intersecting path with the Bauhaus is uncanny.
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Essay - Is Revelation more Perilous than Revolution?

When considering if revelation is more perilous than revolution, it is possible 
to say there is no definitive answer.  Rather than one being more dangerous to 
the other, I see them as different phases in a series of events.  While I feel that 
revolution is dependent on revelation, it does not always apply the other way 
around.  Revelation may lead to bigger actions, but often it does not.  It is in the 
hands of the individual to make a revelation turn into a revolution.  However, 
even when the individual identifies his revolutionary ideas and decides to take 
action to make the world know its importance, there are countless external forc-
es that can keep those ideas subdued.  As each revelation can have a completely 
different context, the revolution that is desired can have a myriad of different 
inhibitors, depending on the context of history, the individual’s own abilities and 
personality, perception of the audience, and countless others.

While at first I did feel revelation was a more dangerous occurrence than revo-
lution, I repreat that I now see it as potential cause and effect.  Yes, Lenin’s 
revelation about communism and the overthrow of czarist regime proved to be 
perilous for decades to come.  His utopian dream did become a reality through 
revolution, which resulted in oppression and hardship for many.  Furthermore, 
when the post-revolutionary torch was handed to future figures in soviet his-
tory, results were even harsher.

Was Lenin’s revelation more dangerous because it provoked the following revo-
lution? In my opinion, the revelation is cause to the revolutionary effect, and 
therefore cannot be evaluated as worse or not.  Lenin fostered an idea, and soci-
ety at the time was fertile ground to nurture it.  And though Lenin’s ideas could 
be said to be a revelation, they were seeds of the revelations of Marx and Engels.  
Timing was right for Lenin, and the masses were receptive to him, who was not 
only a great writer, but an engaging orator as well.  Society could have chosen to 
ignore Lenin, but instead it helped him gather steam.  

Therefore, we can loosely suggest that it is the attitudes of society that can be 
more perilous than revolution.  Without financial backing, government support, 
or loyal soldiers, most revolutions would only be hopeful after thought of a rev-
elation.  And while society can be responsible for bringing a revolution to life, it 
is also the free will of the individual to make a wise decision.  In fact, last night I 
had my own revelation – a vision whereupon Hank told me that I should show 
up to my Sustainable Concepts class with half a bottle of vodka in tow – the 
other half already consumed by yours truly.  Today I thought about my vision, 



and concluded, that yes, we student have the right to consume mass amounts of 
vodka in class to achieve the highest possible level of design creativity.  

To prove my point, I began to plan an overthrow of my Sustainable Concepts 
class.  So, I chose to move forward with my plan, and called fellow classmate, 
Shane.  Unfortunately, he did not agree with my plan of action, and scoffed at 
my vision.  To him, vodka was not the way, and only gin and tonics could lead 
to the highest level of design creativity.  However, he felt it was important to 
keep this idea quiet, as he didn’t want any other students having an edge on 
him.  Thus, I reassessed my situation, and it seemed I would not be coming to 
class with my vodka.  Sadly, it seemed than my revelation would only be wel-
come on my blog to influence generations to come.  However, if the next gen-
eration PC students decided to overthrow the school and attributed it to my 
revelation, was my vision to blame?  No, I merely put that seed out there, but 
it was the attitudes of a mass of people that allowed it to grow.  Their personal 
decisions led to the violent PC revolution, and the acceptance of those around 
them let it grow further.  My simple revelation was only made perilous by those 
that chose to acknowledge it and the fostering atmosphere around it.  In future 
history books, my blog may be listed as an influential piece of the puzzle that 
led up to the PC revolution, but the personal choices and attitudes of the masses 
were ultimately what was more dangerous.


