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For some seconds the light went on becoming brighter and brighter, and 

she saw everything more and more clearly and the clock ticked louder and 

louder until there was a terrific explosion right in her ear. Orlando leapt as 

if she had been violently struck on the head. Ten times she was struck. In 

fact it was ten o’clock in the morning. It was the eleventh of October. It was 

1928. It was the present moment. 

—Virginia Woolf, Orlando (1928), p. 224

ON  TH I S  O C TOBER  MORN ING  IN  1928 , after having crossed centuries 
and continents, Orlando finds herself abruptly thrown into the present. 
The 36-year-old woman that Virginia Woolf depicts, who first appears as 
a young man in the Elizabethan era, sword playing in his ancestral home, 
is now disconcerted by the displays in a London department store. The 
agglomeration of goods in space is an exact expression of her experience 
of time, for it is as though the moments she has lived, scattered across 
centuries, are condensed into the hollow of the present. Each one of 
 Orlando’s reincarnations throughout the ages reveals a new aesthetic to 
her, an aesthetic not limited to art or the ordinary objects of everyday life 
but one that touches on her perception and experience of the world. Just 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

ORLANDO



2  OR LANDO

as Oscar Wilde said about the fog that the Impressionists “introduced”1 
through their paintings of London, Orlando observes that at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, the English climate has become signifi-
cantly more humid, causing forms and colors to lose much of the solidity 
and clarity that had characterized them in the previous century. But in 
none of her projections into history’s successive presents has the present 
imposed itself as violently as it does at that moment, like an explosion 
threatening at every instant to tear apart her being. The precision of her 
perception becomes more and more unbearable.

The involuntary and vexed empathy that Orlando feels toward the 
world she is discovering results from the fact that this latest present is 
also that of her author. The fact that the past presents have succeeded 
one another attenuates their unsettling uniqueness, but the time opened 
by Woolf ’s writing gapes wide, and its vast possibilities only sharpen the 
uniqueness of the current present: “Every time the gulf of time gaped . . . 
some unknown danger might come with it.”2 Furthermore, the current 
present, with its syncopated cadence and the shattering of perception 
that this entails—“What was seen begun . . . was never seen ended”3—
seems more than ever before to favor the shattering of the self. Bringing 
the sequence of Orlando’s past selves to an end, the present no longer 
guarantees the identity of the name Orlando, and it unbinds all the 
selves that this name has contained over the course of time.

It is only at dusk on that day of October 11, 1928, that Orlando finds 
peace. When the light of the setting sun begins to blur forms, colors, 
and sounds, she is once again able to find the indistinctness of time that 
has composed her life until that point; her memories and dreams, which 
seem to her also to be the raw material of art, chase away the brutality 
of the present. “It was the present moment,” writes Woolf, recalling the 
beginning of that day; “what more terrifying revelation can there be than 
that it is the present moment? That we survive the shock at all is only 
possible because the past shelters us on one side, the future on another.”4



Voluntary Contraction in the Present:  

Decision and Heroism

It was that same crepuscular protection provided by the past and future 
together that Dada refused when it in turn found itself projected into 
its own present, in the midst of the Great War. Richard Huelsenbeck, in 
importing the word Dada from Zurich to Berlin, contributed in many 
different ways to creating a constellation of artists grouped around that 
name. In his April 1918 Dadaist manifesto, he wrote:

Art in its execution and direction is dependent on the time in which it 

lives, and artists are creatures of their epoch. The highest art will be that 

which in its conscious content presents the thousandfold problems of the 

day, the art which has been visibly shattered by the explosions of the last 

week, which is forever trying to collect its limbs after yesterday’s crash. 

The best and most extraordinary artists will be those who every hour 

snatch the tatters of their bodies out of the frenzied cataract of life, who, 

with bleeding hands and hearts, hold fast to the intelligence of their time.1

For Huelsenbeck, holding fast to one’s own time took a certain physi-
cal, intellectual, and moral courage and was even proof of heroism— 
albeit a heroism diametrically opposed to the kind that for the past four 

I
POSTHISTORY AND PREHISTORY
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years had been required on the battlefield in the name of the eternity 
of nations. Against this mythical eternity, which produced nothing but 
the catastrophe of history—war—Dadaist heroism threw itself into the 
present, which, exactly because it was uncertain, seemed to be the only 
type of time favorable to the exercise of freedom. Only the present could 
allow another history to surge up, a history emancipated from servile 
obedience to the past and the chaste utopia of the future.

It was not the sentiment of transition in the strict sense of the word 
that characterized Dada’s conception of its historical belonging—not, 
at least, in the sense of a bridge connecting the past to the future. In-
stead, the zone these artists inhabited was cut off and suspended; it was 
a narrow plank, hazardous terrain. In 1916, when the name Dada was 
first pronounced at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich, giving nominal unity 
to the multiform, if not disparate, activities that took place within its 
walls ( poetry recitals, musical performances, songs, dances, performance 
art avant la lettre, and plastic productions of all kinds), these artists were 
aware that their “space of experience” and “horizon of expectation” had 
been seriously jarred. These two metahistorical categories were developed 
by the historian Reinhart Koselleck during the 1970s, and they account for 
an underlying process inherent in the modern conception of history: the 
acceleration of time that resulted from the human belief in the feasibility 
and perfectibility of history, beginning with the French Revolution, and 
systematically led to the shrinking of experience, which was replaced by 
an enlarged horizon of expectation. Encouraged by the philosophy of his-
tory and rationalist theories of progress, this projection in advance of the 
future implied that the present was inadequate to any experience trans-
mitted by the past and was perhaps even incapable of generating its own 
experiences: “This accelerated time, i.e., our history, abbreviated the space 
of experiences, robbed them of their constancy, and continually brought 
into play new, unknown factors, so that even the actuality or complexity 
of these unknown quantities could not be ascertained.”2 

In a now famous essay from 1933, “Experience and Poverty,” Walter 
Benjamin observed that World War I was a crucial cause of the present’s 
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elusiveness. The experience of the front, where technology had finally 
replaced humans on the field of battle, devalued all previously acquired 
 experience—leaving recognizable only the clouds in the sky, as Benja-
min put it—and in turn became incommunicable.3 Many artists sought 
to repress this muteness and sublimate it in inaugural language; in a 
move typical of the apocalyptic dialectical conversion of catastrophe into 
benediction, they dreamt of erecting modern cathedrals on the fields of 
ruins. For these artists—for example, the Expressionists and Futurists—
the pulverized past made it all the more easy to construct a hypertro-
phied  future.4 Their reaction fit perfectly within the temporal dynamic 
described by Koselleck. 

But there were also artists for whom the view from the field of ruins 
revealed a blocked horizon. Such were the Dadaists. For Huelsenbeck—
who was not only an actor in the Dada movement but also its urgent 
and assiduous historiographer—it was already clear in 1920 that Dada had 
developed in an age that presented intellectuals with “a large and difficult 
task,” in that it was “harder than in quiet times to balance out the measure 
of personality and establish the orbit from which one [could] grow up 
as a self-possessed presence.”5 Of predecessors and tradition, nothing re-
mained; these could neither accelerate nor hinder the course of things.6 As 
for the future, various activists thought that they could remedy the collapse 
of the notion of historia magistra vitae (history as life’s teacher) with the be-
lief that history was on their side. But for Huelsenbeck, if history had a les-
son to teach, it was that of its contingence or, worse, its impassive identity.7 
For those intellectuals and artists who found comfort neither in the past 
nor in the future, the only remaining choice was to gain a foothold in the 
present, which was by definition fleeting and more threatening than ever.

At bottom, all modernity was a challenge to the present; the fact that 
it was haunted by nostalgia for the past and an obsession with the future 
was in fact resounding proof of this challenge. Modernity was marked 
by moments of crisis, moments such as the years surrounding the Great 
War, which contracted into a single present, usually involuntarily, as for 
Orlando, and sometimes deliberately, as for Dada. François Hartog, in 
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his study of the presentism of modernity, pursued Koselleck’s hypotheses 
and found that, in the contemporary temporal configuration,

the distance between the space of experience and the horizon of expecta-

tion has been stretched to its limit, to its breaking point, with the result 

that the production of historical time seems to be suspended. Perhaps this 

is what generates today’s sense of a permanent, elusive, and almost immo-

bile present, which nevertheless attempts to create its own historical time.8

Contemporary presentism’s quest to produce its own historical time is 
haunted by commemoration of the past, which is more ghostly than ever. 
This mournful, obsessive fear of the past is one of the major differences be-
tween today’s presentism and Dadaist presentism, which was highly festive 
in nature. Although the present, which rules absolutely, as Hartog writes, 
is obsessed with the duty to remember and a respect for heritage, Dadaist 
presentism revolted against any commemorative appropriation of a flaw-
lessly coherent history. The two presentisms—the Dadaists’ and ours—
correspond to two completely different “regimes of historicity.”9 The 
present defended by Dada—by its Berlin contingent at least—was a truly 
revolutionary time, a “time filled by the presence of the now [ Jetztzeit],” 
to use Walter Benjamin’s expression; it was “a present which is not a transi-
tion, but in which time stands still and has come to a stop.”10 This present 
methodically deconstructed the historical, economic, and political method 
of capitalization instituted by German historicism; it did this through a 
series of precise formal mechanisms and an astonishing philosophical and 
political argument. As for our own dilated present, it is the expression of 
an age in which capitalism is hegemonic and revolution as a collective 
form for the suspension of time seems to belong to the annals of history.

As Huelsenbeck wrote:

No one knows if he will be hit by the wave created by the raging storm at 

the other end of the world. The nerve-wracking uncertainty is the grisli-

est tool of the time, a truly demonic device of the machine age. Death 

approaches and none can look it in the eye; courage in the old sense is 

in decline; but here and there heroism is blazing and cries its old song of 
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defiance with which humanity has again and again wrested the justifica-

tion of its being.11

This book is dedicated to the Dadaists’ heroic presentism in the face of a 
simultaneous world that spared none and a history whose infernal repeti-
tion took away human freedom. To the Dadaists, heroic appropriation 
of the present bore the ontological weight of a decision—the only intel-
lectually and ethically worthy one. But precisely because their presentism 
involved a decision, it also promised an alternative, perhaps more cred-
ible, conception of the future.

Broadly, the Dadaists’ decision to seize the present came out of their 
rejection of both the historical past and a meliorist future whose exact 
symmetry was confirmed in the parallel ways they instrumentalized the 
present.12 “The Dada person recognizes no past which might tie him 
down,” Raoul Hausmann wrote. “He is held up by the living present, by 
his existence.”13 The Dadaists inherited their vitalist independence with 
respect to the historical past from the Expressionists. All the pictorial 
avant-gardes of the prewar era shared the view of history as a “burden,” 
which Hayden White identified more generally in early twentieth- 
century literature.14 This history, seen either as a mechanical accumula-
tion of events succeeding one another in time or as a reservoir of fixed 
forms fashioned by the past and then erected into models, was violently 
rejected by artists in the name of their antimimetic stance toward life. 
Kurt Pinthus, man of letters and the author of an illuminating text on 
Expressionist temporalities, wrote in 1919 that the past “lies behind us 
untransformable, already.”15 And what this historicism was to the past, 
meliorism was to the future: the two presupposed the same reproductive 
and cumulative understanding of time. The past was the temporal aspect 
of a passive reality—an ontological, artistic, social, and political reality—
that those enraged idealists, the Expressionists, wanted to combat so as to 
shape it according to the requirements of their spirit. 

The heroic overtones of Expressionist idealism aside, the Dadaists did 
not disagree with the Expressionists’ rejection of a fossilized past. What 
distinguished the two movements was the way they correlated present 
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and future. Whereas the Dadaists wanted to achieve self- possession in 
the here and now, even in the face of adversity, Expressionist artists 
were “enem[ies] of the present,” as Siegfried Kracauer put it in 1918.16 
To an Expressionist like Pinthus, the present, the quintessence of alien-
ated time (which the Impressionists were mad enough to have elevated 
into the sole subject of their art), was “a furtively receding nothing.”17 
“Only the future is entirely our work,” he concluded, as though the 
only work the Expressionists were sure of having was the work they had 
not yet accomplished.18 This projection into an indefinite future was 
the modern, optimistic, and historically confident version of the famous 
Pascalian dictum, “We never live, but hope to live.”19

When it came to highlighting the historical legitimacy of their art 
and thereby the objectivity of their methods, Expressionist artists thus 
emphasized the fertility of their age, which they depicted as pregnant 
with the future. Expressionism had an intermediary temporal status that 
was explicitly expressed in its forms. As Jean-Claude Lebensztejn ex-
plained, the action of colors in Expressionist works was often dissociated 
from that of lines, and composition straddled abstraction and imitation. 
But it was above all the principle of dissonance or contrast that mani-
fested Expressionism’s intermediary system, a system whose entire mean-
ing was based on an apocalyptic temporality. If the unusual and thereby 
shocking relationships between colors and forms did harm to the specta-
tor’s perception, it was so that it might later do good to his or her soul. 

This belief in salvation through destruction translated, of course, into 
the spatial construction of the paintings, which, through the centrifugal 
tension that often organized them, signified the immanent destruction 
of inert matter through the creative force of subjectivity.20 “Today,” an-
nounced Franz Marc in 1912, “art is moving in a direction toward which 
our fathers would never even have dreamed. One stands before the new 
works as in a dream and hears the horsemen of the Apocalypse in the air. 
An artistic tension is felt all over Europe.”21 Wassily Kandinsky observed 
that in the two years separating the first and second editions of the Blaue 
Reiter Almanach (1912–1914), historical time noticeably contracted: “In 
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the course of these two years we have come closer to the future.”22 This 
acceleration, which fits the mold of apocalyptic awaiting, whether prop-
erly religious or secularized,23 can be seen in many of Marc’s and Kandin-
sky’s works; the taut convexity of their compositions suggests imminent 
explosion, like an egg on the verge of hatching life (Figure 1). Kandinsky 
formulated this thesis in The Spiritual in Art without the slightest ambi-
guity: “Art [that] has no power for the future, which is only a child of the 
age and cannot become a mother of the future, is a barren art.”24

Whereas Expressionism’s vocation was to give birth to the future, 
Dadaist practices were defined as children of the present. As we will 
see, the Dada artists had a different view of genealogy and a differ-
ent idea of the relationship between forebears and posterity, progenitors 
and descendants, artists and works. As the architect and adroit observer 
Ludwig Hilberseimer wrote, they believed that “the true work of art will 
always be born only from the chaos of time.”25 Within this chaos, the 
end of time existed side by side with new possibilities, but these were 
possibilities that began in the now, from a new time. The role of the art-
ist was to forge practices that would reveal the profound ambiguity of 
the present. This is why such contradictory tactics as eclecticism and 
primitivism, parody and utopia, were all used in Dadaism as equally ap-
propriate responses. For these artists the future was not to come; it had 
already arrived.

The Dadaist Present:  

A Mix of Historicism and Primitivism

It is not insignificant that Dada was invented in a cabaret, where the 
most historically and formally heterogeneous modes of expression could 
exist side by side. This did not escape the linguist Roman Jakobson, who 
in 1921 wrote a brief, but incisive text on Dada.

During the last decade, no one has brought to the artistic market so 

much varied junk of all times and places as the very people who reject 

the past. It should be understood that the Dadaists are also eclectics, 



F IGURE  1 .  W. Kandinsky, Tableau sur fond clair (Auf hellen Grund ), 1916, oil on can-
vas, 100 × 78 cm; MNAM, Donation Nina Kandinsky, Paris. Source: Catalog Wassily 
Kandinsky, MNAM, 1916.
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though theirs is not the museum-bound eclecticism of respectful venera-

tion, but a motley café chantant program (not by chance Dada was born 

in a cabaret in Zurich).26

Indeed, Huelsenbeck described the Cabaret Voltaire as “a catch-all for 
the most diverse directions in art, which at that time seemed to us to 
constitute ‘Dada.’ None of us suspected what Dada might really become, 
for none of us understood enough about the times.”27 Hugo Ball, de-
scribing an evening at the Voltaire, wrote in his journal that “all the styles 
of the last twenty years came together yesterday.”28 This eclectic logic, 
which, in the absence of any notion of what a “proper” work might be, 
turned to the works of others, was pursued in Berlin. In one of the many 
roles they played between 1918 and 1920, John Heartfield and George 
Grosz presented themselves as decorators who could create costumes and 
décors in any style, in the fashion of any ism.29 

In short, the Dadaists openly gave themselves over to an activity 
that the nineteenth century had pursued with a blind frenzy. One of the 
Dada ist responses to the failure of historia magistra vitae was to parody 
that century’s drive to devour history. Huelsenbeck, citing a few lines of 
Beyond Good and Evil in the Dada Almanac, confirmed the Dadaist debt 
to Friedrich Nietzsche’s critique of historicism.

Time and again a new piece of antiquity and foreign country is tried 

on, put on, taken off, packed away and above all studied:—we are the 

first studied period in puncto “costumes,” by which I mean moralities, 

articles of faith, tastes for art and religion, prepared as no period before 

us for the carnival of great style, for spiritual carnival laughter and high 

spirits, for transcendental heights of the highest nonsense and Aristo-

phanean mockery of the world. Perhaps we will discover right here the 

realm of our invention, that realm where even we can still be original, 

perhaps as parodists of world history and buffoons of God—perhaps, 

even if nothing else of today has a future, our laughter still has a future!30

And indeed, laughter did have a future: Dada paradoxically drew a good 
deal of its avant-garde originality from its satirical imitation of history. 
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In its desire to take on what the nineteenth century had endeavored to 
repress, Dadaist heroism moved into a space where the comic, fully as-
sumed, turned tragic. As Huelsenbeck explained, “[We live in] times 
that, in their contrariness and in their obstinacy, have become almost a 
heroic gesture.”31

It is also true that Dadaist heroism expressed itself at the same time in 
a fierce primitivism.32 But it is important to emphasize that this primi-
tivism was above all a presentism impatient to be lived rather than the 
regressive pursuit of an Edenic, purified future. As such, Dadaist primi-
tivism was generally expressed through two different strategies: on the 
one hand, a strategy of abstraction (pictorial abstraction for someone 
like Hans Arp; poetic abstraction in the work of someone like Hugo 
Ball), which sought to grasp the immediate elementariness of life;33 and 
on the other hand, a strategy of deliberate, and clearly more historicized, 
empathy with the manifestations of an adverse present, especially among 
the Dadaists of Berlin, Cologne, and Paris. Like Wilhelm Worringer, the 
Dadaists attributed a prophylactic function to abstract primitivism. But 
during this period, in which the Greek ideal was replaced by alterna-
tive models from other cultures with their own techniques of mediation 
(whether real or imagined), empathy was diverted from its naïve context 
in Worringer’s theory and took on a properly apotropaic aim.34

For Hugo Ball, what was most incredible “in the midst of enormous 
unnaturalness” was “the direct and the primitive.”35 In his journal he 
reported Arp’s irritation with the Expressionist ideology visible in Franz 
Marc’s paintings. Arp contrasted Marc’s “painted versions of the Cre-
ation and the Apocalypse” with the “plane geometry” of his own com-
positions.36 This plane geometry, like its opposite, the random order of 
his torn-paper works, spatially expressed the present—not the concrete 
present of history but the eternal and impassive present of nature (Fig-
ure 2).37 It was this equality of time that was to replace Marc’s animal 
primitivism and sacrificial apocalypse (Figure 3). Years later, Hans Arp 
explained that the abstract forms he and Sophie Täuber created during 
their Dada years “were supposed to be freed of passions, torments, and 



F IGURE  2 .  Hans Arp and Sophie Täuber, Untitled (Duo-Collage), 1918, paper, board, 
and silver leaf on board, 82 × 62 cm (32 5⁄16 × 24 7⁄18 inches); Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Nationalgalerie. Source: Catalog Dada, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 2006. 
© ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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convulsions. Their being was to shine like the roses in the windows of 
ancient cathedrals. The dark was to sink into pure light. One’s own will, 
the personal, was to dissolve into the essential.”38

And yet the Cabaret Voltaire was also the launch pad for the tech-
niques that the Berlin Dadaists used to conjure the brutality of the pres-
ent. Marcel Janco’s masks, symbols of the standardized subjectivity of 
the modern metropolis (Figure 4);39 the “noise music” of Huelsenbeck’s 
drum, intended to drown out the noise of cannons;40 the “Negro” or 
“simultaneous” poetry of Tristan Tzara, expressing a subjectivity that 
had renounced unity;41 the frenetic group dances on the Voltaire stage:42 
these were all facets of a mimetic practice that apotropaically reorganized 
the givens of the contemporary world.43 This was the direction taken 
by the Berlin Dadaists,44 who stubbornly and almost exclusively replaced 
intercessors from distant cultures with ordinary objects from their own 

F IGURE  3 .  Franz Marc, Horse in Landscape (Pferd in Landschaft), oil on canvas, 80 × 
112 cm, 1910. Source: Museum Folkwang, Essen.



F IGURE  4 .  Marcel Janco, Untitled (Mask), 1919, paper, board, twine, gouache, and 
pastel, 45 × 22 × 5 cm (17 11⁄16 × 8 11⁄18 × 1 15⁄16 inches); Centre Pompidou, MNAM, gift 
of the artist, 1967. Source: Catalog Dada, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 2006. 
© ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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space-time continuum. After all, these objects seemed to transmit forces 
as unsettling as the ancestral and natural spirits were thought to be for 
African cultures.

Criticism of the Brücke’s literal primitivism became increasingly 
common in Germany, encouraging the emergence of a transposed, medi-
ated, more open, and more exclusively functional primitivism.45 In 1915 
Carl Einstein interpreted Negerplastik as the alternative model chosen by 
painters of his time to escape the imitative ontology of their own culture 
and history. This kind of sculpture, through its arrangement of pure plas-
tic relations, had a precise ontological function: it answered the subject’s 
need to pacify the alterity of nature and the past, but without thereby de-
vouring it. For Einstein, the lofty—because nonmimetic— transcendence 
of African sculpture and, inversely, African practices that identified the 
subject with an alterity mediated by masks, tattoos, and ritual dances, 
established a pact of nondevouring between man and his milieu.46 Raoul 
Hausmann and Hannah Höch, as well as other Dadaists no doubt, read 
Einstein’s short work attentively;47 Einstein also took part in several of 
the Dadaist political editorials in Berlin.48 His theories on the function 
of art in history coincided at that time perfectly with those of the Berlin 
Dadaists.

In the aftermath of World War I and the Spartacist uprising that 
immediately followed it, the Berlin Dadaists contested the Expressionist 
tactic of fleeing a world “full to the point of suffocation”49 to find salva-
tion in the immaculate space of the mind and art. They did so on the 
grounds that not only was salvation something that by definition would 
be a long time in coming, whether in this world or in the afterlife, but 
also that the war had just cruelly belied the apocalyptic hopes that had 
been pinned on it. Whereas Franz Marc’s soliloquizing horses turned 
their backs to the spectator and Kandinsky’s ethereal forms knocked 
against one another in the gravity-less space of Spirit, the objects of the 
contemporary world succeeded in contaminating men without their 
knowledge.50 Humans had become as sterile, rigid, and fossilized as the 
very objects they were trying to flee. This is why it became urgent for 
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the Dadaists to reverse the Expressionist strategy; to paraphrase Hugo 
Ball, what was most “incredible” in this “unnaturalness” turned out to 
be the unnaturalness itself.

We know that in the massive “return to objects” that took place in 
painting during the years after World War I, it was the strand of meta-
physical painting that most appealed to German Dadaists. Despite its 
heavy symbolism, nostalgia, and nationalist assumptions, the defamil-
iarizing use of ordinary objects in the paintings of Giorgio de Chirico 
(Figure 5) and Carlo Carrà ultimately produced an incongruous tempo-
rality of great interest to the Dadaists. According to de Chirico, it was 
precisely because memory had deserted the world of things—the war 
had merely completed the process that he had already detected before 
1914—that things were once again able to take on metaphysical mean-
ing; it was because the world had reached its end that it could recom-
mence its tertiary age, an age in which objects had not yet delivered 
their secrets to man.51 

Historiography has neglected this macroscopic facet of Dadaist si-
multaneousness, which must be taken into account: the Dadaist present, 
a posthistory and prehistory at once, was formed from the vestiges of a 
civilization that in a sense did not yet exist. Hannah Höch’s Mechani-
cal Garden (1920; Figure 6) is a landscape unsuited to human beings, 
though it is composed of man-made fossils.52 The geological cuts in Max 
Ernst’s “overpaintings” (Übermalereien) also reveal fossilized specimens, 
though these had been created by the thousands in the factories of the 
past (Figure 7).53 Both artists saw themselves as survivors and first men 
or women (Urmensch) at once and strove to show that they had inherited 
procedures and objects created by modern rationalization but had not 
yet found the means to control them. Their task was to learn the modes 
of mastering a dysfunctional reality and to train others in this “second 
prehistory.”54

Several years later, on the eve of another war, Walter Benjamin explic-
itly attributed this function to the art of his time. In 1935, in the first ver-
sion of his essay on the work of art, where he based his hypothesis of the 



F IGURE  5 .  Giorgio de Chirico, Melancholy of Departure, 1916, oil on canvas, 51.8 × 
36 cm; Tate Gallery, London. Source: Catalog Giergio de Chirico: la fabrique des rêves; 
Musée d'art moderne de la Ville de Paris, 2009. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.



F IGURE  6 .  Hannah Höch, Mechanical Garden (Mechanischer Garten), 1920, gouache, 
aquarelle, pencil, and ink on paper, 73 × 47 cm (28 3/4 × 18 1/2 inches); Christies Images 
Limited. Source: Cahiers du MNAM, 2009. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.



F IGURE  7 .  Max Ernst, Katharina Ondulata, 1920, gouache, pencil, and ink on 
printed paper, 31.5 × 27.5 cm; Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh. 
Source: Werner Spies, Max Ernst. Les collages: inventaire et contradictions, Paris, 
 Gallimard, 1984. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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equivalence of prehistory and modernity on the increasing naturalization 
evident in modern technology that was freeing itself of man, he wrote:

This emancipated technology stands across from today’s society as a sec-

ond nature, a nature no less elementary—as economic crises and wars 

prove—than that of primitive societies. Faced with this second nature, 

man, who invented it but who has long since ceased to be its master, is 

in need of training just like the one he needed when faced with the first 

nature. And once again, art provides this service.55

This is why Benjamin was so attentive to Dada, to the point of making 
it a concrete, though in his eyes insufficient, example of the material-
ist turn he advocated in art. Paradoxically, he recognized a prehistorical 
freeze in Dadaist works. The Dadaists put their finger on the problem: 
the need for art to create a new “use value” for itself, one that would 
be mediated by unknown forms of creation and reception—those very 
forms Carl Einstein evoked in his treatise Negerplastik, with the ultimate 
motive of extracting the modern subject from the illusion of his or her 
autonomous sphere.56 Raoul Hausmann formulated this idea clearly.

Man was art’s most important subject, and as his optical capacities devel-

oped, the entire visible world became his conquest and art ceased to be a 

magical conjuration in the face of a disquieting reality. Reality was cap-

tured, appropriated, and tamed through representation, and art became 

nothing more than a game, a luxury, and thereby, a class privilege.57

However, the taming of a disquieting reality required that artists free 
themselves from the mediation of African artifacts, for the simple reason 
that a host of other objects capable of magically conjuring the present were 
at hand: “By presenting marionette life, mechanized life; by presenting 
real and apparent rigidification, [such objects] allow us to perceive and 
feel another kind of life.”58 Thus, whereas the Expressionists proclaimed 
the birth of a new man out of the ashes of the old, the Dadaists were 
interested in the inanimate state, which, according to Sigmund Freud in 
1920, was not only the end but also the origin of life.59 
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This is more or less what Hausmann also believed. He wrote in a let-
ter that it must never be forgotten that “life” is “woven of death”: “The 
will to adapt to what is foreign, to death, is balanced by the will to per-
sonality, to uniqueness, to life.”60 In other words, the Dadaists’ apotropaic 
mimetic strategy consisted in feigning death to remain alive, in imitating 
the rigidity of the reified world to have some chance of discovering the 
transformative power of subjectivity.61 This paradoxical logic—which is a 
general feature of mimesis but which Dadaism’s vertiginous mix of death 
drive and élan vital intensified—corresponded exactly to the movement’s 
temporal ambiguity.

In short, the Dadaist conception of transition was spatial as well as 
temporal, but it was simultaneous rather than successive. It was a transi-
tion that was concentrated in the present. As Hausmann put it, “We 
are hovering between two worlds; we have broken with the old world 
before the new one has been formed, and satire, caricature, the gro-
tesque, clownishness, and puppetry take the stage.”62 In the objects that 
lay in the space between two worlds—the world of men and the world 
of things, the world of life and the world of death—the Dadaists found 
what was grotesque and satirical in their time.



Not Document but Device

The photograph in Figure 8 has been reproduced dozens of times in 
works on the historical avant-garde movements in general and on Dada 
in particular. It is the indexical sign of a legendary event of which few 
traces remain today. The Erste Internationale Dada Messe, which took 
place in Berlin in the summer of 1920, has been interpreted variously as 
the height of Dadaist disobedience toward the public, institutions of art, 
and the authority of the state and the Communist Party; an amplification 
of the movement’s destructive practices, which came tumbling out of 
individual works to fill the entire exhibit space; and finally, Dada’s spec-
tacular exit from the Berlin art scene of the 1920s.1 But this photograph 
of the core members of Berlin Dada can also be understood on its own 
terms—that is, not as the transparent document of a legendary event but 
as a somewhat more opaque device, a meticulous staging of the formal, 
rhetorical, and ontological strategies forged by Dadaist subjectivity in its 
struggle with the temporality of the present. In the aftermath of a disas-
trous war, as the Spartacist revolution was tearing German society apart, 
these artists realized that mastering the present—by definition fleet-
ing and more threatening than ever—meant defending its sovereignty 

I I
THE PRESENT AS REPRODUCIBLE TIME
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against the normativity of the past and the utopia of the future, the two 
temporal orders that had confiscated the history of modern times.

The photograph in Figure 8 shows a divide. A line separates improvi-
sation from pose, distraction from contemplation. A virtual medial axis 
runs through the space represented, from the pedestal on which there sits 
a small Max Ernst sculpture (Phallustrade, now lost), up to the famous 
mannequin of a policeman with the face of a pig hanging from the ceil-
ing. The mannequin hovers at the peak of an optical pyramid and most 
certainly alludes to police surveillance in Germany, which intensified 
during the war, targeting society as a whole and artists in particular. The 
same symbolism, simple and direct in its logic, can be found, though 
inverted, in George Grosz’s painting Germany, A Winter’s Tale (1918, now 
lost) (Figure 9), also exhibited at the Dada Messe. The bourgeois man 

F IGURE  8 .  Opening of the First International Dada Fair (Erste Internationale Dada 
Messe), 1920. Source: Photograph originally published in Richard Huelsenbeck, Dada 
Almanach, Berlin, 1920.



F IGURE  9 .  George Grosz, Germany, A Winter’s Tale, 1918, oil on canvas (destroyed). 
© The Estate of George Grosz, Princeton, N.J. / ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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sitting at the center of the composition is supported by the three pillars 
of church, state, and army. 

A more subtle symbolism can be seen at the base of the photo-
graph’s optical pyramid, which is made up of the Dadaists themselves 
(see Figure 8). The left side of the photo is the side of instantaneity and 
captures a moment in which Raoul Hausmann, Johannes Baader, and 
the gallery owner, Otto Burchard, are conversing peacefully, their backs 
to the works on the wall behind them. On this same side, but further 
away and in the foreground, Hannah Höch is seated alone. A liminal 
figure, Höch turns her gaze out of the photograph’s frame, looking 
in the opposite direction from the circle of three men, as though this 
detached, marginal position were a comment on her ex-centric and 
uncertain role as the sole woman of the group.2 The figure of Otto 
Schmalhausen, on the right side of the photograph, is symmetric with 
Höch’s; he is shown seated, hands crossed and arms laid on the arm-
rests of his chair. Unlike Höch, his gaze is not ex-centric but rather 
directed toward the assemblage The Middle-Class Philistine Heartfield 
Gone Wild (1920, also lost).3 Schmalhausen’s gaze converges with that 
of the assemblage’s two creators, George Grosz and John Heartfield, 
who stand stiffly at his side. Unlike the three men chatting across the 
room, Schmalhausen, Grosz, and Heartfield show no relation to one 
another. Their proximity seems random and arbitrary, entirely un-
motivated. Each is riveted to himself, absorbed in intimate contem-
plation of the out-of-frame assemblage atop its improvised pedestal. 
But these postures and the spatial arrangement of the photograph as a 
whole—which activates themes of contemplation and distraction, rigid 
and relaxed poses, the individual and the collective—function too well 
together to have been mere coincidence. The snapshot seems to dis-
simulate the time that must have been spent on preliminary formal 
elaboration—that is, the time span of the work necessary to effectively 
defend the sovereignty of the present instant.
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Grosz and Heartfield:  

Counter-Gap as Strategy for Actualizing the Past

The main component of the “electro-mechanic sculpture” in which 
Schmalhausen, Grosz, and Heartfield are absorbed is a tailor’s manne-
quin (Figure 10). A prosthesis fills in for his missing leg, and he has a 
lit light bulb for a head. From a purely iconological point of view, the 
disparate objects attached to his chest evoke the whole closed world of 
the petit bourgeois: the doorbell evokes his protective house; two bro-
ken pieces of silverware allude to the uninterrupted cycle of biological 
preservation; a pistol and medal testify to his recent exploits during the 
war; and the number 27 indicates the reproducibility of this anonymous 
subject in the world of modern rationalization. As the dentures he has in 
place of genitals testify, the petit bourgeois John Heartfield has repressed 
his drives—all but the drive to kill, to which the military insignia he 
wears testifies, as does, by antiphrasis, his own prosthesis.

That prosthesis contains the full critical force of the two artists’ ma-
neuver in relation to history, both ancient and contemporary. It is used 
here as a means of actualizing the past and aims at both the devaluation 
of a certain nineteenth-century understanding of history—in particular, 
historicism and the normativity of antiquity—and a materialist affirma-
tion of the present. It is thus the complex, though hardly contradictory, 
sign of the depreciation of the antiquarian spirit and the defense of a 
certain historical materialism. Potentially ambiguous, the prosthesis thus 
exceeds the hermeneutic resources of iconology and only becomes fully 
intelligible as the centerpiece of a critical montage.

Jean-Claude Lebensztejn explains that neoclassicism postulates a 
counter-gap that fills in the initial distance separating nature from art, 
the particular from the universal, the senses from reason, and matter 
from ideal.4 The Dadaist mannequin’s prosthesis turns this counter-gap 
on itself, thus undermining neoclassicism’s untimely norm from within. 
A literal corrective to nature, a remedy for the accidents to which life, un-
like Spirit, is subjected, the Dadaist prosthesis turns the assemblage into a 





 T H E  PR E S ENT  AS  R EPRODUC I B L E  T IME  2 9

sign with two different aspects and two distinct temporalities: on the one 
hand, the temporality of an ancient sculpture, torn out of the denseness 
of time and partly spared its ravages, displayed on a pedestal in a museum 
space; on the other hand, the temporality of an imperial soldier recently 
converted into a worker for the brand-new republic. “The wearer of the 
prosthesis is . . . a man of the highest quality, raised, so to speak, to a new 
rank thanks to the world war,”5 Hausmann wrote in one of his satires 
fustigating the ergonomic ideology applied to war  invalids.6 The Dadaists 
were acutely aware of the incongruous connections between techniques 
of spiritual and moral elevation and techniques of material production. 
The assemblage’s reference to the policy of recycling the workforce and 
its remnants—from behind the lines to the front and back again— 
extended beyond the limits of the work into the space of the exhibition; 
the assemblage stood in dialogue with the Otto Dix painting across from 
it, 45% Erwerbsfähig (“45% Able to Work”; destroyed), depicting a gro-
tesque procession of the war’s wounded (see Figure 8).7

The semiotic and temporal ambivalence found in Grosz and Heart-
field’s assemblage—between Spirit and matter, between the nobility 
of antiquity and the brutality of the present—becomes even clearer in 
comparison with Rudolf Schlichter’s more rudimentary montage of past 
and present in his work Corrected Masterpieces, also on display at the 
Dada Messe. By placing banal heads atop copies of the Venus de Milo 
and the Belvedere Apollo, Schlichter intended to show that in the age 
of mechanical reproducibility, the ideal—that norm that looms behind 
every artwork—had become standardized kitsch.8 Despite the qualitative 

F IGURE  10 .  (opposite) George Grosz and John Heartfield, The Middle-Class Philistine 
Heartfield Gone Wild (Electro-Mechanical Tatlin Sculpture) (Der wildgewordene Spiesser 
Heartfield [Electro-mechan. Tatlin-Plastik]), 1988 (reconstruction of 1920 original), 
tailor’s dummy, revolver, doorbell, knife, fork, letter C and number 27 signs, plaster 
dentures, embroidered insignia for the Black Eagle Order on horse blanket, Osram 
light bulb, Iron Cross, stand, and other objects, 220 × 45 × 45 cm (85 13⁄16 × 17 11⁄16 × 17 11⁄18 
inches); Berlinische Galerie, Berlin. Source: Catalog Dada, National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, 2006 © The estate of George Grosz, Princeton, N.J. / ADAGP, Paris 2015. 
© The Heartfield Community of Heirs / ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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differences between their respective rhetorical strategies, the three Dada-
ists’ references to antiquity—literal in Schlichter’s work, metaphorical in 
Grosz and Heartfield’s—shared a common principle that we might call 
actualization of the past.9

This principle was outlined by Wieland Herzfelde, editor at the 
Malik Verlag and brother of John Heartfield, in his text for the Dada 
Messe catalog.

The past remains important and authoritative only to the extent that 

its cult must be combated. The Dadaists are of one mind: they say 

that the works of antiquity, the classical age, and all the “great minds” 

must not be evaluated (unless in a scientifically historical manner) with 

regard to the age in which they were created, but as if someone made 

those things today.10

What did Herzfelde mean by this? That the Dada artists were invert-
ing the play of historical forces by subjecting the past to what it  itself had 
subjected nature and successive presents to over the course of centuries. 
Through their process of actualization, they wanted to show that the past 
was entirely unsuited to the present and displayed an absolute anach-
ronism. As for the Dadaists themselves, they revealed an acute sense of 
historical relativism, which—at least since Herder—has recognized a tem-
porality proper to even the smallest historical trace.11 They observed that 
the past had had a long life and had, in a sense, profited from what we 
might call an absolute temporal plus-value. The Dadaist strategy consisted 
in treating this plus-value as follows: by bringing the absolute past onto 
the slippery plank of the present, they intended quite simply to show its 
inadequacy. In so doing, the Dadaists distanced themselves from another 
scorner of the antiquarian spirit, one on whom they had, however, drawn 
in their parody of history. By using what was most banal in their own 
time to devalue the past, the Dadaists inverted the Nietzschean imperative 
to monumentalize the present on the basis of great examples from his-
tory, which inspired many early twentieth-century reforms in Germany.12 
Their “present interest”13 and their faith in the utility of forgetting di-
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verged considerably from Nietzsche’s in his second “untimely medita-
tion.” As we will see, some Dadaists practiced such radical forgetting that 
they transformed life into eternal becoming.14 For this reason, although 
the Dadaists were powerful actualizations of Baudelaire’s painter of mod-
ern life—who was “a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness,” an “‘I’ with 
an insatiable appetite for the ‘non-I’”—they shattered the duality that the 
Romantic poet established between “an eternal, invariable element” and 
“a relative, circumstantial element, which will be, if you like, whether sev-
erally or all at once, the age, its fashions, its morals, its emotions.”15

The Dadaist as ahistorical (unhistorisch), as a mirror indifferently 
capturing the flow of images passing by without retaining any, is one of 
the structural figures of Dadaist discourse on subjectivity. But the idea 
of the vital utility of radically forgetting the past is also something the 
Dadaists owed to the Futurists, the first avant-garde movement to have 
clearly expressed the conversion of mourning for a lost object—God, 
the glorious national past, an effective collective art—into the maniacal 
creation of something new.

Éric Michaud found in Freud’s analysis of mourning—which postu-
lates that melancholy turns into mania—a conceptual device that strongly 
shaped the inaugural moment of modern art, Romanticism, oscillating 
between threat and consolation.16 Unsurprisingly, this conceptual device 
found striking currency in the offensive practices of avant-garde move-
ments, from Futurism to Picasso in the Demoiselles d’Avignon and the 
threatening Dryad, or to Duchamp, who in 1912 decided to no longer be 
“the sad man in a train.”17 Filippo Marinetti explained the Futurist proj-
ect as the transformation of a latecomer’s inhibiting pessimism into the 
“artificial optimism” of forerunners.18 Fortunato Depero and  Giacomo 
Balla incorporated Marinetti’s words into their manifesto on the “plas-
tic complex” (Figure 11), the Futurist name for assemblage, which they 
conceived of as an artificial, polysensory “organism” and which was the 
culmination of the Darwinist evolution of man and art.

Before us, art relied on memory, an anxious re-evocation of an Object lost 

(happiness, love, a landscape), and hence was nostalgic, static, charged 
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with suffering and distance. With Futurism, instead, art is turning into 

art-action, which is to say, into will, optimism, aggression, possession, 

penetration, delight, brutal reality within art (example: onomatopoeia;—

example: noise-tuners = motors), geometrical splendor of forces, projec-

tions forward. Thus, art is becoming Presence, new Object, new reality 

created with the abstract elements of the universe. The hands of the pas-

séist artist used to suffer for the sake of the lost Object; our hand will 

twitch for the new Object to be created. That is why the new Object (the 

plastic complex) has miraculously appeared in your hands.19

The “new object” was the direct product of these artists’ decision to 
stop sacrificing their art to the rapacity of memory, to stop paying hom-
age to painting, which, at least since Alberti, has been understood as the 

F IGURE  11 .  Fortunato Depero, Compresso plastico motorumorista a luminosità colorate 
e spruzzatore, c. 1915, ink on paper, 16 × 17 cm; Museo di arte moderna e contemporanea 
di Trento e Rovereto (Arhivio Fotographico e Medieteca Mart). Source: Museo di arte 
moderna e contemporanea di Trento e Rovereto. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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presentification of absence or the resurrection of the dead. Herzfelde, in 
his text on the Dada Messe, used the same argument, but as a resolute 
Marxist, he replaced the Futurists’ moral, atemporal values—will, opti-
mism, action, aggression, possession—with the effects that the means of 
production of his time had on art and its temporal orders.

Painting once had the explicit aim of providing people with a view of 

things—landscapes, animals, buildings, and so forth—that they could 

not come to know with their own eyes. Today this task has been taken 

over by photography and film, which accomplish it incomparably better 

and more completely than painters of any era.

Yet painting did not die with the loss of its objective, but instead 

sought new ones. Since then, all aspirations to art, no matter how vari-

ous they may be, can be grouped together insofar as they have in com-

mon a tendency to emancipate themselves from reality.

Dadaism is the reaction against all those attempts to disavow the 

actual that were the driving force of the Impressionists, Expressionists, 

Cubists, and Futurists.20

Abstraction and the various isms were thus considered techniques of 
repression created by painters confronted with the decreasing value of 
their art as a result of mechanical reproducibility. The reason for this was 
not just that painting could no longer be reproductive, because this func-
tion had been taken over by intrinsically reproducible media. It was also 
that art in general had to end its practice of spatiotemporal transposition, 
its detours through the lost object—which were still practiced by Expres-
sionism and abstraction—in favor of an ideology of direct, immediate 
presence and expression.21 However, for the Dadaists, there was nothing 
unique or irreplaceable about this presence, and it lacked the warmth of 
human breath. According to Herzfelde, the only “hic et nunc” available 
was the product of an impassive machine. As such, it was available by the 
thousands.

The Dadaists say: When in the past colossal quantities of time, love, 

and effort were directed toward the painting of a body, a flower, a hat, a 
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heavy shadow, and so forth, now we need merely to take scissors and cut 

out all that we require from paintings and photographic representations 

of these things; when something on a smaller scale is involved, we do 

not need representations at all but take instead the objects themselves, 

for example, pocketknives, ashtrays, books, etc., all things that, in the 

museums of old art, have been painted very beautifully indeed, but have 

been, nonetheless, merely painted.22

By renouncing painting as transposition, Dadaist art also switched 
temporal regimes: through the reproducibility and presence it pro-
claimed for itself, it allowed itself to be absorbed by the flow of time. 
 Dadaist photomontages, assemblages, actions, and proclamations not 
only drew their themes from the present but also physically participated 
in it. John Heartfield (that is, Helmut Herzfeld) explained this process of 
literalization to Count Harry Kessler, who wrote about it with perspicac-
ity in his journal.

A visit from Helmut Herzfeld. In connection with his periodical, he 

expressed his utter repugnance to the publication of poems by Däubler 

or Becher or indeed anything that is just art. He and his friends, he 

explained, are becoming more and more hostile to art. Wieland’s and 

George Grosz’s achievements are, it is true, artistic, but only so to speak 

as a by-product. The main thing is to echo the heart-beat of our days. 

He went on to reject past artistic achievement too, even if in its own 

time it did possess precisely this quality of contemporaneity. He and his 

friends do not want either to document their actions or to create any 

kind of durable record and thus to impede posterity.23

The Dadaists’ understanding of art was thus impervious to the distinc-
tion between monument and document that Erwin Panofsky later for-
mulated in his reflections on method in history.24 They contested the 
humanist postulate that distinguished the object of historical study 
from its instrument. They did not recognize the traditional form of his-
tory, which, as Michel Foucault put it in The Archaeology of Knowledge, 
“undertook to ‘memorize’ the monuments of the past, transform them 
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into documents, and lend speech to those traces which, in themselves, 
are often not verbal, or which say in silence something other than what 
they actually say.”25 This is why they deliberately engaged with the docu-
mentary status of photography, an essential component of the medium. 
Aware of the semantic potential of the documentary nature of photog-
raphy for history, they simply diverted that potential, not to leave it be-
hind but to formulate their own conception of history and art. 

It should be noted that the history defended by most Dadaists 
was not at all Foucauldian, in that it never abandoned its ultimate 
unity and meaning, which it attributed to the right correlation of pres-
ent and future. This was true, in any case, for the Marxist trio made 
up of Grosz and the Herzfelde brothers (we will see that there were 
multiple uses of history in Dadaism). Discerning and defending the 
meaning of history ultimately meant splitting history as a “singular 
collective,” as Reinhart Koselleck described it, into two: by refusing 
to grant their works the status of virtual documents of the past to be 
used by the future, the Dadaists expressed their rejection of traditional 
history ( Historie), fossilized in its documents, so as to better defend 
another kind of history (Geschichte), a history that could be made by 
man, because it is active in itself from the beginning. This is also why 
the photograph of the Dada Messe (Figure 8) was less an event torn 
from the continuum of passing time and more a formal construction—
a device—signaling the times to come.26

The Temporalization of Art:  

Historicism and Reproducibility

In his 1921 text on Dada, Roman Jakobson noted a double paradox cre-
ated by modern art’s continuous transgression of the past: the “legal-
ization of illegality” and the devaluation of successive artistic currents.27 
Although Futurism understood this double paradox, it could not deduce 
all its consequences; on the contrary, Futurism passionately aspired to 
become classical by establishing itself over time. Jakobson’s critique was 
perspicacious; the paintings of Umberto Boccioni, for example, express 
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the struggle between the artist’s will to constitute himself as the solid 
core of his composition—his quasidivine control over the world in its 
simultaneity—and his desire to empathically identify with the dissolving 
simultaneity of things. The same double bind can be seen in the way the 
bodies of his sculptures are anchored in their bases, signaling a sovereign 
autonomy. Boccioni sought, however, to combat through the plastic fu-
sion of that body with the world around it (Figure 12).28 

Whereas Futurism failed to escape these contradictions, Jakobson 
found that Dada triumphed over all involuntary logical contradictions. 
He saw Dada as the artistic correlate to Albert Einstein’s theories in sci-
ence, Nikolai Bukharin’s in economics, and Oswald Spengler’s in his-
tory, for all four shared an acute sense of relativity. Things had no 
absolute value in time or space not only because they were ephemeral 
but also because their interdependence far exceeded their individual 
particularities. According to Jakobson, the “great historian” Spengler 
(who, as we know, had a major impact on Russia’s most progressive 
circles29) had even proven “the impossibility of history as a science.”30 
Jakobson was convinced that Dada could have recognized itself in 
this conclusion. The linguist was wrong about this, but he was right, 
of course, to see in Dadaism a rigorous defense of the temporaliza-
tion of history. As we have seen, this temporalization was also required 
by the reproducible materials of photography as well as film, one of the 
structural models of Dadaist subjectivity and artworks.31

But it is Siegfried Kracauer and his writings connecting history 
and photography who, even more than Spengler, can help us under-
stand Dadaism’s temporalities and its conception of history, even if 
 Kracauer’s “unhappy consciousness” during these years stood in stark 
contrast to the ontological postulates of the Dada artists. In his 1927 
essay on photography, Kracauer pointed out the structural analogy be-
tween that medium and historicism.

[Both] think that they can explain any phenomenon purely in terms 

of its genesis. That is, they believe at the very least that they can grasp 

historical reality by reconstructing the series of events in their temporal 



F IGURE  12 .  Umberto Boccioni, Fusion of a Head and a Window (Fusione di una testa 
e di une finestra), c. 1912 (later destroyed); photograph by Luca Carrà, Milan; Courtesy 
 Angelo Calmarini, Milan.Ester Cohen, Umberto Boccioni, The MET, NY, 1988. © Studio 
Fotografico Luca Carrà.
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succession without any gaps. Photography presents a spatial continuum; 

historicism seeks to provide the temporal continuum.32

Historicism meant that the historian’s task was to show “what actu-
ally happened” (wie es eigentlich gewesen) to use Leopold von Ranke’s 
famous phrase;33 this would yield the infallible, unequivocal, deducible 
chain of causes and effects to which history could be reduced. As for 
photography, as Herzfelde saw, the topos that marked photographic in-
vention above all was that of exalting or deploring its incomparable real-
ism, inherent in its status as indexical sign. Thus both historicism and 
photography claimed a quasigenetic relationship to their objects, which 
Kracauer ultimately interpreted as the source of their all-consuming at-
titude toward time and space: global history sought to incorporate the 
totality of events into its narrative; photographic ubiquity was capable of 
recording the totality of things. 

Kracauer’s 1927 essay—the first moment in his sustained examina-
tion of the relations between photography and history—found one of 
its most faithful heirs in Susan Sontag, who, at the end of the 1970s, also 
interpreted photography’s “passivity” and “ubiquity” as the two qualities 
determining the medium’s drive to devour and its consequent fetishizing 
usage of history.34 For Kracauer, the bulimic nature of photography and 
history was the symptom of a denial of finitude, of which the illustrated 
press provided the most delirious expression. In the illustrated press, the 
structural analogy between history and photography collapsed into a 
single, indistinct entity.

The aim of the illustrated newspapers is the complete reproduction of 

the world accessible to the photographic apparatus; they record the spa-

tial outlines of people, conditions, and events from every possible per-

spective. . . . Never before has an age been so informed about itself, if 

being informed means having an image of objects that resembles them 

in a photographic sense. . . . But the flood of photos sweeps away the 

dams of memory. The assault of this mass of images is so powerful that it 

threatens to destroy the potentially existing awareness of crucial traits.35
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Like Kracauer, the Dadaists saw that the illustrated press was both 
the expression and the tool of the regime of simultaneity in effect in 
the world. Day after day, around the world, photographic journalism 
captured people and events as they really were. But whereas Kracauer 
intended to protect consciousness by reinforcing the dams separating it 
from the flood of corrupting images, Dadaist mimesis used the illustrated 
press as one of its favorite materials.36 Thus Hannah Höch wrote the his-
tory of her time using documents drawn from the daily illustrated news-
paper BIZ (Berlinische Illustrierte Zeitung). She dug her “kitchen knife” 
into the “beer-filled belly of the Weimar Republic,” where, gathered in 
disorder, were men and things, the solemn and the banal, the president 
of the republic and his minister of the interior in official uniform or in 
bathing suits, Albert Einstein and some famous dancer, and finally, the 
Dadaists themselves, rubbing shoulders with the impurity of their time 
and willingly adopting its entirely relative values (Figure 13).37 The goal 
was not simply to exalt the relativity intrinsic to modern times but to 
make clear that this relativity was really a co-relativity.

Johannes Baader:  

The End of Mourning and the  

Artist’s Transformation into Eternal Present

In truth, the only Dadaist to have adopted an absolute—and thereby 
dead-end—relativism was Johannes Baader. No other Dadaist explored 
the ambiguous relations between history and the press as systematically 
and unsettlingly as he did. It is as though, through a process of neutral-
ization, his own madness helped him rationally pierce the madness of his 
time. This of course presupposes that Baader added a third term to the 
relation between press and history: the autobiographical element, the real 
and fictional history of his own person.

Baader’s legendary yet ephemeral work Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama: Ger-
many’s Greatness and Decline (1920, now lost) was at the center of the sec-
ond Dada Messe exhibit room. Only two photographs of the work remain 
today (Figures 14 and 15). It was a five-level construction placed on a table 



F IGURE  13 .  Hannah Höch, Schnitt mit dem Küchenmesser Dada durch die letzte 
Weimarer Bierbauchkulturepoche Deutschlands (Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada Through 
the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in Germany), 1919–1920, photomontage and 
collage with watercolor on paper, 114 × 90 cm (44 7⁄8 × 36 1⁄16 inches); Staatliche Museen 
zu Berlin, Nationalgalerie. Source: Catalog Dada, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
2006. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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covered with a large sheet of paper on which were glued pages with Dada-
ist phonetic poems (Hausmann’s in particular) printed on them. Because 
of the assemblage’s fragmented composition, it is impossible to immedi-
ately distinguish the five floors in the photographs. They were made out 
of papers hung on an invisible structure; the papers came from  Baader’s 
personal archives, the contemporary press, and Dadaist publications (Die 
freie Strasse, Die Pleite, etc.). Complete objects as well as fragments were 
added to this: pipes of all sorts, wheels, and machine parts—objects used 
for passage, circulation, connection. In other words, these objects utterly 
lacked self-sufficiency. Finally, a male mannequin was placed next to the 
assemblage. It would later reappear in Baader’s work (the circulation of 
motifs between works of the same or different artists was another hall-
mark of the Dada network).38 The mannequin was dressed in formal at-
tire, and his painted head, with impeccably combed hair, lowered gaze, 
and mustached smile, gave him a docile and reserved air.

Baader interpreted his strange construction in a text published shortly 
after the Dada Messe by Richard Huelsenbeck in The Dada Almanach.39 
Pushing symbolism to the point of absurdity, Baader provided a great deal 
of detail about the meaning of his work, constantly changing register and 
going from universal history to the history of the Empire, from his own au-
tobiography and personal production to art history of all ages, from declin-
ism to messianism, and from the hyperbole of legend to the “factuality” of 
journalistic documents. Drawing on a long German intellectual tradition, 
Baader explored the analogy between his own personal bildungsroman and 
the nation’s: “Preparation, Metaphysical Test, Inauguration, World War, 
World Revolution” were the five decisive stages of these two stories. 

Adrian Sudhalter, in her invaluable work on Baader, notes that 
 Baader’s birth (1875) and the founding of the empire (1871) were practi-
cally contemporaneous.40 Thus it was not difficult for the artist to place 
the site where the two destinies were being prepared in the foundation 
of the assemblage, which, covered with paper, was hidden from sight. 
A bit higher up in Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama, the birth of the artist coin-
cided with the founding of the empire. Next, a “panorama of culture” 



F IGURE  14 .  Photograph of Johannes Baader’s Great Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama, with 
Baader seen at left. Source: Tillburgsche Courant, VI, 1920. 



F IGURE  15 .  Photograph of Johannes Baader’s assemblage Great Plasto-Dio-Dada-
Drama: Germany’s Greatness and Decline, First International Dada Fair, Berlin, 1920. 
Source: Catalog Dada, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 2006. Courtesy Andréi 
Nakov © Archive Nakov, Paris.
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 supposedly included “a museum of masterpieces through the ages,” 
as well as copies of the Dada artist’s own productions, old and recent. 
Higher still, Baader placed newspaper clippings about the war, which he 
declared to have been a purely journalistic invention. The top of the con-
struction coincided with “the end of history,” marked by the Last Judg-
ment, which Baader announced that he himself had set off with the help 
of the worldwide revolution.41 The perfect equivalence between the sub-
ject and his work—and between the artist’s autobiography and the his-
tory of his country—is obvious in Figure 14, in which Baader stands just 
behind the mannequin. This mise en abyme of subjectivity clearly tested 
the boundaries between fiction and reality, facticity and truth. Not only 
was the mannequin Baader’s double, but also Baader himself, in his con-
stant switching of roles, turned out to be his own mannequin.

In fact, Baader, the megalomaniac artist, had appropriated a number 
of messianic identities of his time: he ran to represent Sarrebruck in the 
Reichstag, he founded the Freiheitspartei (Freedom Party), and in 1920 he 
wrote a tract titled “Dadaists Against Weimar,” in which he proclaimed 
himself “President of the Terrestrial Globe.” Having for years already iden-
tified himself with Christ, he announced his enthronement as well as his 
own death. These actions along with many others finally took their place 
in the logical field of ambivalence, of the indecision between seriousness 
and irony. Baader became the allegory of a country that had been promised 
glory but found itself reduced to ruins. He appropriated the jargon of Ger-
many’s self-appointed saviors, who proliferated during those years, as Max 
Weber pointed out with alarm in his 1917 speech “Science as Vocation.” 
But at the same time, Baader also constructed the antimonument of this 
jargon.42 Thus Sudhalter is right to insist on the critical dimension of 
Baader’s Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama, which she sees as an ironic retort to Ger-
many’s national monuments and, in particular, the  Völkerschlachtdenkmal 
in Leipzig commemorating the German victory over Napoleonic France. 
But we may go further and allow ourselves to be carried (away) by the se-
miotic vertigo of Baader’s actions. Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama was an inverted 
monument to the traumatized memory that existed at three  levels: the na-



 T H E  PR E S ENT  AS  R EPRODUC I B L E  T IME  4 5

tion, Expressionism and its dream of cathedrals that could turn around the 
meaning of the defeat, and finally, Baader’s own self.43

The assemblage’s triple reference (to the nation, to the megalomaniac 
art of its time, and to Baader himself ) raised the Futurist and Dadaist 
mechanism of converting pessimism into artificial optimism to the level 
of the absurd. Baader turned the commemorative monument, which was 
supposed to fix greatness in time, into a maniacal object of destruction 
and (self-)derision. Sudhalter, in her analysis of Plasto-Dio-Dada-Drama, 
insists on Baader’s beginnings: he started his career as a specialist in fu-
nerary architecture (he belonged to the association of Dresden Plastic 
Artists for Sepulchral Paintings and worked for a funeral business until 
1915). We should pursue this line of inquiry and examine the melancholy 
that infused the activities of an artist who dedicated his art to combating 
death and forgetting. We realize, then, that this artist, after  designing 
a number of mausoleums and tombstones, fell increasingly victim to 
mania. He decided to incorporate the totality of history and lived ex-
perience into himself rather than allow himself to be devoured by them. 
Dada clearly constituted the paroxysmal moment of this mania.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Baader’s most steadfast 
mourning was undoubtedly for history, as his stylistic eclecticism and 
Wagnerian symbolism show. In an important text from 1906, dedicated 
to his utopian project for a “Monument to Humanity,” Baader attrib-
uted to his edifice the qualities of all the significant monuments of human 
history, from Egyptian and Assyrian architecture to the more traditional 
architecture of Classical and Roman antiquity.44 He was one of the many 
total artists living and working at the end of the nineteenth century who 
conceived colossal, utopian edifices that were supposed to encompass, and 
thus complete, all earthly civilizations, old and new, near and far. This his-
torical current was one of utopian Expressionism’s major references, and 
the artist Wenzel Hablik, one of the members of the Gläserne Kette (Crys-
tal Chain), for example, never completely detached himself from it.45 

The same totalizing tendency can be found in the duration of the 
monument’s construction, which was supposed to stretch out over 1,000 
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years, and in its height, which was to reach 1,500 meters.46 This archi-
tectural Wagnerism sought to exit the fluctuating time of modernity in 
order to restore the longue durée (long duration), the temporal expression 
of phantasmatic monumental totalities. But, of course, Baader’s new to-
tality fed off the disparate materials supplied by centuries of accumulated 
history: he imagined the monument as a pyramid-shaped stratification 
of styles from throughout history.47 Unable to meet such requirements, 
Baader’s temple survives only as a sketch that vaguely associates pyramids 
and Hindu temples. 

Finally, one of the monument’s many purposes (Baader’s eclecticism 
was not only stylistic but also functional) was to serve as a museum of 
all the cultures of the world. Baader retained this obsessive eclecticism, 
along with the devouring of history it implied, in his Dadaist assemblage, 
but in a disenchanted way: he began pointing out the elective affinities 
between history and the press. By summoning a reproducible past, he 
transformed that noble segment of time into a mere fiction.

In short, no indexical proof was enough to secure the authenticity of 
facts. Baader followed the endless spiral of performativity or madness, 
both of which, after all, involve the same subjection of the object to 
its emancipated sign. Who exactly was Johannes Baader, and what was 
the history of Germany? Baader the Dadaist subjected his eclecticism to 
the principle of actualization: if he could take on all the roles of the pres-
ent, it was because by himself he was nothing. He wrote: “A Dadaist is 
someone who lives life in all its forms, who knows it, and who says: not 
only here, but also there, there, there is life.”48 This simultaneity oper-
ated not only synchronistically, absorbing the multiple qualities of mod-
ern man, but also diachronistically: “I have traversed every country and 
every age in thought. There is neither past nor future for me”49—neither 
the crushing past of our forefathers, nor any wandering through an un-
known future, nor yet exhaustion in the fleeting present. 

Guillaume Apollinaire advocated something similar in his defense of 
Cubism, which was also one of the most ardent defenses of the religion 
of art: “To do this we must encompass past, present, and future in a 
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single glance. The canvas must exhibit that essential unity which alone 
induces ecstasy.”50 Baader presented the frantic downward spiral of the 
artist’s dream of becoming divine by mastering simultaneity. The frantic 
spiraling of divinization is also the key to his pseudonym, Oberdada (Su-
perdada). With the “Ober” half of the name, Baader claimed, like God, 
to have accessed the eternal present, but with “dada” he admitted that 
he was an inconsistent and variable God. By slipping into reproducible 
time, Baader identified himself with the “furtively receding nothing”51 of 
the present and became a mirror.52

Baader the Dadaist also left behind a project for a construction in-
tended to last a thousand years. His works were to let themselves be ab-
sorbed by the flow of time, for they lacked any objective anchor in the 
real as it really happened. In his essay on photography, Kracauer con-
sidered the consequences of that medium on the status of works of art. 
Well before Walter Benjamin, Kracauer pointed out the contradiction 
that exists between the requirement that a work of art be original and its 
actual reproducibility.

Artworks suffer this fate through their reproductions. The phrase “lie 

together, die together” applies to the multiply produced original; rather 

than coming into view through the reproductions, it tends to disappear 

in its multiplicity and to live on as art photography.53

Three years later, in 1930, the art historian Erwin Panofsky wrote his 
essay “Original and Facsimile Reproduction,” in which he conceded an 
infinitely perfectible pedagogical value to reproductions, provided that 
the work of art never renounce its irreducible essence, “originality”: “But 
should a time come when no one can make this distinction [between orig-
inal and reproduction] anymore, when the work of man and the work of 
machine have effectively become identical, then it is not the appreciation 
of art, but art itself that has died.”54 The Dadaists shared Kracauer’s and 
Panofsky’s views equally. But unlike Kracauer, they did not deplore the 
death of a work of art through its photographic reproduction. And un-
like Panofsky, they found infinite pleasure in proclaiming the death of a 
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certain kind of art: human art built on the irreducible difference between 
the original and its copy, between monument and document.

In conclusion, the dams had burst and the floodwaters could carry 
away all they liked. There was the response of Baader: the double, triple, 
even quadruple play of ambivalence, protean subjectivity adapting to the 
flux of time. But Baader was one of a kind. Despite their differences, 
the other Berlin Dadaists did not give themselves over with abandon 
to the “furtively receding nothing” but tried to critically and construc-
tively question the various segments of time: past, present, and future. It 
is this double nature of the Dadaists’ work—critical and affirmative at 
once, combined with a good dose of historical materialism and an acute 
anthropological sensibility—that Roman Jakobson and others like him 
missed when they insisted only on the Dadaist devaluation of time and 
artworks, and it is this critical-affirmative dimension of modern repro-
ducibility, with the utopian resources it contained, that escaped both the 
melancholic Kracauer and the humanist Panofsky.



Eternity: The Plus-Value of Time

Interpretations such as Jakobson’s grasp Dada’s gesture but ignore its 
function, they grasp its bluff but ignore the commitment inherent in it. 
These interpretations leave out the Dadaists’ well-developed thoughts on 
the efficacy—whether good or bad, beneficial or harmful—that works of 
art can have. Even though they saw the classical or any other norm from 
the past as anachronistic, they considered its effects to still be extremely 
present. The semiotic ambivalence of Grosz and Heartfield’s assemblage 
rests on an awareness of precisely this: on the one hand, The Middle-
Class Philistine Heartfield Gone Wild signifies a sculpture from antiquity, 
admired in museums; on the other hand, it refers to an ordinary contem-
porary citizen taking shelter in his own private space as revolution rages 
in the streets of Berlin. The efficacy of classical sculpture lay in its ability 
to keep “the petit bourgeois John Heartfield” at home; conversely, the 
efficacy to which the Dadaist assemblage aspired consisted in causing the 
spectator to understand that ability.

One of the many objectives of Grosz and Heartfield’s assemblage 
was to respond concretely and specifically—hence, through form—to 
the diatribes of Gertrud Alexander, art critic for the Rote Fahne, the of-
ficial newspaper of the Communist Party.1 They were responding, in 

I I I
ART’S EFFICACY OR DADA’S USE VALUE
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particular, to the controversy that was sparked when an artillery shell 
hit the Dresden Gemälde Galerie during the fighting between workers 
and the Kapp putschists, destroying Rubens’s Baccanales painting. The 
Dadaists defended the principle of political struggle and the unforesee-
able damage it might cause over the eternal value of Great Art. They 
thereby disagreed with both the Expressionist Oskar Kokoscka, who dis-
missed the two political camps and defended the sacred autonomy of art, 
and the communist Alexander, who, despite her support for the working 
class, vigorously urged respect for the works of the past.

At bottom, the two Dadaists’ argument was based on their idea, 
which they never explicitly stated, that temporal, social, and political 
surpluses and plus-values were inseparable from the cult of Great Art. We 
must look to the logic the communist critic Alexander used to support 
her argument to better understand the Dadaists’ idea. Attempting to rec-
oncile historical materialism with aesthetic idealism, Alexander conferred 
a double value on works of art: their historical value as documents (be-
cause every work of art testified to the economic and social conditions 
that determined its creation) and their ahistorical value as eternal. From 
its supposed creation by genius—an ahistorical quality by definition—a 
work of art’s eternity value was more or less produced by its reception. 
Over the course of history, eternity value was passed down from one 
generation to the next and from one rising class to another. It was thus 
logical that the proletariat, the ultimate masters of history, would in turn 
want to appropriate this heritage. But, Alexander argued, to do so, they 
first had to learn to respect it.

It was this inheritability of artworks that the Dadaists violently con-
tested, precisely because of the formidable efficacy they attributed to it. 
Grosz and Heartfield observed quite simply that the eternity in question, 
which I interpret here as a temporal plus-value, was the direct expression 
of the plus-value of the accumulated workers’ labor: “Workers, you, who 
continually create the surplus value that allows the exploiters to hang 
their walls with this ‘aesthetic luxury.’”2 The process required for sur-
plus value and aesthetic luxury was circular and involved two moments. 
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The first moment sees the work of art as a luxury; the surplus of illu-
sion becomes something like the concretion of the surplus labor power 
expended by workers but confiscated by capital. The second moment 
sees the surplus of illusion finally turning against its source, that is, the 
workers. This vicious cycle, this nightmarish return of the same, guaran-
teed the anesthetizing efficacy of Great Art.3 “What is art to the working 
man?” Grosz and Heartfield asked. “In the face of all these horrifying 
truths, art seeks to lead him into an ideal world where they do not apply; 
it strives to divert him from revolutionary action, to make him forget the 
crimes of the rich, and to hoodwink him into believing in the bourgeois 
notion of a world of order and tranquility.”4

The biggest reproach that The Middle-Class Philistine Heartfield 
Gone Wild addressed to antiquity was that it cradled people in a world 
of order and tranquility far from the conflicts of their own time. Raoul 
 Hausmann expressed the same idea in his criticism of “Weimarian clas-
sicism.” This expression designated both the Weimarklassik and what 
Hausmann considered its avatars—Expressionism, for example—and the 
new German government, whose “sacred union” had been celebrated in 
the town of Weimar.

The consequences of Goethe and Schiller were even more lamentable 

than those of old King Fritz, and the Ebert-Scheidemann government 

resulted from the foolishness and greed of Weimar classicism. This clas-

sicism is a uniform, a metric covering for things without a breath of life 

in them. Far from the whirlwind, of real events, serious poets, social-

democrats, and democrats cover their irrelevance with the stiff drap-

ery of their dignified decrees; interchangeable military monotonies give 

them airs of goodness and humanity.5

The metric costume for “things without a breath of life in them” 
was not just the aesthetic correlate or mere symptom of the coalition 
celebrated at the Weimar assembly. More significantly, this aesthetic uni-
form played an active role in creating German political reality. After all, 
the Weimar classicists transmitted their praise of interiority—something 
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to be cultivated far from the turmoil of the public sphere—to Germany’s 
Bildungsbürgertum (cultured middle class). Of course, a huge gulf lay 
between the original Weimar humanist cosmopolitanism and the nation-
alist pettiness that was brewing in the young republic. The separation 
between the two was total, but German nationalism incorporated the 
classics in its own way. The final chapter of the national bildungsroman 
was written on the front lines, where young soldiers brought the works of 
Goethe and Schiller with them to battle. This is why in 1920 the draperies 
of classicism, those counter-gaps that in their own way separated the real 
from the ideal, those concretions of energy charged with so much illu-
sion, could be deployed both in art (as in Expressionism) and in politics 
(the Weimar assembly). And the Dadaist montage was the instrument 
that made these classical trappings visible—by tearing them to shreds.

The Rhetoric of Antiphrasis  

and the Function of the Montage

The beautiful appearances of Grosz and Heartfield’s assemblage were in-
deed slashed and torn, laying bare the delicate human body that had 
been torn to pieces by its recent adventures (see Figure 10). The Dadaist 
assemblage had been “shaken”; this was the expression Walter Benjamin 
used to describe the destruction of the “authenticity” and “originality” 
of the work of art.6 In this particular case, the assemblage’s replaceable 
and fragmented form and its display among a crowd of more or less 
ephemeral objects provided ample evidence.7 Somewhat ironically, the 
old, long-standing ambition of the idealist aesthetic—to achieve total 
transparency of content in form—was realized literally in this work, 
where miserable form perfectly expressed moral disposition. 

Less transparent, however, was the staging of the work and its re-
ception. The two artists and their friend Schmalhausen had themselves 
photographed in deep contemplation of their work (see Figure 8). I in-
terpret this pose as an antiphrasis that, by contrasting the aggressive form 
of the assemblage with its candid and affable reception, prolonged the 
semiotic ambivalence of the work itself. As the work’s creators, Grosz and 
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Heartfield renounced all traces of aura, but as spectators, they pretended 
to be completely absorbed in imperturbable meditation. A work made 
of reproducibility itself is shown to afford a unique experience; a work 
made of the agonies of its time is presented as capable of suspending 
time. And time literally stopped, with the simple click of a camera. The 
photographic click became the ironic reversal of eternity.

The work’s semiotic ambivalence, which extended to this staging of 
its contemplative reception, forcefully affirmed the Dadaists’ desire to 
give the work of art a function altogether opposite from the autonomy 
usually celebrated in private or museum viewing spaces. This point al-
lows us to understand the semantic charge of the other half of the photo-
graph, where Hausmann, Baader, and Burchard cultivate distraction (see 
Figure 8). They are shown conversing, with their backs to their artworks. 
They demonstrate that they hold no excessive respect for their creations, 
and they display their conviction that the transformation of subjectivity 
is a complex affair, requiring all modes of expression: works and words, 
speculation and action. Above all, the three men show that for them, the 
major ontological goal of their work is to forge relations. Whereas on 
the right side of the photograph, the cultic work of art absorbs all indi-
vidual energy, turning the spectator into something as rigid, closed, and 
independent as the piece itself (and this inverted mimesis is indeed the 
horizon of its efficacy), on the left side, the work of art and its distracted 
presentation suggest open, social, modifiable attitudes.

This meant that art had to renounce its former idealizing and thus 
narcissistic function and turn to what Hausmann called the “practical 
detoxification” of the subject.8 As early as 1918, when Hausmann real-
ized that Dada could offer the materialist grounding necessary for his 
own still fairly idealist search for a subjectivity woven of Ich and Wir, he 
wrote of his “sincere desire to show his own situation without embellish-
ment”9 and defended “tearing down the notion of art in favor of percep-
tion and simultaneous experience.”10 Already in 1912, André Salmon had 
written regarding Cubism that “the smile of the Mona Lisa was, for too 
long perhaps, art’s shining sun.”11 Whereas Picasso took inspiration from 
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 African sculpture for his work against art’s idealizing postulate, the Berlin 
Dadaists turned to what they called the new material, that is, any kind 
of fragment—objects, printed or phonetic matter—they could extract 
directly from reality. To be sure, this new material dated back to Cubism. 
But in Cubist collages it lost all its value as object or as real and was inte-
grated into a cognitive game of continuous reflection on the fuzzy limits 
between reality and representation, form and content, object and sign, 
positive and negative. Dadaist montages, on the other hand, performed a 
task more anthropological and political than logical: by returning to the 
object, they intended to represent the always-open (for better or worse) 
relations between man and his milieu, mind and matter, art and life.

Dadaists shared this aspiration to put an end to anthropomorphism 
with Carl Einstein, and it formed the basis of their political mutual un-
derstanding. When representation of the world would finally cease to be 
an indirect representation of man, man would perhaps learn to live “auf 
eigene Kosten” (at his own expense), as Hausmann and his friend Franz 
Jung wrote. The bourgeoisie (both as a class and as a moral disposition), 
its political system (parliamentary democracy), and its favorite mode of 
artistic expression (imitation) had always functioned through and at the 
expense of the Other, whether man or object.12 Auf eigene Kosten was the 
meaning of the self-possession to which the Dadaists aspired. It was also a 
key dimension of Dadaist primitivism, which we should now begin to se-
riously take into account. It also, finally, defined their sense of the present.

In his highly illuminating manuscript on Dadaist primitivism titled 
“Schöpfung und Entwicklung” (Creation and Evolution), Ludwig Hil-
berseimer wrote:

One suddenly understood the fundamental importance of primitive-

ness as against that reproductiveness that turned into habituation and 

dominion over materials, killed will-power, and saw good in the mere 

development of knowledge and the work of art.13

In its fight against the reproductiveness of art, Dadaist primitivism found 
a natural intercessor in pure reproducibility. Thus Dada declared that 
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the imitative or historicist quality of reproducibility could be overcome. 
Walter Benjamin would see in Dadaism’s barbarisms the will to include 
the consequences of mechanical reproducibility in the work of art it-
self.14 The Dada Messe in the summer of 1920 was a heightened mani-
festation of these barbarisms. In its fierce defense of art’s use value, the 
 exposition—which was violently attacked for having destroyed the privi-
leged status of works of art—reactivated art’s magical function, adapting 
it to the demands of the present.





The Death of Art: Decentering Achieved

Another famous photograph has come down to us from the Dada Messe 
(Figure 16). Like the photograph showing the Berlin Dadaists divided 
between contemplation and distraction (Figure 8), it is no simple docu-
ment. Here, only two Dadaists are shown: the Marxists George Grosz 
and John Heartfield, who pose for the camera holding a placard that 
reads “Die Kunst ist tot. Es lebe die neue Maschinenkunst TATLINS” 
(“Art is dead. TATLIN’S new machine art lives.”)

This second photograph is the opposite and dialectical complement 
of the first in every respect. Here, both artists’ backs are to their assem-
blage, but they are not looking at the camera. Instead, they observe each 
other with complicity, as though in the middle of coming to an agree-
ment. Their appearance is impeccable: Grosz has the sleeves of his white 
shirt rolled up and is wearing a hat and tie; Heartfield is in his black suit. 
Both men are smoking.

Whereas the first photograph showed the artists lost in contemplation 
of their work, here, Grosz and Heartfield take on the role of active artists, 
completely confident in the choice they have made. This is why they have 
their backs to their assemblage: they are going forward, and their stance 

I V
THE MOMENT OF DECISION

The Future-from-Now



F IGURE  16 .  George Grosz (left) and John Heartfield. Source: Photograph originally 
published in Richard Huelsenbeck, Dada Almanach, Berlin, 1920.
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signals that their practices will henceforth be directed toward goals other 
than the critical deconstruction of autonomous art. They are looking at 
each other as though to give the start signal. If their contemplative pos-
ture before their assemblage in the first photograph was an antiphrasis, 
their determined attitude in the second photograph is a direct affirma-
tion. Dadaist ambivalence and hide-and-seek will be replaced by com-
munist univocity, based on the postulate of the transparency of history. If 
this hypothesis is correct, it also means that with this photograph, Grosz 
and Heartfield announced the end of their involvement with Dada. This 
end was a decision, an Entscheidung, a concept that would go on to have 
a major, complex role in the shocks that democracy received during the 
Weimar Republic.1

The Dadaists’ decision was first manifested in their definitive re-
nunciation of the autonomy of art, including the moment of its decon-
struction, in favor of art’s service to the communist utopia. Today, it is 
well-known that Grosz and Heartfield’s announcement of the end of art 
was inspired by the Russian critic Konstantin Umanskij, who, in a series 
of 1920 articles in the journal Ararat (later collected and published as a 
small book), presented Tatlinism as the integration of technology into 
works of art.

Art is dead. Long live art, machine art, with its construction and its 

logic, its rhythm, its elements, its material, its metaphysical spirit—the 

art of counter-relief. The latter finds no material unworthy. Wood, glass, 

paper, sheet metal, iron, screws, nails, electrical fixtures, shards of glass 

. . . all this will be presented as legitimate means of artistic expression, 

and art’s new grammar and aesthetic require the artist to forge stronger 

connections with its powerful ally, the magnificent machine. A triumph 

of intellect and matter, the negation of the mind’s right to autonomy, 

the quintessence of contemporary reality— victorious materialism—this 

is how we must explain the art of  counter-reliefs, which for the first time 

has put between quotation marks such “sacred words” as “art,” “paint-

ing,” “picture.”2



6 0  T H E  MOMENT  OF  D E C I S ION

It is clear that the Dadaists inverted Umanskij’s logic here, for instead of 
seeing Tatlinism as the integration of technology into art, they saw it as 
the dissolution of art into technology, broadly understood.

They did so because, like many other artists of their time—for ex-
ample, the constructivists and Mondrian—the Dadaists interpreted the 
death of art as a process of ontological decentering that could potentially 
eradicate the false division inherent in metaphysics and thus lead to the 
synthesis of intellect and material. Here is how Hausmann explained the 
trajectory of modern art in 1921:

The old art was a construction, a synopsis arranged in absolutist fashion 

around a center. The new art is a decentralization, a decomposition of 

the center, a dissolution. This leads either to the end of all art or to an 

entirely new art in which notions common today, the nostalgia for see-

ing the world through the lens of human will—as if it were a product of 

man’s imagination—and identifying it with reality, no longer have any 

value.3

For the Dadaists the decentering of art and the subject would take two 
forms: first, social struggle, which, in keeping with the Saint-Simonian 
model of art, considered art a means of propaganda or consciousness 
raising; and second, more romantic in content and abstract, the inau-
guration of a “horizontality of relations,” meaning a harmony between 
form and technology, at the level of cities, communities, and, even and 
above all, the universe itself. The task of the artist would be to weave 
these relations with and for others. Hausmann’s decision was to pursue 
the objectivization of horizontality rather than to serve the revolution, 
for he believed that violence could be spared so long as one could detect 
the liberating possibilities discreetly lodged in the present. This is why he 
named his own decisional vision presentism. His vision, which combined 
horizontality and the present, was considerably more compatible with 
Weimar Republic capitalism and social democracy than was the com-
munist vision of Grosz and Heartfield.
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Art as Propaganda:  

“Reactionary and Revolutionary in One,  

a Symbol of the Times”

On February 5, 1919, Count Harry Kessler visited George Grosz’s studio 
and saw his painting Germany, A Winter’s Tale (now lost) (see Figure 9). 
The regime of simultaneity that governs this composition strips objects of 
their corporeal integrity, with the notable exception of the bourgeois man 
at the center of the painting, who, supported by the three allegorical figures 
of church, army, and education, maintains his compactness. Seated at his 
table, he is caught in the endless cycle of his own self-preservation; with the 
remains of his meal still on his plate and already holding his cutlery in antic-
ipation, he casts his hunter’s gaze on the world moving around him. Grosz 
probably did not discuss this relationship between a fragmented though liv-
ing object and a compact but almost fossilized subject with Count Kessler. 
He preferred, instead, to emphasize the moralistic aspect of his painting, 
even revealing his ambition to become the “German Hogarth.” He created 
his painting, he said, as though it would be hung in schools. 

When Count Kessler remarked on the intrinsically wasteful nature of 
art, which made it so unsuitable for any utilitarian purpose, Grosz retorted 
that “art as such is unnatural, a disease, and the artist a man possessed. 
Mankind can do without art.”4 According to Kessler, Grosz’s arguments 
stemmed from a pictorial Bolshevism that was paradoxical in its attempt 
to revive the art of the distant past (Hogarth, religious painting). Thus, by 
combining utopia and restoration, Grosz was “reactionary and revolution-
ary in one, a symbol of the times.”5 Whereas the artist’s revolutionary side 
was confirmed by his war against the autonomy of art, his reactionary 
side was revealed in his goal of restoring art’s supposed former educational 
function, as, for example, when it had been used to explain the Bible on 
church walls.6 

Years later, Wieland Herzfelde recalled that he and his brother, John 
Heartfield, owed their “detoxification” from the Expressionism of their 
youth to George Grosz, a blasé artist if ever there was one. We might 
suppose that Grosz himself found the means for his own practical detoxi-
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fication from a maniac or possessed man in Dadaism’s mimetic practices. 
Once the apotropaic process had been completed, he was ready—purged 
and henceforth imperturbable—to dedicate himself to the rational mis-
sion of communism.

Does this mean that in the end, Dada was no more than a simple 
therapeutic formula or strategy for combat? Of course not. There is a 
strict complementarity between the two antithetical postures of critical 
contemplation and affirmative action, between the defense of the pres-
ent and the utopia of the future. If we examine the first photograph in 
isolation (Figure 8), we must acknowledge that its critical presentism 
may contradict communist utopia; its goal is to defend the sovereignty 
of the present against past and future alike. But if we examine the same 
picture in relation to the second one (Figure 16), in which Grosz and 
Heartfield proclaim the end of art, all logical contradiction disappears, 
neutralized by the start signal the two artists give each other. Their ex-
change of looks contains their decision.7 And this decision leaps from 
the present to the future, virtually projecting the bodies of the two 
artists into action. The decision—antithetical to both the wait-and-see 
attitude typical of socialism and to any nostalgia for a lost object—
seizes the present, which, in its ecstatic opening, dilates into the fu-
ture. Thus the decision is compatible with photography: it strives to 
be just as immediate as the photographic click. This means that the 
Dadaists explored the specificity of photography not only in an attempt 
to deconstruct traditional history but also to give form to their active 
conception of history. Action was not something to come, as the social-
democratic utopias sabotaging the will of history would have it; it had 
already been set off, like the click of a camera.

In 1922, two years after the Dada Messe, the publishing house Malik 
Editions—headed, as we know, by Wieland Herzfelde—published 
György Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness. The book was a defense 
of the present (“We consider the problem of the present,” Lukács wrote, 
“as a historical problem”8) against the abstract future so characteristic of 
utopia. It was also a response to Ernst Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia (1918), in 
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which Bloch attempted to transform the opaque present into the holder 
of utopia. It is clear that the future’s backward leap into the present 
greatly interested Lukács, who, in his determination to dissipate all mys-
tical ambiguity surrounding how the revolution would arrive, insisted 
on the role of mediation. For Lukács, the false immediacy of the present 
could be cleared away by fighting against the inertia of the past and the 
disorientation created by an abstract future; awareness of the mediations 
composing the present should coincide with a decision.

When the concrete here and now dissolves into a process it is no longer 

a continuous, intangible moment, immediacy slipping away; it is the 

focus of the deepest and most widely ramified mediation, the focus of 

decision and of the birth of the new. As long as man concentrates his in-

terest contemplatively upon the past or future, both ossify into an alien 

existence. And between the subject and the object lies the unbridgeable 

“pernicious chasm” of the present. Man must be able to comprehend the 

present as a becoming. He can do this by seeing in it the tendencies out 

of whose dialectical opposition he can make the future. Only when he 

does this will the present be a process of becoming, that belongs to him. 

Only he who is willing and whose mission it is to create the future can 

see the present in its concrete truth.9

This is almost exactly the Marxist Dadaists’ approach to art: because con-
centrating on either the past or the future resulted in the fossilization 
of life, the present had to be transformed from a pernicious chasm into 
what we might call a mediated gap. For them, mediation was a matter of 
montage, either visible or camouflaged.

Utopian Presentism:  

The Horizontality of Relations

Hausmann’s pact with communism during the Spartacist revolution was 
true but temporary; he found it a necessary response to the violence of 
history. In his contempt for the transcendent and autonomous subject, 
the anarchist Hausmann thought he could not stand on the sidelines of 



6 4  T H E  MOMENT  OF  D E C I S ION

revolutionary turmoil as supposedly democratic parties concluded their 
own pacts with the far right.10 However, he never went so far as to adopt 
communism’s historical teleology. He clung instead to his own vision 
of history as obeying only the principles of identity and contradiction. 
Along with several other artists associated with Dada—Kurt Schwitters 
and Tristan Tzara, for example—he declared himself infinitely skeptical 
about proletarian art, whose subject, object, and audience he found diffi-
cult to define.11 No doubt he also found that communist teleology deval-
ued the present, just as it remained fundamentally humanist and thereby 
elided the decentered experience of Dadaism. 

All signs indicate that Hausmann was not convinced of the soundness 
of Grosz and Heartfield’s decision. This, however, was not his attitude to-
ward Huelsenbeck, of whom he wrote, “The only modern man in this 
country, Richard Huelsenbeck, has withdrawn into obscurity—let us re-
spect his silence!”12 What Hausmann did not say was that the flip side of 
Huelsenbeck’s silence on the present was his authoritative word on the past: 
in keeping with the classic image of the historian, the ex-Dadaist withdrew 
into the obscurity of the past in order to write the histories of Dada.

As for Hausmann, he found in his new theory, which he simply called 
presentism, the solution that allowed him to exit Dada without denying 
it. That was in 1921. He tempered the polemical aspect of the present to 
which he turned and attempted to emphasize its emancipatory potential. 

In the monstrous dusk surrounding us, which weighs on our hearts and 

minds because it may turn either to light or dark—in this instant, let us 

make an energetic decision! We want light, light that penetrates all bod-

ies, we do not want to let the delicate and relationship-rich emanations 

go to ruin before our tired eyes; we want, with light, the great undiscov-

ered America, LIFE!!13

Once again, the present had to be torn from its crepuscular position 
between memory and waiting, light and dark. In exact antithesis to 
 Orlando, who felt saved by crepuscular indecision from the brutality of 
the suddenly revealed present, Hausmann wanted to slice through inter-
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mediary time by exercising choice: “Let us make an energetic decision,” 
he exclaimed. This Hausmannian sunset was the individual, biographical 
equivalent of the zone of interpenetration between post- and prehistory at 
the macroscopic level of history. Undoubtedly, Hausmann had decided it 
was time to stop surviving and start living. Whereas the mimetic practices 
of Dadaism had been techniques for surviving the adversities of a second 
prehistory, Hausmann’s presentism was meant to give full access to the ex-
perience of life. True, achieving this required, first, transfiguring the pres-
ent through a good dose of mysticism and a specific political vision. In 
any event, the Dadaist sunset split into night and day: Huelsenbeck chose 
the night of history, and Hausmann opted for the light of the present.

In both cases the observation was the same and had been expressed by 
Saint Augustine, who, confronted with the aporia of the present, wrote 
in his Confessions that the present is time “that only exists because it is on 
its way to non-existence.”14 As for Hausmann, he realized that retrospec-
tive and prospective utopias alike contributed to hollowing out the pres-
ent. That was their great paradox; by pulling a subject toward the past 
or the future, they turned the present into the only America on which 
humans had never set foot. Dada’s critical presentism fought hard against 
the accumulation of the past and the abstraction of the future, but Haus-
mann’s utopian presentism wanted only to explore the plenitude of the 
present. This, no doubt, was hugely ambitious. It was the eschatological 
dream of “a full and immediate presence closing history, the transpar-
ence and indivision of a parousia,” to quote Jacques Derrida.15 Haus-
mann’s project for phonetic poetry fit (though more ambiguously than 
Hugo Ball’s) within the Christian tradition of the pneumatic word, pure 
breath, which Derrida contrasted to his own grammatological thought.16 

Bettina Schaschke has focused on Hausmann’s pneumatology by con-
necting his thoughts on phonetic poetry to the tires ( pneus) in his photo-
montage Elasticum (1920).17 Here is Hausmann in his “Manifesto on the 
Law of Sound”: “The tires of the transcendental-immanent car-soul are 
inflated with the force of a compressed resistance capacity akin to that 
of Benzol.”18 Whereas Ball used phonetic poetry as a means of initiation 
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into pure pneuma—a Gnostic notion he analyzed in his theological stud-
ies during the 1920s—Hausmann, rather like Kurt Schwitters, chose to 
walk the razor’s edge.19 Without denying mechanical reproducibility, as 
the Expressionists had, he sought to transform it into a unifying force; 
without forgetting the banality of his time, he sought to uncover its uto-
pian potential. His conception of the new man was also part of this logic.

The subject of presentism was, quite logically, a new man, ahistori-
cal and thus free of fear: “The new man must have the courage to be 
new,” wrote Hausmann.20 Here again, Hausmann remained faithful to 
Christian eschatology; pneumatic poetry could only be offered up by 
a new man, one who had left behind divided language, marked by the 
writing of history, and it could only be the auditory expression of light, 
having reduced crepuscular uncertainty to nothing. This was the second 
step of Dadaist heroism: the transformation of the struggle for survival 
into a struggle for life. No doubt, the new man was poor in experience, 
in the sense in which Benjamin would later use the term, but he was also 
a primitive or first man. 

Several historical signs convinced Hausmann of the topicality of this 
primitive figure, above all, the emergence of the proletariat as a historical 
actor. Between 1913 and 1920 Carl Einstein frequently expressed this very 
idea. He saw the proletariat’s poverty as ultimately salvational, inasmuch 
as their lack of material possessions meant that they also lacked hab-
its attached to such possessions. For Hausmann as well, the proletariat 
had lived auf eigene Kosten; because they had not been able to live by 
means of and at the expense of others (whether other humans or objects), 
they could easily achieve self-possession, which was also the possession 
of the present.21 This is why Hausmann described the new man as a 
block of energy: contact with objects had not yet shaped or polished 
him. A rough stone, the first man was quite simply capable of anything; 
all possible actions lay before him. This logic—which of course was in-
sufficiently materialist in postulating a primitive rather than alienated, 
poverty—separated Raoul Hausmann and Carl Einstein from Lukács’s 
historical materialism.
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Despotic Milieu/Dreamed-of Milieu

How was Hausmann’s presentism expressed in his works, and what, ac-
cording to the artist, were the precise modalities of its advent? To an-
swer this, I focus on a pencil sketch from 1920 made in connection with 
Hausmann’s 1920 assemblage Mechanical Head (Figures 17 and 18). In 
the right foreground of the drawing (Figure 18), we see the oval head 
of an automaton, one of the many populating the Dadaist universe. If 
we look closely, however, we see that this head is that of the mannequin 
used in George Grosz’s ambiguous celebration of his own marriage, the 
watercolor Daum Marries Her Pedantic Automaton George in May 1920, 
which was exhibited at the Dada Messe and which Herzfelde briefly 
commented on in the accompanying catalogue (Figure 19). 

The differences between Grosz’s and Hausmann’s works are signifi-
cant and highly instructive. Unlike Grosz’s mannequin, which is cut off 
at the level of the genitals by the edge of the composition, Hausmann’s 
stops just where the chest would start. Grosz’s intention was to criti-
cize social pressure exerted, in particular through the institution of mar-
riage, on the sexual urges of the (male) subject, whereas Hausmann’s 
goal was to explore the cerebral relations between the subject and its 
milieu. However, the same discrepancy between the top and the bot-
tom halves of the head characterizes both works: the top half is white, 
only barely shaded at the contours, whereas the lower half is penciled 
in. The eyes of both mannequins are similarly empty, a bit like those 
ancient statues that Hegel, in his Lectures on Aesthetics, said lacked all 
inner being.22 A measuring stick divides both foreheads and runs where 
a nose would be. Atop the head of Grosz’s automaton, a pair of crossed 
female hands sits like the dove of the Holy Spirit, suggesting the role of 
women in men’s alienation. There is nothing of the sort in Hausmann’s 
drawing, which has no allegorical intention. In an interior depicted from 
a warped perspective, the little automaton George Grosz sits still, next to 
a woman significantly larger than him. The naturalness of the woman—
implied by her undulating curves, the twisting of her body, and her vis-
ible  genitalia—is in striking contrast to the automaton’s impassiveness. 



F IGURE  17 .  Raoul Hausmann, Mechanischer Kopf (Der Geist unserer Zeit) (Mechani-
cal Head [The Spirit of our Age]), c. 1920, hairdresser’s wig-making dummy, crocodile 
wallet, ruler, pocket-watch mechanism and case, bronze segment of old camera, type-
writer cylinder, segment of measuring tape, collapsible cup, the number 22, nails, and 
bolt, 32.5 × 21 × 20 cm; Centre Pompidou, MNAM, Paris. Source: Catalog Dada, Na-
tional Gallery of Art, Washington, 2006. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.



F IGURE  18 .  Raoul Hausmann, study for “Mechanical Head (Der Geist unserer 
Zeit),” c. 1920, chalk on paper, 25.7 × 17 cm; Berlinische Galerie, Berlin. Source: Catalog 
Dada, National Gallery of Art, Washington, 2006. © ADAGP, Paris 2015.



F IGURE  19 .  George Grosz, “Daum” marries her pedantic automaton “George” in May 
1920, John Heartfield is very glad of it (Meta-Mech. Constr. Nach Prof. R. Hausmann), 1920, 
watercolor, pencil, and ink on paper with photomontage and collage, 42 × 30.2 cm (16 9⁄16 × 
11 7⁄8 inches); Berlinische Galerie, Berlin. Source: catalog Dada, National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, 2006. © The Estate of George Grosz, Princeton, N.J. / ADAGP, Paris 2015.
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For Grosz, as for many avant-garde artists of the time, there was a perfect 
split in the world between matter and mind, between nature and tech-
nology, between woman and man. Grosz’s watercolor delivers a value 
judgment on the role of women in producing social conventions, but 
there is no such judgment in Hausmann’s drawing, which aspires to neu-
trality and indifference.

The drawing explores the indifference or indetermination that, ac-
cording to Hausmann, emanated from the social, economic, and intel-
lectual conditions of the age. He replaces Grosz’s warped perspective with 
the neutral and impassive horizontality of a network—which by defini-
tion is used to create circulation. One of the branches of this network, 
forming behind the head, can easily be read as an extension of the ner-
vous system of the head itself (see Figure 18). The equivalence between 
the subject’s brain and the network of its milieu is also suggested by their 
plastic homology: the top part of the head and the network extending 
behind and within it receive the same linear treatment, barely shaded at 
the edges. Finally, the composition completes the drawing’s perceptive 
complexity: a single line runs horizontally across the head and frames the 
entire network.

These three vectors of plastic ambivalence confirm that the head is 
an integral part of the network. But what is the nature of its integration? 
What relations does it imply between the subject and its milieu? Is the 
brain subject to the milieu, determined by it as despotically as Orlando 
was by her surroundings when she suddenly found herself in that Lon-
don department store? Or, inversely, is the milieu something that ema-
nates from the brain, like a dream? Is the subject with the absent gaze the 
author and agent of a virtual world? This undecidable ambivalence is the 
heart of Hausmann’s presentism. It is precisely because man is permeable 
to his milieu that he is subject to its despotic power, but this also means 
that he can exercise his own action on it. The mechanical head in the 
1920 drawing is not looking at the rational, abstract world; it does not 
face this world but rather belongs to it. The head dreams or thinks the 
world as much as it is thought by it.
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In other words, on the one hand, there is the pole of necessity, the 
materialist determination of the human spirit: “What’s the point of a 
mind in a world that just goes on mechanically?” asked Hausmann the 
Dadaist. “You see, you imagine that you think and make decisions. You 
imagine you are original—and what happens? Your surroundings, this 
rather dusty atmosphere, have set the soul’s motor in motion and it 
all runs of itself. . . . You are simply being played on.”23 The supposed 
origin of the world, the artist-genius—quintessence of the autonomous 
 subject—turns out to be merely an effect of it. But, on the other hand, 
there is the pole of freedom: the possibility for the subject to distance 
him- or herself from devouring matter and to use his or her own power 
against it. As Hausmann wrote in his manifesto on presentism:

Man has two essential tendencies: one toward the impossible and the 

other toward all the innumerable possibilities. . . . We want to limit our-

selves to the ineffable and nurturing possible! We want to connect the 

moment to its multiple emanations and to be transformed into living 

beings by the entire possible, which through mechanical consciousness, 

bold inventions, the realization of ideas, and the spirit (because nothing 

else deserves to be called “Spirit”) transforms life into an engineer armed 

with its multiple capacities.24

Hausmann replaced the ideal—by definition, asymptotic—with the sub-
ject’s capacity to detect the multiple emanations of the present. The pres-
ent was a horizontal temporality, similar to the network whose multiple 
emanations stretch out behind the mechanical head. Hausmann replaced 
the verticality of the past and future fleeing into the infinite with a pres-
ent expressed in multiple relations. Hausmann’s decision was to convert 
bad into good; if, as Koselleck would later write, the present remains 
slippery, impossible to experience because of the ever-new unknowns 
that render it increasingly complex, Hausmann concluded that it was 
therefore necessary for oneself to become as fluid, as complex, and as dif-
ferentiated as the present itself.

This amounts to saying that Hausmann’s solution was the same as 
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that of the constructivist abstract avant-gardes of the 1920s. Hence it 
would not be an exaggeration to say, inversely, that the avant-gardes who 
sought to create a perception on par with technology were presentist. 
The goal was to achieve sensorial amplification capable of grasping the 
complexity of the present. The lessons of second prehistory continued, 
though less terrifying than before; a certain reading of the present—in 
particular, of the relations or emanations comprising it—had intervened. 
These relations (Beziehungen) not only were an objective to be reached 
but also served as a sort of veil that allowed the avant-gardes of the 1920s 
to reconcile themselves to reality. These avant-gardes were ready to see in 
modern rationalization, division of labor, and, more generally, the eco-
nomic and social relations of their time an interdependent reality that 
could discreetly correct the excesses of capitalism from within. The divi-
sion of labor and time were transfigured into visions of collectivity and 
solidarity, which had won out over the egoism of autonomous work.

In 1920 and 1921 Hausmann began planning grandiose sound and 
light projects. His “optophonetic” theory was sustained by a mixture of 
scientism and mysticism, but it was also based on his political under-
standing of relations.

We want to decenter our restrictive and object-riveted gaze, because our 

gaze, enlarged by science, has become round and full, because we have his-

torically absorbed all optical possibilities and we are pursuing optics down 

to the essential phenomena of light. We love light and its movement!25

Hausmann hoped that future technological progress would allow man 
to experience a universe in which “there will no longer be anything but 
relations of tension, relations between elements of color or elements of 
form.”26 For some years already, the artist had been following the ideas 
of the physician Ernst Moses Marcus, whose theory of ex-centric percep-
tion posited a decentered vision diffused over the entire surface of the 
skin. What better objection to the much-reviled ocular view could Haus-
mann have hoped for? Whereas man had previously stood facing the ob-
ject, inventing perspective and other ocular tricks in a vain attempt to 
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reduce the distance between himself and the object, tactile vision implied 
the abolition of this distance and possession of a disobjected world.27

Thus, to conclude, Hausmann wanted to replace the metaphysical 
and political model of hierarchical verticality with a horizontal model of 
solidarity.28 From a temporal point of view, this meant uncoupling the 
fatal, necessary relationship between freedom and the future. From an 
ontological point of view, it meant the end of anthropocentric instru-
mentalization of the world. From the point of view of the status of the 
artist, it meant that Kandinsky’s mystical triangle, with the artist at the 
top and the masses spread out along the base, disappeared. For Haus-
mann, a true descendant of Baudelaire, for whom the modern hero was 
clothed in black garb, signaling equality,29 “even the most valorous man 
or the highest thought never surpasses what is known to all.” And he 
added, “No one can ever conceive ideas that have not already been con-
ceived and exist in society.”30 And because the most brilliant ideas and 
possibilities for historical change already existed, hidden in ordinary real-
ity, not transcendent to it, the appropriate mode of perception for this 
reality was no longer pyramidal vision but rather ex-centric tactility.

It goes without saying that Hausmann’s presentism, with its mystical 
scientism and its compromise with the magnified real, departed once 
and for all from the materialism of Grosz and Heartfield, who were hos-
tile to idealizing the division of labor as anything other than relations 
of production—at least, they were hostile to this idealization as it was 
commonly practiced in capitalist society. And yet, if the two Marxist 
artists were drawn by communist utopia toward the future, Hausmann’s 
mystical scientism, which was strongly allied with technological progress, 
did not futurize less his presentism. Despite everything, optophonetics 
existed in the separate, floating land of utopia. On the one hand, Haus-
mann praised the conventional, the uninteresting, the ordinary.31 He 
considered that the artist’s sole task was to connect the “multiple mani-
festations of the age, to formulate the new conventionality of clear and 
simple life.”32 The conventional artist could intervene as a publicist, styl-
ist, or essayist. Thus, much like Adolf Loos in “Crime and Ornament,” 



 T H E  MOMENT  OF  D E C I S ION  7 5

as well as many other authors writing in the same vein, Hausmann de-
nounced artists’ attempts to spiritualize the cinema and the Werkbund’s 
bids to make life more interesting.33 But, on the other hand, Hausmann 
distanced himself from the ordinary by turning to technology to acceler-
ate, here and now, his ex-centric and interconnected cosmic vision.





I T  I S  U N D E N I A B L E  that Dada was acutely aware of the history of its 
time. It was equally aware of its own place in history—the history of 
its time as well as history more generally. This was one of the major 
tensions running through Dada: no other movement had so insistently 
declared its noncapitalizable historical nature, and no other movement 
counted so many historiographers among its numbers.1 The Dadaists 
wrote their history quickly and frenetically. Moreover, in keeping with 
their double posture in relation to history, they claimed with equal force 
the ephemeral, resolutely unrecoverable nature of their movement and 
eternity. Thus Hausmann and Huelsenbeck affirmed the historical unity 
of Dadaist practice while at the same time exalting its perfect adaptability 
to time. For them, Dada was both unique and reproducible. Ultimately, 
Dada is as ephemeral and eternal as the present, which never dies even 
though everything it contains is mortal. In its quest to seize the present, 
Dada hoped to die and be reborn as much as, and with, the present. 
Such was the movement’s self-reflexive presentism, which undoubtedly 
explains Hausmann’s strange mixture of materialism and mysticism. A 
harsh critic of his own historical present, he was no less inclined to see 
this same present as a slice of eternity. Similarly, we can see the two poles 
of Dadaist presentism in Baader’s cumulative process and in Arp’s, which 

V
THE PARADIGM OF  

IMMACULATE CONCEPTION

Between Fiction and History
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was subtractive to the point of purism. Quite simply, history took place 
between Baader’s fiction and Arp’s eternity.

It is well-known that Dada defended chance as one of the bases of 
creation. This fits with its devaluation of a certain view of history as 
objective, determinist, and providential. As Koselleck noted, chance as a 
historical explanation breaks the chain of determinism and makes room 
for the new and unexpected. Chance, the ahistorical principle par excel-
lence, streaking into life like a comet, expresses the absurdity of teleology.

These reasons can also account for the enormous differences between 
Dada and the isms of its time. For John Heartfield, these isms were er-
satz versions of philosophy and other previously vanished credos. For 
his brother, Wieland Herzfelde, they were masks that prevented man 
from applying the maxim to know thyself. Although the two Marxists 
rejected isms in the name of transparent truth, not all Dadaists did the 
same. Huelsenbeck wrote, “The Dadaist is free to adopt any mask; he 
can represent any ‘art movement’ since he belongs to no movement.”2 
For Huelsenbeck, if Dada imitated all the isms at once, it was in order 
to bring these successive manifestations of linear history into the si-
multaneous regime of parody. Dada, in contrast with the isms—whose 
suffixes contain the autogenesis of the future and which are linguistic 
condensations of the acceleration of time3—chose the equality of the 
present.4 Thus, from the moment of its conception, Dada protected itself 
from the seeds of its own elimination. But the eternity it aspired to had 
nothing in common with the plus-value of time that, as we have seen, 
benefited artists of the past. Contrary to the eternity that existed in the 
detached sphere of Spirit, Dadaist eternity was that of a world of chance, 
 indifferent in its intentions, knowing neither good nor evil. And whereas 
the isms depended on the logical and temporal structure of succession, 
Dada positioned itself within the simultaneous structure of contradic-
tion, including and above all its own.

Dada was also in opposition to the ism movements such that the art-
ists who met randomly in Zurich opted for the name Dada. Though lack-
ing motivity in time, the word had an astonishing plasticity. It operated 
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like cellular self-division, multiplying infinitely (Dadadadadadada . . . ), 
including by means of contradiction. And the name Dada was neither 
masculine nor feminine; it was neuter, because it was undetermined. All 
in all, Dada recalled a certain royal child who had haunted modern art-
ists,5 for it was Dada’s origin or birth that determined it as neuter. Who, 
in fact, did invent Dada? Everyone and no one.6 A host of stories have 
come down to us about the movement’s birth in the Cabaret Voltaire. 
This birth resembled both an immaculate conception and a bachelor cre-
ation. From the latter, Dada drew its repudiation of biological causality, 
claiming that there could be progeny without a specific progenitor.7 As 
for Dada’s reference to the Immaculate Conception, it meant that its lin-
eage was uncertain; it also gave it its two-sided nature: both ephemeral 
and eternal, mortal and immortal. As Huelsenbeck wrote, “Dada came 
over the Dadaists without their knowing it; it was an immaculate con-
ception, and thereby its profound meaning was revealed to me.”8 Tristan 
Tzara added:

A word was born no one knows how DADADADA we took an oath 

of friendship on the new transmutation that signifies nothing, and was 

the most formidable protest, the most intense armed affirmation of sal-

vation liberty blasphemy mass combat speed prayer tranquility private 

guerilla negation and chocolate of the desperate.9

Dada’s immaculate conception was soon after celebrated in the play Krip-
penspiel (Nativity), written by Hugo Ball and performed by all the prin-
cipal actors of the Cabaret Voltaire. Huelsenbeck later added, “The word 
Dada was born in February 1916 like Christ in the manger.”10

For a long time the artist’s fertility was the ultimate model of creation. 
The artist—male, of course—gave birth to his work, which had to prove 
its own fertility in the eyes of the spectator (remember Kandinsky, for 
example). This genetic chain was broken with Dada, which, in addition, 
blurred its genetic codes: it was Dada, the child, that engendered its own 
parents (as the Dadaists repeated over and over again, no one had fore-
seen the resonances of their movement); it surpassed the genetic  capital 
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that had been transmitted to it, to the point that it effaced itself. The case 
of Dadaist Francis Picabia is exemplary here. His stated ideal was at each 
moment to invent a new man but only for the pleasure of forgetting him; 
to erase, both virtually and physically, the memory of his own works; to 
become sterile. As for John Heartfield, he invented a fictional lineage, 
connecting him to a circus family from New Orleans. In short, it was 
because Dada clearly proclaimed its sterility and fictive genealogy that it 
accorded itself the right to claim eternity.

The figure of Dada’s immaculate conception clearly reveals the move-
ment’s complex relations to history. The improbable, inconsistent na-
ture of its birth meant that Dada could never become a historical object 
among others—or a historical object at all. It became pseudology, leg-
end, and fiction.11 No doubt this legendary identity suited the vanity of 
its actors, as they gradually became its historians in their twilight years. 
But Dada also put a finger on the porous boundaries separating fiction 
from history. Here too Dada was acutely aware of its time.
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the galactic center of a universe made of press clippings, with numbers and letters 
mixed together.

53. Kracauer, “Photography,” 432.
54. Panofsky, “Original and Facsimile,” 337.

III

 1. For a complete account of the heated debate between the Communist Party 
and the Dadaists, see März, John Heartfield. See also McCloskey, George Grosz; 
Doherty, “Work of Art”; Stavrinaki, “Dada inhumain”; and Stavrinaki, “(Sans) parti 
pris.”

2. Grosz and Heartfield, “Art Scab,” in Kaes et al., Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 
484. [Only a portion of Grosz and Heartfield’s work appears in this publication; dif-
ferent extracts can be found translated in Grosz, The Berlin of George Grosz.—Trans.]

3. See Buck-Morss, “Aesthetics.”
4. Grosz and Heartfield, “Art Scab,” in Grosz, Berlin, 33.
5. Hausmann, “Pamphlet.” This essay was originally published in Der Einzige 

20 (April 20, 1919): 163.
6. “Freilich nur diese; was aber dergestalt ins Wanken gerat, das ist die Autorität 

der Sache, ihr traditionelles Gewicht” (Benjamin, “Die Kunstwerk,” 1: 438).
7. “The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction can be 

brought may not touch the actual work of art, yet the quality of its presence is always 
depreciated. . . . In the case of the art object, a most sensitive nucleus—namely, 
its authenticity—is interfered with whereas no natural object is vulnerable on that 
score” (Benjamin, “Work of Art,” 221).

8. “Dada is a bluff. Humans are sensory animals, who don’t need to be taught 
what a shudder is. The Dadaist goes beyond his own thirst for sensation and his 
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own heaviness in his bluff. The bluff is not an ethical principle, but rather practical 
detoxification” (Hausmann, “Was will der Dadaïsmus in Europa,” 95).

9. Raoul Hausmann, “Was ist DADA?” in Hausmann, Scharfrichter der 
bürgerlichen Seele, 107.

10. Raoul Hausmann, “Dada” (April 28, 1918), in Hausmann, Scharfrichter der 
bürgerlichen Seele, 71.

11. Salmon, “Histoire anecdotique,” 361.
12. This was also a central idea of Carl Einstein’s political and artistic writings 

from 1912 on.
13. Hilberseimer, “Creation and Evolution,” 215. The original manuscript, 

“Schöpfung und Entwicklung,” written in 1922, can be found in the Hilberseimer 
Archive, Art Institute of Chicago, Series 8/3, Box 1/10.

14. This is despite the fact that, having succumbed to Marxist evolutionism, 
Benjamin saw Dadaism as a somewhat confused prelude to what film could become 
if it fully mastered the political potential of its formal methods.

IV

 1. I am referring, of course, to Carl Schmitt’s decisionism, which he presented 
for the first time in his Political Theology, written in 1922, the same year as György 
Lukács’s History and Class Consciousness (to which I return later in this chapter).

2. Umanskij, “Der Tatlinismus,” 12. The book of Umanskij’s collected writings 
is Neue Kunst in Russland, 1914–1919.

3. See Raoul Hausmann, notes written on February 2, 1921, in Hausmann, 
Courrier Dada, 87. The “death of art” to which Hausmann refers here is literal: 
Either art had to disappear (but this was impossible, because according to Haus-
mann, it was driven by a Spieltrieb), or it had to take on the new forms to which its 
decentering pointed.

4. Kessler, Berlin in Lights, 64.
5. Kessler, Berlin in Lights, 64. I analyzed this schema, which Wagner inaugurated, 

of a revolution that takes the form of a return to order in Stavrinaki, “Total Artwork.”
6. For a brilliant refutation of this everlasting belief, see Veyne, “Conduites.”
7. The artists’ exchange of looks is a paradoxical punctum. It is not, as Roland 

Barthes explains, turned toward a history that goes beyond personal anamnesis but 
rather is projected into the future.

8. Lukács, History, 157.
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9. Lukács, History, 203–4; emphasis mine.
10. See Stavrinaki, “(Sans) partis pris.”
11. Arp et al., “Manifesto Prole Art.”
12. Hausmann, “Présentismus,” 2: 29.
13. Hausmann, “Présentismus,” 2: 25.
14. Saint Augustine, Confessions, 267 (XI, 3:17).
15. Derrida, Grammatology, 115.
16. Derrida, Grammatology, esp. 247–55.
17. Schaschke, Dadaistische Verwandlungskunst, 39–60.
18. Hausmann, “Manifest von der Gesetzmässigkeit,” 70.
19. See, in particular, Ball, “Der Künstler und die Zeitkrankheit.” Here, Ball 

turns to the Gnostic three-part division between the soma, the soul, and the pneuma.
20. Hausmann, “Présentismus,” 2: 29.
21. Many of Carl Einstein’s prewar texts developed his views on the poor, in 

particular, Einstein, “Der Arme” (1913). A text that echoes Hausmann’s is Einstein’s 
“On Primitive Art” (1919), in Einstein, “Bloody Serious,” 124.

22. “What [the supreme works of beautiful sculpture] lack is the actuality of 
self-aware subjectivity in the knowing and willing of itself. This defect is shown ex-
ternally in the fact that the expression of the soul in its simplicity, namely the light of 
the eye, is absent from the sculptures. The supreme works of beautiful sculpture are 
sightless, and their inner being does not look out of them as self-knowing inward-
ness in this spiritual concentration which the eye discloses. This light of the soul falls 
outside them and belongs to the spectator alone; when he looks at these shapes, soul 
cannot meet soul nor eye eye” (Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, 1: 520–21).

23. Hausmann, “Dada in Europa,” 93.
24. Hausmann, “Présentismus,” 2: 24.
25. Hausmann, “Présentismus,” 2: 27.
26. Hausmann, “Die Kunst und die Zeit,” 10. On Hausmann’s optophonetic 

projects, see Lista, “Empreintes sonores.”
27. Hausmann’s presentism was also inspired by Futurist tactilism, a theory 

developed a bit earlier by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, who advocated replacing 
passive contemplation with actions that would allow the primitive communication 
of thoughts through the skin. See Marinetti, “Tactilism.” For an analysis of Haus-
mann’s tactilism through the lens of Benjamin’s theory of the work of art, see Wilke, 
“Tacti(ca)lity Reclaimed.”
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28. This abstract and rather idealist type of horizontality, which had begun to 
take shape in artists’ imaginations and works around 1920, is thus an antecedent, 
albeit a very different one, to Surrealism’s materialist and primitivist horizontality of 
the 1930s as it has been analyzed by Rosalind Krauss in her work.

29. Baudelaire, “Salon of 1846,” 105.
30. Hausmann, “Présentismus,” 2: 29–30.
31. Hausmann agreed with Oswald Spengler regarding the end of all “great con-

vention” (see Spengler, Decline of the West, vol. 1, chaps. 7 and 8). The Dadaist artist 
denounced all vain attempts to resuscitate Great Art, objective and anonymous. He 
called such attempts Aufbauismus (buildingism). See Hausmann, “Puffke propagiert 
Proletkult,” 1: 161–65. But, far from adopting Spengler’s declinism, which he had al-
ready criticized several times in his writings, Hausmann tried to give another mean-
ing to the term convention: the presentist sense of the ordinary, the nonexceptional, 
to which he thought artists should begin to be more attentive.

32. Hausmann, “Lob des Konventionnelen,” 2: 50.
33. Here Hausmann agrees with a classic criticism of the Werkbund and other 

similar reformist attempts to shape life through art. As we know, Adolf Loos dedi-
cated more than one mordant text to deconstructing such attempts.

V

 1. Huelsenbeck, “En Avant Dada,” 32.
2. Huelsenbeck, “Introduction,” 14.
3. See Reinhart Koselleck, “Neuzeit: Remarks on the Semantics of Modern 

Concepts of Movement,” in Koselleck, Futures Past, 222–54.
4. Dada showed greater lucidity than the “Nunism” behind the journal Sic, 

whose editor and main author, Pierre Albert-Birot, defined it as an “-ism that must 
survive” (Sic 6 [June 1916]; reprinted in Albert-Birot and Lentengre, Sic, 43).

5. Merz was a similar version; the “Black Square,” a more distant one.
6. Man Ray, “Dadamade,” in Man Ray, “From Self Portrait,” 43.
7. On the theme of the bachelor machine, I am drawing, of course, on Michel 

Carrouges’s classic work Les machines célibataires and Szeemann’s catalogue Jungge-
sellenmaschinen = Les machines célibataires.

8. Huelsenbeck, “En Avant Dada,” 32.
9. Tzara, “Zurich Chronicle,” 236.
10. Huelsenbeck, Dada siegt, 8.
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11. This is how Hausmann justified writing his history of Dada several years 
later: “A History of Dada reveals the nature of all History. History is nothing but the 
pseudology of reality created by an individual, nothing more than a bad reflection of 
complex objectivity in a poor medium” (Hausmann, “Dada est plus que Dada,” 17).
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