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“magic realism” signals the end of Ex

he short life of the Weimar Republic (1919-33) qualifies
other period in the twentieth century for

more than any e .
“the crisis consists pre-

Antonio Gramsci's diagnosis that
cisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born.
In this interreanum, a great variety of morbid symptoms appea rs:”
vears of the newly founded republic were marked by
litical turmoil, by social disorganiza-

The first five yed
]mrpgm‘]l economic and po . -~
tion and disillusion. Not until 1924 did a relative stabilization of
the economy give an elementary (and illusionary) sense of solidity
{0 the democratic culture of the Republic, only for it to be shattered
again in 1929 with the world economic crisis, and to be decisively
destroved in 1933 with Germany’s embrace of fascism and the rise
of Hitler. Even during these “sober” years from 1924 to 1929, com-
prising the crucial period of Neue Sachlichkeit, most members of
the cultural intelligentsia, if not the population at large, perceived
themselves as being part of what literary historian Helmut Lethen
has called an experimental existence “between two wars.”

The term “Neue Sachlichkeit,” somewhat inadequately trans-
lated as “New Objectivity” or “New Sebriety,” was coined by Gustav
Friedrich Hartlaub, the director of the Kunsthalle in Mannheim,
when he announced a forthcoming exhibition of new figurative
work by a group of German painters. Initially planned for 1923,
the show eventually took place between June 14 and September 13,
1925, and included works by Max Beckmann (1884-1950), Otto
Dix (1891-1969), George Grosz, Alexander Kanoldt (1881-1939),
Carlo Mense (1886-1965), Kay H. Nebel (1888-1953), Georg
Scholz (1890-1945), and Georg Schrimpf (1889-1938). In his
announcement of the project, Hartlaub defined Neue Sachlichkeit
somewhat lapidarily as work governed by the “loyalty to a positively
tangible reality.” He was not alone in discerning this new tendency

toward realism in German pdinllng, In the same year as “Neue
ha‘u hlichkeit” opened, critic and art historian Franz Roh published
Nach-Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus (Post-Expressionism:

Magic Realism), thereby providing his own label—magic realism—

to describe the emerging style. (The success of the Mannheim
exhibition meant that Hartlaub’s term prevailed. )

From its very inception, Hartlaub, Roh, and other critics suchas
[} e a1 1
Paul Westheim recognized that Neue Sachlichkeit was deeply
divided: the rift was identified, as Hartlaub wrote, by the opposi-

es the first exhibition of Neue S

a tion between “the right wing of

of the international tendencies of the ra

pressionism and Dada practic

the left wing of veristic painters like
by the opposition between Ingrisn
teenth-century French painter Ingres
These critics also recognized the exte
artists’ return to figuration (and its
« Expressionism and Dada) was due, at.
encounters with French and Italian
As early as 1919 Westheim had stat
“Characteristic of Carlo Carra’s work ...
group of young artists, is an idio
realism (verisma), seeking a meticul
every trace of the individual artist’s n
known, Grosz and Davringhausen a
And in 1921 Westheim commented on
Picasso’s “Ingresque” style in Germany, ac
in September 1922 with a special issue ¢
featured a questionnaire on the “New

From manichino to machino

The time and place of the Germans
metafisica are firmly established, being, 2
the twentieth century, primarily in the.
instance, it was the Italian publication
since 1918 by the critic and collector Mario.
of the journal in 1919 was devoted in
= Giorgio de Chirico, Carlo Carra, and G
admired at once by Max Ernst, George
and Heinrich Maria Davringhausen (1
gallery and bookshop of Hans Goltz,
distributor, This encounter led not of
publication of a metafisica portfoli
Modes, Pereat Ars (1219), but also
Davringhausen in 1919 and Grosz in
The iconography of the memph}rﬂiﬂﬁ
would be dramatically recoded in
Sachlichkeit artists to become a
de Chirico as an allegory of painting’
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Grosz's work as the “Republican
id between a tailor’s dummy and
identity of the “civil servan,”
personality, appeared to be best
in's critique of neusachlich literature
holia” describes such types thus:

sadness that will walk over corpses if
hody arnior, their slowly advancing
ss of their actions, they embody the

¢ Sachlichkeit adaptation, the manichino/
! fluid, shifting easily from victor to
automaton in one image, becomes
d or armored body in the next. Or, after
soldiers returning from the war, in image
the machinic body as the prosthetic
example in the work of the Cologne
inrich Hoerle's Cripple Portfolio of 1920
5[1920]).

aphers from Hartlaub's exhibition and
| though, four years later, Roh would
ogy of modernist photography Foto-
discoverers of a “new objectivity” wanted
hed first of all with the traditional
artlaub concluded his introduction to
g

i that art is still there .. that it is afive,

it that seems hostile to the essence of
ely been. Thus artists disillusioned,
10 the point of cynicism having nearly
after a moment of unbounded, nearly
tists in the midst of the catastrophe,
what is most immediate, certain, and

the objectivity of transhistorical truth
nts by other critics. Writing in Der
ifradt—once again opposing Ingrismus
hshared “the concept of clarity, the
and the latter in a more objective
of clarity is derived from antig-
from the machine. And while both
both worlds it is objective truth
‘between the truth of craft and
truth of the machine on the
of much more fundamental
‘between an enthusiastic
 along the lines of the much
{the source of endless

1 » George Grosz, Pillars of Society, 1926

Dil on canvas, 200 x

fashions and cults in Weimar Germany) and a vielent and
pessimistic reaction against these processes of industrial mec ha
nization and rationalization. This reaction was primarily to be
found among the increasingly unemployed and proletarianized
middle class, leading to the rise of antimodernist and eventually
ethnic and racist ideologies of “returns” to phantasms of pure
origins and uncontaminated authenticity, Invoking German soci-
ologist Ferdinand Tonnies's (1855-1936) famous distinction
between Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (society),
the new ideologues of the conservative right promised a return to
preindustrial belief systems, mythical forms of social organization,
and artisanal production, thereby laying the foundations for the

fascism of 1933,
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This conflict was exacerbated by the apposition between bour
geois concepts of high art and the proletarian needs for a
progressive emancipatory mass culture. Not only.was the sphere
of a supposedly autonomous high culture increasingly precarious
(and therefore all the more fetishized), but all the earlier forms
of social relations and popular culture had been replaced by a

. o i
protototalitarian mass culture and media apparatus. Unlike the

a Soviet avant-garde, however, which was simultaneously under-

going a very similar transformation from a radical experimental
modernist aesthetic to a systematic exploration of what a new
postrevolutionary avant-garde culture in a developing proletarian
public sphere might mean, the artists of the Neue Sachlichkeit did
not face a similarly homogeneous revolutionary society. First of
all, the Weimar Republic, as novelist Alfred Doblin (1878-1957)
famously stated, came without an instruction manual, indicating
that the new democratic culture of the “belated nation” had to be
acquired through trial and error. Second, unlike the Soviet Union,
the Weimar Republic after 1919—despite its revolutionary aspira-
tions—had been structured as a class society, albeit one in which
previously oppressed social strata suddenly found themselves
with more economic and political power than they might have
ever imagined under the previous regime of Kaiser Wilhelm. Thus
Weimar, politically organized around the principles of social
democracy, became the democracy not only of a newly empow-
ered oligarchic bourgeoisie, but also of an economically powerless
but rabid petite bourgeoisie and a proletariat that was perpetually
oscillating  between revolutionary radicalization and fascist
embourgeoisement. Ernst Bloch, in his 1935 book Erbschaft dieser
Zeit (Heritage of our Times), was the first to argue that Neue Sach-
lichkeit, rather than revealing a new face of the collective, actually
camouflaged an evolved capitalism that had adopted socialist
principles, such as a planned economy, collective housing, and an
overall sense of equality, but without reneging the primacy of an

the same year such as The War Cripples
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German revolution of 1919, with its brutal y of
Iderg

leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht 4
others, this depiction of a cryptic scene of sad
mayhem positions the revolutionary worker (PDS!ibiy
tine portrait of Lenin) on the same level of vialeny »
the fascist petit bourgeois. Typically, Beckmann’s hur il
of universal bestiality fails to reflect on the painting’
repressed but fully exposed indulgence in the sadmw S
tends to reveal.

These ambiguities are keyed differently in Dix’s
paintings from the same moment, such as The War
Card Players, and Prager Strasse (1920), or in Gro
Society. Here the subject is either depicted as
physically annihilated victim of the imperialist war,
acing impostor who inflicts the very condition
laceration and psychic trauma. Both the victor
mediated through similar iconographic, morphol
devices of deformation, fragmen
We witness therefore a dual disr
toward the fully closed contours and
first abandons Exp s
in favor of the figure’s newly

catastrophe of the “human condition,” Whl
had clearly acknowledged the tragic experie




£+Max Beckmann, The Night, 191819

e

188 %154 (5204 x 80%)

-t (Even 1Fhis portraits for the most part depicted
ﬂ"m. aﬂstncrats situated at the margins of the newly
Wmmrﬂchyj. to the printed typologies of the prole-
mmb:&;nz Wilhelm Seiwert (1894-1933) and Gerd
sy Hhecontext of the Cologne Progressives group
- n the group's journal A-Z suggested in 1928 that
: Was neither new nor abjective, but rather, the
).In 1-‘-?33 Amtz would codesign the pictograms for
WIY4 accessible sign language analyzing the
: -Wal. ?OIiticaJ, and economic relations in the
al Viennese saciologist Otto Neurath.
'hﬂﬂlﬁsE conflicts between high art and mass
entity and social relations, were literally
: ._“ﬂﬂ"-_behween a renewed emphasis on the
mﬁcpmductiun on the one hand and a
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commitment to the newly emerging apparatus of t chnical (that

is, photographic) reproduction and mass cultural distribution

on the other. Not surprisingly, the site where this batt
fought most actively was the portrait, seemingly one
venerable pictorial genres (even though it had been de ‘

deconstructed at the high moment of Analytical Cubism

The “objective” portrait, the “human” sub

We find an enormously complex (and numerous) typology of
portrait conceptions at the center of Neue Sachlichkeit. Starting
with the post-Expressionist portraits of Beckmann, who remained
committed throughout his entire oeuvre to the superannuated
to relin

probing of the self, the artist seems to have been unable

quish not only the idea of a humanistically defined, self-motivated
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subjectivity, but also the convict that his was a func
S L]
to provide privileged forms of kn . and insight. Schad
Self-Po vith Model 3] brings these tropes of portraiture to a

<« where they become almost

himself in the dress

evel of ostentatious self-consciousng

In a cold confrontation, he depicts

Uit
e of a Renaissance master (such as the transparent shirt in

Rartolomen Veneto's Allecorical Portrait [1507]). But the photo

realism in the depiction of his urbane physiognom

y, and

the mannered play on the fabric’s transparency and the skin’s
tly contradict all claims to any historical continu

maniics

t either the genre and iconography of the selt-portrait or the

ion of the most skillful traditions of painting could estab
sh, His dubious female companion (as so often n Schad, she

| mnd aristocratic bohemian, transves

oscillates between prostitute :

is adorned in this instance with a sadistic cut

te and fermme fatale)

to her face, undoubtedly inflicted by male property claims, clearly

demarcating modernity

At the other extreme of the spectrum of Neue Sachlichkeit
portraiture one would find Dix’s almost obsessive derision of the
genre. Galvamizing his Expressionist legacy with the acid of carica
ture, Dix stripped his sitters of all pretenses and staged their
subjecthood as either victim or prop of social construction. In his
portrait of the journalist Sylvia von Harden [4], the attributes of

the New Woman fashionable

(bobbed hair, cigarette, highly
flapper dress, and drink) are both celebrated and derided simulta

neously, most manifestly in the gesticulation of the hypertrophic

3« Christian Schad, Se/f.
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4 - Otto Dix, Portrait of the Journalist Sylvia von Harden,
Mixed media on wood, 120 % B8 (47, x 34%)

hands. This attitude of extreme ambiguity also
relatively rare portraits painted by George Gros
his Neue Sachlichkeit phase, the portrait of the
Max Hermann Neisse (5], In distinction to Dix’s
hyperbale, Grosz by that time seems to ha\u‘o:vcm)lt'tlil1!15]’“"""“1i
caricature as modernism’s countermodel, to which i e
the historian of the medium Eduard Fuchs, had mtmﬂbﬂ‘“'"
earlier in the decade. This intensified ambiguitys e i
which photography and caricature seem to recoutt MF‘T!
historical origins, could not be more appropriate musﬂiﬂ""‘
tial neusachlich sitter like the critic Max Hﬂmam_’ L
writings would soon thereafter shift from supporting
Party poets like Johannes R. Becher to championing f1==
tive Expressionist, and eventually fascist, Gotrfried Benf
Grosz, who had referred to himself as having “the
icepack” had been programmatic in his changing
subject and its representation. Thus he wrote i
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Lam trying ance again to draw a totally
world..... If ane makes an effort to develop
limpid style, one comes inevitably close to




T4 123V, x 297

tesme from him, who wants to be appreciated called photography during that period “an instrument of defini
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