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painter and his recent past as a member of the P 512
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of picture-making. The name he gave this “f‘“’ praject “‘_‘j‘ ! ‘Lll -']
a syllable fragmented from a larger word, Kommerz, which hx. hac
accidentally ;uum[nn a torn advertisement for the Hannover Kom-
merzbank when wandering round his native Hanover. It was on |h‘L’
grounds of that fragment that Schwitters developed an ac::lhtl'uc
Lu!h of collage and of phonetic, textual, and graphic segmentation
that became one of the key contributions to German Dada.

In his initial practice of Merz, however, Schwitters maintained all
theidioms of the Expressionist and Futurist aesthetic that had been so
influential for the German avant-garde during the late teens. In early
Merz works, such as Welren Kreise (1919), one can trace both the
dynamic vectors and force-lines of Cubo-Futurism and the chro-
matic scheme of Expressionist painting, Yet what radically alters
works from this period is Schwitters’s insertion of found metalic,
wooden, or other debris collected in the streets [1], Marphologically
and formally, one could even go so far as to sense a distant echo of

4 Francis Picabia’s mechanomorphic works in these paintings. Yet, as
with all responses that Schwitters makes, in each instance, the
* legacy—whether of Expressionism, Cubism, Futurism, or Picabia’s
Dadaism—is transformed into what one could call a specific made of
“melancholic” response. In his reaction t

o the total transformation of
painting into a tecl

inological object, or in his response to the assimila-
tion of mechanomorphic forms to the

shapes of the composition, or
mn his response

to Expressionism’s high-flown humanitarian ideals,
Schwitters situates himself as an artist who returns to an allegorical
reading of techno-scientific utopianism by countering it with a posi-
tion of melancholic contemplation,
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45 a credible commitment to Dada Practices; and already in early
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used pejoratively to describe something as con-
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2 « El Lissitzky, cover design for Kurt Schwitters’s Merz, no. 8/9, April-July 1924

By then both artists had been increasingly transforming their
projects from pictorial or sculptural work into the investigation of
architectural space. In his Proun Room for the Great Berlin Art
Exhibition of 1923, for example, Lissitzky had transformed his
ideas into three-dimensional form for the first time, designing the
walls and ceilings with geometric shapes and reliefs [3]. An addi-
tional element was Dorner's intensifying attempt to theorize the
new forms of display, the redesign of traditional museum spaces in
favor of an adequate representation and display of avant-garde
practices in painting and sculpture. Lissitzky had already designed
a space for the 1926 International Exhibition in Dresden in which
to show international, avant-garde, abstract art. For his first model,
he rigorously emphasized walls on which the works would be hung
by installing vertical wooden battens, spaced equidistant all across
the display surfaces and painted white, gray, and black, and by
placing the paintings on those surfaces. Ironically, the eventual
master design of the 1926 Dresden exhibition was placed in the
hands of the reactionary German architect Heinrich Tessenow,
who would soon become known for his staunch advocacy of the
return of architecture to an antimodernist regionalism.

It was Lissitzky's preliminary design for Dresden that made
Dorner decide to invite the Russian to Hanover, and it was there
that Lissitzky produced a second version of the cabinet for the
display of abstract art, called the Demonstration Room [4]. During
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3 « El Lissitzky, Proun Room, 1923 (1965 reconstruction)

this extended stay in Hanover, Schwitters and Lissitzky '“"I"‘:’;
developed their friendship. Schwitters had by o iil*‘(“ m_l““l
away from painting and collage to his own first dr(f‘llltff[lll"d
project, which came to be known as the Merzbau [5]. Beginning in
his studio on the ground floor of his own private house, he gradu-
ally transformed all aspects of the traditional cubic space of the
domestic room into an increasingly distorted, multiperspectival
spatial structure, installing wooden, painted reliefs and loading
various objects and additional forms into the spaces created.

The opposition between the Merzbau and the Demonstration
Reom and the close bond between their two authors produce one of
the most puzzling moments of mid-twenties German avant-garde
history. Yet one bridge that links the two is their focus on the issue of
tactility and bodily €xperience in relation to the work of art. For
Lissitzky’s project to accommodate avant-garde painting and sculp-
ture within the museum now focused primarily on Dorner’s call for 4
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4+ El Lissitzky, The Abstract Cabinet: Demonstration
Hanover, 1927-8 (1935 installation view)
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's life (after the Merzbau in Hanover was
d bombing in 1943, Schwitters installed a second
10 where he had emigrated in 1937 after his work

i near Ambleside in northern England, just
before his death in 1948), the idea of a space of radical rationalization
was refused on every single level. This project of instrumentalizing or
rationalizing space was intended to reach right down to the most inti-
matesphere of everyday life, where function reigned supreme, as daily
activities were submitted to planning, control, and the principle of
wreater efficiency. In the light of this, Schwitters’s Merzbau proposed a
space of total inefficiency, utter dysfunction, a complete refusal to
““E_’jeﬁ spatial experience to rationality, transparency, and instrumen-
tlization. By emphasizing the space as the ground, the grotto, and a
home I"fﬂ different kind, Schwitters created a secularized but at the
Qm?'mm ritualized space of bodily function, one of bodily retrieval
numde:ant?in Opposition to a rigorously controlled public sphere.
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5 « Kurt Schwitters, The Hanover Merzbau: The Merz Column, 1923

Mixed media, dir

garde promise of abstraction to an internal critique. Looking at the

display of the specimens of abstraction in the Der
one can—uwith hindsight of course—recognize that even in the way
these objects are displayed there is already a certain critical operatior
taking place. This is because Lissitzky’s reliefs—wall structures, cabi
nets, drawers, movable panels—become the ultimate work of art
while the abstract paintings, in all their radicality, become mere
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trations of an aesthetic that had already been superseded
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