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From the photomontages of the Berlin Dadaists to certain plays by Georg Kaiser to the
films of Fritz Lang and the early writings on technology by Ernst Jünger and Martin
Heidegger, the cyborg played a central role in many of Weimar culture’s most signifi-

cant productions.1 Within art and cinema, works by Kurt Schwitters, László Moholy-
Nagy, Marianne Brandt, Alice Lex-Nerlinger, Richard Oswald, and Leontine Sagan can
also be related to the concept of the cyborg, and many further examples are easily
found throughout theater, literature, popular magazines, advertising, and photojour-
nalism.2 Because the types of cyborgs created by the Berlin Dada artists were so copi-
ous and variegated, however, this volume focuses exclusively on Berlin Dada art. It is
in part the Berlin Dadaists’ intense exploration of the figure of the cyborg that gives
the movement its enduring interest and appeal. And by investigating the Dadaists’
examination of this figure, we can better understand its continuing importance.

In part the sign of a fearful response to the destruction brought about by World
War I, the cyborg was, paradoxically, also a creature on which many Weimar artists
and other cultural producers could project their utopian hopes and fantasies. By trac-
ing the origins of the Weimar cyborg in Berlin Dada art, this book expands the con-
cept beyond its initial definition as an organic–technological hybrid to encompass a
series of interrelated meanings, including the cyborg as representing hybrid identity
in a broad sense and as the locus of new modes of (interior and exterior) awareness

Introduction
Cyborgs, Hybridity, and Identity

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all
chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; 
in short, we are cyborgs. The cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our 
politics. The cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination and 
material reality, the two joined centers structuring any possibility of 
historical transformation.

—donna j. haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto” (1991)
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created by the impact of technology on human perception.3 It argues that the differ-
ent representations of the cyborg in Berlin Dada art can help theorists and historians
today understand how new forms of human existence and society were imagined 
in Germany between the two world wars. In addition, it also demonstrates how these
representations can help us grasp how vision, hearing, touch, and embodiment were
beginning to be reconceived in the early 1920s.

Although my focus is on the cyborg in Berlin Dada art, this figure did not orig-
inate in Weimar’s visual sphere. Indeed, a look at science, art, literature, philosophy,
and material culture since the Renaissance, both in Germany and in other Western
countries, proves this was not the case.4 In addition, if one includes automata, chimeras,
and other forms of fantastic creatures as precursors of the cyborg, then the figure’s his-
tory reaches back significantly further. However, as I demonstrate, the Berlin Dada
movement was central for the cyborg’s development, precisely because it represented
the figure with such complexity.

The Cyborg: Two Concepts

The term cyborg never appeared in Weimar culture and was invented much later. Yet
the term is useful, because it suggests how the interwar artistic and visual cultures in
Germany anticipated much of the cultural discourse around the cyborg and cyber-
netics in the United States and Europe since the 1940s, both theoretical and practical
as well as popular. The cyborgs that appeared during the Weimar Republic did not
merely foreshadow the somewhat one-sided and uncritical first definition of the cyborg,
articulated by Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline in 1960, as a self-regulating
human– or animal–machine hybrid: a sentient body altered biochemically, physiolog-
ically, or electronically so that it could live in environments for which it was not
adapted.5 More significant, the Weimar cyborgs also predicted several more-critical
concepts attending the “origin” and development of cybernetics through the work of
the mathematician Norbert Wiener and other scientists during the 1940s and early
1950s as well as that of the feminist philosopher of science Donna Haraway and her
much more heterogeneous definition of the figure in the 1980s and 1990s.

Thus the cyborg has long possessed a dual life as both an image and a concept.
Although these two aspects began separately and often developed separately, they can
be brought together in mutually illuminating ways. Through two somewhat opposed
definitions of the cyborg from the post–World War II context—Wiener’s implicit,
mechanistic, and liberal humanist definition versus Haraway’s explicit, unbounded,
and posthumanist one—we can create a conceptual model or framework to retrospec-
tively focus on and then synthesize disparate lines of investigation centering on Berlin
Dada. These two definitions do not simply allow us to bring together different, for the
most part unlinked, aspects of Weimar culture. They also reveal Berlin Dada’s impor-
tance for the present day, a significance that in many ways has to do with the Dadaists’
focus on the relationship between representation, technology, and human identity.
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The first definition emerges from cybernetics, commonly defined as the study of
feedback, communication, and control in human beings, machines, and other orga-
nized systems. Despite his pioneering role in this new field, Wiener did not coin the
term cyborg. He did, however, think deeply about the social implications of his scien-
tific practices, and his writings on cybernetics and society elucidate the specific effects
on minds, bodies, and societies that he believed cybernetics would help bring about.
For this reason, by attending to Wiener’s theorization of cybernetics and the view of
human beings developed there (a view that began with the assumption that, by under-
standing human beings and machines in terms of their functions, the investigator could
discover multiple ways in which they were commensurate), we can generate an initial
definition of the cyborg.

While engaged in research for the U.S. military during World War II, Wiener and
his coworkers proposed cybernetics as an interdisciplinary field that would unite sci-
entists around problems of communication, control, and statistical mechanics.6 Cen-
tral to cybernetics as both a practical and a theoretical exercise was the development
of numerical computers: machines that were binary, that depended on electronics rather
than mechanical gears or relays, and that were entirely automatic during the comput-
ing operation.7 Such computers, Wiener argued, could be used to form the central
control systems of larger electromechanical assemblages designed to mimic complex
human functions.8 These functions included tracking an enemy aircraft with antiair-
craft artillery or reading a text out loud.9

By proposing that complex human functions could be supplanted by computa-
tional and mechanical systems, Wiener and other scientists discovered a key for unlock-
ing seemingly limitless amounts of instrumental power and complex control—“slave
labor,” as Wiener called it, that could be made subject to human direction.10 In con-
trast to Clynes and Kline, the developers of cybernetics had no illusions that techno-
logical augmentation was always beneficial. Technology, they understood, also increased
human beings’ abilities to kill and enslave one another.11 Wiener argued that cyber-
netics was bringing about a “second industrial revolution” through automation, one
that held both enormous potential and terrifying danger. Although it would unleash
undreamed-of productive power, it could also increase unemployment and reduce 
the human labor force to the condition of slavery.12 Furthermore, the mastery over
nature promoted by cybernetics could easily turn into enslavement by it, for the more
human beings modified their world, the more they had to modify themselves to exist
within it.13

Through machines that automated human functions, human beings would become
more interconnected—both within their societies and across them. Thus, as a result
of the development of cybernetics in the context of World War II, a human being
augmented by mechanical prosthetics and computers was a figure that bound in a
new and much more closely-knit relationship the enemy “other,” conceived by Wiener
as the pilot in the Axis warplane, and the military “self” or “ally,” conceived as the Allied
antiaircraft gunner.14 Such augmentation did not simply make humans both more
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powerful and more vulnerable. Despite—or perhaps because of—the division of world
societies into groups of competing nations, the transformation of human beings through
cybernetics also made them much more interrelated and thus less able to say where
the “self ” ended and “others” began.

This newfound interrelation between human beings fostered by cybernetic theory
also led to new problems. Suspicious of the military direction of scientific research in
the context of World War II as well the corporate and cold war concerns that directed
scientific research and engineering in the United States in the early 1950s, Wiener warned
that, despite the ways it had enriched human beings, technological development also
possessed a semi-autonomous power and logic of its own—one that exceeded the abil-
ities of human beings to fully control and regulate it.

The hurrying up of the pace of science, owing to our active simultaneous search for all
means of attacking our enemies and of protecting ourselves, leads to ever-increasing
demands for new research. . . . This enemy may be Russia at the present moment,
but it is even more the reflection of ourselves in a mirage. To defend ourselves against
this phantom, we must look to new scientific measures, each more terrible than the
last. There is no end to this vast apocalyptic spiral.15

In the cold war situation of the 1950s, the flow of scientific and military information
tended to overcome all national boundaries or lines of demarcation, thereby promot-
ing an ever-intensifying arms race.16 It thus helped produce a situation in which what-
ever dangers science and technology could be imagined to create for a subject were
projected onto a feared enemy, whose explicit goals then became the subject’s com-
plete annihilation.

For Wiener, a human being viewed through the lens of cybernetics was a figure
that interrelated friend and enemy, self and other, because it was a form that revealed
human beings to be organisms that became what they were through learning and com-
munication. Human beings, according to Wiener, learned more and displayed more
adaptive behavior than any other animal, a condition that stood as the source of their
obvious strengths and position of dominance on the planet.17 Human identity, under-
stood cybernetically, did not consist of the matter out of which people were made—
the “stuff that abides,” as he put it—but the “patterns that perpetuate themselves,”
patterns that took the form of information that controlled functioning, memory, and
development.18 Information, the same medium that made human beings like com-
puters and machines, also made them more like one another. To view human beings
as cybernetic systems was thus to recognize their collaborative natures: they were indi-
viduals created through information exchange and implementation.

Wiener’s implicit concept of the cyborg—the human being as viewed from the
perspective of cybernetic theory—constitutes the first important definition of the figure
to be used in the following analyses. Conceived as essentially produced through infor-
mation and learning, as constantly modifying or transforming, as simultaneously more
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powerful and more vulnerable, as fundamentally interconnected with others and the
environment, and as regularly dividing the world into friends and enemies, Wiener’s
cyborg constituted a radically new vision of what it meant to be human. At the same
time, as N. Katherine Hayles has argued, despite its far-reaching implications for
human identity, Wiener did not intend for cybernetics to dismantle the traditional
concept of liberal humanist subject, understood as a free and rational subjectivity, self-
aware or present to itself, and free from signs of bodily difference (and hence univer-
sal).19 Such a subject, it was commonly believed, was autonomous; its agency, desire,
and will all stemmed from itself alone, and, furthermore, it owned itself and hence
could sell its labor. For this reason, there is a great tension in Wiener’s writings on
cybernetics and society between a vision of a new (less autonomous, less fully conscious,
and less clearly bounded) form of human existence and the traditional bourgeois un-
derstanding of that existence, a conceptualization of human identity that helped foster
the growth of science, technology, and capitalism since the sixteenth century. Although
the consequences of Wiener’s revisioning of human identity from the standpoint of
cybernetics would ultimately be sweeping, Wiener refused in his writings on cyber-
netics and society to draw the most radical conclusions.

Some of these conclusions were drawn in the annual conferences on cybernetics
sponsored by the Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation between 1946 and 1953.20 Others emerged
after the initial Wiener-inspired phase of cybernetics drew to a close. Rather than detail
the history of cybernetics, however, it seems more useful to isolate a later (explicit)
definition of the cyborg, which takes the initial (and implicit) concept of human iden-
tity viewed through the lens of cybernetics to extremes that Wiener and other research-
ers would have rejected. Responding to Wiener’s understanding of human identity, to
Clynes and Kline’s concept of the cyborg as an organism altered to live in space, and
to the great progress of cybernetics since World War II, Haraway developed a new,
more socially critical concept of the cyborg in the mid-1980s. According to Haraway,
the cyborg posed fundamental political questions. A creature of both “imagination
and material reality,” it reflected the postwar world and offered hints as to how human
beings might adapt themselves to better live in it.21 Helping reveal what it meant to
be human after Wiener’s second industrial revolution, the concept of the cyborg thus
allowed people to understand their complex relationships to the fundamental conflicts
that characterized contemporary global societies. In addition, the cyborg also func-
tioned as a figure for imagining new possibilities of life and interaction. Particularly
as developed by science fiction writers and filmmakers, it became an important means
for cultural practitioners to explore new forms of social existence, family life, sexual-
ity, economic relations, and selfhood.22

For Haraway, the cyborg defined a fundamentally hybrid form of human iden-
tity that undermined traditional distinctions between gender, race, and class.23 Fur-
thermore, the cyborg also broke down three crucial distinctions that had previously
defined the difference between humans and nonhumans. First, the cyborg broke down
the boundary between humans and animals.24 It helped, in other words, reveal that
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“language, tool use, social behavior, [and] mental events” were characteristics that
human beings shared with certain animals.25 Although the figure of the cyborg sug-
gested that human beings possessed highly advanced cognitive abilities, it also implied
that we were more animal-like than previously believed, more instinctual as well as
more open to control and cultivation. Second, the figure of the cyborg broke down
the boundary between organisms—both human or animal—and machines. Machines,
too, were more like humans and animals than was previously thought. As cybernet-
ics helped demonstrate, machines had languages, they could communicate with one
another, and they could learn. And because of this newly perceived complexity and
animation of machines, human beings seemed more automatic, mechanical, and “inert”
than ever before. Third, the cyborg broke down the boundary between the physical
and the nonphysical. The cyborg, in other words, was a creature of microelectronic
devices, a function of “signals, electromagnetic waves, a section of a spectrum.”26 Like
Wiener, Haraway thus emphasized that the cyborg was a creature that fundamentally
functioned through receiving, transmitting, and controlling information, a “substance”
that, because of the multiple media into which it could be translated, often appeared
to be insubstantial or noncorporeal. And these noncorporeal aspects of the cyborg often
made it seem uncanny, magical, mystical, or even monstrous.

Because the cyborg was a creature of information, it was subject to constant dis-
persal, transformation, and exchange. In the cybernetic societies of the 1980s and 1990s,
by which Haraway meant the advanced Western world as well as the non-Western
societies with which the West interacted, the

“integrity” or “sincerity” of the Western self gives way to decision procedures and
expert systems. . . . No objects, spaces, or bodies are sacred in themselves; any com-
ponent can be interfaced with any other if the proper standard, the proper code, can
be constructed for processing signals in a common language.27

The cyborg, in other words, was fundamentally defined by its ability to interface with
diverse—and often contradictory—systems that had the power to radically transform it.

Corresponding to the cyborg’s ability to interface in a multitude of different ways,
the physical and social environments in which the cyborg operated were becoming
increasingly porous—that is, designed to interrelate the cyborg with what was outside
its specific physical limits.28 The increase in environmental linkages that surrounded
and enabled the cyborg was the result of the radical growth of certain forms of tech-
nology. During the twentieth century, the outside or public world had entered into
the private home through the channels of the burgeoning mass media (e.g., newspa-
pers, radio, and television) at an unprecedented rate; in addition, individual control
was extended through such increasingly ubiquitous devices as typewriters, telegraphs,
shortwave radios, telephones, and various forms of public and private transportation.
Then, beginning in the 1980s, with personal computers and the development of dig-
ital information networks, the connections between human beings and their outside
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worlds were exponentially increased. These new two-way devices of mass communica-
tion and control allowed people to exercise more and more influence on their environ-
ments while bringing the world and other people into the home, thereby permitting
greater and greater incursions into private life. At the same time, human beings began
to be identified and quantified in terms of an increasingly variegated array of systems
that defined their rights, obligations, and functions, as well as the very materials out
of which they were composed, a process that simultaneously enabled and controlled
them. Our “natures” as workers, citizens, consumers, family members, and medical
and legal subjects, in other words, afforded us more and more power in the world (e.g.,
through different types of law and through specific products and information tech-
nologies designed for particular classes of consumers). At the same time, however, our
increasingly differentiated natures also created a situation in which the integrity of
both our bodies and our minds was destroyed. More and more, our various personal
and social “roles” could intrude on one another and come into conflict, and our bod-
ies could become subject to incompatible demands (as when, in the case of a profes-
sional athlete, the criteria for peak performance and basic human health diverged).

The cyborg’s increasing ability to interface with its environment, which helped
bring about the twentieth-century subject’s fragmentation, also helped produce a new
form of labor market, a “homework economy,” in which “a strongly bimodal social
structure” existed.29 On one side were the cyborg laborers, “the masses of women and
men of all ethnic groups, but especially people of color, confined to a homework econ-
omy, illiteracy of several varieties, and general redundancy and impotence, controlled
by high-tech repressive apparatuses ranging from entertainment to surveillance and
disappearance.”30 On the other were the highly specialized cybernetic workforces, the
technological–industrial elite, located primarily in the United States and Europe. Sup-
ported by the world’s entertainment industries as well as various modern governments
and businesses, the homework economy “feminized” labor (in that it often put men out
of work and made all its subjects increasingly vulnerable) and created ever-increasing
disparities of wealth and power.

Like Wiener, Haraway emphasized the fundamentally ambivalent nature of the
cyborg and the global situation that it represented. Haraway’s theorization, however,
went far beyond that of Wiener in her emphasis on the cyborg as the “other”—the
cyborg, in other words, as a woman, as a person of color, as a homosexual, as an out-
sider, or as a monster. For Haraway, the manifestations of the cyborg as various forms
of other stood in sharp contrast to traditional Western conceptions of bourgeois, petit
bourgeois, or even worker subjects in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century societies.
Because the cyborg as other revealed the effects of patriarchal and nationalist domina-
tion as well as alternative modes of existence formed in resistance to cybernetic ex-
ploitation and coercion, it disclosed the cyborg’s libratory political potential. Inspired
in part by feminist science fiction, Haraway’s cybernetic outsiders made “very problem-
atic the statuses of man or woman, human, artifact, member of a race, individual entity,
or body.”31 And such cyborgs became, for Haraway, important symbols of noncoercive
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hybrid identity, “a kind of disassembled and reassembled, postmodern collective and
personal self.”32 They were figures, in other words, that suggested the collaborative
nature of human identity—the fact that human self-understanding always existed in
a dialectic with multiple conceptions of collective or group belonging. In addition,
they suggested the “limits of identification,” namely, that because of such forces as the
unconscious and ideology, human self-understanding was always partial, and that to
best survive as a “self ” in today’s societies, it was necessary to recognize one’s multiple
affiliations.33 Such cyborgs revealed an understanding of both self and society that tol-
erated—even welcomed—difference, an understanding that did not insist on a com-
mon origin or nature, let alone a master narrative or theory.34

Haraway’s concept of the cyborg has been extremely influential—particularly in
cultural studies. Even today, as the first decade of the twenty-first century draws to 
a close, Haraway’s conceptualization is often employed without criticism or revision;
its close associations with “postmodernism” and the “posthuman,” concepts ripe for
critique, have obscured its possible contradictions. Perhaps the greatest problem with
Haraway’s nonetheless extremely insightful formulation is its level of generality or in-
clusiveness. Because of the way Haraway defines the cyborg, almost every creature in the
contemporary world, human or animal, can be seen to embody the concept. In addi-
tion, often because of its conjunction with the idea of postmodernism, the newness
of Haraway’s cyborg is perhaps overemphasized by some cultural theorists. (Haraway
is far more circumspect in this regard.) As Allison Muri has shown, many of the cen-
tral concepts associated with the cyborg go back at least as far as the seventeenth cen-
tury.35 For this reason, it is difficult to argue that the cyborg represents a radically new
form of human existence.

I take issue with the first problematic implication of Haraway’s concept of the
cyborg, its generality, somewhat later in this text. To overcome the second troubling
implication, however, it is useful to recall another aspect of Haraway’s cyborg, namely,
her contention that the figure is “a condensed image of both imagination and mate-
rial reality.”36 Like the various forms of (liberal humanist, bourgeois, petit bourgeois,
and worker) subject mentioned above, the cyborg is a conceptual abstraction. First
formulated to isolate and define what was perceived to be an important phenomenon
in the material world (i.e., technologically augmented human beings and animals), it
was—and remains—as much an imaginative construction as a literal image or copy of
something that exists in reality. For this reason, the cyborg continues to be a concept
that can be either accepted or rejected or, as is often the case with speculative concepts,
criticized, debated, and accepted only with subsequent modifications. The “reality” of
the concept of the cyborg is thus a function of the number of people who subscribe
to it at any given time, a group that has increased during the twentieth century (which
is not to say that the cyborg does not exist in reality). Just because more and more peo-
ple acknowledge that cyborgs exist in the contemporary moment, however, does not
entail that the figure is radically new. Earlier formulations, we could just as easily say,
existed with less general acceptance even before the Industrial Revolution—a position
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supported by the historical record. Understood in this way, what has changed is the
degree to which the cyborg is experienced as an intersubjective phenomenon. More
people today accept the cyborg as a conceptual model that reveals something funda-
mental about both themselves and their rapidly transforming worlds than was the case
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The cyborg, we are coming to realize, has
been with us for a long time, but it is only today that it appears in such great num-
bers and with the intersubjective agreement of so many different observers.

As suggested by Wiener’s and Haraway’s divergent concepts of the cyborg, the
cyborg today possesses a long and at times contradictory conceptual history. By iso-
lating the cyborg’s conceptual poles as defined by these two thinkers, however, the
figure’s intellectual range and diversity can be demarcated without a longer presenta-
tion of the concept’s history. Although both Wiener and Haraway defined the cyborg
as a contradictory organism, a hybrid figure that connects possibility with trauma, self
with other, and friend with enemy, Wiener presented a much more liberal, mechanical,
and “bounded” view than Haraway, whose view of the cyborg was much more radi-
cal, open-ended, and “networked.” As I demonstrate, the Berlin Dada artists made rep-
resentations that can be seen as coming closer to either view, although the chronology
of the Dada cyborgs does not indicate any kind of a conceptual development from
one to the other. And by using these two models as schema to examine and organize
visual art in the late 1910s and 1920s, I show that the many concepts, visual precedents,
and social forces that helped produce the flowering of cyborgian imagery in Berlin Dada
art together formed a significant cultural trajectory focused on reimagining human
identity in Germany during the first few decades of the twentieth century.

A third model is presented in subsequent chapters, one that can be easily associ-
ated with—and enrich—either one of the two initial models (as forms of hybrid iden-
tity). This third model concentrates on the cyborg as a type of perceptual locus or
framework. Corresponding to the development of the concept since the mid-1990s, this
model has been used to delineate and explain how our senses have been transformed
through different forms of technological prostheses and through the mass media. It is
a model that, for example, seeks to explain how telepresence—literally, the sense of
remote presence created by means of such tele-operation systems as robot arms that
allow people to manipulate objects and materials at a distance—and telerobotics, the
higher-level control of proxy robotic systems to explore and manipulate environments
without the wide spectrum of sensory feedback characteristic of telepresence, change
our inward sense of our body’s boundaries and capabilities.37 It is also a model that
attempts to define how film and radio have extended our abilities to see and hear while
transforming our modes of attention and developing within us increased capacities to
both attend to and synthesize multiple avenues of sensation. Since the transformation
of perception in the context of modern urban experience was discussed extensively in
the first three decades of the twentieth century, and certain Dadaist representations of
cyborgs seem to refer to these discourses, this model of the cyborg is developed at greater
length in the context of analyzing specific works.
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Dada Cyborgs: Hybridity, Primitivism, and Identity

The cyborg is not a subject that is usually explored in the context of Berlin Dada art.
Today, the movement is recognized primarily for its montage-based aesthetic strate-
gies such as assemblage and photomontage, techniques that located the creation of art
in juxtaposing preexisting, often mass-produced materials. Because the Berlin Dadaists
are generally viewed as members of the historical avant-garde, their strategies have
been primarily acknowledged for the transformative effect they had on the position
and function of modern art in Europe in the early twentieth century. It is only more
recently that the subjects that the Berlin Dadaists treated—and the social, political,
and psychological issues that were represented—have come under scrutiny.38

By suggesting that a particular subject, the cyborg as a figure of modern hybrid
identity, was central to the practices of the Berlin Dada artists, I do not wish to de-
emphasize the tremendous critical effects of Berlin Dada art, the radical shocks that
it first created through its (momentary) negations of meaning and its seeming destruc-
tion of all hitherto-existing Western conceptions of art during the early interwar
period. Understood as “anti-art,” Dada was recognized as “ending” modern art by re-
vealing art’s institutions and exposing the groundlessness of artists’ authority. Still, by
suggesting that a particular subject was also important to the Berlin Dada artists, I
wish to identify a characteristic of the historical avant-garde that has yet to be given
the attention it deserves: namely, its radical identity politics. Since the 1960s, the
montage- and media-based aesthetics of the historical avant-garde have once again
become popular in contemporary art. As I argue here, the historical avant-garde also
anticipates the contemporary moment through its radical practices of imagining new
forms of nonbourgeois, hybrid identity.

The terms hybrid and hybridity have been rightly criticized by postcolonial theory
for their suitability to racist discourse as well for their assumption of originally “pure”
or unmixed states, generally of a racial, sexual, or national nature.39 By here arguing
for linkages between the idea of hybrid identity and a cybernetic conception of the
subject, however, I wish to suggest that it is possible to exclude these problematic
assumptions. The cybernetic conception of (hybrid) human identity defines it as a
process in which different forms of self-identification or allegiance encounter and trans-
form one another without any one of them becoming dominant. In its more radical
forms, which appear in some but not all of the Berlin Dadaists’ productions, hybrid
identity not only defines “race,” “gender,” “class,” and “nation” to be nonbinding,
nonessential properties but also acknowledges the broader interconnections that human
beings share with animals, machines, and their environments. Although this concep-
tualization suggests that many—if not most—forms of human identity are ultimately
hybrid (and thus that hybridity is not solely a characteristic of “minority” or “post-
colonial” identities), it does not imply that a person’s relationship to the various forms
of “otherness” that help produce that person is the same for all human beings. As
such, it acknowledges that identity is not freely chosen and that ideology and unequal 
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positions of power play a significant role in developing specific subjectivities. This defi-

nition of hybridity accords with recent usages of the term, and I employ it here to link
the Weimar cyborg with contemporary debates about human identity.40

Another reason why the term hybrid identity is used here has to do with its rela-
tionship to primitivism. As it is generally employed within the history of modern art,
“primitivism” refers to the appropriation of non-Western artistic forms, styles, and sub-
jects by European artists beginning in the last two decades of the nineteenth century.41

Although its roots go back to romanticism, primitivism in modern visual art is often
thought to begin with such artists as Paul Gauguin and Vincent van Gogh.42 Influ-
enced by the critique of modernity, Western rationality, and Enlightenment thought
that gathered momentum during the nineteenth century, these artists—as well as Pablo
Picasso and the fauvist and German expressionist artists who were in various ways
influenced by the first generation of primitivists—turned to sources outside the imme-
diate Western tradition to break with the late-nineteenth-century academic and mod-
ern traditions of visual representation. Intending to make a more direct, personal, and
expressive form of art, they appropriated forms and subjects from various sources,
including—depending on the artist under consideration—contemporary Asian, Afri-
can, and Oceanic cultures as well as Gothic and ancient art (e.g., that of Egypt or
Iberia) and the art of children. In terms of form, late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century primitivism distorted “realistic” color, scale, perspective, and three-dimensional
space, which focused the viewer’s attention on the artwork’s formal and material qual-
ities; it developed an often gestural or rhythmic handling of line and form that was
understood to suggest emotional or “spiritual” states; and it adopted earlier forms of
artistic and folk art media (e.g., the woodcut and “reverse-painted glass”). In terms of
subjects, it led to the development of a “primitive” iconography that included rural
religious ceremonies, nude figures in Arcadian landscapes, tribal artifacts, and non-
European figures. In addition, traditional Western subjects such as women and chil-
dren were deployed in new ways to convey primitivist philosophies.

The relationship of the Dada artists to primitivism was complex. The Berlin Dada-
ists were most directly influenced by the German expressionist art made by the “Bridge”
(Die Brücke) and the “Blue Rider” (Der Blaue Reiter) groups. Although in many ways
the expressionists’ “influence” on the Dadaists consisted of the Dadaists rejecting every-
thing that the expressionists stood for, this was nonetheless a form of influence, since
a number of the Dadaists’ stylistic, iconographic, and material choices were direct
inversions of expressionist precedents. That the Berlin Dadaists chose to attack expres-
sionism is not surprising. Expressionism was the most important modern art move-
ment in Germany in the decade that immediately preceded the emergence of the Dada
groups, and it appeared to many to be the dominant style in the immediate postwar
context. In part influenced by the broad and contradictory tradition of “cultural crit-
icism” in Germany, which criticized modern urban life and often valorized rural agri-
cultural existence, the various members of the different expressionist groups sought in
divergent ways to incorporate aspects of African, Indian, and Oceanic art—as well as
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German folk art and the German Gothic tradition—into their works to create more
direct and spiritual forms of expression.43 In addition, as Jill Lloyd has argued in rela-
tionship to the Brücke group, these artists were also strongly affected by the influx of
African art into Germany as a result of colonial activity as well as the representation
of the primitive in various forms of popular culture, including books and magazines,
cabaret performances, and other forms of urban entertainment.44 Embodying both
conservative and revolutionary aspects, the primitivism of the German expressionists
criticized the dominant values of Western bourgeois society while potentially also pro-
moting false and reified ideas about non-Western cultures.45

Although the Berlin Dadaists claimed to reject the German expressionists’ art and
philosophies in their entirety, in actual practice the Dadaists rejected only certain aspects
of expressionism while continuing others. This ambivalent attitude is visible in the
Dadaist attitude to primitivism. The Dadaists heaped scorn on the expressionists’ desire
to achieve forms of subjective or “spiritual” expression through their art, and the Dada-
ist recourse to nontraditional forms of art making—for example, photomontage and
assemblage strategies—can be seen as rejecting the expressionists’ emphasis on tradi-
tional artistic materials (e.g., painting, sculpture, and printmaking) and their valoriza-
tion of the artist’s “hand” or gesture as a key way to express their subjective attitudes
toward what they depicted. In addition, the Dadaists’ focus on mechanical imagery
can also be seen as a reaction to the expressionists’ stress on organic forms. At the same
time, however, the Dadaists seemed to continue aspects of the expressionists’ primi-
tivism in that certain types of Dada production suggest a belief that non-Western
forms could help them achieve a more direct relationship to the shapes and practices
of modern life. This can be seen, for example, in Richard Huelsenbeck’s incorpora-
tion of African-inspired sounds and rhythms into his poetry in the late 1910s as well
as Raoul Hausmann’s abstract sound poetry, which attempted to break down com-
municative language to achieve a more direct form of expression. In addition, it can
also be seen in Hannah Höch’s turn to a tribal iconography to explore hybrid forms
of identity.

As Nikos Papastergiadis has argued, hybridity is intimately related to primitivism.46

Because of its roots in nineteenth-century scientific and colonialist discourse, hybrid-
ity was initially defined in terms of a mixing between Europeans and non-European
“others,” an understanding later absorbed into the concept of primitivism in art. Be-
cause of their conflicted relationship to artistic primitivism, it is thus not surprising
that the Dadaists would have wrestled with ideas of hybridity and, moreover, that they
would have reevaluated hybridity as something positive in distinction to how it was
originally assessed—namely, as weak, debased, or sick—in the discourse of nineteenth-
century “scientific” racism. Like the cyborg, hybridity is a subterranean concept in
Berlin Dada art. Although the Dadaists did not employ the term in their statements
and writings, it seems to have informed a significant amount of their production—
something that appears in their art as well as in the intellectual and cultural milieu in
which it was formed.
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Like hybridity, “identity” is also a problematic term. One assumption of this book
is that the explosion of visual representations of cyborgs during the Weimar Repub-
lic was prepared by the vast reworking of the concept of the subject in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. In particular, the reconceptualizations of what it meant to be
human carried out by Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund Freud helped
prepare a horizon of ideas in Germany that undermined any idea of a stable human
essence. Thus, when the Berlin Dadaists presented the cyborg as representing a new
form of hybrid modern “identity,” they were influenced by a wide variety of concep-
tual systems already in place in their culture that modeled subjectivity as cyborgian,
that is, as systematic, constructed, and mutable. Although the theoretical systems that
various cultural practitioners cited in their works were different (as were their degrees
of access to the same cultural systems), they were all fundamentally engaged with
reimagining what it meant to be human in the modern world.47

As I use it here, the term identity indicates the new conceptions of human sub-
jectivity that emerged in the twentieth century. Central to the concept of identity are
the ideas that human beings are—to a greater or lesser degree—socially constructed
and that people are all syntheses of individual and collective elements. One way to
understand this concept of identity—as well as the relationship between identity and
visual images—is to briefly approach it via aspects of Freud’s conceptual system, an
evolving network of ideas with which a number of Berlin Dada artists were familiar
at different stages of its development. As Freud defined it in 1921, “identification” (Iden-
tifizierung) was, in the first place, the earliest expression of an infant’s emotional tie
to another person.48 In addition, identification was also the psychological process
whereby the developing ego fashioned itself after an idealized model, an open-ended
activity wherein the subject adjusted to reality and learned to make sexual object choices
and other forms of life-determining decisions.49 An “ego ideal” (Ich-Ideal) —a concept
that Freud would later subsume under the “superego” (das Über-Ich)—was the source
of an ego’s potentialities for self-observation, moral conscience, dream censorship, and
repression. It arose from the child’s original narcissism and feelings of self-sufficiency,
and it responded to all the demands that the environment made on the ego.50 And by
creating an ego ideal on the basis of a series of identifications, the child ultimately
became a developed person.

According to Freud, “identification” was thus a psychological process whereby the
developing subject incorporated an aspect of another person and thereby transformed
itself according to the model that this idealized other provided. The subject’s person-
ality—who and what a person was as an individual—was the result of the series of
identifications that it made as it grew up. And because the subject constituted its sense
of self by assimilating different aspects of others with which it interacted in its envi-
ronment, its images of both itself and others were central to this process. Although
the Berlin Dada artists were clearly not aware of Freud’s later concept of identification
when they first developed their cyborgian imagery, their focus on the body in their
art and their interest in representing nontraditional forms of human existence suggest
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that their cyborgs were developed with something similar in mind. Dadaist represen-
tations of cyborgs, in other words, were presented as potential ego ideals—images of
alternative forms of existence that could provoke their audiences to rethink who and
what they were. Although they were for the most part presented to adults whose per-
sonalities were fully formed, the Dada cyborgs were designed to inspire their specta-
tors to question both selfhood and society. In a review of the “First International Dada
Fair” from July 1920, Adolf Behne, an art and architecture critic largely sympathetic
to the Berlin Dada movement, seemed to acknowledge this Dadaist desire to encour-
age new forms of self-understanding in the context of an uncertain and inexplicable
present. “‘Know yourself ’—this is the wisdom of Dada,” he wrote. “Give up the past.
Give up the future. Know yourself . . . today!”51 The Dada cyborg helped the Dadaists
and their audiences reflect on the changes in how they thought, acted, perceived, and
existed as a result of technology’s impact on their bodies and minds, and it also allowed
them to imagine how to cope with and integrate these alterations so as to better exist
in the modern world.

This book examines the figure of the cyborg in Berlin Dada art through specific
artworks. Chapter 1 introduces the Berlin Dada movement as a whole by examining
its historical origins as well as the journals, performances, happenings, and media hoaxes
central to its definition and dissemination. By exploring the less well-known media
through which the Berlin Dadaists made art, we can better understand their funda-
mental engagement with questions of the body, the mass media, and everyday life—
issues that subtended their development of the image of the cyborg in their photo-
montages and assemblages. Through its focus on their performances and literary activ-
ities, this chapter balances the account of Berlin Dada in the subsequent chapters,
which concentrate primarily on visual art. In this way, it avoids an important prob-
lem that has marred some recent studies of Berlin Dada, namely, an overemphasis on
the Dadaists’ visual productions at the expense of their other art-making practices.

Chapter 2 presents the Dadaist representation of the cyborg through an extended
analysis of a single photomontage, Höch’s 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 of Germany] (1919–20). In
this photomontage, one of the most iconic works of the Berlin Dada movement, Höch
presented her vision of the radical forces transforming postwar Germany: developments
in art, politics, and the mass media that directly inspired the Dadaists’ reevaluation of
traditional forms of human identity. The complex signifying strategies characteristic
of Dadaist photomontage, Cut with the Kitchen Knife reveals, were developed as a cor-
rective to the more straightforward and propagandistic signifying strategies of the
German culture industry, in particular, those employed in its illustrated books and
magazines. After discussing Cut with the Kitchen Knife as a form of political discourse
and the rise of the mass media during the Weimar Republic, this chapter concludes by
analyzing the cyborg as a figure that embodies new modes of sensing and compre-
hending created by technology’s impact on the various organs of human perception.
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Chapter 3 examines Hausmann’s representation of the cyborg in photomontages
and caricatures. Through analyzing the “anti-Freudian” psychoanalytic theories that
informed his—and perhaps also Höch’s—development of the image of the cyborg as
a representation of hybrid identity, I argue that Hausmann’s poetry and performance
practices of 1918 and 1919 prepared the ground for the cybernetic imagery that became
prevalent in his caricatures, photomontages, and assemblages of 1920. Hausmann used
the cyborg to create provocative portraits representing Dadaist artists with whom he felt
connected as well as hated enemies whom he sought to discredit. In addition, in sev-
eral self-portraits, he also presented himself as a cyborg, suggesting that he saw the figure
as a means of artistic self-fashioning. Evoking Weiner’s conceptualization of the cyborg,
Hausmann’s representations of mechanically augmented men examined the transfor-
mation of vision and hearing in the context of modern life, and they presented the
cyborg as a new form of spectator who bridged the traditional separation between cre-
ators and consumers of images.

Chapter 4 investigates representations of cyborgs in the works of George Grosz,
John Heartfield, Otto Dix, and Rudolf Schlichter against a backdrop of German
material culture produced during World War I. If Hausmann and Höch most clearly
represent the Dadaist use of the cyborg as a positive form of self-portraiture and artis-
tic self-fashioning, then the artists treated in this chapter demonstrate how the cyborg
was also used to criticize modes of identity that the Dada artists rejected. The author-
itarian subject was a form of German identity that supported the war and the old
authoritarian social and political order, a form of identity typically represented through
photographs and photomontages of armored male soldiers. By showing how the Dada
artists attempted to expose this mode of subjectivity through the figure of the cyborg,
I demonstrate that they were not simply engaged in imagining new forms of identity
but also involved in undermining those forms that they believed to be destructive. A
central aspect of this critical or deconstructive project in Dada art was the evocation
of the new forms of sensation and bodily experience produced through the trauma of
mechanized conflict. To deconstruct the authoritarian ideology, these Dadaists, in other
words, used their representations to attack their spectators’ bodies.

Finally, chapter 5 investigates the representations of cyborgs in Höch’s photo-
montages. Höch created the most radical representations of cyborgs to be found in
Berlin Dada art. Much more than any of the other Dadaists, Höch explored how the
cyborg challenged traditional notions of gender and race. As a result, her work comes
closest to contemporary definitions of the cyborg such as Haraway’s. By situating
Höch’s images of hybrid figures—cyborgs in the broad sense of the term—against a
backdrop of German debates over sexuality, race, and female empowerment, the cyborg,
I demonstrate, was strategically employed to promote both social and political change.
By acknowledging the developing technological network in which human beings
were enmeshed, Höch’s photomontages, in other words, potentially promoted aware-
ness about the new dangers and possibilities affecting human development in the
interwar period.
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Method

In terms of method, this book was inspired by the tradition of cultural theory and
criticism that was central to twentieth-century German critical theory. The founders
of this cultural tradition within critical theory were such thinkers as Georg Simmel, Sieg-
fried Kracauer, and Walter Benjamin—theoreticians who, in various ways, attempted
to illuminate the experience of modernity in urban life. All three shared an early-
twentieth-century desire to define what was most characteristic of their contemporary
moment.52 Apprehensive about the triumph of Western rationality, science, social plan-
ning, and technology, they analyzed culture in terms of what it suggested about human
development socially and psychologically. Through various critical studies, these
thinkers argued that specifically modern, social–psychological traits and problems could
be discerned in both high and popular culture: traits and problems that helped explain
the social and political turmoil of their time.53 At the heart of the critical–theoretical
practice of these thinkers—particularly Benjamin and Kracauer—was an allegorical
mode of reading the world: a method of analyzing fragments of modern life so that
they disclosed larger oscillating networks or constellations of meaning. By rejecting
all concepts of totality, that is, ideas of hierarchically organized and integrated mean-
ingful wholes, in favor of the notion of “constellation”—“a juxtaposed rather than inte-
grated cluster of changing elements that resist reduction to a common denominator,
essential core, or generative first principle,” as Martin Jay put it—these cultural theor-
ists acknowledged the play of difference and signification that characterized all cultural
analysis.54 Thereby they recognized the fundamentally dialectical nature of all meaning
and representation: the fact that all significant formulations, no matter how tightly
integrated and coherent, contained inconsistencies and hence the seeds of their own
overcoming and reformulation. For this reason, they maximized contradiction by
analyzing both art and mass culture in a negatively dialectical fashion: namely, as simul-
taneous sources of social–psychological conflict and potential revolutionary newness.

Later figures in this tradition of cultural criticism were Theodor W. Adorno, Max
Horkheimer, and Peter Bürger, thinkers who examined either art or mass culture in
the context of a sociological and political analysis of modern consumer capitalism. In
separate works, Adorno and Bürger analyzed the forms, meanings, and effects of avant-
garde art, which they defined as the various types of Western visual art, literature, and
music that broke radically from the traditions of the West in the first few decades of
the twentieth century.55 The “nonorganic” nature of the avant-garde work of art (its
character as a set of juxtaposed—or montaged—fragments not unified or made whole
by an overarching structure or meaning), they argued, potentially helped its audiences
imagine new, less hegemonic modes of private and public existence. Together, Hork-
heimer and Adorno analyzed both art and mass culture in terms of a “dialectic of
enlightenment.”56 Although art could potentially criticize the status quo, mass cul-
ture—“the culture industry,” as they called it—inevitably perpetuated ideologies favor-
able to industrial capitalism.
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Although Benjamin’s thinking is the primary point of reference for this study, I
also draw on the other theorists mentioned above. Simmel had a major impact on Ben-
jamin and Kracauer, and they emulated Simmel’s strategy of discovering fundamental
forces and characteristics of modernity in the surface phenomena of everyday modern
life.57 Benjamin, Kracauer, Horkheimer, and Adorno, moreover, all lived through the
Weimar Republic and were directly affected by its art and visual culture. Their various
writings on modern culture and society are, in many ways, attempts to understand
the contradictions of modern life that they experienced during the interwar period in
Germany. Finally, Bürger’s concept of the historical avant-garde is useful because it
attempts to situate Dadaism historically.

The debt that this book owes to the cultural tradition in German critical theory
is manifold. The following analyses share this tradition’s overall practice of focusing
on particular examples, “individual moments,” and finding in them “the crystal of the
total event,” as Benjamin put it.58 In addition, it shares the critical theorists’ affinity for
montage as their primary structuring principle: to fit one’s analyses of art and culture
into dialectical constellations, frameworks that extend, amplify, and begin to transform
the conjoined works’ various associations. Furthermore, this book has adopted one of
the critical theorists’ overall projects, that is, thinking through the evolving relation-
ship between (fine) art and mass culture in the twentieth century. Similarly, its analy-
ses—like theirs—range from the critique of ideology as embodied in particular works
to demonstrating certain forms of historical truth content in others. Ultimately, how-
ever, this study draws most from Benjamin’s work because, by focusing on the image
of the cyborg, it aims to “brush history against the grain” in the sense of the phrase
that he gave it: namely, to focus on the past through present concerns, thereby reveal-
ing forgotten aspects of cultural history that can potentially get people to rethink cur-
rent social and cultural development.59 At the same time, however, this book diverges
from Benjamin’s thinking and that of the others in several important ways. Unlike the
tradition of critical theory, it posits no outside to capitalism, no ideal of a socialist
utopia as either a possibility or a hope. In addition, it rejects any simple equation of
art with truth and mass culture with ideology; instead, it seeks to understand differ-
ent cultural productions nonhierarchically as works designed for specific audiences and
functions.

From the perspective of art historical method, the following analyses also employ
traditional art historical practices, such as formal analysis, biography, social history,
and the analysis of a work’s contemporaneous critical reception. Indeed, there is noth-
ing in the critical projects of Benjamin and the other German cultural critics that would
invalidate these approaches so long as they are separated from simple models of author-
ship and progressive historical development and exempted from the requirement—
characteristic of certain forms of art historical discourse—to minimize contradiction.
In addition, although the focus on the cyborg may at first glance seem like iconographic
analysis, this concentration actually entails inverting traditional iconographic method.
It is generally the case in art history that a textual source is sought for an image. The
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art historian establishes the work’s “true” meaning through a written tradition that pre-
dates it; without the preexisting text, the interpreter’s reading is suspect. By choosing
images that predate the texts, this book offers a counterexample to this problematic
assumption inherent in traditional forms of iconographic method. The intention is not
to suggest that iconography is invalid or problematic today—a charge frequently heard
in modern and contemporary art history and criticism—but to open up the method
of iconography by eliminating its most problematic assumption.60 Furthermore, by
reversing iconographic analysis, this book does not seek to create a causal argument
and suggest that Weimar culture inspired the concept of the cyborg. Such an argu-
ment would be patently false. Instead, this book argues that a common set of concerns
existed both in art and in other fields of culture since the 1920s. These concerns grew
up in multiple domains, and they developed as a result of both disciplinary and inter-
disciplinary pressures. By resisting all “one-way” accounts of cultural influence, the
following analyses insist that cultural historians and critics must remain open to mul-
tiple avenues of transmission—a position that strict forms of iconographic analysis
might seem to deny.

Finally, although this book insists on bringing the question of subject matter once
again to the center of the study of twentieth-century art—an insistence that certain
forms of modernist art history and criticism would find objectionable—it should be
noted that subject matter is not treated here at the expense of form. Although the cen-
trality of representation to twentieth-century art has to some extent been obscured by
the historical dominance of formalist models of modernism in art history and criticism
after World War II, it is impossible to correct this imbalance by simply inverting it.
Instead, what was most significant about the representational trajectories characteris-
tic of twentieth-century art were how form and content were brought into relation-
ship with one another and how new modes of complex signification developed as a
result. In advanced forms of representational practice, form and content merge to the
extent that they are inseparable, and thus to understand representation in the twenti-
eth century, neither aspect can be ignored.

Modernism, Postmodernism, and the Historical Avant-Garde

As suggested by the discussion of method above, by using the cyborg as a lens through
which to interrogate Dada art, this text engages with questions of modernism, post-
modernism, and the historical avant-garde, periodizing concepts that now need fur-
ther clarification. In art history and art criticism today, “modernism” is generally taken
to indicate the transformation in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Western
painting and sculpture whereby various artists systematically negated their represen-
tational traditions and developed new forms of abstract signification. These changes
led in at least two different directions. First, modernism influenced certain artists to
examine and criticize the various myths of self and world to which bourgeois society
subscribed. Second, it inspired others to examine perception and later the media of
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painting and sculpture. Although many modern artists tended in their art toward one
of these two main trajectories, a number of them performed both examinations at the
same time.

Postmodernism was not recognized in art history until the 1980s, but the concept
was soon retrospectively projected back into the 1960s.61 It was generally supposed to
indicate the “overturning” of modernism understood as formalism and abstraction in
painting and sculpture (modernism in the second sense of the term outlined above).
In practice, this meant a turn to media other than traditional painting or sculpture as
well as to producing art that was once again representational and that criticized—either
implicitly or explicitly—such modernist values as newness, originality, subjectivity,
expression, and presence. In addition, postmodernism seemed to reject the modernist
focus on interrogating the properties of specific media treated in isolation from one
another. Instead, it embraced heterogeneity in art (i.e., the mixing of multiple media
in a single work) and affirmed the idea of visual art’s interconnectedness with other
forms of modernist (and premodernist) art and mass culture, such as literature, music,
poetry, theater, photography, and film. Finally, postmodernism supposedly represented
an overthrow of the nationalistic and patriarchal ideals of the West, and promoted a
new responsiveness to questions of multiculturalism, gender, and the environment.

Problems with these two general concepts arise when modernism and postmodern-
ism are treated as opposites. No matter how perceptual or formalist twentieth-century
modernism became, it continued to produce significant innovations in narrative and
iconography. Twentieth-century modernism, in other words, continued to have rep-
resentational aspects, which became more complex over time, thus perpetuating the
above-mentioned first trajectory: modernism as the examination and critique of bour-
geois myths. Postmodern art, moreover, never fully gave up exploring perception and
the various media of artistic expression, and today, despite the explosion of represen-
tation and multimedia in art since the 1960s, important formalist art continues to be
produced. Such works are significantly different from formalist works produced before
World War I: first, because the artistic media being explored have become more plen-
tiful, and second, because the materials out of which “traditional” paintings and sculp-
tures are made have become considerably more diverse. In the twenty-first century, it
is thus simply impossible to claim, as some critics do, that we have somehow entered
a “postmodern” moment that has overcome “modernism.”

The traditional distinction between modernism and postmodernism becomes sig-
nificantly complicated by the concept of the historical avant-garde. According to this
concept, developed by Bürger and others, the historical avant-garde of the second,
third, and fourth decades of the twentieth century—the Dada, constructivist, and
surrealist movements, for example, as well as such authors as André Breton and in cer-
tain regards Bertolt Brecht—attempted to change art’s role in early-twentieth-century
society.62 Rejecting bourgeois aestheticism—modernism in the sense of formalism—
and its separation of the institution of art from contemporary life, the historical avant-
garde endeavored to break down the division between art and life created by the
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development of increasingly autonomous visual art in the second half of the nineteenth
century. As a result, avant-garde art was both formally and functionally different from
the modernist–aestheticist bourgeois art that preceded it. On a functional level, it drew
attention to the (social) institutions that defined, supported, and legitimated bour-
geois art in capitalist societies.63 And by provoking their audiences to reflect on art in
this way, the avant-garde artists hoped to get them to question the normative frame-
works that governed the existence and power of art in modern societies as well as to
develop innovative modes of human praxis inspired by the new art.64

In addition to radically transforming the conceptual basis of modern art, the his-
torical avant-garde also fundamentally transformed its forms, materials, and practices.
First, by radically widening the criteria as to what could count as art, the historical
avant-garde broke down all notions of teleology in relation to the historical develop-
ment of Western art.65 Radically different styles, practices, and media became equally
legitimate for the making of art, and works that combined heterogeneous styles and
media became more and more prevalent. Second, the avant-garde produced a new type
of artist unrestricted to a particular style, technique, or medium, who used the various
forms and strategies of the mass media to produce artworks.66 In addition, because
they were critical of the bourgeois myths of individual production and reception pro-
mulgated by aestheticism, the artists of the historical avant-garde turned more and
more to collaborative and collective artistic practices.67 Third, avant-garde works tended
more and more to emphasize montage.68 Often possessing only a partial or an incom-
plete unity, they required, in extreme cases, an engaged spectator or reader to bring
coherence to the work’s heterogeneous elements.69 And it was mainly by breaking
through the appearance of totality and negating unified form or subject matter that
avant-garde works got their brief and relatively ineffectual social–critical power: their
ability to expose art’s institutional structures and the spectator’s role in constructing
aesthetic and, by implication, social experience.70 Fourth, avant-garde works were much
more open to the external world than bourgeois modern art.71 The avant-garde artists’
submission to materials meant a radical loosening of art’s traditional boundaries and a
greater openness to both the outside world and the discourses from beyond the fine art
sphere. In addition, avant-garde artists also employed strategies of chance and autom-
atism to allow something external to imprint itself on the work: a trace of an other
variously understood to be objective, natural, unconscious, or even divine.72 Fifth,
avant-garde artists focused on the singular, thereby producing melancholy represen-
tations that implied both historical loss and the belief that reality could never be fully
conceptualized or shaped.73

As is today commonly argued, avant-garde art failed in many ways.74 Like mod-
ern art, it did not fundamentally transform capitalist–bourgeois society as it explicitly
promised to do. Instead, avant-garde techniques—among them appropriation and
montage—were adapted, first, for commercial purposes by the mass media and, later,
for propagandistic ends by fascist and totalitarian states.75 After World War II, for-
malism once again became dominant in the United States and Europe—in part, as a
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reaction to the co-optation of the original avant-garde. Slightly later, beginning in the
1960s, avant-garde modes of art making again became popular in both Europe and
the United States, and the new “neo-avant-garde” artworks were quickly assimilated
into the contemporary art market and museum system. As suggested by the reception
of the neo-avant-garde movements of the 1960s, works produced through avant-garde
methods quickly came to be treated as precious, autonomous objects, and as the sub-
sequent history of contemporary art since the 1970s reveals, neo-avant-garde art con-
tinues to flourish.

Bürger’s theory of the avant-garde has been rightly criticized for devaluing “neo-
avant-garde” art after World War II and overvaluing the “original” avant-garde break
from aestheticism.76 In addition, his theory does not adequately deal with how avant-
garde artists attempted to develop a novel form of subject matter—one that dealt with
the new forms of modern human identity and the problems of modern urban life—
a failure ignored by most of Bürger’s critics. However, because Bürger’s theory of avant-
garde art’s structural and formal characteristics has numerous parallels with what art
critics and historians today call “postmodern” art, Bürger’s account suggests that mod-
ernism was—and is—a radically broader phenomenon than many critics and histori-
ans would have it. Although, according to Bürger, the historical avant-garde defines
a break with modernism in the sense of formalism, the historical avant-garde’s failure
to radically change the institutional context of modern art suggests that avant-gardism
actually indicates yet another trajectory within modern art, one that can be seen as mod-
ifying modernism’s first trajectory, namely, the analysis and critique of bourgeois myths.

For this reason, it is better to understand avant-garde art as a mode of modern-
ism, albeit one that transformed modern art in different ways. In addition to radically
expanding the materials and media in and through which art could be made, the his-
torical avant-garde also explicitly recognized fine art’s fundamental interconnections
with mass culture—something that modern art alluded to and used, but which it also
attempted to disavow. The emergence of the historical avant-garde thus represented a
profound loss of innocence for the modern artist as well as a more mature under-
standing of modern art, one that saw it in dialogue with both mass culture and ideas
that came from outside bourgeois society and even outside the West. In addition, the
historical avant-garde also represented a turn to identity politics in art: the represen-
tation of alternative forms of subjectivity such as those evoked by the figure of the
cyborg.

Modern art, as art critics and art historians as diverse as Clement Greenberg and
T. J. Clark have argued, was a form of art that represented bourgeois society in crisis.
It was, as Clark so eloquently put it, an “aristocratic art in the age when the bour-
geoisie abandons its claims to aristocracy.”77 Modern art, in other words, was a type
of art that affirmed bourgeois values at a time when the bourgeoisie could not declare
its values openly but had to affirm them surreptitiously in the form of an attack on
bourgeois myths and ideals—a definition that fits modernism in both its formalist and
its myth-negating modes. Avant-garde art, in turn, was a response to the perceived
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bankruptcy of modern art—a response to the realization that modernism only pre-
tended to reject bourgeois culture and that it really perpetuated its ideals in the form of
partial negations. As a result, avant-garde art rejected modernist formalism—albeit not
completely—and, in addition to continuing central aspects of modernism’s first trajec-
tory (i.e., deconstructing bourgeois concepts of subjectivity and ideal forms of selfhood
through negating bourgeois myths), it added something new: the project of imagining
nonbourgeois forms of subjectivity more adequate to the modern world. As this book
argues, the imagining of new forms of human identity in response to the perceived
bankruptcy of the bourgeois ideology was a central aspect of the avant-gardism of the
Berlin Dada artists. And by examining this aspect in some detail, we can come to a bet-
ter understanding of the significance of the avant-garde and the neo-avant-garde today.

Moreover, because the historical avant-garde to a large extent anticipates the emer-
gence of postmodernism after World War II, focusing on the historical avant-garde from
the perspective of the present reminds us that the roots of the contemporary moment
lie in the early twentieth century. Instead of revealing a series of radical breaks—be-
tween modernism and the historical avant-garde, between the historical avant-garde
and the neo-avant-garde, and between modernism and postmodernism—the develop-
ment of modern art since the nineteenth century demonstrates a cyclical and variegated
character. Not only does modern art develop along multiple, sometimes interacting
routes, but its various “negations” of past styles, strategies, and practices were often
achieved by returning to those of a slightly earlier moment. Despite the rhetoric of
radicalism and decisive rupture characteristic of most modes of modern art from the
nineteenth century to today, continuities exist that suggest a plurality of overlapping
trajectories as opposed to a single linear development. These trajectories can perhaps
best be understood as strands of a rope that sometimes appear prominently on the
surface and sometimes remain hidden yet still necessary for the existence of the struc-
ture as a whole. Such a model of modern art does not do away with the possibility of
innovation but suggests that artistic development must be understood apart from over-
arching historical narratives (whether accounts of continuous progress toward a final
goal or end state, or descriptions of movement founded on the idea of radical episte-
mological shifts).

In addition, the influence of mass culture on the avant-garde and vice versa shows
cultural historians that the ever-intensifying dialectic between “high” and “low” cul-
ture that characterizes the present day is nothing new—a fact that has important impli-
cations. If, in other words, the emergence of the “historical avant-garde” manifests
many parallels with the subsequent emergence of “postmodernism,” then the initial
history of the avant-garde, the help it gave to the development of both consumer cul-
ture and the techniques of fascist and totalitarian propaganda and spectacle, should
signal what is at stake today. Although it was not achieved, the promise that the avant-
garde made to transform society is something that remains in the present. So, too, is
its eventual failure—the fact that the techniques that it developed served coercive rather
than libratory ends.
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In light of these two possibilities, my overall purpose in using the concept of the
cyborg to examine the art of the Berlin Dadaists is to reveal what I believe was most
promising about the avant-garde’s project in the early part of the twentieth century:
the faith that new forms of modern identity could be constituted through representa-
tion, modes of existence that would bring about social and political change. By bring-
ing to light a visual history leading to such contemporary concepts as the “divided
subject” or “hybrid identity,” this study shows how radical artists grappled with the
powerful forces of total war, the burgeoning mass media, and new forms of social and
political organization, and how they imagined ways in which human beings could best
reconstruct themselves in response to these forces. And by tracing out their creative
rejoinders as well as the social, visual, and intellectual traditions that fed into them,
we may be able to better understand today how art and other forms of visual culture
can help us—both conceptually and ethically—to evolve new and more balanced modes
of being and acting in a rapidly transforming, technologically mediated world.
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Like most studies of Berlin Dada to date, this book focuses on its visual productions.
Although this is to some extent to be expected—some of Berlin Dada’s most impor-
tant contributions are indeed its heterogeneous forms of visual art—this focus unfor-
tunately de-emphasizes Berlin Dada’s many magazines, performances, interventions
into everyday life, and disruptions of the public sphere. To balance the focus on visual
material in the subsequent chapters, here I introduce these various practices that—
taken together with the more famous photomontages and assemblages—help us see the
movement in a more balanced and accurate way. Examining the Berlin Dadaists’ jour-
nals, performances, happenings, and media hoaxes sets the stage for discussing their
representations of cyborgs. Not only did these practices predate many (if not most)
of the movement’s best-known photomontages and assemblages, but they also demon-
strate the Dadaists’ long-standing engagement with issues of the body, the mass media,
and everyday life—issues central to the cyborgian understanding of human identity
that subtends their visual practices.

The cyborg evokes the idea of a networked human being. It suggests, in other
words, that who and what we are have no organic limits; instead, the “self ” extends
into—and is distributed throughout—the world. Our essential natures, according to
this view, do not consist merely of our minds and bodies but, in addition, comprise
the various physical supplements through which we externalize aspects of our think-
ing, sensing, communicating, and acting. This understanding of the cyborg has two
vital implications. First, it means that human beings were always, in Andy Clark’s

1. Berlin Dada
Origins, Practices, and Institutions

Dada shows the world of 1920. Many will say: even 1920 is not so horrible.
This is how it is: the human being is a machine, culture is in shreds, 
education is arrogance, spirit is brutality, stupidity is the norm, and the
military is sovereign.

—adolf behne, “Dada” (1920)
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words, “natural-born cyborgs.” Since before the beginnings of recorded history, we
have always been “thinking and reasoning systems whose minds and selves are spread
across biological brain and nonbiological circuitry.”1 Second, this understanding of
the cyborg as a networked human being means that the mass media has played a cen-
tral role in transforming what it means to be human during the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries.2 By changing how we perceive others, the world, and ourselves, in other
words, the mass media also changes our identities. It makes us better multitaskers for
one, better able to attend to and synthesize multiple and discontinuous data streams,
but also perhaps more desensitized, colder and harder, on the one hand, and more
manipulable, excitable, and instinctive, on the other. For these reasons, an account of
the Berlin Dada movement that demonstrates its intense engagement with mass com-
munication is an important preliminary step when it comes to demonstrating Berlin
Dada’s development of the image of the cyborg as an embodiment of hybrid identity.
By examining the Dadaists’ use of various physical media to create art, I demonstrate
that, even before they turned to actually representing cyborgs in their photomontages
and assemblages, they were extremely cognizant of how (external) cultural productions
both produced and transformed a sense of self.

Another reason why the following general discussion of Berlin Dada helps set the
stage for discussing its cyborgian representations involves the cyborg’s relationship to
embodiment. Whether the cyborg ultimately needs a body has for several years now
been a topic of intense debate. While some accounts suggest that embodiment is not
central to the figure, others argue that the cyborg can never transcend its embodiment.3

For various reasons that will subsequently become clear, I agree with the latter position,
and an account of the body’s centrality in Berlin Dada performance helps reveal that
the Berlin Dada cyborg was an embodied cyborg. As suggested by both their public
performances and their more impromptu interventions into everyday life—their liv-
ing out a Dada lifestyle designed to help change both themselves and others in their
lifeworlds—the Berlin Dada artists understood the body to be a seat of appetite, instinct,
and passion. Because they sought to confront, examine, and criticize their nonrational
aspects through various forms of performance, a notion of the unconscious is central
to their understanding of what it meant to be human. For some, this idea of the
unconscious was derived from Freud. For others, it most probably came from a read-
ing of Nietzsche or through general cultural diffusion. At the same time, however, it
is important to recognize the centrality of the body to Berlin Dadaists and the way it
affected their understanding of what it meant to be human.

Origins

Berlin Dada was a loosely knit group of German artists, active between 1918 and the
early 1920s, whose members included Raoul Hausmann, Richard Huelsenbeck, George
Grosz, John Heartfield, Hannah Höch, and Johannes Baader. (In addition to this core
group, other figures associated with Berlin Dada included Wieland Herzfelde, Franz
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Jung, Walter Mehring, and, more tangentially, Otto Schmalhausen, Carl Einstein, Jefim
Golyscheff, Otto Dix, Georg Scholz, and Rudolf Schlichter.) The Berlin Dadaists were
not the first group of Dada artists—although Huelsenbeck, perhaps their most promi-
nent poet and theorist (and later a psychoanalyst in New York), was also a central mem-
ber of Zurich Dada, the collective that initially developed the term Dada.4 In addition,
the Berlin Dadaists did not originate the Dada themes of the mechanization of art,
the body, and consciousness, all of which go back to the proto-Dada activities of Mar-
cel Duchamp, Man Ray, and other artists in New York during the 1910s, which have
retrospectively been given the name “New York Dada.”5 The Berlin Dadaists, how-
ever, were the first group to fully appreciate the possibilities that Dadaist strategies
held for transforming art’s relationship to the mass media, and they were the first group
to apply these strategies to the practice of politics.

Berlin Dada’s extremely political nature was a consequence of the fact that it was
the first Dada group to be formed directly at the end of World War I, the world’s first
full-scale mechanized war, a conflagration, moreover, that had ended with the collapse
of the German monarchy.6 The war’s effects were much more apparent in Berlin than
they were in either New York or Zurich, and the question of Germany’s future as a
political and a social entity dominated both public and private discourse.7 For these
reasons, the Berlin Dadaists, who believed that their art had to orient itself toward
modern life, could not help but react to the political issues concerning their immedi-
ate moment.8 Their political nature also resulted from the fact that they operated amid
everyday social and political violence, a period of significant street fighting, political
assassinations, and mass strikes that witnessed, in 1920, a right-wing putsch against
the new government that nearly succeeded.9 Behind Dada’s political activism was the
perception that the German revolution had stalled—that, despite the overthrow of the
monarchy and the election of a social democratic government directly after the war,
the nationalistic and authoritarian forces that had led Germany to disaster in World
War I still ruled German society and politics. The Berlin Dadaists were eager to correct
this situation, and they desired to use art to accomplish this decidedly political end.10

In Berlin, the Dada response to nationalism and authoritarianism was to conduct
a wide-ranging war against multiple enemies—a war that caused the Dada artists to
exploit their position in the fine arts sphere by using their exhibitions in part as forums
for communist and anarchist political propaganda, and also to develop more popular
techniques of communication to bring their critical message to the developing Ger-
man mass audience of the time. Through cabaret-like performances, incendiary lectures,
confrontational poetry, noise concerts, spontaneous public happenings, media hoaxes,
magazines, journal articles, books, leaflets, caricatures, printed posters, assemblages, and
photomontages, as well as through more traditional forms of art such as drawings,
paintings, watercolors, and lithographs, the Dada artists attempted to bring their anti-
authoritarian lifestyle to a wider public audience. They thus practiced politics in a dual
sense: they criticized and attacked multiple enemies, and they promoted themselves
as new role models of antibourgeois existence.
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According to the official histories, Dada “began” in Germany on January 22, 1918,
when Huelsenbeck delivered his “First Dada Speech in Germany” as part of a literary
evening at I. B. Neumann’s Graphisches Kabinett in Berlin.11 For the most part, the
speech was a short account of the Zurich Dada movement. It stressed Dada’s inter-
nationalism, its roots in cubism and futurism (as well as its opposition to both move-
ments), and the various art-making strategies that it either developed or perfected. In
Zurich, Huelsenbeck reminisced,

we made a beautiful Negro music with rattles, wooden drumsticks, and many prim-
itive instruments. . . . In the Cabaret Voltaire [the performance and exhibition venue
that the Zurich Dadaists began in a bar in 1916], we first experimented with our own
Cubist dances, with masks by [Marcel] Janco and homemade costumes of colored
cardboard and spangles. Tristan Tzara, who today puts out Dadaist publications in
Zurich, invented the performance of the simultaneous poem for the stage, a poem
recited in various languages, rhythms, intonations, by several people at once. I in-
vented the concert of vowels and the bruitist poem, a mix of poem and bruitist music,
like that which the Futurists made famous with their Reveille of the Capital. Innova-
tions came pouring in: Tzara invented the static poem, a kind of optical poem that
one looks at as at a forest; for my part, I initiated the dynamic poem, recited with
primitive movements, as never seen before.12

Provocatively, Huelsenbeck also insisted that the Dadaists were prowar, because, “col-
lisions are necessary: things are still not cruel enough”—a statement that only makes
sense in light of the Dadaist strategy of ironic provocation or “bluff.”13 (In other state-
ments, Huelsenbeck was resolutely antiwar, and his Dadaist activities as a whole seem
antinationalist and antimilitarist.) He concluded by insisting that Dadaism today
wanted to be “the Fronde of the major international art movements,” which engaged
with reality, was only a step away from politics, and had superseded even the most
avant-garde movements of the recent past.14 A little later in the evening, Huelsenbeck
also recited from his book of poems, Phantastische Gebete [Fantastic Prayers] (1916), a
primitivist work that he had first performed in Zurich at the Cabaret Voltaire, often
accompanying himself with a rhythmically swishing riding crop or a beating drum.15

These fragmented and highly imagistic poems, which were influenced by the “free
verse” of F. T. Marinetti and the dark reflective poetry of Georg Heym, consisted of
real and nonsense words; as Huelsenbeck later recalled, they expressed “lostness” and
“immense terror.”16 For the audience, they were a good introduction to the confronta-
tional and antilogical modes of address to which much Dada performance aspired.

While it is true that Huelsenbeck’s “Dada Speech” marks the moment when Ber-
lin Dada first began to constitute itself as a self-conscious group, its roots reach back
earlier into the war years to a cluster of journals, artists, and writers who, although
influenced by expressionism, cubism, and futurism, were at that point in the midst of
rejecting their influence. Through the journal Neue Jugend [New Youth], a largely
prowar expressionist publication of which Herzfelde assumed control in 1916 and then

28 — Berlin Dada



completely transformed, Huelsenbeck came into contact with Grosz, Heartfield, Herz-
felde, and Jung, who would eventually help him found Dada.17 What appealed to
Huelsenbeck about the Neue Jugend group was its interest in placing art in the service
of antiwar politics, its focus on the contemporary moment, and its growing estrange-
ment from expressionism. The Herzfelde-edited Neue Jugend appeared intermittently
between 1916 and 1917, and its circle of artists and writers also published an almanac
of antiwar writings in 1916 as well as two portfolios of lithographs by Grosz in 1917.18

It was in Neue Jugend that some of the ideas and visual strategies of Berlin Dada were
first developed—most notably, in the later numbers, Dada’s heterogeneous typogra-
phy and its provocative strategies for laying out text and image. These included the
mixing of type of different styles, colors, and sizes; nonhorizontal line arrangements;
and the overprinting of text with additional text or images.19 In addition, it was in
response to the banning of Neue Jugend by German censors in 1917 that Herzfelde
founded Malik Verlag, the publishing house responsible for nearly all of the Berlin
Dada publications, and later one of the main communist publishers in Germany. It
was under the Malik imprint that Neue Jugend became a “weekly edition”—a two-
colored and then a four-colored, oversized newspaper in which Heartfield’s perplexing
layout and design played a major role. The Neue Jugend circle also staged authors’
evenings, which, as they became more and more radical, took on Dadaist overtones.

Through another journal, Die freie Strasse [The Free Street], which was founded
in 1915 and edited by Jung, among others, Huelsenbeck came into contact with Haus-
mann.20 Hausmann, in turn, was associated with Höch and Baader, figures who—
through Hausmann’s influence—would also become central members of the Berlin
Dada movement. At that time, Hausmann was primarily a painter and still enamored
of abstract art as well as cubism and futurism. He had also been writing texts on aes-
thetics and politics for a number of journals since 1917, and by 1918 he too was becom-
ing disaffected with expressionism—at least on a conceptual and literary level. The
circle of artists and writers around Die freie Strasse was strongly influenced by anar-
chism as well as the radical psychoanalytic thinking of Otto Gross, a dissident student
of Freud—an orientation that, as Hausmann stressed, offered Dada an “anti-Freudian”
“psychological base” from which to work.21 Central to Gross’s theories were the ideas
that the structures and contradictions of capitalist societies were directly related to the
repressive nature of the patriarchal bourgeois ego and that a sexual revolution had to
take place before a true social revolution could occur. Through Hausmann, these ideas
became important aspects of the Berlin Dada ideology. Like Neue Jugend, Die freie
Strasse became more typographically experimental as it developed, and in its last issue,
which was edited by Huelsenbeck, Jung, and Hausmann, it became a full-fledged Dada
publication, titled Club Dada: Prospekt des Verlags freie Strasse [Club Dada: Prospectus
of the Free Street Press].

As Huelsenbeck tells it, his “Dada Speech” came as a surprise to the others partic-
ipating in the event at Neumann’s gallery.22 Some of them—in particular, the expres-
sionist poets Theodor Däubler and Max Hermann-Neisse (who were also contributors
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to Neue Jugend ), as well as Neumann himself—reacted quite negatively and attempted
to distance themselves from the evening. Other artists and writers, such as Grosz, Heart-
field, Herzfelde, and Jung, were aroused by Huelsenbeck’s speech, which motivated
them to unite as a group and develop a unique set of practices and activities inspired by
Zurich Dada but also particular to the new situation in Berlin. What became appar-
ent in the wake of Huelsenbeck’s “Dada Speech” was the popular interest that the term
Dada generated in Germany. The audience clamored for the performance to continue
after Däubler and Hermann-Neisse expressed reservations about going on, and, after
the event, a number of Berlin newspapers ran accounts of the evening—something
that caused Däubler and Hermann-Neisse to publish a public statement against it.23

Encouraged by the publicity, despite—or perhaps because of—the fact that it was for
the most part negative, the artists and writers associated with Neue Jugend and Die freie
Strasse joined Huelsenbeck in founding “Club Dada” in the weeks that followed the
“Dada Speech.” Introduced to the new movement through his connections with both
circles, Hausmann, too, soon became a member of Berlin Dada.24 The new group then
staged its first “official” evening of lectures, performances, and poetry readings at the
Berlin Sezession on April 12, 1918.

If the “Dada Speech” was somewhat unplanned, this cannot be said of the evening
at the Berlin Sezession, which took place in a large hall only a few doors down from
Neumann’s gallery. Announcements publicizing the evening were sent to major news-
papers, and copies of the new group’s collective manifesto—largely written by Huelsen-
beck—were available for purchase at the event.25 In a room hung with nationalist and
prowar paintings by Lovis Corinth (which, according to a few newspaper accounts,
were threatened by the violent audience reactions to the Dadaists’ presentations), Huel-
senbeck, Hausmann, and Grosz, among others, performed.26 Huelsenbeck began with
a long speech titled “Dada in Life and Art,” which included—or perhaps consisted
solely of—a recitation of the manifesto. Grosz recited poems and danced. Else Hard-
winger read poems by Marinetti, Tristan Tzara, and others, most probably accompa-
nied by Huelsenbeck with a little drum and a baby’s rattle. And Hausmann closed the
evening with his manifesto, “The New Material in Painting,” which was later pub-
lished as the “Synthetic Cinema of Painting.”27

Huelsenbeck’s manifesto sharpened the points made earlier in his “Dada Speech.”28

Through violent images that alluded to World War I, he emphasized Dada’s separa-
tion from earlier art movements, and he once again singled out expressionism for par-
ticular critique. In addition, he recommended the same literary techniques as he did
a few months earlier—namely, bruitist, simultaneist, and static poetry—as ways to make
new forms of art. (He also mentioned the “new materials in painting,” but did not
spell them out in any way.) More important, however, Huelsenbeck emphasized that
Dada was not so much an art movement as it was a lifestyle or (a somewhat inchoate)
ideology, a way to live that sought a much more direct—or primitive—relationship
to reality. Stressing Dada’s internationalism as well as its ability to incorporate all forms 
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of contradiction, he concluded by insisting, “To be against this manifesto is to be a 
Dadaist!”29 He then read the names of the manifesto’s cosigners. Following Huelsen-
beck’s presentation, Grosz recited his telegraphic lyric poems, performed a jazz-inspired
tap dance, and quite possibly pretended to urinate on Corinth’s canvases. He drew a
strong negative reaction from the audience.30

Hausmann’s speech was delivered at the end of the evening when the audience
was in such an uproar that the management felt forced to switch off the lights mid-
way through his performance, thereby concluding the evening.31 Echoing Huelsenbeck’s
emphasis on Dada as a way to discover a more direct relationship to reality, Hausmann
likewise separated Dada from previous movements. More strongly than Huelsenbeck,
however, Hausmann stressed the contradictory nature of human identity as a key
tenet of Dadaist thinking: “Man is simultaneous, a monster of own and alien [Eigen
und Fremd], now, before, after, and concurrently—a Buffalo Bill bursting with an
Apache Romanticism.”32 He emphasized Dada’s ability to help people recognize their
mixed-up natures: “Everyone who works out his salvation through his innermost incli-
nation is a Dadaist. In Dada you will recognize your true situation: marvelous con-
stellations of real materials, wire, glass, cardboard, fabric, organically agreeing with their
own sheer perfected brittleness, and hammered out appearance.”33 In addition to call-
ing attention to the contradictory nature of human identity, Hausmann’s speech thus
also implied that the subject was an assemblage of organic and industrial parts. And
by proposing the idea of human–technological interface, it may have helped set the
stage for the representations of the cyborg that were to come.

Although the press gave a mixed assessment of the Dadaists’ performances, the
attention that the Dadaists garnered caused them to expand their activities.34 In addi-
tion to the manifesto, their first magazine, Club Dada: Prospekt des Verlags freie Strasse,
was also published that month. A sixteen-page magazine, edited by Huelsenbeck, Jung,
and Hausmann, Club Dada featured confusing, mocking texts by Huelsenbeck and
Jung, broken and superimposed typography, woodcuts by Hausmann, and advertise-
ments for other publications by Berlin Dada writers as well as an upcoming perfor-
mance. In terms of form, its fragmented, jumbled, and superimposed contents seemed
to mirror the disjunctive perceptual experience of urban life discussed by German
sociologists and cultural critics in the first quarter of the twentieth century.35 In addi-
tion, “Club Dada” was also given an address—118 Kantstrasse, No. 3, in the Charlot-
tenburg district of Berlin—to which interested parties were encouraged to apply. The
movement was underway, and over the next two years Berlin Dada made its presence
known in various ways. Although the group members took hiatuses from “Club Dada”
to pursue other activities, they created enough manifestations under their collective
name to keep Dada in the public consciousness. It was only in 1920, after the “First
International Dada Fair,” that Dada was finally considered over in Berlin, although
several group members continued to create Dadaist works under different rubrics and
appellations well into the decade.
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The Berlin Dada Journals and Other Publications

The primary ways through which Berlin Dada made its presence known in Germany
between 1918 and 1920 were books and magazines, various forms of public performance,
public and private “happenings,” and diverse types of visual art, most notably photo-
montage and assemblage. Club Dada, the final edition of Die freie Strasse, was the first
in a series of five different magazines associated with the Berlin Dadaists. On Febru-
ary 15, 1919, Jedermann sein eigner Fussball [Everybody His Own Soccer Ball], an “illus-
trated semimonthly,” appeared under the Malik imprint.36 Edited by Herzfelde and
Heartfield (who was at that point still calling himself by his given name, Helmut Herz-
feld), it featured texts by Herzfelde, Mynona (Salomo Friedlaender), and Mehring;
satirical line illustrations by Grosz; and on the cover the first two Dada photomon-
tages (by Heartfield and Grosz) for which a visual record survives (Figure 1.1).37

The first photomontage, created by Heartfield and which appears in the top left-
hand corner, consists of a photograph of Herzfelde’s head attached to an oversized soc-
cer ball that serves as the figure’s trunk. Wearing trousers and tie, carrying a cane in
one hand, and doffing a bowler hat in a gesture of polite greeting with the other, Herz-
felde would appear to be an orderly bourgeois figure, if not for his monstrous body.
The photomontage thus literalizes the journal’s absurd title (and makes it even fun-
nier) while representing the Weimar Republic as an uncertain and radically transfor-
mative time—a context in which human beings were metamorphosed into playthings
to be buffeted by external forces. In addition, because it represents a human being as
a synthesis of living flesh and a mass-produced commodity, it evokes the theme of the
cyborg that would intensify around 1920.

The second photomontage, which was created by Grosz (and discussed at greater
length in chapter 4), consists of a crudely cut silhouette of a woman’s fan on which
portraits of various Weimar political figures and military leaders have been glued. Above
the photomontage, a title appears, “Prize Question: ‘Who Is the Most Beautiful?’”
and directly below it, a caption reads, “German Manly Beauty 1.” Through these sim-
ple juxtapositions, the photomontage suggests that the recent elections were as much
a beauty contest as a competition of social and political ideas and, furthermore, that
the Weimar Republic’s new leaders were not as masculine as they would have liked to
believe. Also typical of the mordant humor for which the Dada artists became known
was a small fake advertisement on page 3 that announced, “Attention Citizens! For a
film pantomime, Wilhelm’s Return, approximately 2000 sturdy men are wanted imme-
diately. Preferably adorned (bring medals along!) Ebert-Film Co., Café Fatherland.”
Referring to the deposed German monarch, Wilhelm II, as well as the current head
of government, Friedrich Ebert, the first president of the Weimar Republic, the ad
playfully enjoined the public to engage in counterrevolution.38 After supposedly sell-
ing out its first run of 7,500 copies in a single day, Jedermann was banned by the new
Social Democratic Party (SPD) government.39

The successor to Jedermann was Die Pleite [Bankruptcy], the first issue of which 
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Figure 1.1. Cover of Jedermann sein eigner Fussball [Everybody His Own Soccer Ball] 1 (Berlin and Leipzig: Malik
Verlag, February 1919). Illustrations by John Heartfield (top) and George Grosz (bottom).



appeared one month later in March 1919.40 Like Jedermann, Die Pleite was an “illus-
trated semimonthly.” Although it primarily featured reproductions of line drawings
and paintings by Grosz, its sixth issue also contained a photograph of war dead with
the title “Hindenburg Breakfast.”41 Die Pleite’s editors included Heartfield, Herzfelde,
and Grosz, and it presented texts by Einstein, Mehring, Herzfelde, and Hausmann,
among others. More explicitly communist than Jedermann, a number of its issues were
banned during its first year, and it finally ceased publication as an independent mag-
azine in January 1920. It subsequently appeared as a satirical section of Der Gegner: Blät-
ter zur Kritik der Zeit [The Adversary: Notes toward Criticism of the Time], edited by
Karl Otten and Julian Gumperz, an appearance that caused Otten to leave Der Geg-
ner as a result of Die Pleite’s inclusion. In 1923 and 1924, Die Pleite appeared again,
extending its print run for another four issues.

During its first two years, Die Pleite reproduced some of Grosz’s most incendiary
illustrations on its covers, including Maifeier in Plötzensee [May Day Celebration in
Plötzensee Prison] (1919)42 and Kapital und Militär wünschen sich: “Ein gesegnetes Neues
Jahr!” [Capital and the Military Wish One Another: “A Blessed New Year!”] (1920).43

Maifeier (Figure 1.2) was the first version of an image that developed into the litho-
graph Licht und Luft dem Proletariat—Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité—The Workman’s Hol-
iday (1919–20) in Grosz’s portfolio of prints, Gott mit uns [God with Us] from 1920.44

It depicts a group of nine prisoners, their hands apparently tied behind their backs,
walking in a circle in a barren prison courtyard under the eyes of two brutal-looking
guards. The image’s various titles all use irony to emphasize the poor treatment of
working-class revolutionaries imprisoned by the new government. Instead of healthy
exercise, the activity of the prisoners, who all cast their eyes downward, seems mind-
less, repetitive, and perhaps even compulsive. As depicted by Grosz, their exercise
appears to presage a descent into madness or, at the very least, the obliteration of con-
sciousness through senseless activity and, through this process, the reduction of men
to the status of machines. As the writer and philosopher Friedlaender wrote about
Grosz’s second (nearly identical) version of the image: “Penitentiary-mechanics. A hard,
durable circle of machine-men, between electrodes of tyrannical military mustaches.”45

Although they did not use the term cyborg, Grosz’s contemporaries were highly
aware that the Dadaists were beginning to focus on the technological transformation
of human beings in modern life, a transformation that is here shown to be deadening
to both sensation and cognition. Kapital und Militär (Figure 1.3) depicts two grotesque
figures, caricatures of the capitalist and the general, hung from facing gallows. Despite
the fact that their feet hover above the ground, they extend their hands to one another
in greeting, thus belying the fact that they should be dead. An ironic literalization of
the fact that the left wing’s hope that the German military–industrial complex would
be overcome by a socialist or communist revolution had been largely dashed by that
time, the drawing does not depict cyborgs per se. It does, however, evoke the idea of
human beings with strange, supernatural powers and thus, once again, leads to the
idea that human “nature” was at that time being radically transformed.
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Figure 1.2. Cover of Die Pleite [Bankruptcy] 1, no. 4 (Berlin: Malik Verlag, May 1919). Illustration by George Grosz.



Figure 1.3. Cover of Die Pleite [Bankruptcy] 1, no. 6 (Berlin: Malik Verlag, January 1920). Illustration by 
George Grosz.



Despite its overt politics (and the fact that it almost never mentioned the Berlin
Dada movement by name or advertised its creations), Die Pleite, as suggested by Grosz’s
illustrations, did not eschew the Berlin Dadaist strategy of biting irony—something
that distinguished it from other communist-sympathizing publications and linked 
it to the Dada movement. In its sixth issue, to cite another example, it presented an
outrageous collection of fake telegrams supposedly written by Wilhelm II, Ebert, Paul
von Hindenburg, Philipp Scheidemann, Matthias Erzberger, and Pope Benedict XV,
among others. Typical of the collection was a message from the deposed kaiser—signed
“Willy”—to the “Club Dada Berlin,” ordering the members to send him Dadaist
drawings of himself as “Dictator of the World Proletariat at the Head of the Peoples
of Europe.” The Dadaist response to the supposedly positive reception of their work
on the part of the former monarch was unequivocal: “As a result, Club Dada has dis-
solved. It could endure everything. But a dispatch from Wilhelm II was unbearable.”46

By representing themselves as involved in specious relationships with the political
figures of the day, the Dadaists tarred their own attempts at social and political criti-
cism with the same brush that they used to mock contemporary politics. Their strategy
was to criticize contemporary events and actors through distortion, outrageousness,
and humor, without at the same time setting themselves up in a morally superior posi-
tion. Furthermore, by referring to a major instrument of mass communication that sent
information rapidly around the globe (the first commercially successful transatlantic
cable was completed in 1858, and radiotelegraphy became possible by the mid-1890s),
the absurd collection of messages suggested how technology was extending human
perception and making the world a smaller place.

In June 1919 the first issue of Der Dada appeared—probably the most famous and
iconic of the Berlin Dadaist publications and certainly the journal that attempted to
represent the movement most directly (Figure 1.4).47 Der Dada 1 was edited and pub-
lished by Hausmann, with contributions by Hausmann, Baader, Huelsenbeck, and
Tzara. Illustrated with reproductions of Hausmann’s woodcuts, which still showed the
influence of expressionism and cubism, it featured mocking and confusing articles on
current events, advertisements for both real and spurious Dada performances and prod-
ucts (as well as a macabre exhortation to “Sell your corpse for the improvement of the
German fat supply”),48 a manifesto by Hausmann (“Alitterel-Delitterel-Sublitterel”),
poems by Hausmann and Tzara (including an early version of Hausmann’s sound poem
“kp’erioum”), and parodic religious texts by Baader. Written primarily in German, it
also featured the Hebrew word for kosher on the cover and a poem (by Tzara) in French.
For the most part the articles on current events parodied concerns about the con-
temporary revolutionary moment: Germany’s signing of the Treaty of Versailles and
its possible effects on the economy, the growth of communism in German society, and
the nature and role of the masses. Baader’s contributions lampooned religious announce-
ments: they proclaimed the immaculate conception to be the new state religion and
announced Baader’s divinity as well as his (spurious) contributions to current politi-
cal events. Throughout the issue, Dada was represented as a contradictory force in
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Figure 1.4. Cover of Der Dada [The Dada] 1 (Berlin: Malik Verlag, June 1919).



politics, religion, and aesthetics. It was also presented as an advertising bureau and a
savings bank. And by assuming the roles of club, bank, and advertising agency, the
Berlin Dadaists emphasized their connections to everyday life, their embrace of com-
merce and the mass media, and their paradoxical incorporation of multiple antithet-
ical positions into the movement’s ideology.

The second issue of Der Dada appeared in December 1919 (Figure 1.5).49 Once
again Hausmann was the editor and publisher, with contributions by Hausmann,
Baader, Huelsenbeck, Grosz, and Heartfield. The journal was illustrated with collages,
woodcuts, and early photomontages, or “glue pictures” (Klebebilder), as they were des-
ignated in the text. A collage of fragments from different Dada publications appeared
on the front cover. Consisting of a confusing montage of truncated texts and geo-
metric forms, it announced the Dadaists’ embrace of mass-reproduction and their re-
lated practice of constantly cutting up their works and recycling them in new formats.
On page 2, Hausmann’s article “The German Philistine Gets Upset” appeared: a man-
ifesto that attacked both the German bourgeoisie and the German expressionists and
that characterized the Berlin Dadaists as advocates of constant movement, contradic-
tion, and ironic nonsense. Like the first issue, Der Dada 2 thus defined Dadaism as
an open-ended and contradictory philosophy. Across from Hausmann’s article was an
advertisement for Dadaco, the anthology of Dadaist art and writing that was to be pub-
lished by Kurt Wolff in Munich, but which ultimately never appeared. The advertise-
ment was illustrated by a reproduction of a woodcut, which, although it seems to be
attributed to “M Höch,” is similar in form to the woodcuts by Hausmann that appeared
in the first issue. A portrait photograph of Hausmann and Baader illustrated the next
uncredited article, “Join Dada,” which has been attributed to both Hausmann and
Baader, and which called on all readers sixteen and older to join the “exoteric” side of
“Club Dada” and thereby gain access to the club’s various institutes and departments,
including its graphological institute, medical department, detective agency, advertising
department, and central bureau for male and female welfare, among other divisions.
By representing Berlin Dada as a gigantic conglomerate with multiple professional
departments, the author or authors mocked Dada’s social–political ambitions and
undermined its character as an “autonomous” artistic movement separate from the
German economy and society.

Following a poem reprinted from the second edition of Huelsenbeck’s Fantastic
Prayers, Baader’s “Advertisement for Myself ” appeared. Illustrated with a photomon-
tage of Baader’s head surrounded by newspaper text, the article recounted Baader’s
attempts to free the world from war. Juxtaposing Baader’s (imaginary) rise to political
prominence with an account of Germany’s military and political mistakes since 1914,
it emphasized Baader’s central role in creating an “entirely new world order” and estab-
lishing 1919 as the “first year of world peace.” (Although not attributed in the origi-
nal text, the photomontage Das ist die Erscheinung des Oberdada in den Wolken des
Himmels [This Is the Appearance of the Superdada in the Clouds of Heaven] is a self-
portrait by Baader from 1919.)50 In the margins of this pseudoreligious and seemingly

Berlin Dada — 39



Figure 1.5. Cover of Der Dada 2 (Berlin: Malik Verlag, December 1919).



spurious account of Baader’s encounters with various political, military, and religious
figures, a linear self-portrait by Grosz was also reproduced. Below this image of Grosz
as a dandy—complete with top hat, cane, and a dog—appeared a brief set of captions
that summed up the Berlin Dadaists’ confusing presentation of their movement: “What
is Dada? An art? A philosophy? A politics? Fire insurance? Or: State religion? Is Dada
actual energy? Or is it nothing, that means, everything?” Hausmann’s early glue picture,
Gurk (1919), depicting a face made from woodcut fragments, newspaper text, and a sin-
gle newspaper photograph, appeared on the back cover along with an advertisement for
the Dada Advertising Company, a spurious institution alluded to earlier in the issue in
the article “Join Dada.” The Dada Advertising Company was also the subject of a leaflet
handed out at a Dada performance on July 12, 1919, where Hausmann, Huelsenbeck,
and Mehring performed a sketch of the same name.51 By emphasizing the movement’s
role in commercial promotion (and, by implication, self-promotion), the Dadaists
used parody to undermine the bourgeois and aestheticist notion of the artist standing
outside the market while emphasizing their enthusiasm for the new means of com-
munication transforming German society. Given this enthusiasm, which was genuine,
despite the fact that it was consistently intermixed with criticism, it is therefore not sur-
prising that Hausmann’s friend and later collaborator, Kurt Schwitters, the Hanover
Dadaist, actually founded an advertising agency, Merz Werbezentrale, in 1924.52

The third and final issue of Der Dada appeared in April 1920.53 Published by Malik
Verlag, it was slightly smaller in size than the previous two issues, but, at sixteen pages,
it was twice as long. The editors were Hausmann, Grosz, and Heartfield, and its con-
tributors included Hausmann, Grosz, Heartfield, Herzfelde, Huelsenbeck, Mehring,
and Francis Picabia. Appearing slightly more than two months before the “First Inter-
national Dada Fair,” which was the final important group manifestation by the Berlin
Dadaists, Der Dada 3 presented Berlin Dada in its fullest and most developed form.
Dadaist photomontages—often with cyborgian subjects—are reproduced throughout.
On the cover, which was created by Heartfield, an untitled photomontage portrait of
Hausmann appears (Figure 1.6). As a whole, the photomontage suggests Dadaist aggres-
sion as well as the group’s confrontational performance practices. Wearing a monocle,
Hausmann screams at the spectator. He is surrounded by text and advertising imagery,
including tires, toothbrushes, irons, and bicycles. Hausmann’s monocle, along with the
mechanized and mass-produced commodities that encircle his head, combine with
the other appropriated elements to suggest a vision of human identity as an assem-
blage of organic and technological parts. The word dada, moreover, which is repeated
in numerous fonts and sizes, suggests the repetition—and thus the mechanization—
of human speech. Evoking Hausmann’s sound poems, it also suggests an infantile adver-
tising jingle or, because the same word keeps repeating, the skipping of a record. The
mechanization and mass-reproduction of sound, the photomontage perhaps implies,
makes speech emptier and more persuasive at the same time—an implication that
anticipates the melancholy conclusions of Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno,
among others.54

Berlin Dada — 41



Figure 1.6. Cover of Der Dada 3

(Berlin: Malik Verlag, April 1920).
Illustration by John Heartfield.
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Inside, an even more explicitly cyborgian photomontage by Grosz is featured:
“Daum” marries her pedantic automaton “George” in May 1920. John Heartfield is very
glad of it. (Met.-mech. Constr. after Prof. R. Hausmann) (1920), its exclusively English
title emphasizing Grosz’s abhorrence of German nationalism (Figure 1.7). In this “self-
portrait,” which is set in a space that suggests the uncanny cityscapes of the Italian
metaphysical painter Giorgio de Chirico, Grosz presents himself as a streamlined, half-
human, half-mechanical figure, juxtaposed with a drawn, painted, and much more
organic image of the Berlin designer and model Eva Peter, who would shortly become
his wife. This ironic wedding announcement suggests the mechanization of both love
and sexuality as a result of the modernization of everyday life. In addition, because 
of the adding machine that Grosz clutches to his chest, the image evokes the Angestell-
ten, or salaried masses, that Siegfried Kracauer was to describe ten years later.55 These
urban white-collar workers, Kracauer argued, constituted a new, modern class, one



Figure 1.7. George Grosz, “Daum” marries her pedantic automaton “George” in May 1920. John Heartfield is very glad
of it. (Met.-mech. Constr. after Prof. R. Hausmann) (1920). Watercolor, pencil, and ink on paper with photomontage
and collage. 42 × 30.2 cm (16⁹⁄₁₆ × 11⅞ inches). Berlinische Galerie, Landesmuseum für Moderne Kunst, 
Photographie, und Architektur, Berlin. Copyright 2009 Estate of George Grosz. Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.



divorced from custom and tradition. As a result of their bored, rootless, and overworked
condition, they embraced urban entertainment, becoming consumers of mass culture
and—eventually—Nazi ideology. Grosz’s ironic self-portrait, which seems anxious and
potentially powerless in the face of his bride’s overt sexuality, anticipates this new mass
figure while hinting at the transformation of the mind and the body as a result of
modern technologies. In particular, the ribbon of numbers fed into his head by dis-
embodied female hands suggests that Grosz’s cyborgian augmentations have made him
highly susceptible to outside suggestion and, furthermore, that his thinking has become
standardized and programmed. In addition, the phonograph-horn-like funnel that
emerges from his lips implies that the routinization of his cognition also possibly ex-
tends to his speech and, because of the direct line and close proximity between the
number ribbon and the funnel, that the artist–bridegroom has become a mouthpiece
for messages composed by others.

A few pages later, Hausmann’s line drawing Heimatklänge [Sounds of the Home-
land] is reproduced: a disturbing amalgam of a human head and a phonograph, emit-
ting the cheers “hurra! hurraa! hurraaa!” (Figure 1.8). Typical of Hausmann’s cyborgian
portraits, it simultaneously suggests violence and metamorphosis. Although the presen-
tation of the human head evokes decapitation, the organic–mechanical construction
seems to live and function, and thus the image suggests the technological augmenta-
tion of human capabilities. As was the case with Heartfield’s photomontage portrait
of Hausmann from the cover of Der Dada 3, Heimatklänge implies that the mecha-
nization of speech perhaps makes it emptier and more persuasive at the same time, a
suggestion accomplished here not through evoking advertising, as in the case of Heart-
field’s photomontage, but through suggesting the wild and energized shouts of a vast
body of Germans forming themselves into an emotional mass at a patriotic rally. In
addition, by evoking a mode of address aimed at—or reflected by—a large crowd,
Heimatklänge, like Heartfield’s portrait of Hausmann, suggests that technology can
amplify human speech, thereby allowing it to touch and affect a much larger audience
than it could in a “normal” nonamplified communication context.

Toward the end of the magazine, Heartfield’s photomontage of his brother’s head
on top of a large soccer ball is reprinted from the first issue of Jedermann—an ironic
symbol of the Dadaist transformed by modern sports and commodity culture and
buffeted by modern life. Two images of eyeballs, both with one side evenly sliced off,
appear on the top left and right corners of Der Dada 3’s cover as well as interspersed
through the first few pages of text. Because their dissections appear surgical or even
industrial in nature, they suggest the mechanical transformation of vision—and thus
the practice of photomontage as well as the figure of the cyborg as a locus of new forms
of perception. (This image of the violently altered eye was popular with the Dada
artists as well as with the surrealists. Höch and Hausmann often altered the eyes of
the figures in their photomontages by adding additional photomontage elements, and
Hausmann also used the image of the sliced eyeball from the right corner of the cover
of Der Dada 3 on the front of his visiting card.56 Because of the violence it suggests,

44 — Berlin Dada



Figure 1.8. Der Dada 3 (Berlin: Malik Verlag, April 1920), 7. Illustration on left by Raoul Hausmann.



the dissected eye implies a great deal of ambivalence about the transformation of vision
under the conditions of mass-reproduction. As was the case with the technological
modification of speech, the Dadaist cyborgs that evoke these radical changes in human
perception suggest both benefits and risks.) In addition to the images of dissected eyes,
numerous photographs of the Berlin Dadaists are presented throughout the magazine—
including a single image of Gerhard Preiss, dubbed the “Music Dada,” kissing the hand
of what appears to be a manikin and, three pages later, a three-image sequence of
Preiss dancing the “Dada-Trott,” a “wood puppet dance,” in black tights and a bowler
hat (Figure 1.9). While the former image suggests an uncanny relationship between a
living and a nonliving figure, the latter sequence evokes the mechanical reproduction
of human life through the new medium of cinema as well as the way that human
movement, once captured by the motion picture camera, can be slowed down, sped
up, reversed, and otherwise replayed in ways that make it susceptible to new forms of
analysis and control.

In addition to presenting the various Dada artists—often in photographic, pho-
tomontaged, and explicitly cyborgian forms—Der Dada 3 also presents Berlin Dada
through its philosophy and performance practices. “Soul Automobile,” another sound
poem by Hausmann, is reproduced—as are poems by Huelsenbeck and Herzfelde.
(Lending an international character to this issue, poems and texts by Picabia in French
are also featured.) In addition, a short sketch by Hausmann, “Spirit in a Jiffy, or a
Dadaology,” is presented. Consisting of an abusive conversation between the Monteur-
Dada (Heartfield) and the Dadasoph (Hausmann), it parodies the contemporary polit-
ical situation while suggesting an ironic rivalry between the various members of “Club
Dada.” (As was the case with Preiss, the various Berlin Dadaists adopted Dada pseu-
donyms to create public personas, to loosen their inhibitions when performing, and
to present the appearance of a unified, almost cultlike group.) The photographs of
Preiss dancing in a spastic and disturbing way also suggest the provocative nature of
Dada performances—something that is also the case with “You Banana Eaters and
Kayak People!” a polemical and nonsensical text by Mehring, which unfolds as a dia-
tribe against his readers. Furthermore, “A Visit to Cabaret Dada,” an account of a Dada
performance by “Alexis” (most probably either Huelsenbeck or Baader), presents a
grossly caricatured vision of a Berlin Dada cabaret, emphasizing the performers’ non-
sensical activities as well as the audience’s confrontational, even violent, reaction to
the various acts. Finally, Hausmann’s article “Dada in Europe” also appears—proba-
bly his clearest account of the Berlin Dada movement and its philosophy.57 Beginning
with a brief history of Dada in Zurich, he quickly turns to an account of Dada as an
ideology and its vision of what it means to be human. “Dada,” Hausmann writes, in
what seems to be a conscious inversion of the expressionist Wassily Kandinsky’s pre-
war manifesto on the importance of the spiritual in art, “is the complete absence of
what man calls spirit. Why have spirit in a world that runs mechanically?”58 The human
being, moreover, is “a sometimes silly, sometimes sad affair, played and sung by its
production and surroundings.”59
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Figure 1.9. Der Dada 3 (Berlin: Malik Verlag, April 1920), 11.



People, in other words, are produced by the social and material conditions in which
they exist. Although, Hausmann asserts, we believe that we are original and have free
will, we are in reality “victims” of our viewpoints and educations. For this reason, the
Dadaist rejects the past and is stretched by his living present. He uses all of his means
to destroy the bourgeois world and to organize reality according to his own criteria.
One central strategy is the “bluff,” the exaggeration of the absurdity of the external
world, which the Dadaist can use to transcend his own need for sensation and his own
gravity. “The bluff is not an ethical principle, but rather a practical self-detoxification.
Since Dada and bluff are equivalents, bluff is truth—because Dada is exact truth.
Consequently, Dada is more a condition of life, more a form of inner movement, than
it is a direction in art.”60 To become a Dadaist is to recognize that neither science nor
philosophy can offer a true account of the world. It means to reject all inhibitions and
to acquire a “desire for battle and the unconquerable power of irony.”61 As suggested
by this essay, Hausmann saw human beings as socially constructed—and thus “mech-
anized” in the sense that they were produced by their modern, industrial environ-
ments.62 It was only by parodying the constructive forces of the external world, he
implies, that the Dadaists could expose the conventional constraints governing human
identity and thus work to achieve a more liberated mode of existence.

The last two journals used as platforms by the Berlin Dadaists were Der Blutige
Ernst [The Bloody Earnest] and Der Gegner [The Adversary].63 In both cases, these
were originally non-Dada magazines taken over by the Dadaists. In 1919 six issues of
Der Blutige Ernst appeared. It was originally edited by John Höxer, an expressionist
poet and painter with close ties to the Dada movement, and published by Trianon
Verlag in Berlin. Throughout its publication history it featured contributions by the
Berlin Dadaists. Einstein and Grosz took over as the editors with the third issue, and
they continued to publish the journal until issue number six. Although the contrib-
utors became more and more exclusively Dadaist, the journal was more like Die Pleite
than Der Dada in that it concentrated on political satire rather than Dadaist ideology.
Its pages prominently featured line drawings and collages by Grosz satirizing contem-
porary German society. Edited by the expressionists Otten and Gumperz, Der Gegner
first appeared in 1919. As mentioned earlier, the journal, which was originally pub-
lished in Halle, incorporated Die Pleite as a satirical section in the spring of 1920.
Shortly thereafter, Heartfield joined Gumperz as editor, and Malik Verlag became the
publisher—a situation that continued until the journal ceased publication in Septem-
ber 1922. Like Der Blutige Ernst and Die Pleite, Der Gegner was less directly focused
on promulgating Dada as an ideology, although it certainly accomplished this task
also. Instead, it gave the various Dada artists and writers yet another forum to express
themselves, and thus it contributed to creating a sense of the pervasiveness of Dada
in Germany around 1920.

In addition to these journals, the Berlin Dadaists were also responsible for several
other publications. The Dada Almanac, edited by Huelsenbeck, appeared in 1920. A
160-page book published by Erich Reiss Verlag in Berlin, it featured photographic
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portraits of the various Berlin Dadaists and texts by Mehring, Baader, Hausmann, and
Huelsenbeck (in addition to contributions by Picabia, Hugo Ball, Philippe Soupault,
Hans [Jean] Arp, Tzara, and Vincenté Huidobro, among others).64 Huelsenbeck also
published two other short books in 1920 dealing directly with Dada: Dada Triumphs!
A Balance-Sheet of Dadaism and Germany Must Perish! Remembrances of an Old Dadaist
Revolutionary, both published by Malik Verlag.65 Furthermore, the Dadaists put out
a four-page catalog for the “First International Dada Fair,” which included reproduc-
tions of photomontages and an account (by Herzfelde) of the concepts behind Dada
visual art (Figure 1.10). Finally, they also produced a host of Dadaist leaflets, perfor-
mance programs, and performance posters. Combined with the portfolios of litho-
graphs by Grosz as well as the less explicitly Dadaist publications by members of the
Berlin group, these various published works helped establish Berlin Dada’s presence
in the literary and artistic spheres in Germany in the late 1910s and early 1920s. In
addition, the centrality of these various forms of publication to the presence of Berlin
Dada as an art movement in Germany also demonstrates its cyborgian roots, by which
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Verlag, 1920). Designed by John Heartfield.
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I here mean its partial origins in an artistically motivated transformation of the organs
of the mass media.

The Berlin Dada Performances

In addition to their various publications, the Berlin Dadaists also put on twelve “official”
public performances between 1918 and 1920.66 These performances helped the Dada-
ists define themselves as a movement and make their presence known throughout
Germany. As suggested by Huelsenbeck’s “Dada Manifesto” as well as the first Dada
evening in 1918 at the Berlin Sezession, the Berlin group was influenced by the per-
formance practices of the Zurich Dadaists and, to a lesser extent, the Italian futurists.
Accordingly, the matinees and evenings staged by the Berlin Dadaists featured simul-
taneous poetry (poems with many poets speaking at the same time), bruitist poetry
(mixtures of poetry and noise), and other forms of avant-garde poetizing that either
broke down sense, juxtaposed different languages, or combined poetic speech with
dance or music.67 In addition, if the accounts of Ben Hecht, then a reporter for the
Chicago Daily News, and “Alexis” have any basis in fact, the Berlin Dadaists also fol-
lowed the Zurich group’s example in that they sometimes garbed themselves in out-
landish masks, costumes, and makeup, and also performed silly, jazz-inspired dances.68

Like performers in popular cabarets, the Dadaists evoked foreign cultures—particu-
larly those of the United States and Africa—in some of their performances to suggest
alternative lifestyles and modes of being in the world. If the United States stood for
pragmatism, energy, and untrammeled modernity, then Africa stood for a more nat-
ural integration of spiritual and material life.69 Moreover, through the efforts of the
Russian Golyscheff, who was briefly a member of the Berlin group in the spring and
summer of 1919, the Dadaists also appear to have put on at least one full-fledged
bruitist concert: the three-part Antisymphony, which recalled the performances of the
futurists and which the Dadaists characterized as a “musical war guillotine.”70 Soon,
however, the Berlin Dadaists began to branch out, developing strategies particular to
their own movement and context.

First, the Berlin Dadaists added absurd satirical sketches to their performance
repertoire. Grosz and Mehring, for example, staged various versions of “Contest be-
tween the Sewing Machine and aTypewriter,” as well as “Private Conversation of Two
Senile Men behind a Fire Screen.”71 Hecht describes the former sketch as follows:
“There was a race between a girl at a sewing machine and a girl at a typewriter. Grosz
fired a starter’s gun. The girls began sewing and typing at top speed. The sewing machine
operator was pronounced the winner. She received a set of false whiskers, and went
off the stage, proudly wearing them. There was no applause.”72 Grosz recalls a differ-
ent version of the skit: “Walter Mehring would pound away at his typewriter, reading
aloud the poem he was composing, and Heartfield or Hausmann or I would come
from backstage and shout: ‘Stop, you aren’t going to hand out real art to those dumb-
bells, are you?’”73 Mehring gives an account of the skit similar to that of Grosz—only



in Mehring’s version, there is no direct attack on the audience: Grosz runs the sewing
machine while Mehring types, and both he and Grosz speak nonsense for the most
part.74 Other group sketches included “The Dada Advertising Agency Bum-Bum-
Dada,”75 in which at least eight of the Dadaists took part, and a “Recital for the Eye
of Modern Music,” which Hecht describes as follows: “Three girls in tights appeared.
They placed a dozen large canvases, one by one, on an easel. Each canvas contained
the drawing of a single musical note.”76

As the various accounts of these performances suggest, one reason that Berlin
Dadaist performances have been de-emphasized in the standard histories of the move-
ment is that it is impossible to reconstruct them accurately. The lack of clear and
unconflicting accounts points to the acts’ partially unscripted nature and to the fact
that the Dadaists did not focus on the performances themselves but on the complex
interactions that these performances created between the artists and their audiences.
It is clear, however, that the Dada performances were both ironic (in that they paro-
died numerous targets) and nonsensical (in that their ultimate meaning could not be
resolved). Their typical targets included (fine) art, popular culture, bourgeois moral-
ity, and the notion of stable identities, and they were pervaded by a fascination with
both modern technology and the chaos of everyday life.

The absurdist Dadaist sketches became somewhat popular with Berlin audiences,
and in 1919, Max Reinhardt, the innovative and enormously successful Austrian-Jewish
theater director, who worked in Berlin between 1902 and 1933, commissioned Mehring
to contribute to a cabaret titled Schall und Rauch [Sound and Smoke] in the basement
of Das Grosse Schauspielhaus, where Reinhardt was the director between 1919 and
1920. Mehring wrote songs for Reinhardt’s cabaret and, eventually, contributed an
entire evening of entertainment titled Conférence provocative [Provocative Discussion].77

In addition, the group was also invited to contribute to the left-wing theater Die
Tribüne, an invitation that resulted in two performances.78 Although these perfor-
mances at Die Tribüne drew mixed reviews, they were successful on a popular and an
artistic level, revealing as they did the full range of the Berlin Dadaists’ performance
strategies.79 In addition, the performances marked the Dadaists’ first collaboration with
Erwin Piscator, perhaps the greatest experimental theatrical director of Weimar Ger-
many.80 These collaborations can thus be read as signs that the Berlin Dadaist perfor-
mance strategies were quickly recognized and accepted by at least some important
members of the German artistic avant-garde.81 Finally, between their first and second
performances at Die Tribüne, the Dadaists returned to Schall und Rauch to perform
Simply Classical—an Oresteia with a Happy Ending. Written by Mehring and incor-
porating puppets designed by Grosz and executed by Heartfield and Waldemar Hecker,
Simply Classical cited Aeschylus’s tragedy cycle to satirically comment on the events
that led to the founding of the Weimar Republic.82 Mehring’s play was divided into
three parts, “The War,” “The Dawn of Democracy,” and “The Classical Absconding
of Funds,” which respectively parodied World War I, the November Revolution, and
the kaiser’s flight to Holland after his abdication. Simply Classical, as Mel Gordon notes,
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contained many technical and thematic innovations that would later appear as stock
devices in the theaters of Piscator and Brecht. An alienating Gramophone/Greek
chorus interrupted the action of the play with political songs like “The Oratory of
War, Peace, and Inflation.” There were anti-military and anti-American themes—
Electra as a Salvation Army worker. Film was incorporated into the staging—a movie
entitled “Henny Pythia,” parodied the film star, Henny Porten.83

Although unsuccessful from the viewpoint of the artists (who supposedly attacked the
spectators after the performance), the play reveals the Dadaists’ scathing political satire
as well as the innovative nature of their sketches. In addition, it also suggested their
admiring—but by no means uncritical—attitude toward popular culture. Although
their works expressed an appreciation for film, cabaret, dance, popular music, and
sports events, they felt compelled to simultaneously parody these different forms of
mass culture and to interweave their forms with elements drawn from fine art (e.g.,
in the case of their second Schall und Rauch performance, the classical tradition).

In addition to the satirical sketches, Hausmann and Baader also developed an
ironic form of lecture: a pseudoserious discourse on aesthetic, religious, or philosoph-
ical topics. Some of these lectures had extremely strange titles, while others seemed
perfectly normal. In addition to “The New Material in Painting,” Hausmann deliv-
ered “On the New Free Germany” and, on several occasions, “Classical Relations to
the German Middle-Class Kitchen,” an extremely curious discourse on aesthetics.
Baader’s topics seemed more megalomaniacal. They included “On Intertelluric [Inter-
terrestrial] Insanity” and “My Last Funeral.” Often beginning in a stern and dignified
way, these various lectures would get stranger and more out of hand as they progressed.
By parodying rational discourse, the Dadaists insulted and unnerved their audiences.
As Huelsenbeck put it, audiences were “confronted with people who deliberately sev-
ered the process of communication. . . . We asked about the necessity of the trans-
mission of values when we removed all content from what we did.”84 And by evoking
and then breaking with rational discourse, these lectures provoked their listeners to
examine the conventions that governed cultural production—as well as those that
governed their lives.

Also unique to the Berlin Dadaists’ performances was Hausmann’s particular form
of sound poetry, which he developed in 1918 and 1919, and which he used with dev-
astating success over the following years. Hausmann’s “optophonetic poems” were short
“texts” created out of randomly combined typesetter’s letters. The resulting strings of
letters or “letter rows” were printed on posters that Hausmann displayed and that he
also used as springboards for live performances. Repeating and improvising on the let-
ter rows of his poster poems, Hausmann created two- to four-minute performances
that eschewed all sense or meaning. Read at different speeds, pitches, and volumes,
these poems focused attention on Hausmann’s voice as a carrier of emotion or affect,
and, in addition, they suggested the breakdown of all rational meaning or sense. This
poetry, as Hausmann later stated, was “based on the necessity of finding a new form
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of linguistic expression” in the second decade of the twentieth century.85 And perhaps
even more than the irrational lectures, these poems were extremely confrontational and
disturbing for their audiences to hear—something that I examine in more detail in
chapter 3.

Another characteristic of the Berlin Dada performances that distinguished them
from those of the Zurich group was a much greater emphasis on improvisation.
Although aspects of the Berlin group’s performances were scripted, and there was gen-
erally a printed program, the Dadaists wanted to remain open to their immediate sit-
uation. For this reason, they went onstage not fully knowing what they were going to
do next. As Huelsenbeck put it,

The one thing in common to all our performances was that we never knew in advance
what we were going to say. I usually read the Phantastische Gebete, and Hausmann,
as far as I remember, always had his sound-poems on hand. But this material naturally
couldn’t fill out an evening. So from the very start, we had to make the audience real-
ize that it shouldn’t expect very much.86

Grosz offers a similar account: “Sometimes these skits were prepared, but by and large
they were improvised. Since we usually did a bit of drinking beforehand, we were
always belligerent. The battles that started behind the scenes were merely continued
in public, that was all.”87 And Höch concurs with this general picture:

Mostly they [the performances] were imaginative and impromptu, broadly ranging
over the intellectual terrain, and sometimes breaking down into chaos. The course
these raucous presentations took basically depended on the audience’s attitude. The
ending was never planned. I always had terrible anxiety about the ending. But the
participants and their supporters always ended up quite satisfied and relieved, while
the squares [Spiesser] would get furious, which exposed who they were.88

The emphasis on improvisation allowed for a significant degree of chance to be incor-
porated into the performances, making each iteration a unique event. In addition,
improvisation fit with the Berlin group’s interest in being open to the forces and the
contingencies of modern life. Moreover, as suggested by their partially unscripted and
confrontational character, these performances allowed the Dadaists to explore their
emotional and physiological reactions to stressful forms of public exposure. Not know-
ing the outcome in advance, the performances tested the fortitude and the precon-
ceptions of the Dadaists themselves—not just those of their audiences.

Finally, the Dada performances were also distinguished by a strong emphasis on
audience engagement, which the Dadaists provoked through the irrationality of their
subject matter as well as actual verbal and physical assaults on their spectators. As Grosz,
who remembered the group in some of the most nihilistic terms of any of the Berlin
Dadaists, put it, “We insulted the people roundly,” and, as a result, “fights were always
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breaking out.”89 Having come expecting a conventional poetry reading or a serious
lecture on art, the audience grew upset because “we simply mocked everything.”90

Hausmann recalls throwing firecrackers at his audiences during his “Dada Tour” with
Huelsenbeck and Baader in 1920, a traveling show that brought their absurdist humor
to new audiences in both Germany and Czechoslovakia.91 Huelsenbeck also insulted
and provoked the audience, and used other techniques to break down the barriers be-
tween performers and spectators:

One of my tricks was to propose a discussion of Dada. My suggestion was usually
taken, and a whole bunch of panelists wanted to have the floor. They were under-
standably and comically serious about trying to grasp the phenomenon of Dada. The
impossibility of defining Dada only added to the general chaos, which in turn deep-
ened the sense of frustration; and often, when we thought we had already won the
battle, forgotten complexes burst to the surface.92

Yet Huelsenbeck concurs with Grosz that often their intention was simply to make
their audiences angry: “To sum up our reading circuit in a single sentence: we annoyed
and bewildered our audiences.”93 And by provoking anger and confusion, the Dadaists
hoped to liberate their audiences by getting them to express—and thus face—deep-
seated emotions and concerns, another strategy whereby the Dadaist performances
encouraged both the audience and the performers to explore their physical natures as
seats of instinct and emotion.

The Berlin Dada Happenings: Interventions in Everyday Life

In addition to making Dada known through performances, the Berlin Dadaists also
staged impromptu public “happenings.” As it is used here, “happening” refers to the
Dadaists’ semiplanned—as well as their seemingly completely spontaneous—perfor-
mances that took place in the context of everyday life. There are continuities between
these happenings, the Dada performances discussed in the last section, and the Berlin
Dadaists’ media hoaxes, the generally spurious accounts of activities and events that
they managed to get published in the German press, that I discuss in the next section.
Yet another means by which the concept of Dada as a lifestyle and a nonbinding ide-
ology was formed and transmitted to the public in the late 1910s and early 1920s, the
Dadaist happenings existed in many forms.

Although the Dada happenings were different from the American happenings of
the 1960s, the term is useful nonetheless. This is the case not only because a number
of the American artists and critics involved in the 1960s happenings recognized a loose
debt to Dada art but also because significant formal and conceptual parallels exist
between the two.94 These parallels include disregard for traditional plot or story struc-
ture, compartmentalized action (in that a performance’s parts or “scenes” often bear
little or no relationship or connection to one another), the attempt to transform the
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traditional (largely one-way) relationship between actors and audience, the use of non-
traditional or “found” environments for presenting the work, the move away from
language as the primary carrier of meaning, and the presence of what Michael Kirby
calls “nonmatrixed behavior” (in that the actors often do not create an artificial char-
acter, as is the case in a traditional dramatic work, but simply perform actions, much
like athletes in a competition).95

What made the Berlin Dada happenings different from the performances described
above was the following: the happenings were generally even less structured than the
performances, they took place in the context of everyday life, and at times their “audi-
ence” was limited to other Berlin Dadaists. For these reasons, the Dada happenings
came closest to what Allan Kaprow, in his typology of happenings from 1967, identi-
fied as the sixth and last kind of happening, the “activity type.” According to Kaprow,
this type of happening

ignores theaters and audiences, is more active than meditative, and is close in spirit
to physical sports, ceremonies, fairs, mountain climbing, war games, and political
demonstrations. It also partakes of the unconscious daily rituals of the supermarket,
subway ride at rush hour, and tooth brushing every morning. The Activity Happen-
ing selects and combines situations to be participated in, rather than watched or just
thought about.96

And like the American activity happenings, the Berlin Dadaist happenings were moti-
vated by a desire to liberate their audiences through actions that would inspire reflec-
tion on the nature of human identity and behavior in the context of everyday life.

There were different types of Berlin Dadaist happenings. Shortly after the first
Dada evening, Grosz, for example, began to roam Kurfürstendamm, the popular Berlin
shopping boulevard, dressed as an allegorical figure of Death.97 Although none of the
Dadaists described this happening in any detail, a photograph of Grosz in his outlandish
costume remains.98 In it, Grosz stands erect, wearing a grinning skull mask and a long
overcoat. Between his teeth he clenches a cigarette in a holder, and under his right arm
he holds a cane. Parodying the attire of a well-dressed gentleman, Grosz could, in this
particular garb and context, possibly have been taken for a street hawker or a sandwich-
board man attempting to draw people into a nearby store. At the same time, no prod-
ucts are visible, and Death is an unlikely brand for inspiring the consumption of most
commodities. Thus, by introducing a representation of trauma into the shopping expe-
rience of everyday Berliners (one made all the more disturbing by the recent war),
Grosz’s action might have provoked his unwitting audience to reflect on how Germany
was attempting to forget the carnage of World War I through mindless consumption.

In addition, also in the weeks following the first Dada evening, Grosz started
plastering the streets and locales of Berlin with sarcastic stickers advertising the group.

I was very proud of some of the slogans I invented. There was “Dada today, Dada
tomorrow, Dada forever”; the little political parody “Dada, Dada über alles”; “Come
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to Dada if you like to be embraced and embarrassed”; “Dada kicks you in the behind
and you like it.” We had these slogans printed on small stickers which we plastered
all over the shop windows, coffee-house tables, and shop doors of Berlin. They were
alarming little stickers, particularly since the slogans were so mystic and enigmatic.
Everyone began to wonder who we were. The popular afternoon paper, BZ am Mit-
tag, devoted a whole editorial to the Dada menace.99

The Dadaist happenings, as Grosz’s memoir suggests, did not simply shock their on-
lookers. They left mysterious traces in the world, and, in addition, they had a way of
making the papers.

Mehring, on the other hand, remembers a publicity stunt that they used to sell
the first issue of Jedermann sein eigner Fussball. As he recalls, the Dadaists rented a
charabanc, or open-topped bus, and a small band to advertise their publication. With
the editorial staff walking behind the bus, they traversed Berlin—from the rich districts
in the metropolis’s western part to the lower-middle-class and working-class districts
in the northern and eastern sections. As the band played military tunes, the Dadaists
hawked Jedermann—something that drew scorn in the western districts and delight
as they entered the capital’s poorer areas, where the predominantly working-class
population responded positively to the cynicism of the left-wing publication and its
pseudopatriotic sales pitch.100 Like Grosz’s appearances on the Kurfürstendamm, the
happening that Mehring recalls both embodies and parodies an advertising campaign.
By creating actions that both fit into the everyday context and at the same time
seemed nonsensical or ironically intended, the Dadaists transformed the urban envi-
ronments through which they passed. They thus introduced uncertainty, potential
discomfort, and humor into the everyday world, thereby possibly helping their onlook-
ers examine their time-honored and conventional expectations.

Huelsenbeck, for his part, recalls another more spontaneous series of events that
began in a bar near the Bahnhof Zoo in Berlin. These events were not so much
directed toward an outside public but toward other Dada artists. Dissatisfied with
merely drinking, Huelsenbeck, along with Jung, Herzfelde, and Heartfield, began to
publicly snort cocaine. Despite their noise and aggressiveness, they managed to con-
vince the establishment to allow them to continue all night.

When the cleaning women came in the morning, we were all sitting or lying at the
table, drinking, and swallowing cocaine. John Heartfield . . . became so unruly that
we had to hold him back forcibly. We finally dragged him off to a taxi and drove to
Wieland Herzfelde’s studio on the Kurfürstendamm. . . . Here, among publishers’
crates, rolls of paper, books, manuscripts piled up around the walls like bottles of
wine, we continued our revels. John Heartfield was tied to a chair, and we teased him
with words and poked him the way people bother an animal in a zoo.

I was so drunk that I suddenly thought of setting the whole place on fire. I ignited
a small torch and headed for the manuscripts. My friends leaped upon me and grabbed
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my firebrand. After that I must have passed out for a while. But I still had a good
deal of energy left in me. My friend Klapper, whose medical practice I covered and
in whose apartment in Steglitz I was rooming, suddenly showed up. . . . It was about
six a.m. Klapper hailed a horse-drawn cab. . . . Nobody could get me to climb in.
Klapper sat in the old leather cushions. I trotted alongside the cab for three miles
without getting out of breath, one, two, one, two.101

As suggested by these various accounts, the Dadaists used spontaneous actions,
aggression, absurdity, and chance to challenge the expectations of the everyday per-
son on the street. By setting up bizarre and sometimes confrontational situations, they
hoped to shock people in their environment, drawing their attention to the conven-
tional rules of behavior promulgated by German society and possibly getting them to
reconsider their ways of living and acting in the world. In addition, as suggested by
Huelsenbeck’s account, the Dadaists also extended their confrontational challenges to
one another. By using drugs and alcohol to unfetter their behavior, and by actively
opposing and threatening one another, they hoped to reveal aspects of human com-
portment that were smothered by the traditional rules of social interaction. Although
their descriptions of these events are quite possibly exaggerated or sometimes even
fabricated, they nonetheless point to the Dadaists’ desire to use half-thought-out or
even spontaneous activities to transform daily life.

Hausmann remembers a somewhat different form of happening that he created
with Baader sometime during the early days of the Dada movement. One day, on a
Berlin street at twilight, they began an impromptu outdoor performance, which in-
volved reading excerpts from Der grüne Heinrich [Green Henry], the Swiss author
Gottfried Keller’s famous quasi-autobiographical novel. Originally written in 1854–55,
and thoroughly revised in 1879–80, Green Henry, which tells the story of a young man’s
attempts to become an artist, was long considered to be a classic bildungsroman, or
“novel of personal development.”

We took turns to open the book at random and read scraps of sentences with no
beginning and no end, changing our voices, changing the rhythm and the meaning,
leafing backward and forward, spontaneously, without hesitation and without a pause.
This gave the whole thing a new meaning and produced some remarkable juxtapo-
sitions. We did not notice the passersby; we certainly noticed no sign of public inter-
est. Zealously we stuck to our task for at least a quarter of an hour. The words of the
book, illuminated by our exalted mode of speech, born up on the wings of our elation,
tormented by new associations, took on a meaning beyond meaning and beyond
comprehension.102

As Hausmann’s account suggests, the two Dadaists used montage and chance pro-
cedures to reconfigure Keller’s novel of self-discovery, thereby creating a radically new
work. An action both exploratory and improvisational, their happening generated new
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meanings out of very traditional material. Significantly, according to Hausmann’s
account, the happening failed on a collective level. Unlike the “official” Dada perfor-
mances, the pedestrians did not notice the duo’s activities. Although the happening
brought art into the context of modern life, the people on the street refused to form
an audience. Thus, although the experience of Dada art could produce engaged audi-
ences, this was by no means a foregone conclusion.

More significant for understanding the Dadaist happenings, however, is Haus-
mann’s description of the barroom conversation that followed their impromptu reading.

All at once we had had enough, and, closing the book, we set off to the forecourts of
a little bar somewhere near (I think it was on the corner of the Kaiserallee) and there,
over a Grätzer beer, we passed an enjoyable hour talking a psychoanalytic nonsense-
language we had invented ourselves, with hardly a normal, straightforward word in
it. Our unconscious was in a state of excitation which led it to pour out its secrets at
every turn.103

As Hausmann suggests, the postperformative participants continued to “live” in a
Dada fashion by defamiliarizing their own speech through nonsense words in an attempt
to reveal the more instinctual or unconscious drives that helped produce their lives.
By editing, transforming, and recombining a literary text, an “objective” part of the
German cultural canon, Hausmann and Baader hoped to reconstruct themselves, first,
through a performance for an unwitting audience and, then, through everyday con-
versation. And this focus on the construction of art and identity through dialogue and
collaboration characteristic of the Dada lifestyle appears to have been another central
subject that the Dadaist happenings attempted to convey.

The Berlin Dada Media Hoaxes: Interventions in the Public Sphere

Although the solo and group actions created by Grosz, Huelsenbeck, Mehring, and
the others hint at the nature of the Dadaist happenings, it was Baader—and to a lesser
extent Hausmann—who developed the Dadaist intervention into everyday life to the
greatest degree. In addition, it was also Baader’s activities that demonstrate how porous
the line was between the happenings and the media hoaxes. Because of the mass
media’s rapid growth during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, public
actions were often reported and elaborated on by the newspapers and other forms of
mass communication. For this reason, an intervention in everyday life might quickly
become a more widespread communicative act in different commercial media.

To some extent, Baader’s role in Berlin Dada has been de-emphasized. There are
several reasons for this. Huelsenbeck harbored a great antipathy toward Baader; Baader’s
most important contributions left few material objects; and Baader largely dropped
out of sight after 1921 (although he did have a successful career later as a cultural jour-
nalist).104 Born on June 21, 1875, in Stuttgart, Baader studied structural engineering
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and architecture, then worked as an engineer and architect for various architectural
firms in Zurich, Hanover, Magdeburg, and Dresden between 1896 and 1905.105 Hav-
ing established a reputation as a mortuary architect in Dresden, Baader came to Berlin
in 1905, where he met Hausmann in the fall of 1906.106 In Berlin Baader began to turn
more and more toward writing as well as to develop visionary architectural projects.
Among the most famous of these was the Monument for Mankind (1906), also known
as the World Temple, which Baader described in three separate documents.107 This
completely impractical project, for which Baader solicited money as well as architec-
tural designs, was envisioned as a pyramidal structure made from reinforced concrete
about 1,000 meters wide at the base and 1,500 meters high.108 A monument to a
utopian world community (and thus a construction that implicitly criticized German
nationalism), the Monument for Mankind was to synthesize various styles of ancient
and modern architecture and to contain totally free libraries, universities, museums,
archives, sports arenas, theaters, parks, concert halls, welfare centers, and, it seemed, a
whole microcosm of the outside world.109 In addition to subtly propagandizing against
nationalism and war, its function was to elevate the spirit of the human community
by expressing a mystical communal sentiment that went beyond the definitions of all
organized religions. In 1914 Baader published Fourteen Letters of Christ, a treatise that
explained his particular vision of monist philosophy through fourteen pseudonymous
letters to different public figures.110 A response, in part, to Nietzsche’s notion of the
“death of God,” Baader’s treatise argued that by recognizing that traditional forms of
Christianity had collapsed, one was forced to conclude that the spiritual realm existed
not in heaven but on earth. Unlike Nietzsche, who was suspicious of the revival of alter-
native forms of spirituality in the modern world, Baader advocated a new, individual-
centered form of religiosity. And among the pseudonyms that Baader used to sign the
various parts of Fourteen Letters was “Christ.” Soon after, Baader began to contribute
essays to Die freie Strasse; through Hausmann, he was eventually drawn into the circle
of the Berlin Dadaists.

As Huelsenbeck reminisced, Baader “was a kind of itinerant preacher, the Billy
Graham of his time, a mixture of Anabaptist and circus owner. While we wavered be-
tween inhibition and lack thereof, Baader was imbued with psychotic exhibitionism
and impulsiveness. I still can’t figure out whether he was fighting for a renewal of
Christianity, an improvement in public schooling, or Dada.”111 Richter, for his part,
called Baader “a sack of dynamite.”112 And Hausmann remembered Baader as “often
possessed by his religious-paranoid ideas,” “a mixture of well-regulated character and
simultaneous obstinacy.”113 As Stephen Foster has argued, Baader made manipulating
the mass media a main subject of his art.114 Through ironic self-promotion and self-
aggrandizement, as well as by getting the media to publish and report on various Dada
hoaxes, Baader exposed the mechanisms of print journalism and advertising during
the Weimar Republic’s early years, announcing his divinity as well as his struggles for
world peace by all available means. In both word and deed, he presented himself as a
kind of surreal messiah. And through his focus on disseminating his self-constructed
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divine image, he suggested the rather postmodern notion that media representations
had more reality than the actual events. As Baader provocatively put it, “The World
War is a war of the newspapers. It never existed in reality.”115 The same might be said
of his own image. More than any of the other main Berlin Dadaists, the actuality of
Baader’s life has been occluded, and what remains of the man are the representations
of himself that he constructed in his art, his writings, and the press.

In addition to presenting various performances in collaboration with Hausmann,
Huelsenbeck, and the other Dadaists, Baader represented the Berlin Dada movement
through media interventions. These involved sending mock press releases to numer-
ous Berlin newspapers on “Club Dada” stationery. Although the total number of such
documents remains unknown, it is likely that many more announcements were sent
than ever appeared in print or survive in the archives of the various Dada artists. Baader
had more freedom to intervene in the public sphere than the other Dadaists. As a result
of a letter that he wrote to Prince Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia, the kaiser’s eldest son,
Baader was certified insane in 1916. At this time, Baader was a soldier in the German
army, having volunteered in the fall of 1914.116 Although he was discharged in the same
year because of a preexisting medical condition (possibly appendicitis), Baader was
recalled to active duty two years later.117 Despite his initial patriotism and enthusiasm
for the war, Baader’s pacifism and antiauthoritarianism quickly won out during his
second tour of duty, and in that fall he wrote his famous letter, which (perhaps mis-
takenly) refers to the kaiser as the crown prince’s grandfather.

My dear Prince! I am currently a soldier in the army of your grandfather [sic], who
has become the monarch of the kingdom of violence. As I am the monarch in the
kingdom of the spirit, I cannot be put under the order of an inferior master. I ask
you please to inform your grandfather [sic] of the following: I order him to stop every
warlike undertaking and to start peaceful negotiations under my leadership. With
fond greetings to your grandfather [sic] and you, Johannes Baader, Pioneer.118

Through this letter, Baader recalls, “I gave the regional headquarters in Berlin a closer
look at my inner psyche; and directly thereafter, by return mail, I was again designated
‘permanently unfit for service,’” by reason of insanity.119 After four additional months
of service in Flanders as a member of a unit patrolling a section of the Bruges-Ghent
canal, Baader was permanently discharged; he returned to Berlin in April 1917.120

Baader’s insanity, which today is still not fully understood, appears to have been
a complex phenomenon. Baader clearly suffered a good deal of mental distress during
his lifetime as a result of either emotional or organic factors. He was institutionalized
seven times between 1899 and 1932,121 and his diagnoses ranged from “depression” as
a result of the collapse of his Protestant religious views to “paranoid schizophrenia,”
with cyclical patterns of manic behavior.122 Hausmann claimed, however, that at times
Baader had himself committed to sanitariums as a way to deal with his financial diffi-

culties,123 a contention not entirely implausible, since the asylums where Baader stayed
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were not overcrowded state-run institutions but private facilities where the conditions
were fairly comfortable.124 Finally, in part because of the famous examples of Nietz-
sche and Friedrich Hölderlin, insanity was romanticized in German artistic culture at
the time as both antibourgeois and creative. Baader was clearly influenced by Nietz-
sche, and thus Baader’s insanity might have also contained an element of artistic self-
fashioning.125 At any rate, his certification as a result of his letter to the crown prince
meant that he could not be prosecuted for his statements. Because of this status, Baader
could create a public uproar free from the threat of being jailed for his inflammatory
utterances and disruptive public behavior. As a result, he was at the center of almost
every public controversy that involved the Berlin Dadaists.

Among the more famous events were the following.126 On July 30, 1918, Baader
sent his short text “Die acht Weltsätze” [“The Eight World Statements”] to the BZ am
Mittag, along with a letter demanding all five of the Nobel Prizes for that year, both
of which the newspaper published.127 Beginning with the statement that “People are
angels and live in heaven,” “Die acht Weltsätze” deified all human beings, asserting,
“Their chemical and physical transformations are magical processes, more mysterious
and greater than any extinction or creation of a planet in the realm of the so-called
stars.” Drawing simultaneously on scientific and religious imagery, it emphasized that
human consciousness was always intertwined with the world that it experiences; fur-
thermore, both consciousness and reality were as multiple as the viewpoints that grasp
them. Emphasizing that the idea of a transcendent God had been overcome (a theme
Baader took over from Nietzsche), the text asserted that now the “earth” was a “part
of heaven” (a monist belief that Baader developed under the influence of Ernst
Haeckel).128 It thus exhorted its readers to change their everyday perspective and to
see the value of a new heavenly or spiritual life on earth. Baader’s demand for the
Nobel Prizes—signed by “Club Dada”—cited the “Die acht Weltsätze” as the reason.
This text, the letter stated, fulfilled the Nobel Prize committee’s criterion of having
“the greatest idealist tendencies regardless of its length”; furthermore, it contained “the
seed of the new world tree that will emerge from this bloody earth.”129 Baader’s con-
tributions were greeted with a great deal of amusement by the editors of the BZ am
Mittag 130—something that did not stop other newspapers from also reporting on the
demand.131 It was also as a result of this hoax that Baader received his title of Oberdada
(Super Dada), a somewhat critical nickname given to Baader by Siegfried Jacobsohn,
the influential cultural critic and editor of Die Weltbühne, in an unfavorable response
to the article in the BZ am Mittag.132 Although it was coined sarcastically as a way to
point out Baader’s megalomania, Baader eagerly adopted the title, using it in numer-
ous announcements and articles over the next few years—a practice that apparently
exacerbated Huelsenbeck’s hostile feelings toward him, since it implied that Baader
was the leader of the Berlin movement.

On September 7, 1918, Baader and Hausmann mailed a press release announcing
the Oberdada’s candidacy as a Reichstag representative for Berlin, District One.133 On
September 8, a press release was issued that the Oberdada would temporarily step down
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as a candidate in order for the Dadaists to hold an independent election.134 On Sep-
tember 10, it was announced that the Dadaists had officially nominated the Oberdada
for the General Assembly;135 and, on September 18, they announced that Scheide-
mann, the SPD politician who would proclaim the new republic on November 9, 1918,
and then serve as its (second) chancellor between February 13 and June 20, 1919, had
been offered and accepted a membership in “Club Dada.”136 Through the figure of the
Oberdada, whose name carried strongly hierarchical connotations, Baader parodied
Germany’s pompous and authoritarian military and political leaders and added a note
of uncertainty to the press’s reports of current events. An even more famous event
occurred on November 17, 1918, when Baader interrupted a sermon by Pastor Ernst
von Dryander in Berlin Cathedral, crying out “Jesus Christ means nothing to you!”
An expression of his disgust with the German church for supporting World War I,
Baader’s public outcry resulted in his arrest and a brief incarceration before he was
acquitted by reason of insanity.137 The press reported the events,138 and Baader pub-
lished a response to what he perceived to be misunderstandings of his action in Die
freie Strasse the following month.139 On February 6, 1919, the day that the First National
Assembly opened in Weimar, Baader was declared “President of the Earth” at a Dada
assembly in the “Emperor’s Room” at Haus Rheingold on the Bellevuestrasse in Ber-
lin.140 A repeat of the announcement on the first page of Die freie Strasse from Decem-
ber 1918, the action parodied earlier attempts (since November 1918) on the part of
various political groups and actors in Germany to form a new government. (Ebert was
elected president of the new republic five days later on February 11, 1919.) Although
the event did not make it into the press, it has entered numerous histories of Dada,
perhaps because Baader mentions this “Dada Putsch” in an undated press release, and
a flyer was printed, “Dadaists against Weimar,” which later became part of a more
famous Dadaist action.141

Other pseudopolitical actions quickly followed. In early March 1919, Hausmann
and Baader decided to proclaim that a “Dada Republic of Berlin-Nikolassee” would
be formed on April 1, 1919.142 Using a typewriter and a telephone book, they planned
to create lists of random names, along with fines, and post them throughout the sub-
urb to agitate the citizenry. On the day of the fake putsch, they would then telephone
the fire department at regular intervals to create even more panic, and, finally, they
would enter the town hall and inform the mayor that an army of two thousand men
was ready to take the suburb by force if he did not surrender immediately. A grim par-
ody of the various left- and right-wing attempts to either radicalize or roll back the
revolution and circumvent the ultimately successful actions on the part of Ebert’s major-
ity Social Democrats to form and lead a new government, the Dadaists’ fake putsch
announcement underlined the precariousness of the new parliamentary democracy.
Furthermore, as Hausmann put it, they would show the world “how one could found
a republic without violence, bloodshed, or weapons, armed with nothing but a type-
writer.”143 In response to the announcement, the new government supposedly read-
ied troops to quell the imaginary insurrection.
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On March 12, 1919, Baader proclaimed the founding of the “Anational Council
of Unpaid Workers” in Berlin at a Dada performance at Café Austria. This spurious
group, which seemed to burlesque both capitalist and communist attempts to speak
for German workers, also appeared to lampoon the attempts of postwar artists to form
themselves into groups to further the revolutionary transformation of German society.
(The group’s name seemed to be a direct parody of the artists’ organization, “Coun-
cil of Intellectual Workers,” founded by the expressionist Kurt Hiller.) Then, in mid-
May, Baader donated a large picture of Friedrich von Schiller to the Weimar National
Assembly with a statement that the Weimar Republic would be destroyed for scorn-
ing spiritual rights. A response to (then) Chancellor Scheidemann’s recent citation of
Schiller before the National Assembly, it underlined the political uses to which cul-
ture was being put in German society at that time.144 On June 28, the same day that
the Treaty of Versailles was signed, Baader released a pamphlet publicizing HADO
(Handbook of the Superdada), a scrapbook that he made from fragments of newspa-
pers, posters, and other reproduced material.145 This book, which became one of his
main artworks, expressed his understanding of the recent history of the Weimar Repub-
lic and the central social, political, and religious role that he had come to play within
it. Perhaps Baader’s most famous political action, however, occurred on July 16, when
he dropped a leaflet, which he had used once before in his “Dada Putsch” of Febru-
ary 6, onto the Weimar National Assembly.146 Among other things, it asked: “Are the
German people ready to give the Superdada a free hand? If the plebiscite says yes,
Baader will ensure order, freedom, and bread.”147 Once again, Baader proclaimed him-
self “President of the Globe,” and once again, the press reported the incident.

Other actions by Baader parodied religious events. On April 1, 1919, for example,
the same day that he and Hausmann were supposedly going to carry out their putsch
in Berlin, Baader sent an announcement—signed “Club Dada”—to the German press,
proclaiming his own death as a result of a stroke. His announcement was quoted in
full in the Berliner Achtuhr-Abendblatt of April 2, 1919, and reported widely in other
newspapers as well.148 In part intended as a device to publicize an upcoming Dada
soirée planned by Tzara for April 9 in Zurich, the announcement was also a jibe at
Huelsenbeck, who continued to complain about Baader’s alleged attempts to claim the
leadership of the Berlin Dada movement through his use of the appellation Oberdada.149

Then, on April 2, Baader announced his resurrection; to mark that event, he began a
new calendar and system for recording times and dates, one that he used consistently
from April 1919 through the late 1920s and then again in the 1940s.150 As was the case
with his publication of “Die acht Weltsätze” and his interruption of the sermon in the
Berlin Cathedral the previous year, these actions reveal Baader using the public sphere
to disrupt traditional Christian thinking and affirm a much more universal notion of
the divine. Because his actions were invested with a seriousness and an intensity that
belied their absurdist character, the press responded to—and reported on—his inter-
ventions, even if it did not take them entirely seriously. As a result, Baader’s provoca-
tive media interventions promoted the Berlin Dada movement at the same time as they
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potentially inspired the German public to rethink the role of politics and religion in
everyday life. Like the happenings, they were devoted to exposing the assumptions that
subtended everyday existence—the assumptions about society, identity, and behavior
that ordinary Germans took for granted. And like the happenings, they were intended
to promote reflection and self-examination through humor, shock, and ambiguity.

Conclusion

As suggested by the various ways in which Berlin Dada made its presence known to
the German (and international) public between 1918 and 1920, actual works of art were
only a small part of its overall production. This was the case, as I have already sug-
gested, because the Dada artists were interested in promoting a reexamination of
human identity at the beginning of the Weimar Republic, in which interrogating the
performing body—in life, on the stage, and in the newspapers—played a central role.
Through their publishing activities, performances, happenings, and media hoaxes, the
Dada artists examined human nature and promoted their movement as a lifestyle and
an ideology devoted to reconsidering what it meant to be human in a new revolu-
tionary moment. The following chapters focus on the Berlin Dadaists’ photomontages,
assemblages, and other forms of visual art that they produced. These works, which
were for the most part created during the second half of the group’s official existence
(i.e., in 1919 and 1920), frequently employed the cyborg as a form for imagining new
modes of identity slowly emerging in German society. The Berlin Dadaists saw cer-
tain types of cyborg as logical extensions of their earlier avant-garde artistic practices;
for this reason, they used this figure to retrospectively synthesize the various meanings
and associations inherent in their earlier activities. In addition, the Dadaists also saw
other forms of cyborg, with which they shared far less sympathy, emerging in Ger-
man society from a multiplicity of different social, psychological, political, and tech-
nological forces. By representing the cyborg in various ways, they hoped to influence
this figure’s development, encouraging the forms that they found beneficial and attack-
ing the other types that they believed were highly destructive. They sought, in other
words, to use representation politically—and the record of their attempts continues
to have relevance today.
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The first stage of Walter Benjamin’s critical practice aims to “carry over the principle
of montage into history. That is, to assemble large-scale constructions out of the small-
est and most precisely cut components. Indeed, to discover in the analysis of the small
individual moment the crystal of the total event.”1 I begin, therefore, with two frag-
ments, or “details,” from Hannah Höch’s photomontage 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 of Germany]
(1919–20). These two related images of cyborgs, as I shall show, are both wired into
more-encompassing networks constituted by the photomontage as a whole as well as
the work’s position in its specific field of cultural production.

In the first example (Figure 2.1), Raoul Hausmann—Höch’s lover and collabora-
tor—appears in the form of a slightly hunched cyborg. The creature is composed of
a frontal and cropped photographic portrait of Hausmann, wearing a monocle and
yelling directly at the spectator, as well as two mass-reproduced photographs of man-
ufactured elements, a metallic screw form that covers the top of Hausmann’s head and
a deep-sea diver’s suit out of which his body is made. “My years with Hausmann,
1915–1922,” wrote Höch more than thirty years later, “took in war, the peace settle-
ment, revolution, hunger, and inflation. Through Hausmann I got to know Herwarth
Walden’s Sturm, the Futurists, Die Aktion, the Franz Jung circle (Georg Schrimpf,

2. Hannah Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife
Photomontage, SigniWcation, and the Mass Media

Why can’t we paint pictures today like those of Botticelli, Michelangelo,
Leonardo, or Titian? Because human beings have completely changed 
in terms of their consciousness. This is the case not simply because we 
have the telephone, the airplane, the electric piano, and the escalator, 
but rather because these experiences have transformed our entire 
psychophysical condition.

—raoul hausmann, “Présentismus” (1921)
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Maria Uhden, Richard Öhring), the Mynona-Segal circle, and, finally DADA.”2 And
this sense that Höch had of her beer-belly cultural epoch as one that combined both
trauma and possibility—a moment in which war, social revolution, economic cata-
strophe, and radical cultural production were intimately and inextricably bound—
seems present in her cyborgian representation of her lover, the Dadasoph.

As a whole, Höch’s depiction of Hausmann exudes both positive and negative asso-
ciations. The hunched posture, overly long arms, cropped face, and covered and finger-
less hands connote aggression and violence, and Hausmann’s appearance as a whole
suggests simultaneous processes of arming and dismembering that evoke the cyborgian
soldiers and war cripples depicted in the paintings, photomontages, and assemblages
of such Berlin Dada artists as George Grosz, John Heartfield, and (the Dresden-based)
Otto Dix. Like them, Höch developed a type of imagery in this portrait that responded
to and represented the existence of soldiers and cripples in German urban centers dur-
ing and after the war. Yet the cyborg also projects a critical humor and energy. Haus-
mann’s grinning and gaping mouth (emphasized by Höch’s cropping of his cheeks
and chin) and his slightly squinting eyes are subtle signifiers referring—both iconically
and indexically—to a vital irony, a humor in the face of adversity, that Hausmann
attempted to embody in his artistic practices.

Hausmann described his idea of hybrid modern identity in “The New Material
in Painting,” a text that he initially read at the Berlin Sezession on April 12, 1918, per-
haps a year before Höch’s photomontage was made. There he described the human
being as “simultaneous, a monster of own and alien,” that encompassed different cul-
tures and moments of time.3 Slightly earlier that year, in a notebook entry written in
late January, he characterized the new form of humanity that he was seeking to bring
about in different, but related terms:

The new man: community, the dissolution of the I, of the individual, into the force,
the truth, of the We; the sublation of alien power as violent authority into the inner-
most personal authority as boundless responsibility: because We will exist when I am
at the same time the other, [and] I, the other, am at the same time another I.4
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Figure 2.1. 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 of 
Germany] (1919–20) (detail). Photomontage and collage with watercolor.
114 × 90 cm (44⅞ × 35⁷⁄₁₆ inches). Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Nationalgalerie, Berlin. Photograph from Bildarchiv Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



And something of Hausmann’s vision of human beings as provisional combinations
of contradictory elements, mixtures of “I” and “we,” can perhaps already be glimpsed
in Höch’s tiny representation of him.

We recognize Hausmann’s vision of the new man—a vision influenced by Mynona
(Salomo Friedlaender), Otto Gross, and Friedrich Nietzsche—in Höch’s photomon-
tage portrait of him, because the hybrid figure clearly combines “own” and “alien” ele-
ments. Hausmann’s face, taken from the cover of Der Dada 3, sits on top of the diver’s
body in a “new iron diving suit” from the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung [Berlin Illustrated
Newspaper, or BIZ ] of January 18, 1920, at that time Germany’s most popular illus-
trated weekly newspaper.5 The visage of Höch’s intimately known collaborator and
significant other, whose portrait in its original context evoked the Berlin Dadaists’
aggressive performance practices, is thus here linked to an anonymous deep-sea diver,
dressed in a suit that can go to twice the depth of previous suits, as the BIZ caption
tells us. Thereby the head of the athletic and confident Hausmann—who despite his
physical prowess was so nearsighted as to be exempted from military service—is paired
with a body that seems awkward and childlike despite its ability to plumb greater depths
than ever before. (In the original photograph, the diver hangs like a puppet from a
cable, something that adds to its apparent clumsiness.) The figure thus conjoins inti-
mate and external associations. It is simultaneously lover and stranger, performer and
explorer, living flesh and obdurate metal. Furthermore, the same play between own
and alien, intimacy and anonymity, operates on a formal level as well. On the one
hand, the image is uniquely Höch’s. She created the bizarre and evocative figure by
selecting appropriately sized components, cutting them out of their original contexts,
and gluing them together to communicate an original and idiosyncratic vision of
what it means to be human. On the other hand, the image’s various components are
not directly connected to Höch in the ways that artistic elements have traditionally
been joined with their creators. She did not create them (i.e., sketch, paint, or even
photograph them) but simply appropriated them.6 Thus, as a whole, the portrait of
Hausmann combines Höch’s unique vision of him as well as (a small amount of ) her
particular handwork with mere mass-produced and anonymous imagery. Through
both subject matter and form, it suggests that human identity is a product of the inter-
action between subjective and objective elements, aspects of the personality both pri-
vate and unique as well as general or intersubjective.

In the second image (Figure 2.2), which includes the first (Figure 2.1), Höch rep-
resents one of her (and Hausmann’s) “enemies” or “opposites,” the deposed German
kaiser, Wilhelm II of Prussia. Like Hausmann, the former German monarch appears
as a cyborg, a figure that is constituted by an even more heterogeneous constellation
of fragments. The kaiser’s head and body are composed of a black-and-white photo-
mechanical reproduction of a painted portrait of the monarch overlaid with a montage
of machined elements including—as one’s eye moves down Wilhelm’s trunk—a wheel
with metal spokes and a rubber tire, a ship’s motor, and the motor’s screw-tipped metal
housing (which, in turn, terminates toward the top of Hausmann’s head, bisecting his
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Figure 2.2. 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 of Germany] (1919–20) (detail). Photograph from Bildarchiv Preussischer
Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



forehead slightly above his eyebrows). A montage of two inverted wrestlers wearing leo-
tards replaces the kaiser’s trademark mustache, and an image of a newborn baby in a tray
is superimposed on his right eye. An undersized, black top hat, set at a jaunty angle,
crowns the kaiser’s head, an allusion, perhaps, to his recent lost status as emperor of the
German Empire and king of Prussia and new identity as an upper-class German Bürger
in exile in the Netherlands. (Although he did not eschew wearing civilian headgear dur-
ing his tenure as German monarch, Wilhelm’s preferred form of head adornment—
at least in the bellicose years leading up to his abdication—appears to have been the
Prussian Pickelhaube, the spiked helmet characteristic of the German military after
1842, which was discontinued for its lack of protective qualities during World War I.)

Because of the mismatches between its various photomontage fragments, the kaiser’s
body appears monstrous—truncated or deformed at the waist or the hips. The royal
cyborg also sprouts multiple appendages in the form of other figures and heads, in-
cluding, dangling below the kaiser’s groin, Hausmann, the cyborg on which the whole
“anti-Dada” kaiser edifice perhaps rests. Further accentuating the cyborg’s inhuman
nature, other appendages include important conservative government and military
figures as well as left-wing thinkers and artists.7 Dr. Wolfgang Kapp, who unsuccess-
fully attempted to overthrow the Social Democratic Party (SPD) government in March
1920 and subsequently fled to Sweden, sits in an airplane that emerges from the kaiser’s
right ear. Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg is attached to the front of the kaiser’s
right shoulder, his head montaged onto the body of a popular female dancer, Sent
M’ahesa, in a harem outfit. Hindenburg’s right arm touches the left shoulder of the
Austro-Hungarian General Karl von Pflanzer-Baltin, another hero of the monarchy,
whose body partially occludes Wilhelm II’s right arm. Von Pflanzer-Baltin’s feet rest
on the heads of Ulrich Graf von Brockdorff-Rantzau, the so-called Red Count and
SPD foreign minister in 1919, and Gustav Noske, the SPD’s infamous minister of
defense from 1919 to 1920 (and former master butcher), who was best known for em-
ploying right-wing paramilitary troops to suppress communist and left-wing uprisings
throughout Germany in early 1919. These two figures appear to emerge out of the top
of the kaiser’s forearm. Below them, the heads of the Bolshevik Karl Radek, Johannes
Baader, and Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov Lenin, the Bolshevik leader and first head of the
Soviet Union, appear like parts of a large decorative cuff. The bodies of female acro-
bats in checkered suits hang below the heads of Radek and Lenin and suggest further
ornamentation, while the bodies of two female gymnasts dangle below Baader’s head,
suggesting elongated fingers emerging from beneath the kaiser’s cuff. To the left of a
large wheel, which projects from the kaiser’s chest like an oversized nipple, the head
and upper body of Else Lasker-Schüler, the expressionist poet with whom the Dada
artists were friendly, grows from the deposed monarch’s sternum, like a cancer or a
decorative medal. Below and to the right of Lasker-Schüler, the kaiser’s left hand cups
the head of Max Reinhardt. The famed theater director, who collaborated with the
Dadaists on the cabaret Schall und Rauch, seems to grow out of the kaiser’s stomach.
(In official portraits, the kaiser often kept his left arm slightly crooked to conceal the

Hannah Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife — 69



fact that it was withered as the result of a birth defect. Because of this history, Rein-
hardt’s head perhaps takes on some of the associations of the kaiser’s characteristic white
gloves or sword, objects that he would sometimes hold in his left hand to mask his
infirmity.) Finally, Marx’s head protrudes from Wilhelm’s lower back, like another
strange growth that is possibly disturbing its host. The kaiser, as Höch represents him,
is thus both individual and collective, a radically hybrid human–machine organism
composed of contradictory and mismatched elements. Not only does the deposed
monarch incorporate different genders and different class positions (as suggested by
his inclusion of counts as well as communists, generals as well as “lowly” Dadaists),
but, as suggested by the harem costume worn by his Hindenburg appendage, he pos-
sibly incorporates different racial types as well (a type of montage juxtaposition that
became more and more ubiquitous in Höch’s work as the decade developed).

Like the cyborgian image of Hausmann, the Wilhelm II cyborg connotes both
violence and energy, trauma and regeneration. A number of his appendages seem only
loosely attached to his body, and he appears to be frozen in a process in which he is
either incorporating or expelling heterogeneous parts. In addition, although the cyborg
looks monstrous and deformed, his upright and regal posture suggests both power
and control—something also emphasized by his technological enhancements. More-
over, as implied by the technological interface between the kaiser and Hausmann, the
cyborg appears as a figure through which Höch—anticipating a conceptual opposi-
tion that would intensely occupy the conservative legal theorist Carl Schmitt during
the second half of the Weimar Republic—could reimagine the relationship between
friend and enemy in a new and more densely connected way.8 Although it is unclear
whether Hausmann is dreaming up the kaiser or the kaiser is excreting Hausmann,
they are scarcely separate beings anymore.

Cyborgian Subjects

Despite the fact that artists and other cultural producers during the Weimar Republic
posed questions about the nature of human identity in the context of modern industrial
societies, the hybrid and interconnected nature of modern existence—a phenomenon
that the concept of the cyborg would later be used to identify and analyze—was diffi-

cult to speak or write about. Instead, in the context of Germany between the wars, it
could largely only be shown. However, as suggested by the first two examples analyzed
in this chapter, the antithetical yet interrelated cyborg constellations excised from Höch’s
Cut with the Kitchen Knife, the Weimar cyborg—at least as it appears in Dada art—
exhibits numerous correspondences with post–World War II concepts of the cyborg.
Already by 1920, in other words, more than forty years before the term’s invention,
the cyborg appears as a figure of hybrid modern identity that undermines clear divi-
sions between gender and class while interrelating the individual with the collective,
friends with enemies, and trauma with regeneration.

By analyzing the cyborgs in such photomontages as Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen
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Knife—by paying attention, in other words, not only to how the cyborgs are repre-
sented but also to the interrelationships that appear between them, and how they are
shown to interact with their environments—we can better understand several issues
now associated with Berlin Dada art. They include the innovative nature of the Berlin
Dadaists’ montage-based strategies of signification; Berlin Dada’s relationship to the rise
of the mass media in Germany after World War I; and, finally, the group’s links to
new discourses about transforming human perception in the modern world. These
issues, I will show, help to explain why the Berlin Dadaists were so drawn to the image
of the cyborg.

When taken as a (somewhat loosely organized) whole (Figure 2.3), Höch’s Cut with
the Kitchen Knife suggests that its creator saw the cyborg as fundamentally intercon-
nected with a rapidly transforming technology-driven society. Broadly speaking, the
large photomontage presents a turbulent image of Germany’s postwar revolutionary
moment of 1918 and 1919. It was mostly constructed from mechanically reproduced
photographic fragments that Höch clipped from the BIZ, which appeared once a week
on Thursdays, and which had the largest circulation of any illustrated weekly news-
paper in Germany. Published by Ullstein Verlag, the same publisher for whom Höch
worked—primarily on women’s magazines—between 1916 and 1926, the BIZ was for
Höch an illustrated record of her moment, which she drew on time and time again.9

Against what must originally have been a white background of undefined space (now
both wrinkled and browning), Höch pasted an array of photomechanically reproduced
fragments that suggested Germany’s wartime and immediate postwar history.

These monochromatic reproductions, with primarily sepia and olive-green color-
ation, consist of five main types of image. Most prominent are the figures of cyborgs:
sutured-together images of Wilhelmine and Weimar personalities, including gov-
ernment, military, and political leaders; artists and writers; dancers and actresses; and 
scientists. These collaged, hybrid, and (sometimes) hermaphrodite figures represent
recognizable individuals while suggesting—through their fragmented and recombined
structures—a radical transformation of these modern individuals through war, revo-
lution, and technological development. And although the photomontage contains more
male cyborgs than female ones, numerous cyborgian women are also represented, thus
suggesting that neither gender was immune to technological change.

Also prominent are images of metropolitan buildings and crowds, drawn primar-
ily from New York and Berlin, which evoke the urban contexts—the sites of interface—
within which Höch’s revolutionary-period cyborgs exist. As suggested by the main
crowd scenes—the first, in the photomontage’s bottom left corner, which juxtaposes
images of demonstrating masses, delegates in the Weimar National Assembly, and bour-
geois concertgoers with public architecture taken from Wall Street and royal Berlin (the
Berlin City Palace), and the second, in the top right, which presents a mass of jobless
proletariats waiting for work in front of a Berlin unemployment office—German soci-
ety was strongly stratified in the early postwar years. At the same time, because of the
jumbled and intermixed character of the various crowd and architecture fragments,
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Figure 2.3. 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 of Germany]
(1919–20). Photograph from Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



the photomontage suggests that the new society is also a place where different classes
interact. The Weimar Republic, Höch’s photomontage implies, is a site of class strug-
gle and conflict.

Although fewer in number, images of technology are also prominent—primarily
because of their larger size and occasional greater separation from the other montage
clusters. Here, images of turning and locomotion predominate. Five great gears or tires
dominate the photomontage’s middle and extend to its left side. The wheel motif, with
its associations of turning, evokes the November Revolution and the resulting social
and political transformation of German society.10 In addition, it also connects Höch’s
photomontages to Kurt Schwitters’s collage paintings, which used circular motifs to
evoke similar associations of technology, movement, inversion, and social revolution.11

Furthermore, the central foreshortened gear is connected by a dark axle to the kaiser’s
back, thereby suggesting that he is some sort of monstrous windup puppet. Closely
related to the pictures of wheels and gears, images of such vehicles as trucks, trains,
ships, and planes also appear. Evoking the early stages of a rapidly globalizing society,
they connote travel, speed, and the early-twentieth-century conquest of space and time.
In addition, these depictions bring to mind flying and road races, modern activities
that had recently captured the public imagination and achieved significant represen-
tation in the press and in mass culture in general.12

Individual letters, words, and the occasional full sentence also appear throughout
the picture field. Among the more legible are “Hey, hey, you, young man, Dada is not
a direction in art,” “Invest in Dada,” “Dada,” “Dada triumphs,” “come,” “nf,” “k,”
“The anti-Dada movement,” “The great world Dada,” “Dadaists,” and “Join Dada.”
These textual fragments, primarily taken from Dada publications, evoke the practices
of sound poetry and the Dada artists’ parodic advertising campaigns and media stunts.
In addition, other texts, printed on the objects depicted within the montaged image
fragments, suggest the realm of brand names and trademarks, additional forms of in-
formation that circulate within Höch’s rapidly changing world. A few of these texts also
orient the viewer by labeling different groups that inhabit the confusing picture space.

Finally, representations of animals, babies, and “primitive” people also appear. These
stereotypical signs for concepts such as “nature,” “origin,” and “innocence” have their
meanings inverted by Höch’s hybridizing montage juxtapositions. Because of their
proximity to images of technology and urban spaces, the natural signs come to suggest
the interpenetration of nature and culture through an expanding set of increasingly
powerful technologies. As a result, they evoke the debates about science and technol-
ogy’s impact on nature and traditional modes of life that agitated German society since
the late nineteenth century.13

The turbulent, crisis-prone character of Cut with the Kitchen Knife ’s subject mat-
ter is further emphasized by its formal structure. The photomontage is divided by a
diagonal axis that partially runs along the bottom of the kaiser’s right arm. This axis
moves downward, through the machinery that constitutes the back of his torso, and
along a baby’s backside, then upward, along an elephant’s head, until it seems to exhaust
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itself in the left ear of a cyborgian portrait of Albert Einstein. Above and to the right
of this diagonal axis “the anti-Dada movement” appears, identified as such by Höch’s
appropriated texts, the Wilhelm II cyborg, and various other political and military
figures, including Wilhelm of Prussia, the crown prince, dressed in an oversized check-
ered dress, and two representations of Friedrich Ebert. Emerging in profile from the
side of Einstein’s head, the first Ebert strikes a classic speaker’s pose with his right arm
extended in front of him as if he were exhorting a crowd. The second Ebert consists
of his head montaged onto a female gymnastic artist’s body. The figure is positioned
to the right of Einstein’s head and to the left of the central gear that seems to wind up
the kaiser’s body. Below this axis, the Berlin Dada artists—Hausmann, Baader, Richard
Huelsenbeck, Grosz, Wieland Herzfelde, Heartfield, Walter Mehring, and Höch—
appear in various hybrid forms. Grouped mainly on the bottom right, their coalition
extends through Einstein on the upper left, who is identified with Dada through the
various bits of text that surround him. Below and to the left of the Dada artists, the
Weimar Republic’s stratified social world is represented through the images of crowds
and architecture. The photomontage’s overall diagonal articulation—as well as its com-
partmentalization or clustering of figures into semidistinct groups—connotes both
dynamism and struggle. Prompted by the overall compositional structure, one can
envision two competing strata in German society, with the Dada artists inhabiting a
more open “buffer zone” between these two groups—a position that seems to find
support in Hausmann’s contention from 1918 that, “besides exact photography, Dada
is the only valid pictorial means of communication and equilibrium in collective
experience.”14 As the composition suggests, the Dada artists at times envisioned them-
selves as mediators between different extremes, and this idea of mediation—of pos-
sessing the ability to translate between opposites and perhaps also to translate opposites
into one another—is, as Donna Haraway reminds us, also central to the concept of
the cyborg.

The fragments that make up Cut with the Kitchen Knife are also juxtaposed in a
way that emphasizes their heterogeneity. Not only does Höch allow gaps or white spaces
to show between many of the montage elements, but she also cuts them together with
a disregard for exact matches in scale and perspective. To further emphasize the het-
erogeneous and conflict-permeated nature of her world, Höch has also sometimes
accentuated the edges of her fragments with paint to make them appear even more
separate. Höch thus represents her world as one of omnipresent crisis and conflict
that has no overarching script or master narrative—a place where the old formulas for
structuring experience no longer seem to apply. “Even before the war ended in 1918,”
Höch wrote in 1958, “Berlin’s young people had become politically rebellious and were
searching for new intellectual orientation. . . . Dada here was probably above all else
a kind of negative eulogy for a form of government and life whose time and past and
world view had gone up in flames.”15 And this sense of conflagration and the decisive
but incomplete destruction of the previous social and conceptual orders are mirrored
in her technique’s violent and disjunctive forms.
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As Höch’s photomontage begins to suggest through both its form and its subject
matter, the cyborg became a central figure in Weimar visual culture precisely because
this period constituted a moment of modernity in which competing concepts of the
self and society clashed in German society. Höch attempted to emphasize the conflict-
ridden character of her contemporary moment through her title: “Cut with the Kitchen
Knife Dada through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch of Germany.” By
mixing past and present in her title, Höch suggests that the old and the new live in
unresolved competition. Indeed, numerous traces of the war and the deposed Wilhel-
mine regime remain in Höch’s representation of the early years of the Weimar Repub-
lic. The steel-helmeted soldier’s head, the machine gun, the airplane, and the military
leaders that surround the kaiser all suggest the previous four years of fighting, and the
mismatches between the heads and the figures of Höch’s hybrids evoke the transfor-
mations of the human body under the conditions of mechanized warfare during World
War I. In addition, the kaiser’s large figure suggests the lingering presence of the Ger-
man monarchy in the postmonarchal world. Despite the destruction of the old order,
its loss of hegemony, the ghosts of the past are curiously alive and vital in Höch’s rep-
resentation. Although these specters are not portrayed as dominant figures, they do
appear to be vigorous participants in the contemporary spectacle.

Because the question of what constituted the new German citizen was posed at
this moment in such a forceful yet undecided way, it is perhaps not surprising that
the image of the cyborg would thus emerge as it did. As Höch’s photomontage implies,
the figure embodied a sense of modernity that appealed to actors on all sides of the
political landscape. Although it was popular with the (communist and anarchist) Dada
artists who welcomed modernization, it also addressed antimodernists of all political
stripes in that its freakish or uncanny qualities evoked that which they most feared.
Even the most ardent traditionalists and cultural conservatives believed that they were
being changed by the modern world; the figure of the cyborg, which could equally
suggest both willing and unwilling mechanization, might thus also become a point of
identification for the detractors of modernization. Although I am here tracing the
cyborg’s articulation in the work of a left-wing artist, it is significant that Höch,
already at this early moment in the Weimar cyborg’s history, represents the figure as
appearing on all sides of the social and political spectrum.

Photomontage and SigniWcation

As Jula Dech notes, “Every beholder can see a different picture in Hannah Höch’s Cut
with the Kitchen Knife ” (Figure 2.3).16 Maud Lavin, for example, interprets Cut with
the Kitchen Knife as “a Dadaist manifesto on the politics of Weimar society,” one that
“assigns women a catalytic role in the opposition between a revolutionary Dada world
associated with Karl Marx and the anti-Dada world of the politically compromised
President Friedrich Ebert.”17 For Lavin, the various images of new women in the pho-
tomontage, its different and specific representations of female dancers, film stars, and
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artists, signify “female pleasure” and “liberation” and function as “utopian elements”
that dissolve the Weimar Republic’s traditional hierarchies.18 Because of the fragmen-
tation of its source images, however, as well as certain rather sinister juxtapositions, Cut
with the Kitchen Knife also signifies violence.19 Thus, as a whole, Cut with the Kitchen
Knife—like Höch’s other Weimar photomontages—focuses largely on the new woman
to create a dialectic between “anger and pleasure and, for the [female] viewer, an oscil-
lation between ironic distance and intimate identification.”20

Central to Lavin’s reading of Höch’s photomontage is the pairing of the leaping
body of the dancer Niddy Impekoven, her hands extended above her, with the head
of Käthe Kollwitz, the left-wing artist and political activist, who, at the age of fifty-
two, had just become the first female professor at the Prussian Academy of Arts, at that
time one of the most important art schools in Germany (Figure 2.4).21 For Lavin, this
pairing, in an open area of space slightly below and to the left of the photomontage’s
center, suggests an ironic tribute to both figures—the older expressionist artist and the
fragile, childlike dancer, whose lithe, androgynous body was quickly becoming a new
ideal of feminine beauty.22 By linking the young dancer, with her associations of female
corporeal pleasure, to the mature artist, who had broken the gender barrier that kept
female professors out of the German art academy, this hybrid figure suggests the rev-
olutionary power of women’s actions in the new republic. In addition, however, the
pairing, which leaves Kollwitz’s head clearly separated from Impekoven’s body, also
evokes anger and violence. Because of this separation, the hybrid figure can be read as
a critique of Weimar German society, which, the figure implies, continues to separate
a woman’s mind from her body, emphasizing the latter at the expense of the former.
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For Hanne Bergius, on the other hand, Cut with the Kitchen Knife is not specifically
focused on the new woman. Rather, its themes are more general: human hybridity,23 the
transformation of social bonds through the mass media,24 and the metamorphosis of the
physical world into a shifting play of forces25—all subjects, one might add, that have
been associated with the cyborg, despite the fact that Bergius never uses the term.
Although Bergius emphasizes that there is no dominant fragment or “initial image” in
the photomontage, and that the “viewer’s first impression is that of an unconnected
mass of numerous images and quotations,” her eye quickly fixes on the “striking” head
of the young Einstein in the photomontage’s top left quadrant.26 For the Dadaists,
Bergius argues, Einstein’s theory of relativity, which dissolved matter into a sequence of
events, was a primary point of reference for the photomontage’s overall structure as a
vast and complex “simultaneous montage,” a constellation of photomechanically repro-
duced photographic fragments that represent the physical world as a dynamic play of
forces. Characteristic of the simultaneous montage of Cut with the Kitchen Knife are the
various disproportions or mismatches in size and viewing angle between the different
photomontage fragments. As a result of these mismatches and the overall nonhierar-
chical composition, every person and object represented seems “to be the function of
another thing,” the relation between things becomes “a fundamental component of
their existence,” and reality becomes “a relative, energetic quantity of many possibil-
ities.”27 Not only does the play between empty spaces and clusters of photomontage ele-
ments create a sense that the composition might fluctuate or move, but natural and
mechanical motions are shown to intermingle, and traumatic experience is suggested.28

Interestingly, for Bergius, Höch’s representations of new women in Cut with the
Kitchen Knife are largely critical. Noting a key fragment that Lavin cites very posi-
tively—namely, a map of Europe in the photomontage’s lower-right corner that delin-
eates the countries in Europe where women had gained the right to vote—Bergius
argues that the map instead signifies Höch’s sense of “the contradictions between
women’s newly won right to vote, their politicization during the war, and the fact that
they afterwards faded back into privacy during demobilization.”29 Instead of repre-
senting female liberation, the photomontage emphasizes the fact that women’s “real
integration into the work process failed to come.”30 Nor, for Bergius, is the new woman
the dominant focus of the photomontage. In contrast to Lavin, Bergius holds that the
work’s central theme is the transformation of both people and the world into a play
of forces that constantly reconfigures itself, a new state of being that the photomon-
tage suggests is intimately bound up with the development of the mass media and
which is reflected by the work’s formal structure as a simultaneous montage.31

As suggested by these two interpretations of Cut with the Kitchen Knife, the early
Berlin Dada photomontages had multiple meanings that fluctuated depending on which
clusters of fragments the viewer engaged. Works like Cut with the Kitchen Knife are so
filled with different recognizable objects, and the groupings permit so many divergent
configurations, that they cannot but support a multiplicity of distinct, sometimes con-
flicting readings. Furthermore, because they are so obviously edited and reassembled,
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they impel their viewers to go beyond merely identifying and cataloging fragments to
constructing overall interpretations that spell out the creator’s possible “take” on his
or her various subjects. Thus Cut with the Kitchen Knife simultaneously signifies the
November Revolution, the revolutionary and repressive potentials of the new woman,
the hybridization of human beings under the conditions of mass-reproduction, the
capabilities of the mass media to both dissolve and reconstruct social reality, the trauma
of World War I, and the new understanding of nature brought about by Einstein’s
theory of relativity. In addition, it is also “about” the various other interpretations that
can be generated by linking different photomontage fragments in the image together.
Because their component parts are so numerous and their compositions are without
a main focus, the Berlin Dadaists’ early photomontages necessitate constructing mul-
tiple interpretations and rejecting any sense of totality or the end of interpretation.
Their all-over, nonhierarchical compositions empowered their original viewers to iden-
tify the elements that mattered the most to them, and by bringing them together, to
reimagine their contemporary world.

Both the richness of and the disparities between the different interpretations sup-
ported by Cut with the Kitchen Knife also suggest quite strongly that Höch consciously
composed her photomontage to create ambiguity and encourage multiple readings.
By drawing the spectator’s attention to the artificial and constructed nature of Cut
with the Kitchen Knife, Höch underscored the perspectival nature of her representa-
tion—the fact that it represented one particular viewpoint in a potentially much larger
discursive field—thereby inviting dialogue. Other artists, Höch’s photomontage sug-
gests, could have used the same source materials to create radically different perspec-
tives on the same people and events; for this reason, the viewer should not uncritically
accept Höch’s representation but analyze its various implications. Finally, the multi-
ple and conflicting combinations of text and image that characterize Höch’s strategy of
composition destabilize the everyday and instrumental meanings of the worldly objects
that Cut with the Kitchen Knife contains. After viewing Höch’s photomontage, we per-
haps see everyday objects in a different light. In these diverse ways, Höch’s photo-
montage helps promote a “negative dialectics” between its photomontage fragments:
a nonhierarchical relationship between elements that actively undermines any single
reading or overarching interpretation.

As Adorno later defined it in relation to philosophy, negative dialectics is a method
of associating concepts and the particulars that fall under them to show that the con-
ceptual order does not exhaust the natures it subsumes. According to Adorno,

The matters of true philosophical interest at this point in history are those in which
Hegel, agreeing with tradition, expressed his disinterest. They are nonconceptuality,
individuality, and particularity—things which ever since Plato used to be dismissed
as transitory and insignificant. . . . A matter of urgency to the concept would be what
it fails to cover, what its abstractionist mechanism eliminates, what is not already a
case of the concept.32
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As it functions visually in Höch’s photomontage, negative dialectics results from juxta-
posing photographic and textual fragments to produce ambiguity and, very importantly,
to prevent reducing reality to the level of either photographic or written representation.
By creating contradictory chains of metaphoric association to prevent the discovery
of a single dominant reading, Höch’s photomontage juxtapositions not only produce
divergent interpretations but also preserve nature’s difference from both photography
and language. In other words, because the photographic and textual elements do not
mesh seamlessly or constitute well-known concepts or objects, it is difficult for the
photomontage’s various spectators to think the combinations of fragments apart from
the conflicting particulars they represent. In this way, the ambiguity and multivalence
of reality is retained—a sense of the world as exceeding the various definitions that
human beings bring to it.

A comparison to other photomontage strategies can make this point clearer.
Although created somewhat earlier, the cabinet card advertisement for Chrl. Tichy,
Anotomisches Wunder [Chrl. Tichy, Anatomical Wonder], probably from the 1880s or
1890s (Figure 2.5), presents a good example of the (more direct and clear) commercial
photomontage strategy used since the second half of the nineteenth century. In this
sepia-toned albumen print mounted on heavy cardstock, sixteen separate images of
the subject, a professional contortionist, are presented in a stable, symmetrical, and
vaguely pyramidal composition. A bust-length portrait of Tichy in a suit and tie appears
in the lower center of the image, surrounded by fifteen shots of the costumed per-
former in action against a painted backdrop. While the central portrait suggests Tichy’s
normalcy and—through his costume and dignified bearing—intimates a proper bour-
geois standing, the surrounding images, which depict him in a series of mostly frontal
and side poses all shot from the same vantage point, reveal his unique talents. Blocks
of text serve as titles and captions, thus helping explain or interpret the composite pho-
tograph. Tichy’s name and profession appear in the center just above his portrait, and
three additional rectangles of text, presenting two captions, are added toward the pho-
tograph’s peripheries. The first reads “medical abnormality” and suggests the rareness
or uniqueness of Tichy’s act; the second states “doctor examined,” which helps reas-
sure the viewer that Tichy’s strange contortions are not dangerous (and thus that it is
not immoral to watch his act).

Designed to function as both an advertisement and a souvenir photograph for a
circus or variety act, the cabinet card differs from Höch’s photomontage in several
important ways. First, the various images out of which Chrl. Tichy, Anotomisches Wun-
der is composed are all the same size and shape: they have not been cut up or frag-
mented in any way, and they are all of roughly the same type (i.e., they are all full-figure
portraits). Unlike Cut with the Kitchen Knife, the Tichy cabinet card does not divide
or break up its subject, represent him as a hybrid figure by adding additional pho-
tomontage elements to his face or body, or cut together incongruous photographic
material. In addition, the photographic elements are symmetrically arranged. They do
not suggest an unstable and potentially shifting image field, as is the case with Höch’s
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Figure 2.5. Chrl. Tichy, Anotomisches Wunder [Chrl. Tichy, Anatomical Wonder] (ca. 1880–1900). Cabinet card
(albumen print). Photographer unknown. Private collection.



representation. Second, the text in the Tichy card explains the photographic material
and supports a fairly clear message as to the performer’s identity and the nature of his
act. A discernable difference in typeface distinguishes the title—the performer’s name—
from the various captions, which list his attributes. These characteristics stand in clear
contrast to the use of text in Cut with the Kitchen Knife, where the partial sentences,
words, and letters are ambiguous and multiply interpretations. Third, the Tichy card
is seamless. Instead of emphasizing its cuts, which is the case with Höch’s photomon-
tage, the mode of construction characteristic of the Tichy card covers over the disrup-
tive aspects of its montage structure. Rather than paste together separate images, the
creator of the Tichy photograph simply rephotographed a collection of existing photo-
graphs that had been affixed to an undifferentiated background (the tacks can still be
seen throughout the image). And because it was produced through a less-disturbing
strategy of photomontage construction, the Tichy image calls much less attention to
its mode of making.

Downplaying the self-reflexivity of its photomontage medium, the Tichy card
strives for strong impact and clear communication. The juxtapositions of photographic
elements, though striking, do not call into question the nature of the subject that they
represent, and the text, likewise, bolsters Tichy’s identity instead of undermining it.
Rather than challenge the spectator’s assumption that his or her everyday understand-
ings of “the human body,” “contortionists,” “variety acts,” “medical abnormalities,”
and “doctor examined” can adequately comprehend and categorize the images and texts
combined in the composite representation, the cabinet card instead confirms and mobi-
lizes these everyday concepts to incite a desire to consume what is represented (by, in
this case, either patronizing Tichy’s act, reliving the experience through the memory,
or buying the card and experiencing his act in a mediated fashion through a photo-
graphic representation). Obeying the fundamental principles of effective advertising,
Chrl. Tichy, Anotomisches Wunder helps stabilize an existing conceptual horizon to derive
profit from it—a strategy that Höch’s photomontage clearly eschews. As the Tichy
card thus reminds us, although Höch’s photomontage technique was influenced by print
advertising, it remained fundamentally at odds with its overall strategies and goals.

Rosalind Krauss’s distinction between Dada photomontage and surrealist pho-
tography helps further clarify Höch’s negatively dialectical compositional strategies.
For Krauss, the fundamental difference between Dada photomontages such as Cut with
the Kitchen Knife and surrealist photographs such as those created by Man Ray, Hans
Bellmer, André Kertész, and Jacques-André Boiffard among others has to do with how
each group respectively mobilized the indexical aspects of their photographic source
material, that is, the photograph’s causal connection to that which it represents or, to
put it another way, its nature as an imprint taken from the real, like a fingerprint, a
footprint, or a water ring left by a cold glass on a table.33 The obvious cuts and jar-
ring juxtapositions of the Dadaist photomontages, on the one hand, robbed their pho-
tographic sources of their compelling reality or presence, and demonstrate the Dadaist
strategy of employing photographs like parts of language to construct obviously artificial
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(and readable) interpretations of reality. By thus injecting writing into reality through
photomontage, the Dadaists revealed, to use Sergei Tretyakov’s terms, not the simple
social facts depicted in the photographs but the social tendencies expressed by those
facts. The surrealists, on the other hand, tended to eschew photomontage, preferring
instead other photographic manipulations such as radical cropping, the staging of peo-
ple and objects, negative printing, multiple exposure, mirror manipulations, solariza-
tion (the inversion of photographic values through light exposure during processing),
photograms (the contact printing of objects on photographic paper to create abstract
and semi-abstract images), and brûlage (the burning of the photographic emulsion).
They did this to preserve the presence of their photographic representations and thereby
to employ the indexical power of photographs to present reality as a shifting repre-
sentation or written sign.34 In other words, instead of constructing an obviously artifi-

cial interpretation of reality (which argued for a particular truth) as did the Dadaists,
the surrealists attempted to represent the world as permeated by the same shifting play
of presence and absence that characterized the experience of the meaning of written lan-
guage. Surrealist photographs, as Krauss puts it, “are not interpretations of reality, decod-
ing it, as in Heartfield’s photomontages. They are presentations of that very reality as
configured, or coded, or written,” and thus “what unites all surrealist production is pre-
cisely this experience of nature as representation, physical matter as writing.”35

As suggested by Krauss’s distinction, photomontages such as Cut with the Kitchen
Knife employed montage to construct obviously artificial interpretations of the world.
The Dadaists were less concerned than the surrealists with using photography to evoke
an actual experience of the uncanniness of reality (which was accomplished by alter-
ing photographs while preserving a strong sense of their indexical character) and more
concerned with using photography to produce a legible statement about the multiple
and changing nature of the real. In short, Dadaist photomontage, in Krauss’s view,
was more didactic than poetic. Although Krauss’s distinction between Dadaist pho-
tomontage and surrealist photography is important, it misses, I think, certain central
characteristics of Dadaist practice. In the first place, Krauss does not distinguish be-
tween different forms of Dadaist photomontage—the early all-over form, for example,
from the later, more hierarchical and focused compositional strategy or, for that mat-
ter, both these forms from the much clearer and more propagandistic strategy Heart-
field used after 1920 (a strategy that still distinguished itself from contemporaneous
advertising through its greater irony and ambiguity). In addition, Krauss’s theorization
does not examine the type of message that the Dadaists were attempting to communi-
cate. For the most part, their strategies of photomontage juxtaposition were radically
ambiguous and thus, in distinction to Heartfield’s later photomontage work, not always
(or even generally) politically didactic. In addition, as I have already shown, they did
not so much eliminate the photograph’s indexical character as de-emphasize it to play
the photograph’s indexical aspects off its iconic and symbolic characteristics, a dialec-
tic designed to provoke viewers to compare the world as the mass media depicted 
it to both the realities they experienced in their lives and the possibilities they could
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imagine. The Dadaists, in other words, did not get rid of the photograph’s indexical
qualities so much as integrate them into a dialectic with both reality and human imag-
ination. And the reason that they did this was because of their interest in depicting
their contemporary moment and their focus on the burgeoning mass media.

The Weimar Republic

As numerous historians have argued, the Weimar Republic, although lasting only
fourteen years, is a tremendously difficult period to describe or evaluate.36 Beginning
with Germany’s defeat at the end of World War I and the abdication of the German
kaiser, the Weimar Republic remained a compromise solution for most Germans
throughout its existence, a much-maligned social, political, and economic settlement
between ideologically opposed parties of the left, right, and center. Initially, it held
tremendous promise. Germans developed their first dual-system parliamentary democ-
racy as well as a surprisingly farsighted constitution that defined the basic rights and
obligations of a modern and democratic welfare state. Women achieved the right to
vote, a few advances were made in the material conditions of the working class, and
while the modernization of both society and industry was allowed to proceed, some
of its worst consequences were avoided or at least mitigated. In addition, progressive
ideas about gender, sexuality, education, and race gained some influence in the pub-
lic sphere, and there was a genuine flourishing of both “high” and “mass” culture.

But these years were also a time of great instability and dislocation. Periodic eco-
nomic crises resulted from substantial foreign debt, runaway hyperinflation, and mas-
sive unemployment. Political crises developed in the form of party polarization and
frequent shifts in government, the rise of political violence (with the concomitant
growth of paramilitary armies linked to the various parties), foreign occupation, and
the Right’s eventual takeover of the democratic government through legal and extra-
legal means. There were also frequent complaints about the growth of nihilism and con-
sumerism in the population. With the continuing migration of German citizens from
the countryside into urban centers, traditional social ties loosened, and, with the added
pressures of cyclical unemployment and inflation, a cynical “dog eat dog” attitude
emerged that undermined the social fabric from within. As the economy deteriorated,
the old forms of racism and discrimination became more prevalent and virulent again,
bringing fear and instability in their wake. For these reasons, by the time Adolf Hitler
and the Nazi Party took over the reins of power, a significant number of Germans were
not unhappy that the existing system was coming to an end.

It is thus not difficult to see why the cyborg was frequently used by the Berlin
Dadaists (and, later, other German cultural producers) to represent and analyze the
unique time in German history in which they lived. A contradictory figure evoking
the great possibilities and dangers that characterized the Weimar Republic as well as
the interconnection of even the most opposed areas of society in an overarching and
only imperfectly understood technological network, the cyborg mirrored its violent,
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innovative, and rapidly modernizing moment. Moreover, because it could also be used
as a framework to examine how the rise of mass media was transforming human per-
ception, it could also serve as an “aggregator” for the various discourses on how human
sense perception was changing in the contemporary moment.

As Detlev J. K. Peukert argued, Weimar Germany represented “the crisis of clas-
sical modernity”: the culmination of a moment between the 1890s and the 1930s, when
the main modern ideas and movements achieved their breakthrough and, almost imme-
diately, became uncertain.37 Writing in 1987, Peukert defined classical modernity as

the form of fully fledged industrialized society that has been with us from the turn
of the century until the present day. In an economic sense, modernity is character-
ized by highly rationalized industrial production, complex technological infrastruc-
tures and a substantial degree of bureaucratized administrative and service activity;
food production is carried out by an increasingly small, but productive, agricultural
sector. Socially speaking, its typical features include the division of labor, wage and
salary discipline, an urbanized environment, extensive educational opportunities and
a demand for skills and training. As far as culture is concerned, media products dom-
inate; continuity with traditional aesthetic principles and practices in architecture and
the visual and other creative arts is broken, and is replaced by unrestricted formal exper-
imentation. In intellectual terms, modernity marks the triumph of western rational-
ity, whether in social planning, the expansion of the sciences or the self-replicating
dynamism of technology, although this optimism is accompanied by skeptical doubts
from social thinkers and cultural critics.38

As a paramount figure fitting this view of “classical modernity” as a time of radical
and ongoing crisis, the cyborg appealed to the Berlin Dadaists and, eventually, Weimar
cultural producers of all political stripes. In it they saw the outlines of their increas-
ingly specialized, bureaucratized, and technologically mediated society. Furthermore,
the cyborg’s violent and monstrous connotations confirmed and possibly also assuaged
their deepest fears by suggesting that the constant appearance of the unnatural was a
“normal”—potentially everyday—aspect of modern life. The cyborg potentially taught
the Dadaists to live in hope despite violence or, perhaps, to live in hope through and
because of violence. And the cyborg’s eventual ubiquity in Weimar culture was a func-
tion of the fact that it became a figure onto which many different Germans could so
resolutely project themselves.

The Rise of the Mass Media in Weimar Germany

Another reason why the cyborg was so common in Dada art was that it was the perfect
reflexive figure: a type that allowed the Berlin Dadaists to think formally and critically
about the new montage media out of which they often constructed their cyborgian
images. As suggested by Cut with the Kitchen Knife, Höch’s appropriative de- and
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reassembling of her social and cultural moment, photomontage introduced new kinds
of reflexivity into German art. By promoting institutional critique, photomontages en-
couraged Germans to question and investigate the roles that art played in their society.
In addition, photomontages, because they were created through appropriating mass-
reproduced images, also provoked Germans to examine the new forms of the mass
media as well as the messages transmitted. The Weimar Republic, after all, was that
moment of German history in which a truly modern mass culture was initially devel-
oped. It was here that film, radio, illustrated books, newspapers, and magazines first
achieved a mass breakthrough; although spending levels could never match those of the
United States, there was also a developing consumer and leisure culture, particularly
in advertising and the media.39 A figure through which the Dadaists could examine
the growth of Germany’s society of the spectacle, the cyborg became increasingly the
choice in this highly self-conscious moment.

There are many ways in which the cyborg represented the new mass subject—the
consumer and target of the new modes of communication and entertainment—that
developed during the Weimar Republic. Because it revealed how technologies could
function as prosthetics that augmented human perception, for example, the cyborg
can be seen as a figure that announces the rise of radio broadcasting. Radio developed
rapidly during the 1920s. The first radio broadcast in Germany took place on Octo-
ber 29, 1923, between 8:00 and 9:00 p.m., when the Berlin Funk-Stunde transmitted
a mixture of recordings and live recitals, consisting of instrumental solos and vocal
performances, to what was at most a few thousand radios.40 The following year, there
were more than a half million registered radio subscribers, and the number of regis-
tered sets rose by nearly a half million each subsequent year: over one million by 1925,
more than two million by 1928, above three million by 1929, and in excess of four mil-
lion by 1932.41 The amount of time radio stations spent on the air also increased rapidly,
and by 1931 the various stations were broadcasting an average of fifteen hours per day.42

Consisting of eight regional companies (which began operating between October 1923

and October 1924) and one national company, the Deutsche Welle, which started
transmitting in January 1926, German radio was not a private enterprise, as it was in
the United States, but a curious mixture between a capitalist business and a profit-
restricted public enterprise, controlled by the state.43

Dominated as it was by the state, German radio was, unlike the German press,
above party politics, and in distinction to German film production, not subject to for-
eign influence. In addition, because each station was granted a monopoly in its par-
ticular area, there was no competition between producers as was the case in the other
media.44 As a result, radio broadcasting was much more strictly and powerfully con-
trolled by public authorities than any other mass medium of the time, and its program-
ming—which included classical and popular music; lectures and readings; radio plays;
social, political, cultural, and sports reportage; and specialized programming directed
toward women and children—was much more uniform.45 As Karl Christian Führer
has argued, because of the bourgeois pedagogical philosophies of its most important
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leaders, German radio operated according to a strategy of “defensive modernization.”46

Its leaders, in other words, sought to employ modern technologies to stabilize the sta-
tus quo by using radio programming for aesthetic education; thereby they hoped to
educate German listeners to become better subjects and citizens through an audio diet
of high culture and uplifting programming.47 As a result, German radio was dominated
by bourgeois taste throughout the Weimar Republic and its consumption remained a
largely middle-class phenomenon.48 In addition, because of the high cost of radio sets
(particularly those required to pick up long-distance airwave signals) and the placement
of radio transmitters in large population centers, radio listening was primarily confined
to urban milieus.49

Although these state-dominated, urban, passive, and bourgeois-reformist charac-
teristics of radio programming might have inspired the creative critical resistance of
the Berlin Dadaists had they heard it, radio was too much in its infancy during Dada’s
heyday for this to be the case. At the same time, although no official German radio
station existed in 1920, when Höch had (largely) finished Cut with the Kitchen Knife,
there was a significant group of amateur “ham radio” operators [Funkbastler], who
reportedly numbered in the tens of thousands.50 In retrospect, this subculture, which
represented a much more active form of radio listener, stands in sharp contrast to the
official and passive population of radio listeners that would soon form, and in 1920,
the Funkbastler might have suggested to Höch that radio could be an interactive and
creative phenomenon, something that the existence of the wireless telegraph might also
have implied.51 As I have already shown, Hausmann used the figure of the cyborg as
early as 1920 to imagine the synthesis of human beings with audio technologies. His
line drawing Heimatklänge, a disturbing combination of a human head and a phono-
graphic body that shouts “hurra! hurraa! hurraaa!” and was published in Der Dada 3

(Figure 1.8), demonstrates that the Dadaists acknowledged the nationalistic uses of
the new means of audio mass communication, applications that began during World
War I. In addition, in light of Hausmann’s drawing, it may not be too far-fetched to
suggest that the aerial views that Höch included in many of her photomontages—as
well as the figures that she depicts floating through or hovering in space—suggest the
transmission of the human voice and consciousness through the air in a manner rem-
iniscent of radio waves. Although these aerial views and floating figures connote flight
as much as they do radio transmissions, radio’s growing presence, with both positive
and negative connotations, can perhaps be found in a number of her representations.52

Cinema, it seems, had a greater impact on the Dadaists. Not only did Hausmann
compare photomontage to cinema in his writings, but a cinematic iconography also be-
gan to appear in the works of several of the Berlin Dadaists.53 Heartfield, moreover, is
reported to have worked as a set designer for “trick” or special effects films at Grünbaum-
Film in Berlin-Weissensee between 1917 and 1920, and Heartfield and Grosz also
appear to have collaborated on propaganda, advertising, cartoon, and trick films for
Universum Film A.G. (UFA, which was then known as BUFA) from 1917, during the
first year of the company’s existence as a propaganda machine controlled by the Army
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High Command, until the beginning of 1919—projects that, despite the fact that they
are no longer extant, all speak to the importance of cinema for the Berlin Dadaists.54

Among the reasons for their interest in film were no doubt the speedy artistic and tech-
nical advances made by the new medium as well as its rapid growth after about 1910.
(The number of movie theaters in Germany, for example, grew from around 1,000 in
1910 to 2,446 in 1914.)55 Furthermore, by the time Berlin Dada began at the end of
World War I, German cinema was entering one of its most exciting moments.56 Dur-
ing the war, a ban was imposed on foreign films, depriving German theaters of their
primary product, and, in the wake of this prohibition, several major German film
production companies were formed, including Deutsche Lichtbild-Gesellschaft (DLG),
to produce educational and advertising films extolling Germany industries, and UFA,
which became the most significant German film company of the Weimar Republic, a
massive “vertically integrated” conglomerate that controlled production, distribution,
and exhibition.57 As a result of these transformations and the attraction that the new
industry held for many creative Germans, German film flowered both commercially
and artistically in the immediate postwar period. By 1918 there were 2,299 movie the-
aters in the Reich; by 1919 the number was 2,836; and by 1920, 3,731.58 New major
film companies were founded, including Emelka, Terra, Decla-Bioscop, Deulig (a trans-
formed DLG), and National.59 By 1919, Germany, which imported most of its films
prior to 1914, had become the major film producer in Europe and was second only to
the United States in terms of the quantity of its productions.60

From its very beginnings, Weimar cinema was extremely heterogeneous and styl-
istically eclectic. Despite today’s scholarly image of German film in the 1920s as autho-
rial, highbrow, psychological, and artistically complex, only a few of the feature films
made in Germany at the time conform to this model of classical Weimar cinema.61

While significant works were produced, in general much more light entertainment
and kitsch appeared on German screens, and, in addition, beginning in the early 1920s,
German motion pictures had to once again compete for their audience with foreign
products, in particular American slapstick comedies. Adding to the heterogeneity of
German film in the 1910s and 1920s was the fact that German filmmakers developed
and worked in various genres, including horror (for which Weimar cinema is perhaps
best known), the historical pageant (whose historical narrative was often used to com-
ment on the contemporary moment), the “educational film” (which treated sexuality
and other tabooed topics), the literary adaptation (which was based on a preexisting
literary work), the “chamber drama” (which used a small cast and limited setting to
dramatize psychological conflicts), the “mountain film” (which pitted man against
nature), the “street film” (which explored the working-class milieu), the “silent musi-
cal comedy” (to which popular music was played as an accompaniment), as well as a
host of other generic types such as comedies, romances, melodramas, detective films,
adventure serials, science fiction movies, and even fake westerns.62 Industrial and adver-
tising films were also produced, and, in terms of style, Weimar cinema appropriated
several different artistic forms including expressionism, Neue Sachlichkeit, and socialist
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realism. In addition, the realism and compelling narrative qualities of classical Holly-
wood cinema also had an important effect on German filmmaking—and not simply
because American film companies began to establish a presence in Germany after 1925.
For these various reasons, it is thus difficult to determine which characteristics of
Weimar cinema attracted the Dadaists the most—or, for that matter, how uncritically
enthusiastic they were about the new medium. Because Weimar cinema was a mass
medium that required huge amounts of labor and capital, German filmmakers were
under pressure to remain politically neutral so as to appeal to the greatest number of
moviegoers. As a result, the German film industry tended to eschew politics or at least
to hide it, a practice that tended at the very least to support the status quo and that
often resulted in various forms of camouflaged conservatism.63 As Siegfried Kracauer’s
well-known analysis of German film reminds us, even the masterpieces of Weimar
cinema can be read as revealing a hidden authoritarianism—a social and psychologi-
cal tendency that the Dadaists attempted to combat through their art.64

To generalize from what the Dadaists wrote about film, cinema was one of the
inspirations for their development of photomontage.65 In particular, it helped them
understand the power and possibilities of photographic montage, which, as Hausmann
argued in 1931, was a strategy that allowed the Dadaists “to use the material of pho-
tography to combine heterogeneous, often contradictory structures, figurative and spa-
tial, into a new whole that was in effect a mirror image wrenched from the chaos of
war and revolution, as new to the eye as it was to the mind.”66 Cinema, in other words,
revealed the power of photographic montage to fragment and reassemble reality—a
process that not only mirrored the revolutionary postwar moment but also allowed its
practitioners to comment on their new reality and to imagine new forms of individual
and collective existence emerging within it. In addition, it is probable that the Dadaists
appreciated cinema for its working-class associations, its anarchic aspects (especially as
revealed through the films of Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton), and perhaps also for
its burgeoning ability to constitute a spectator by evoking points of view through nar-
rative identification and subjective camerawork. Finally, because films sutured together
divergent viewpoints, the Dadaists also probably appreciated cinema as a training
ground for a new type of perceptual consciousness, one that could tolerate—even appre-
ciate—competing perspectives. Thus, in general, as suggested by their photomontage
practices, they valued cinema’s possibilities for fantasy and criticism, for disrupting the
social and political status quo, and for creating new modes of visual perception—as
opposed to its more univocal, authoritarian, and (classically) narrative aspects. As I
argue in the next chapter through analyses of Hausmann’s Self-Portrait of the Dadasoph
(1920) (Figure 3.2) and other photomontages, the cyborg was a figure that allowed the
Dada artists to imagine how cinema affected representation and perception. This pho-
tomontage, which uses the iconography of film ambiguously, suggests that the Dada
artists were well aware of cinema’s potential to both expand and control consciousness.

Despite the impact of cinema on the Dadaists, however, it was print journalism—
in particular the illustrated newspapers and magazines from which they made their
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photomontages—that probably had the biggest influence on their work. Newspapers
and magazines were still the dominant form of mass communication in Germany
throughout the 1920s, reaching a larger audience than either film or radio.67 In 1866

there were about 1,500 newspapers, of which 300 were dailies. By 1900 their number
had risen to 3,500; by 1914 there were more than 4,200 papers, of which slightly less
than half appeared at least six times a week.68 The number of newspapers had dropped
slightly to 3,689 by 1919–20, although it rose again by the mid-1920s.69 According to one
contemporary source, in 1928 there were 3,356 daily political newspapers in Germany
as well as 10,297 periodicals, a number that included fashion magazines, political and
literary reviews, almanacs, professional and trade journals, scientific publications, and
the like.70 In terms of specialization, there were newspapers for every region and every
political orientation throughout the nineteenth century, and, during the second half
of that century, mass circulation newspapers—which emphasized mass tastes and local
news, and which contained extensive advertising sections to keep subscriptions low—
became more and more popular.71 Around the turn of the century, tabloids began to
appear: newspapers geared toward street sales, which broke with the subscription-based
sales model followed by the majority of nineteenth-century German newspapers.72

These papers, which increased rapidly in popularity before World War I, were even
more sensational and declamatory than the mass-circulation newspapers, and, like their
predecessors, they were heavily dependent on advertising.73

As Modris Eksteins has argued, “The most striking features of the German press
on the eve of the First World War were its abundance, its decentralization, and its grow-
ing commercialization and politicization”—features that, despite certain changes, also
characterized the press during the Weimar Republic.74 The experience of World War
I created a public hungry for breaking news, and, as a result, more and more high-
circulation special editions were sold on the street.75 Although papers that sought a mass
audience began to renounce their explicit political allegiances during the Weimar
Republic so as not to alienate their advertisers, the much-heralded “depolitization” of
the press during that time was actually something of a misnomer. In the 1920s German
papers remained political in that journalists were encouraged to express opinions and
make judgments in their stories,76 and papers began to support political tendencies as
opposed to parties.77 Because the majority of these “nonpolitical” Weimar newspapers
tended to express the popular dissatisfaction with the current situation as well as a long-
ing for an ideal national community (sometimes projected onto an idealized past),
depolitization often resulted in a political shift to the right.78 Only the Social Demo-
crats, the Communists, and (later) the National Socialists possessed a centrally directed
party press, and these papers suffered in terms of circulation because they emphasized
national politics over local issues and were also far less entertaining.79

The addition of photographs also radically transformed the mass appeal of news-
papers and magazines. Although the first illustrated magazines in Europe date from
the late eighteenth century, it was the nineteenth century that witnessed the rise of the
popular illustrated periodical—initially fashion magazines and, by midcentury, weekly

Hannah Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife — 89



pictorial newspapers such as The Illustrated London News (1842), L’Illustration (Paris,
1843), the Illustrirte Zeitung (Leipzig, 1843), Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (New
York, 1855), and Harper’s Weekly (New York, 1857).80 Generally illustrated by means of
end-grain woodcuts (produced from drawings and, slightly later, photographs), these
papers and newsmagazines proved immensely popular, and they helped engender a
mass audience made up of a range of social classes as well as enfranchise a new group
of working-class readers. Before the development of the halftone process between the
late 1870s and the 1890s, newspaper and magazine illustrations were created through
several different methods including lithography, woodcut engraving, and copper plate
engraving. New techniques, such as photogravure, photolithography, collographic print-
ing, and the Woodburytype, became popular in the 1870s and 1880s for printing pho-
tographs in magazines and books; however, these techniques, like the ones mentioned
above, could not be used with type and thus required that image and text remain on
separate pages or for the page to be printed twice in order to combine them.81 With
the advent of halftone engraving, however, photographs and texts could finally be
printed together; as a result, printing time was reduced, as were printing costs.82 Daily
newspapers started regularly publishing photographs around 1900, and rotogravure,
the printing of text and image in massive rotating presses, which was introduced in
the early 1900s, allowed halftone illustrations to be printed at an extremely rapid rate.
As a result of these developments, illustrated newspapers proliferated during the first
decades of the twentieth century.83

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also witnessed rapid changes in
photographic technologies. The dry plate process of Dr. Richard Leach Maddox, cel-
luloid negatives, orthocromatic film, exposure calculators, anastigmatic lenses, hand-
held cameras, new forms of shutters, new types of printing papers, flash powder, and
the science of sensitometry, which were all developed by the early 1900s, allowed for
photographs to be taken more easily and rapidly as well as in places where it was pre-
viously too difficult to obtain an image. These innovations, along with the burgeon-
ing of amateur photography since the 1880s, led to the increased production of—and
demand for—instantaneous photographs of life: candid images of fleeting events (every-
day and historical) that prepared the ground for photojournalism.84 In addition, pho-
totelegraphy, the telegraphic transmitting of photographic images, was first put into
use in 1907, thus making photographs even more readily (and quickly) available for
publication.85 For these various reasons, after World War I, press illustration became
largely photographic.86

The interwar period was the beneficiary of these various developments. As schol-
ars have noted, the Weimar Republic represents a moment in which the modern lan-
guage of photojournalism was first developed, where newspaper and magazine layout
became a significant form of creative endeavor, where the photograph became a primary
mode of communication (as opposed to merely an addendum to the text), and where
much thought was devoted to analyzing these transformations.87 Magazines and illus-
trated newspapers, it was argued, promoted a new form of reading that was impatient,
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distracted, and tailored to a life on the go.88 This was a mode of reception in which,
for better or for worse, bits of reading time were snatched amid other activities—on
the tram, for example, during a lunch break, or after dinner. As a result, reading mate-
rials became more visual, fragmented, and emphatic, thereby beginning a development
in which changes in reading habits and changes in material culture mutually reinforced
one another and contributed to lasting transformations in how ordinary Germans
received and processed information. Periodical covers, for example, were changed to
address the new, supposedly less attentive reader. Whereas before the war they had
featured tasteful (often drawn) illustrations, single posterlike photographs began to be
used more and more during the Weimar Republic, with a prominent series title above
the image to lodge the periodical brand in the reader’s consciousness and a caption
below it to explain its significance. Articles, moreover, were becoming shorter and in-
creasingly broken up by illustrations, photographs, and captions. In addition, there was
less pressure to ensure that the images were always closely connected with the texts.
Now, instead of directly illustrating something that was written, it was considered
sufficient if the images at times functioned as amplifications of the article and repre-
sented aspects of the subject to which the text only alluded. Images, furthermore, be-
came the primary means of communicating meaning—although few believed that they
could function easily without some text—and it was argued that more and more a
predominantly visual mode of understanding the world was coming to the fore.

As I argue over the next three chapters, the Dada artists associated the cyborg with
this new more “distracted” consumption of conjunctions of images and texts that char-
acterized the experience of reading the illustrated magazines and newspapers—a mode
of perception that was strongly debated. Kracauer, for example, argued in 1927 that
the illustrated newspapers, whose aim was “the complete reproduction of the world
accessible to the photographic apparatus,” promoted a profound loss of historical un-
derstanding.89 Because they merely represented topical subjects wrenched out of their
original contexts and juxtaposed without being given a new, historically informed
significance or structure, “the flood of photos sweeps away the dams of memory. . . .
Never before has a period known so little about itself. In the hands of the ruling soci-
ety, the invention of illustrated magazines is one of the most powerful means of orga-
nizing a strike against understanding.”90 Benjamin, on the other hand, argued in 1936

that the distracted mode of perception that characterized the experience of film, illus-
trated magazines, and architecture was potentially revolutionary.91 It was a mode of
perception that was tactile (as opposed to optical), habitual, and collective, and as such
it was much more suited to the new tasks that confronted human awareness at turn-
ing points of history such as Benjamin believed his own moment to be. Although Ben-
jamin never explained how this not-fully-conscious form of perception allowed human
beings to achieve revolutionary consciousness, he clearly defined how distracted per-
ception helped mobilize the masses and condition human beings to the increased threats
to life and limb characteristic of modern life, a conditioning that it achieved by expos-
ing human beings to the shock effects of montage. For the Dadaists, it seemed, the
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distracted mode of viewing promoted by modern media was a mixed bag, a mode of
perception that could be used for both revolutionary and reactionary ends.

But how, specifically, did the Dadaists conceptualize this experience of distracted
perception? And how did this understanding affect their practices of photomontage?
The BIZ provides a good example of the reading experience to which the Dadaists
were in part reacting through their photomontages—and not simply because it was
the illustrated newspaper from which a few of them, and in particular Höch, appro-
priated photomontage fragments. First started in 1892, and taken over in 1894 by the
Ullstein Verlag, the publishing company for which Höch worked in the late 1910s and
the early 1920s, the BIZ was the most popular weekly illustrated newspaper in Ger-
many during the Weimar Republic.92 Since the late nineteenth century it regularly pub-
lished photographs of a wide variety of subjects including contemporary political and
social events, the lives of politicians and celebrities, war and other forms of social and
political unrest, natural catastrophes, foreign lands and people, scenes from popular
films and theatrical productions, new technologies (particularly those of flight and
other forms of modern transportation), and, very importantly, all forms of modern life
(and, in particular, those appearing with increasing frequency on the streets of large
German cities). Its articles were generally short and interspersed with photographs,
illustrations, and captions that broke up and amplified the blocks of printed text. It
also published poetry and serialized novels, and it had regular advertising and humor
sections. Although it is commonly thought to be a newsmagazine, it did not present
an overall account of the news of each week; rather, its coverage was determined by
the interest and appeal of its visual materials. As Kurt Korff, the editor in chief from
1905 to 1933, explained, “The BIZ adopted the editorial principle that all events should
be presented in pictures with an eye to the visually dramatic and excluding everything
that is visually uninteresting. It was not the importance of the material that determined
the selection and acceptance of pictures, but solely the allure of the photo itself.”93

Moreover, according to Ullstein’s own promotional literature, the press emphasized
the contemporaneousness or up-to-dateness of its pictures, the need to retouch nearly
all its photographs to strengthen their visual impact, and the importance of mixing
different forms of visual media to promote variety and reader interest.94 The BIZ was
thus in many ways a central medium through which the German public was exposed
to the new and developing practices of photomontage—here understood in a broad
sense as juxtaposing photographs with texts and other forms of illustrative materials.
Despite its emphasis on visual communication, juxtaposing words with images, and
breaking up and shortening blocks of text, however, the BIZ layout was for the most
part designed so as to smooth over the dislocations produced by its strategies of mon-
tage. The experience of simultaneously viewing and reading was intended to be new
and exciting, but, like the BIZ ’s advertisements, it was also expected to be easily intel-
ligible and not radically transformative of the status quo.

Significantly, as suggested by the following brief inventory of articles and photo-
montages that appeared in 1919, the BIZ also published features that were self-reflexive,
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that promoted visual literacy, and that taught its growing audience about the new forms
of optical communication being introduced by the mass press. The cover of the Feb-
ruary 16 issue, for example, stressed the new speed of information delivery. It depicted
newspapers being unloaded from a two-cockpit biplane, with a caption that noted that
the BZ am Mittag, another Ullstein publication, was the first newspaper to be deliv-
ered regularly in this way.95 An article from August 17, on the other hand, instructed
readers on “the art of instantaneous photography,” detailing all the considerations that
went into creating successful candid images of modern life.96 Underwater lights and
observation tools were featured in a November 9 article on new technological devel-
opments; the profession and technical tricks of newspaper photographers and their
contributions to “a change in our way of thinking away from abstract speculation and
towards the ‘scientific objectivity’ of concrete observation” were discussed on Decem-
ber 14; and a brief history of newspapers’ roles in fostering crime prevention, world
exploration, technological advance, economic growth, political engagement, democ-
racy, bureaucratic reform, and public works was printed on December 28.97

Contests for cash prizes were also used to promote visual literacy, their puzzles de-
signed to encourage readers to engage with and comprehend the new ways to combine
photographs and texts. A Christmas contest announced on December 28, 1919, for
example, awarded cash prizes to viewers who could identify six people or objects pho-
tographed from above (Figure 2.6).98 The answers—a photographer hunched over his
camera, a soldier wearing an assault helmet, a fireman wearing a smoke helmet, a coffee
mill, a lantern, and an arc lamp—were all cyborgian or technological subjects. A con-
test announced on July 5, 1925, on the other hand, rewarded its viewers with cash prizes
if they could successfully identify photographic fragments depicting partial faces of
famous celebrities, including Chaplin, Dr. Hugo Eckener, Gerhard Hauptmann, Jack
Dempsey, and Benito Mussolini (Figure 2.7).99 This contest is particularly significant
since it implies that—as photomontage developed during the Weimar Republic—an
expectation arose in the popular press that at least a few readers could and would recall
the identity of a represented person or object from a fragmentary image presented in
a photomontage. It thus suggests that the Berlin Dadaists could assume that some of
their viewers might remember the original subjects, meanings, and contexts depicted
in the cut-up printed photographs used in the Dada photomontages and, furthermore,
that they would call on these memories when interpreting the Dadaists’ complex appro-
priationist works—an issue that has been vigorously debated in recent years.100

A somewhat earlier discussion of Dada art, published in the BIZ in October 1919,
confirms this assumption. In an analysis of the new “. . . isms” or contemporary direc-
tions in painting, C. Sehn argued that

“Dadaism” is the gallows humor of a perverse and confused epoch. The Dadaist does
not paint everything in the picture, he also pastes in catalog clippings and labels, or
hammers slices of bread or prunes onto it. He only wants these things for their mood
values, as symbols, and as indications of his feelings and thoughts. The Dadaist may
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Figure 2.6. Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung [Berlin Illustrated Newspaper] 28, no. 52 (December 28, 1919): 544. Title:
“Christmas Prize Puzzle: The World as Seen from Above.”



Figure 2.7. Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung [Berlin Illustrated Newspaper] 34, no. 27 (July 5, 1925): 846. Title: “Oh,
These Children!”



care to awaken in us the idea of a definite, possibly political reading. The suggestion
of this atmosphere is achieved just as well, indeed perhaps better, by a pasted clipping
from a certain newspaper, than by a painted copy. The Dadaist is in many instances
a sharp-edged accuser and satirist.101

According to this fairly sympathetic interpretation of Dada art, the Dadaists appropri-
ated objects and printed photographs for their connotative and symbolic meanings.
Their intention was to accuse, to satirize, and to encourage political interpretations
of the subjects that they represented. For this reason, Sehn suggests, the Dadaists had
to rely on their viewers to recognize the fragmentary subjects and objects depicted in
their source materials. The BIZ ’s art critic thus does not indicate that audiences re-
sponded to the potential of Dada photomontage to negate meaning and the hitherto-
existing tradition of art and, thereby, to inspire institutional critique. Instead, Sehn
implies that the Dadaists’ contemporaneous spectators would have read the Dada pho-
tomontages in much the same way as they would have read traditional forms of rep-
resentational art. In terms of audience expectations, the component parts of Dadaist
artworks still represented people, places, and ideas. At the same time, Sehn’s empha-
sis on connotation through words like mood, atmosphere, suggestion, and indications
also indicates that Dadaist forms of representation were less direct and emphatic than
traditional forms of depiction (and thus perhaps targeted at a more distracted form
of spectator).

As suggested by the specific montage strategies and self-reflexive tendencies of the
BIZ, the Dadaists responded to the new modes of simultaneous seeing and reading
promoted by the illustrated magazines and newspapers, and to some extent they incor-
porated forms and strategies derived from these new types of print journalism into
their art. Contrary to the establishment press, however, the Dadaists used photo-
montage to encourage their spectators to employ their distracted modes of perception
to dismantle the status quo and to reveal the hidden political agendas, social ideolo-
gies, and “ideal” psychological types that the mass media promulgated. Thus, although
the Berlin Dadaists were in many ways inspired by the German culture industries,
they also remained fundamentally opposed to them, seeking as they did to turn the
strategies of mass communication and advertising against the mass media itself.

Cyborgs, Distraction, and the Blasé Attitude

The frequently heard argument during the Weimar Republic that the mass media pro-
moted a new, more-distracted mode of perception points to an important protocy-
borgian concept of the subject developed in the years preceding World War I, which
linked changes in the subject as a locus of perception to changes in the subject’s over-
all identity understood as his or her personality, consciousness, fundamental values,
unconscious desires, and attitudes toward life. Although he did not emphasize the term
distraction, Georg Simmel’s account of the reserved and blasé metropolitan type has
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several parallels with these later characterizations of the new perceptual subject pro-
duced through the mass media.102 In “The Metropolis and Mental Life” (1903), per-
haps his most widely read essay, Simmel argued that a new mode of consciousness was
evolving in urban contexts, a form of awareness that he distinguished from a rural
mode of consciousness that it was displacing. Rural consciousness was characterized
by deep emotional connections and regular patterns of thought resulting from a slow
and uniform pattern of life as well as great familiarity with the same people and con-
texts over a long period of time. Given the regularity of the environment in which it
existed as well as its firsthand knowledge of the habits and opinions of its everyday
community, its mental life was consistent and predictable, characterized by a steady
flow of impressions, customary and habitual contrasts, and sensations of fairly long
duration. As a result, rural consciousness was also narrow and conformist—because
of the dominance of community values and the regular and tradition-bound charac-
ter of existence in the countryside, it was difficult for individuals who lived there to
act or think idiosyncratically.103

In contrast to the countryside, modern cities were contexts in which the individual
was likely to experience a much broader range of phenomena, rapid changes in per-
ceptual stimuli, unfamiliar concepts and events, and daily interactions with strangers.104

To shield itself from the mental shocks, contradictions, and feelings of dislocation and
anxiety produced by the city’s intensification of nervous stimulation, the metropolitan
subject developed its intellectual capacities, namely, its abilities to reason, calculate, and
conceptually interrelate all forms of distinct interior and exterior impressions.105 Like
the phenomenon of money, the intellect reduced all qualities and individual attri-
butes to common and interchangeable characteristics; as a result, the development of
the urban subject’s intellectual capacities made it less emotional, “harder,” as well as
more objective, precise, and “reserved” in its relations to others.106 The metropolitan
type evolved, in Simmel’s words, a “blasé” attitude—a blunting of sensitivity in relation
to new sensations—through which it protected itself from the overwhelming stimu-
lation of modern life, “the rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp discontinuity
in the grasp of a single glance, and the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions.”107

Its protection against sensory overload, however, created a situation in which no one
object was preferred over any other—a feeling that even extended to itself and at times
produced profound feelings of worthlessness.108 Thus the impact of city life on human
consciousness was a mixed bag. On the one hand, the metropolitan subject was spir-
itually more free than the rural subject; a broader range of behaviors were permitted
to the city dweller; and he or she could develop his or her personality in much more
individual ways. On the other hand, urban consciousness was also a much more alien-
ated and artificial consciousness, a type that was distanced from its inner emotional core.

Significantly, Simmel’s account of the blasé, calculating, and emotionally alien-
ated mode of urban consciousness demonstrates several parallels with the new, more-
distracted mode of synthesizing disparate avenues of perception that Kracauer, Benjamin,
and other cultural critics argued developed during the Weimar Republic through the
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influence of the German mass media on its subjects’ viewing and reading habits. These
parallels include the at times dialectical combination of optimism and pessimism that
greeted the perceived transformations in human consciousness, the characterization
of the new type of consciousness as possessing a mode of perception designed to syn-
thesize radically divergent sensations and types of sensory phenomena, the connection
of the new mode of perception to modern urban life, a sense that modern conscious-
ness was becoming “colder,” more distanced, and more objective, and a belief that the
visual mode of perception was becoming an increasingly dominant part of that con-
sciousness. In addition, we see in the various theories an understanding of vision as a
medium through which the new form of perceptual consciousness did not simply
apprehend the external world but, instead, read and interpreted it. Although there is
no direct evidence linking Simmel’s thinking to the work of the Berlin Dadaists, his
influence on the theoretical models of both Kracauer and Benjamin is clear and well
documented.109 More important, however, is the fact that Simmel’s formulation, which
synthesizes diverse strands of thought from Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel, and oth-
ers, represents a protocyborgian understanding of the subject. As such, it helps isolate
trajectories in German thought that prepared the ground for the subsequent embrace
of images and concepts of cyborgs, and thus it reveals how the intellectual milieu in
which the Berlin Dadaists operated contained a number of the central ideas that make
up our present-day understandings of cyborgs.

As William J. Mitchell has suggested, central to the protocyborgian aspects of Sim-
mel’s concept of metropolitan consciousness was his characterization of the urban sub-
ject as a “connecting creature,” inextricably entangled with the networked environment
in which it existed.110 This idea of the urban subject as a function of a broader network
of objects, ideas, and institutions followed from Simmel’s understanding of all human
beings as syntheses of individual and intersubjective elements. Borrowing a concept
from the Hegelian tradition, Simmel argued that the subject was fundamentally pro-
duced through appropriations of “objective spirit” that occurred during its socialization,
education, and everyday development. As Simmel put it, “In language as well as in law,
in the technique of production as well as in art, in science as well as in the objects of the
domestic environment, there is embodied a sum of spirit.”111 By learning, using, or oth-
erwise appropriating these preexisting objectifications of human reason, emotion, and
labor, the individual developed mentally and, in its particular development, underwent
a growth based on the intellectual evolution of the human species as a whole. Although
Simmel no longer believed, as did Hegel, that “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny” in
a spiritual sense—namely, that when we grow up, we pass through a mental develop-
ment that repeats the intellectual evolution of humanity in general—Simmel still sub-
scribed to the idea that cognitive development and learning in human beings was the
result of their appropriation of cultural artifacts embedded in their environments.112

Simmel’s understanding of human beings as connecting creatures also helps explain
the particular problems that he saw threatening the metropolitan type in his contem-
porary moment. In the modern metropolis, with its dominant capitalist system, its
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proliferation of goods and services, and the radical occupational specializations that
it tended to force on its occupants, there developed a tremendous preponderance of
objective spirit with which the subject had to grapple. “Here,” as Simmel put it,

in buildings and educational institutions, in the wonders and comforts of space-
conquering technology, in the formations of community life, and in the visible 
institutions of the state, is offered such an overwhelming fullness of crystallized and
impersonalized spirit that the personality, so to speak, cannot maintain itself under
its impact. On the one hand, life is made infinitely easy for the personality in that
stimulations, interests, uses of time and consciousness are offered to it from all sides.
They carry the person as if in a stream, and one needs hardly to swim for oneself. On
the other hand, however, life is composed more and more of these impersonal con-
tents and offerings which tend to displace the genuine personal colorations and incom-
parabilities. This results in the individual’s summoning the utmost in uniqueness
and particularization, in order to preserve his most personal core. He has to exag-
gerate this personal element in order to remain audible even to himself.113

It was for this reason that the metropolis became a site wherein the struggle between
one’s nature as a “general human being” and one’s nature as a “unique individual”
reached its greatest degree of tension.114 And only by understanding and grappling
with the problems produced by the preponderance of objective spirit in metropolitan
life could urban Germans avoid the myriad problems—including alienation, anxiety,
despair, desensitization, and the reduction of all human values to those of the mar-
ket—that affected their identities in the modern world.

Because he understood human beings to produce themselves through their appro-
priations of objects embodying human thought, labor, and feeling, Simmel anticipated
the concept of the cyborg in several different ways. First, he saw such central aspects
of human beings as cognition, personality, and agency as “distributed”—namely, as
extending beyond the physical limits of our bodies and lodged in part in the objects,
tools, and individuals situated in the environments that sustain and enable us. Sec-
ond, Simmel recognized information’s central role in the development and function-
ing of human beings as well as the fact that information was often stored objectively
in artifacts; for these reasons, his concept of the subject approaches Wiener’s thesis
that mechanical and computational systems could take over central aspects of human
activity. Third, Simmel saw linkages between the concept of the subject as a locus of
perception and the concept of the subject as human identity. Changes in perception
would bring about changes in the psyche, understood as one’s overall conscious and
unconscious orientation toward life. Because we are all in part functions of our sur-
rounding contexts, and because we take these contexts in through our various avenues
of perception, changes in either our environments or our perceptual apparatuses fun-
damentally affect who and what we are.

Simmel’s prescient account of mental life in the metropolis, which linked a model
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of the subject as a locus of multiple and fragmented modes of perception to a model
of the subject as a form of socially constructed identity with particular values and ten-
dencies, helps explain the conceptual underpinnings of the various accounts, developed
after the mid-1920s, of distracted perception produced through the mass media. It
thus reveals a conceptual system, potentially accessible to the Berlin Dadaists even before
they began to develop their strategies of photomontage and their representations of
human–machine hybrids, that had already formulated—albeit in a still somewhat
inchoate way—a model of the cyborg as both a locus of perception and a form of
hybrid identity produced through assimilating objective culture. Even if the Dadaists
did not derive their inspiration from Simmel’s theories, his sociology of city life reveals
that protocyborgian thought existed in prewar German culture. And as such, it sug-
gests that—as the Dadaists developed their critique of the mass media through pho-
tomontage while employing the image of the cyborg in their representations of modern
life—there were resources available to them in contemporaneous German culture that
would support, and even interrelate, both such moves. Although Berlin Dada emerged
at an early stage of mass culture’s development in Germany, the example of Simmel
proves that a conceptual system was already in place that could justify the Dadaists’
focus on the interrelationships between identity, perception, and the mass media.

Identity Politics

As the above excursus on the rise of the mass media in Germany suggests, Berlin Dada
stood at a crossroads between two different types of cultural sphere. The first one,
which existed prior to the end of World War I, was characterized by fairly clear sepa-
rations between the realms of (autonomous) fine art and mass culture, while the sec-
ond one, which began with Dada, and which emerged in part because of its example,
was a context wherein the traditional distinctions between fine art and mass culture
were beginning to break down. As a result, from today’s perspective, the heterogeneous
and category-confounding art of the Berlin Dadaists appears to fit into a multiplicity
of cultural trajectories or traditions. Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife, for example,
in many ways confirms the model of avant-garde art outlined in the introduction, an
authorization to be expected, given the general scholarly agreement that Dada was part
of the historical avant-garde. The photomontage’s avant-garde tendencies can first of
all be seen in its focus on social and political issues, something that suggests Höch’s
openness to her contemporary world as well as her desire to break down the aestheti-
cist division between art and life. In addition, the work’s avant-garde tendencies are
also evident in its photomontage form, which introduces elements drawn from mass
culture into a work of fine art, thereby potentially promoting criticism of the institu-
tion of art as well as other institutions of society and the state. Furthermore, Cut with
the Kitchen Knife ’s photomontage form also emphasizes the work’s nonorganic char-
acter, and the lack of formal cohesiveness that results from its strategies of montage
not only shocks the work’s various spectators but also provokes them to engage with
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and “complete” the photomontage’s conflicting strands of association. Moreover, al-
though the work is not collaborative in the sense of being a creation of two or more
Dada artists, it is collaborative in the sense that Höch used fragments of images pro-
duced by others to construct her work. Finally, because of its focus on violence through
both form and subject matter as well as its depictions of real people and events in rev-
olutionary and postrevolutionary Germany, it suggests historical loss.

At the same time, however, Cut with the Kitchen Knife also demonstrates conti-
nuities with past trajectories of modernism while anticipating some of the concepts
and strategies of postmodernism. Its modernist tendencies can be seen in its interest
in undermining bourgeois myths associated with art such as the importance of the
artist’s hand, the artist’s individuality and the uniqueness of his or her vision, and the
idea that a work of art was somehow a precious and autonomous object. In addition,
through its comic and satirical treatment of the former kaiser, the current German
government, and other pillars of Weimar society, it suggests a modernist interest in
attacking bourgeois social and political ideals. Cut with the Kitchen Knife ’s postmod-
ernism, on the other hand, can be seen in its critique of originality through its strat-
egy of appropriation, its emphasis on the interconnection of fine art and mass culture,
and its undermining of the traditional formal “presence” of the artwork though its use
of common, everyday materials. In addition, its postmodernism can also be seen in its
raising of questions of multiculturalism and gender through some of its photomon-
tage depictions—its hermaphrodite figures, for example, as well as its examples of cul-
tural and racial mixing.

One reason why Dada art seems suspended between traditional and contempo-
rary spheres of cultural production and central to several different models of artistic
practice has to do with its radical cultural politics, a tendency that throughout the
twentieth century has helped unite the spheres of fine art and mass culture. Through
its fixation on the image of the cyborg, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, as I have shown,
promotes a politics of “hybrid identity” that encourages its spectators to imagine new,
more-networked and distributed modes of human existence. In the next chapter, to
further understand the Dadaists’ conception of hybrid identity, I explore in greater detail
the relationship between Freudian psychology and Dada art. Although Dada artists
like Hausmann were highly critical of Freud’s thinking, which he deemed too bour-
geois, Freud’s paradigms still influenced Dadaist practices. Before turning to Haus-
mann’s art and thought, however, it is useful to examine another example of a cyborg
drawn from Cut with the Kitchen Knife to further investigate how such cyborgian figures
inspired their audiences to reexamine the nature of human identity. Standing on the
right shoulder of the kaiser, a strange hermaphrodite appears (Figure 2.8). The figure
consists of the head of Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, chief of the general staff

of the German army, and probably the most famous German military leader of World
War I, sutured to the body of Sent M’ahesa (Elsa von Carlberg), a modern dancer active
in Germany in the 1910s and 1920s, who was known for her dances based on Egyptian
and other ancient and exotic cultures.115 Wearing a harem costume, the figure stares
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at the viewer, stretching out its arms and cocking its head in a flirtatious posture of
display. Although the cyborg does not reveal mechanical or prosthetic parts, its char-
acter as a cyborg is suggested by its strange, stitched-together appearance and the fact
that it blends attributes of different sexes (and thereby anticipates Haraway’s definition).

Examining this figure, Höch’s original audiences would most probably have made
a series of different associations. In the first place, the conjunction of Hindenburg’s
head with M’ahesa’s body would for many have been seen as an attempt to undermine
the powerful and noble associations attached to the military ideal embodied by Hin-
denburg. During World War I, for example, Hindenburg was the subject of an enor-
mous personality cult; his image, in multiple forms, was used to symbolize German
military might and to raise money for military causes.116 As I discuss in the next two
chapters, the Berlin Dada artists used the figure of the cyborg as a war cripple to lam-
poon and emasculate the heroic images of armored male soldiers, photomontage por-
traits popular in pre- and interwar German visual culture that in part inspired the
development of Dadaist photomontage. In Höch’s image of Hindenburg, a similar
intention appears to operate. Although the field marshal is not presented as a cripple,
his scantily clad female body destabilizes his authority and power. On another level,
the blending of male and female attributes in the image of Hindenburg, who is rep-
resented in the act of tickling the kaiser under his chin, might have suggested same-
sex desire—a topic that was gaining attention in Weimar culture.117 Confronted with
this hybrid figure, the photomontage’s spectators might have been inspired to link it
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to the various conceptualizations of homosexuality that were discussed in the medical
(and later the popular) press since the mid-nineteenth century or with the increased
visibility of gay subcultures in Berlin since the late nineteenth century. Developing this
chain of associations, someone might have extrapolated that, if even the macho Hin-
denburg could have had a female side, then perhaps the typical German man was less
masculine and heterosexually identified than he appeared to be. Finally, some of the
work’s more erudite spectators might also have connected the image to issues of cross-
dressing or to contemporary ideas in psychology about human beings synthesizing
aspects of both sexes in their psyches. Beginning in the 1910s, Carl Jung argued that,
over the course of human development, both men and women acquired characteris-
tics of the opposite sex, which became part of their internal psychological makeup.
Each man, according to the Swiss psychoanalyst, possessed an anima archetype—his
inherited and unconsciously held feminine ideal—that determined his attraction or
aversion to particular women that he met. Each woman, conversely, possessed an ani-
mus archetype—her inherited and unconsciously held masculine ideal—that condi-
tioned her relations with the various men in her life.118 By presenting Hindenburg as
a hermaphrodite, Höch’s photomontage could potentially have triggered an investi-
gation of such concepts in the minds of some of its spectators.

Of course, in the absence of any contemporaneous critical commentary on this
particular figure in Cut with the Kitchen Knife, it is impossible to reconstruct with
absolute certainty the precise chains of association that went through the minds of the
photomontage’s contemporary spectators. However, given the circulation of these con-
cepts in the intellectual sphere of the Weimar Republic—and, more important, the
particular interests of the Berlin Dadaists and the cultural producers and intellectuals
with whom they associated—these connotations would not be surprising. As artistic
works suspended between different spheres of cultural production, photomontages such
as Cut with the Kitchen Knife demanded to be read in terms of a multiplicity of often
incommensurate sets of expectations. And to specify more concretely the horizon of
ideas that enabled the “invention” of the Berlin Dada cyborg, the form that more than
any other embodied the Dadaists’ attempts to create an identity politics that was both
artistic and practical, it is now necessary to turn to the development of the figure in
the heterogeneous work of the “Dadasoph” Raoul Hausmann.
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Hannah Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife was probably first shown at the “First Inter-
national Dada Fair,” the controversial art exhibition that took place between June 30

and August 25, 1920, in the Berlin gallery of Dr. Otto Burchard, an expert in Chinese
Sung ceramics.1 At that time the largest presentation of Dada art in Germany, the show,
according to the catalog, consisted of 174 works by twenty-seven artists, although some
of the names appear to have been fabricated. Filling two rooms and a corridor of Bur-
chard’s gallery from floor to ceiling with a jarring constellation of heterogeneous “prod-
ucts” [Erzeugnisse], as the Dadaists called their artworks, the fair was also, as the Dada
artist, filmmaker, and historian Hans Richter notes, the “climax” of the public activ-
ities of the Berlin group.2 After the exhibition ended, the loosely affiliated movement
slowly dissolved.

The “Dada Fair” was the Berlin Dada artists’ swan song as well as their eventual
triumph. It is regarded as one of the central events that defined Dadaism in Germany,
and several Dada artists—for example, Hausmann and Höch—are perhaps best remem-
bered for the photomontages, assemblages, and other forms of artwork that they showed
there. In addition, the exhibition is significant because it was here that the cyborg was
first presented in Weimar visual culture in all its complexity. A central figure used by
the Dadaists to criticize their various “enemies”—the types of human being from which
they were supposedly the most different—the cyborg was also the predominant figure

3. Raoul Hausmann’s Revolutionary Media
Dada Performance, Photomontage, and the Cyborg

The Dadaist exploits the psychological possibilities inherent in his faculty
for flinging out his own personality as one flings a lasso or lets a cloak
flutter in the wind. He is not the same man today as tomorrow, the day
after tomorrow he will perhaps be “nothing at all,” and then he may
become everything.

—richard huelsenbeck, En Avant Dada: A History of Dadaism
(1920)

105



of Dada self-portraiture. It was, in other words, an extremely adaptable figure, one that
could serve both critical and constructive projects.

As previously demonstrated, the Dadaists used photomontage to create open-
ended representations that called on audiences to use their knowledge of contempo-
rary personalities and events to generate a series of often conflicting interpretations.
Depending on which constellations of fragments the viewer chose to interpret, the
meanings of the photomontages fluctuated, a movement that promoted a negative
dialectics between the different photomontage elements. This negative dialectics fore-
stalled the complete reduction of reality to either the level of the photographic image
or that of the written word—diminutions encouraged by the more univocal and pro-
pagandistic photomontage strategies employed by the mass press. And by playing the
printed photographic fragment’s indexical characteristics off its iconic and symbolic
aspects, the Dada photomontages provoked viewers to compare the world as it was
depicted through the media to the realities they experienced in everyday life and to
the alternatives they could imagine. For these reasons, photomontage was for the Berlin
Dadaists a way to encourage spectators to employ their new and evolving modes of
distracted perception to dismantle the status quo and to question the mass media’s
subterranean social, political, and psychological stereotypes. The cyborg was thus used
by the Dadaists to constitute a new type of spectator: an interpellated subject posi-
tion produced by their heterogeneous artworks that investigated connections between
transforming perception under the conditions of mass-reproduction and developing
new forms of hybrid identity.3

To better understand this interpellated spectator, I turn to Raoul Hausmann, the
“Dadasoph” and the Berlin Dadaists’ primary theorist, who used his art to explore
technology’s impact on the mind and body. Hausmann’s poetry and performance prac-
tices of 1918 and 1919 prepared the ground for the cyborgian imagery that dominated
his caricatures, photomontages, and assemblages of 1920 and continued to be featured
prominently in his work well into the 1930s. From Hausmann’s poetry and perfor-
mances, his concept of human identity, and his understanding of the relationship be-
tween sexuality and social revolution, I develop a new understanding of Hausmann’s
visual concerns. In particular, I investigate why his portraits often undermined their
sitter’s identity; why he sometimes emphasized sexuality in his representations; and
why, in addition to reminding viewers of mechanized war, his images of the human–
machine interface anticipated many of the ideas inherent in late-twentieth-century con-
cepts of the cyborg.

From the very beginning of the movement in Germany, Hausmann was at the cen-
ter of the Berlin Dadaists’ political agitation and their development of new forms of
nonorganic works designed to challenge and transform the spectator. Born in Vienna
on July 25, 1886, Hausmann moved with his family to Berlin in 1900. His primary art
education came from his father, Victor Hausmann, an academically trained Hungar-
ian painter, although the future Dadaist also received formal training in anatomy and
figure drawing between 1908 and 1911 at the Atelier for Painting and Sculpture in
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Berlin-Charlottenburg, led by Arthur Lewin-Funcke.4 In 1912 Hausmann met several
Berlin expressionists, including the Brücke painters, Erich Heckel, Max Pechstein, and
Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, as well as Herwarth Walden, whose Der Sturm [The Storm] jour-
nal and gallery were among the most important expressionist forums of the time. These
influences, among others, caused Hausmann to reject his academicism and explore ex-
pressionist, cubist, and futurist styles of representation in traditional media such as oil,
watercolor, drawing, woodcut, and lithography. After the outbreak of World War I,
Hausmann—who, as an Austrian-born citizen living in Germany, was not drafted—
remained in Berlin, where he continued to create modernist figure studies as well as
town and street scenes. In 1915 he met several individuals who would shape his life and
artistic formation leading up to the founding of the Berlin Dada movement in 1918: his
lover and collaborator, Hannah Höch; Salomo Friedlaender and Franz Jung, both left-
wing writers; and Otto Gross, a psychoanalyst whose thinking and practices diverged
radically from those of Freud.

Influenced by Gross, Jung, Friedlaender, and Ernst Marcus, a neo-Kantian philoso-
pher whom Hausmann met in 1916, Hausmann began in 1917 to publish short theo-
retical tracts on politics and art in such journals as Franz Pfemfert’s Die Aktion [The
Action], Jung and Richard Oehring’s Die freie Strasse, Paul Westheim’s Das Kunstblatt
[The Art Paper], Anselm Ruest and Friedlaender’s Der Einzige [The Only One], and
Walther Rilla’s Die Erde [The Earth].5 (Previously, in 1912, Hausmann published two
essays in Der Sturm.)6 Hausmann was also in the audience when Richard Huelsenbeck
read his controversial “First Dada Speech in Germany” in I. B. Neumann’s Graphi-
sches Kabinett in Berlin on January 22, 1918, and, in Huelsenbeck’s loosely defined Dada
aesthetic program, Hausmann found what he believed to be an art that suited his
modernist and anarchist aesthetic theories. He enthusiastically responded to Huelsen-
beck’s call for a new, international, and anti-expressionist art, and, over the next three
years, he devoted himself to Dada, spreading it throughout Germany not only as a set
of practices but also as an ideology and a lifestyle. During this time, Hausmann wrote
and published more than forty texts, both theoretical and poetic; coedited, designed,
or produced several Dada publications; contributed to three exhibitions of Dada visual
art;7 planned or instigated a number of the group’s most important media hoaxes; and
performed at all twelve Dada “matinees” and “evenings” held primarily in Berlin but
also in Dresden, Hamburg, Leipzig, Teplitz-Schönau, Karlsbad, and Prague.

Hausmann, Höch, and the Dada Lifestyle

As indicated by a publicity photograph depicting Hausmann and Höch posing in front
of Cut with the Kitchen Knife at the “Dada Fair” (Figure 3.1), the Berlin Dada artists
distinguished themselves in everyday life through several strategies. As suggested by
the way they presented their bodies in public, the Dadaists saw themselves as living
out a nontraditional, radically modern, and collaborative form of life. Hausmann and
Höch imply this new and contradictory lifestyle through their stylish clothing and
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Figure 3.1. Raoul Hausmann and Hannah Höch in front of their works at the “First International Dada Fair” 
in Berlin, 1920 (photographer unknown). Photograph from Berlinische Gallerie, Berlin. Copyright 2009 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



haircuts, which indicate both a modern fashion sense and a certain technological stream-
lining, and the sporty cap that Hausmann wears with his suit, a weird combination
of tradition and newness. This lifestyle is also suggested through the cane and fash-
ionable stockings that Höch displays, which insinuate gender ambiguity and sexual-
ity. Through their self-presentation, Höch and Hausmann identify themselves as part
of a modern subculture at odds with traditional Wilhelmine society—something con-
firmed by their everyday lives, in which they experimented sexually and cultivated mod-
ern interests including fashion, sports, cinema, music, and dance.

Huelsenbeck’s “Dada Manifesto” (1918), signed by Huelsenbeck, Hausmann, Jung,
George Grosz, and others, helped define the Dada lifestyle that Hausmann and Höch
sought to embody. The manifesto reveals the collaborative nature of Berlin Dada by
representing Dada as an ideology and as a set of artistic strategies. Using violent
metaphors, the manifesto’s signatories argued that the highest form of art in their day
should focus on the present as a nexus of traumatic contradictions, an art that “has
been visibly shattered by the explosions of last week, which is forever trying to collect
its limbs after yesterday’s crash.”8 This art, they asserted, would achieve a new, more
“primitive” relationship to reality, in which “life appears as a simultaneous muddle of
noises, colors, and spiritual rhythms, which is taken unmodified into Dadaist art, with
all the sensational screams and fevers of its reckless everyday psyche and with all its
brutal reality.”9 Although such art was challenging and thus dangerous—both to its
makers and to its viewers—it would finally break down the separation between art and
life that, in the Dadaists’ eyes, had made most contemporary art completely irrelevant.10

Because it attempted to reveal the modern world’s chaos before it was given shape
by concepts and conventions, Dada art, as the manifesto (loosely) defined it, promoted
strategies of representation that defamiliarized everyday objects and pushed their
communities to question the structure and nature of the everyday world. For these
reasons, Dada was an ideology, a program that exhorted contemporary audiences to
live in a state of revolutionary openness.

Dada is a CLUB, founded in Berlin, which you can join without commitments. In this
club every man is chairman and every man can have his say in artistic matters. . . .
Under certain circumstances to be a Dadaist may mean to be more a businessman,
more a political partisan than an artist—to be an artist only by accident—to be a
Dadaist means to let oneself be thrown by things, to oppose all sedimentation; to sit
in a chair for a single moment is to risk one’s life.11

Although far less detailed than that of a political party, the Dadaist program resem-
bled a political ideology in that it defined both a vision of the human being that its
revolution was supposed to help create and antagonists or enemies whose grip on the
contemporary world had first to be overcome. It also called for specific individual 
and collaborative practices, which included creating bruitist, simultaneist, and static
poetry—defined by the Dadaists as concerts of human and machine sounds, multiple
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poems read simultaneously by different speakers, and poetry that renounced narrative
connections between words, respectively—and it promoted “the new medium of paint-
ing,” a strategy that the manifesto left undefined.

By delineating the Berlin Dada artists’ intellectual framework and performative and
collaborative roots, the manifesto points to their shared interest in reworking indi-
vidual and collective identity in the context of group activity. Neither a style nor a
movement, Dadaism, according to the manifesto, was an ideology of experimental self-
transformation in the context of a nonbinding and open-ended group. And by de-
throning art to produce a revolution in everyday life, the signatories of the “Dada
Manifesto” invited their original audiences to join in. They believed that by changing
themselves, and by suggesting new forms of interpersonal affinities and relationships,
they could inspire others to do the same and in this way collectively develop new
styles of living to radically alter their society.

Because it represents the Dadaists as an attractive, if slightly bizarre vanguard of
a new lifestyle, the Hausmann–Höch publicity photograph helps dramatize the Dada-
ists’ message and performative address to their audiences. “Classical Relations to the
German Middle-Class Kitchen” (1920), a performance text by Hausmann that unfolds
as a confusing stream-of-consciousness narrative about a conflict between a Dadaist
and an expressionist artist, elucidates their message and performance strategies still
further.12 A story told for the most part in the third person, it was designed to intro-
duce the Dada ideology and its self-fashioning lifestyle through dialogue with others
in one’s environment. When performed, as Hausmann did on two occasions, it allowed
him to literally act out what it was to be a Dada artist at certain moments of the per-
formance while suggesting how human beings produce themselves through appropri-
ating culture and interacting with others in everyday life.

The narrative initially focuses on the bourgeois artist, a figure that appears to 
represent everything that the Dadaist will reject. The bourgeois artist is a “cleric”
[Geistlicher] who “became an intellectual [Geistiger] and thus received free coupons for
the noonday meal at the middle-class kitchen, which was opened in Berlin by a Mr.
Abraham at the outbreak of the war.”13 In this milieu, which was supposed to suggest
the social as well as intellectual impoverishment of Germany during the war years and
immediately after, the intellectual eats his daily free lunch while pondering his eco-
nomic and spiritual state and observing the surroundings. Hausmann presents the intel-
lectual as his favorite caricature of an expressionist poet: namely, as an amalgam of
romantic, bourgeois, Nietzschean, Christian, and nationalist elements. “For many long
years he had used Wilhelm Meister as his morning prayer, Zarathustra or the Will to
Power as grace for meals, and ‘Above all Tree-Tops there is Peace’ as his evening psalm.”14

As such, the expressionist artist is both the most extreme and the most debased form
of the bourgeois—representing, as he does, “classical relations” to a grotesquely cari-
catured middle-class aesthetic tradition.

One day, while contemplating the decline of his financial situation, the intellec-
tual reads graffiti that challenge his beliefs and his view of the milieu that supports him.

110 — Raoul Hausmann’s Revolutionary Media



On the walls of dingy eateries, on the soup-smeared tables and on the metal spittoons
in which they served one’s portion of turnip or dried codfish there were slogans like
the following: the old God, who allowed iron to grow, did not want any Nietzsche.
Or: the German middle-class kitchen is the birth of tragedy from the will to impo-
tence. Or: Germany did not begin this war on account of Goethe.15

This experience of viewpoints that contradict his own not only drives him to despair
but also causes him to flee the middle-class kitchen.16 On the street and hungry, the
intellectual steals a pear from a fruit store and is almost apprehended. To escape, he runs
to the nearest cellar door, throws it open, and again finds himself back in the middle-
class kitchen. Recognizing that his struggle to find a more spiritually congenial loca-
tion is doomed to failure, he gives up his rebellion and finds a table. He decides that,
from then on, he will simply eat and make observations.

As he studies his milieu, the intellectual begins to notice certain guests who are
not middle class. He calls these figures “Scheidemänner”—a compound noun that could
mean either “men who stand apart” or “vaginal men.” These figures, who apparently
come from the lower classes, are even more impoverished and in need of sustenance
than the intellectual. According to the intellectual, the Scheidemänner

would walk through an eatery with eagle eyes, swooping like animals onto any left-
over plate of turnip, in order to devour it in some corner. . . . And later on he made
the observation that these men were called “bus boys.” They had never known Goethe
or Nietzsche, and they were equipped with metal bowls, which they filled with the
leftover food that even these men themselves no longer wanted to devour. They prob-
ably took it home to fatten a little pig, or they sold their turnip slop at night to the
Spartacists.17

And from the class of the Scheidemänner, the intellectual meets a Dada artist: a man
whose name and characteristics keep shifting and whose political allegiances appear
to belong to the Far Left.

As Hausmann describes him, the Dadaist is a protean and contradictory being
characterized by a curious combination of abjection and power, a

man whose appearance made one think alternately that he was Kerr or Shakespeare,
but it was just Leonor Goldschmidt. He looked like a corpse who had drowned in
turnip water, and he had learned a lot. He bragged about his relationship with the
German poet Huelsenbeck, about whom there was a rumor that he consumed din-
ners for three hundred marks.18

With his strange ideas, the Dadaist is a purveyor of radical and seemingly painful in-
sight. In addition, he is a reminder to the intellectual of the disregard that some in his
milieu have for the bourgeois aesthetic tradition in which the intellectual still believes.
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The Dadaist sells the intellectual a book, The Drama of Anti-Violence, that he begins to
read and then throws down in horror, declaring it to be “unclassical, un-Nietzschean,”
and anti-German.19 Not comprehending the intellectual’s dismay, the Dadaist responds
to his outburst with a performance of a poem that closely resembles one of Haus-
mann’s own.20 (Indeed, when Hausmann recited these lines, it must have been at this
moment in his narrative when he merged most seamlessly with the subject position
of one of his characters.)

He [the Dada artist] wiped his soupy fingers in the gray-red hair on his head and
began to recite with pathos:

The Auto of My Soul

O lullewulle weileimei
O meimeideidei bommdei
O deiedommbei parr
O parrere o parreree E E E
O o o o o o o!!!21

After this brief interlude, Hausmann returns to third-person narrative, noting that, in
response to the experience of Dada sound poetry, the intellectual grows so furious that
he physically attacks “Goldkerr,” as the Dadaist is called at this juncture in the action.

Hausmann now begins to describe the expressionist intellectual’s state of mind in
a language that makes it sound like a self-justifying internal monologue. The intellec-
tual, Hausmann explains,

had so little self-control because it was all about the highest good of the nation. And
furthermore turnips are an insidious, completely character-spoiling food. Our intel-
lectual was less responsible for his fit of furious anger than some psychoanalysts would
later have us believe, for in addition, the plump sausage-legs of the female waitresses
had long provoked him. What was one to make of all those round behinds, those
(sometimes slightly pendulous) bosoms, those calves above little patent leather shoes
with cloth inserts, those ironed curls above tempting blue eyes—when one fed only
on barley, barley, and barley!22

And by here merging momentarily with the intellectual’s subject position, Hausmann
manages to increase the shock and humor of what transpires next. To the aroused intel-
lectual’s great horror and chagrin, the waitresses take the Dadaist’s side, rushing to his
aid and violently turning against the intellectual. The serving staff, however, cannot
hurt the intellectual, because the experience of sound poetry as well as his physical attack
on the Dadaist have changed him. The intellectual’s eyes glow with an inner light,
and, in response to the outcry against his actions, he begins to address the assembled
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staff and patrons of the kitchen with a brief disjointed speech in which he extols the
virtues of classicism, religion, and middle-class cuisine in general. He ends with an
impassioned paean to the greatness of Germany.

In the narrative development of Hausmann’s allegory of artistic struggle, every
action produces an even greater reaction—an intensifying dialectic that becomes ex-
tremely pronounced as the story enters its climax. After the intellectual’s outburst, it
is the entire group of people around him that now loses control: a response that elic-
its an even more astonishing one.

The women shed tears of emotion—they are always susceptible to flights of fancy.
But the men grumbled. At first softly, then loudly, and finally they were caught up
in the Teutonic fury. They picked up the legs of chairs—but at this point our intel-
lectual flew like the prophet up through the ceiling, and to this day the German spirit
still is the worse for it.23

“For this reason,” Hausmann concludes, ascribing the tastes of his fictitious bourgeois
intellectual to his various listeners, “you should purchase Goetheschiller’s works, pub-
lished in one volume by Schmelzle and Butterfass, for 50 pfennig. But let me consume
my veal cutlets undisturbed.”24

Ending on a sudden, perplexing, and quasi-mystical note, Hausmann’s perfor-
mance text—an allegory about his contemporary aesthetic situation—remains obscure
as to its ultimate meaning. Although he vividly describes the middle-class kitchen, its
emotional and potentially dangerous clients, and the increasingly violent encounters be-
tween its grimy walls, the story’s overall symbolism and ultimate allegiances are never
clearly resolved. Since Hausmann at times plays each of the main characters, he seems
to identify with both the Dadaist and the expressionist figure. He thereby renders his
“message” to his audience ambiguous: the Dada artist, he suggests, is never entirely sep-
arated from the supposedly more traditional artists he is trying to supplant. Moreover,
the expressionist seems to triumph at the end, something that also implies a mixed and
heterogeneous artistic situation, one in which artists with different styles and phi-
losophies compete. By playing both sides, as it were, Hausmann suggests that the new
human is a combination of individual and collective elements—a particular synthesis of
values and behaviors selected from a larger set of intersubjective possibilities circulating
in German culture. The main thing that distinguishes the Dada artist from his opponent
is that the Dadaist seems to be at home with constant change and self-development.

Hausmann’s performance text promotes critical reflection on the institutions and
the forms of modern art. Through its setting, the soup kitchen, which parodies a café
where artists and intellectuals gather, Hausmann points to the literary and artistic cir-
cles that flourished in Berlin during and after the war, groups in which he had formed
his identity as a cultural producer. In this way, Hausmann’s text could have provoked
his audiences to envision artists as dependent on multiple networks for informational
and material resources. Not only does café culture feed and sustain the budding artist,
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but—as suggested by Hausmann’s ironic metaphor of (spiritual) culture as food—by
appropriating objective culture, people also produce and change themselves. However
base or admirable, the cultural context, in other words, provides essential resources
that make artists who and what they are, and that also help determine both the forms
and the meanings of their works. In addition, through its biting irony as well as its
switching of subject positions, Hausmann’s text potentially gets its audiences to reflect
on many related issues, including the functions of artistic competition, how artists and
artworks help produce one another, and how artists can affirm, criticize, and transform
their social and material contexts.

Hausmann’s performance text also promotes critical reflection on human iden-
tity. The narrative’s focus on nourishment, sexuality, and violence suggests a corporeal
and partially unconscious play of forces motivating the story’s protagonists and their
strange, sometimes impulsive actions. In addition, both protagonists are extremely
active, and thus they are shown to define their characters through actions, reactions,
and interchanges. Furthermore, the story’s subtle references to ethnic differences—
created by the contrast between the intellectual’s German nature and the Jewish char-
acter of the kitchen’s proprietor and at times the Dadaist—might also have prompted
the spectator to think about the roles that cultural or possibly even genetic forces played
in determining human identity.25 Finally, as was also the case with Hausmann’s sound
poems, the text’s confusing and confrontational character could potentially have caused
audience members to become angry, and, as a result, a situation might have arisen
where they became aware of their own emotional and libidinal natures.

“Classical Relations to the German Middle-Class Kitchen” shows that Hausmann
understood human identity to be a function of a person’s interactions with cultural
artifacts as well as others in his or her environment. A consideration of the forms and
subjects of a few of Hausmann’s most famous Dadaist artworks allows us to better
understand the types of identity that he attempted to promote. In addition, such a
consideration will also help us comprehend why exploring spectatorship became such
an important component of his visual productions.

Anti-Auratic Art

As suggested by the works that surround Hausmann and Höch in their publicity pho-
tograph (Figure 3.1), the Berlin Dada artists also attempted to differentiate themselves
from other modern artists by making heterogeneous and montage-based forms of art—
a set of practices that probably began in early 1919. Above Cut with the Kitchen Knife
hangs Höch’s now-destroyed poster Ali Baba Diele, Berlin [Ali Baba Hall, Berlin]
(1919–20), which juxtaposes irregularly cut letters of different typefaces with asymmet-
ric abstract shapes. It can be read as either a street poster—presumably an advertise-
ment, or parody thereof, promoting an institution named “Ali Baba,” on “Motz
Street”—or, perhaps, an abstract urban street scene of a road between two rows of
buildings viewed from a high angle. To the far right of Höch’s poster is Hausmann’s
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Dada Poster (1919–20), which, under the title of “Dada Advertisement,” presents a
shouting self-portrait of the Dadasoph, who is juxtaposed with irregularly cut fragments
of his poster poems and sound poetry texts. Like Höch’s Ali Baba Hall, Hausmann’s
Dada Poster appears to be printed. It is thus different in auratic status from Höch’s Cut
with a Kitchen Knife because it is not an “original” photomontage but one of poten-
tially many reproductions.

“Aura,” as Walter Benjamin argued, was the appearance of all those qualities of an
artwork that conveyed its uniqueness and authenticity, those characteristics that made
it a little like a person or some other type of complex natural being. To experience a
work’s aura was to perceive its originality, its “distance” from the everyday world as an
object of respect or reverence, a phenomenon linked to art’s historical origins in the
practices of magic and religion.26 Aura, according to Benjamin, was literally an artwork’s
“presence” as something outside the ordinary, as shaped materials imbued with mean-
ing and significance. It was experienced through the signs that a work bore of its begin-
nings or causes in individuals, cultures, and societies as well as through the marks of
change and the accretions that a work carried, the indices of transformation that indi-
cated its duration in time and history.27 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the
development of mass-reproduction and especially the mass media helped destroy peo-
ple’s abilities to perceive the aura of both art and nature.28 And because of the seductive
nature of the representations circulating since the invention of photography, human
beings tended less and less to look to art as a source of normative forms or values.

By presenting such “anti-art” creations as photomontages and printed posters as
works of art—as well as by playing with subtle auratic differences between the differ-
ent types of work—Hausmann and Höch appear to have acknowledged the disintegra-
tion of aura under the conditions of mass-reproduction and the mass media. Directly
below and parallel to the left side of Hausmann’s Dada Poster appear two of his framed
photomontages, both of which depict cyborgs: Self-Portrait of the Dadasoph (1920) and,
below, Tatlin Lives at Home (1920). To the right of Tatlin, another framed photomon-
tage is hung, A Bourgeois Precision Brain Calls Forth a World Movement: Dada Triumphs
(1920). This photomontage presents what appears to be a profile portrait of Huelsen-
beck, his brain partially exposed, positioned in the very front of a strangely angled room,
filled with adding machines, typewriters, and wall-mounted machine parts.As the frames
around the three cyborgian representations suggest, like Cut with the Kitchen Knife,
they are much more clearly “original” photomontages than the photomontage-based
posters above them. Unlike the Dada posters, the cuts and splices of the photomon-
tages are not rephotographed and printed, and thus they seem more auratic than the
posters. Despite the fact that they are primarily composed of photomechanically repro-
duced elements appropriated from the mass media, the photomontages appear as con-
stellations made by hand, touched and shaped by the artist who selected them.

Finally, two printed signs, the first to the right of Hausmann’s Self-Portrait and
the second below Dada Triumphs, add to the play of different art forms with differing
degrees of aura. The first sign reads,
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“I can live without eating or drinking, but not without DADA.”
Marshal G. Grosz.

“I can’t either.”
John Heartfield.

“Neither can I.”
Raoul Hausmann.

The second sign states:

Art is dead
Long live the new
machine art of
TATLIN

As is the case with the posters, traces of the artist’s physical presence are absent from
these printed signs.

In comparison with the “authentic” photomontages, these signs appear much less
handmade and unique. And even in comparison to the posters, the signs seem more
anonymous, more like mass-produced products—perhaps because of their less visual,
more purely linguistic nature. At the same time, their irony and unconventional typog-
raphy make them distinct and artistic and, thus, slightly auratic. In addition, although
they do not depict cyborgs directly, like the Dada posters, they exude a cyborgian aes-
thetic. Not only are they made by mechanical means, but they also evoke familiar
cyborgian subjects: collective military activity, the experience of violence and trauma,
and a sense that technology is transforming both art and human consciousness.

In addition to acknowledging the waning of aura in the context of modern indus-
trial societies, the Berlin Dada artists’ playful attacks on the signs of art’s presence,
uniqueness, and authenticity through photomontage, assemblage, and signage were
motivated by their rejection of all past modern art movements and their interest in
bringing their audiences face-to-face with modern life’s brute realities. Hand in hand
with their recognition of the diminishment or loss of art’s aura in the twentieth cen-
tury was an awareness that art had to develop new social and political functions. One
function was to reacquaint modern audiences with the realities of the modern world.
As Wieland Herzfelde wrote in the introduction to the “Dada Fair” catalog, photog-
raphy had supplanted the traditional purpose of painting—to allow people to see things
that they could not see with their own eyes—and, as a result, modern painting had
gradually liberated itself from reality. “Dadaism,” in turn, was “the reaction to all those
attempts to deny the factual, attempts which were the driving force of the Impression-
ists, Expressionists, Cubists, and also the Futurists (in that they did not want to capit-
ulate to film).”29 Instead of competing with photography, however,

the Dadaist[s] say: if at an earlier time, love and effort were expended on the painting
of a body, a flower, a hat, a shadow, etc., we only have to take the scissors and cut out
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all these things we need from among the paintings, photographic reproductions; if
it concerns something smaller we don’t even need a depiction at all, but can take the
objects themselves, for example pocket-knives, ashtrays, books, etc., all things which
have been quite beautifully painted in the museums of old art, but painted just the
same.30

Dada photomontage and assemblage were thus developed to allow modern subject
matter to return to visual art in a new and provocative way.

The return of subject matter in Dada art was, moreover, a provocative gesture be-
cause it was accomplished through appropriation, a strategy that undermined the artist’s
traditional authority—his or her claim to privileged insight into the human condi-
tion.31 As Herzfelde put it,

Today the young person who does not want to give up all claim[s] to education and
to the broadening of his native talents has to submit to the thoroughly authoritarian
system of artistic education and the artistic public judgment. In contrast, Dadaists are
saying that production of pictures is not important, and that at least one should not
assume a position of authority when one does make pictures. In this way, the plea-
sure the masses may take in the creative activity would not be ruined by the profes-
sional arrogance of a haughty guild. For this reason the contents and also the media
of Dadaistic pictures and products can be extraordinarily varied. By itself any product
is Dadaistic which is created without influence from and regard for public authority
and criteria of judgment. And it remains Dadaistic as long as the image works against
illusion, out of the need to subversively assist the contemporary world, which obvi-
ously is in a state of disintegration and metamorphosis. . . . The only program the
Dadaists recognize is the duty to make current events, current in both time and place,
the content of their pictures.32

For the Dada artists, the loss of art’s aura in their contemporary moment produced a
situation in which creating and appreciating art could become more democratic. Art,
they believed, could now be made both by and for a greater cross section of the pub-
lic—a situation that they attempted to foster through their own statements and artistic
productions. Moreover, as suggested by the anti-auratic artworks that they presented
at the “Dada Fair,” the figure that best embodied the new more democratic modes of
art making and art reception seemed to be the cyborg. It was a motif tailor-made to
represent a new type of less authoritarian and more communal artist as well as an
engaged, distracted, and technologically savvy mass audience.

Three Cyborgs

As suggested by two works that he exhibited at the “Dada Fair,” the photomontage
Selbstporträt des Dadasophen [Self-Portrait of the Dadasoph] (1920) (Figure 3.2) and
the ink drawing Der eiserne Hindenburg [The Iron Hindenburg] (1920) (Figure 3.3),
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Figure 3.2. Raoul Hausmann, Selbstporträt des Dadasophen [Self-Portrait of the Dadasoph] (1920). Photomontage
and collage on handmade Japanese paper. 36.2 × 28 cm (14¼ × 11 inches). Private collection. Courtesy of Annely
Juda Fine Art, London. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



Figure 3.3. Raoul Hausmann, Der eiserne Hindenburg [The Iron Hindenburg] (1920). Ink on paper. 40.6 × 33.2 cm
(16 × 13 inches). Musée national d’art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Photograph from
CNAC/MNAM/Dist. Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



Hausmann used the cyborg to represent the new hybrid human: a half-organic, half-
mechanized figure that he believed was appearing with ever greater frequency in his
modern world. As became the case with Norbert Wiener, Hausmann saw the cyborg’s
potential for forming images of both identity and difference. Self-Portrait presents a
faceless cyborg wearing bourgeois clothing. It is identified as a self-portrait by the title
listed in the “Dada Fair” catalog, where the photomontage was first shown. The Iron
Hindenburg, on the other hand, presents the cyborg as the enemy, the hated author-
itarian militarist, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, a figure whose laughable and
disgusting appearance could not disguise the fact that he remained a powerful and
dangerous “antipode” of the Dada artists and continued to act on behalf of the Ger-
man military after the conclusion of World War I. By using the cyborg as a form that
encompassed both his own identity and that of his enemies, Hausmann suggested the
fundamentally dialectical nature of modern existence, the fact that human identity was
always a combination of “own” and “alien” elements, as Gross put it. This dialectical
yet overarching character of Hausmann’s cyborgian representations anticipated the
uneasy play between friend and enemy, self and other, characteristic of Wiener’s account
of early cybernetics. In addition, as did Wiener, Hausmann’s cyborgs implied that tech-
nological augmentation carried both extreme benefits and extreme risks.

The risks are perhaps easier to identify. In both representations, Hausmann sets
up a traumatic continuum between organic and mechanical functioning. In the self-
portrait, for example, the cyborg’s pressure-gauge head seems to measure the energy
that pumps through his body: a parodic anticipation of the focus on servomechanisms
and feedback loops characteristic of Wiener’s research. Although the figure’s rigidity
expresses extreme tension and power, its head is put to a very mundane use, its face
lacks eyes, and its mechanical augmentation appears to have exposed its lungs. More-
over, the film projector that crowns Hausmann’s head suggests that whatever rudi-
mentary brain the cyborg still has left contains not thought but clichés—predigested
cultural signs that the artist randomly recirculates in his reified consciousness.33

Although the film projector also evokes the utopian view of the mass media charac-
teristic of many Weimar-era cultural producers and theorists, the fact that the cyborg
appears to be blind suggests that—here, at least—its cinematic thoughts flow in a closed
and repetitive circuit. For this reason, despite Hausmann’s many positive statements
about the mass media and the new ways of seeing created by science and technology,
statements that link Hausmann to such other theorists as László Moholy-Nagy and
Benjamin, the conjunction of different photomontage elements in his Self-Portrait sug-
gests an ambivalent attitude toward cinema.34 The fears that Hausmann sometimes
expressed about science and technology, anxieties that emerged from his awareness 
of the uses to which they were put during World War I, are clearly apparent in this
representation.35

In early 1922 Hausmann criticized films like Robert Wiene’s Cabinet of Doctor Cali-
gari (1920) and Carl Boese and Paul Wegener’s Golem (1920) for making practical life
too “interesting” and “spiritual,” thereby covering up the conventional and quotidian
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aspects of the everyday world.36 And while not all of his elliptical references to cinema
are negative, it seems clear that Hausmann is to some extent in agreement with the
idea, already strongly articulated before World War I, that film had tremendous poten-
tial to distort and lie about reality. Thus, in addition to the prewar attack on cinema
by bourgeois critics, who argued that through their nonliterary and entertaining qual-
ities, films were helping destroy German culture, we also discover attacks on cinema
from left-wing spectators, who argued that motion pictures distorted and denigrated
the workers’ movement.37 As I demonstrated through my analysis of Heimatklänge,
Hausmann was suspicious of the nationalistic uses to which the new means of mass
communication could be put, in which audio and film technologies were used to arouse
the emotions of large groups of German citizens and bend them to the political will
of the ruling powers. In this regard, Hausmann’s implied criticisms of the mass media
in Heimatklänge and Self-Portrait partially echo the statements of reformers such as
Victor Noak, who distinguished between different types of movies and argued that cer-
tain forms had a pernicious effect on the German public. As Noak wrote in Die Aktion
in 1912, five years before Hausmann published an essay in the very same journal, “The
producers of film smut do not seek ‘simply to confuse people’; they appeal to their
lowest instincts, promote meanness, nurture brutality, poison the souls of young peo-
ple, and destroy social values. People must resist these producers, just as they resist
bad education, which is the precondition of everything loathsome.”38 And for these
reasons, it is not hard to envision that the eyeless cyborg wearing a projector atop its
head in Hausmann’s self-portrait suggests at least a partial critique of cinema.

The portrait of Hindenburg, moreover, goes even further to emphasize the cyborg’s
dysfunctional nature. Expressing his hatred of German militarism, Hausmann pre-
sents the field marshal as a rigid, half-mechanized puppet, spouting clichéd military
jargon, waving a sword, and propping up the kaiser’s initials. A conservative monar-
chist and hero of the eastern front, Hindenburg was, for many Germans, the living
incarnation of the Prussian “iron will” and martial spirit that had unified their coun-
try a scant half century before. As noted previously, he was the subject of an enormous
personality cult during World War I, and his image was plastered on ashtrays, neckties,
flags, and other forms of consumer kitsch to symbolize German military might and
stimulate the patriotic spirit of ordinary Germans. In addition, in 1915, homemade
wooden statues of Hindenburg were created all over Germany to raise money for mil-
itary causes. The largest of these figures was a twenty-eight-ton, twelve-foot-high statue
erected in Berlin’s Königsplatz; in return for donations to the National Foundation of
War Widows, Berliners could hammer iron, silver, and gold nails into the wooden effigy,
an extremely popular practice that netted approximately one hundred thousand dona-
tions in a single week.39 As suggested by the two nails that anchor the feet of Haus-
mann’s representation to its base, Hausmann was most probably well aware of this
phenomenon, and his caricature might even be a direct reference to these popular
practices, which conflated politics with economics.

Influenced by Grosz’s scathing political satire as well as the burgeoning field of
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popular cartoons, Hausmann’s representation transforms Hindenburg, traditionally
regarded as an authoritarian yet aristocratic father figure, into an obscene and violent
monstrosity: a patchwork horror whose empty phrases and comic dysfunctionality do
not completely mask an atmosphere of danger and menace. In this way, Hausmann
expresses intense hatred of German militarism through caricature—a standard form
of political and social propaganda. To emphasize the cyborg’s dysfunctional nature,
Hausmann displays its body split in two, its arms linked to its buttocks, and its voice
emerging from its genitals. Contrasting with its human face and hairy backside, the
cyborg’s body displays prominent mechanical grafts—for example, the loudspeaker and
military medal combination that replaces its reproductive organs. Through these grafts,
Hausmann implies ambivalence about the ultimate benefits of technological enhance-
ment; since, in addition to military capabilities, the speaker and medal amalgam also
connotes castration. And in this way, Hausmann also suggests some of the dangerous
authoritarian characteristics of the military leadership of World War I—a leadership
that he represents as both highly aggressive and sexually dysfunctional.

The fragmented and composite character of Hausmann’s Hindenburg portrait re-
calls Höch’s undermining representation of Hindenburg in Cut with the Kitchen Knife.
In the same way, Hausmann’s representation reveals the “newness” of the patriarchal
figures that live on in the postwar context. Like Höch’s transgendered Hindenburg,
Hausmann’s castrated field marshal has been transformed by his circumstances. His
laughable and disgusting appearance, however, does not disguise the fact that he remains
powerful and dangerous, a figure that continues to represent—and act on the behalf
of—the old and authoritarian German political order.40 In addition, the caricatured
form of The Iron Hindenburg and the specific political message that it expresses belie
the representation’s status as art. Also published as part of his print portfolio, hurra,
hurraa, hurraaa! in 1920 by Malik Verlag, The Iron Hindenburg was exhibited in Room
One of the “Dada Fair.” By elevating “common” caricature to the status of art through
its positioning in the gallery context, Hausmann carried out an avant-garde expan-
sion of the materials out of which art could be made. In this way, he attempted to
connect modern art to the long-standing and diverse traditions of political, social, and
children’s caricature, which were already beginning to be collected and anthologized
before the war.41 Exemplified by such figures as Honoré Daumier, Heinrich Zille, and
Heinrich Christian Wilhelm Busch, respectively, these traditions were both profoundly
moralizing and focused on current events. Hausmann thus incorporated caricature’s
topical and moralizing strategies into The Iron Hindenburg to make a fundamentally
political form of modern art; like his photomontages, this work undermined the dis-
tinction between fine art and popular culture, and thereby attacked art’s autonomy
and the distinction between art and life.

By presenting Hindenburg as a traumatized and patched-together figure, Haus-
mann also alludes to the practice—carried out much more extensively in the photo-
montages, paintings, and assemblages of Grosz, John Heartfield, and the Dresden-based
Otto Dix—of employing the figure of the cyborg as a “war cripple” and thus as a
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counter to the idealized image of the armored male soldier, a figure that became pop-
ular during World War I. Nearly all the Berlin Dada artists point to wartime visual
culture as—at least in part—inspiring their photomontage practices.42 (Cubist col-
lages as well as the collage practices of the Italian futurists and the Zurich Dada artists
were the other influences that some of them acknowledged.) For Grosz and Heart-
field, their development of photomontage as a fine art strategy in the late 1910s was
motivated by their earlier practice of sending collaged postcards and care packages
with antipatriotic messages to one another during wartime. In these early works, none
of which have survived, the ambiguity of the photomontage technique was employed
to evade military censors. In addition, this strategy also evoked the practices of war-
time advertising and the organized production and sending of “care packages” by female
volunteers to frontline soldiers.43 Hausmann and Höch, on the other hand, directly
referred to their contact with soldier portraits in the summer of 1918 as the experience
that made them realize the possibilities of photomontage as an artistic strategy.44

Produced by the thousands in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
soldier portraits were idealized images of armored male soldiers (Figure 4.7).45 Images
that commemorated wartime service in both word and likeness, soldiers purchased them
to send home to loved ones, to celebrate a comrade’s retirement from active duty, or
for themselves after they returned from the war. To have a portrait made, a soldier
would sit for a photographer, who would shoot a likeness of the soldier’s head. The
photographer would then cut and paste the finished photograph into a mass-produced
lithographic image or some other form of ready-made framework that depicted ide-
alized uniformed bodies that were often positioned against military or heraldic back-
grounds. Ideologically, these materially hybrid images affirmed nationalist and militarist
ideals. They were produced and consumed by individuals interested in glorifying and
ennobling the military subject. For the most part, this meant conforming the soldier’s
unique physiognomy and ready-made body to the values of the Prussian state, which
wanted him to fight an enemy and possibly die, “with God for King and Fatherland,”
as the popular saying went. Although the soldier portraits supported the interests of the
German monarchy, they were not state propaganda. Instead they were mass-market
commodities that catered to the psychological needs of a majority of Germans while
helping legitimate the political, economic, and military status quo.

Klaus Theweleit has analyzed the psychology of the German soldier of this period
in his monumental Male Fantasies, a study of the memoirs of various Freikorps officers,
veterans who served in the right-wing armies that fought the Left in Germany during
the first few years of the Weimar Republic.46 Many of these soldiers ended up serving
the Nazi movement, and Theweleit’s study, since its publication in the mid-1970s, has
come to be interpreted as one of the paradigmatic accounts of the psychology of the
fascist male subject.47 According to Theweleit, the typical Freikorps officer possessed
an undeveloped ego. He was afraid of his own desires as well as anything else that
would cause his fragile sense of corporeal and psychic identity to be overcome. To
shore up his ego, the fascist subject fortified his body through physical drill, armor,
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and weapons, and through exterminating all forms of otherness that threatened his
inchoate and shaky sense of self: in particular, women, Bolsheviks, Jews, and the un-
regimented mass. Afraid to acknowledge the personal, intimate, and desiring aspects
of his being, he furthermore sought solace in abstract concepts of the community—
the troop, the army, the nation, and the people (das Volk)—in whose name he destroyed
what he perceived as different from himself and thus a threat. It was only in acts of
mobilization (as part of a hierarchically organized and disciplined mass with a strong
leader) and killing that he could experience his own desires—acts that not only pre-
vented him from recognizing these desires for what they really were but also shored
up the rigid distinctions through which he understood his world.

The soldier portraits that inspired Hausmann and Höch’s development of pho-
tomontage as a Dada practice fit well with Theweleit’s analysis of the early-twentieth-
century German military subject. As suggested by numerous examples, the soldier
portraits glorified the fighting man’s figure by armoring it and making it look power-
ful.48 They accomplished this by building up the soldier’s body through his idealized,
mass-produced uniform; by equipping him with weapons; by representing him with
an erect and vigilant posture; and by often situating him amid a troop or set of iden-
tically dressed comrades in arms, ideologically committed “brothers” who shared a
single cause. Given this conjunction between the soldier portraits and the Wilhelmine
and fascist military ideals, it is easy to see why the Berlin Dada artists favored both
photomontage and the image of the cyborg as a war cripple in the early 1920s. Together,
the strategy and the specific image type referred to and undermined the military ideal
as represented by the soldier portraits. Typically, the Dada images of war cripples
broke down the armored male body, portraying it as shattered, dysfunctional, and
uncontrollable, seething with instinct and unchecked desires. And although The Iron
Hindenburg certainly embodied this aspect of the Berlin Dada artists’ practices—their
attempts to use the cyborg to undermine the duplicitous military ideal that helped
lead Germany to ruin—the representation of war cripples was only one part of Haus-
mann’s visual practice, and a small one at that. Unlike Grosz, Heartfield, and Dix, who
all saw military service, Hausmann avoided the war, and afterward he rarely used the
cyborg to attack the figure of the armored male soldier. Instead, in Hausmann’s work,
the cyborg—particularly as configured through photomontage—was far more fre-
quently used to explore the positive aspects of the technological enhancement of human
beings, albeit not without a consistent admixture of ambivalence.

Self-Portrait, for example, also generates positive associations about the technolog-
ical transformation of vision. In the first place, the figure’s pressure-gauge head, which
seems to measure the energy that its body produces, could have evoked the new inter-
est in measuring how the human body expended energy. As Anson Rabinbach has
argued, by the 1890s, German and other European scientists were immersed in inves-
tigating the physiology of labor power. Conceiving “the working body as a system of
economies of force and as the focal point for new techniques that could eliminate
social conflict while ensuring productivity,” they redefined the human body through
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functional and structural analogies to machines in much the same way that Wiener
would approximately a half century later; furthermore, they developed new ways to
measure a person’s energy expenditure to make factory work more efficient.49 By estab-
lishing the exact caloric values of all nutritive substances, for example, they hoped to
predict the precise amount of labor power that could be produced by ingesting specific
types and amounts of food.50 In addition, by constructing “ergographic” devices to
measure fatigue—or how an individual’s capacity to produce particular motions de-
creased over time through repetition—they hoped to isolate the other major factor
that affected a human being’s ability to produce labor power.51 Other fatigue studies,
as Rabinbach notes, quickly followed, and, after 1900, “ergonomic studies investigated
the influence of weight, rhythm, heat, cold, anemia, blood chemistry, and other fac-
tors on the fatigued body.”52 Hausmann’s self-portrait, which gives the impression that
the cyborg is paying attention to internal senses such as thermoception (our sense of
temperature), nociception (our sense of pain), equilibrioception (our sense of balance
and acceleration), and proprioception (our bodily awareness or perception of the posi-
tions of our body parts to one another), reminds us of how much the metaphor of
human beings as machines has refined our modes of self-awareness. Furthermore, as
suggested by the history of scientific investigation of the processes of energy, heat,
motion, and fatigue in the human body to which the photomontage possibly alludes,
such a focus on the individual as a human motor led directly to Germany’s engage-
ment with F. W. Taylor’s system of industrial management in the 1910s and 1920s.53

Hausmann’s self-portrait could also have potentially reminded its spectators of
the long invention of autogenic training by the German psychiatrist Johannes Schultz
beginning in the 1910s.54 Influenced by yoga and meditation, Schultz’s technique was
a method for influencing the autonomic nervous system, which has control over heart
rate, circulation, digestion, respiration, and other involuntary processes that help main-
tain the body’s homeostasis. By learning a set of simple exercises in bodily awareness
and relaxation, Germans trained in Schultz’s method could begin to control stress,
anxiety, and tension, and, in this way, lead happier, healthier lives. Because it caused
its practitioners to focus on the body’s various internal processes and then to use pas-
sive concentration techniques to begin to control them, autogenic training anticipated
biofeedback, which developed in the 1960s and which used various forms of electrical
activity sensors to provide its practitioners with information about their bodily states.
And because of its depiction of a half-human, half-mechanized creature possibly
focused on its own interior processes, Self-Portrait evokes the trajectory of alternative
medicine that—both with and without technological feedback devices—helps human
beings to mentally affect their physical states.

Finally, in addition to suggesting criticisms about how cinema was affecting con-
sciousness, Hausmann’s photomontage also evokes optimistic readings having to do
with how film was transforming human perception in the first few decades of the
twentieth century. Embodying a position antithetical to this chapter’s argument about
Dada photomontage and film, Kristin Jean Makholm argues in her well-researched
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and informative study on Höch that the concept of montage did not become associ-
ated with film in the Weimar Republic until the late 1920s, when the theories of Rus-
sian filmmakers such as Sergei M. Eisenstein, Vsevolod I. Pudovkin, Lev V. Kuleshov,
and Dziga Vertov became known in Germany; as a consequence, “the concept of filmic
montage was not operative in the Dada years of 1918–21, and its predecessor, editing
or cutting, was hardly a ‘tactile’ or ‘ballistic’ force at that time.”55 Although Makholm’s
point about the reception of Russian montage theory is well taken, to argue on that
basis that Dada artists did not see film as a medium that created new meanings through
juxtaposing visually disparate shots is mistaken. First, it ignores the fact that, in the
case of cultural producers such as visual artists and filmmakers, actual practices often
predate the development of the theories that codify and explain these practices. Sec-
ond, it overlooks the important uses of shot juxtaposition in prewar German cinema—
for example, how cutting and mise-en-scène were used together to create different forms
of look or gaze on the part of different characters—as well as issues of internal mon-
tage, defined as meaning-producing juxtapositions within a single shot.56 Third, and
most important, this argument ignores the actual Dadaist photomontages, which clearly
did juxtapose photographic fragments to create new meanings and which were under-
stood to be doing so by at least some of their original spectators.57

Given these various reasons why cinematic montage could have been an operative
concept in Germany during the late 1910s and the early 1920s, the cyborg’s film pro-
jector headpiece and other discontinuous photomontage elements that make up his
body in Self-Portrait could have inspired viewers to think about film’s power to trans-
form perception. Commenting on Russian filmic art, collectivist art, and film tech-
nique in general, Benjamin noted in 1927 that

with film there truly arises a new region of consciousness. It is, succinctly put, the only
prism in which the immediate environment—the spaces in which he lives, goes about
his business, and takes his pleasures—reveals itself intelligibly, sensibly, and passion-
ately to the contemporary observer. In themselves these offices, furnished rooms, bars,
city streets, train stations, and factories are ugly, unintelligible, and hopelessly sad.
(Rather they were and they appeared to be that way until the advent of film. Having
discovered the dynamite of tenths of a second, film exploded this old world of incar-
ceration, leading us into adventurous journeys among the scattered ruins.) The com-
pass of a house or a room suddenly contains dozens of the most surprising points of
arrival, the strangest of station names. It is not so much the continuous changing of
the images but the sudden switch of perspectives that overpowers a milieu, ruling out
any disclosure but its own and forcing from a petit-bourgeois apartment the same
beauty one admires in an Alfa Romeo.58

As Benjamin suggests, filmic montage, which can create sudden changes in perspec-
tives, transforms the world and allows the spectator to see it anew. Although the power
of this technique can be tamed by making editing obey a narrative objective, the 
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conjunction of different viewpoints in cinema potentially produces a revolutionary con-
sciousness. Thus, in addition to being able to accurately represent the rush of dis-
continuous sensations characteristic of modern life, film, as Benjamin suggests in his
essay, can transfigure the everyday by making it both intelligible and “adventurous.”
Benjamin thereby alludes to the idea that, by cutting reality into pieces and suspend-
ing its traditional interconnections, cinema suggests that the world as it exists is only
one possibility out of many and, moreover, that if the spectator does not like the exist-
ing world, he or she is free to reimagine and remake it. In addition, Benjamin also
alludes to the idea that, by combining multiple perspectives, movies can potentially
interpellate their spectators as collective rather than individual subjects. Together, these
two associations, both of which are produced by the technique—as opposed to the
content—of filmic montage, help foster a critical attitude toward the status quo.

Self-Portrait contains numerous signs that suggest the impact of mass media on
vision. In the first place, because it depicts a cyborg, it suggests the transformation of
human beings through modern technologies. In addition, because the photomontage
fragments that compose the Dadasoph’s body evince different scales, they together
imply different perspectives or viewpoints. Furthermore, because the self-portrait jux-
taposes image fragments that depict the exterior of a human body with fragments that
represent its interior, the photomontage alludes to the myriad ways in which new modes
of seeing can dissect and analyze the body. Moreover, because the juxtapositions that
make up the image are bizarre and to some extent discontinuous, Hausmann’s work
as a whole draws attention to its strategy of montage construction, and thus to the
artist’s ability to explode and recombine the everyday world. Finally, the film projec-
tor that crowns the cyborg’s head implies that cinema is in certain ways responsible
for these changes in human perception. For these various reasons, although Haus-
mann’s photomontage was created approximately seven years before Benjamin wrote
his essay on how filmic montage could help create new revolutionary modes of per-
ception, a similar concept of cinematic montage could plausibly inform Hausmann’s
representation, thus making it, according to one reading that it generates, an opti-
mistic and anticipatory image about film’s revolutionary potential.

Another example of Hausmann’s more positive representation of human–
technological interface can be seen in the photomontage self-portrait ABCD (1923–24)
(Figure 3.4). Here Hausmann presents himself more directly through a fragmented and
frontal photographic portrait with an irregular and quasi-gear-like “monocle” sutured
over his left eye. Pasted around his truncated visage on all sides are various photo-
graphic and photomechanically reproduced elements, including numbered tickets, let-
ters and letter rows evincing different typographic forms, pieces of maps, photographic
fragments of a starry sky, an anatomical cross section of a woman’s pelvis, an upside-
down Czech banknote, and (cutting off the bottom of Hausmann’s chin) a fragment of
an announcement designed by El Lissitzky for an optophonetic performance by Haus-
mann and Kurt Schwitters in Hannover in 1923.59 A profusion of equally arresting mass-
reproduced elements, these photomechanical fragments create larger constellations of
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Figure 3.4. Raoul Hausmann, ABCD (1923–24). Collage and photomontage on paper. 40.4 × 28.2 cm
(15⅞ × 11⅛ inches). Musée national d’art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Photograph from
CNAC/MNAM/Dist. Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



meaning through which the transformative power of Hausmann’s technologically aug-
mented vision is suggested.

The power that Hausmann ascribed to cyborgian vision can first be seen at the
level of the subject matter that is represented. It is implied by the emphasis and radi-
ating motion that he gives to his left eye in conjunction with the various viewpoints
implied by the image: the penetrating (male) gaze evoked by the cross section of the
woman’s body as well as the more neutral scientific gaze evoked by the starry sky. When
connected with the profusion of tiny map elements, these iconic fragments suggest
viewpoints that tend to control the things they represent—that can see below the sur-
faces of things, that can objectively document an important phenomenon for further
study, and that can abstract from reality to better navigate and build within it. In addi-
tion, however, in conjunction with the number and letter rows (which can be read as
signs of classificatory practice that have been severed from their original context and
thus rendered almost meaningless), Hausmann suggests that his cyborgian vision is
also one that can confound or mix up all documentary and classificatory systems, and
hence a gaze that is potentially revolutionary. He thus represents his cyborgian vision
as one that can fragment, transform, and synthesize multiple realities and viewpoints,
a vision that is powerful and potentially exploitative, but also potentially liberating.

This sense of transformative, controlling, and liberating vision—vision as a con-
stant process of analysis, synthesis, and reanalysis—is further emphasized by the cyborg’s
photomontage form. A strategic counter to both formalist and expressive abstraction
in the first two decades of the twentieth century, photomontage was, as I have already
shown, a much-emphasized signifier of Berlin Dada’s radicalism or newness. As sug-
gested by Herzfelde’s introduction to the “Dada Fair” catalog, it represented the Dada-
ists’ rejection of abstract painting as a subjectivist project and their affirmation that
art had to take politics and modern life as its subject. In addition, as Hausmann later
argued, because Dada photomontage produced a form of sensory derangement—“an
explosion of viewpoints and a whirling confusion of picture planes,” as he put it—
photomontage was particularly well suited for examining dialectical relations between
form and content.60 By assembling both appropriated and self-made fragments so that
they could be read in terms of different constellations, Hausmann’s photomontages
formally provoked an experience of visual and linguistic ambiguity and engaged their
audiences by encouraging them to free-associate. Photomontage was thus potentially
empowering, suggesting, as it did, that how one saw could potentially affect and trans-
form what one saw. It could, in other words, make its various audiences recognize their
own contributions to their aesthetic experiences, and thus it could potentially influence
them to take a more reflexive and critical attitude to both life and politics. Moreover,
by simplifying the process of artistic representation and by suggesting that the artist
was as much a recycler as a creator of images, photomontage also made the artist and
the spectator more alike. Long before Joseph Beuys or Andy Warhol, Dada photo-
montage implied that everyone was, indeed, an artist. Hausmann’s cyborgs were thus
designed to represent more than just a new Dada self and other: they also attempted
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to constitute a new spectator—an audience whose growing desire for the play of mean-
ing was to result in new modes of perceiving and acting in the world.

Hausmann’s Optophonetic Poetry and Performance Practices

Because they refer to Hausmann’s poetry and performance practices, ABCD’s second
major constellation of fragments, the number and letter rows, provide insight into the
new form of spectator that Hausmann was attempting to create through his cyborgian
photomontages. An acknowledgment of the cyborg’s poetic and performative roots,
these number and letter rows anticipated the focus in cybernetics in the 1940s and 1950s
on exploring electrical, mechanical, and biological communication.61 Hausmann clearly
refers to his practice of optophonetic poetry through the letter and number rows. Not
only does he present himself with his mouth open and a string of letters emerging from
his lips, but he also directly advertises his collaborative performances with Schwitters
through the Lissitzky poster.62 In addition, the large letter row amputating the left
side of his face recalls the typeface of his poster poem fmsbw (1918) (Figure 3.5), a text
that formed the basis of some of his performances.63 In accordance with Dada ideol-
ogy, poster poems like fmsbw were generated both by chance and collaboratively. As
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Hausmann tells it, he worked with a Berlin printer, Robert Barthe, who pulled the
letters in a semirandom fashion until he filled up two horizontal rows.64 The letter rows
were then printed on poster board, and the resulting artworks were both exhibited and
used as springboards for performances.

Like many other German artists and intellectuals at the time, Hausmann believed
that the German language had degenerated and could no longer express authentic
human experiences. Hausmann’s optophonetic poetry was thus motivated by a utopian
intention: it was designed to free language of what he perceived to be its rational and
conceptual straightjackets and to broaden his audiences’ understandings of its multi-
valent potentials. Although his poetry was developed in a context in which numerous
experiments with language were being carried out, it differed significantly from other
contemporary explorations.65 First, Hausmann’s use of chance and the brevity of his
unit of selection—the single letter—eliminated all or almost all semantics. Hausmann’s
poster poems thus differed from the work of such Zurich Dada sound poets as Hugo
Ball and Tristan Tzara as well as the expressionist Wortkunst poet August Stramm, be-
cause Hausmann’s poster poems no longer used words, let alone phrases.66 For the same
two reasons (the use of chance and the emphasis on the single letter), Hausmann’s
poetic texts were also different from the works of such other important precursors as
the Russian zaum poets, Velimir Khlebnikov and Alexei Kruchenykh, and the Italian
futurist poets such as F. T. Marinetti and others, all of whom demonstrated greater
semantic content in their poems.67 Viewed in relation to his contemporaries, Haus-
mann’s innovation was his treatment of letters—as opposed to words or syllables—as
the basic units of language. Poetic metaphor was thus avoided, although the voice’s
expressive significance was retained. In addition, the bunching up of consonants and
the inclusion of pictographs and punctuation symbols that could not in themselves
be spoken out loud created vocalization and articulation problems. In this way, gaps
or breaks were made part of the performance, and the possibility of slips of the tongue
was increased. Finally, the letter was simultaneously treated as an optical and an acous-
tic sign. “Different sizes,” Hausmann insisted, “receive different intonations.”68

By exploring the basic materials of human language—letters and sounds—in a way
that sought to establish new affinities, Hausmann believed that he was helping his audi-
ences overcome the constrictions placed on language through its increasingly efficient
and rationalized development. Montages of instantly readable forms, Hausmann’s poster
poems were generated automatically and collaboratively in such a way as to deny almost
all semantic content. Hausmann’s poetry thus undermined the individuality of the
poetic “author” and negated many of poetry’s traditionally “subjective” aspects. Instead,
it potentially focused its audiences’ attentions on affect and instinctual content as well
as the highly conventional, complex, and almost unrecognizable aspects of everyday
life, namely, basic forms of communication.

Hausmann re-created his optophonetic performances in several recordings between
1956 and 1966—recordings that indicate what Hausmann’s original performances must
have been like. These performances are generally short (under four minutes), waver
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between song and speech, and, as one critic put it, appear to nourish themselves “out
of an unconscious condition.”69 Sometimes accompanying himself with rhythmic beats
from a wooden box or cardboard tube, Hausmann sings and speaks in short repetitive
phrases. As suggested by his recordings of fmsbw and other poems, which merge phrases
or letter rows from different posters, Hausmann improvised on his poster poems
when performing them out loud. And as the transformation of the poster poems from
the written to the spoken word indicates, Hausmann employed montage and chance
procedures on multiple levels in his poetic works, thereby increasing their cut-up and
fragmented character. Like Schwitters—who appropriated the primary theme of his
Ursonate (1922–32), “Fümms bö wö tää zää Uu, pögiff, kwii Ee,” from fmsbw and
OFFEAH (1918), another poster poem by Hausmann—Hausmann edited and recom-
bined his various letter rows, repeating them with different rhythms, tones, and other
variations.70 During his recitals, Hausmann’s voice changes in loudness and pitch and
evokes different vocal qualities, including stuttering, throat clearing, hissing, snarling,
whispering, and wheezing. In the more speechlike passages, the associative qualities
of Hausmann’s performances change radically. At times it seems as if Hausmann is
speaking rationally in some unknown foreign language; at other times it seems as if
his speech expresses the more instinctual drives of a deranged or childlike mind. At
still other moments, Hausmann sounds as if he is speaking in tongues. In contrast to
Schwitters’s more classically musical approach, Hausmann’s performances demonstrated
a greater interest in improvising and exploring psychological content.

As suggested by his poster poems and the recordings of his optophonetic perfor-
mances, Hausmann’s original Dada performances shocked and confronted their audi-
ences by combining formalist and reflexive concerns with psychological ones.71 By
breaking down spoken and written language into their smallest components and by
evoking associations of madness and religious ecstasy as well as childhood states and
conflicts, his performances could—and sometimes did—inspire his audiences to exam-
ine their own psychic construction through linguistic and social forces. Of course, it
is difficult to ascertain how close Hausmann’s reconstructions came to his original per-
formances. At the same time, the historical record indicates that strong continuities
existed. One contemporary observer, Hans Richter, described Hausmann’s performa-
tive technique as extremely shocking and confrontational: “Hausmann always gave
the impression that he harbored a dark menacing hostility to the world. His extremely
interesting phonetic poems resembled, as he spoke them, imprecations distorted by
rage, cries of anguish, bathed in the cold sweat of tormented demons.”72 In addition,
many of the original performers and audience members have written that emotional,
often violent audience reactions were common at the Dada performances.73

Influenced by diverse sources including the Italian futurists, Paul Scheerbart, Chris-
tian Morgenstern, Huelsenbeck, August Stramm, and Wassily Kandinsky, among oth-
ers, and anticipating French dictature lettriste after 1945, as well as concrete and Fluxus
poetry, Hausmann’s compositional and performance strategies were fundamentally
interrelated.74 At the heart of these strategies lay Hausmann’s avant-garde interest in
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opening up the historical and expressive potential of his artistic materials and explor-
ing the formal and psychic contexts in which human beings develop their identities.
As ABCD suggests, the figure of the cyborg—especially as configured through pho-
tomontage—continued this confrontational challenge from artist to audience to col-
lectively reflect on the linguistic, social, and libidinal construction of subjectivity and
alterity, identity and difference. It was only by collaborating with his audiences to break
down traditional forms of identity through poetry and performance during the first
year and a half of the Berlin Dada movement that Hausmann could later arrive at the
cyborg as a dialectical figure in which self and other, friend and enemy, artist and
audience found new forms of connection, interrelation, and comparison.

Hausmann’s Understanding of Human Identity

That Hausmann would eventually develop the cyborg as a dialectical figure interrelating
self and other, artist and spectator is not surprising, given the parallels between Haus-
mann’s understanding of human identity and that of Wiener. According toWiener, both
humans and machines were essentially gatherers, manipulators, and producers of infor-
mation. Their actions were based on received messages that programmed their activi-
ties—albeit in a manner that could potentially be altered by further learning.75 For these
reasons, machines and humans were fundamentally commensurate, and they could be
combined with one another in an ever-expanding number of ways.76 As a closer look at
Hausmann’s thinking on the subject reveals, creating, transmitting, and reproducing in-
formation was also central to Hausmann’s understanding of what it meant to be human.

Hausmann’s concept of human identity was strongly influenced by Gross and the
anarchist thinking of Die freie Strasse, the journal edited by Jung, among others, to
which Hausmann contributed in the late 1910s.77 Gross, a renegade student of Freud,
believed that psychoanalysis could provide humans with a way to dismantle once and
for all the ossifying bourgeois social and family orders, and to build a new anarchist soci-
ety based on individual liberty and sexual freedom. Like Freud, Gross traced individual
neuroses back to the suppression of unresolved conflicts between a person’s drives and
what Freud eventually called his or her “superego,” the representative of the social order
within the individual psyche.78 And like Freud, Gross saw childhood and adolescence as
the crucial times during which the psyche and an individual’s sexuality were formed.
Unlike Freud, however, Gross did not uphold the traditional path of establishing sexual
identity in the context of the patriarchal bourgeois family—a path that constrained
the infant’s original polymorphous perversity by training it as a child and as an ado-
lescent to pursue only heterosexual and monogamous relationships. Instead, Gross
argued that the patriarchal family structure was itself the source of all individual and
social neurosis and that the psyche’s original heterogeneity had to be rediscovered. Psy-
choanalysis had to be used to rethink the relations between “own” [das Eigene] and
“alien” [das Fremde] : between an individual, heterogeneous, and shifting instinctual
core and social role models imposed by the family and the larger social context.79
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Hausmann adapted Gross’s theory of human identity in a series of articles on
social revolution published in the radical journal The Earth in 1919.80 In “On World
Revolution,” for example, he argued that despite the partial breakdown and seeming
bankruptcy of the old monarchical and bourgeois social orders in the wake of World
War I, the transformation of human sexuality was a necessary precondition for devel-
oping new nonhegemonic modes of communal life.81 Hausmann identified the old
bourgeois world order with a radically hierarchical and dominating form of ideology,
which he saw as characteristically male. Reinforced by the family, the economy, and
the state, this essentially individualistic, hyperrational, capitalist, and heterosexual ide-
ology repressed alterity or difference and attempted to regulate everything and every-
one in its environment. Because it related to all things by trying to dominate them,
the patriarchal ideology, Hausmann believed, was ultimately suicidal. In the short run,
however, it possessed tremendous power, and it caused reality to submit to its rigid
concepts and distinctions.82

In Hausmann’s account, bourgeois subjectivity was fundamentally defined not
through its class structure and economic relationships of ownership and production
(as was the case in Marxist and communist theory) but through its sexuality. For this
reason, in order for the new human and community to develop themselves, the het-
erosexual male system of values had first to be overcome. Homosexuality, which Haus-
mann viewed as a natural drive present at all stages of human libidinal development,
was one way to overcome the heterosexual male drive to secure property, order, and
the subjugation of others.83 Promiscuity, the surmounting of monogamy, was another
way in which this dominant system of individual and social values could be overturned.
It was, however, ultimately women and their sexual practices who would define the new
human and the new society.84 Although Hausmann never developed these insights
into anything resembling an elaborated theory—and, indeed, although his own per-
sonal actions sometimes seemed to contradict his more progressive statements—it is
clear that he believed that human beings could transform themselves by paying greater
attention to their instinctual drives and by emulating nondominant forms of gender
identity.85

As suggested by his writings for The Earth, Hausmann conceptualized modern
identity according to social-constructionist and psychological models. He appears to
have understood the modern subject to be a semi-autonomous ego, produced through
and then eventually directing the interaction of social and instinctual forces. The sub-
ject was both socially constructed—taught by the family, social and educational groups,
the state, and the media—and transformable: that is, it did not simply have to repeat
the roles that it had learned but could creatively vary its practices and thus change itself.
Even a person’s sexuality, Hausmann argued, was potentially subject to alteration, nor
did it need to remain stable over time. In contrast to Wiener’s more-mechanistic under-
standing of human identity as essentially a function of received and manipulated
information, Hausmann’s conceptualization tended to emphasize the corporeal and
instinctual aspects of human beings to a much greater degree. In addition, because he
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also emphasized the slips and gaps in interhuman information exchange far more than
Wiener did, Hausmann’s model of identity also seems to allow for a concept of sub-
jectivity that involves a moment of misrecognition, an identification of the self with
a partially imagined ideal that, instead of reproducing the same, introduces novelty.

It is easy to envision this understanding of human identity underlying Hausmann’s
description of artistic competition in “Classical Relations to the German Middle-
Class Kitchen,” as well as his disturbing representations of both himself and others as
cyborgs. If identity was in part determined by one’s appropriations of culture as well
as one’s interactions with significant others in everyday life, then the possibilities for
individual development were potentially nearly limitless. At the same time, however,
it is important not to forget the somewhat fixed and mechanistic view of subjectivity
inherent in the Freudian models of the human psyche from which Hausmann devel-
oped his own concepts. Although he radically criticized and reformulated Freud’s ac-
count of identity under Gross’s influence (whose theories he later characterized as “a
new kind of anti-Freudian psychoanalysis”), Hausmann consistently stressed the impor-
tance of psychoanalytic concepts for the development of Dada art.86 Thus, although
aspects of Hausmann’s model of identity anticipate the radical critique of the subject
characteristic of post-Freudian psychoanalysis—as, for example, can be found in Jacques
Lacan’s writings—the idea of the subject as completely fictional is absent from Haus-
mann’s writings, a result perhaps of Hausmann’s very limited understanding of the
processes of identification. Moreover, as was to become the case for Wiener, informa-
tion, for Hausmann, was key. The identity of human beings depended on how their
instinctual energies were expressed, and the expression of these energies, in turn,
depended on the scripted behaviors learned from their parents and from others—even
if those behaviors could be misread and thus learned improperly. As was the case for
Wiener, human beings for Hausmann had machinelike aspects because they were fun-
damentally shaped by such messages. And it was probably for this reason that Haus-
mann emphasized childlike states in some of his performances—thereby evoking the
period in human existence during which the majority of human behavior is pro-
grammed—for it was in this way that he could provoke his audiences to reflect on 
the developmental contexts in which their personalities were first formed. It was also
probably for this reason that Hausmann focused on the fundamental components of
written and spoken language in his sound poetry, for it was in this way that he could
get his audiences to examine two of the primary media that encoded and passed on
their behaviors.

The Cyborg and Portraiture

As the parallels between Wiener’s theories and those of Hausmann suggest, Hausmann’s
Dada cyborgs were intended to represent the radically hybrid and collaborative nature
of human identity in modern societies. They revealed that modern subjectivities were
socially and collectively produced, and that the communal scripts they followed came
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from a multiplicity of conflicting sources. As has already been suggested through the
analysis of The Iron Hindenburg (Figure 3.3), Hausmann saw his enemies or antipodes
as radically hybrid like himself. Moreover, as suggested by self-portraits such as Self-
Portrait of the Dadasoph (Figure 3.2), Hausmann recognized his kinship with the mod-
ern personalities that he most opposed.87 Through this image, Hausmann identified
himself with two of the main postwar types that he attacked in both his writings and
his visual art: the bourgeois and the militarist. First, were it not for the title that iden-
tifies the cyborg as a self-portrait, the figure could easily be interpreted as an ironic
symbol of reified bourgeois consciousness—the proper and obedient German “Spiesser,”
whose hierarchical, middle-class, and capitalist values had been rendered bankrupt by
the brutality and horror of World War I.88 Portrayed seated, in a three-quarter-view
portrait, the cyborg can be read as a complacent bourgeois because of his respectable
frock coat and comfy armchair, which evokes the emphasis that the bourgeois places
on the private sphere. In addition, some of the photomontage’s spectators would also
have been aware that the cyborg’s body was that of Gustav Noske, the Weimar Repub-
lic’s first minister of defense, who ordered the bloody suppression of the Sparticist up-
rising on January 10, 1919, and therefore a figure that for Hausmann represented the
brutal militarism of the first SPD government. By identifying himself with symbols
of the German Spiesser and a fairly well-known image of Noske, which had appeared
on the front cover of the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung [Berlin Illustrated Newspaper, or
BIZ ] in March 1919 (Figure 3.6), Hausmann thus alluded to bourgeois and militarist
aspects within his own personality.

Because they represented an extremely decentered or hybrid form of human iden-
tity, Hausmann’s cyborgian portraits often undermined the standard functions of por-
traiture.89 By Hausmann’s time, the portrait had long been used—both in painting and
in photography—to celebrate the uniqueness of human identity. Often used to sig-
nify status, convey personality, or mark a moment in a particular life, many forms of
photographic and painterly portraiture claimed to present a truth both ontological and
subjective. They claimed, in other words, that a particular individual existed and that
the particular forms that the portrait depicted were signs revealing the sitter’s specific
personality, psyche, or fate.90 And in this way, despite the representational conven-
tions that were observed to creep into all forms of portraiture (conventions that sug-
gest that the sitter was, in certain ways, like a number of others), the portrait subject’s
“individuality”—his or her specific existence and character—has often been stressed
by the genre of portraiture. However, as suggested by two more cyborgian portraits
by Hausmann, images of artists with whom he clearly identified, this stabilizing and
individualizing effect that is often produced by painterly and photographic portraiture
is much less pervasive in the portraiture that appears in Dada art.

As can be seen in both Tatlin lebt zu Hause [Tatlin Lives at Home] (1920) (Figure
3.7), a close-up “portrait” of the Russian artist Vladimir Tatlin, with whom the Dada
artists connected the progressive and aesthetically liberating tendencies of what they
called the new “machine art,”91 and Elasticum (1920) (Figure 3.8), Hausmann’s ironic

136 — Raoul Hausmann’s Revolutionary Media



Figure 3.6. Cover of Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung [Berlin Illustrated Newspaper] 28, no. 9 (March 2, 1919).



Figure 3.7. Raoul Hausmann, Tatlin lebt zu Hause [Tatlin Lives at Home] (1920). Photomontage. 41 × 18 cm
(16⅛ × 7 inches). Missing since 1968. Photograph from Berlinische Gallerie, Berlin. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



homage to the Dada artists Francis Picabia and Hans (Jean) Arp, the cyborg also was
a positive role model for Hausmann—something that he was later able to represent
more directly in his self-portrait ABCD. Significantly, neither of these two works con-
tains photographic representations of the named artists—and, thus, unlike ABCD, they
are not portraits in the sense of iconically representing their subjects. According to
Hausmann, Tatlin, which was hung directly below Self-Portrait of the Dadasoph at the
“Dada Fair,” received the head of an “unknown man” that Hausmann found in an
American magazine and whose features he associated with the Russian artist for rea-
sons he could never explain.92 The source of the head in Elasticum has never been re-
vealed, although its features are definitely not those of either Picabia or Arp. Indeed,
the unknown head looks much more like Henry Ford, the world-famous American
inventor and businessman, whom the Dada artists associated with the assembly line
and mass-production techniques.93

Rather than reproduce the features of their professed subjects, Tatlin is identified
by the title of the photomontage listed in the “Dada Fair” catalog and “Picabia” and
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“Arp” by textual puns situated within the image field. Hausmann thus renders the
Dada artists’ identities unstable, and the spectator is encouraged to associate the “Dada-
ism” of the two figures with the machinery and the other objects with which they are
connected as well as the fragmented and dialectical way in which they are composed.
And precisely because of their anonymity, they can represent Hausmann or the other
Dada artists as much as they do their ostensible subjects. These portraits are thus both
individual and collective; they represent particular artists as well as more general pro-
totypes of a new collaborative human—figures constructed out of elements transmit-
ted through the mass media. Although, historically, not all forms of portraiture relied
on physiognomic likeness to represent identity, these Dadaist portraits are nonetheless
different from the (nonphysiognomic) portraits of medieval noblemen, for example,
which used coats of arms to symbolize their subjects’ identities, because the photo-
graphic nature of the Dadaist portraits evokes physiognomic resemblance only to deny
it.94 For this reason, the Dadaist portraits perform an exemplary function—using the
individual to express more general human qualities of either a noble or a base nature—
in a fairly nontraditional way.95 Instead of conforming the individual’s features and
body to socially established forms of posture, expression, and dress as was generally
done to give a photographic portrait an exemplary character, the Dadaist portraits cre-
ate exemplarity—another traditional role of portraiture—through emphasizing dis-
sociative montage strategies and the collective production of images.96

Both photomontages present allegorical representations of the Dada artist who rec-
ognizes his or her social construction and who uses both sound and vision to disrupt
reality in an effort to imagine new modes of existence. As was later the case with ABCD,
the contradictory associations produced by these images attempt to elicit a new, more-
engaged spectator who is aware of humanity’s power to turn reality into information.
In Elasticum’s wildly oscillating image field, for example, repeating circular forms, some
parallel with the picture plane, some rotated into depth, set off a chain of metaphoric
associations, linking the cyborg’s human head to a complex network of mechanical
extensions: gears, tires, a steering wheel, a pipe, and a speedometer. Complicating and
reinforcing this state of free association produced by the photographic materials, the
fragments of text and nonsense words that Hausmann uses are juxtaposed in a way
that violates all normal forms of syntax and sentence structure. Recalling Hausmann’s
various forms of sound poetry, as well as his interest in childhood states (suggested by
the scatological “pipicabia,” “popocabia” juxtaposition), the letters and letter strings
help evoke a reflexive and critical investigation of both sight and sound in terms of
their social and psychological characteristics.

Elasticum’s self-reflexive overtones, created by the nonsense texts and Hausmann’s
complex montage of images, letters, and words, are further emphasized by the image’s
photomontage form, which potentially provokes a questioning attitude on the part of
the portrait’s audiences as to why Elasticum should be considered a work of art and—
through this questioning attitude—the development of a reflexive awareness of the
various institutional structures that allowed the photomontage to be perceived as a
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work of art in Germany in 1920.97 In addition, the photomontage’s self-reflexivity is also
strengthened by Hausmann’s appropriation of a human head with pronounced eyes,
which, because they meet the viewer’s gaze, evoke a type of heightened self-conscious
attentiveness that characterizes intimate communication. In this way, Elasticum’s mul-
tiple forms of self-reflexivity potentially promote a meditation on selfhood, the por-
trait’s “self-consciousness”—its various references to itself and to the idea of human
subjectivity—inspiring its spectators to take up a similarly self-analytic attitude toward
themselves. Suggesting the activities of driving, turning, babbling, urinating, defecating,
and producing vast energies, Hausmann’s photomontage thus shatters reality into dis-
connected fragments while suggesting—through the fixed composition into which the
multiple bits of reality are then placed—that such fragments can be reassembled to cre-
ate new forms of hybrid identity better able to exist in the modern world. “DADA,”
as Hausmann wrote in Der Dada 3,

developed into the vast elasticity of the time, which took its measure from the bour-
geoisie: as they grew stiffer and more senile, so DADA grew more mobile, until today
it has spread across the whole world. Because, as you must know, DADA is the truth,
the only proper practice of real people, as they are today, always in motion because
of the simultaneity of events, of advertisements, markets, sexuality, community affairs,
politics, the economy; with no room for superfluous thoughts that lead nowhere.98

Although this new mode of elastic and mobile identity suggested by Elasticum remains
radically dissonant—an unwieldy composite of linguistic signs, mechanical parts, and
human bodily forms—it oddly seems to function as a viable totality: an image of a new
form of human existence whose components can be freely selected from the ceaseless
flow of modern life.

In addition to undermining a fixed sense of its subject’s identity and promoting
reflection on our social construction, Elasticum also undermines a fixed sense of the
identity of its author or creator. To make the photomontage, Hausmann began by
appropriating the “Dada Fair” catalog cover, which was itself a reproduction—with
additional text—of Heartfield’s photomontage Life and Times in Universal City at
12:05 Noon (1919), which is sometimes identified as a collective creation of Heartfield
and Grosz. (Parts of the “original” cover can still be seen peeking out from behind the
“new” photomontage fragments that Hausmann used to assemble the image of the col-
laborative artist–cyborg.) By constructing his hybrid portrait of a Dada artist out of
an earlier photomontage that had a clear history of transformation and reuse in differ-
ent contexts, Hausmann evoked a notion of authorship both collaborative and based
on multiple forms of mechanical transmission and reproduction. Suggesting that art
is the product of citation and effacement, Elasticum’s appropriations thus reinforce the
idea of the mobile, elastic, and interactive nature of human identity as well as its trans-
formations through mechanical reproduction.

The idea that modern forms of identity result from the technologically mediated
interaction of instinctual and social forces also seems to be the explicit theme of Tatlin
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Lives at Home (Figure 3.7). Staring directly out at the beholder, a steering column
aggressively extending from its mechanized brain, the artist–cyborg’s mind appears to
radiate a series of shardlike planes containing a set of loosely associated appropriated
images: a full view of a man turning out his pockets, a map of Pomerania with the
island village where Hausmann and Höch allegedly discovered the technique of pho-
tomontage, a ship’s stern with a propeller, a tailor’s dummy, internal organs from a
human body, and a fire extinguisher.99 Through this compositional device, the appro-
priated fragments can be read as the contents of the artist–cyborg’s perception, at the
same time as their associative qualities suggest that they could also be emblems rep-
resenting his psyche, character, or standing in society. As is the case with Elasticum,
the portrait of Picabia and Arp, the spatial discontinuities, the conflicting scales and
multiple viewpoints, the strange juxtapositions of maps, diagrams, and cutaway pic-
tures all seem to relate to the central figure’s mechanically grafted eye. Together, the
work’s photomontage form and its representational elements thus suggest that the
cyborg uses its perception to transform the world into different forms of information
and thereby into messages out of which new forms of existence may be produced. Tatlin
can thus be read as composed of—or even “scripted” by—the elements that encircle
his inquiring gaze. In addition, as is also the case with Elasticum, the various photo-
montage juxtapositions that constitute the representation ofTatlin inhabiting his room
create contradictory chains of metaphoric association—chains that do not permit the
discovery of a single dominant reading. In this way, the ambiguity and multivalence
of reality is retained—a sense of the world as exceeding the various representations
that human beings make of it. And by evoking this state or condition, Tatlin Lives at
Home suggests that modern human identity cannot be reduced to a single type or a
unified mode of being.

In various ways, Hausmann’s cyborgian portraits and self-portraits all present an
image of the technologically transformed human being as a locus of new forms of per-
ception. Self-Portrait of the Dadasoph suggests new modes of internal perception, ways
to monitor one’s own bodily processes so that one can better control them. As a result,
the photomontage evokes autogenic training and other forms of self-hypnosis that
developed during the Weimar Republic as well as the more technologically complex
later practices of biofeedback. Elasticum, moreover, emphasizes multiple forms of self-
reflexivity, which generate a sense of the “elastic” (or flowing, multiple, and socially
constructed) character of human identity and connect it to questions about the work’s
status as an art object and its nature as a collectively produced representation created
through multiple acts of appropriation and effacement. As such, it raises questions as
to how our perceptions of artworks and other forms of representation affect and help
produce our developing identities or senses of self. In addition, the figure’s loosely
composed “body”—the constellation of letters and machine parts that surround its
human head—also suggests the physical extension of touch. Examining the work, one
could plausibly envision the cyborg’s physical avenues of perception extending through
the gears, tires, and other mechanical parts that run to the edge of the image field—
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an evocation of the much more contemporary idea of telepresence or remote presence
created through mechanical prosthetics, an idea that is also suggested by the disem-
bodied hand that tickles the bride-to-be’s right breast in Grosz’s cyborgian wedding
announcement, “Daum” marries her pedantic automaton “George” from the same year
(Figure 1.7). Furthermore, because of their emphasis on the mechanical augmentation
of the cyborg’s vision (through gearlike monocles that in both cases cover the figure’s
left eye) in conjunction with a presentation of image fragments that suggest different
viewpoints, both Tatlin Lives at Home and ABCD imply that the cyborg possesses a
type of vision that can penetrate the surface of things, select and magnify details, and
then reassemble them in new ways. Particularly because both photomontages present
cutaway views that disclose the insides of the human body, they suggest a powerfully
invasive and controlling mode of apprehension. And finally, because most of the pho-
tomontages examined here juxtapose different forms of representational systems, they
suggest a new more integrated synthesis of sound, vision, touch, and thought.

During the 1920s and 1930s, many thinkers in Weimar Germany and elsewhere
began to explicitly discuss and model the changes in perception created by the new
media of mass communication. Several examined the visual characteristics of photog-
raphy and film, arguing that both these media radically extended human vision. In
his much-cited essay on the history of photography from 1931, for example, Benjamin
argued,

It is another nature which speaks to the camera rather than to the eye: “other” above
all in the sense that a space informed by human consciousness gives way to a space
informed by the unconscious. Whereas it is a commonplace that, for example, we
have some idea what is involved in the act of walking (if only in general terms), we
have no idea at all what happens during the fraction of a second when a person actu-
ally takes a step. Photography, with its devices of slow motion and enlargement, reveals
the secret. It is through photography that we first discover the existence of this opti-
cal unconscious, just as we discover the instinctual unconscious through psychoanaly-
sis. Details of structure, cellular tissue, with which technology and medicine are 
normally concerned—all this is, in its origins, more native to the camera than the
atmospheric landscape or the soulful portrait.100

By arguing that photography enhanced human vision by allowing us to freeze and
analyze movement, see small objects with greater detail, perceive large expanses more
comprehensively and accurately, penetrate the surfaces of objects and reveal their under-
lying components and structures, and filter out the interpretive aspects of our vision
and thus perceive the world more truthfully, Benjamin aligned himself with a good
deal of thinking since the 1920s on photography’s role in modern life, which empha-
sized these and similar benefits.101 Hausmann, moreover, would explicitly side with
this position in a published conversation with Werner Gräff in 1933, when he argued
that “like technology, photography is playing a historical role in the education of human
consciousness.”102
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Many of these German theorists of perceptual transformation went farther, how-
ever, postulating that photography and film were also fostering a revolutionary con-
sciousness in both art and politics. Beginning in the early 1920s, Moholy-Nagy, in
particular, stressed the new media’s “productive” potential, arguing that, in the hands
of artists, technologies developed to mass-reproduce sound and vision could be used to
“create new relationships between familiar and as yet unfamiliar data, optical, acous-
tic or whatever.”103 By experimenting with new media and developing its potentials,
human beings would slowly change how they perceived and understood their worlds.
As Moholy-Nagy wrote about photography in 1927, “Just one of its features—the
range of infinitely subtle gradations of light and dark that capture the phenomenon
of light in what seems to be an almost immaterial radiance—would suffice to estab-
lish a new kind of seeing, a new kind of visual power.”104 Benjamin, in his character-
istically enigmatic fashion, stressed the photograph’s revolutionary potential, which in
addition to revealing the world more fully also sometimes disclosed “a magical value”
that compels the spectator “to search such a picture for the tiny spark of contingency,
of the here and now, with which reality has (so to speak) seared the subject, to find
the inconspicuous spot where in the immediacy of that long-forgotten moment the
future nests so eloquently that we, looking back, may rediscover it.”105 Recalling his
conceptualization of revolutionary “now time” [Jetztzeit] in such late writings as his
posthumously published “On the Concept of History,” this passage suggests that Ben-
jamin believed that certain photographs could simultaneously reveal objective social
facts, traces of the present in the past, and dialectical “principles” on which new, non-
hegemonic communal orders could be founded.106

Siegfried Kracauer, no unwavering friend of photography, also recognized its rev-
olutionary potential when he argued in 1927 that “a consciousness caught up in nature
is unable to see its own material base. It is the task of photography to disclose this pre-
viously unexamined foundation of nature. For the first time in history, photography
brings to light the entire natural cocoon; for the first time, the inert world presents
itself in its independence from human beings.”107 In this way, photographic technol-
ogy forces human consciousness to confront “the reflection of the reality that has slipped
away from it” and thus realize that it must reject its traditional concepts and define
the world anew. Through photography (and, as he would shortly argue, film),

The images of the stock of nature disintegrated into its elements are offered up to

consciousness to deal with as it pleases. Their original order is lost; they no longer

cling to the spatial context that linked them with an original out of which the mem-

ory image was selected. But if the remnants of nature are not oriented toward the

memory image, then the order they assume through the image is necessarily provi-

sional. It is therefore incumbent on consciousness to establish the provisional status

of all given configurations, and perhaps even to awaken an inkling of the right order

of the inventory of nature.108
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Like Benjamin, Kracauer thus acknowledged that mass communication could poten-
tially foster new, socially critical forms of perception—a position Hausmann also artic-
ulated. In his conversation with Gräff, he argued that “photography, photomontage,
and film sharpen and develop the senses of the stirring masses. To see—and to know
what you are seeing and what is the purpose of your seeing—is one of the most im-
portant matters, particularly in our time; that is why the development of photogra-
phy as an art is beginning just now.”109 Thus, like Kracauer and Benjamin, Hausmann
believed in the mass media’s revolutionary potential.

A much more disturbing line of thought about mass media’s transformation of
perception was pursued by Ernst Jünger during the late 1920s and early 1930s. Accord-
ing to Jünger, film and photography had numerous effects on human consciousness
that were ultimately helping change people into a newer, less empathetic, more orga-
nized, and less-individualized type of human being, which he called “the worker” [der
Arbeiter].110 In the first place, film and photography acted like a “filter,” magnifying
and casting certain aspects of reality in a positive light while showing other aspects of
the world to be lacking or outmoded. What photography glorified, according to Jünger,
were those aspects of reality that most reflected the new technological age—planes,
submarines, lunar landscapes, aerial shots of foreign lands, and technology-wielding
humans in uniforms and protective clothing—in short, those aspects that most re-
flected humankind’s growing involvement with the forces making the world a smaller,
faster, more organized, and, ultimately, far more dangerous place.111 Film and pho-
tography, in other words, helped people perceive—and thus select—the tools, con-
texts, forms of existence, and political ideologies best suited to the modern world.
Thus the new media of technological perception were facilitating an “age of labor,”
whose dawn was signaled by World War I and the destruction of the remaining Euro-
pean monarchies. Characterized above all by a “total mobilization” of peoples and
resources (their systematic interrelation in a global economy of instrumental transfor-
mation and exchange), this new age found its most appropriate expression in a trans-
national military–industrial complex.112

In addition to acting like a filter, film and photography were altering human phys-
iology and ethics, producing people with a “second, colder consciousness.” As Jünger
argued,

The photograph stands outside the realm of sensibility. It has something of a tele-
scopic quality: one can tell that the object photographed was seen by an insensitive
and invulnerable eye. That eye registers just as well a bullet in midair or the moment
in which a man is torn apart by an explosion. This is our characteristic way of see-
ing, and photography is nothing other than an instrument of this new propensity in
human nature.113

By developing a second consciousness, human beings would learn to see themselves
as objects, stand “outside the sphere of pain,” and, finally, evolve an objectified—that
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is, more pragmatic and less feeling—worldview.114 In addition, they would come more
and more to use the new means of mass communication as a weapon. Like many of
the Weimar theorists, Jünger stressed that film and photography expanded human per-
ception, making it more precise, comprehensive, and calculating. More than the oth-
ers, however, he emphasized how expanding human perception through technology
made us better able to locate and kill one another as well as more practiced in the arts
of political persuasion. Film and photography, Jünger argued, were also propaganda
tools par excellence.115 Since the same photograph or film clip could be used to make
two diametrically opposed points, the new media of mass communication could agi-
tate and mobilize the masses.116 Moreover, because film and photography for the most
part transcended specific languages and did not require viewers who could read or
write, they were particularly effective for transnational communication.117

As suggested by the various theorizations of the effects that the new modes of tech-
nological perception were having on human consciousness and the various avenues of
human sensation, the Weimar Republic was a moment in which people were strug-
gling to come to terms with the perceptual and ideological changes wrought by the
tools of the mass media. And while it would be incorrect to assume that Dadaists like
Hausmann anticipated all the various arguments articulated above about the changes
in human perception created through new technologies, it is clear from his images of
cyborgs that he intended to promote thinking about these developments in general. By
representing the cyborg as a locus of new forms of technologically enhanced perception,
Hausmann and the other Berlin Dadaists thus marked an important moment in the
development of human thought about spectatorship in the age of mass-reproduction,
standing as they did between the ideas about the social and linguistic construction 
of sound and vision that were already a part of their cultural horizon and the new
thinking on the impact of technology on perception that would develop in a few short
years.118

Cyborgs and Sexuality

Hausmann’s representations of cyborgs and the theoretical and performative practices
out of which they sprang in many ways confirm the model of avant-garde art developed
by Peter Bürger and others since the mid-1970s.119 In accordance with the concept 
of the historical avant-garde, Hausmann’s art was montage-based (or “nonorganic”),
appropriative, and at times collaborative. In addition, Hausmann’s individual works
were frequently heterogeneous (composed of a mixture of disparate materials), and his
oeuvre as a whole demonstrated a wide variety of styles, techniques, and media. Fur-
thermore, on one level, Hausmann’s works clearly negate meaning and refer to the pro-
cesses of their own construction. They thus challenged their spectators to examine the
institutions that defined, supported, and legitimated bourgeois art in capitalist societies,
provoking what Bürger and others have called “institutional critique.”120 More speci-
fically, Hausmann’s cyborgian photomontages, poster poems, and Dada performances
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were doubly reflexive: they helped inspire a simultaneous examination of art as an insti-
tution and representation as both a visual and a linguistic process. In addition, because
of their nontraditional materials, their recourse to various forms and strategies derived
from the mass media, their undermining of traditional signs of artistic originality, and
their biting irony, they potentially provoked reflection on art’s relative impotence in
the modern world. Moreover, because of its representational aspects and its employ-
ment of strategies of chance and automatism, Hausmann’s art seems radically open to
the world in which it was made. Finally, because of the violence they evoke, Haus-
mann’s works also seem profoundly mournful, that is, aware of—and attempting to
work through—recent destruction, trauma, and loss, a legacy of modern German soci-
ety in general and World War I in particular.

At the same time, the concept of the historical avant-garde also obscures an impor-
tant aspect of Hausmann’s project: namely, his practice, through his representations
of the cyborg, of imagining new forms of hybrid identity, a practice much more closely
associated with certain forms of postmodernism. For Bürger, avant-garde art contin-
ued aestheticism’s emancipation of art from subject matter.121 Inspired by Benjamin’s
concept of allegory, Bürger argued that avant-garde art negates the original contextual
meanings of its various appropriated parts.122 Instead of drawing the viewer’s or the
reader’s attention to what is actually represented, the parts of the avant-garde artwork
put the focus on the conceptual principles behind the work’s construction.123 As a
result, there is no room for subject matter in Bürger’s account of the historical avant-
garde—a position taken over by even some of Bürger’s staunchest and most articulate
critics, for example, Benjamin H. D. Buchloh.124

As I showed in chapter 2, however, to have a critical effect, the Berlin Dada pho-
tomontages had to be read in light of the subjects depicted in their fragmentary source
materials. This approach to Dadaist photomontage, which sought to identify the var-
ious figures and situations represented in the works, was one that the Dadaists appear
to have intended and at least some of their original audiences expected. In addition,
such an approach also helped empower the spectator. Because the clusters of elements
were so diverse and the viewer tended to focus on certain fragments more than oth-
ers, the Dadaists’ photomontages supported a multiplicity of diverse, sometimes con-
flicting readings. And because they were so artificial and tendentious, they provoked
their spectators to go beyond the mere identification and cataloging of the photo-
graphic fragments and construct overall interpretations of the author’s possible “take”
on his or her various subjects. As a result, these photomontages encouraged specta-
tors to employ their social and political knowledge to reimagine themselves, others,
and their contemporary situations. And for these various reasons, the spectator that
Dadaist photomontage attempted to interpellate was thus one that was active, creative,
and aware of his or her own necessary role in producing the work’s meaning.

As suggested by “On World Revolution,” Hausmann believed that homosexu-
ality was a practice for overcoming traditional forms of identity and society. It thus
comes as little surprise that some of his cyborgian self-portraits hint at alternative forms
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of sexuality. Doppelportrait Johannes Baader und Raoul Hausmann [Double Portrait
Johannes Baader and Raoul Hausmann] (1919–20) (Figure 3.9), a print of a photo-
montage, presents a good example of this subterranean homoeroticism that was part
of Hausmann’s politics of hybridity. The last in a series of at least three “double por-
traits” created jointly by Hausmann and Baader during 1919 and early 1920, Double
Portrait brings together two separate photographs of the artists, each nude from at least
the waist up. As it is normally positioned, Hausmann appears right-side up, reclining
slightly and staring directly at the spectator with an ironic smirk on his lips and a
monocle over his left eye. Baader, noticeably older and more grizzled than the youth-
ful Hausmann, hangs upside down next to his comrade, their cheeks touching. Baader
sports a beard, a more serious expression, and a less direct—more abstracted—stare.

The figures’ cyborgian aspects are downplayed but still present. Hausmann’s mon-
ocle once again suggests technologically augmented vision. Furthermore, the position-
ing of the two figures violates traditional notions of the “nature” of the human body;
namely, its obedience to the laws of gravity as well as the fact that, when vertical,
human beings generally appear with their heads raised above the level of their feet.
The positioning thus makes Baader seem like he has strange, supernatural powers; in
addition, because of their proximity to one another, it allows them to be read as parts
of a larger collective organism. Baader seems to sprout from the side and top of Haus-
mann’s head, and the double portrait as a whole can be interpreted as a partial view
of some strange, hybrid creature. Given what appears in the image, it could be easily
imagined that, if the edges of the print were extended, the two Dada artists would
appear enmeshed within an even larger collective of unnaturally merged bodies.

The double portrait also evokes a certain homoeroticism that goes beyond the
homosociality suggested by many of Hausmann’s works. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
argues, in modern patriarchal societies, male homosociality—male bonding or, more
generally, men promoting the interests of men—is opposed to male homosexuality.
Unlike female homosociality, which is generally perceived to be more continuous with
female homosexuality, male homosociality is radically distinguished from male homo-
sexuality. This is the case because compulsory male heterosexuality is necessary for
maintaining patriarchal societies, while female homosexuality is generally perceived as
far less disruptive.125

In light of Sedgwick’s definitions, Hausmann’s portraits in Tatlin and Elasticum,
which suggest shifting identities, also evoke male homosociality. They hint, in other
words, that the male Dada artists are like one another and thus have common inter-
ests. In addition, Hausmann’s use of his comrades’ names and earlier creations in these
portraits also implies that his art is made with the help of other men. Double Portrait,
on the other hand, goes much further than the portraits discussed above in that the
figures’ nakedness, their proximity to one another, and the emphasis placed on Haus-
mann’s nipple (an erogenous zone) by its positioning along the image’s bottom edge
together create erotic—even sexual—connotations. Moreover, by presenting the two
artists as a couple, and by playing off a traditional homosexual trope of an older man

148 — Raoul Hausmann’s Revolutionary Media



Figure 3.9. Raoul Hausmann and Johannes Baader, Doppelportrait Johannes Baader und Raoul Hausmann [Double
Portrait Johannes Baader and Raoul Hausmann] (1919–1920). Print of photomontage. 25.4 × 15.8 cm (10 × 6¼ inches).
Kunsthaus Zürich, Zurich. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.



taking a younger man as his lover, the double portrait reinforces its implied homo-
eroticism,126 something to which Hausmann’s writings on the revolutionary potential
of homosexuality—and thus the discursive network that he created that allows for
homosexual readings of this image—gave additional support.127 Finally, the increased
attention being paid to homosexuality in the public sphere during the Weimar Repub-
lic—as well as the fact that Baader and Hausmann presented themselves in intimate
contact with one another in all three of their double portraits—would also have
strengthened the photomontage’s homoerotic overtones.128 Given these connotations,
Double Portrait thus seems the most radical of the photomontage portraits discussed
in this chapter, since, unlike the merely homosocial portraits, it threatens a patriarchal
worldview much more directly. Finally, Double Portrait is also reversible around its hor-
izontal axis; either Hausmann’s figure or Baader’s figure could be positioned right-side
up. As such, the print evokes the form of another mass-produced object: namely, a
playing card. And by recasting their conjoined images as an element in a larger game,
Hausmann and Baader reinforce a sense of the mutability of human identity, a sense
also created by the signs of both cyborgian augmentation and same-sex desire.

Because of its homoerotic significance, Baader and Hausmann’s Double Portrait
also manifests parallels with Donna Haraway’s concept of the cyborg, which under-
mines ideas of fixed sexual identities and of sexuality necessarily being connected to
reproduction. “Cyborgs,” as Haraway notes, “might consider more seriously the par-
tial, fluid, sometimes aspect of sex and sexual embodiment,” a consideration that Baader
and Hausmann’s Double Portrait might have raised as well.129 Moreover, as Haraway
continues, while “organisms and organismic, holistic politics depend on metaphors of
rebirth and invariably call on the resources of reproductive sex,” “cyborgs have more
to do with regeneration and are suspicious of the reproductive matrix and most
birthing.”130 Thus, because the coauthored photomontage suggests issues of both non-
reproductive sex and monstrousness (by conjuring up an image of a collective entity
composed of uncannily merged bodies), Double Portrait also evokes a vision of a world
in which radically new forms of human propagation are possible, a world in which bio-
logical reproduction has been augmented by a host of other possibilities, including re-
generation, cloning, genetic engineering, and prosthetic replacement and enhancement.

By suggesting that Double Portrait evokes aspects of Haraway’s concept of the
cyborg, I do not wish to argue that the concept of identity that inspired Hausmann’s
representations of cyborgs was as radical as the one that Haraway developed. However,
in terms of his view of sexuality, Hausmann’s understanding of human identity was
certainly more advanced than that of Wiener and much closer to contemporary views
of the mutability and diversity of subjectivity. Indeed, as I demonstrate in chapter 5,
the Berlin Dada artist whose works dovetail most closely with Haraway’s thinking is
Höch, who, throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, made photomontages that explic-
itly undermined clear distinctions between different genders and ethnicities as well as
the divide between human and animal.131 At the same time, however, it is important to
locate Hausmann’s visualization of the cyborg as a central moment in the development
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of the cyborg as a form of hybrid identity that, from the vantage point of today, seems
conceptually situated between Wiener’s more mechanistic view of the cyborg and Hara-
way’s radically postmodern view. Although Hausmann remains closer in most regards
to Wiener, his understanding of sexuality was explosively radical for his time.

Conclusion

As I have argued, after breaking down language and fixed notions of human identity
through poetry, performance, and theory during the early years of the Berlin Dada
movement, Hausmann reconstructed the new man as a cyborg on the level of spec-
tacle between 1919 and 1924. Visual figures that recalled Dada’s nature as an ideol-
ogy supporting a collaborative and self-transformative lifestyle, Hausmann’s cyborgs
expressed both pleasure and anxiety about human hybridity and the constantly trans-
forming nature of modern subjectivity. Evincing their creator’s awareness of the mul-
tiple social, political, and artistic networks in which modern identity was always
enmeshed (and, thus, the conventional aspects of human subjectivity), Hausmann’s
cyborgian new men also acknowledged the libidinal and unconscious aspects that de-
fined them as particular individuals. In addition, Hausmann’s cyborgian representations
also helped interpellate a new type of spectator by combining an innovative photo-
montage technique, which necessitated the viewer’s active and self-conscious engage-
ment with the artwork, with a strategy of constantly depicting the cyborg as a locus
of new forms of technologically enhanced perception. Influenced by anarchism and
psychoanalysis, Hausmann used the cyborg to explore new ways of living in a world
that no longer appeared to have any fixed rules or values, and, thereby, he employed
this uncanny figure as a springboard to reimagine himself through interrogating the
mutually determining interrelations between self and other, friend and enemy, artist
and spectator. Although Hausmann’s work remained limited by the fact that he never
envisioned the cyborg as incarnating a form of female identity, his subject matter and
formal strategies were extremely significant and innovative for his time.
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In art history and criticism, Berlin Dada has traditionally been described as dedicated
to destroying all hitherto-existing forms of bourgeois modernist art and annihilating
multiple social, aesthetic, and political enemies through satire and other forms of nega-
tion.1 These enemies included, most famously, the bourgeois, the expressionist, the
militarist, and the Christian, social–psychological types that the Dada artists perceived
as hindering both personal and social development in their contemporary moment.
As I argued in the previous chapters, however, the Berlin Dada artists also pursued a
constructive or positive project, one devoted to artistic self-fashioning and the imag-
ining of new forms of hybrid modern identity in different media. Before I return to
analyzing the positive side of Berlin Dada art in the next chapter, I deal here with the
aspect of the movement that condemned and attacked multiple enemies. As was the

4. The Militarized Cyborg
Soldier Portraits, War Cripples, and the Deconstruction of 

the Authoritarian Subject

Each individual is a component part of numerous groups, he is bound by
ties of identification in many directions, and he has built up his ego ideal
upon the most various models. Each individual therefore has a share in
numerous group minds—those of his race, of his class, of his creed, of his
nationality, etc.—and he can also raise himself above them to the extent
of having a scrap of independence and originality. Such stable and lasting
group formations, with their uniform and constant effects, are less striking
to an observer than the rapidly formed and transient groups from which
Le Bon has made his brilliant psychological character sketch of the group
mind. And it is just in these noisy ephemeral groups, which are as it were
superimposed upon the others, that we are met by the prodigy of the
complete, even though only temporary, disappearance of exactly what we
have recognized as individual acquirements.

—sigmund freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921)
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case with the Dadaists’ self-fashioning and identity-positing activities, this critical under-
taking also relied quite heavily on the figure of the cyborg.

This chapter examines the Dadaists’ attack on the authoritarian subject as epito-
mized by the patriotic militarized cyborg. Although this technologically augmented
soldier—trained, equipped, and organized by his society to produce violence—was not
the only figure that the Dadaists attacked, it was one of their primary targets, and it
represents in many ways the most extreme form of the identity types that they opposed.
The Dadaists, however, did not attack every soldier who had fought in World War I.
Indeed, perhaps because several Dadaists had served in the military, they seemed some-
what sympathetic to the plight of the ordinary working-class soldier who ultimately
saw through the government’s nationalist myths and who came to reject war in ser-
vice of the nation-state.2 On the other hand, as suggested by their statements as well
as their visual productions, the Dadaists did attack the figure of the soldier who was
still willing to fight, kill, and die for such abstract ideas as the “people,” “nation,” “state,”
or “country,” concepts that because of their abstraction seemed outmoded and destruc-
tive to the new forms of existence that the Dadaists were hoping to help bring about.3

As suggested by the quotation from Sigmund Freud’s famous analysis of group psy-
chology from 1921 that begins this chapter, the soldier was often conceived as a “mass
subject” during the Weimar Republic, an immature or weak personality that subor-
dinated his individual will and desires to the goals and ideals of an organized group.
Because he was less rational and less repressed than people who retained their inde-
pendence from groups, and since he was easily led, the military subject was under-
stood to be authoritarian: that is, favoring strict rules, established hierarchies, and rapid
and unquestioning obedience. The antipode of the shifting and anti-authoritarian
identity type favored by the Dadaists, the soldier was singled out for particular cri-
tique because he so directly contradicted the Dadaist ideology and lifestyle.

The method of deconstruction, of course, was not part of the intellectual horizon
in which the Dadaists worked. The concept is still useful, however, because it helps illu-
minate how the Dadaists went about toppling the military ideal that they believed still
determined the development of certain individuals in the postwar period. Deconstruc-
tion arose in France in the 1960s and 1970s at a moment when Western philosophy—
understood broadly as the purification and systematic articulation of the principles of
Western rationality—was felt to be highly problematic, because of its instrumental
connections to social repression and domination, and ultimately impossible, because
of the constantly reconfiguring nature of all conceptual systems. As conceived and artic-
ulated by Jacques Derrida, deconstruction was a method of reading philosophical
and, later on, other types of texts to show how and what they excluded.4 One cen-
tral strategy characteristic of Derrida’s technique was a focus on “undecidable” words,
terms that bound together different, often contradictory meanings. By showing how
a philosophical text both generated and attempted to limit the multiple meanings con-
nected to its central concepts, the deconstructive method demonstrated the repressive
aspects of a particular conceptual system and revealed significant implications that the 
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system had attempted to deny. Another central strategy of deconstruction was to focus
on fundamental binary oppositions that structured a text (such as speech–writing,
sensible–intelligible, presence–absence, existence–essence, subject–object, mind–body,
nature–culture, and the like), showing how the text’s system privileged one side of the
opposition and excluded the other. Rather than simply reverse or invert the opposi-
tion, however, deconstruction sought to bring the two terms into relation, thereby once
again connecting the text’s conceptual network as a whole to the meanings that it
attempted to exclude. Fundamental to both strategies of deconstructive analysis was
the idea of inscribing the conceptual system under investigation within a larger play
of signification. Thus, in all its forms, deconstruction was geared toward opening up
a text’s meaning at carefully chosen sites through a mode of immanent analysis that
would allow a given conceptual system to go beyond itself and to generate new ideas.

In light of this definition, the Dadaists can thus be said to have “deconstructed”
the authoritarian subject in that they employed their art in specific ways to undermine
this figure from within. As I briefly discussed in the previous chapter, one inspiration
for the Berlin Dadaists’ photomontage practices was the countless photographic sol-
dier portraits produced during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Some-
times employing photomontage strategies, these portraits were a central part of the
patriotic visual culture that supported World War I. For this reason, because the Dada-
ists made images that both criticized the military ideal and evoked the technique and
the genre through which the ideal was originally celebrated and disseminated, their
approach can be considered deconstructive, in that they proceeded immanently, turn-
ing popular military propaganda against itself. Furthermore, not only did they employ
photomontage to undermine the military subject, but the representations that they
created referred directly to the traumatic disorders of the mind and body that were
most damaging to it—disorders that the military ideal was designed to conceal. Their
depictions of traumatized soldiers thus reinscribed the military subject into a larger sys-
tem of concepts and historical phenomena that strongly altered its significance. Finally,
the Dadaists did not simply use photomontage strategies to destabilize this form of
authoritarian identity; they also employed a host of other popular practices—includ-
ing field postcards and popular care packages—that were originally used to support
the war. They thus reworked the media, images, and values used to promulgate wartime
patriotism in Germany, exposing their strategies and opening them up to a much
larger play of associations that seriously impeded their ability to function as pure pro-
paganda. Through cyborgian representations of damaged, traumatized, and technolog-
ically altered soldiers, in other words, the Dadaists attempted to educate the spectator
about how soldiers had been formed in the past and, thereby, to help the viewer avoid
identifying with dangerous role models in the present.

This Dadaist education, as I show, helped focus attention on the perilous aspects
of the technological augmentation of human beings. First, the militarized cyborg re-
vealed how technology placed all people in greater danger than before, irrespective of
their military or civilian status. Because of the proliferation of weapons, instruments
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of detection, and new modes of transportation and communication, not only were
humanity’s capabilities and propensities for violence intensified, but all living beings
were made more vulnerable to attack and destruction. In addition, because of the
instrumental networks that were shown to help create authoritarian military identities,
the cyborgian soldier also revealed technology’s potential to dehumanize individuals:
to make them less empathetic and more able to commit violence against others. Since
technologies both increased human power and helped produce a second, “colder” and
less empathetic consciousness, as Ernst Jünger was to note in 1934, they combined with
human goals and projects in ways that encouraged a far greater general destructive-
ness than ever before. Technology, as the Dadaist representations of mechanized war
cripples already suggested by 1920, could thus be viewed as a suprahuman force with
an internal logic and development of its own and not necessarily focused on the best
interests of humanity as a whole.5 As a paramount figure revealing this new, more
autonomous and destructive understanding of technology, the cyborgian soldier became
a way for the Dadaists to investigate the dangerous aspects of their postwar situation.

Allegory

Before analyzing the wealth of visual materials used by the Berlin Dadaists to combat
the military ideal in postwar Germany, I investigate Walter Benjamin’s notion of alle-
gory, another important concept from the middle years of the Weimar Republic. Be-
cause its most significant articulation follows the creation of the Dada cyborg by about
five years, Benjamin’s concept of allegory cannot be said to have directly influenced the
Dadaists. However, like many of the ideas about perception, identity, and technology
developed during the interwar years in Germany, “allegory” illuminates aspects of the
Berlin Dadaists’ achievement, since it helps define certain problems with which they—
like Benjamin—were grappling. Allegory helps explain how the negative dialectics
created by the Dadaists’ photomontage strategies could be used to mobilize the spec-
tator’s consciousness of history—a consciousness particularly important in the case of
images of traumatized soldiers, which dealt with specific social and historical events.
In addition, the use of the term allegory also helps us remember that the Dadaists
understood the cyborg as a particular type of visual figure that—despite its specific
forms—always represented a set of more general concepts and historical issues.

In his complex, sometimes contradictory cultural criticism and theory written in
Germany and abroad in the 1920s and 1930s, Benjamin used the term allegory to sig-
nify the representational practices most commensurate with the experience of mod-
ern life, thereby redefining the term to mean something quite new. During the time
that Benjamin wrote his major works, allegory already had an extremely wide range of
meanings in German.6 From the Greek, allēgoría, speaking otherwise than one seems
to speak, it stood for multiple forms of imaginative spoken, written, and visual rep-
resentation—forms of extended metaphor that encouraged their beholders to look 
for multiple meanings hidden beneath the work’s literal surface. Although Benjamin
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adopted freely from the term’s wide-ranging historical meanings, he also attributed to
allegory a much more specific constellation of significance. For him, allegory was a
mournful, modern, and secular mode of representation that was essentially violent,
historical, and weakly redemptive.

Benjamin initially devised his theory of allegory in the mid-1920s to explain the
principal characteristics of the German Trauerspiel, or royal “mourning play.”7 For Ben-
jamin, this baroque dramatic genre, which presented the intrigues of courtly life as a
metaphor for the battle between primordial forces of good and evil, also revealed the
modern world’s growing secularization as well as its separation from the past.8 Secu-
larization involved a set of interrelated processes whereby human beings transformed
their concept of the natural world from a place of mythical or spiritual forces to a
source of material to be shaped and formed according to subjective human intentions.
Christianity contributed to the world’s disenchantment by either banishing or rein-
terpreting the pagan gods and by shifting the place of all spiritual power to a super-
sensible or transcendental realm—a domain slowly taken over by reason and science
beginning in the sixteenth century.

During the time of the Trauerspiele in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
secularization had progressed to where not only the pagan gods were viewed as fictional
and in need of corrective reinterpretation but the strength of the Christian worldview
was also beginning to be questioned.9 For this reason, the representations of the baroque
allegorists were both melancholy and retrospective; they recognized their separation
from the time of myth and religion and sensed that, as human history developed, both
nature and human beings were being devalued and destroyed. Since they saw human
beings and nature as “eternal transience” or constantly in decay, and because they
longed for a past in which the world was still “whole,” the Baroque allegorists, Ben-
jamin argued, constructed representations for a mournful audience—representations
in which their loss of religious certainty was dramatized, and secular sorrows and anx-
ieties could find satisfaction.10

The German mourning plays indulged the beholder’s desire to consume suffering
and destruction on multiple levels. The plays’ main protagonists were absolute rulers,
who, as tyrants, caused suffering and, as martyrs, suffered the violence of others in
various horrible forms. The plays were filled with scenes of death and destruction, and
their dialogues were highly emotive, in terms of both their subject matter and their
language, which was packed with overextended and overdetermined metaphors and
analogies. By focusing on the figure of the sovereign, the baroque allegorists repre-
sented the fate of both the fallen individual and the now secular or profane human
community. In this way, they attempted to revitalize the Christian worldview by prop-
ping up traditional examples of human goodness and evil with references to multiple
systems of knowledge drawn from cultural traditions that were beginning to be treated
as nonabsolute. Interludes were used to introduce foreign figures, gods, moral exem-
plars, and personifications of abstract concepts, who commented on and interpreted
the main action, thereby multiplying the systems of meaning in which the story and
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characters were to be understood. At numerous points in the drama, the mourning
play’s action was brought to a standstill, and its parts dissected and reassembled to form
static tableaus that suggested both literal and underlying significance.11

Because of its relatively equal or evenhanded treatment of the cultural systems of
the past (its tendency not to elevate one system over another), baroque allegory, for
Benjamin, revealed an experience of fundamental crisis—a sense of fragmentation, loss,
destruction, and impending disaster—that, nonetheless, still offered its beholders a
few weak signs of redemption. Both the violence and the weakly redemptive power of
the German mourning plays were connected to the fact that these plays represented
human beings as creatures [Kreaturen], a dialectical term that signified both God’s cre-
ation and a living being that was instinctive, base, and passionate.12 The mourning
plays thus emphasized their protagonists’ natural dignity and connections to an earlier
time pervaded by God’s grace while also revealing their “animality” and passionate
natures. Through the extreme emotions and violence experienced by its “instinctive”
or “material” side, the subject was first shown to be destroyed and then redeemed.13 The
sovereign—and, with him or her, the secular community—had to be torn into pieces
by the allegorist to be reconstructed as a constellation of signs, the precondition for
the sovereign’s, and humanity’s, eventual redemption.14

By representing the human creature dialectically—namely, as radically material,
guilty, and demonic as well as possessing dignity and worth during his or her suffer-
ing and annihilation—the baroque allegorists attempted to banish absolute evil from
their world.15 The pure evil that the baroque allegories revealed in the human creature
was shown to be a “subjective” projection and not an inherent quality.16 In this way,
the Trauerspiele attempted to redeem their audiences by directing them toward a less
absolute conception of human existence: one that criticized modernity’s anthropo-
centrism but neither demonized nor deified the subject. Because they ultimately implied
that the sovereign was neither god nor devil, the baroque mourning plays suggested
that, although viewed suspiciously, the systems of belief and knowledge that tradi-
tionally produced multiple forms of sovereign and enslaved existences still affected
human identity in the early modern era. The “break” with the Christian world assumed
by these early modernists did not mean rejecting the past and its traditions, just a dif-
ferent, less obedient relationship to them.

Although developed out of an analysis of baroque theater, Benjamin’s theory of
allegory soon began to define for him the fundamental experiences of modernity in
his own time. The mourning plays, he noted, shared numerous characteristics with
twentieth-century literature and art, including a concern for violence, decadence, and
figurative expression as well as a highly alienated and pessimistic sense of political
engagement.17 In addition, like the Trauerspiele, Benjamin’s contemporary culture was
constantly citing the past and appropriating its forms and themes. As was also the case
during the baroque period, the “spirit of the present age,” he noted, “seizes on the
manifestations of past or distant spiritual worlds in order to take possession of them
and unfeelingly incorporate them into its own self-absorbed fantasizing.”18
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In addition to being violent and weakly redemptive, allegories, according to Ben-
jamin’s model, were historical because they sought to represent the newness of their
contemporary moment—the direction in which their world was evolving—in terms
of forms and concepts drawn from a multivalent past. As “ruins,” or collections of
fragments torn from multiple traditions, allegories proclaimed their own artificiality
and attempted to extinguish the false appearance of totality.19 In this way, they also
announced their “modernity”—their separation from the past and convention—while
attempting to represent the new situation taking form around them: a heterogeneous
world of increasing hybridity and transformation. By isolating certain figures and actions
in the profane world and commenting on them from a multiplicity of historical per-
spectives, allegories undermined all readings of history as a linear narrative and,
instead, promoted a rethinking of the relationship between the past and future. In
Benjamin’s famous phrase, through allegory, “history becomes part of the setting,” and
the passage of historical or narrative time becomes frozen and arranged in space.20 By
stopping narrative movement, and examining actions from more than one sociohis-
torical perspective, allegories attempted to remind their readers of all that they had lost
through modern, rational progress. Ambivalent about tradition (because they saw it
as not quite appropriate to their “fallen” time), but condemned to using it (through
recontextualizing appropriations of canonical forms and concepts), allegories repre-
sented their world as permeated by conflicting systems of meaning and knowledge.
Thus, despite modernity’s rhetoric of “break” and “separation” from the past, allegories
suggested that the new world could be understood only by remembering the pasts
and traditions that had been lost.

As this chapter demonstrates, the Berlin Dada artists created allegorical works in
the sense that Benjamin gave the term: as mournful representations that cited a diverse
array of past historical sources and that were violent and weakly redemptive. Not only
do the Dadaist representations of cyborgian war cripples evoke the trauma of mech-
anized war, but many of these works also suggest the brutal and repressive nature of
the pre-Weimar German establishment. Among the enemies targeted by the Dada
representations were the Wilhelmine government and the institution of the army as
run by the Army High Command, which destroyed an entire generation through its
conduct of an unnecessary war; the German medical establishment, which attempted
to cure traumatized soldiers through coercion; German business and industry, which
profited from the carnage and even commodified patriotism and the exchange of war-
time sentiments; the church, which sanctified barbarism and dressed it in a cloak of
moral superiority; and the bourgeoisie, whose repressive lifestyle and values helped stifle
dissent and demonized difference. By allegorically representing these various enemies,
the Dadaist cyborgs denounced their contemporary moment. In addition, the vari-
ous Dadaist deconstructions of the military subject were also historical in that they
referred to—and attempted to comment on—specific historical circumstances: World
War I, the November Revolution, protests on the streets by disenfranchised war vet-
erans, the elections of 1919, and other social and political events. Although they cited
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a multivalent past, the Dadaist military cyborgs were also precisely rooted in their con-
temporary moment.

The redemptive nature of the Dadaist representations of traumatized soldiers can
be seen in how some of the works hint at new powers given to the crippled fighting
men by technological augmentation, something that is emphasized by the care with
which the photomontage or assemblage elements are integrated into the work as a
whole, which implies that their prosthetics are well integrated and functional. Their
depictions, moreover, were redemptive in that they were radically critical of contem-
porary politics. By attempting to deconstruct the body of the male soldier—to show
how it was both formed and destroyed, the contexts in which it functioned, and the
values that it supported—these Dada representations sought to redeem their histori-
cal present by advocating change within it.

“Forty-Wve Percent Fit for Work”

As I showed in chapter 3, a publicity photograph of Raoul Hausmann and Hannah
Höch taken at the “First International Dada Fair” was a useful point of entry into how
the Dada artists often used the cyborg to suggest the new forms of hybrid modern
identity that they found progressive (Figure 3.1).21 For this reason, it should not be too
surprising that a second publicity photograph taken to promote the “Dada Fair” is an
excellent springboard for analyzing the critical aspects of the Dadaists’ art (Figure 4.1).
This photograph shows another part of Room One of the exhibition—an area con-
tiguous with the space revealed in the Hausmann–Höch photograph; here, Hausmann
stands against the wall on the far left and Höch is seated, also on the left. Other Dada
artists and supporters are also present. Hausmann, now wearing black gloves, talks
animatedly with Dr. Otto Burchard, the gallery’s owner, who sports a light suit and a
bow tie, while Johannes Baader, Hausmann’s occasional collaborator, looks on and
smokes a pipe. Behind and to the right of this group stands Wieland Herzfelde flanked
by his wife, who like Höch sports a stylish Bubikopf. Framed in a doorway, they gaze
intently at the art on the walls. Otto Schmalhausen, a lesser-known Dada artist and
George Grosz’s brother-in-law, sits in the right-most armchair, with his hands clasped.
He smokes a cigarette and wears fashionable white puttees on his shoes. Behind Schmal-
hausen stand Grosz—with a homburg, pipe, and cane—and the diminutive John Heart-
field. Like the Herzfeldes, they too contemplate the show, Grosz with a decidedly alert
expression on his face and Heartfield with a rather more introspective one. Surround-
ing these figures, more examples of the parodic advertising signs that the Dada artists
presented as works of art appear on the walls. Because they all use the same typeface,
they help unite the exhibition by injecting a note of continuity into the heterogeneous
collection of “products” on display. The more prominent signs read as follows: “Take
DADA seriously. It pays off.” “Everyone is capable of DaDa.” “Dada is against the art-
swindle of the Expressionists.” “Dilettantes, rise up against art.” “Dada is the conscious
subversion of the bourgeois system of concepts.” In addition, a real political poster is
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also presented—a color lithographic election placard from 1920 for the national–liberal
German People’s Party designed by Alexander W. Cay.22 Depicting a lighthouse illu-
minating a turbulent sea, the party’s name prominently displayed in its beam of light,
the placard emphasizes the turbulent nature of the contemporary election scene and
presents the party’s image of itself as a force uniting the bourgeoisie and steering the
German ship of state to safety. This poster, whose political sentiments the Berlin Dada
artists definitely did not share, is cut off by the standing figures of Grosz and Heart-
field.23 Hung just above the floor on the far wall, it is situated next to another Dada
sign, one that affirms that “DADA is political.”

Significantly, almost all of the major works that can be identified in this image
depict cyborgs. On the far left, Otto Dix’s 45% Erwerbsfähig [Forty-five Percent Fit for
Work] (1920) appears, a large oil on canvas that for a time hung in the Dresden City
Museum and that has often been referred to in art historical texts as Die Kriegskrüp-
pel [The War Cripples] (Figure 4.2). (The canvas was later prominently exhibited in

The Militarized Cyborg — 161

Figure 4.1. Opening of the “First International Dada Fair” in Berlin, 1920. Standing (left to right): Raoul Hausmann,
Otto Burchard, Johannes Baader, Wieland Herzfelde, Margarete Herzfelde, George Grosz, John Heartfield. Seated:
Hannah Höch and Otto Schmalhausen. Photographer unknown. Photograph from Bildarchiv Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY.



Room 3 of the Nazis’ infamous “Degenerate Art” exhibition in Munich in 1937, where
the catalog condemned it as “painted military sabotage.” It subsequently disappeared
and was probably destroyed.)24 Dix’s original title referred to the concerted efforts in
postwar Germany to rehabilitate disabled soldiers.25 During World War I, regional gov-
ernments and private charities assumed most of the responsibility for physically im-
paired veterans. This situation changed radically in February 1919, when the Weimar
state took over primary responsibility for the care of disabled veterans and their depen-
dents by setting up a national network of welfare bureaus dedicated to serving the
needs of German citizens directly affected by the war. The Military Pensions Law,
which was passed in 1920, codified these changes, providing support for the disabled
men but emphasizing rehabilitation for at least partial reemployment. Disability pen-
sions were meager, supplemented by “superior” welfare payments only if the veteran
was truly unemployable. Dix’s title, which refers to the new system’s practice of defin-
ing veterans in terms of fitness percentage, alludes to this type of calculation, which
goes back to the Weimar government’s original decree from 1919. Depending on their
degree of impairment, wounded veterans were given physical rehabilitation and job
training, and a great deal of effort was made reintegrating them into the workforce.
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Figure 4.2. Otto Dix, 45% Erwerbsfähig (Die Kriegskrüppel) [Forty-five Percent Fit for Work (The War Cripples)]
(1920). Oil on canvas. Destroyed. Photograph from Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY. 
Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



The retraining of war amputees, which was begun as a local and private enterprise
during the first years of the war, was understood to be for the benefit of the individual
as well as the collective. As Anson Rabinbach argues, “The effort to reintegrate war-
cripples into the workforce was necessary because of the ‘degradation’ suffered by indi-
viduals having to rely on public assistance—not to mention the great cost spared the
nation by removing dependents from the welfare rolls.”26

In Dix’s painting, four prosthetically augmented ex-soldiers march in rigid for-
mation down a paved street in what appears to be a shopping district, identified as such
by the large display window and signs in the background. All the figures are disabled
in some way—they have lost either arms or legs, one trembles with shell shock, and
others are depicted as missing eyes, ears, jaws, or noses. At the same time, they all show
signs of technological reconstruction in the form of grafts and mechanical replace-
ment parts—the stumps, hooks, and crutches of the two figures in the lead; the wheel-
chair carrying the third figure from the left; and the prosthetic jaw, eye, arm, and leg
of the standing figure bringing up the rear. In addition, the objects that float above
the veterans—the transparent head that hovers over the second soldier from the left,
the boot that hangs between the two middle figures, and the arm with the pointing
hand that extends between the two ex-fighters on the right—evoke thought balloons,
actual commodities, and street signs all at the same time. As such, they suggest dreamed-
for solutions to the miseries of these cripples, means of conceptualizing and orienting
themselves to their new diminished conditions, and replacement parts produced by
the scientific, medical, and industrial establishments of Weimar Germany.27

As a whole, Dix’s painting suggests little sympathy for his disabled military cyborgs.
He depicts them in a simplified and caricatured style that emphasizes their ugliness
and travesties their plight. Because of their uniforms and medals, their linear forma-
tion, and their lockstep quasi-military gait, it appears that they still uphold the anti-
individualistic martial values in service of which they were crippled. These disabled
military cyborgs, Dix’s canvas suggests, have not been enlightened by their tragedies.
Despite their suffering, they remain loyal to both the German state, which demands
that they remain productive, and German medical and fashion industries, which, the
canvas implies, emptily promise to relieve their suffering through modern prostheses
as well as cosmetics, salves, and clothing. Furthermore, as Hanne Bergius suggests, the
painting seems to parody traditional representations of triumphal processions in West-
ern art, thereby transforming the march “into a procession of shame,” publicly pre-
senting lawbreakers on their way to punishment.28 And by referring to and inverting
a past artistic tradition designed to honor its subjects, the painting seems to criticize
the figures that it depicts by emphasizing how little they play the part of heroes.

Finally, by partially undermining its status as fine art, Forty-five Percent Fit for Work
also criticizes its subjects by suggesting that the German soldiers who sacrificed them-
selves in World War I do not deserve a respectful and artistic form of memorialization.
As was the case with Hausmann’s drawing The Iron Hindenburg, Dix’s mode of depic-
tion is to some extent derived from popular culture—namely, the modes of caricatured
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portraiture that were a staple of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century German illus-
trated books and magazines. As such, the cartoonlike representational style of Dix’s
canvas distinguishes it from expressionist paintings, which possessed a much more direct
and gestural manner of representation, as well as from the much more abstract forms
of cubism and futurism. In addition, Dix’s handling of representation is also radically
different from the traditional style of nineteenth-century German history painting as
exemplified, for example, by Anton von Werner—the realistic and academic mode of
depiction favored by the German monarchy before the war for commemorating im-
portant subjects and events. Instead of tribute or remembrance, Forty-five Percent Fit
for Work suggested a critical attitude toward its subjects and toward bourgeois art in
general—something that it achieved by the overall ugliness of its forms as well as its
resort to caricature, with its connotations of scorn and disparagement.29 Although Dix’s
paintings, even during the artist’s Dadaist phase, were never as radically anti-art as some
of the other Berlin Dadaist productions—for example, Grosz and Heartfield’s “cor-
rected masterpieces,” which used photomontage to deface reproductions of modern
and traditional artworks—the grotesqueness of Forty-five Percent Fit for Work seems
to question the efficacy of both traditional and modern forms of art in the postwar
world.30 Despite their radical critique of the artistic tradition, however, the Berlin
Dadaists never produced such extreme forms of anti-art as Marcel Duchamp’s “ready-
mades,” appropriated mass-produced objects that fundamentally called into question
all hitherto-existing forms of artistic production and reception. Instead, as Dix’s paint-
ing suggests, the majority of the Berlin group’s works were attempts to make new forms
of art commensurate with their transformed (postwar) historical situation. Despite their
over-the-top rhetoric, the Dadaists, in other words, did not destroy the institution of
art in their actual practices but instead criticized how art was used in the past and
engendered new forms of creation and reception.

The ways in which other Dada artworks were displayed in relation to Forty-five
Percent Fit for Work help reveal the new understanding of art promoted by the Berlin
Dadaists. When Dix’s canvas was installed at the “Dada Fair,” Grosz’s Ein Opfer der
Gesellschaft [A Victim of Society] (later renamed in English Remember Uncle August,
the Unhappy Inventor) (1919), a canvas with oil, pencil, buttons, and photomontage
elements, was hung over the face of the lead cripple in Dix’s painting (Figure 4.3). In
addition, Grosz’s photomontage, Galerie deutscher Mannesschönheit, Preisfrage “Wer ist
der Schönste?” [Gallery of German Manly Beauty, Prize Competition: “Who Is the
Most Beautiful?”] (1919), previously published on the front cover of the Dada journal
Jedermann sein eigner Fussball (1919), was placed directly over the boot floating between
the middle two cripples, the “shaker,” whose spastic motions suggest one of the symp-
toms of shell shock, and the smoker in the wheelchair, whose demeanor suggests a
cool, perhaps imbecilic composure that even his horrible injuries cannot obliterate
(Figure 1.1). By installing other works directly over Dix’s canvas, Grosz, Heartfield, and
Hausmann, the exhibition’s curators, made the multiple meanings supported by Forty-
five Percent Fit for Work even more diverse while turning the spectator’s attention to
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Figure 4.3. George Grosz, Ein Opfer der Gesellschaft (Remember Uncle August, the Unhappy Inventor) [A Victim of
Society (Remember Uncle August, the Unhappy Inventor)] (1919). Oil, pencil, photomontage, and buttons on 
canvas. 49 × 39.5 cm (19⁵⁄₁₆ × 15⁹⁄₁₆ inches). Musée national d’art moderne, Centre Pompidou, Paris. Photograph
from CNAC/MNAM/Dist. Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Estate of George
Grosz. Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY.



the installation as a whole. In this way, they expanded the montage principle that gov-
erned the production of specific works to the exhibition in general, and they perhaps
also suggested that the audiences’ experience of the interaction of the various repre-
sentations in relation to one another was more important than their contemplation
of the individual artworks.

The Dadaists used montage to create a multiplicity of sometimes conflicting inter-
pretations of their art, interpretations that prevented the full reduction of reality to
either the level of the photographic image or that of the written word. In this way,
they empowered their audiences by making them aware of their contributions to their
aesthetic experience of the various photomontages and assemblages. Through their
exhibition practices at the “Dada Fair,” the Dadaists intensified this characteristic of
their art. The additional works hung on top of Forty-five Percent Fit for Work helped
“allegorize” Dix’s painting; namely, they provoked the spectator to interpret the work
as a constellation of signs referring beyond the literal situation that they depicted. The
spectator was thus encouraged by these supplemental works to add their meanings to
the loose constellation of elements that constituted Dix’s representation. These addi-
tional chains of signification generated in the spectator’s mind as he or she contem-
plated the hybrid ensemble led to areas of meaning that would not have been readily
connected with Forty-five Percent Fit for Work if it was perceived separately from the
representations that were hung on top of it.

A Victim of Society presents a portrait of a disfigured man, cut off at the chest and
positioned so that his left side projects slightly toward the viewer. He wears a white suit
or lab coat with real buttons, which, because they are sewn directly along the suit’s open-
ing, appear to be stitched into his body as well. A rolled-up hose or blanket and an
inner tube with a Goodyear logo are situated on his left shoulder, and a straight razor
is balanced under his chin, its handle extending to his right. The unknown victim’s
forehead is horribly distended as if he had suffered some traumatic brain injury and
his skull was only imperfectly reconstructed. To emphasize his disability, his hat hangs
on a metal bar above him as if it will no longer fit on his head. Two buttons are sewn
directly into the flesh of his forehead, and a question-mark-like form is anchored be-
tween them like a substitute lock of hair. The man’s nose has been replaced by a spark
plug or a series of threaded pipes and nuts, a new mouth has been pasted over his old
one, partially cutting off his drooping mustache, and an irregular flesh-colored lump
now substitutes for his chin. His left eye has been supplanted by a new one, which
looks like it was partially screwed into his damaged socket and then left in an upside-
down position. Finally, an additional eye, oriented at a ninety-degree angle from the
norm, is fitted into his left ear. A grotesque constellation of mismatched elements,
Grosz’s anonymous portrait is characterized by a style of caricatured depiction that
harmonizes with Dix’s canvas beneath.

Like the wounded veteran that he partially occludes, Grosz’s victim appears to be
a disabled soldier. This is suggested by his facial disfigurements, which resemble con-
temporary photographs of wounded soldiers published in the independent socialist
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weekly Die freie Welt [The Free World] in 1920, which also published caricatures and
photomontages by Grosz (Figure 4.4).31 Other similar photographs had already been
published during the war in medical journals, advertising brochures for prosthetics and
other forms of restorative treatment, and pamphlets put out by veteran’s relief orga-
nizations; such imagery would soon become much more widely disseminated through
Ernst Friedrich’s classic antiwar book, Krieg dem Kriege [War against War] (1924), which
published numerous photographs of bodily- and facially-disfigured veterans, as well as
through Friedrich’s International Antiwar Museum, founded in Berlin in 1924, which
also exhibited photographs of traumatically injured soldiers.32 (Dix appears to have
based an image in his famous etching series Der Krieg [The War] from 1924 on a sim-
ilar photograph.)33 The victim’s status as a war veteran is also suggested by his hat,
which appears to have a circular military insignia sewn on its side, as well as by the hose
or blanket and inner-tube combination that rests on his shoulder and suggests an
epaulet. At the same time, the disabled figure’s scientific garb (the unpainted white
coat), as well as his positioning in a dark interior space, possibly implies a different
social location than that of the cripples marching on the street. And the painting’s later
title, “Remember Uncle August, the Unhappy Inventor,” also evokes a somewhat dif-
ferent—perhaps higher—social standing.

In his entry on Grosz’s photomontage in the “Dada Fair” catalog, Herzfelde reads
the image as a representation of a disabled person sick of living an irreparably dam-
aged life. Citing the question mark, Herzfelde suggests that the victim questions his
situation, but, because of his debilitated state, he has forgotten exactly what he is puz-
zled about. Furthermore, the photomontage elements on his left shoulder, which prop
up his head, suggest physical exhaustion. The razor, on the other hand, implies that he
contemplates suicide, and the buttons and suit suggest that, despite all this, he remains
the proper German bourgeois, who, despite his adverse circumstances, attempts to
look proper. As Herzfelde concludes, “All the first signs of development have come to
a standstill, only the pedantic habit of buttoning himself up has remained—‘simple,
but orderly.’”34 More recently, Brigid Doherty has suggested that the victim’s head is
that of Friedrich Ebert, the first president of the new republic; in addition, because of
the violent disfigurement of the subject’s features, the inclusion of photomontage ele-
ments, and the lack of paint on the figure’s jacket, Grosz’s painting implies a critique
of painted portraiture in general.35 “Seen that way,” as Doherty puts it, “A Victim of
Society proposes that Ebert cannot be painted; or, that he can only be painted if paint-
ing incorporates its own impotence and disfiguration—in the form of montage.”36

Although there is not enough visual evidence to conclusively prove that the visage is
indeed that of Ebert, it is certainly possible.37 And if the painting’s spectators found
this to be so, it would add an additional set of associations to the constellation of works
as a whole, one that would inspire the audience to investigate parallels between Ebert—
who, as the party chairman of the SPD, had supported the war since its very begin-
nings—and the disabled yet patriotic veterans, who had returned from the war as bro-
ken shells of their former selves. Furthermore, another spectator could potentially add
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Figure 4.4. Cover of Die freie Welt [The Free World] 2, no. 38 (1920). Caption for this photograph: “The Face of War.”



to Herzfelde’s and Doherty’s interpretations of Grosz’s portrait—which read the rep-
resentation as despairing, social critical, and self-reflexive—by arguing that the figure’s
steel “nose” also suggests protection and strength, and that the extra eye on his ear im-
plies that he has gained new powers through his surgical reconstruction. Once again,
it could be claimed, the figure appears to have been transformed into a cyborg, one
whose stitched-together features suggest both past trauma and new powers. Impor-
tantly, given the great ambiguity of Grosz’s representation, this more positive reading
does not contradict the interpretations offered earlier so much as supplements them,
thereby adding to the work’s rich network of significations. As is characteristic of the
Berlin Dadaist approach to representation in general, the overall goal is to create an
image that supports multiple readings and thus involves the audience by inspiring
debate. Although creating an image with a clear and unambiguous message leads to
the most comprehensible message—and thus to what is possibly the best form of pro-
paganda—it is the Dadaist strategy that leads to the greatest amount of engagement
on the part of viewers and thus to their empowerment through the work of art.

Victim thus allegorizes Forty-five Percent Fit for Work by suggesting—through the
Ebert association and the victim’s resemblance to a scientist or an engineer—that the
figures’ continuing patriotism may have something to do with their class identifications.
Because Dix’s painting appears for the most part to depict petty officers, the addition
of Victim emphasizes the notion that, despite their abject conditions, the patriotic war
cripples continue to identify with the middle and upper classes, groups that largely
supported the war. Despite their horrifying wounds, which link them to the ordinary
working-class soldiers who made up the majority of the frontline troops, they refuse
to acknowledge their connections to the exploited proletariat. In addition, because of
its scientist or engineer associations, Grosz’s canvas also suggests that the victims of
war may have been actively involved in transforming themselves into new forms of life
through technology. And because of this latter association, Victim seems to invert one
of the original meanings of Dix’s canvas. As implied by the biting irony of its original
title, Dix’s Forty-five Percent Fit for Work criticized the government’s attempts to reha-
bilitate German veterans through new and better prostheses to enable them to rejoin
the workforce. The overlaying of Grosz’s canvas onto Dix’s representation, on the other
hand, points to a hope that these promises were perhaps not entirely false and that
disabled veterans might be partially—or even fully—restored through the inspired
application of medical technologies.

The promises made by German medical science at this time were extremely ideal-
istic and utopian. Influenced by the German science of work as well as Taylor’s system
of scientific management, many of the physicians and technicians involved in treat-
ing amputees believed in the ability of modern technologies to overcome even radical
disabilities.38 Central to the healing process was the development of prostheses designed
for specific, work-oriented functions—initially the idea of the French hygienist and
fatigue expert, Jules Amar, who created a comprehensive program of physical reha-
bilitation for disabled veterans during the war and whose ideas were quickly adopted
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in Germany. Amar’s “working arm” was an industrial prosthesis to which several differ-
ent types of tool—often designed for specific jobs—could be attached. These included
a “one armed punch” for marking railway tickets as well as “a complex mechanical
hand that could be used to type or play the violin.”39 As it was developed in Germany,
the working arm “typically consisted of a custom-fitted truss that was strapped or
mounted onto the stump and equipped with a variety of interchangeable metal attach-
ments—including hooks, rings, rods, drills, claws, gouging blades, eating utensils, ham-
mers, files, wrenches, screwdrivers—that could be either inserted, clamped, or screwed
onto the base.”40

Both during and after the war, numerous books and pamphlets were produced
extolling the power of work, the working arm, and the German prosthetics industry
in general to rehabilitate disabled veterans and industrial workers.41 Positive accounts
were also printed in illustrated newspapers, extolling the benefits of technological en-
hancement.42 As a general rule, prostheses were represented as making German men
whole and virile again. In light of this tendency, Dix’s canvas seems like a clear protest
against the overwhelmingly optimistic representations of prosthetic men [Prothetiker]
in the mass media. Not only does Dix’s canvas make its veterans seem rather weak and
emasculated, it evokes the protest marches by disabled German soldiers against what
they perceived to be public and government indifference to their plight.43 At the same
time, as the weak positive associations produced by Victim suggest, rehabilitating Ger-
man soldiers through work was not as horrible as it is sometimes depicted as being.
Although there were certainly excesses and problems, many German veterans stated
that their postwar employment made them feel human again and no longer useless.44

Thus, despite the fact that Germany’s support of its disabled veterans was remembered
negatively (something reflected in numerous histories of this period), new research has
suggested that the problem was not reintegrating disabled German soldiers into the
workforce but the German government’s inability to take the disabled veterans’ psycho-
logical needs into account. Through its policies of cutting off private aid to former
soldiers after the war, it created a situation in which they felt they were denied the
“thanks of the Fatherland.” And by evoking contradictory associations about reintegrat-
ing disabled veterans into the workforce, the hybrid work formed by the combination
of Dix’s and Grosz’s canvases inspires inquiry into the nature of prosthetic augmenta-
tion after World War I.

The other work that was hung on top of Forty-five Percent Fit for Work, Grosz’s
photomontage Gallery of German Manly Beauty brings a different set of associations
to the underlying canvas (Figure 1.1). Generally acknowledged to be one of the first
published photomontages by a Berlin Dada artist that can be dated precisely,45 Gallery
of German Manly Beauty was published on February 15, 1919, in the first—and only—
issue of Jedermann sein eigner Fussball, the early Dada periodical banned by the gov-
ernment for supporting the Bavarian communist revolution.46 Herzfelde, the editor
(with Heartfield) and publisher, was arrested and imprisoned a month later for Jeder-
mann—a two-week incarceration that he described in his text Schutzhaft [Protective
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Custody], published shortly after his release on March 20.47 In Grosz’s photomon-
tage, the original of which is now lost and presumed destroyed, portrait photographs
of the central figures of the new Weimar government—including Ebert, Philipp
Scheidemann,  Gustav Noske, and Matthias Erzberger—as well as Erich Ludendorff,
are arrayed across a crudely cut silhouette of a woman’s fan.48 By turning the recent elec-
tion into a beauty contest, the photomontage feminizes the politicians while suggest-
ing the growing importance of the mass media in politics since the mid-nineteenth
century. Recalling the representation of movie stars in contemporary German illustrated
magazines and the tradition of celebrity galleries in nineteenth-century photography,
Grosz’s photomontage suggests that, through photography and mass reproduction,
electoral politics has been turned into an emotional and image-driven process. In its
original context on the Jedermann cover, rows of text below the photomontage stated,
“The Socialization of Party Funds,” “A Call for Protection in the Face of the Gener-
ally Usual Election Fraud,” and, “This commentary should illustrate the nonsense of
our National Assembly from the point of view of the Democrats, namely, those peo-
ple who believe that a nation should not have a government whose level is superior to
their own average.”49 As suggested by these captions, the message of Grosz’s photo-
montage in the context of Everybody His Own Soccer Ball was that the German nation’s
sorry state had resulted in the election of inferior politicians who regularly cheated the
people whom they were supposed to represent. And when mounted on Forty-five Per-
cent Fit for Work, as the original was at the “Dada Fair,” Grosz’s fan suggested that the
insanity of contemporary electoral politics was connected to the nationalistic veterans
who marched in the streets, a suggestion that strengthened the political associations
of the hybrid work as a whole.

The inclusion of the photomontage not only suggested that the veterans’ vote could
be manipulated for electoral ends but also hinted at the important role that the Dolch-
stosslegende, or myth of the “stab in the back,” was coming to play in German politics.50

According to this pernicious belief, initially created by the Army High Command, the
Germany military had been betrayed by the “home front” and the new republican
politicians, the ones who signed the peace treaty and, eventually, the Treaty of Versailles,
which determined Germany’s moral and financial responsibilities for the war. Were it
not for the German Jews, communists, trade unions, war profiteers, and new civilian
government (dubbed the “November Criminals” by its most vehement critics), the Ger-
man nation, the Dolchstosslegende implied, would ultimately have been victorious in bat-
tle. A mainstay of the propaganda of numerous right-wing and conservative parties, the
legend of the backstab contributed to the new Weimar government’s rapid loss of legit-
imacy in the eyes of the German public as well as to the assassination of a number of its
most important politicians. And by connecting Dix’s representation of damaged yet
patriotic veterans to the idea of the German electoral process as a media-driven popu-
larity contest, Grosz’s Gallery of German Manly Beauty implied that representations that
depicted military sacrifice as well as the new government’s supposed shabby treatment
of its former soldiers played an important role in the contemporary political scene.
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The ways in which the Dada artists encouraged their spectators at the “Dada Fair”
to interrelate the various images of cyborgian war cripples and feminized male politi-
cians suggest a fairly novel attitude toward art. Although their heterogeneous works
revealed a critical stance toward traditional forms of art making, the Dadaists, despite
their rhetoric, did not produce anti-art. Instead, the works at the “Dada Fair” evoked
an interest in encouraging their viewers to develop new ways to appreciate the creative
act and its various productions. In addition to provoking their viewers to develop mul-
tiple interpretations of their ambiguous allegorical representations, the Dadaists pushed
their audience to interrelate the various works displayed in the gallery. In this way, the
play of meanings generated by the cyborgian paintings and photomontages was in-
creased, and the idea of a unique and significant work was allowed to take second place
to the open-ended activity of producing multiple interpretations and dialogue.

Prussian Archangel

Halfway across the room from Forty-five Percent Fit for Work, Heartfield and Rudolf
Schlichter’s Preussischer Erzengel [Prussian Archangel] (1920) was hung, a work that sug-
gested its subject’s cyborgian nature not by blurring the distinction between man and
machine (as was the case with Dix’s painting) but by undermining the separation be-
tween human and animal (Figure 4.5). In the publicity photograph, this now-destroyed
assemblage of objects is suspended from the ceiling as if floating above the gallery’s main
seating area. Constructed from a stuffed soldier’s uniform to which officer’s epaulets have
been applied, the assemblage was a work—along with Grosz’s portfolio of lithographs
Gott mit Uns [God with Us] (1919)—for which a number of the people responsible
for the exhibition were brought to trial in 1921, charged with insulting the German
army.51 (Of the five who were indicted, three—Burchard, Schlichter, and Baader—
were acquitted, and two, Herzfelde and Grosz, were let off with modest fines.) Instead
of a human face, a pig’s visage juts out from underneath the officer’s cap. His arms are
held rigidly at his sides, his legs are unnaturally twisted, and his tall black army boots
appear to be spit shined. In addition, two signs decorate his body. The first sign, wrapped
around his midsection, presents a quotation from a Protestant choral written by Mar-
tin Luther: “From heaven high, I come down here.” The second sign gives the beholder
instructions on how to view the work: “To fully grasp this work of art, one must exer-
cise each day for twelve hours on the Tempelhof field armed for battle and carrying a
fully-loaded knapsack.”52

Like Dix’s painting of the disabled petty officers, Prussian Archangel seems extremely
critical of its subject. Not only does the figure appear physically damaged through its
military affiliations—in this case, its twisted legs and missing hands suggest previous
war trauma—but, in addition, its pig’s head also suggests both brutality and uncon-
trolled appetites. Furthermore, the sign that hangs below its body—which states that
only the physically exhausted participants of a sadistic military drill can appreciate the
artwork—implies that the creature is a merciless and authoritarian taskmaster. This
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latter association is further reinforced by the assemblage’s ironic title, its Luther-inspired
belt, and its positioning just under the ceiling, which suggest that—at least in its own
brutish mind—the Prussian archangel is a “divine” personage whose position is higher
than that of mere men and, for this reason, is not subject to the same laws. In this way,
Heartfield and Schlichter express their hatred of the Prussian militarist ideology in
which Christian piety, nationalism, and a desire for war were deeply intertwined. As a
whole, the assemblage suggests that the cyborgian officer has degenerated or de-evolved
through his military elevation to leader of a fighting unit. Singled out as a com-
mander by the military hierarchy that he represents, the officer seems to feel entitled
to drill his men mercilessly. Because he floats from the ceiling, however, there is also
a suggestion that the cyborg has gained mysterious nonhuman powers—abilities that
in this case make it appear threatening.

Like Forty-five Percent Fit for Work, Prussian Archangel is “citational.” In other words,
its broken, sutured-together appearance is echoed by its references to other traditions
and other historical moments. Its title, for example, provokes chains of association
linking Heartfield and Schlichter’s grotesque representation to the Archangel Michael
in the Hebrew and Christian traditions: as the protector of Israel, as the captain of the
host of the Lord, as the vanquisher of Satan, as a heavenly physician, as the patron saint
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of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, as an angel of death, as a patron
of war, and as the one who weighs souls on Judgment Day.53 Consequently, audience
members might have been inspired to think about connections between the military
and the church, to raise questions about whether the army had healed or destroyed Ger-
many, or to compare the current state of the German nation to the union of medieval
states in Central Europe during the Middle Ages and early modern period, a union
that many spectators might have thought represented a much more exalted time in
German history. Other viewers might have developed the archangel associations by
asking themselves how the Prussian officer might appear to some as an angel of death,
as a figure battling the devil, or as a divine judge of men. In each instance, however,
the meanings produced by citing the Archangel Michael would have created a historical
comparison, one that could have inspired the visitors at the “Dada Fair” to reflect on
the various directions in which their contemporary moment might have been heading.

The citation of Luther could also have brought to mind additional lines of inquiry
having to do with the connections between the Prussian officers, who had so recently
been defeated, and the famed German theologian and religious reformer, who had
translated the Latin Bible into the German vernacular and whose ideas had helped
inspire the Protestant Reformation. Historically, Luther loomed large in German con-
sciousness. Not only did the spiritual reformation that he helped inspire divide the
Holy Roman Empire along religious lines, but his legacy was also mixed. Although
Luther’s teachings transformed Christian notions of salvation, faith, and the role of
the church and priesthood in profound and powerful ways, his preaching was viru-
lently anti-Semitic, and, when confronted with a peasant rebellion that his doctrines
to some extent inspired, he came down decisively on the side of the secular nobility.54

By the time of the “Dada Fair,” German Protestantism had long been associated with
the conservative values of the Prussian monarchy and the German middle class. Since
the nineteenth century, Protestant intellectuals had given Germany’s various European
wars a religious sanction, thereby providing German nationalism with spiritual under-
pinnings.55 There was thus widespread Protestant support for World War I, the kaiser,
and the army in the years leading up to the November Revolution; during the entire
Weimar era, with a few important exceptions, German Protestants aligned themselves
decisively against the republican cause and the men and parties that supported it.56

Spectators at the “Dada Fair” would have undoubtedly recognized the Prussian Arch-
angel ’s monarchist, antirevolutionary, and antisocialist connotations, created in part
by the assemblage’s reference to Luther—as well as, perhaps, an undertone of anti-
Semitism (which would have been reinforced by the officer’s decidedly nonkosher vis-
age). As a result, they might have felt challenged to think about the long and complex
historical connections in Germany between religion and authoritarianism as well as
to ponder the role of spirituality in their own contemporary moment.

The references to the Archangel Michael and to Luther created by different aspects
of the Prussian Archangel thus situated it within a larger network of meaning with 
the potential to inspire its original spectators to engage with issues of German history.
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Moreover, Heartfield and Schlichter’s provocative assemblage might also have inspired
its audiences to compare the “fallen” context of postwar Germany to a religious past
in which the earth seemed permeated with the “divine,” or to think about World War
I as the end point of a long history marking humanity’s gradual fall from grace (an
association much more likely). In addition, however, this cyborgian figure, which em-
phasizes the danger of technology by suggesting how it increases and extends human
barbarism, also perhaps counters thoughts of religious pessimism with a ray of hope.
Since the figure seems so ridiculous and idiotic, the representation as a whole implies
that the Prussian Archangel is by no means all-powerful. And by depicting the authori-
tarian subject they both hated and feared in such a derogatory way, the Dadaists perhaps
suggested that its influence could be overcome—and that technological augmenta-
tion, which amplified the destructiveness of war to undreamed-of levels, could also be
used to stop those individuals who would misuse science and industry.

HeartWeld Gone Wild

In the publicity photo that contains the Prussian Archangel, part of Grosz and Heart-
field’s assemblage, Der wildgewordene Spiesser Heartfield (Elektro-mech. Tatlin-Plastik)
[The Petite-Bourgeois Philistine Heartfield Gone Wild (Electro-Mechanical Tatlin
Sculpture)] (1920), appears on the right (Figure 4.1). This assemblage, which stands
directly opposite from Forty-five Percent Fit for Work, was, like Dix’s canvas, subsequently
destroyed, and it can be seen more clearly in another publicity photograph from the
“Dada Fair,” where it is flanked by its two creators (Figure 4.6). Here, Grosz, on the
left, and Heartfield, on the right, grasp the same sign praising the “machine art” of
Tatlin found to the right of Höch in the Hausmann–Höch publicity photograph ana-
lyzed in chapter 3 (Figure 3.1). As was also the case in the Hausmann–Höch photo-
graph, the Tatlin sign helps the viewer interpret the nearby artworks by emphasizing
their distance from traditional forms of modern art as well as the partially mechanized
nature of their creation. The assemblage depicts Heartfield as a half-human, half-
mechanized cyborg, a synthesis of organic and mechanical parts—in this case, the
organic side suggested by the more natural forms and materials of the tailor’s dummy.
Furthermore, as the sign implies, the assemblage’s dual creators can also be considered
cyborgs because of the way they have made the representation. Instead of sculpting
Heartfield Gone Wild, they have assembled it like factory workers, as they often empha-
sized in their statements and writings.57 Thus, as was the case with the Prussian Arch-
angel, they used new forms of technology to create their artwork and also merged their
artistic practices and collaborated—signs that function as signifiers not only of avant-
garde practices but also of a cyborgian aesthetic as well.

To represent Heartfield “gone wild,” Grosz and Heartfield chose a miniature tailor’s
dummy as their subject’s body. To this childlike form they then added several objects
as metaphoric replacements for the missing body parts: a working lightbulb for the
head, a revolver for the right arm, an electric doorbell for the left arm, and a full set
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Figure 4.6. Richard Huelsenbeck, Dada Almanach [Dada Almanac] (Berlin: Erich Reiss, 1920),
unpaginated page between pages 40 and 41, reproducing a photograph by an unknown photographer
depicting George Grosz and John Heartfield at the “First International Dada Fair” in Berlin, June 1920.



of plaster teeth for the genitals. The right leg has been replaced by an object that looks
like a lamp stand from which an electrical wire—the conduit for the power that allows
the head to illuminate—trails. Finally, a knife, a fork, numbers, letters, and military
medallions were pasted to the trunk, and, according to newspaper reports, an iron cross,
obtained from an unknown source, was pinned to the backside.58

Like the other images of cyborgian soldiers, Grosz and Heartfield’s representation
of the veteran Heartfield emphasizes the violent and dysfunctional nature of some
Germans who returned from the front. The mismatched character of Heartfield’s re-
placement arms suggests war trauma, literally the loss of limbs, an association reiterated
by the figure’s prosthetic right leg. Likewise, the plaster teeth evoke both castration
and feminization through their simulation of a vagina, and the figure’s childlike body
suggests regression under the stress of war. The lightbulb head, furthermore, implies
rote and mechanized cognition and the loss of independent thinking. The gun, let-
ters, numbers, and military medallions help identify the figure as a former soldier and
also intimate the loss of the figure’s individual nature, the elimination of its various
“personal” qualities in favor of its limited but defined functions as a member of a larger
military force. In a related way, by evoking an obsession with food, the knife and fork
worn as insignia hint at a hypertrophy of Heartfield’s instinctual (or creaturely) aspects
and a corresponding loss of higher, more intellectual abilities. Finally, the electric door-
bell and lightbulb—as well as the wire running from the figure’s leg—recall the use
of electricity to treat war neuroses by German doctors both during and after World
War I.59 Although Heartfield, as the title ironically suggests, has attempted to form
himself into a “good” petit bourgeois German subject, obedient, orderly, respectful, and
above all clean, his endeavors to better himself have failed. Instead, his war experi-
ences have transformed him into a cyborg, and the lingering residues of shock and
trauma have caused him to lose control of his instincts and emotions.

In addition to creating a strange combination of criticism of and identification with
the disabled soldier, the assemblage also evokes a sense of the fighting man as a cog in
a much larger technologically interconnected system. As implied by, among other phe-
nomena, the Dolchstosslegende, World War I marked a moment in modern warfare dur-
ing which the army and the general population became more closely integrated than ever
before. Because the war ran on the basis of a vast industrial economy, soldiers and civil-
ians could no longer be clearly distinguished—just like the frontline soldier, the worker
in the munitions factory helped advance the war, as did the train engineer, postal worker,
and the German housewife, who maintained the soldier’s family and helped elevate
frontline morale through her letters and other contributions to the conflict. In the new
armed conflicts of the twentieth century, everyone was either helping further the war
effort or considered as possibly undermining the national cause. Remembering his
wartime experience, Jünger made this point quite explicitly in 1930 when he argued that,

in addition to the armies that meet on the battlefields, originate the modern armies
of commerce and transport, foodstuffs, the manufacture of armaments—the army of
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labor in general. In the final phase, which was already hinted at toward the end of
the last war, there is no longer any movement whatsoever—be it that of the home
worker at her sewing machine—without at least indirect use for the battlefield. In this
unlimited marshaling of potential energies, which transforms the warring industrial
countries into volcanic forges, we perhaps find the most striking sign of the dawn of
the age of labor.60

In light of this description, Grosz and Heartfield’s Heartfield Gone Wild presents a pow-
erful personification of Jünger’s age of labor in which war involved the “total mobi-
lization” [totale Mobilmachung] of a country’s citizens and resources. Not only is the
Dadaist figure a synthesis of domestic and military components, but the assemblage
also suggests that human limbs and organs can be replaced—although perhaps not
perfectly—by mechanical prosthetics. And as such, the half-humorous, half-terrifying
construction could have reminded its spectators of the networked character of the mil-
itary cyborg—the fact that people can be changed into cyborgs only through a preexist-
ing (albeit developing) system of technical knowledge that interrelates human beings
with one another, with their environments, and with machines.

Jünger hinted at the existence of a broader system of technical knowledge sup-
porting total mobilization when he argued that the phenomenon really only began in
the war’s final stages and that the various revolutions that had toppled the remaining
European monarchies at the conclusion of the hostilities were continuations of this
process.61 The (incomplete) instances of total mobilization apparent before 1918, in
other words, were simply the harbingers of a much broader transformation occurring
in the 1920s, one that would bridge war and peace.62 It would also unify formerly dis-
tinct nations into one gigantic authoritarian world order, as Jünger was to argue slightly
later in his book, Der Arbeiter [The Worker], from 1932.63 More important than actual
mobilization was the “readiness for mobilization”: a mental attitude that allowed human
beings to see the various possibilities for mobilization and technological interface and
that prepared them to freely and willingly accept becoming part of a rapidly forming
biological–technological totality. For Jünger, as I showed in chapter 3, the repeated
experience of film and photography would foster this attitude in which the good of
the whole would be recognized to supersede all individual aspirations and desires, and
thus, for him, the ultimate acceptance of total mobilization was essentially linked to
the new technologies of mass communication. By making the system of culturally 
encoded knowledge that defined the new interrelationships between humans and
machines seem desirable as well as impossible to resist, the mass media facilitated the
development of a cyborgian world order.64

As Benjamin correctly argued, however, the understanding of war embodied in
Jünger’s theory of total mobilization was “nothing other than an uninhibited transla-
tion of the principles of l’art pour l’art to war itself.”65 War, in other words, had no
purpose beyond its own mere existence; in Jünger’s eyes, it became “eternal,” “cultic,”
“metaphysical,” and an end in itself. For this reason, although Jünger’s positing of a
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network of technical knowledge supporting the mobilization of a country’s entire re-
sources for the waging of war could be taken as valid, his argument that humanity
needed to uncritically submit to this system did not need to be accepted. Technology,
as a system of cultural knowledge, could be resisted as well—or, better yet, it could be
judged by other more human-centered criteria, its positive potentials embraced and its
negative effects opposed. Heartfield Gone Wild seems to imply this latter (Benjamin-
ian) position. Although the technological network for total mobilization is suggested
by the assemblage, it does not convey the message that humanity must necessarily—
and completely—submit to this intersubjective system of concepts. Instead, the vio-
lence inscribed on the figure, the trauma and dysfunctionality that it evokes, implies
the opposite: while recognizing the fact that human identity can be partly constructed
through a system of technological knowledge that supports the military conduct of
war, human beings must do everything in their power to resist being caught up in this
network. The militarized cyborg, in the hands of Heartfield and Grosz, thus invites
its spectators to distinguish between the positive and negative aspects of technical
knowledge, and, implicitly, it proposes that we consider how human reason has over
the past centuries become more and more instrumental.

Soldier Portraits

Dix, Heartfield, Schlichter, and Grosz were all ex-soldiers, and, as suggested by both
their published statements and the art that they made that dealt most directly with
the war, they were all radically disillusioned by their experiences. Dix was probably the
most committed. Like many of his generation, he enlisted voluntarily in August 1914.
That fall, at the age of twenty-three, he received training as an artillerist and machine-
gun operator, and subsequently fought for almost four years in the trenches along the
western and eastern fronts, eventually being promoted to the rank of vice sergeant
major. For his service, Dix, who was wounded in battle, received the Iron Cross, Sec-
ond Class, and the Friedrich-August Medal; in 1918, when the war was coming to an
end, he reenlisted in the German air force and began training as an aerial observer.66

As Dix’s military history suggests, although Dix was repelled by war, he was also fas-
cinated by it. “The war was a hideous thing,” he remarked years later, “but there was
something tremendous about it, too. I couldn’t afford to miss it. You have to see human
beings in this uninhibited condition in order to know something about them.”67 Dix’s
war experiences terrified him, maiming him psychologically by giving him wounds
that even his art could not heal. “For years,” as he noted in another late interview, “at
least ten years, I kept having these dreams in which I would have to crawl through de-
molished houses, through corridors that barely permitted me to pass. The ruins were
constantly in my dreams. . . . Not that painting was a release for me.”68

Unlike Dix, Heartfield did not volunteer for service, and, as his brother recounts,
he remained aloof from the conflict for as long as possible. Heartfield was, however,
finally drafted into an infantry regiment in the fall of 1915, whereupon he reported
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himself unfit for military service because of mental illness.69 Although his company
commander initially dismissed his claims, Heartfield eventually flew into such a rage
that, instead of being ordered to the front, he was sent to a Berlin hospital instead. A
few months later, he was released as fit for civilian work duty and was for a time em-
ployed as a mail carrier, a job that he reputedly carried out by throwing the mail he
was supposed to deliver down a storm drain.70 War, as he remembered it throughout
his life, was a force of overwhelming destructiveness. “Wilhelm II,” he wrote in 1961,
“the Kaiser of Peace, as he called himself, already rattled the atomic bomb before it
was even invented.”71

Like Dix, Grosz volunteered for service—albeit in November 1914 when he most
certainly would have been drafted if he had not volunteered.72 Assigned to an infantry
regiment, he nevertheless gained little if any direct experience of battle. Instead, in the
winter of 1914–15, Grosz was assigned first to a reserve unit and later to a military hos-
pital because of a severe sinus condition; then, in early May 1915, he was released on
medical grounds because of his sinus disorder. In early January 1917, Grosz was re-
called; the next day, he was admitted to a mental hospital in Guben and, shortly there-
after, to a mental hospital in Görden, both near Berlin.73 In April of that year, Grosz was
discharged from the army on the grounds that he was mentally unfit to serve. As he
put it years later, “For me, war represented horror, annihilation, and mutilation. . . .
It came to mean filth, lice, idiocy, disease, and deformity,” and he claimed that he
used his drawing as an outlet for his pent-up emotions and disillusionment.74 More-
over, as a result of his wartime experiences, he developed a hatred for authority that
became strongly apparent in his work. “I had been bellowed at for so long that I
finally developed the courage to bellow back. I defended myself as best I could against
vicious stupidity and brutality.”75 As a result, during his Dadaist phase, he “consid-
ered all art useless unless it could be employed as a political instrument in the battle
for freedom. My art was to be my arm, my sword.”76 In addition, his war experiences
also led him to develop a skeptical attitude about mass solidarity and the proletariat’s
role in contemporary life, something that is surprising, given Grosz’s membership in
the German Communist Party (KPD) in the late 1910s and early 1920s.77 Finally, like
Dix, Grosz’s memories of the war haunted him for years afterward: “I thought the war
would never end,” he wrote in 1946, “and I think it never really did.”78

Like Heartfield, Schlichter was not enthusiastic about the war, and he did not en-
list like so many young men of his generation. The war, he noted later, was provoked
to satisfy an “imperial desire for expansion” on the part of rulers who had “long since
degraded moral postulates into tools of merciless exploitation.”79 Because of his near-
sightedness, Schlichter was not drafted for nearly two years; instead, he was allowed
to continue his art school education in Karlsruhe until 1916. Once called up, however,
he was quickly mobilized and sent to the western front, a situation that did not last
long. “When I came after various stages to the French front in 1916 [to serve] as a
munitions driver,” Schlichter remembered, “I secured my exclusion from active service
through a hunger strike.”80 Like Heartfield and Grosz, Schlichter had an extremely
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negative reaction to military service, and like them, he secured his release through
actions that placed him in the category of “unfit for service,” that is, war resisters or
the physically or mentally ill.

Given Dix’s, Heartfield’s, Grosz’s, and Schlichter’s military backgrounds, works like
Forty-five Percent Fit for Work, Prussian Archangel, and Heartfield Gone Wild can thus
perhaps be partly understood as attempts to remember and communicate personal
wartime experiences. This can be seen on the level of form, where the works’ montage
structures recall the dissociating experiences of battle, violence, and trauma—either
directly experienced, witnessed at close quarters, or perceived through the effects of
war trauma on others behind the lines or in military hospitals. Significantly, however,
most of the representations of soldiers or ex-soldiers that were exhibited at the “Dada
Fair” were not self-portraits, although, as suggested by Heartfield Gone Wild, the Dada
artists also recognized their connections to the individuals and social groupings that
they most opposed. Instead, when choosing to memorialize the war through the mil-
itary cyborg, the Dada artists largely embodied wartime experiences in figures that
they also criticized and disagreed with. But the Dada artists did not simply represent
the war in their scathing artworks; they also attempted to engage with the German
visual culture that disseminated the image of war—a visual culture both patriotic and
one-sided in that it tended for the most part to cover up the violence and sheer destruc-
tiveness of mechanized combat.

The soldier portrait Musketier Podolski (1915) (Figure 4.7), by the commercial
photographer Albert Pfeifer, presents a good example of the type of imagery that the
Dada artists were consciously attempting to evoke and at the same time attack.81 A color
photolithographic print with a photographic head of its young male subject mon-
taged on the central figure’s body, this soldier portrait is a characteristic example of
the celebratory cyborgian soldier imagery produced during World War I. Podolski is
depicted realistically, in a manner that merged the photomontage’s graphic and pho-
tographic elements, and that suggested the image’s truth or veracity as well. He stands
erect, helmeted, and vigilant, grasping both a rifle and a flare gun, flanked by two
companions in a forest of sturdy oaks. Wearing the uniform of the German infantry,
he either guards or advances along a road, while to his rear a bucolic village appears,
resting in a mostly flat pastoral landscape and watched by a German Zeppelin patrolling
overhead. Podolski’s cyborgian nature is stressed by his weapons, his symmetric and
articulated uniform, and his similarity to—almost interchangeability with—his un-
known companions. In addition, the field glasses around his neck, along with the Zep-
pelin and the flare gun, stress the new technologically enhanced powers of observation
on which his battle effectiveness now depended.

Musketier Podolski is typical of the thousands of soldier portraits produced in Ger-
many in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, cyborgian imagery that
served commercial as well as ideological functions. As I showed in chapter 3, soldier
portraits, which combined cutout photographic portrait heads of real individuals with
ready-made lithographic or photolithographic backgrounds depicting soldiers’ bodies
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Figure 4.7. Albert Pfeifer, Portrait Musketier Podolski, 7. Companie, 2. Unter Elsässer Infantrie-Regiment Nr. 137,
Hagenau (1915). Gelatin silver bromide print multicolored lithograph, montage. 45 × 32 cm (17¾ × 12½ inches).
Museum Folkwang, Essen. Photograph from Museum Folkwang, Essen. Copyright 2009 Museum Folkwang,
Essen.



in military contexts, were one source that inspired the Dada artists to develop photo-
montage as an artistic strategy. As Musketier Podolski suggests, promilitary visual cul-
ture glorified the fighting man’s body by armoring it and making it look superhumanly
strong. Podolski’s body is built up in several ways. First, he is given multiple weapons
that he holds in readiness. Second, his body is literally built up through his uniform
and through his erect and vigilant posture. Third, his “backup,” his identically dressed
comrades in arms, represents a unified force that Podolski maintains at his command.
He is not a single entity but the leader of an elite fighting unit. Podolski’s integration
into his environment, which bears the same technological stamp that he does, also
empowers the figure. The domesticated wood, even road, distance marker, flat plain,
and clear recession into depth suggest the previous technological appropriation of nature
as well as the fact that more technological change is possible.

Soldier portraits like Musketier Podolski are some of the purest examples of ideol-
ogy analyzed in this book, defined here in its second primary sense as false conscious-
ness. Ideology as false consciousness means an epoch’s ruling ideas, the ideal expressions
of the dominant material relationships, the concepts and spectacles that legitimate
and serve the status quo. As false consciousness, ideology is an upside-down version
of reality. It obscures a society’s true material conditions—a people’s actual relation-
ships of production, ownership, and control—by creating representations both false
and convincing. Such representations work to inspire consumption, politics, and other
forms of mass behavior, and they do so by creating needs and fulfilling fantasies. Sol-
dier portraits like Podolski served the German monarchy by representing the ideal
German soldier: a technologically enhanced being that was powerful, attractive, and
destined to win. For the soldiers who commissioned them, these portraits acted as
inspirations, ideal self-images, or visual records to encourage them to fight and possi-
bly die for their country. For the noncombatants, they were similarly ideal; they were
images of manhood to be respected, emulated, or loved, and symbols that Germany
would triumph in the war.

The material conditions that the soldier portraits concealed were the actual con-
ditions of mechanized warfare in the early twentieth century. For the majority of sol-
diers, the new technologies of warfare did not make them safe from harm, although they
did make them more powerful. With their increased abilities to kill, however, came
the growing likelihood that they would be killed themselves. As Jünger, then a lieu-
tenant in the Seventy-third Hanoverian Fusilier Regiment and by no means a foe of
modern war, describes leading frontline troops at the close of World War I, mechanized
warfare typically destroyed many of the men who waged it.

I had men posted at the block and the trench cleared of the dead. At 11:45, without
any warning having been given us, our artillery opened out on the position in front
of us with the utmost fury. The result was more casualties for us than for the English,
and it was not long before the tale of woe opened. The cry for stretchers came along
the trench from the left. Hurrying along, I found what was left of my best platoon
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commander, a shapeless mass, in front of the block in the hedge trench. He had had
a direct hit in the loins from one of our shells. The fragments of his uniform and cloth-
ing, torn from his body by the force of the explosion, were hanging above him on
the splintered remnant of a thorn hedge. I had a ground sheet thrown over him to
spare the men the sight. Immediately after three more men were wounded at the
same spot. One of them had both hands severed at the wrist. He staggered to the
rear, covered in blood, both arms resting on the shoulders of a stretcher-bearer.82

Unlike Podolski’s soldier portrait, Jünger’s war memoir covers up neither the soldier’s
vulnerability nor the fact that in the twentieth century war technologies made the
world increasingly dangerous. In addition, the specific images that Jünger remembers,
which either literally or figuratively suggest castration, are reminders of the perversely
uncanny effects that war technologies have on their subjects.

The material realities that soldier portraits like Podolski disguised were both eco-
nomic and demographic. The first year of the war, 1914, marked the end of nearly thirty
years of uninterrupted industrial expansion in Germany. After 1914 Germany experi-
enced “virtually three decades of crisis, stagnation, and, frequently, falls in production.”83

Germany’s national debt went from 5 billion marks in 1914 to approximately 157 bil-
lion by 1918, and at the immediate end of the war there were acute shortages in food
and material.84 Contrary to what Podolski suggests, the technologization of war actually
helped bring about economic crisis and disaster because of the incredible waste of
human beings, supplies, manufactured goods, and nature that it created.85 In addition,
the casualties produced by mechanized warfare contradicted the Podolski portrait’s
emphasis on the wholeness and perfection of the cyborgian soldier’s armored body.
By the end of World War I, there were 2,037,000 German soldiers either killed or
missing in action; another 5,687,000 soldiers were wounded; and there were approx-
imately 700,000 German civilian deaths.86 Germany’s casualties were the highest of
any of the combatants, and only France suffered proportional losses. Although more
powerful than ever before, the new cyborgian soldier was also much more likely to be
killed, a truth that the soldier portraits attempted to hide.

War Neuroses

As suggested by the works just analyzed, Dix, Schlichter, Grosz, and Heartfield used
numerous strategies to deconstruct the image of the invincible armored soldier circu-
lating in German visual culture in the years leading up to the “Dada Fair”—strategies
that included the literal representation of the symptoms and effects of war trauma, as
well as much more complex formal evocations of the same. The Dadaist representa-
tions were thus not simply embodiments of the artists’ own (perhaps dimly remem-
bered, perhaps reconstructed) war traumas but self-conscious attempts to deal with
the patriotic myths that helped support the interdependent systems of capitalism,
nationalism, and militarism in Germany in the 1910s and 1920s. In the first place, the
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Dadaists’ canvases and assemblages reproduced the trauma and violence of war through
“cutting” and “suturing.” Even when they did not employ photomontage directly, the
majority of their works reveal a montage-based principle of construction in that they
were at least partially assembled out of components severed from their real-world con-
texts and then recombined into new loosely organized configurations. (Forty-five Per-
cent Fit for Work, which does not initially seem to fit this description, nonetheless also
suggests a montage-based principle of construction as a result of its nonnaturalistic
combination of elements—the floating head, boot, and arm, for example, which hover
above the cripples. In addition, as suggested by the hanging of other artworks on top
of Dix’s canvas, the show’s organizers attempted to increase the painting’s fragmented
and cut-up character through nontraditional installation strategies.) Furthermore, as
Doherty has demonstrated, the Berlin Dada artists attempted to evoke the various
symptoms associated with war neuroses in their representations of cyborgian soldiers
and cripples—what the German medical establishment at the time called “male hys-
teria,” “traumatic neurosis,” and “shell shock,” among other appellations.87 For Ger-
mans in the 1910s and 1920s, the symptoms of war neuroses, Paul Lerner shows, were
understood to include such physical manifestations as persistent shaking, stuttering,
tremors, and nervous tics; functional disorders such as muteness, deafness, and the
paralysis of different bodily parts (which, despite their reality for the affected soldiers,
could not be traced to a clear form of organic pathology); and mental conditions 
such as insomnia, depression, and uncontrollable emotionality.88 And these symptoms,
which were variously argued to have either physical or psychogenic causes,89 were rep-
resented in the Dada soldier portraits, which, because they were often photomontages
or assemblages, also formally evoked the traumatic physical shocks that were some-
times the cause of the various hysterical symptoms.90

The physical manifestations of war neurosis, for example, are embodied in the
trembling figure in Forty-five Percent Fit for Work as well as the facial grimaces of his
companions, which, in addition to depicting horrendous facial scars, possibly suggest
the nervous tics and twitches that affected mentally traumatized soldiers. In addition,
the repetitive syndromes associated with shell shock and hysteria, the fact that trau-
matized soldiers would sometimes repeat the same actions or gestures over and over
again as a way to ward off or come to terms with their past traumas, are evoked by
the signs of marching and drill in both Forty-five Percent Fit for Work and the Prus-
sian Archangel—the mindless formation into which Dix’s figures group themselves as
well as the obsessive lengths to which the archangel’s sign enjoins its viewers to exer-
cise. Uncontrollable emotional outbursts are implied by the various figures’ diverse
intimations of angry intensity, the convulsed position in which the archangel holds
its legs, as well as the extremely rigid postures of nearly all the figures. Furthermore,
the regressive tendencies that the Freudian psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi associated
with war neuroses—the soldier’s “lapse into atavistic and infantile methods of reac-
tion”—are hinted at by the childlike nature of the soldiers’ bodies; for example, the
cartoonlike figures of Forty-five Percent Fit for Work with their overly large heads, the
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child-mannequin’s body of Heartfield Gone Wild, and, in a somewhat different way,
the de-evolved head of the Prussian Archangel.91

Finally, in addition to evoking the various symptoms of war neuroses, contempo-
rary German treatments for war neuroses were also suggested by the various Dada rep-
resentations.92 The electrical wire attached to Heartfield Gone Wild, for example, could
have called to mind the practices of electroshock therapy used at the time.93 Developed
by Dr. Fritz Kaufmann, who called his therapy a “surprise attack method,” electrother-
apy was designed to forcibly cure shaking, paralyzed, and otherwise nonfunctioning
soldiers. According to Kaufmann, the therapy consisted of four basic elements: “sug-
gestive preparation,” in which the doctor convinced the patient that the treatment
would be successful; the application of strong measures of alternating current on the
nonfunctioning body part along with physical exercise by the patient and a great deal
of verbal suggestion by the doctor; the maintenance of strict military discipline dur-
ing the entire procedure; and the continuation of the therapy until the patient was
cured. As suggested by Lerner, although this painful and sometimes deadly therapy
was successful, “the key to the Kaufmann method lay not in the nature of the electric
treatment but rather in its suggestive force.”94 The jolts of electricity did not cure the
patient, but by forcing him to move and by making the cure more painful than the mal-
ady, they convinced him that his afflictions could be overcome. In addition, the bell
on Heartfield’s shoulder could have suggested the less violent but nonetheless coer-
cive “startle” method developed by Dr. Robert Sommer to cure psychogenic deafness
and deaf-muteness.95 Sommer would distract the patient by hooking him up to a vise-
like apparatus that held his arm and measured his hand movements. Then Sommer
would startle the patient by ringing a loud bell behind his head, something that gen-
erally produced an unintended movement by the disabled soldier. In this way, Sommer
demonstrated to the soldier that his deafness was psychogenic rather than somatic,
and, as a result, he was generally cured. In addition, the dark interior space depicted in
Grosz’s Victim of Society possibly suggested the isolation therapies used to calm nervous
exhaustion.96 Through compulsory inactivity and lack of stimulation, it was believed,
the traumatized soldier would be shielded from the shocks that created his hysterical
condition, and thereby, he would slowly recover. By sometimes housing veterans in
asylums with actual mental patients, however, and by regulating their food and con-
tact with the outside world, the doctors in effect coerced their patients to get better.
They suggested, in other words, that unless their patients renounced their neurotic
symptoms, they would essentially remain prisoners of the medical establishment.

By evoking the specific mental states produced by traumatic war experiences as
well as the precise—and often brutal—“cures” used to “heal” them, the Dada artists
attempted to make concrete the experience of shell shock, thereby undermining the
ideological effects of the powerful images of male fighters presented in the soldier por-
traits. As suggested by Jünger’s account of battle, trench warfare was savage, unpredict-
able, and hierarchical. It made the world seem meaningless and threatening, and it
caused the soldiers to feel helpless by robbing them of control over their lives. Wartime
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cures for the psychic damage suffered by soldiers were similarly disempowering and
authoritarian. As Lerner argues,

Despite the wide variation in the methods of active treatment, most techniques func-
tioned in essentially the same way. Whether it was based on deception, startling, iso-
lation, or persuasion, whether it utilized hypnosis, electric current, or a faux injection,
active treatment operated through suggestion. It targeted the patient’s will and aimed
to convert the will to remain disabled into the will to recover. It sought to restore the
patient’s control over his own body, but paradoxically, in doing so it demanded that
the doctor wield full control and authority over the patient’s mind and body. The
goal, then, was to create healthier wills through subordination to medical power, which
stood in as a representative of the state and the national cause. Indeed, by using these
methods, doctors attained a great deal of influence and even control over a whole cat-
egory of patients and integrated the exercise of medical power into the core of the
therapeutic procedure. With the trappings of science and the seductions of magic,
medical power operated in the treatment room to forge functioning bodies and patri-
otic subjects.97

And by evoking the irrational, authoritarian, violent, and mechanistic factors that led
to war neuroses as well as the similarly deceitful, hierarchical, dangerous, and tech-
nological methods devised to overcome them, the Dada images of disabled soldiers
went beyond the simple critique of ideology by provoking analysis of the psycholog-
ical forces that undermined the military subject and the “scientific” techniques by which
the German medical community attempted to rebuild him. In this way, the Dadaist
representations of militarized cyborgs placed the military ideal as depicted in patriotic
visual culture into a broader horizon of meaning that the nationalistic representations
had attempted to conceal. They thus opened up the ideal military subject to a range
of associations that would undermine and transform it, and, by so doing, they poten-
tially provoked ordinary Germans to reexamine their identifications with authoritar-
ian types of role models.

The Mass Subject

The Berlin Dada artists also deconstructed the military ideal by emphasizing their sub-
jects’ bodily aspects over their rational aspects, thereby indicating another horizon of
meaning that the military ideal attempted to suppress. As I have already demonstrated,
Dadaist images of cyborgian soldiers emphasized signs of sexuality, aggression, con-
sumption, digestion, and elimination. And by pointing their spectators toward the
libidinal, instinctive, or corporeal side of human beings, the Dada artists used the rep-
resentations of war cripples to direct attention to central aspects of the military psy-
che. Long before Klaus Theweleit’s theorization of the fascist male subject, the type
of ego that made an ideal member of a military group was the subject of investigations
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by such psychologists as Gustave Le Bon and Sigmund Freud in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.98 For Freud in particular, the ideal military male subject
was best understood through mass psychology, an approach that began with observ-
ing and theorizing about crowds and mass behavior. Viewed from this perspective, the
mass subject, the type of modern individual most susceptible to the lure of the crowd,
was discovered to be less rational and less repressed than individuals who retained more
autonomy from defined social groups. When made a part of a multitude, in other words,
such a person, according to Freud, grew impulsive, changeable, and suggestible—in the
grip of simple and extreme feelings and responsive to exaggerations and repetitions.
The mass subject became unable to reason critically or separate truth from falsehood
when ensconced within the crowd: it began to think in images, and it became uncon-
cerned with contradictions, all attributes that allowed it to submerge its individual
interests within collective ones. Furthermore, to survive, the mass subject was neces-
sarily conservative and intolerant: it was afraid of thinking for itself and thus wanted
desperately to be led.99

For Freud, the mass subject was immature and weak, and fundamentally dissatis-
fied with itself. By belonging to a group, however, the mass subject could overcome
its feelings of dissatisfaction, because group belonging promoted strong relationships
of identification between group members. These ties were initially created by the mass
subject’s primary identification with the group leader, which the mass subject took as
its ego ideal or general model to which it attempted to conform its psyche. Bolstered,
as it were, from the outside, mass subjects in groups exhibited regressive behavior. By
becoming part of the mass, in other words, they were allowed to succumb to weak-
ness of intellect, a lack of emotional restraint, a dearth of independence, and an inabil-
ity to moderate or defer appetites.100 The pleasure that the mass subject felt when part
of a group arose from the fact that it was no longer bothered by feelings of guilt, fail-
ure, and powerlessness, something that would have been the case if it had to confront
the fact that its ego and its ego ideal were radically separate.101 As opposed to an indi-
vidualistic and inactive state of melancholy brought on by a perceived separation be-
tween ego and ego ideal, group experience promoted a highly active state of collective
mania and feelings of intense power.102

Despite its strong emotions and lack of reliance on rational calculation, the mil-
itary subject was not disorganized or prone to heedless behavior. This was the case
because, in Freud’s formulation, the military subject was understood to be a particular
form of mass subject. Like the religious subject to which it was compared, the mili-
tary subject was the product of an “artificial group,” a group held together by external
forces.103 Artificial groups were hierarchically organized and thus behaved more like
rational individuals with long-range plans. Through specialization, rationalization, and
a clear chain of command, artificial groups avoided a primary difficulty faced by spon-
taneous crowd activities, namely, the irrational consequences of a mass’s generally re-
gressive behavior.104 Thus, despite its infantile and antirational tendencies, the military
subject was highly functional—albeit within a limited range of behaviors.
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Although there is not a one-to-one correspondence between Freud’s account of
the military subject and the Dada artists’ creations, clear parallels seem to exist that
suggest that the Dada artists were working with similar ideas about military identity.
They emphasized the instinctual side of their military cyborgs by depriving them of
their human heads or by showing them engaged in mindless group activities, for ex-
ample, marching.105 In addition, as intimated by the transparent head, the army boot,
and the outstretched arm with the pointing finger above the heads of the war cripples
in Forty-five Percent Fit for Work, these damaged soldiers possibly think in images, 
or, at the very least, because of their coordinated military formation and the fact that
they all move in the direction suggested by the finger, they are extremely susceptible
to being led.106 Moreover, because of their seeming acceptance of their montaged or
sutured-together forms, the various military cyborgs produced by Dix, Schlichter,
Heartfield, and Grosz appear untroubled by their contradictory attributes.107 Finally,
the Dada representations of cyborgian soldiers attacked precisely those things that tied
the mass subject to the group. As suggested by the Prussian Archangel, they denigrated
the group leader and thus made it hard to identify with him. In addition, as implied
by the negative ways in which they represented military formation and drill, they also
attacked the physical processes through which military groups were brought together
and made to cohere as organized, rationally controlled units. And by undermining
the ties of group authority, the Dada artists attempted to further deconstruct the mil-
itary ideal.

Postcards and Care Packages

Highly aware of the various forms of visual culture and communicative practices that
helped produce patriotic military subjects, the Berlin Dada artists used their art to
evoke these forms and practices, thereby reminding their audiences of how identity
was constructed through warfare. In this way, they kept their spectators aware of the
broad network of cultural knowledge that supported mobilizing people and resources
for militarized action, one that—because it depended on a multiplicity of different
interconnections between human beings and various forms of technology—was cybor-
gian. This network, they suggested, did not simply consist of the technical knowledge
that supported the increased interrelation of human beings with one another and
machines. As I have already shown, it also consisted of a “colder,” more objective way
to look at things created through technological modes of perception that allowed human
beings to better tolerate both violence and danger. Furthermore, as implied by the Dada-
ists’ wartime creations, patriotic military subjects were also partially produced through
communicative practices whereby emotional bonds were manufactured and transmit-
ted between the German home and the battlefront. 108

Another one of the many “origins” of photomontage lay in the wartime creation
and exchange of “care packages” and altered postcards between Grosz, Heartfield, and
others.109 As Herzfelde noted in 1962,
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[Grosz] had specialized in sending care-packages to annoy soldiers at the front. As far
as he was concerned, they weren’t annoyed enough. In late 1916, while I was stationed
on the Western Front for the second time, I received one of his packages. I took great
pleasure in the graceful way the field address was written, in the care with which
everything was packed, and above all in the irony with which he had selected the gifts.
It contained two starched shirt fronts, one white and one with a floral pattern; a pair
of black sleeve protectors; a dainty shoe horn; a set of assorted bags containing sam-
ples of tea, which, according to their individual handwritten labels, were to evoke
patience, beautiful dreams, respect for authority, and loyalty to the ruling house. Hap-
hazardly glued to a cardboard were advertisements for hernia belts, fraternal song
books, and fortified dog food, labels from schnapps and wine bottles, photos from
illustrated papers—all clipped at will and irrationally assembled. Soon Grosz and John
[Heartfield] began to use similarly hand-finished postcards for their correspondence.
Decades later my brother spoke of postcards which were sent back home from the
front, and on which photograph clippings had been assembled in a way that they said
in pictures what would have been censored had it been said in words. Some of our
friends, among them [Sergei] Tretyakov, created out of that story the legend that the
anonymous masses had thus invented photomontage. The truth is that many who
received the aforementioned cards took pleasure in them and attempted to make some-
thing similar. That encouraged Heartfield to develop a conscious technique out of what
had originally been a politically inflammatory playfulness. . . . Indeed photomontage
was discovered rather than invented.110

As suggested by Herzfelde’s reminiscences about photomontage’s origins, a diverse
array of visual and material culture developed during World War I to serve—as well
as to profit from—the war effort.111 In addition to the personalized soldier portraits
discussed above, numerous other types of photographic materials were made and pur-
chased in the field or behind the lines. These included nonphotomontage portraits
taken by professional photographers or by the soldiers themselves as well as mass-
produced photographic postcards depicting various subjects—war heroes and military
leaders, individual fighters and troops, satirical and otherwise critical images of the
enemy, idealized love scenes between soldiers and their beloveds, children dressed in
military uniforms, allegorical representations of the German nation, scenes of women
and children praying for the fighters at the front, militarized holiday scenes, and pic-
tures of occupied villages and cities (Figure 4.8).112 As the conflict progressed, more-
realistic postcards were also produced depicting incidents from everyday life in the
trenches and actual scenes from the war, including ruined buildings and landscapes,
prisoners, troops outfitted for battle, corpses of the enemy, weapons, graves, and other
images of wartime verisimilitude (Figure 4.9).113 Purchased by soldiers along with
tobacco, writing supplies, newspapers, and other goods at stationery shops sanctioned
by the German military, these mass-produced postcards often affirmed the ideals of mil-
itary service—brotherhood, heroism, piety, joie de vivre, and self-sacrifice—although,
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Figure 4.8. World War I field postcard: child soldier birthday card (1916). Photographic postcard; photographer
unknown. 13.5 × 8.5 cm (5⁵⁄₁₆ × 3³⁄₈ inches). Private collection. Text on the card: “Heartfelt good wishes for your
birthday.” and “May fragrant blossoms beautify the celebration, May the sword protect house and home.”



Figure 4.10. August Bies, World War I field postcard: soldier amputees in hospital (ca. 1914–18). Photographic
postcard. 8.4 × 13.8 cm (3⁵⁄₁₆ × 5⁷⁄₁₆ inches). Private collection.

Figure 4.9. World War I field postcard: soldier posing with shells (1916). Photographic postcard; photographer
unknown. 8.7 × 13.9 cm (3½ × 5½ inches). Private collection.



particularly with the increase in their realism as the war progressed, they also revealed
the growing horror of mechanized slaughter. Thus, for example, in a less frequently
seen but still ordinary postcard depicting four wounded soldiers in a hospital, most
probably commissioned by one or more of them to inform family or friends of their
recovery and life in rehabilitation, one can discover the same shocking signs of the de-
struction of the fighting man’s body employed by the Dadaists in their representations
of war cripples (Figure 4.10).114

Typically, however, the postcards were less undermining of the German cause than
this last example, and they were sent back home to inform friends and loved ones and
to reassure them that all was well. Psychologically, they helped provide the soldiers with
a small sense of normalcy in their otherwise extremely stressful existences; for the fam-
ilies waiting at home, they offered proof that a loved one was still alive, or, if it turned
out that he had recently perished, a memorial image touched by their fallen hero. 
The postcards thus connected the soldiers with the people for whom they fought, and
through their specific imagery, the postcards helped justify the war, demonize the enemy,
and reassure their writers and recipients that family, God, and nation were watching
over them. Finally, because they required less literary skill than regular mail from the
field, the field postcards, with their limited space for writing, also possibly contributed
to the loss of the soldiers’ abilities to communicate their wartime experiences.115

Given this exchange in patriotic postcards that supported the war, it is thus not
surprising that Heartfield and Grosz used altered photographic postcards sent from
the field to avoid military censors. Although the postcards were read and censored along
with the regular mail to and from the front, ironic visual commentary seemed to evade
detection more easily than written criticism—perhaps because the regular field post-
cards already had to pass a military censorship board before they were published.116

And given the significant amount of mail that was sent back and forth every day, the
German military’s ability to censor the soldiers’ correspondence was limited. Inter-
estingly, Herzfelde employed a related technique when he first began to publish anti-
war periodicals during the war. Discussing Neue Jugend [New Youth], his first antiwar
publication, which came out in the summer of 1916, he reminisced,

The title Neue Jugend didn’t mean a thing: a school magazine with this name had
existed before the war in Charlottenburg; founding new papers during the war with-
out special permission was forbidden; so we bought the name and to fool the cen-
sors we began with Number Seven at page 127. On this first page a poem To Peace by
J. R. Becher, which was revolutionary rather than pacifistic, was printed.117

As was the case with the early photomontage postcards of Heartfield and Grosz (all,
unfortunately, now lost), Herzfelde appropriated an existing means of communication
and surreptitiously adapted it to antiwar ends. And this strategy of “refunctioning”
existing forms and means of mass communication became a central strategy of the
Berlin Dada artists—one to which they would return again and again.
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Furthermore, as Herzfelde’s reminiscence suggests, the wartime exchange of sou-
venirs went far beyond the circulation of photographs and postcards. In addition to
the newspapers and popular books that reported on the war and that were also care-
fully censored, there was an energetic trade in commodities directed at soldiers, an
economy that took the form of “care packages” filled with food, spirits, clothing, books,
tobacco, chocolate, and other items sent from home.118 Heavily promoted in the news-
papers, these care packages, or Liebesgaben—literally “gifts of love”—were used by Ger-
man women to show their “devotion” to the men fighting at the front and to help the
war effort.119 (Other forms of feminine devotion included serving in the Red Cross
and giving direct financial support for the war through gifts of money and other valu-
able items; “gold for iron,” as the old expression went.)120 Unique to World War I, the
Liebesgaben were sent by friends, families, and loved ones, but also quite often by women
who did not know the soldiers personally.121 Means of boosting morale at the front as
well as involving nonmilitarized German women in the war effort through an intense
but nonspecific emotional bond, the Liebesgaben were officially sanctioned yet sup-
posedly personal forms of support. They also created a new need for particular forms
of commodities, a desire that the German industry was quick to notice and exploit.
Already in the second month of war, German illustrated papers began to promote
subscription deliveries to soldiers as a way to boost morale, and their advertising sec-
tions offered a wide variety of products that could be sent directly to loved ones on
the frontlines. Tobacco, alcohol, patent medicine, and books were the most heavily
promoted items, but the papers also encouraged the sending of socks, underwear, ear-
muffs, gloves, medical trusses, stationery, candy, and food.122 So popular did Liebes-
gaben become that the supply roads to the front became clogged with nonmilitary
transport services, and the German government was forced to prohibit the private
transport of care packages in early November 1914.123 By 1915 significant criticism was
being directed against the unrestrained promotion of questionable “restorative tonics,”
such as Sanatogen, Leciferin, and Amol, which advertised themselves as essential com-
ponents of any gift sent to the front—another indication of the care packages’ popu-
larity as well as the dubious involvement of German industry in their promotion.124

Related to the wartime Liebesgaben phenomenon were the “glue rooms” [Klebes-
tuben], which emerged in Hamburg in the beginning of 1914. Here, female volunteers
made photomontage books—literally Klebehefte, or “glue books”—to include in the
care packages. The glue rooms were the brainchild of Ida Dehmel, the second wife of
the poet Richard Dehmel and a liberal bourgeois reformer in Hamburg.125 Since the
first decade of the twentieth century, Ida Dehmel’s feminist reform efforts focused on
creating women’s clubs to encourage German women to become involved in social
and political issues and to allow women from different social classes to meet and inter-
act. The glue rooms, in turn, were offshoots of the women’s clubs and responses to
the new circumstances brought about by World War I. They were designed to orient
German women toward modern life and the war effort, which, Dehmel believed, it
was their social and moral duty to support. Established at different sites in Hamburg
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during 1914 and 1915, the glue rooms housed female volunteers, who assembled booklets
of clippings and photographs culled from contemporary newspapers and magazines.
Sitting at wide wooden tables in brightly lit rooms with newspapers and magazines
piled in front of them and scissors and glue pots ready at hand, the women cut and
reassembled texts into large albums.

According to a contemporary newspaper account, the volunteers’ function was to
edit, compile, and illustrate inspiring reports, organizing them according to subject.

Everything that refers to a particular topic is clearly arranged and glued together.
Thus, for example, everything that had to do with the exploits at Emden and their
illustrious end; or the last, brilliant parliamentary assembly of the war, along with the
commentaries of the various papers. Pretty pictures of the day were always pasted in
between for relief, and to finish it well, a beautiful title page on the cover.126

These photomontage books were then assembled with other products into larger care
packages and sent to soldiers fighting at the front and recovering in German field hos-
pitals. Made for soldiers whom the creators would never meet, the Klebehefte were
designed for an anonymous readership that most probably consisted of more than 
one person, since the soldiers frequently shared the photomontage books. At the same
time, the Klebehefte were designed to mimic personal gifts so as to better inspire their
addressees; in language and tone, they often adopted a personal—almost romantic—
mode of address.127 Although it is impossible to determine how far the Klebehefte phe-
nomenon extended beyond the glue rooms of Hamburg, more than five hundred
women were engaged in their production during the height of Dehmel’s project, and
the demand became so great that German children were even recruited to help with
creating additional photomontage books for the soldiers.128

Analyzing the care packages and letters the soldiers wrote back to their benefac-
tresses, Doherty argues that the soldiers and their supporters at home learned to objec-
tify their bodies through the exchange of gifts. They were taught, in other words, to
perceive their physical as well as emotional needs in terms of commodities and thus to
become “both consumers and objects of consumption” through a socially sanctioned
set of processes that were partially commercial and partially private.129 The “official”
care packages contained reified expressions of desire—expressions that the soldiers avidly
consumed, but with which they also expressed dissatisfaction because the exchange
also revealed that the desired person was absent and perhaps the gift was ultimately
of less emotional significance than it would have been if it had come from a wife, girl-
friend, or family member.130 And the proto-Dada care packages that Grosz sent to his
friends—as well as the later Dada photomontages and assemblages that emerged from
this practice—were designed to draw attention to and satirize this process by reveal-
ing Liebesgaben to be empty mass-produced commodities that disclosed but did not 
satisfy important emotional needs and desires. They were intended, in other words,
to temporarily defetishize wartime commodities through irony and by exposing their
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ideological functions.131 It is unclear whether the Dada artists were aware of the Ham-
burg Klebehefte, which seemed in certain ways to anticipate their own later practices
of photomontage. However, as suggested by Herzfelde’s description of Grosz’s now lost
care package, they were clearly familiar with the Liebesgaben phenomenon of which the
Klebehefte were the most extreme expressions. Emphasizing the fragility of the human
body by showing how easily it could become sick or in need of repair, the proto-Dada
care packages reminded their recipients of the realities that the wartime exchange of
sentiments attempted to conceal.132 Thereby, the proto-Dada care packages mocked
the exchange of feelings in times of war and emphasized the physical states and the
emotional desires that the Liebesgaben sought to satisfy. By exposing their false promises,
Grosz’s care packages and the photomontages and assemblages that developed out of
them suggested the loss of experience, the lack of connections between people, and
the reification of desire produced by World War I.133

Conclusion

The various Dada photomontages and assemblages that deconstructed the military
subject were thus extremely significant. Embodying as they did the officially sanctioned
wartime practices of soldier portraits, Liebesgaben, and the exchange of propagandis-
tic postcards, they recalled Germany’s various techniques of inspiring wartime patri-
otism while radically inverting the message. For this reason, these mordantly satirical
works also revealed the specific media, practices, and institutions for both constructing
and contesting militaristic, nationalistic, and consumerist ideologies. The paintings,
assemblages, and photomontages that Dix, Schlichter, Grosz, and Heartfield exhibited
at the “Dada Fair” thereby fostered awareness of how new forms of perception, com-
munication, and warfare helped produce militarized forms of identity; furthermore,
they suggested that through humor, an awareness of history, and a willingness to face
the hard facts and trauma of Germany’s military defeat, people could begin to avoid
such dangerous forms of identification in the future.

Like the examples of Dadaist portraiture and self-portraiture treated in earlier chap-
ters, the works examined here that deconstructed the military subject used the cyborg
as an allegorical figure indicating the technological system, a complex network of 
concepts, people, material culture, institutions, and technologies in which human iden-
tity in the twentieth century was always enmeshed. Instead of emphasizing the posi-
tive aspects of this more distributed, powerful, perceptive, and interconnected vision
of human existence, however, the military cyborg brought out its dangerous and de-
humanizing aspects. The intellectual, human, material, and infrastructural conditions
for the possibility of total mobilization, in other words, were shown by this figure to
be some of the greatest threats to human development in the contemporary moment.
In this way, Dadaists such as Dix, Schlichter, Grosz, and Heartfield emphasized that
technology also had a menacing side, that Germany’s headlong rush toward mod-
ernization should be slowed, and that no simple embrace of mechanization and mass
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communication could be affirmed. Although the horror of the war that had partially
destroyed Germany perhaps contained the seeds of a better future, there was no pos-
sibility, their works suggested, of redeeming all that had been lost. Despite the fact
that the cyborgian future was quite possibly inevitable, the developing symbiosis be-
tween human beings and their technologies could be allowed to move forward only
with great caution and forbearance.
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Hannah Höch was the only woman to play an active role in the Berlin Dada move-
ment. While she was initially relegated to the peripheries—by the original partici-
pants and critics and, later on, by curators and art historians—her status as a Dada
artist has changed radically in Germany and in the United States since the 1980s.1 This
is in part because of the growth of feminist perspectives in art history and the con-
comitant interest in reexamining female artists who were only sketchily treated in the
historical record. More important, however, this has been the result of both the qual-
ity and the quantity of Höch’s work. Although she neither wrote nor performed exten-
sively, Höch developed the photomontage medium between the late 1910s and the
early 1930s far more than any other Berlin Dada artist, with the possible exception of
John Heartfield. In addition, Höch also produced a substantial body of painting, which
incorporated compositional insights gained from her photomontage works, anticipated
surrealist painting, and remains largely unexplored even today.

Despite her bourgeois origins, Höch led a fairly unconventional life for the time.2

Born Anna Therese Johanne Höch on November 1, 1889, the eldest of five, whose father
was a senior insurance company employee, she entered the School of Applied Arts in
Berlin in 1912, where she studied design and calligraphy, and then briefly worked for

5. The New Woman as Cyborg
Gender, Race, and Sexuality in the Photomontages of 

Hannah Höch

The peculiar characteristics of photography and its approaches have
opened up a new and immensely fantastic field for a creative human
being: a new, magical territory, for the discovery of which freedom is the
first prerequisite. . . . Whenever we want to force this “photomatter” to
yield new forms, we must be prepared for a journey of discovery, we must
start without any preconceptions; most of all, we must be open to the
beauties of fortuity.

—hannah höch, “A Few Words on Photomontage” (1934)
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the Red Cross and other charitable organizations at the beginning of World War I. In
1915 Höch began to study graphic design with Emil Orlik—as well as figure drawing
and calligraphy at night—at the State Museum of Applied Arts in Berlin, a mixed fine
and applied arts academy, where she remained enrolled until 1920. Also in 1915, Höch
met Raoul Hausmann, with whom she began a seven-year relationship, despite the fact
that he was already married and had a young daughter. Höch’s relationship with Haus-
mann, who lived, worked, and traveled with Höch extensively between 1915 and 1922,
was the source of great turmoil for her, in part because, despite his professed love for
Höch, Hausmann refused to leave his wife. In 1916 Höch began working three days
a week at the Ullstein Verlag, where she remained employed until 1926, and for which
she primarily made embroidery, lace, and dress designs for various women’s maga-
zines. She also sometimes provided Ullstein publications with illustrations, lettering,
layouts, advertising vignettes, composite photographs, and articles on crafts.3 When
the Berlin Dada movement formed in early 1918, Höch became a Dadaist, contributing
photomontages, objects, and other works to their various exhibitions in Berlin, and
occasionally performing at their events.4 After breaking up with Hausmann in 1922,
she went on to form a variety of long-standing artistic relationships, including associa-
tions with Kurt Schwitters, Sophie Taeuber, Hans (Jean) Arp, Theo van Doesburg, and
László Moholy-Nagy.5 In 1926 Höch met Til Brugman, a Dutch poet and language
teacher who wrote for Merz and De Stijl, and with whom she had a lesbian relation-
ship that lasted until 1935. In 1935, while hiking in the Alps, Höch met Heinz Kurt
Matthies, a German businessman and pianist, who was twenty-one years younger than
Höch. They were married in 1938 and divorced in 1944.

Höch’s early artistic influences were Jugendstil, expressionism, and so-called prim-
itive art (the arts of Africa and Asia), enthusiasms that she shared with Hausmann.
Perhaps because of her design background and her work with wallpaper patterns, Höch
was interested in abstract art throughout her life, and this enthusiasm surfaced from
time to time in her art in different media. Furthermore, as Peter Boswell has noted,
as her art developed in the 1920s, it suggested additional influences including orphism,
constructivism, futurism, metaphysical painting, and cubist collage.6 Like the other
Berlin Dadaists, Höch was drawn to photomontage because of its topicality, its realism,
and the possibilities it offered for social and political commentary. Unlike many of the
other Berlin Dadaists, however, she was also drawn to photomontage for its ability to
go beyond critique and to transform the real into something new and fantastic—a ten-
dency that appears most strongly in her photomontages made after the Weimar Repub-
lic.7 Höch also distinguished herself from the other Berlin Dadaists by her interest in
traditional women’s crafts, which continued unabated during her time in the Berlin
Dada movement, as well as by her enthusiasm for traditional forms of painting. It is
significant that, after the “First International Dada Fair,” Höch did not exhibit her
photomontages again until 1929. Instead, she preferred to show her paintings, works
in which she explored both autobiographical and metaphysical themes, and which have
over time received much less critical acclaim and attention.8 Although she continued
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to make photomontages throughout the Weimar Republic (and, indeed, until her death
in 1978), she appears to have regarded photomontage as a more private pursuit dur-
ing most of the Weimar years. It was only at the landmark “Film und Foto” [Film and
Photo] exhibition in Stuttgart in 1929 that she once again began to show the photo-
montages for which she has rightly become famous.

Höch both experienced and represented many of the most important issues affect-
ing the “new women” of the Weimar Republic—those women forging modern roles
and new places for themselves in what was in many ways still a very tradition-bound
German society. Influenced by Hausmann’s concept of human identity as socially con-
structed and transformable, she developed the figure of the cyborg in dialogue with
Hausmann and the other Dada artists to explore the mutable characteristics of human—
and often female—identity in modern technological societies.9 To a greater degree
than Hausmann and the others, however, Höch investigated the implications of the
cyborg, examining in her various photomontages how it broke down divisions between
races, genders, species, and generations. For this reason, Höch seems to have created
the most radical visual representations of cyborgs of any of the Dada artists, images that
anticipate, in many ways, the concept of the cyborg formulated by Donna Haraway
and other cultural theorists since the mid-1980s.

As has already been demonstrated, Haraway’s work suggests that the cyborg is more
diverse than it was originally conceived to be in the work of Manfred E. Clynes and
Nathan S. Kline or than was implied in the pioneering theories of Norbert Wiener
and other scientists during World War II. The cyborg does not simply indicate a syn-
thesis of the organic with the mechanical, Haraway argues, but also a crossing of the
boundaries that separate the human from the animal as well as the living from the
nonliving. N. Katherine Hayles puts it quite well when she summarizes the implica-
tions of Haraway’s model:

Fusing cybernetic device and biological organism, the cyborg violates the human/
machine distinction; replacing cognition with neural feedback, it challenges the
human–animal difference; explaining the behavior of thermostats and people through
theories of feedback, hierarchical structure, and control, it erases the animate/inani-
mate distinction. In addition to arousing anxiety, the cyborg can also spark erotic 
fascination: witness the female cyborg in Blade Runner. The flip side of the cyborg’s
violation of boundaries is what Haraway calls its “pleasurably tight coupling” between
parts that are not supposed to touch. Mingling erotically charged violations with
potent new fusions, the cyborg becomes the stage on which are performed contesta-
tions about the body boundaries that have often marked class, ethnic, and cultural
differences. Especially when it operates in the realm of the Imaginary rather than
through actual physical operations (which act as a reality check on fantasies about
cyborgism), cybernetics intimates that body boundaries are up for grabs.10

When viewed from the perspective of this expanded definition, Höch’s photomontages
reveal different types of cyborgs. In addition to representations of human–machine
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hybrids, Höch’s photomontages include syntheses between humans and animals, be-
tween people of different genders, between persons of different ethnicities and cultures,
and between individuals of different ages or generations. The cyborg’s eroticism is also
apparent in a number of Höch’s works. And, although Höch made representations of
male cyborgs, this chapter for the most part examines her representations of women.
Not only has the male cyborg been examined in-depth in the previous chapters, but
female cyborgs ultimately become much more prevalent in Höch’s art. In the end, the
new woman as cyborg appears to have been Höch’s primary concern.

This chapter also concerns itself with Höch’s changing compositional strategies and
how her photomontages signify their multiple meanings. Like other Berlin Dadaists,
Höch moved from an intricate mode of composition to one simpler and more direct.
Unlike Heartfield, however, Höch never developed a strongly didactic form of pho-
tomontage practice. Despite the increased compositional simplicity of her works, they
remained semantically complex and open-ended. Berlin Dada photomontages were
designed to produce multiple and often conflicting readings, thereby encouraging spec-
tators to become aware of their contributions to the experience of the artwork and, in
this way, to become more active, self-aware, and engaged. They also attempted to
counteract photography’s traditional realism by making their spectators suspicious of
any direct or transparent connection between the photographic fragments that they
incorporated and the real-world entities to which they were indexically and iconically
related. Instead of suggesting that the photomontage fragments simply represented
what they depicted, the Berlin Dadaists employed the cutting, editing, and transfor-
mative aspects of the photomontage technique to signal that they were commenting
on their appropriated subjects. They produced representations, in other words, that,
despite their photographic source materials, did not suggest clear mirrors of reality but
conceptual reformulations of that reality—arguments about the world.

The Dadaists, as I argued in chapter 4, attempted to create modern allegories
through their photomontages. They endeavored, in other words, to manufacture rep-
resentations that addressed what they perceived to be the underlying causes of their
contemporary moment, representations that used imagery drawn from everyday life
to disclose invisible forces, overarching concepts, and underlying types. These repre-
sentations were historical, violent, and weakly redemptive: they evoked the brutality,
danger, and loss that were part and parcel of the historical process; they cited a mul-
tivalent tradition to create historical points of comparison for analyzing the present
moment; and by reminding their viewers of the “creaturely” side of all human beings,
they attempted to mourn historical loss and to suggest that, despite our destructive
propensities, humanity was still worth saving. Höch used photomontage to create alle-
gories about women’s lives in the modern world. Referring to multiple cultures and
different historical events, they explored the social, political, and institutional forces
that oppressed women in Höch’s contemporary moment as well as the new develop-
ments that could help them overcome their subjugation. And by examining how
women had been forced to deny aspects of their identities in the modern world, they
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helped their audiences imagine new, more open-ended forms of female existence that
resisted narrow definitions and one-sided role models.

Höch, as I show, used the figure of the cyborg as an allegory because she under-
stood the developing technological network that subtended modern life to present
both the greatest dangers and the most important possibilities to women living in the
Weimar Republic. This developing system of technical knowledge interrelated human
beings with one another, their environments, and machines, and, in addition, promoted
a colder way of looking at things that enabled them to better tolerate both violence
and manipulation. By inspiring meditation on the relationship of women to the mod-
ern technological system that made possible the altering, mobilizing, and interrelat-
ing of all people and resources, Höch’s Weimar photomontages could have helped their
original audiences better understand their contemporary situation. In addition, by allow-
ing them to recognize their fundamentally cyborgian natures, Höch’s photomontages
also implicitly suggested an answer to a question raised in the introduction in relation
to Haraway’s extremely general or inclusive concept of the cyborg. According to Har-
away’s definition, almost every creature in the contemporary world can be seen to be
a cyborg, and for this reason there is almost no way on the basis of Haraway’s formu-
lation to distinguish humans and animals who are cyborgs from those who are not.
Although Höch’s art implies that Haraway’s definition is indeed true, it also stresses
that such an understanding does not entail that every person or creature stands in the
same relationship to technology. As intimated by Höch’s photomontages, the most deci-
sive or crucial cyborgs in her contemporary moment were those that recognized their
fundamental interconnections with technology and that attempted to act on the basis
of this recognition. It was only by understanding the networked and distributed nature
of human identity, Höch’s works seem to suggest, that women could begin to change
their social and historical possibilities and thereby distinguish themselves as cyborgs
in the crucial potentially liberatory sense of the term.

Finally, by using the cyborg to identify continuities that unite the photomontages
that Höch made at the beginning of the Weimar Republic with those that she made at
its end, I also wish to suggest that, despite many of the artists going their separate ways,
Dadaism in Berlin did not somehow stop being a source of creative inspiration after the
early 1920s. The fact that Höch continued a central aspect of Berlin Dada in her work—
namely, the use of the cyborg to imagine new forms of hybrid identity—until at least the
end of the decade implies that Dadaism was not superseded by Neue Sachlichkeit or inter-
national constructivism, as is sometimes thought. Rather, as demonstrated by Höch’s
example, it continued to function as an ideology, a lifestyle, and a set of artistic practices
throughout the Weimar era—albeit with less critical and public recognition than before.

The New Woman

Like the cyborg, the “new woman” of Weimar society was a figure of both imagination
and material reality.11 The term referred to the new social roles that women increasingly
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adopted during the Weimar Republic as a result of changes in German work, politics,
consumer culture, and entertainment. It also referred to a set of stereotypical images
or “types”—created by the burgeoning mass media—that affected male and female
behavior alike. On the most basic level, the new woman suggested a transformed mode
of “modern” female identity, distinguished from the “traditional” types characteristic
of Wilhelmine society and connected to the modernization, rationalization, and some-
times the “Americanization” of everyday life during the Weimar Republic. In addition,
however, the new woman quickly became a primary sign representing the radical trans-
formation of Germany after the war. As a result, she was lauded as a representative of
new possibilities open to women at the time yet demonized as a primary force threat-
ening the nation’s social, moral, physical, and economic stability.

The actual changes that led to the development of the new woman during the
interwar years are perhaps easiest to discern in politics and the workplace.12 In the first
place, women gained the right to vote and to stand for office as a result of the Novem-
ber Revolution. They voted for the first time on January 19, 1919, in the National Assem-
bly elections, and, as a consequence, nearly 10 percent of the elected delegates in the
first parliament were women. Although the rapid entry of women into the German
political sphere augured well for women’s rights and the eventual equality of women
in German society, these advances turned out to be less transformative than they were
initially perceived to be. The number of women’s votes dropped in each successive elec-
tion during the Weimar Republic—as did the number of female delegates in parliament.
The organized women’s movement also declined in importance during this time, per-
haps as a result of the erroneous view that the necessary social and political rights for
women had already been secured (a view that ignored, for example, the facts that abor-
tion still remained illegal and that section 109 of the Weimar constitution granted men
and women the same civil rights and duties only in “principle”). Still, women’s suffrage
and the election of female politicians was a momentous event in the new republic. It
caused real and important changes in women’s lives, and it radically altered public per-
ceptions about women’s roles in German society in both positive and negative ways.

With the exception of the war years, the proportion of women in the workforce
did not change dramatically between the last decade of the Wilhelmine Empire and
the pre-Depression years of the Weimar Republic.13 Although it increased slightly
between 1907 and 1925, the overall proportion of women working outside the home,
about one-third, remained relatively constant. Still, there were important changes in
the workforce’s internal makeup. While the ratio of women working in family busi-
nesses remained the same, the ratio of female domestic workers and female farm work-
ers fell during the Weimar Republic, and the ratio of female white-collar workers and
civil servants increased significantly. In addition, women also entered various modern
industries in significant numbers during World War I, and, although many lost their
jobs to returning men, they retained a considerable presence on the factory floor after
the war as these industries expanded. Women were employed in the various industries
because of the lower wages they could be paid, and their wartime and postwar presence
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in these supposedly masculine spaces contributed to the idea that women were as capa-
ble as men in these areas as well as to the false impression that women were stealing
men’s jobs.14 Finally, the proportion of women in higher education rose, as did their
ratio in medicine, education, and the arts. In terms of projecting a sense of new pos-
sibilities available to women, these were important gains, despite the fact that in terms
of absolute numbers, these professional women were the smallest part of the female
workforce.15

It was, however, in the white-collar fields of civil service, clerical, and sales jobs that
the increase of women working outside the home was most noticed. New jobs for
German women, such as secretary, stenographer, typist, sales clerk, and switchboard
operator, were created, and it was from the ranks of the female white-collar workers
that the most widespread stereotype of the new woman emerged. As represented in
films, newspapers, and popular literature, the new woman was generally young, unmar-
ried, consumerist, and nonpolitical.16 The primary customer of the mass media, she
was, according to the representations produced by the German culture industry, asso-
ciated with sports, fashion, cosmetics, smoking, bobbed or masculine hairstyles (the
so-called Bubikopf and Herrenschnitt), and urban entertainment, such as the cinema,
variety reviews, dance halls, shopping boulevards, and cafés. Athleticism and androgyny
were other attributes of the new woman, and, because of a widespread perception that
abortions and contraceptive use were on the rise, her sexuality was suspect. In addi-
tion, women were beginning to get married at a later age during the Weimar Republic,
a result of the loss of young men of marriageable age during the war as well as per-
sonal choices to defer marriage. Furthermore, with the population shift away from
agriculture and the countryside, couples were having fewer children. And for these
reasons, the new woman was accused of not fulfilling her female “duty” to bear chil-
dren—and thus of contributing to Volkstod, the death of the German nation.17

As was already recognized at the time, however, the new woman of the Weimar
Republic was as much a media construction as she was a reality. Few female white-
collar workers—let alone the female assembly-line workers who imitated them—earned
enough money to indulge in fashion, recreation, and other urban entertainments in the
manner in which the stereotype suggested they did. Despite the sometimes-dramatic
changes in labor and politics, the new woman was in many ways also an illusion, and
it was the mass media that shaped and developed the image of the new woman to its
fullest degree. As feminist historians have argued, the new woman was both the sub-
ject and the object of the mass media—a very important consumer and one of its pri-
mary subjects of representation.18 The mass media thus sold an idealized image of the
new woman to a growing audience that emulated her. Female athletes, dancers, revue
girls, film stars, and other celebrities were the “highest” exemplars of this type—the
standard bearers of the new lifestyles and activities to which the actual new woman sup-
posedly aspired. And related to these various forms of new woman were other media
stereotypes: the “efficient” housewife, the ideal wife and mother who possessed modern
ideas about nutrition, hygiene, and household organization, and the sexually ambiguous
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garçonne, a boyish figure that in certain contexts came to represent lesbianism.19 And
as suggested by these sub- or related types, the new woman was an ambiguous figure
that was multivalent and mutable.

Because of her multiple connections to the mass media, the new woman was often
criticized by male intellectuals during the Weimar Republic for undermining high cul-
ture and critical consciousness. Despite the trenchant character of his cultural criti-
cisms, Siegfried Kracauer was no exception. Linking the new women to his analysis
of the “homeless” and consumerist white-collar workers, or Angestellten, Kracauer argued
that the new woman undermined distinctions between the bourgeoisie and the pro-
letariat. Despite her often lower-middle-class or proletarian origins, the new woman
identified with the bourgeoisie, and thus she supported the system of commodity cap-
italism that by rights she should have opposed. Thus, for example, in “The Little Shop-
girls Go to the Movies,” Kracauer argued that Weimar cinema hinted “at subversive
points of view without exploring them. Instead, they smuggle in a respectable way of
thinking.”20 Through probing analyses of different popular films, Kracauer demon-
strated that in each case real social problems were represented, only to be given a false
solution, one that the sentimental, largely female audience uncritically accepted. In
this way, he suggested that the new female consumer helped extend and entrench the
capitalist hegemony of the rationalized industrial monopolies and cartels prevalent
during the Weimar Republic.21

Kracauer’s criticisms were correct to the extent that they pointed to how the ideal
of the new woman was ideological and how it helped create a situation in which a
double burden was placed on women. Like German men, the majority of German
women believed that they had different virtues and different roles to play in German
society, and the ideal of the new woman often encouraged them to believe that they
had to simultaneously play both traditional and modern roles in the contemporary
world.22 As suggested by her Dadaist photomontages, however, Höch was not—like
Kracauer’s shop girls—an uncritical consumer of the image of the new woman. Instead,
by neither fully accepting nor fully rejecting the new woman, Höch analyzed her
myth and thereby revealed both her ideological and her revolutionary potential. Like
the new woman, Höch both consumed and reworked existing stereotypes in her life
and art—and it is this exploratory and critical process of reworking the image of the
new woman through photomontage that has become Höch’s most important legacy.

Central to Höch’s project of reimagining Weimar-era female identity was the rev-
elation of the new woman’s cyborgian nature—namely, her hybridity, her partial con-
struction through a technological system that both oppressed and empowered her,
and her central role as both a consumer and an object of representation within the new
mass media. By showing her fundamental connections to the new systems of com-
munication and entertainment, Höch emphasized the new woman’s growing impor-
tance as a “taste maker” determining the images and narratives that Germans used to
entertain themselves, as well as a popular allegorical figure that could stand in for what
was both best and worst about the new social, political, and economic situation. In
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addition, by embodying the role of the cyborgian artist, a creator who refunctioned the
new media’s products, Höch also proposed a third cyborgian role for the new woman
to play—namely, a technologically aware producer who revealed the pernicious ide-
ologies promulgated by the mass media and who developed new representations that
better suggested women’s diverse and multifaceted natures within the new republic.

Early Dada Photomontage

Höch’s early photomontages were characterized by a strategy of “simultaneous mon-
tage”—an overall compositional structure consisting of multiple photomontage clusters
separated by small open spaces of blank background.23 The nonhierarchical organiza-
tion of Höch’s simultaneous montage strategy—along with the fact that it juxtaposed
radically disparate fragments photographed from multiple angles and viewpoints—
multiplied the divergent interpretations of her representations; as a result, works like
Cut with the Kitchen Knife supported a multiplicity of different, sometimes conflicting
readings, and their interpretations changed depending on the clusters of fragments
with which the viewer engaged (Figure 2.3). This open-endedness of Höch’s early mon-
tage strategy also empowered the original viewers of her works by encouraging them
to identify the photomontage fragments they found most important and to use their
startling combination of elements as jumping-off points to reimagine their contem-
porary world.

Dada-Rundschau [Dada Panorama] (1919), another early work by Höch, employs
the same compositional strategies as Cut with the Kitchen Knife; as such, it allows us
to further explore the semantic implications of the simultaneous montage structure
characteristic of early Berlin Dada photomontage (Figure 5.1). Like Cut with the Kitchen
Knife, Dada Panorama presents an all-over or nonhierarchical array of photomontage
fragments that encourages multiple readings. And like Cut with the Kitchen Knife,
Dada Panorama also interpolates blank spaces between the photomontage clusters,
gaps that interrupt the viewer’s attempts to seamlessly associate one element with the
next and that potentially start the engaged spectator off on new associative trajecto-
ries. Consisting of photomontage elements, printed text, off-white collage elements,
gouache, and watercolor, Dada Panorama is, however, even more heterogeneous than
Cut with the Kitchen Knife. Flashes of color enliven the composition more strongly
than they do in the more famous work. In addition, because Dada Panorama arranges
its predominantly horizontally, vertically, and diagonally oriented elements against a
largely pitch-black background, the photomontage also seems more dissonant than Cut
with the Kitchen Knife. Its images and texts contrast powerfully with the dark back-
ground, and, even more strongly than is the case with Cut with the Kitchen Knife, they
evoke the flickering character of early cinema.

As a whole, the photomontage, which was created on the verso of a photoengraved
portrait of Wilhelm II, presents a turbulent portrait of the political situation during
the first eight months of the Weimar Republic.24 Once again, Friedrich Ebert, the newly
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Figure 5.1. Hannah Höch, Dada-Rundschau [Dada Panorama] (1919). Photomontage and collage with gouache and
watercolor on cardboard. 43.7 × 34.5 cm (17³⁄₁₆ × 13⁹⁄₁₆ inches). Berlinische Galerie, Landesmuseum für Moderne
Kunst, Photographie und Architektur, Berlin. Photograph from Berlinische Gallerie, Berlin. Copyright 2009 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



elected president, and Gustav Noske, the republic’s first defense minister, appear. This
time, they are dressed in bathing suits with their hands on their hips—images that Höch
appropriated from the infamous cover of the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung that appeared
on August 24, 1919 (Figure 5.2). Around these two government figures, Höch has glued
a network of images evoking a horizon of pressing social and political concerns. A con-
stellation of photomontage fragments in the upper-left quadrant of Dada Panorama,
which includes a portrait head of Anna von Gierke, one of the thirty-six women
elected to the National Assembly, perhaps evinces optimism. Von Gierke is flanked by
two other female politicians: Gertrud Bäumer, leader of the middle-class feminist
movement before 1914, a prominent member of the bourgeois-liberal Deutsche Demo-
kratische Partei (DDP) founded in November 1918, and another newly elected member
of the National Assembly; and Agnes von Harnack, the important feminist organizer
and DDP member.25 The heads of both Bäumer and von Harnack are glued onto the
necks of young female dancers, whose lithe moving bodies are clad in togas. This clus-
ter of new women is associated with lines of text that read “German women in the
National Assembly,” words that underlined the fact that an important legal barrier
disenfranchising women from politics had just been overcome. At the same time, the
inclusion of von Gierke, for a time a parliamentary representative of the right-wing
Deutschnationale Volkspartei (DNVP), whose nationalist and monarchist politics ran
counter to those of Höch, implies that even this momentous change did not neces-
sarily guarantee better times for Germany. (After the DNVP refused to support her
second term in parliament, von Gierke withdrew from the party in May 1920.) A mix-
ture of progressive and reactionary figures, this cluster expresses optimism about the
new political potentials of women’s suffrage as well as fears that the radical change in
German politics they represented might turn out to be less favorable than it initially
seemed.

The negative associations suggested by von Gierke ’s links to the DNVP are per-
haps emphasized by a constellation of fragments in the photomontage’s lower-left quad-
rant that depicts a row of German military officers who recede in formation into the
distance. Like the Käthe Kollwitz–Niddy Impekoven hybrid in Cut with the Kitchen
Knife (Figure 2.4), the officers’ heads are severed from their bodies, and they float pre-
cariously above their owners’ decapitated shoulders. The figure nearest to the viewer
bears the visage of General Erich Ludendorff, the former commander in chief of the
German army on the western front, who in 1919 was in exile in Sweden, while the
figure farthest away from the spectator possibly sports the head of General Hans von
Seeckt, who was then the chief of the Truppenamt in the Reich ministry of defense
and who would become head of the German army between 1920 and 1926.26 This sep-
aration between the soldiers’ heads and their bodies creates a disruption in the spec-
tator’s viewing experience that suggests that “reality” has been cut or edited, and that
allows the cluster to be read in contradictory ways. The line of generals with the float-
ing heads suggests the destruction of the old German army; equally, because they main-
tain their rigid bearing and military formation, the line of generals also implies the
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Figure 5.2. Cover of Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung [Berlin Illustrated Newspaper] 28, no. 34 (August 24, 1919).



continuation of the army as a dangerous, unstable, and disloyal “tool” of a weak social
democratic state. (When Ludendorff returned to Germany in 1920, sometime after
Höch completed Dada Panorama, he became an early supporter of Hitler and took
part in the Nazis’ failed “Beer Hall Putsch” of November 8–9, 1923.) This latter asso-
ciation is augmented by the text at the officers’ feet, which evokes newspaper adver-
tising directed at students promoting social directives and communal activities. The
deposed, conservative, and nationalistic “Wilhelmine” way of life, Dada Panorama sug-
gests, insidiously attempts to keep its worldview alive in the halls of academia—a fear
that, as history suggests, was not so far from the truth. During the Weimar Republic,
German universities became bastions of conservative thought, and they facilitated the
development of the Nazi movement and Hitler’s eventual rise to power.27

In the lower-right quadrant of Dada Panorama, a truncated image of Georges
Clemenceau, the French prime minister and one of the framers of the Treaty of Ver-
sailles, appears. Here, despite their amputations, Clemenceau’s head and upper body
look comfortably “seated” in an armchair. This fragment is juxtaposed with Höch’s
collaged “H.H.” signature, the words “unlimited,” “freedom,” and “for,” as well as two
irregularly cut images of crowds taken from a high vantage point: a famous image of
government soldiers atop the Brandenburg Gate holding their guns at ready and star-
ing down at left-wing revolutionaries during the government’s brutal suppression of
the Spartacist uprising in Berlin on January 10, 1919 (a military action ordered by none
other than Noske), and, slightly farther to the right, nationalist demonstrations against
the new government. A third fragment depicting a right-wing, antigovernment crowd
appears on the image’s left side, below and to the right of the headless generals, and
touching the edge of some strange circular machine. These various images of revolu-
tionary and reactionary masses from the immediate past connote the new republic’s
continuing instability. And because they cluster around the ambiguous image–text
complex connecting a German Dada artist—as represented by Höch’s signature—to
a French politician and former “enemy” of the German nation, Höch’s appropriations
of images of different revolutionary and reactionary masses also suggest the inter-
connection of art and politics. Although the connections between the demonstrating
masses, Höch, and Clemenceau remain obscure, the viewer is prompted to link Höch’s
assertion of unlimited freedom for herself to her artistic manipulation of images with
highly charged political connotations. Her ability to manipulate political images, the
photomontage suggests, can possibly help her change both herself and her society.

A cluster of fragments in the upper-right quadrant seems to represent the conflict-
ridden contemporary political situation of the Weimar Republic. At the bottom of
this quadrant, the jumbled letters “DADA” appear in a cloud that occludes Noske’s
legs from his bare thighs down. Behind Noske, the word “Panorama” appears, as well
as a feminine-looking image of a World War I soldier—or perhaps a woman—in a
trench coat and gas mask. Standing below and to the left of Noske, Ebert monopo-
lizes the center of the composition. Above Ebert, a composite figure, consisting of the
head of the U.S. president Woodrow Wilson attached to the body of a male gymnast,
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seems to fly across the sky. Evoking Wilson’s role in setting out a peace plan for post–
World War I Europe in his “Fourteen Points” speech, this figure is trailed by another
fragment of Wilson’s body: a second set of eyes complete with his trademark pince-
nez glasses. Below and to the left of Ebert, the disembodied head and shoulders of
Matthias Erzberger appear. (A representative of the Catholic Center Party in the Ger-
man Reichstag since 1903, Erzberger was the politician who had actually signed the
armistice ending World War I on November 11, 1918. Finance minister of the new
republic between June 1919 and March 1920, Erzberger was a dominant political fig-
ure during the first two years of the Weimar Republic before he was murdered by
right-wing extremists on August 26, 1921.)28 This constellation of politicians and sol-
diers constitutes the largest cluster of elements in Dada Panorama. It seems to repre-
sent the realm of Höch’s present day, pushed down on from the upper left by female
forces that are at least partly identified with revolution. In addition, the cluster of
politicians and soldiers also appears as a context in which revolutionary forces can be
transformed into a new form of violent and reactionary mass. This latter association
is suggested by the military boots that Ebert wears, which connect him to the gener-
als below, as well as the athletic female swimmer just under Ebert’s arm, who dives
into a military field periscope. The power and freedom evoked by the female athlete
in motion, the photomontage suggests, can possibly be channeled into a constraining
“pipe” with military connotations. By surrounding Ebert and Noske with fragmented
images of Wilson as well as emblems of both Dada and the war, Höch suggests that
while these politicians currently stand at the center of the Weimar political panorama,
this situation might be subject to change. The precariousness of both Ebert’s and Noske’s
positions is reiterated by their feminization—an effect created, first, by the fact that
Höch appropriates bathing images that depict them partially nude and thus make them
a ridiculous spectacle, and second, through her addition of flower-montages sticking
out of the front of their tight bathing trunks. Finally, their precariousness is also sug-
gested by Höch’s emphasis on their bodily functions: their corpulence as revealed by
their nude chests and stomachs, the outfitting of Ebert’s feet with a montage of images
and text that suggest the need to protect them from moisture, and the enveloping of
Noske’s feet and legs in a cloud of gas that perhaps suggests bodily effluences.

As is the case with Cut with the Kitchen Knife, Panorama is organized into several
central constellations partially separated by “blank” planes of paper and (in the case
of Panorama) abstractly painted watercolor collage. Each cluster seems to exist sepa-
rately in its own space yet connects to the others through bands of text, pieces of
machinery, and occasionally through lines of human bodies. All the clusters are linked
through numerous avenues of interface, and thus they suggest multiple chains of asso-
ciation. In addition, the appropriation of the ridiculous image of Ebert and Noske
implies that Höch was very aware of mass media’s power to influence politics. The
image of Ebert and Noske had already garnered considerable attention before Höch
appropriated it.29 The bathing picture, taken on a mid-July visit to the Baltic Sea resort
of Haffkrug near Travemünde, was originally published in an illustrated weekly, Bilder
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zur Zeitgeschichte, a supplement of the right-wing German newspaper the Deutsche
Tageszeitung, where it was presented with a caption describing the image as “The Rep-
resentatives of the New Germany.”30 Clearly intended by the Tageszeitung editors to
humiliate and discredit the new republican government just a few days before its lib-
eral constitution was signed into law, a cropped version of the photograph was printed
again just fifteen days later, during the week of Ebert’s inauguration, by the liberal mass-
circulation Ullstein publication, the BIZ. Although generally supportive of the new
government, the BIZ editors clearly could not pass up the picture; because of its humor-
ous and eye-catching character, it no doubt increased circulation. The Deutsche Tages-
zeitung reprinted the photograph in 1919 as a composite postcard, in which the cropped
image of Ebert and Noske was juxtaposed with photographs of Wilhelm II and Field
Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and the title “Then and Now!”—a montage that sug-
gested that the new regime had destroyed the traditional dignity of the German nation
as embodied by its monarchy and its army.31 The embarrassing image of Ebert and
Noske was also republished as a fake stamp—with the title “The New German
Stamp”—by the conservative humor magazine Kladderadatsch, which also used the
photograph as the basis for a mocking cover cartoon in its subsequent issue.32 In both
cases, the point intended by the Kladderadatsch editors was to suggest the inadequacy
of the new Germany as represented by its political leaders. Another conservative humor
magazine, Satyr, followed suit, portraying the two politicians with bathing suits made
out of the old flag of the German monarchy to imply (once again) that the new gov-
ernment was actively besmirching the honor of a noble German past.33 Cartoons based
on the photograph also appeared in the left-wing illustrated newspaper Die freie Welt,
suggesting that the Left, too, recognized the image’s destabilizing and antigovernmen-
tal effect.34 As a whole, these examples, which do not in any way exhaust the various
uses to which the image was put in the early years of the Weimar Republic, demon-
strate the enormously embarrassing repercussions the photograph had for the new
republican government as well as the allegorical uses to which it was quickly put by
the mass media. Indeed, Ebert attempted to legally prevent the use of the picture on
the grounds that it destroyed the honor of his governmental position and of the Weimar
democracy in general. As a result of his experiences with the German press in the early
days of his presidency, he lodged a series of libel suits over the next few years against
journalists who represented him in a negative light.35

By including fragments of a photograph that had already garnered strong political
resonances, Höch’s photomontage evoked the new government’s lack of media savvy
while exposing their “beer bellies” and thus revealing them to be complacent and un-
heeding bourgeois figures. This was a typical Berlin Dadaist strategy, and, as suggested
by the full title of Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly
Cultural Epoch of Germany, it was a tactic to which Höch repeatedly returned to under-
mine her male subjects’ power and dignity. Through their focus on their enemies’
appetites and corpulence, Dadaists like Höch suggested that their opponents were non-
rational, bestial, and out of touch with the new German world, a place that Richard
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Huelsenbeck argued was one of everyday starvation and rage.36 Dada Panorama, it
seemed, acknowledged this situation, which had grown worse after the war, and pro-
ceeded to combat it through irony and self-reflexivity about the role of the mass media
in German politics.

Central to the self-reflexivity of Höch’s representation was its stress on the cybor-
gian character of the world and people it depicted. The cyborgian nature of many of
the photomontage’s figures can be seen in their mixing of genders (in the cases of Ebert,
Noske, and the androgynous soldier to their right) as well as ages (in the cases of the
female parliamentarians, Wilson, and perhaps the line of generals with levitating heads).
It can also be discovered in the manner in which organic and mechanical parts are
combined, as is the case, for example, with the figures wielding guns, gas masks, and
periscopes. In addition, the environment in which the cyborgs move and stand is defined
by strange machines, including a spotlight and a bizarre mechanical aperture, and a
more general sense of human beings functioning as parts of a larger technological sys-
tem is hinted at by the images of organized protesting masses as well as the generals
who stand in formation and thus evoke the army’s hierarchical organization, which,
as Jünger showed, could allegorically signify total mobilization. Furthermore, the female
diver about to spring into the military periscope that runs along the right border also
conveys an idea of a technological system of knowledge governing human action. The
fragments representing aerial shots of figures, crowds, and buildings, moreover, imply
new modes of technological perception through their radical angles and scales—a con-
notation reinforced by the rhythmic juxtaposition of dark and light elements, which
suggests the flicker of early films, as well as by the photomontage’s title, which sug-
gests a news report from a newspaper or newsreel. As a whole, the photomontage thus
evokes a cyborgian world characterized by surveillance and the simultaneity of mul-
tiple actions in which human beings are technologically linked to one another and
their environments, and in which different groups struggle for control. And by rec-
ognizing one’s cyborgian nature, Höch’s representation perhaps implies, a person could
possibly avoid being merely manipulated by the technological system—as was the case
for the new republican government during the bathing picture affair—and possibly
gain some control over one’s destiny in the modern world.

Höch’s Later Photomontage Strategies

In the late 1910s and early 1920s, the compositional strategies of Höch’s photomontages
underwent a series of changes. Höch began to move away from the simultaneous
montage of the early Dada works toward the simpler forms of composition that the
other Berlin Dadaists, such as Hausmann and Grosz, were also beginning to favor.
Instead of multiple figures, Höch’s photomontages began to focus on a much smaller
set of main characters, generally between one and three in number. More like tradi-
tional forms of painterly and photographic representation, these photomontages artic-
ulated clear centers of interest or focus, and by allowing for definite size differences
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between the various photomontage elements, the compositions also became more hier-
archically organized. Höch also started to use colored paper and watercolor to create
simple but dramatic backgrounds that often suggested shallow, stagelike spaces in which
her dramatis personae stood or interacted. Furthermore, the characters that Höch rep-
resented became more general. No longer choosing for the most part to appropriate
specific historical individuals, Höch instead opted to construct common social or psy-
chological types, often created out of a multiplicity of carefully cut fragments that left
the spectator with little or no idea of the actual person from whom the components
were originally taken. At the same time, cyborgs—as defined by Haraway in the broad
sense of the term as figures that embody various forms of hybrid identity—continued
to populate her art. In these later works, which became somewhat smaller in size than
Höch’s first photomontages and lost some of their playful political irony, Höch used
this figure to raise more general questions about psychology, sexuality, and the social
construction of identity. Human identity, these works suggested, was a function of a
broader technological network that was becoming more diverse and more densely inter-
connected over time.

Two related photomontages, both representing cyborgs, reveal the early stages of
the transformation of Höch’s compositional strategies. In the photomontage Das schöne
Mädchen [The Beautiful Girl] (1919–20) (Figure 5.3), Höch presents the new woman
as a seemingly brainless cyborg. Although the background is still extremely busy and
filled by heterogeneous elements, the relative size and positioning of the figure make
her the central element and thus the focus. Here, a bathing beauty, dressed in a form-
fitting black bathing suit, sits on an I-beam, her head—but not her bouffant hairdo—
displaced by an electric light bulb. She is surrounded by circular motifs, which seem
to stand as symbols of her desire but which also have connotations of danger or men-
ace. The American boxer and heavyweight champion Jack Johnson, to whom the New
York Dada artist Arthur Craven lost a boxing match in Barcelona in 1916, moves in
from the left, his body penetrating a thin motorcycle tire and his gloves touching the
beautiful girl’s arm and parasol.37 A subterranean reference to Dada’s international his-
tory, the Johnson figure also connotes sport, athleticism, and, because of his nakedness
and proximity to the girl cyborg, cross-racial desire. (This latter connotation might
have been amplified for spectators with knowledge of U.S. culture by the fact that
Johnson was romantically linked to white women throughout his boxing career and
married two of them in succession, something that incited considerable controversy
among both whites and blacks at the time.)38 To the right of the beautiful girl, a
crankshaft juts aggressively outward toward the viewer, around which appear approx-
imately twenty-seven BMW insignias of varying sizes. The crankshaft echoes the I-
beam, which also thrusts forcefully into the spectator’s space. Partially balancing this
suggestion of extended space in front of the main figure, the circular BMW logos, which
are superimposed on one another, suggest a similar extension behind the beautiful girl
as well. In addition to the floating logos, a young woman’s face stares out at the spec-
tator from the upper-right corner of the photomontage. One eye has been replaced
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Figure 5.3. Hannah Höch, Das schöne Mädchen [The Beautiful Girl] (1919–20). Photomontage and collage. 
35 × 29 cm (13¾ × 11⁷⁄₁₆ inches). Private collection. Photograph from Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art
Resource, NY. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



with a larger cropped eye, and the lower portion of her visage is obscured by a woman’s
hand holding a pocket watch, which extends from the side of the beautiful girl’s hairdo.
In conjunction with the hand and watch constellation, the clusters of BMW logos per-
haps suggest the hypnotic nature of commodity culture.

In many ways, Höch’s girl cyborg follows the traditional forms of allegorical repre-
sentation in that it seems to present an embodied representation of an abstract concept
or quality: in this case, the new ideas about beauty created by the growth of commod-
ity culture and spectacle during the early years of the Weimar Republic. Like traditional
forms of allegorical emblems, the cyborg’s photomontage attributes—or in this case,
her signs of desire—can be read and enumerated. Here, because they are represented
through idealized depictions appropriated from the mass media, these signs of desire—
beauty, sport, sexuality, travel, and status—are all shown to exist as different types of
manufactured product. And because they reveal the commodification of even the most
intimate aspects of human existence, they also function as indicators of anxiety, a con-
notation reinforced by Höch’s photomontage technique, which is still characterized
by disturbing physical and spatial disjunctions. At the same, however, Höch’s figure
also interacts with its environment and attributes in strange and heterogeneous ways
that seem odd in comparison to most traditional allegorical representations. In par-
ticular, it is unclear if the countenance in the top-right corner belongs to the cyborg.
On the one hand, it seems to be the correct size for her head, if not her body. If slid
down and to the left, the face looks like it would just fit under the bouffant wig and
above the metal screw neck of the light bulb that defines her throat. And if the visage
with the montaged eye did belong to the beautiful girl, then the power of commod-
ity culture could perhaps be seen to emanate from the cyborg, and the figure itself
could be read as productive and as exercising control. On the other hand, the face of
the woman with the montaged eye seems radically separate from the girl’s body; fur-
thermore, the head appears at the very back of the photomontage’s fictive space. All
the other photographic elements—hairdo, hand, and BMW insignias—thus seem to
divide it from the body. Following this reading, one could imagine the beautiful cyborg’s
consciousness being left behind as she explores pleasure and consumption in the mod-
ern world. No longer the figure in control, she is, instead, a passive and gullible con-
sumer: a woman seduced by a field of attractive, but ultimately two-dimensional,
images. Mass communication and mass reproduction, the photomontage suggests, con-
tain both possibilities and dangers.

Although composed of different fragmentary photographic images, The Beautiful
Girl represents a type, not an individual. Unlike Cut with the Kitchen Knife and Dada
Panorama, it did not for the most part encourage its spectators to identify specific his-
torical personages and to imagine their particular histories and their implied transforma-
tions as envisioned by the artist. (In the context of The Beautiful Girl, the historically
specific figure of Johnson seems like a remnant of Höch’s earlier approach.) Thus,
because it drew attention to a common type, The Beautiful Girl prompted its specta-
tors to focus on the mass media and commodity culture as institutions and how they
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functioned to create, channel, and repress both female and male desire. Expressing both
pleasure and anxiety about the identity roles offered to German women through man-
ufactured goods and the mass media, it provoked its spectators to examine their rela-
tionship to the modern myths circulating in the early years of the Weimar Republic.
Moreover, as Maria Makela notes, The Beautiful Girl was quite possibly related to an-
other work of approximately the same size and format: Hochfinanz [High Finance], a
photomontage with collage from 1923 (Figure 5.4). Although dated two years later than
The Beautiful Girl, High Finance is closer in imagery and composition to the works
that Höch created around 1920 than it is to those created after 1922. In addition, the
two photomontage fragments in High Finance that can be dated with any accuracy
appear to have been published either during or before 1920.39 Since Höch dated her
photomontages long after they were made and, in a few instances, appears to have got-
ten the dates wrong, it is possible that High Finance was made earlier than 1923.40 For
these reasons, as well as the fact that High Finance could easily function as a pendant
toThe Beautiful Girl, I analyze it here in relation to the earlier work.

High Finance presents two full-length male figures striding across a landscape that
consists of a bird’s-eye view of a fairground with ceremonial buildings and a stadium.41

They are surrounded by other objects, including an aerial view of a factory complex
hovering at the level of their shoulders, a large tire with a truck positioned at its apex,
a shiny chrome nut or ball bearing that appears to prevent the tire from rolling, and
two fragmentary double-barrel shotguns, each showing a stock, a trigger, and a breech
broken open to receive shells. Both men clutch long metal machine parts—possibly
a piston rod or a rocker arm—in their right hands as if they were clubs or canes, and
to the left of the leftmost figure, two or three small fragments of what is possibly a
striped flag appear. These fragments, which have been identified as the red-white-black-
striped flag of the German monarchy, have also been described as orange, white, and
green, and thus not associated with the German Imperial Empire at all.42 Given the
faded colors of the photomontage, however, the stripes could also be red, white, and
blue, and thus they could have plausibly evoked the United States, which was an impor-
tant model for German businesses and industry during the Weimar era. Both men,
moreover, have had their heads replaced with new ones, which seem too large for their
bodies. The carefully cropped profile head of the man on the left has not been iden-
tified, while the man on the right sports the countenance of Sir John Herschel, the
nineteenth-century British chemist. Originally shot by Julia Margaret Cameron in
1867, this portrait was taken from an article on Cameron in the ladies’ fashion mag-
azine Die Dame published by Ullstein Verlag in May 1920.43 Höch’s photomontage is
inscribed on the bottom-left margin with a dedication to Moholy-Nagy, who published
it in 1925 in his book Painting, Photography, Film. In Moholy-Nagy’s book, the pho-
tomontage was given an alternative title: The Multimillionaire, and a caption, The
Dual Countenance of the Ruler.44

As suggested by its various titles, Höch has constructed a rather threatening im-
age of two bourgeois cyborgs, an image that suggests connections between capitalism,
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Figure 5.4. Hannah Höch, Hochfinanz [High Finance] (1923). Photomontage and collage on paper. 36 × 31 cm
(14³⁄₁₆ × 12³⁄₁₆ inches). Galerie Berinson, Berlin/UBU Gallery, New York. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society
(ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



militarism, and nationalism during the Weimar Republic (and, depending on how the
spectator read the colors of the “flag” in the background, perhaps monarchism and
Americanism as well). Despite the fact that the two figures are representatives of a class
that Dada artists like Höch hoped would be eventually destroyed by the German rev-
olution, both men are clearly modern syntheses of organic and technological compo-
nents. They hold machine parts like tools; their heads and bodies have been augmented
with oversized shotguns; and they are pressed together shoulder to shoulder almost as
if they were parts of the same organism. Like the kaiser in Cut with the Kitchen Knife,
they are antipodes of the Dada artists, who, nonetheless, have been transformed through
technology and thus who have adapted to their modern world. The violence and
power of these two members of the economic ruling class is suggested by the threat-
ening way in which they hold their tools, the shotguns that have become parts of their
bodies and heads, the fragmented and mismatched character of their figures, and the
fact that their size relative to the other elements in the image suggests that they dom-
inate their environment. Even though the photomontage does not directly represent
the German military, their weapons, their possible association with the flag of the Ger-
man monarchy, and their quasi-military stride all connote militarism. The fancy busi-
ness suits they wear and the beautiful coat worn by the one on the left suggest wealth,
and the photomontage’s various titles—as well as the photographic fragment of the
factory that hovers next to them like a child’s game board with which they play—also
potentially imply their nature as capitalists. The flag—if read as that of the Deutsches
Kaiserreich —and the caption given to the photomontage by Moholy-Nagy insinuate
monarchist sympathies. In addition, the ground on which they walk, the Fair Grounds
and Centennial Hall in Breslau, evokes their nationalism. Built by the architects Hans
Poelzig and Max Berg in 1913 to commemorate Germany’s defeat of Napoleon in 1813,
this complex was regarded by many Germans in the early 1920s as a symbol of hope and
renewal for a nation that had once again been defeated and occupied by the French.45

Like the beautiful girl, the capitalists of High Finance are portrayed as types, not
as individuals. Although the figure on the right can be easily identified as Herschel, his
identity seems to have more to do with self-reflexive concerns than it does with Her-
schel’s role in German society or culture. One reason that Höch might have chosen
to appropriate Herschel’s visage could have been to establish a lineage for her work.
Just as she possibly cited Kollwitz in Cut with the Kitchen Knife to refer to an impor-
tant woman artist who preceded her historically and whose achievement perhaps helped
make Höch’s own career a little easier, the Herschel reference in High Finance might
have been a way to acknowledge Cameron as another important inspiration for Höch.
In addition, Herschel himself was an early photographer, and he made several key (and
generous) contributions to the history of photography.46 Most important, he invented
the cyanotype process and discovered that sodium thiosulfate (formerly and errone-
ously called “hyposulphite of soda”) could be used as a photographic fixative to stop
the development process and make photographic images permanent—an insight that
he shared with two of early photography’s greatest inventors, Louis-Jacques-Mandé
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Daguerre and William Henry Fox Talbot. In addition, Herschel also coined the term
photography, and he was the first to use the terms positive and negative to describe dif-
ferent aspects of the photographic process. His portrait might thus have been included
by Höch as a subtle way to indicate part of the history out of which her practice of
photomontage emerged.

For these reasons, it seems that High Finance, like The Beautiful Girl, uses its 
photomontage fragments not for political satire but for exploring broader currents in
Weimar society. As mentioned before, these currents were the manifold and reac-
tionary connections between capital, the military, nationalism, and counterrevolution
that characterized the Weimar Republic’s early years. To emphasize the newness as well
as the systematic or networked character of this dangerous amalgam of concepts,
forces, and institutions, Höch makes her financiers cyborgs. Like the Dada artists, the
old Wilhelmine order had been changed by both war and revolution, but, as Höch’s
photomontage reminded its spectators, this did not mean that these forces were now
working to free the world from domination. Instead, as the photomontage implies,
German capitalists were using all possible means of technological enhancement—not
only new machines but also Taylor’s system of scientific management—to maximize
their profits irrespective of the human costs. Although the proletariat initially won
concessions from employers in the early years of the Weimar Republic, their advances
were fought tooth and nail during the 1920s and early 1930s.47 And by representing
its cyborgian capitalists as giants violently ruling an industrialized world, the photo-
montage suggests that the divisions in wealth and power would only become greater
over time, perhaps as a result of the technological system’s ability to reinforce and mul-
tiply itself.

In addition, when compared with The Beautiful Girl, High Finance implies some-
thing perhaps unexpected about differences between genders in the new “transformed
world,” as Ernst Jünger would call it in 1933.48 As suggested by Höch’s two photomon-
tages, the first of a type of new woman and the second of a type of new man, the growth
of technology did not seem to radically alter traditional differences between men and
women but to intensify them. The beautiful girl is identified with the mass media,
commodity culture, spectacle, and perhaps (because of her montaged eye) spectator-
ship—attributes that could all be read as rendering her passive (although this is cer-
tainly not the only interpretation). On the other hand, the financiers are associated
with the means of production and with movement, activity, and violence. Although
technology, the photomontages suggest, has transformed both genders in the modern
world, these transformations can still be understood in terms of an active-male, passive-
female dichotomy. Although this is not the only interpretation that can be derived from
Höch’s two works, it is certainly one of the major ones, and it raises the question whether
technology—often seen as a force that overcame distinctions and linked opposites—
could also be a power to increase and reify gender differences in a manner similar to
how it augmented and solidified social and economic stratification. For this reason,
despite their greater simplicity, these transitional works are just as ambiguous as the
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early works characterized by the compositional strategy of simultaneous montage. The
critique characteristic of Höch’s earliest photomontages has here become more general,
but, like the earliest works, they do not appear to have been made to provide answers.
Instead, The Beautiful Girl and High Finance provoke disturbing questions about the
relationship of gender to industry, commodification, capital, spectacle, and the broader
technological system that subtends them.

The Portrait Series

Based on the subtitles of a number of her photomontages as well as their formal and
thematic connections, scholars suggest that the Weimar photomontages that Höch
made after 1923 can be roughly divided into a “portrait” series, an “ethnographic mu-
seum” series, and a “love” series.49 Although not without overlaps—that is, works that
seem to fall into more than one series—these broad divisions in Höch’s Weimar pho-
tomontages are useful, because they permit the tracing of specific themes in her art.
The Beautiful Girl and High Finance stand as early examples of the portrait series,
which, as mentioned before, focuses on types rather than specific historical individu-
als.50 Although many of these portraits do not represent clear examples of human–
machine interface, they suggest cyborgs, nonetheless, because of their radically hybrid
and self-reflective character.51

Mischling [Half Breed] (1924), for example, presents a black-and-white, three-
quarter-view portrait of a young African woman, who appears to have tears or scars
running down her cheeks (Figure 5.5). Her chest and neck are bare, and she wears a
beaded necklace. A cut beneath her chin defines her jawline and potentially suggests
a second necklace. The woman’s mouth has been occluded by a pink photomontage
fragment, which depicts the red made-up lips and chin of a white (presumably Euro-
pean or American) lady. In comparison with a duplicate of the original photomontage
fragment, which remains unidentified but can be found on page 58 of Höch’s “mass
media scrapbook” from 1933, Höch has carefully trimmed the woman’s head and body,
which, in both cases, is cut off just below her collarbone.52 In particular, her long black
hair and shoulders have been removed, and her visage and truncated upper body have
been mounted on an irregularly shaped sepia collage fragment, which in turn has been
pasted against a rectangular sepia background. The fragment, which extends to the
image’s right border, is slightly darker than the background. Although actually posi-
tioned beneath the photomontage fragment that depicts her face, it seems to surround
her forehead and run down the side of her face, occluding her ear. A wavy and irreg-
ular band of lighter color that touches her forehead and the side of her head and neck
heightens this effect by suggesting a head covering or perhaps blond hair.

As a whole, the image suggests sadness, ethnic mixing, violence, and eroticism. The
woman’s tears and the shininess of her eyes imply sorrow, an emotion emphasized by
the photomontage’s somber, muted colors and the lack of articulation characteristic
of its collage elements. Because the blank character of the background and the collage
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Figure 5.5. Hannah Höch, Mischling [Half Breed] (1924). Photomontage. 11 × 8.2 cm (4⁵⁄₁₆ × 3¼ inches). Institut für
Auslandsbeziehungen, Stuttgart. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



fragment that surrounds her head encourage the spectator to focus on her face, the
few signs of emotion that appear there take on a stronger resonance than they would
if they had been juxtaposed with a busier setting. Ethnic mixing is suggested by the
conflation of facial features drawn from women of different ethnicities. (Prior to 1926,
the year she met Brugman, Höch also referred to the photomontage as the Dutch
Woman, perhaps alluding to the ethnically mixed character of parts of the Dutch popu-
lation.)53 Violence is connoted by the cut underneath her chin, which exposes the irreg-
ular sepia collage fragment on which her face has been mounted, as well as the lines
on her cheeks (if they are read as scars). Eroticism, moreover, is implied by the colo-
nial subject’s youthful beauty and the close-up character of the photomontage frag-
ment, which reveals the texture of her skin and suggests an intimate viewpoint. (In
Höch’s mass media scrapbook, the woman’s image is part of a two-page spread that
presents examples of mostly African women and children, all young, nude, and phys-
ically attractive.) Finally, the woman’s “hair” or “head scarf ”—which also suggests a
hijab, or Muslim head covering—resembles an undifferentiated mass of stone from
which her figure could have been partially carved. For this reason, the photomontage
also seems to comment self-reflexively on artistic creation—an association perhaps em-
phasized by the visible cut in her neck as well as the mismatch between her mouth and
the rest of her face.

Evoking the plight of women of mixed ethnicity both inside and outside Germany,
Höch’s photomontage raises questions about attitudes toward race and imperialism in
Weimar society. Germany had a very short colonial history, which stretched from the
1880s, when German colonies were established in South-West Africa, Togo, Cameroon,
East Africa, and the Pacific, until 1918.54 Although Germany lost its colonies at the con-
clusion of World War I, many groups worked throughout the 1920s to restore German
colonialism, and interest in acquiring new colonies—or reacquiring the old ones—
was kept alive by numerous organizations, politicians, and writers, not to mention the
mass media.55 In addition, as Susanne Zantop has argued, there was a long prehistory
of “colonial fantasies” from the sixteenth century onward, narratives through which
Germans redefined their desire for power and foreign conquest in terms of sexual and
paternalistic scenarios.56 During Germany’s actual colonial era, German imperialism
was justified by Germany’s supposedly desperate need for Lebensraum or “room to live,”
by an “emigrationist” ideology that prescribed German settlement in less technolog-
ically advanced countries as a way to counter the loss of German culture and pro-
ductive power occurring through emigration to Western countries like the United
States, and by an “economic” argument that stressed the financial importance of colo-
nialism to national self-determination in Europe.57 More long-standing arguments
about how European colonialism “was a ‘natural impulse’ to take possession of ‘virgin’
territory” analogous to the human reproductive drive or that it improved the lives of
more “primitive” races were also used to support Germany’s colonial ambitions.58 Since
the nineteenth century, German colonialism was maintained by ideas of essential bio-
logical differences between African and European “races”—ideas widely accepted in
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both Europe and the United States that helped make imperial conquest seem natural.59

Observable distinctions in skin color, hair, eye color, body type, physiognomy, and
skull type were argued to have a biological basis by such authors as Joseph Arthur Comte
de Gobineau.60 Although now discredited, this “scientific” form of racism, horribly
linked with negative eugenics policies by the Nazi state in the 1930s and 1940s, con-
tinued to find powerful adherents until the conclusion of World War II.

In light of Germany’s colonial history and the ideas used to justify and explain it,
the representation of ethnic mixing in Half Breed seems to evoke the colonial fantasy
of the white male explorer or settler “improving” the nonwhite native “stock” in a for-
eign context. By representing the progeny of ethnic mixing as an attractive woman,
the photomontage reminds its spectators of the long-standing connection of women
with the primitive in European culture,61 and thus it plays to German assumptions
that any person of mixed black–white heritage would more likely than not have a
white father and a black mother. The woman’s tears, however, potentially turn this colo-
nial fantasy into a rape scenario and thus imply criticism of the colonial mission.
Although Darwinist thinking could still justify rape as a part of natural selection—the
fittest reproducing in whatever way they see fit—the close focus on the woman’s sor-
rowful and distorted face encourages the spectator to empathize with her and thus to
take a dim view of colonial exploitation. Also implying criticism of Germany’s colo-
nial history is the fact that the woman’s ethnically different parts do not seem to match,
thereby suggesting that exogamy (or “miscegenation,” in racist discourse) as practiced
in a colonial context leads to suffering. In addition, the figure’s white mouth, with its
closed lips, seems to stifle or gag her otherwise African countenance, thereby suggesting
that colonialism may suppress the voices of indigenous peoples—a suggestion rein-
forced by the fact that in the original photographic image pasted into Höch’s scrap-
book, the woman’s mouth is half open.

A second historical reference no doubt intended by Höch was France’s occupation
of the German Rhineland beginning in 1919 to force compliance with the war repa-
ration payments mandated by the Treaty of Versailles.62 Not only was the French mil-
itary maneuver a radical affront to German nationalism, but because the French used
African troops—generally of Algerian, Moroccan, Tunisian, Malagasy, and Senegalese
ethnicity—to hold German soil, the occupation led to a frenzy of outrage in Germany.
There was an outpouring of racist propaganda about the French troops of non-European
descent infecting the German population with all sorts of tropical and sexually trans-
mitted diseases as well as tales of assaults and of “pure” German women being raped
by non-European soldiers and giving birth to biracial children. (It is estimated that
between five hundred and eight hundred children were born as a result of liaisons be-
tween German women and black—or mixed black—French colonial occupation troops.
The accounts of alleged rapes, however, were grossly inflated. Presumably not all or
even a majority of these children were the result of forced sexual relations.)63 Out-
raged accounts about the “Black horror on the Rhine” appeared in waves in both the
German and the foreign press between 1919 and 1922—along with spirited denials of
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the German propaganda, particularly on the part of the French. These accounts sub-
sided in early 1923, when the French occupied the German Ruhr region with noncolo-
nial troops, and the German nationalists turned their attention to the “greater” crime
of France’s seizure of Germany’s heartland. Colonial troops, however, would remain on
German soil until 1929, although their numbers would decrease significantly after 1925.

An elegantly drawn, flat, and linear cartoon by Olaf Gulbransson in the German
humor magazine Simplicissimus from June 9, 1920, makes the German fears of ethnic
mixing—and the racist ideas on which they were based—quite plain (Figure 5.6).64

Under the title “The Black Occupation,” a dark-brown bellowing gorilla wearing the
cap of a French colonial soldier strides over sloping, grassy ground. The fingers of the
beast’s left hand drag on the earth, thereby emphasizing its short legs and inhuman
yet powerful proportions. In its right arm it carries a naked woman with long blond
hair, her back to the viewer, pressing her hands against the gorilla’s chest and shoul-
der in an attempt to break its grip. Her left breast is silhouetted against the gigantic
animal’s fur, and, because she raises her outermost leg, the curve of her left buttock is
also emphasized. The woman’s white skin and blond hair identify her as German, her
arched posture emphasizes her attractiveness and eroticism, and her nudity and the
signs of her struggle define the scene as one of horrible sexual violation. To make the
meaning of the cartoon even clearer, a caption below it reads, “A shame for the white
race—but it’s happening in Germany.”

A grotesque and over-the-top representation of the fears of racial pollution grip-
ping Germany at the time, the image also makes clear the racist assumptions that typi-
fied the German discourse around the occupation. Because it used a gorilla to represent
the nonwhite French troops, the cartoon revealed the “scientific” evolutionary assump-
tions on which the popular concept of race was built in the postwar context. In addi-
tion, by evoking the eighteenth-century Enlightenment construct of the “Great Chain
of Being,” a vertical scale that arranged all of creation from lowest to highest and that
was used to justify whites’ superiority to blacks,65 it also emphasized the standard racist
myths that blacks were closer to animals than whites and that they had a much greater
propensity for violence and sexuality. Furthermore, because it reversed the terms of the
colonialist fantasy, it suggests the continuing dominance of this metaphor for the colo-
nial mission during the Weimar Republic. Finally, because the caption emphasizes that
the action is a disgrace for the white race, it assumes a racial solidarity between Euro-
peans that should have “naturally” trumped French political aims—a solidarity that
echoes Gulbransson’s (and the German propagandists’) conflation of multiple (Arab and
African) ethnicities into the unified and monstrous figure of the “black” colonial soldier.

In comparison with the Simplicissimus cartoon, Half Breed offers a much more
sympathetic picture of ethnic mixing. Not only does the photomontage present the
woman in a way that creates empathy for her, but the physiognomic details that Höch
selected emphasize her youth and attractiveness. In addition, because it represents an
ethnically mixed person rather than a brutal act of imaginary cross-species rape, it focuses
on the uniqueness and particularity of an individual born of ethnically diverse parents,
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Figure 5.6. Simplicissimus 25, no. 11 (June 9, 1920), 168. Illustration by Olaf Gulbransson. Title of illustration: “The
Black Occupation.”



thereby humanizing her and suggesting that she should be treated in a civilized and
morally responsible manner. Furthermore, because the photomontage is constructed
from preexisting images appropriated from illustrated books and magazines, it seems
to reflexively point to how the mass media was used in Germany to disseminate and
reify racist ideas and stereotypes, and thus it implies that the concept of race might
be as much a construct of the media as it was a “biological” fact.

Despite the many ways in which it seems critical of colonialism, scientific racism,
and the German mass media, however, the associations generated by Half Breed are
ultimately fairly ambiguous. The photomontage’s title, for example, potentially implies
the existence of “pure” races, which, in certain contexts, could become mixed. In addi-
tion, the woman’s slightly monstrous appearance, created by the mismatch of her facial
features, perhaps also suggests an underlying biological basis for distinctions between
different “races,” a biological basis that, when violated, causes degenerate or deformed-
looking offspring. Furthermore, given the woman’s sorrowful features, the photomon-
tage also perhaps insinuates that ethnic mixing leads to unhappiness. Finally, because
it represents her as both erotic and in some mysterious way victimized (because of her
tears or scars), Höch’s photomontage also reiterates the racist stereotypes of the hyper-
sexuality and relative powerlessness of colonial subjects.

Höch, as Half Breed implies, used photomontage to evoke, criticize, and transform
ethnic stereotypes. In many ways, however, the representation also expresses the deep-
seated contradictions inherent in even the more progressive views of non-European
peoples circulating in German culture of the time. During the Weimar Republic, the
racism implicit in the colonialist mission and the outrage over the French occupation
were to some extent offset by German primitivism, namely, the attraction felt by numer-
ous avant-garde artists for non-Western cultures, as a result in part of their disillusion-
ment with aspects of European civilization. However, as Mark Antliff and Patricia
Leighten have argued, the valorization of non-Western culture inherent in European
primitivism was itself not without aspects of stereotyping. “Within the context of
modernism,” they argue, “‘primitivism’ is an act on the part of artists and writers seek-
ing to celebrate features of the art and culture of peoples deemed ‘primitive’ and to
appropriate their supposed simplicity and authenticity to the project of transforming
Western art.”66 And although European primitivism reversed the devaluation of non-
white peoples characteristic of the racist colonial discourse, it left other pernicious eth-
nic stereotypes in place. In particular, it characterized the “primitive” person as timeless
and unchanging in contrast to the “civilized” human being, who was acknowledged
to develop over time; as a result, while Western artists were believed to have the ability
to be influenced by non-Western art, this capability was denied to non-Western artists,
who were located outside history in a timeless and “infantile” past.67 In addition, Euro-
pean primitivism tended to view non-Western artworks as expressing the general mate-
rial needs or instinctual drives of the tribal groups that made them, and thus, in contrast
to Western art, primitive artifacts were not considered to be products of highly trained
and developed individuals.68
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Although they distorted the nature of “tribal” art, the European primitivists none-
theless valued it quite highly. Westerners, they believed, could learn from the sim-
plicity and directness of non-Western art, which was understood to be much more
direct, vital, spiritual, and natural than the West’s more-developed art. The influence
of primitive cultures, furthermore, would allow the West to overcome the divisions
that the progress of Western civilization created between the mind and the body as
well as the intellect and the instincts. And because primitive art allowed the overciv-
ilized Westerner to become inspired through contact with a previous stage of human
development, it could thus help emotionally and spiritually rejuvenate him or her.69

Finally, because the European middle classes viewed primitive art as something low
and grotesque, its forms were tailor-made for the avant-garde project of attacking and
undermining the bourgeoisie’s taste and worldview.70 At the same time, however, when
compared with colonialist discourse, primitivism projected a not entirely dissimilar view
of the nonwhite, non-European other. Like the racist thinking that subtended impe-
rialism, primitivism lumped numerous distinct (African, Asian, and Arab) cultures
together; in addition, it associated the primitive with women, nature, irrationality,
superstition, sexuality, and violence.71 Furthermore, for many primitivists, non-Western
peoples still represented an earlier developmental stage of humankind, and as such they
were more childlike, passive, instinctual, and powerless in the face of Western tech-
nology. Thus, although European primitivists sometimes explicitly sought to overturn
colonialist stereotypes, they generally tended to simply repeat colonialist prejudices in
inverted forms.72

Because of its contradictory associations, Half Breed can be seen to embody many
of the paradoxes of European primitivism—paradoxes that Höch began to treat more
directly by the decade’s end. Although Half Breed seems sympathetic to the plight of
nonwhite women, it also permits the generation of several rather essentialist readings.
At the same time, although Höch did not appear to be aware of the sometimes prob-
lematic ways in which she mobilized signs of ethnic difference, photomontages like
Half Breed could have served an important function in Weimar culture if they were
shown—something that did not occur publicly between 1920 and 1929.73 By producing
such contradictory readings, Höch’s photomontage might have provoked Germans to
analyze their conflicted feelings about race and, in this way, to discuss how racism and
colonialism were affecting their contemporary situation. In addition, although the pho-
tomontage form of Half Breed does not seem to accord with the more handmade,
abstract, or ornamental forms characteristic of much primitivist art in Europe, the fact
that several Dadaists, such as Huelsenbeck, Herzfelde, and Hausmann, referred to Dada-
ism or photomontage as permitting a more “direct” or “primitive” form of expression
reminds us that the Dadaists adapted and transformed modernist concepts that they
inherited from the immediate past.74 Although the Dadaists came more and more in
the late 1910s and the early 1920s to reject the primitivism of the German expressionist
painters and writers who were among their early inspirations and, as a result, to em-
ploy the most modern means of representation available to them as strategic counters
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to the “soulful” and “metaphysical” forms of art making that they rejected, they also
appear to have understood technology to possess a primitive side as well. The primi-
tive, in other words, did not disappear in the Dadaist valorization of the machine and
technology; instead, it returned as an archaic, irrational, and often menacing force at
the core of what was most modern.

The menacing aspects of technology as a developing system of knowledge by means
of which human beings understood and manipulated both themselves and their worlds
can be discovered by attending to the cyborgian aspects of Half Breed. In the first place,
Höch’s photomontage depicts a cyborg, understood here as an ethnic hybrid, a figure
that attempts to undermine stable concepts of race, although it does not fully succeed
at this task. Half Breed thus suggests that in the context of the Weimar Republic, the
“primitive” and the “modern” were becoming more and more intertwined. In addition,
through its photomontage form as well as its subject matter, it evokes several different
technological systems, all of which played a role in developing and perpetuating colo-
nialism—long-distance transportation, advanced weapons and other forms of military
technology, industry (which wanted colonies for raw materials), and the mass media
(which, in more recent years, informed subjects at home about other cultures, alerted
them to their nation’s engagement with the world at large, and, in these various ways
and others, helped produce and disseminate images of national, cultural, and ethnic
difference). Finally, by evoking the “scientific” notions of race that subtended colo-
nialism since the nineteenth century as well as by suggesting issues of human breeding
through its title, the photomontage raises questions of race and eugenics.75

As Detlev J. K. Peukert has argued, around the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, “the gap created by the decline of religious influence on everyday life in industrial
society was so great, and the conquest of the world by secularized, scientific rationality
was so overwhelming, that the switch from religion to science as the source of meaning-
creating mythology for everyday life took place almost without resistance.”76 As a result,
the human and social sciences attempted to assuage people’s fear of death, traditionally
eased by religious faith, by distinguishing between the individual, who was doomed
to pass away, and the “people” or “race,” which, it was believed, could potentially live
on forever.77 Although it was not an inevitable consequence, this distinction provided
the Nazi state with the intellectual grounds for its barbaric negative eugenics policies,
whereby it defined the national body or Volkskörper as that of a specific (albeit vaguely
defined) “Aryan race,” the “healthy” development of which was threatened by people
of “lesser value” within the borders of the Third Reich: first, mentally ill or “heredi-
tarily sick” Germans, and later, Jews, Roma, Slavs, and other ethnic groups that the
Nazis saw as threatening racial “others.”78 (Male homosexuals, another group defined
as dangerous to the Aryan state, also became victims of the Nazis’ negative eugenics
policies.) Merely by living, the Nazi argument went, the various “others” of the Volk
threaten the racial hygiene of the German state, and in this way, the hierarchies inher-
ent in scientific racism between people of “value” and those of “lesser value” were allowed
to justify the systematic and technologically facilitated murder of millions of innocent
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human beings in the “Final Solution.” Thus, although it would be silly to argue that
Höch’s photomontage anticipates the Holocaust, Half Breed ’s evocation of issues of
race, procreation, and the technological systems that support both violent and nur-
turing interactions between different ethnic groups is eerily prescient.

As Lavin has argued, Höch was a critical consumer of the mass media. She enjoyed
the fantasies that it enabled while acknowledging the problems to which these flights
of fancy gave rise: the ways, for example, fantasies could devalue reality or how ideals
of femininity could encourage self-destructive behavior. Drawing on Patrice Petro’s
study of female spectatorship in the Weimar Republic, Lavin argues that Höch’s use
of close-ups in several photomontage portraits from the mid-1920s was a way to exam-
ine the conventions of melodramatic representation: the “images of excess, exaggera-
tion, and unambiguous iconography” that rendered visible those elements of ordinary
women’s lives “most often ignored, trivialized, or treated as invisible.”79 Der Melan-
choliker [The Melancholic] (1925), which investigates the negative aspects of self-
examination in the context of Weimar’s burgeoning society of spectacle, is a case in point
(Figure 5.7). Against a black, unarticulated background, it presents a close-up of a
strange androgynous figure in profile. Although the title suggests the figure is male, the
portrait appears to be composed of both male and female faces: the main portion of
the head is quite possibly masculine; however, the lips, chin, and eyes appear almost
definitely to be feminine. Höch has also distorted the melancholic’s head by trimming
it in an unnatural fashion; its forehead seems to bulge or distend, and its left eye and
cheek appear to be sunken or missing. The figure’s right eye has been replaced by a
slightly larger one, which was photographed from a frontal position and thus clashes
with the orientation of the rest of the face, and its lips and chin have been replaced
by slightly smaller ones. Although the sides of the melancholic’s face and jawline are
carefully trimmed to match the two pieces, the figure’s lips rest too close to its nose,
and thus warp its features still further.

All and all, the face has a sinister affect, which is created by its deformed appear-
ance. The beautiful right eye, ringed with eyeliner and mascara, engages the viewer’s
attention, but it does so in a disturbing way: because of the melancholic’s glowering
features, the figure seems to give the spectator an intense stare or perhaps an “evil eye.”
Furthermore, the outlines of the various photomontage fragments are sharp-edged—
perhaps even jagged—and, as such, they connote violence. In addition to being sex-
ually ambiguous, the figure appears to suffer and simultaneously to want to cause oth-
ers pain. As suggested by the title, which possibly refers to Freud’s distinction between
mourning and melancholia, the photomontage perhaps represents a negative form of
introspection: an ambivalent meditation on loss that turns into self-reproach. And as
a representation of this form of depressed activity, the photomontage reveals Höch’s
interest in examining general psychological types as defined by her culture.80

Höch, it has been noted, remembered her years with Hausmann as painful ones.81

Writing about that time in an autobiographical fragment that probably dates from the
mid-1960s, Höch stated, “I was so disappointed, crushed, destroyed, that even today
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Figure 5.7. Hannah Höch, Der Melancholiker [The Melancholic] (1925). Photomontage. 16.8 × 13 cm (6⅝ × 5⅛

inches). Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen, Stuttgart. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG
Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



it is almost impossible for me to reflect on these years.”82 According to Höch, her col-
leagues acted according to a double standard. Although none of them was satisfied with
a conventional woman, “neither were they inclined to abandon the male/masculine
morality toward the woman. Enlightened by Freud, in protest against the older gen-
eration . . . they all desired this ‘new woman’ and her groundbreaking will to freedom.
But—they more or less brutally rejected the notion that they, too, had to adopt new
attitudes.”83 And perhaps some of Höch’s disappointment about the way she was treated
as a woman in the Berlin Dada movement appears in the androgynous and melodra-
matic figure of the melancholic. In addition, however, as Petro has argued, the exag-
gerated expressions of the melodramatic mode of representation also had a positive effect
in that they gave voice to (women’s) experiences that were not always recognized by
mainstream patriarchal culture; for this reason, the photomontage seems critical as well,
since the figure’s exaggerated expression of its inner condition could suggest a woman
finally expressing what she really feels.84 Moreover, by evoking Weimar cinema through
its photomontage form and melodramatic content, Der Melancholiker indicates the
overarching system of mass entertainment that could communicate deep-seated needs
specific to women’s lives and distort them. As the figure’s hybrid (and thus cyborgian)
features suggest, people’s identities in the Weimar Republic were beginning to be influ-
enced by the entertainments they consumed, and, perhaps for this reason, they could
potentially become amalgams of male and female elements.

Höch’s photomontage portraits did not simply suggest how new forms of cybor-
gian identity were being constructed through human interaction with the mass media
during the Weimar Republic. In addition, they explored how people defined and
changed themselves through interaction and dialogue with others, processes that—be-
cause they distributed identity beyond the confines of the individual—can also be con-
sidered cyborgian. It has been suggested that two paired photomontage portraits from
1928, Englische Tänzerin [English Dancer] (Figure 5.8) and Russische Tänzerin (Mein
Double) [Russian Dancer (My Double)] (Figure 5.9), represent Höch and Brugman,
her lesbian lover between 1926 and 1935.85 Although the sizes and the overall colors of
the two photomontages are somewhat different, they have numerous similarities. They
both consist of a close-up frontal portrait of a woman’s face that sprouts tiny feet or
legs on which she seems to dance; in each case, the woman’s visage is composed of fea-
tures appropriated from at least two different people. Furthermore, both figures exist
in an extremely simplified, rather barren spatial context. The English dancer, whose
facial features have been compared to those of Höch, moves on tiny satin high-heel
shoes toward the right frame of what is a predominantly grayish-blue photomontage.
Her short hair, a single lock falling over her forehead, is ornamented with flowers, the
stems of which peek out from behind the gaps that exist between the photomontage
fragments that make up her face. The Russian dancer, on the other hand, moves toward
the left frame of what is a predominantly sepia, gray, orange, and brown photomontage.
She too has short hair, which is swept to the side, although her legs are longer and end
in real ballet shoes. Adorned with flowers, feathers, and lacelike material that functions
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Figure 5.8. Hannah Höch, Englische Tänzerin [English Dancer] (1928). Photomontage. 23.7 × 18 cm (9⁵⁄₁₆ × 7¹⁄₁₆

inches). Institut für Auslandsbeziehungen, Stuttgart. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG
Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



Figure 5.9. Hannah Höch, Russische Tänzerin (Mein Double) [Russian Dancer (My Double)] (1928). Photomontage.
30.5 x 22.5 cm (12 x 8⅞ inches). Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museums Braunschweig, Kunstmuseum des Landes 
Niedersachsen. Joint property of Braunschweigischer Vereinigter Kloster- und Studienfonds. Photograph from 
Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museums Braunschweig. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



as a skirt, she stands on point. Her tiny right hand, extended out behind her to bal-
ance her left leg, peeks out from behind her right cheek. She also sports an altered eye
with a monocle.

As has already been argued, Höch used the image of the dancer in her Weimar
photomontages to symbolize female empowerment and the new freedoms opening up
for women in Weimar society. Not only was the dancer powerful, active, and attrac-
tive, but she also represented an athletic and desirable type of new woman, and, as
such, a new role model for German women to emulate. By possibly depicting herself
and her partner as dancers, figures that in various ways mirror or double one another,
Höch also suggested that the formation of female identity was a complex balancing act,
one that occurred through interaction with significant others. The theme of masking
is prominent in the two portraits. Höch constructed the faces of both women out of
multiple photomontage fragments juxtaposed so as to suggest that their composite
visages have been laid over a second countenance that exists below the surface of the
first one. The eyes and mouth of the English dancer, for example, seem to lie behind
the rest of her features. Likewise, the face of the Russian dancer appears to cover the
slightly darker visage of a man, whose left ear and tiny portions of his left brow, hair,
and cheek remain uncovered. In this way, the photomontages evoke the idea of female
identity as a masquerade—a socially constructed performance that models itself after
dominant, patriarchal stereotypes.

As the British psychoanalyst Joan Riviere argued the following year, “womanliness”
was essentially a “masquerade” that women often unconsciously created to deflect crit-
icisms of their (real or perceived) deviations from the patriarchal feminine ideal and,
thereby, to better fit into Western societies. Most apparent in the behavior of a subset
of those women who diverged most strongly from the dominant image of femininity—
namely, professional women and (paradoxically) some lesbians—the performance of
femininity was nonetheless a characteristic of all women as a result of the usual devel-
opmental process whereby they became sexually functioning adults. All women thus
possessed masculine components in their psyches that caused them to want to com-
pete with men in patriarchal society, but their sexual development forced them to
alienate and deny these nonfeminine aspects in order to become women they believed
men desired (or, in the case of lesbians, to avoid criticism and attack).86 And while it
would be incorrect to attribute this specific nexus of ideas to Höch’s two representa-
tions of dancers, the hybridity of Höch’s figures as well as the pervasive theme of mask-
ing suggest that Höch subscribed to the idea that feminine identity was at least partially
socially constructed and that actual women’s lives were far more complex and diverse
than they were normally perceived to be in patriarchal societies.87

The closely related theme of doubling—which is evoked by the various types of
shadows that appear in both images and that mirror or repeat aspects of each figure—
also suggests an idea of the social construction of identity. The English dancer’s head,
for example, is covered with both flowers and flower silhouettes, which, in relation to
the “original” floral images, appear as their shades or traces. The shapely legs and skirt
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of the Russian dancer cast actual shadows on the wall behind her, a result of Höch’s sub-
tle photomontage technique, which carefully organized the photomontage fragments
to mirror the photographically represented shadows that appear in the fragment of
the background that also contains her right leg. When the two photomontages are
juxtaposed with one another, the figures seem to mimic one another. Balancing on
opposite feet and moving in opposite directions, they each strike the same pose as if
they were dancing together. Finally, Höch subtitles the Russian dancer “my double,”
an appellation that suggests the figure is like her in many ways. For these reasons, the
two dancers evoke a sense of human identity formation through emulating others. Even
if the dancers were not intended to represent Höch and Brugman directly, the various
signs of shadowing and doubling suggest an intimate and interactive practice in which
two women mirror and change one another—that is, construct one another through
different forms of intercommunication. Distributed identity, these photomontages
imply, can be produced through acts of love and friendship.

The Ethnographic Museum Series

Höch’s use of the figure of the cyborg during the 1920s to criticize the idea that fem-
inine and ethnic identities were clear and fixed—and that they could give rise to clear
typologies and rigorous classificatory systems—is significant in light of what Helmut
Lethen has called the “classification mania” of the Weimar Republic, which was itself
a response to the dissolution of boundaries brought about by the period’s political rev-
olution, social changes, and ceaseless modernization.88 As Lynne Frame has argued,
the tendency to produce taxonomies was characteristic of both the scientific literature
and the popular culture of the Weimar period.89 Including such serious studies as the
psychiatrist Ernst Kretschmer’s Body Type and Character: Investigations into the Problem
of Constitution and the Teaching of the Temperaments,90 an enormously popular clinical
study of the mentally ill that developed a typology linking a person’s body type to his
or her temperament and character, and frivolous articles in the popular press, defin-
ing different types of new women or what one’s body language revealed about one’s
personality, the new taxonomies could be used “as both hermeneutic tools and behav-
ioral guides.”91 They could be employed, in other words, to identify and define oth-
ers in one’s environment or as role models to regulate either one’s own or someone else’s
behavior. In addition, because of the hierarchies that tended to creep into classificatory
systems, they were potentially destructive, since they could be used to justify discrim-
ination against certain classes or groups of people. Since Höch’s photomontages seem
intended to undermine this tendency toward constructing classificatory systems, they
can thus be assigned to the great countermovement to taxonomy that Lethen also iden-
tifies in Weimar culture: those cultural tendencies that sought to relax conventions,
blur boundaries, and do away with clear ideological distinctions.

Höch’s ethnographic museum series, which consists of approximately seventeen to
twenty works made between the mid-1920s and the early 1930s, reveals her continued
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use of the cyborg to dissolve clear-cut taxonomies of ethnicities and gender.92 In this
series, photographic fragments representing non-European sculptures are combined
with body parts of Western and non-Western figures. Generally set against abstract back-
grounds, these hybrid figures are frequently placed on forms that resemble pedestals
or are framed in ways that suggest museological display. Often subtitled “from an ethno-
graphic museum” or “from an ethnographic collection,” they refer quite directly to
the exhibition of non-Western cultural objects in Europe during the early part of the
twentieth century. As scholars have noted, Höch created this series to comment on
Western attitudes about non-Western cultures, to undermine traditional stereotypes
of Western beauty, and to examine the multivalent relationships between gender and
ethnicity.93 In addition, they also reveal a sophisticated understanding of primitivism,
which, even more than the portrait series, stresses its entwinement with the forces of
modernization.

Although it predates the series proper, Geld [Money] (ca. 1922) (Figure 5.10) deals
with a number of the central themes of this group of works. Moreover, because it
employs an appropriated image of what is probably an ancient Greek sculpture of a
male face to comment on specifically German historical issues, it offers a good intro-
duction to the series as a whole.94 In this tiny photomontage, which measures just
under 4 by 7 inches, stacks of coins appear against an empty blue background. Some of
the columns stretch from the top to the bottom of the frame, suggesting an immense
array of wealth. Other stacks appear to have been cut off when the coins were sliced
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from their original context, a disruption of the image’s realism that reveals its con-
struction from appropriated magazine photographs. A white female hand connected
to a thin forearm reaches in from the upper left in a covetous gesture made apparent
by the fact that a few coins near the hand are depicted in the act of falling. Next to
the (living) arm and hand at the frame’s far left side, a (lifeless) sculptural profile of a
male visage appears, truncated at the eyebrows and cheekbone. Because of its size and
format, the photomontage resembles some of the larger German bills or Reichsbanknoten
from the first half of 1922, before their size was reduced by nearly 50 percent as a result
of their extremely limited shelf life. (As the money-conscious German government
soon realized, when the bills aged, they quickly became worth less than the materials
used to make them.)95

The image suggests the panic of the postwar inflation and the hyperinflation,
which began in late 1922.96 The French occupation of the Ruhr at the beginning of
1923, which followed its military takeover of the Rhineland in 1919 and is evoked by
Höch’s Half Breed (Figure 5.5), resulted in a government-initiated program of “passive
resistance” on the part of German workers, whereby they attempted to force the French
to withdraw by bringing industrial production to a standstill. To pay the striking work-
ers, the German government intensified its policy of printing unsecured banknotes, a
practice that resulted in the complete collapse of the German mark between 1922 and
1923.97 Although the passive resistance was not the only cause of the German hyper-
inflation, Germans at the time believed it to be a major contributing factor.98 And in
light of these historical associations, Money takes on several different connotations.

In the first place, the ancient sculptural face, the grasping hand, and the piles of
money suggest that the rush to accumulate capital is like a primitive force, and by
implying that irrational behaviors characteristic of a magical or a mythic worldview
return in the context of a modern, rationalized, and industrial society, the photomon-
tage evokes the critique of Enlightenment principles begun by Nietzsche in the late
nineteenth century and continued in the work of Max Horkheimer and Theodor W.
Adorno during World War II.99 As the latter would argue in the mid-1940s, the “pro-
gram of the Enlightenment was the disenchantment of the world, the dissolution of
myths and the substitution of knowledge for fancy.”100 At the same time, however, by
getting rid of animism, by substituting reason for superstition, and by developing instru-
mental thinking to its fullest extent, the progress of enlightenment extinguished all
traces of its own self-consciousness and became a new mythology.101 Humanity’s increas-
ingly rational development, in other words, resulted in a reified and administered world,
where everything had reality only inasmuch as it could be reduced to an abstract quan-
tity and fit into a rational system, where power became the principle of all relations,
and where human thinking became enslaved by the status quo, unable to negate what
factually existed and, thereby, to think beyond it to what might be better.102 “Man-
kind,” Horkheimer and Adorno lamented, “whose versatility and knowledge become
differentiated with the division of labor, is at the same time forced back to anthropo-
logically more primitive stages, for with the technical easing of life the persistence of
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domination brings about a fixation of the instincts by means of heavier repression.”103

And by suggesting that the economy had become a mythic force in everyday German
life during the early 1920s, Money seems to present a trenchant anticipation of this most
despairing midcentury formulation of the critique of instrumental reason, one that
implies that Germans were being destroyed by their entwinement within the abstract
system of capitalism, which reduced all reality to a set of interrelatable quantities irre-
spective of the human costs.

Already in the first decade of the twentieth century, Georg Simmel described the
money economy as the modern world’s most characteristic and fundamental sign.
Although far less hopeless than Horkheimer and Adorno, Simmel too emphasized the
economy as a vast network that interrelated people with one another and with things
in the world. “There is no more striking symbol of the completely dynamic character
of the world than that of money,” he noted. “Money is nothing but the vehicle for a
movement in which everything else that is not in motion is completely extinguished.”104

This supposedly ephemeral “substance,” in other words, was the driving force behind
the incredible flux, anonymity, objectification, and blasé-calculating attitude of mod-
ern life,105 its power resulting from the fact that it was in essence the medium that could
translate all things into one another. As Simmel put it,

The philosophical significance of money is that it represents within the practical world
the most certain image and the clearest embodiment of the formula of all being,
according to which things receive their meaning through each other, and have their
being determined by their mutual relations. It is a basic fact of mental life that we
symbolize the relations among various elements of our existence by particular objects;
these are themselves substantial entities, but their significance for us is only as visi-
ble representatives of a relationship that is more or less closely associated with them.
Thus, a wedding ring, but also every letter, every pledge, every official uniform, is a
symbol or representative of a moral or intellectual, a legal or political, relationship
between men. Every sacramental object embodies in a substantial form the relation
between man and his God. The telegraph wires that connect different countries, no
less than the military weapons that express their dissension, are such substances; they
have almost no significance for the single individual, but only with reference to the
relations between men and between human groups that are crystallized in them. . . .
Money represents pure interaction in its purest form; it makes comprehensible the
most abstract concept; it is an individual thing whose essential significance is to reach
beyond individualities. Thus, money is the adequate expression of the relationship
of man to the world, which can only be grasped in single and concrete instances, yet
only really conceived when the singular becomes the embodiment of the living men-
tal process which interweaves all singularities and, in this fashion, creates reality.106

By representing money as a primitive force inspiring rapaciousness, Höch’s photomon-
tage thus obliquely referred to the great dangers inherent in the capitalist system that
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formed the basis for modern life in the Weimar Republic.107 Thereby, Höch seemed to
indicate once again the growing systematization of modern life: a world fundamen-
tally characterized by a growing network of financial and technological relationships
that enabled both peace and war and that affected identity by making human beings
increasingly cyborgian.108 As was the case with Half Breed as well as the other pho-
tomontages in the portrait series, Money suggests that ethnicity, gender, and the line
between organic and inorganic were becoming increasingly porous because of the dis-
tributed nature of identity, that is, its inscription in a larger network that, because of
its ability to find common denominators, related everything to everything else.

Also evoking threatening aspects of modernity as well as a new, more critical con-
cept of primitivism, Die Süsse [The Sweet One] (ca. 1926) (Figure 5.11) presents the
German new woman as a hybrid synthesis of Western and non-Western parts. Against
a swirling orange, yellow, red, and brown watercolor background, a female figure
appears, constructed from a set of black-and-white photomontage fragments. Her arms
clasped in front of her, she seems to dance on a stage. The figure is a combination of
animate and inanimate elements, including parts of two different African sculptures—
a mask and a male “idol figure,” both from the Congo—and an eye, lips, left hand,
and legs drawn from newspaper images of various Western female figures.109 These
diverse body parts both match and clash with one another. Although her eyes and lips
are proportionate to her face, her head as a whole is too large for her body; in addition,
her left hand is much larger than it should be. Her left arm is missing from slightly
below her shoulder to a little above her fingers, which causes her hand to float mys-
teriously in front of her. (The original sculpture, which is damaged, also possesses this
uncanny floating hand.) Finally, her white legs, clad in fashionable dress shoes, stick
out below the stumpy legs of the African statue. Emerging from the juncture between
the idol’s legs where, in the original photographic reproduction, the sculpture sprouted
a prominent penis and testicles, these Western legs elongate her body to almost nor-
mal proportions and transform the statue’s legs into a short revealing skirt. Reinforcing
the African idol’s symbolic castration through photomontage (observant spectators
might notice that the statue’s chest remains male), the woman’s “female” sexuality is
emphasized. Not only is the figure given a title, “the sweet one,” which suggests her
eroticism and desirability, but she appears to wink with her left eye, her lips are full
and made up, her “skirt” shows off her shapely legs, and, by dancing, she seems to dis-
play herself as an erotic spectacle.

The Sweet One deals with several interrelated issues characteristic of early-twentieth-
century German art, in particular, the relationship between women, primitivism, and
modernity. Höch wrote in 1965 that the ethnographic museum series was in part in-
spired by the focus on tribal art by German expressionist painting during the twentieth
century’s first few decades.110 As Jill Lloyd has demonstrated, the expressionist painters
adapted forms and subjects from a wide variety of artworks that they deemed “prim-
itive,” including African, Asian, and Gothic sources, to develop a new artistic language
to more directly express the underlying archaic forces that still permeated the modern
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Figure 5.11. Hannah Höch, Die Süsse [The Sweet One] (ca. 1926). Photomontage with
watercolor. 30 × 15.5 cm (11¹³⁄₁₆ × 6⅛ inches). Museum Folkwang Essen. Photograph
from Museum Folkwang Essen. Copyright 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



world as well as its subjective aspects, those contours of reality that revealed themselves
to the expressionists’ supposedly heightened and sensitized vision.111 Supported by
the art historian and aesthetician Wilhelm Worringer’s interpretation of the abstract
and transcendental character of Gothic art (its alienation from the flux of phenom-
ena characteristic of the external world) as well as by the critic and historian of mod-
ern art Carl Einstein’s understanding of the conceptual character of African sculpture
(its ability to present the “pure” forms of objects as opposed to their merely visual
aspects as seen from a particular perspective), expressionist artists like Ernst Ludwig
Kirchner became famous for a type of painting and sculpture that eschewed fidelity
to the exact contours of the external world and instead attempted to express deep inter-
connections between modern life and primitive, mythic forces.112 And central to the
work of the expressionists—and, in particular, to Kirchner’s paintings made in the last
few years before the outbreak of World War I—was the use of the modern woman to
express the primitive energies at the heart of the modern metropolis.

As suggested by The Sweet One, Höch cited this tradition of expressionist primi-
tivism to provoke her spectators to think about the use of the female figure as a sym-
bol of those aspects of the modern world that seemed most threatening and out of
control. By making the conflation of the modern woman and the “primitive” art object
so explicit, the photomontage—once it was eventually shown in the late 1920s and early
1930s—could have potentially inspired reflection on this deep-seated convention in
modern art.113 German spectators, in other words, could have plausibly been caused
to reflect on how certain sets of concepts—for example, “women,” “nature,” “children,”
and “primitive people”—were “naturally” associated in their culture by intellectuals
and the general population alike. In addition, they might also have been provoked to
reflect on the conventions that defined beauty in both the art and the mass media.
The hybrid figure is simultaneously attractive and grotesque, an uncanny conflation
of human and sculptural parts. Because of Höch’s careful assembly, the figure’s het-
erogeneous components seem to fit together, and for this reason, the image is all the
more disturbing. Since the representation of the woman’s body seems to “work” aes-
thetically, the spectator could have been prompted to ask why this was the case and,
thus, to reflect both geographically and historically on the various conceptions of beauty
that had circulated in human cultures up until the present day. And by comparing and
contrasting different conceptualizations, he or she might have been led to recognize
the relative or contextual nature of beauty—the fact that it was culturally constructed
and that it changed relative to time and place.

By locating its cyborgian figure in the context of a museum (through its abstract
background as well as its subtitle, “From an Ethnographic Museum”), The Sweet One
also signaled that the concept of the primitive in Weimar culture had changed radi-
cally since the prewar moment of German expressionism. As Kristin Makholm has
argued, Höch developed a highly self-conscious form of primitivism between the mid-
and the late 1920s, one that recognized that European primitivism did not arise from an
unmediated confrontation between artists and non-Western artifacts as was originally
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believed, but that it consisted of a set of beliefs and practices produced through the 
experience of “tribal” objects in relation to various aesthetic discourses, museum prac-
tices, and popular culture’s embodiments of the primitive. By situating her figures in
simulated museum settings rather than in the “wild,” as it were, Höch’s photomon-
tages thus reminded their audiences that the ethnographic museum was the primary
context in which European artists “discovered” non-Western art in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries—a place where diverse cultures were often presented in
a geographically and temporally mixed fashion, and where, by the mid-1910s, modes
of organization emphasizing formal similarities rather than cultural, geographic, or his-
torical information were increasingly prevalent.114 In addition, by using “primitive”
imagery culled from newspapers and art magazines, Höch indicated that, over the past
two decades, ethnographic objects as well as “tribal” lands and people had become
fixtures in the German illustrated press and, thus, that the mass media also helped
determine artists’ conceptions of non-Western people and artifacts. Like Höch’s prim-
itivist photomontages, the popular press frequently juxtaposed primitive and modern
forms; thus, for example, blacks were used to sell all forms of modern products such
as shampoo and shaving cream,115 and even more highbrow art magazines like Der
Querschnitt, from which Höch appropriated many of her image fragments, presented
non-Western people and artifacts side by side with images of Western performers.116

By situating her primitivist works in a fictional ethnographic museum, Höch alluded
to the fact that the old ideas supporting European primitivism were passé and that the
primitive had become a part of the modern popular imagination. Because of their self-
consciousness—as well as the fact that, no matter how carefully cropped and integrated,
the various Western and non-Western parts that made up her cyborgian figures also
remained distinct—Höch’s photomontages suggested that a highly artificial and con-
structed concept of the primitive had become central to the modern world. Weimar
Germany, in the words of Höch’s contemporary Count Harry Kessler, who used them
to describe a 1925 performance in Berlin by the African American entertainer Josephine
Baker, had become a mixture of “ultramodern and ultraprimitive.”117

Given the photomontage’s highly self-conscious concept of the primitive, the spec-
tator might also be led by The Sweet One to consider the artificial nature of the con-
cept of race. As Charles Hirschman has recently argued, “Race and racism are not
ancient or tribal beliefs but have developed apace with modernity over the last 400

years and reached their apogee in the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth
century.”118 Hirschman distinguishes racism from ethnocentrism, “the nearly universal
tendency to believe in the rightness of one’s own group and the natural aversion to
difference.”119 Ethnocentrism, as Hirschman defines it, is a common feature of most
human societies, and it has remained relatively stable over time. Although it can pro-
mote xenophobia, it is also open to the cultural assimilation of people considered to
be radically “other.” It assumes that outsiders who give up their foreign ways can be-
come full-fledged members of their adopted society. “Racism,” on the other hand,
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holds that otherness is not simply a product of socialization, language, or culture, but
is part of the inherent character of different groups. In modern terminology, racism
is the belief that all humankind can be divided into a finite number of races with
differing characteristics and capacities because of their genes or other inherited bio-
logical features. Therefore, adopted children inherit the attributes of their biological
parents (and ancestors) and can never become the equals of their adoptive families
or society.120

The modern concept of race thus presupposes that a person’s outward physical appear-
ances as defined by skin color, body size, and shape are always firmly correlated with
innate characteristics such as temperament, abilities, predispositions, and propensities
for certain types of behavior. Furthermore, it assumes that these characteristics are both
heritable and fixed.121

This concept of race was a modern idea that developed since the seventeenth 
century,

as a result of three transformations that created sharp divides between Europeans and
other peoples: 1) the enslavement of millions of Africans in plantation economies in
the New World; 2) the spread of European colonial rule across the world, especially
Asia and Africa in the nineteenth century; and 3) the development of Social Dar-
winism—the pseudoscientific theory of European superiority that became dominant
in the nineteenth century.122

After legitimating Western plantation slavery and European imperialism and colonial-
ism during the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, the modern con-
cept of race was severely attacked after World War II for its pernicious effects—for
example, the role it played in perpetrating the Holocaust and other forms of genocide
in the twentieth century.123 Today, however, race is still central to the social and polit-
ical definition of many—if not all—social groups in modern societies, although it has
in many (but not all) cases lost its biological underpinnings. Race is now becoming to
be understood as a social—as opposed to a biological—category that relies on a sub-
ject’s own self-definition. As such, the new concept of race is illogical: “race,” as Hirsch-
man argues, “is whatever people think they are or whatever they think others are,”
and, for this reason, “race” should be replaced by the concept of “ethnicity,” which is
“explicitly subjective,” “acknowledges multiple ancestries,” and “recognizes that eth-
nic groups are porous and heterogeneous.”124

Hirschman’s definition and critique of the concept of race is useful because it
summarizes the issues with which Höch’s photomontages grappled. As suggested by
the writings about race in both the scientific and the popular press during the Weimar
Republic, the dominant definition of ethnicity was fairly biological and essentialist.
And although Höch seems to have reversed the terms of German racist discourse in that
she valorized African and other non-Western cultures as repositories of values being
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lost in the West, there is little in her art to suggest that she rejected a biological con-
cept of race. Despite her sophisticated concept of primitivism, many of the stereotypes
about so-called primitive people are repeated in her art. In The Sweet One, for exam-
ple, the new woman is associated with African artifacts, sexuality, and, because of her
oversized head that resembles that of an infant, perhaps also with childhood. At the
same time, as the disturbing character of the various syntheses brought together in the
sweet one’s figure makes clear, the photomontage mobilizes the stereotypes of primi-
tivism in such a way as to stretch them to their breaking point. If the contemporary
concept of the cyborg implies a definite rejection of the idea of race in favor of a much
more ambiguous notion of ethnicity, then Höch’s ethnographic museum series can be
seen as an important step toward this central insight. By bringing up the various stereo-
types that circulated around the idea of the primitive so directly, and by showing how
constructed and arbitrary primitivism’s various equivalences actually were, The Sweet
One thus began the important task of deconstructing the modern, biological under-
standing of race.

The Love Series

As is the case with Höch’s other two series developed after the breakup of the Berlin
Dada movement, the boundaries of her “love series” are porous. Certain works can fit
into more than one series, and earlier photomontages—for example, Dada-Tanz [Dada
Ball] (1922)—seem both thematically and compositionally related. Comprising at least
six compositions, the love series was begun in the early 1920s, and it continued until
around 1931.125 Generally focusing on the interactions of two individuals, it examined
flirtation, courtship, marriage, and sexuality. After Höch became involved with Brug-
man in 1926, the series also began to include representations of lesbianism. As was the
case with the other sets, Höch for the most part created representations of general
types as opposed to specific historical individuals. In addition, like the other groupings,
the representations in the love series are ambiguous and populated by cyborgian char-
acters that synthesize heterogeneous characteristics. Perhaps more than the works in
any other series, however, the photomontages in the love series are highly psycholog-
ically charged—something that is not surprising, given their focus on human emotion
and interpersonal relationships.

Die Kokette I [The Coquette I] (1923–25) (Figure 5.12) depicts a new woman—
identified as such by her pearl necklace, simple bracelet, sheer stockings, pointed shoes,
and short, fashionable, sleeveless evening dress—interacting with two bestial admir-
ers. Standing directly in front of her, a baby with a dog’s head raises its arms to the
new women in a supplicating gesture, an object—possibly a gift—clutched between
its hands. Directly behind the dog-baby hybrid stands the canine from which the head
was apparently cut. Grafted to the dog’s poised and (seemingly) disciplined and obe-
dient body is the head of a man, and a photomontage fragment depicting a cloth scarf
occludes the graft between the two species. All the figures are situated on simple collage
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pedestals—the woman sits on the highest one, while the two suitors rest on succes-
sively lower ones. They also display partial amputations: dog-baby’s legs are truncated
above the knees, the man-dog appears to have lost three of its four paws, and the
woman has lost her thumb, neck, and the back of her head. The three pedestals rest
on top of a flat raised area, and the background is a blank white void, enlivened only
by a flat and oblong orange form in the upper-right corner, which suggests a sun, and
across which a blackish-brown beetle flies or crawls.

Both violent and humorous at the same time, the photomontage displays numer-
ous signs of physical transformation. The woman has been decapitated, a truncated and
monstrous mask with blank eyes, a huge nose, and a grinning mouth replacing her
head. Instead of possessing a full head, she seems to have only a hollow visage that hov-
ers precariously above her neck and seems in imminent danger of falling to the floor.
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Despite the violence that has been done to her cranium, however, she sits on her pedestal
in a casual yet confident manner, with her legs crossed and her right hand partially
extended as if reaching to accept the dog-baby’s gift or gesticulating while giving a lec-
ture to her two admirers. Her two suitors, moreover, seem more comic than grotesque.
The dog-baby’s head appears too small for its body—something that makes it look
slightly more adult. It gives the impression that it is pleading with the woman, pre-
senting its gift as if it were a supplicant for some favor that the woman might possi-
bly bestow. Waiting behind the dog-baby, the man-dog has the opposite problem: its
head is too big for its body, a characteristic that makes it seem puny and perhaps less
adult. Despite its mismatched and slightly deformed appearance, however, it stands
at attention, although it is not entirely clear if it too is a suitor/supplicant or simply
the dog-baby’s pet or companion.

As a whole, the photomontage shows the influence of international constructivism.
Not only is it extremely sparse and abstract, but it also possesses a strong rectilinear
quality created by the pedestals and the frame with their vertical and horizontal artic-
ulations. The image plays between flatness and depth, a result of the strong contrast
between the photographic fragments and the collage elements and blank background.
This play between flatness and depth increases the disparity between the representa-
tional and abstract elements, and it potentially draws the spectator’s attention to Höch’s
specific juxtapositions. Why, one might be prompted to ask, does the artist create this
specific mixing of species, ages, and (possibly) genders, as well? (This last association
is produced by the fact that the mask looks male.) In the context of the theme of
courtship, which is created by the title as well as the hierarchical positioning of the
three characters, several conflicting interpretations could easily arise. Although the
woman appears to be in control, the fact that a mask has replaced her head suggests
that she is playing a role or putting on a masquerade. Despite the fact that she looks
like the dominant figure, it is possible that her elevation has also resulted in her adop-
tion of stereotypes of female beauty and comportment created by the prevailing patri-
archal culture. In addition, is the dog-baby actually trying to court her, or does the
youngster plead for something else? Is it possibly adoption that the baby desires, or for
the new woman to perhaps give birth to it in the first place? Höch had two abortions
while she was involved with Hausmann, and, although she resisted starting a family
with an already married man, she expressed her desire for children through a series of
watercolors and paintings created between the late 1910s and the early 1920s.126 In light
of her personal desires—as well as the more general popular fears of Volkstod, or pop-
ulation decline, as a result of German women having fewer children during the Weimar
Republic—the supplicating baby could be read as an allegorical figure begging the
new woman to give up her modern lifestyle and become a mother. The strange and
hybrid appearances of the two supplicants, moreover, could also possibly suggest that
the activity of courtship caused formerly adult figures to regress to “earlier” infantile
or animalistic states. Finally, the bug that moves across the orange collage element con-
tributes an additional sense of unreality to the image. Because it has been appropriated
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as a complete image, it almost seems like a real bug walking across the photomontage’s
flat surface. As such, it makes the photomontage in its entirety seem more like a rep-
resentation than a window on the world. And by emphasizing the photomontage’s arti-
ficiality, the bug reminds the viewer that, despite its photographic source material, the
work is not an objective representation of reality but a coded allegorical construction
from which multiple messages can be deciphered.

Sexuality, which had increasingly become a topic of investigation and debate since
the turn of the century, became even more of a flashpoint during the Weimar Repub-
lic. Debates raged about the roles of the sexes, the significance of marriage, the nature
of the family, and the most appropriate forms of child rearing—arguments that were
wrapped up with disputes about education, social policy, and government intervention
as well as questions about population growth or decline. Among the most disputed
topics was the right to an abortion, which was a punishable offense under Article 218

of the penal code.127 Also controversial was the distribution of contraceptives, which
was restricted by Articles 218 and 184.3, laws that prohibited the production, sale, and
dissemination of “lewd objects.”128 There were also significant debates about legalizing
homosexuality, which, according to Article 175, was illegal for men—but not, surpris-
ingly, for women, whose potential for same-sex love was for the most part ignored.
There was also a great deal of discussion about the right to divorce and whether the
purpose of marriage was procreation or love.

The responses to these issues were varied—both from the right and from the left.129

As Peukert argues, two different trajectories of thought inspired the progress toward
sexual liberalization that began in the final decades of the Wilhelmine era and con-
tinued during the Weimar Republic. First, a movement for health and hygiene emerged,
which viewed sexuality scientifically and tried to educate people on how to have healthy
sex and prevent venereal disease.130 Second, there was a movement associated with pop-
ulation policy, which was motivated by fear of a decline in the “healthy” sector of the
German population as well as an increase in the number of people of supposedly “lesser
value,” made possible by the new state’s welfare policies that mitigated the effects of
“natural selection.” Its proposed solutions were often eugenicist in both the positive
and the negative sense; it advocated policies, in other words, that encouraged the
“healthy” or “gifted” sections of the population to reproduce and that discouraged or
prevented the procreation of Germans deemed “ill,” “weak,” “asocial,” “genetically
inferior,” or otherwise of “less biological worth.”131 A range of political positions could
be discovered in both trajectories, and, while these movements made discussing sex-
uality a greater part of the intellectual landscape, they also articulated new fears—about
hereditary and venereal diseases, for example—while defining a new set of often-rigid
sexual norms as to what was “natural,” “normal,” and “healthy.”

Supporting these new developments in educational and social policy focusing on
the scientific reform of human sexuality were new views about the nature of human
eroticism and instinct. Sexuality, as Peukert suggests, was discussed during the Weimar
Republic from two main perspectives.132 There was a biological viewpoint geared toward
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rational intervention. Encouraged by the advances made in dealing with epidemic dis-
eases such as cholera and tuberculosis, it aspired to define and classify all sexual behav-
ior—both “normal” and “deviant”—in terms of clear, scientific categories that would
then enable rational intervention. In addition, as has already been discussed, there was
a psychoanalytic viewpoint, which was geared toward understanding the individual
personality through a dialogue between an analyst and a patient that uncovered the
patient’s unique unconscious and developmental history. Defining the psyche as a prod-
uct of both instinctual drives and socially defined mandates and prohibitions, psycho-
analysis quickly attracted numerous adherents and practitioners who placed radically
dissimilar emphases on different aspects of Freud’s theories—a fact made clear by the
unorthodox example of Otto Gross, whose thinking made such an impact on Haus-
mann. These new ways of viewing sexuality reached a mass audience during the Weimar
Republic, where they offended traditionalist sectors of the population and led to more
liberal and rational approaches to human love, eroticism, reproduction, child rearing,
and family relations. Unfortunately, aspects of the biological viewpoint also led to hor-
rifying eugenics policies during the Third Reich.

Höch’s love series seems to engage with the viewpoints and debates about sexual-
ity that characterized the Weimar Republic. As suggested above, The Coquette I per-
haps evokes the specter of Volkstod by suggesting that the dog-baby begs the new
woman to become its mother. In addition, the animalistic and infantile aspects of the
woman’s suitors seem to suggest the new ideas about the power of sexuality as an
instinctual drive. The fact that two suitors stand at the feet of a single woman might
also imply new ideas about open marriages such as those advocated by Hausmann.133

Moreover, the hybridity of the figures might suggest eugenic ideas about the control
of human reproduction, and, by resembling monsters, the two suitors raise fears about
the propagation of the congenitally ill. Because they are so obviously chimeras formed
out of different species, the two figures also imply that human beings can be radically
transformed. Finally, because the images are composed out of the materials of the mass
media, the photomontage as a whole formally evokes the public sphere in which these
debates were happening. Sexuality, the photomontage might have suggested, was being
influenced by the representations of it promulgated in films, books, magazines, and
newspapers. In addition to the various organizations and schools of thought trying to
influence public opinion as well as social and political policies, the burgeoning Ger-
man media culture, the photomontage posits, was also having an effect on how Ger-
mans viewed and legislated the most intimate aspects of their lives.134

It was in its representations of female homosexuality, however, that Höch’s love
series revealed its most radical side. Liebe [Love] (1931) (Figure 5.13) depicts two hybrid
female figures interacting against a yellow and beige background divided by a flat hori-
zon line. The top figure, its back to the spectator, consists of a woman’s white buttocks
and thighs, another woman’s calves and feet dressed in black high-heeled dress shoes,
and the upper body and head of a four-winged insect. She appears to hover in the 
air. The second figure, its front to the spectator, consists of the crossed legs of a white
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woman, her feet encased in light-colored high-heeled dress shoes, the nude torso and
arms of another white woman, and the head of a young African girl wearing a set of
heavy necklaces. This lower figure lies recumbent on a group of “pillows,” which appear
to be constructed out of decorated baskets. For the most part, the photomontage ele-
ments are cut so as to integrate closely with the fragments next to them. However, in
the case of the lower figure, one of her legs has been trimmed so as to suggest a sec-
ond crotch, and thus the combination of photomontage elements implies that her lower
body possesses three legs instead of two.

Overall the connotations of this photomontage are fairly clear. As suggested by the
title, the nudity of the figures, their primarily female body parts, and their positioning
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vis-à-vis one anther, Love evokes lesbian sexuality. In addition, as suggested by the com-
bination of white European and African body parts in the lower figure, the photomon-
tage evokes ethnic mixing as well. Furthermore, because of the mixture of human and
insect components in the upper figure, there is also a suggestion of the blending of
different species—an implication that could equally imply an evolutionary or a devo-
lutionary development. Finally, because of how the figures are positioned, in addition
to sexuality, their interaction could also hint at the activities of feeding or dreaming.
The top figure seems to hover above the bottom one like a bee about to take pollen
from a flower. Moreover, because the bottom figure reclines on pillows with her eyes
closed, she could also be read as asleep and dreaming of the figure above her.

What is not clear, however, is how the photomontage’s various main lines of asso-
ciation connect with one another. During the Weimar Republic, homosexuality was
understood in terms of two basic viewpoints. On the one hand, Freud and many other
psychologists and sexologists understood human sexuality to be fundamentally poly-
morphous. Arguing that the human psyche was fundamentally bisexual, they explained
that sexual identity was largely culturally constructed—and that people’s eventual sex-
ual orientations were formed by their interactions with their families, churches, peers,
and other social institutions in the societies in which they lived.135 Although adult
homosexuality could not be unlearned, it was not biologically determined. Sexologists
such as Magnus Hirschfeld and Otto Weininger, on the other hand, understood homo-
sexuals to be biologically distinct from heterosexuals. Advocating the concept of a “third
sex” or “intersex,” they suggested that culture played a very small role in sexual iden-
tity and that one’s biological predispositions were primary.136 The homosexual, as they
saw him or her, was a fundamentally different type of person.137 For this reason, as
Weininger and Hirschfeld both argued, homosexuals could not be reeducated or oth-
erwise influenced to change and feel heterosexual desires; as a result, their sexual pref-
erences had to be respected as natural according to their physiological makeup and
thus not be criminalized by law.138

Paralleling the radical divergences of opinion on the nature of homosexuality were
the disputes as to whether it should be permitted or proscribed by law. While some
members of both the cultural–constructionist and the biologist camps advocated for
its legalization, others opined strongly against official recognition and protection of
same-sex desire. In point of fact, however, homosexuality was never legalized during the
Weimar Republic, although homosexual subcultures were tacitly tolerated to a greater
extent than before, particularly in Berlin.139 In addition, a wealth of visual culture arose
that made homosexuality more visible as the 1920s progressed.140 Gay magazines such
as Der Eigene and Blätter für Menschenrecht promoted gay rights and greater visibility,
and films such as Different from the Others (1919), Michael (1924), Sex in Chains: The
Sexual Plight of Prisoners (1928), and Girls in Uniform (1931) brought gay themes to an
even wider audience.141

Love evokes this growth in the representations of homosexuality in the mass media
through photomontage. By using preexisting imagery appropriated from illustrated
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newspapers and magazines, the photomontage suggests the diffusion of images of same-
sex desire in Weimar culture through the technologies of mass reproduction and dis-
tribution. In addition, the photomontage also evokes both the biological and the social–
constructionist viewpoints on the nature of homosexuality. On the one hand, the use
of materials drawn from the mass media suggests the power of images to affect behav-
ior and thus how one’s sexual identity might be formed through examples that one
discovers in one’s culture. And by hinting at the role that representation plays in form-
ing alternative forms of sexuality, the photomontage implies a social–constructionist
point of view. On the other hand, the bottom figure’s double crotch and suggestion
of a third leg could be read as crudely biologizing lesbian sexuality by implying that
this biracial woman possesses a penis. The blending of human and insect forms could
also be interpreted as suggesting that homosexuals were biologically different from
heterosexuals. Conversely, the intertwining of different ethnicities might imply equiv-
alences between the so-called others of white, heterosexual, and patriarchal German
society. The associations of dreaming, furthermore, could have suggested that unfet-
tered homosexual love remained a utopian ideal in the still-repressive context of the
Weimar Republic, and, in addition, dreaming might also imply that lovers sustain one
another in spiritual as well as corporeal ways. As is the case with Höch’s other pho-
tomontages, these chains of association conflict with one another in a way that poten-
tially provokes an engaged spectator to explore these issues in his or her own life and
society. Underlying the conflict of interpretations created by Love, however, is a fun-
damentally cyborgian notion of the individual. Whether biologically innate or devel-
oped through human interaction and exposure to representations of same-sex desire
in the mass media, homosexuality, the photomontage implies, was a genuine and rea-
sonable form of desire in the modern world.

Conclusion

As suggested by the photomontages that she created during the Weimar Republic, Höch
employed the figure of the cyborg to explore alternative forms of human identity as
well as the positive and negative implications of the overarching technological system
that was rapidly changing her world. Not just a figure that represented the new, more
dense interconnections between human beings and technology during the 1920s, the
cyborg, in Höch’s art, became a form through which she could raise fundamental ques-
tions about the “nature” of gender, race, and sexuality. Given the intentional ambi-
guity of Höch’s representations as well as the divergent understandings of ethnic and
sexual identity circulating in Weimar culture, it is impossible to identify Höch with
either a purely essentialist or a purely social–constructionist position. Despite her left-
wing politics and the ways in which her photomontages fit social–constructionist read-
ings of human identity—that is, readings that suggest that gender, race, and sexuality
are not immutable, biological essences but roles produced by the interactions of indi-
viduals with their families, peers, and societies—it cannot be definitively said that Höch
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held a social–constructionist view about all aspects of human identity. Instead, there
are enough cues in her photomontages to suggest lingering traces of a biologically based
and essentialist form of thinking—cues that at times, as I showed in the case of Half
Breed, give her works disturbing quasi-racist overtones.142

If the cyborg in its most radical contemporary forms entails rejecting the idea of
biological essences, then these analyses, by bringing the contemporary concept of the
cyborg into relation with Höch’s art, reveal that the Weimar Republic was a battle-
ground for far more than just the political forces of the Left and the Right. It was, in
addition, a time when radically different conceptualizations of the nature of human
identity were proposed and debated. From today’s perspective, which has seen so much
violence result from the idea of fixed human essences, Höch’s photomontages reveal
the importance and power of these conflicting formulations of what it meant to be
human. For it was in interwar Germany, during the crisis of classical modernity, that
many of the most important definitions of human identity—both positive and neg-
ative—were not just articulated but acted on. And by attending to the conflicts em-
bodied in Höch’s photomontages as well as the personal, social, and political issues to
which they refer, we can today gain insight into the range of historical effects to which
these conflicts sometimes lead.
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By examining the Berlin Dada movement through the concept of the cyborg, a num-
ber of its characteristics previously either downplayed or ignored attain far greater
prominence.1 Specifically, the cyborg has helped reveal the constructive side of Dada-
ism in Berlin: the movement’s focus on using art to criticize traditional types of Ger-
man subjects and to imagine and explore new forms of hybrid identity that might be
better suited to cope with the novel conflicts and possibilities inherent in postwar
modern life during the Weimar Republic. This shift in focus has, it is hoped, helped
dismiss once and for all a number of different myths that have circulated about Berlin
Dada: that it was just a critical or destructive movement; that it was simply concerned
with creating nonsensical works of anti-art designed to inspire institutional critique;
or that it was exclusively focused on the trauma of World War I. Although these sum-
mations must be recognized as revealing aspects of the movement, they should not be
overemphasized so as to obscure this movement’s primary contribution: its interest in
creating new forms of nontraditional identity through cultural production. In addition,
the shift in focus facilitated by the cyborg has also helped bring out how the Berlin
Dadaists contributed to the development of a new form of spectator for modern art,
one that was engaged and highly self-conscious about the interrelationships between
making, viewing, and interpreting. By approaching their spectators through their art-
works, and by suggesting commonalities between creators and interpreters, the Berlin

Conclusion
Dada Cyborgs in the Twenty-Wrst Century

Human biological brains are, in a very fundamental sense, incomplete
cognitive systems. They are naturally geared to dovetail themselves, again
and again, to a shifting web of surrounding structures, in the body and
increasingly in the world.

—andy clark, Natural-Born Cyborgs: Minds, Technologies, and the
Future of Human Intelligence (2003)
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Dadaists hoped to transform the way art was perceived, break down the division be-
tween art and life, and inspire new modes of being and acting in the world.

The concept of the cyborg has also led this study to foreground the question of
representation in Berlin Dada art to a far greater extent than has traditionally been
the case. Although for the past ten or fifteen years scholars of Dada art have begun to
focus more on subject matter, the idea that we should take seriously the representa-
tional strategies embodied in photomontage and assemblage was significantly under-
mined by mistaken perceptions about the nature of avant-garde art between the 1910s
and the 1930s that have circulated in cultural discourse since the mid-1970s: that avant-
garde art simply did away with the original contextual meanings of its various appro-
priated parts; that it caused the spectator to focus his or her attention solely on the
conceptual principles behind a work’s construction; and that readymade and assem-
blage practices could not be used representationally and critically at the same time.2

Because this book demonstrates how complexly Dadaist works engaged with social,
political, and conceptual meaning, it will put some of these misapprehensions to rest.
In addition, although art historians have more recently begun to interpret Berlin Dada’s
subjects, they have not for the most part attempted to develop a more general theory
as to how the art functions semantically. By examining how Dadaist photomontages
and assemblages produce a form of negative dialectics and a conflict of interpretations,
this study has attempted to fill that gap by defining the signifying mechanisms char-
acteristic of Berlin Dada art. It thus hopes to curtail the practice of one-sided interpre-
tation that seems particularly problematic in relation to Dada art through exhibiting
how semantically open-ended the photomontages and assemblages were intended to be.

Attending to Dadaist representations of cyborgs has also allowed this book to con-
struct a more integrated picture of the Berlin Dada movement than has often been the
case. Because most of their works can be seen in terms of a project of remembering
and criticizing traditional forms of identity and imagining and exploring new ones,
the art objects they left behind can now be understood as part of the same creative
impulse that was also responsible for their magazines, their theoretical and critical
essays, their performances, their happenings, their media hoaxes, and their tendencies
at times to live their lives as confrontational pieces of performance art. Seeing the con-
tinuities between Dada photomontage, assemblage, and the various artistic practices
that preceded these endeavors allows us to develop a better understanding of how the
Berlin Dadaists integrated art and life as well as to grasp how their art—as a coherent
set of practices—lived on after the historical disintegration of the movement in Berlin.

Finally, an investigation into the Dada cyborg has also permitted us to see how
artists and other cultural producers during the Weimar Republic were beginning to
comprehend the tremendous changes in perception that were taking place through
the growth of technology. The spectator that the Berlin Dadaists interpellated through
their artworks was one sensitized to how new modes of technological perception were
changing its experience of the world: how sight, hearing, touch, and various modes of
(interior) perception, in other words, were being transformed through different forms
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of technological prosthesis. And by focusing on the various technologies through which
perception was transformed during the early part of the twentieth century, human
beings, the Dadaists seemed to believe, would discover the distributed nature of their
identities—the fact that their subjectivities extended beyond the confines of their phys-
ical bodies and were, in fact, functions of a much broader technological network that
interrelated human beings with one another, with machines, and with objective cul-
ture in their world.

I have stressed the Dadaists’ anticipations of concepts like distracted perception,
the waning of aura, and total mobilization because it seems to me that—in terms of
both form and content—their art’s most enduring legacy was its ability to evoke the
technological networks in which human beings were becoming increasingly enmeshed
and how these networks affected representation, perception, and identity in the mod-
ern world. The cyborg emerged during the Weimar Republic because it was here that
a number of discourses—on subjectivity, the body, urban experience, the mass media,
perception, and technology—first converged in such a way as to reveal how radically
technologically mediated humanity had become. And the Dadaists’ representations of
various forms of hybrid organism constructed out of mechanically reproduced frag-
ments appropriated from German commodity culture and the mass media, I believe,
were a central part of this convergence. By emphasizing how the Dadaists’ visual art
anticipated textual formulations that appeared a few years later, I insist on the impor-
tance of art to conceptual thought—the fact that sometimes human beings give visual
form to ideas before they become conceptualized in language. At the same time, it
should be noted that I have not argued that this was necessarily or always the case. By
locating Berlin Dada art in a plurality of discourses that emerged just before and just
after its brief existence as an art movement, I hope to have demonstrated how art can
form a part of a larger cultural conversation in which lines of direct influence play
only a part and in which the creative stimuli that affect subsequent productions do not
simply follow the traditional divisions between various media but—just as much—
cross and subvert them.

Today, contemporary art and culture is perhaps most intensively engaged with
issues having to do with hybrid identity as a function of human involvement with
multiple systems of technological communication and control—an engagement so
widespread that to enumerate a list of important artists and cultural producers does
not seem necessary here. By reminding ourselves of how the Berlin Dadaists antici-
pated this trajectory of cultural activity (and, indeed, how they stand as precursors to
much of the identity politics prominent in contemporary art since at least the 1990s),
we can better trace the cyborgian focus on hybridity and technology in a historically
specific fashion and recognize its development in a multiplicity of geographic and
temporal contexts since the 1920s. In this way, we can recall the diverse individual,
social, political, and technological influences that at different times pushed this tra-
jectory in one way or another, remember the varied justifications as well as the roads
not taken, and, perhaps most important, recollect the effects of and cultural responses
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to the various particular embodiments of this complex conjunction of issues. Thereby
we may be able to envision new paths of development at the current juncture, novel
solutions to a set of problems people have been wrestling with since at least the sec-
ond decade of the twentieth century. That the Berlin Dada artists anticipated both
the radical subject matter of hybrid identity and the cyborgian understanding of real-
ity characteristic of many artists and cultural producers practicing today in no way
diminishes the radicalism and importance of contemporary production. Instead, it
simply shows that the strategies of representation that emerged in Berlin Dada art
have yet to reveal their full potential.
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of the one-sided male drive for order—must lead, by means of a complete dissolution of
the existing petty-bourgeois moral sexual relations, to the creation of a new community,
and concurrently with the realization of the maxim, ‘Everyone according to their abilities,
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concept of property. Here only a clarification of sexual relations will lead to liquidating
technological developments. The Communist Manifesto promotes the female commu-
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