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Thesis Abstract

Kurt Schwitters decisively established that Dada was indeed more a
state of mind than a collection of creeds. Spurned by Berlin Dada, he was
compelled to construct for himself an alternative Dada existence, and this he
accomplished in the one-man movement he christened “Merz”. Hundreds of
Merz artworks were produced by the tireless Schwitters, but the summa
summarum of his oeuvre was the Hanover Merzbau (circa 1923-1943). As it
transcends architecture, sculpture, and assemblage, I have taken the distinctive
approach of analyzing it first and foremost in terms of a theory of self-
reflexivity.

The first and second chapters of this thesis are dedicated to the writings
of Georg Simmel and Henri Bergson. The former contributes an
understanding of the psyche of the modernist metropolitan and how 1t 1s that
the subjective spirit that resides in this enlightened individual substantiates its
existence by producing forms and objects with which it continuously comes
into conflict. As witnessed in Schwitters’ Merzbau, the self-conscious “I”
constitutes a centripetal force that organizes and directs the objects 1t
encounters and thus exerts a unifying influence over its environment. In the
Bergson chapter, I pursue an in-depth investigation into how self-reflexivity 1s
predicated upon the search for true duration and the manifestation of the élan
vital. 1 also include an in-depth analysis of Bergson’s treatise on laughter, for
the theories contained within go a long way towards explicating Schwitters’
brand of humour and how the comic artist is a self-reflexive figure non-pareil.
The third chapter, devoted to Schwitters and his place in Dada, takes into
account the vitalist philosophical underpinnings of the Merzbau and asserts
that self-reflexive art operates under an enantiodromic law; the presence of
the artist must be effaced as thoroughly as possible before the creative selt
achieves materialization in the artwork it has engendered.
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Introduction

“Surely all art is the result of one’s having been in danger, of having gone through
an experience all the way to the end, to where no one can go any further. The further
one goes, the more private, the more personal, the more singular the experience
becomes, and the thing one is making is, finally, the necessary, irrepressible, and, as
nearly as possible, definitive utterance of this singularity.... Therein lies the
enormous aid the work of art brings to the life of the one who must make it, —: that it

is his epitome, the knot in the rosary at which his life recites a prayer, the ever-

returning proof to himself of his unity and genuineness, which presents itself only to
him while appearing anonymous to the outside, nameless, existing merely as
necessity, as reality, as being — 1

Something entirely distinctive and inimitable suffuses Sir Joshua
Reynolds’ “Self-Portrait”, circa 1747. Squared away from his easel towards
the viewer, the artist’s gaze drifts slightly leftward, while a tremulous hand
hovering over his brow casts an inverted chevron over his eyes. The blank
canvas to his right and his painter’s instruments held in balance suggest that he
has captured himself in the moment just prior to the creation of the titular self-
portrait. Unto itself the pose and the method of its depiction are not
particularly remarkable, but when considered in the context of the genre to
which it belongs, self-portraiture, the painting unfolds as an intriguingly early
piece of avant-garde work.” I qualify it as avant-garde, or more specifically
“Romantic avant-garde”, based on the distinction Matei Calinescu employs
when he seeks to demarcate Olinde Rodrigues’ usage of the term in

conjunction with contemporary art from the earlier, stylistically concerned

usage Etienne Pasquier intended (97-101):

' The quotation is Rilke’s, extracted from a letter dated 24 June 1907. The punctuation 1s
entirely his, and the passage appears in Briefe iiber Cézanne (Letters on Cézanne 4).
2 And so Renato Poggioli’s rigid historical parameters begin to face erosion: “it is by now an
‘undoubted fact that the term and concept of avant-garde art reach no further back in time than
the last quarter of the past century” (Teoria dell’ Arte d’ Avanguardia, The Theory of the
Avant-Garde 13). He does, however, immediately concede that some traces are to be found n
“the preromantic epoch of crisis, ferment, and transition which preceded romanticism, when
the modemn critical classical tradition dissolved” (14). Against this background of shifting
definitional boundaries stands Reynolds’ self-portrait, at once preciously neo-Classical and
brazenly modem.



Reynaga 2

if we compare what Rodrigues has to say about the avant-garde
mission of the artist with the rather narrow significance of Pasquier’s
stylistic figure, it becomes clear that a very important shift has
occurred in the function of the avant-garde metaphor as well as in

'fhat (?f re_lated military analogies. The major change consists in the
1mpllcat10n that the avant-garde is — or should be — conscious of
being in advance of its own time. (104)

Extending generally from the Romantic to the current postmodernist era, self-
consciousness 1n art has come to be a defining characteristic of the aesthetic
avant-garde; it is the watershed of self-criticism and especially the origin for
that self-undermining laughter that challenges the primacy of the artist and the
legitimacy of his craft.” As Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane lament
in their introduction “The Name and Nature of Modernism” (Modernism: A

Guide to European Literature 1890-1930), Romanticism, in spite of its own

shortcomings as a hard and fast category, is still identifiable as a fairly distinct
movement and “serves as a broad stylistic description of a whole era” (23).
Not so with modernism, however, and perhaps its most notorious sub-
category, the avant-garde, suffers even more from definitional problems by
virtue of its inclusion in a category the bounds of which are consistently
challenged. Romantic introspection, which soon problematized itself into
conflict-ridden self-consciousness and ultimately moved into the nebulous
realm of self-reflexivity, is responsible for the uncertainty we so profoundly
sense today whenever we attempt to uncover what makes contemporary art
modern or avant-garde. Once artists and writers began to unhinge themselves
from the requisite artifice of representational art, they engendered a legacy of

self-doubt that came to impinge upon the viewer as well as upon the artist.”

3 Calinescu: “self-consciousness — or the illusion of self-consciousness — 1s absolutely crucial

to the definition of the more recent avant-garde” (100).

4 Patricia Waugh cites William H. Gass’ quotation pertaining to the “Manichean war’
underway in art, a conflict he identifies as being between communications “as a means”~ and
the “impulse to make an artefact out of the materials and so to treat the medium as an end”
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For this reason, we find in Reynolds’ self-portrait a parable for self-

conscious art and a springboard for a discussion of its more extreme

manifestation, self-reflexive art.” To begin with, Reynolds adopts the familiar

gesture of the lookout, but as the immediate target of his stare is left
undetermined (we may infer it is a mirror illumined by a candle), the pose is
abstracted and thus leaves the viewer with the more general impression of a
man 1n search of something. The profundity of the composition is revealed
when we realize that the “something” for which he is searching is himself, or
perhaps more appropriately the image of himself he wishes to harness and
portray. Once we have attained this realization, the various internal dialogues
of the work become audible. We find, for instance, that the artist gua subject,
as he purports to address his own essence 1n the unseen mirror, articulates with
the artist, the viewer, and of course with himself. He articulates with his
creator (read: the artist) in that he seems to be searching for him as he
prepares (in the context of the fiction of the painting) to paint himselt. The
viewer, similarly, is drawn into an exchange when the gaze of the subject falls
upon an audience obviously external to the composition. The absence of the
mirror in this regard is especially crucial, for the viewer comes to supplant it
as the agent of reflection. How the subject articulates with his own being 1s

merely implied by the anticipated presence of the mirror. There are then three

(Metafiction 14-15). Waugh holds that this tension is distinguished in “contemporary writing”
because it is “the dominant function” rather than just one of many functions (15). Later on she

proposes that “modernism only occasionally displays features typical of post-modernism™
(21), and her observation is typical of those who believe postmodernist art and literature to be

the fruition of the self-conscious germ contained in modernism.

> There are parallels to be drawn between the relationship of self-conscious art to self-
reflexive art and modernism as it relates to the avant-garde. Calinescu finds that the avant-
garde is in every way more extreme than modernism, not only in its insistence on self-
assertion but also in its doctrine of self-destruction (96). Similarly, self-reflexive art could not
have developed outside of self-conscious art, but at the same time it has carried itself so far
from its Romantic origins that on occasion it appears as a phenomenon without precedent.
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basic dialogues at work when we take as our point of departure the artist as he
manifests himself in the autobiographical subject. When we consider the artist

qua artist, we discover three lines of dialogue which, for the most part, follow
the three we have just traced. The portrait, by virtue of its status as an
artwork, constitutes the forum in which the artist may engage his audience. In
addition, as he labours through the execution of his piece, the artist enters into
a communion with the work at hand and with his craft in general, reaffirming
as he does his status as an artist. Most importantly, by moving outside of
himself and undergoing an aesthetically governed externalisation, the artist
achieves a more informed knowledge of his own being.® The path he traces is
circuitous and perhaps even confusing, hence the quizzical, uncertain look that
plays across the face of Reynolds’ subject. Even the inverted chevron casting
the mask-like shadow over Reynolds’ eyes attests to the necessity for the artist

to shrink behind coverage and assume a disguise as he treads the route back to

himself.’

® As more modern instances of the dialogues presented in Reynolds’ composition, Egon
Schiele’s self-portraits merit attention as Expressionist paintings that exemplify the
fragmentation and reunification of the artist through the medium of his work. Remhard
Steiner, in his introduction “The Artist’s Self”, cites Emst Mach and Hugo von Hotmannsthal
as proof that the modernist ego was undergoing dissolution and reformation, and he relates
their writings to Schiele’s work: |
Schiele countered the sensory fragmentation of the self by means of a
multiple self which came little by little to form a visual concept which
reconstituted his unity with the world in a visionary way. Photographs
taken in 1914 and 1915 show that the man of conflict constantly threatened
with fracture had changed decisively. True, Schiele was still interested in
the doppelganger or alter ego; but photography prevented total
depersonalisation. His new self-confidence, which was reinforced by
private circumstances, meant that in the work of Egon Schiele’s last years of
life there were but few self-portraits, and in those the unity of self and self

was almost seamlessly restored. (Egon Schiele 1890-1918: The Midnight
Soul of the Artist 18)

" David Grossvogel states in his article entitled “The Depths of Laughter: The Subsoil of a
Culture”, “modern man is distinguished by self-consciousness: he is both conscious and
afraid — afraid that he will be, or appear to be, less than conscious” (63). This incisive
characterization is exceedingly applicable to the self-portrait under scrutiny and to Romantic
art in general, as well as to its inheritors. I propose that this uncertainty or fear is responsible
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Like Ortega y Gasset’s technician in his essay “The Self and the

Other”, which appears in Las Deshumanizacion del Arte (The Dehumanization

of Art), the conspicuously self-conscious artist struggles with the world
external to him and enlists in that struggle the essence of his being that marks

his individuality and renders him distinct from anything he encounters beyond

his own bounds:®

man as a technician is able to modify his environment to his own
convenience, because, seizing every moment of rest which things
allow him, he uses it to enter into himself and form 1deas about this
world, about these things and his relation to them, to form a plan of
attack against his circumstances, in short, to create an inner world for
himself. From this inner world he emerges and returns to the outer,
but he returns as protagonist, he returns with a self which he did not
possess before — he returns with his plan of campaign: not to let
himself be dominated by things, but to govern them himselt, to
impose his will and his design upon them, to realize his i1deas in that
outer world, to shape the planet after the preferences of his innermost
being. Far from losing his own self in this return to the world, he on
the contrary carries his self to the other, projects it energetically and
masterfully upon things, in other words, he forces the other — the
world — little by little to become himself. (169)

When the self-conscious gaze or act of introspection becomes part of “the
campaign”, that is, when it is actively employed, it matures into the
phenomenon of self-reflexivity. The terminology is critical here, as “self-
reflexivity” or “self-reflexiveness” (as Roger Shattuck prefers to call it in The
Banquet Years) immediately connotes an active exchange in the form of an

interaction or set of interactions, and so contrasts with its more passive

for the recurrence of shadows, masks, clowns (understood here as professional disguise
artists), mirrors, and reflecting pools in self-conscious literature and art.

8 At the same time his very act of taking up his individuality against external struggles
reinforces that individuality, for he becomes acutely aware of his essence only when he can
judge it against things that are not part of that essence. In a similar way Schopenhauer writes
of becoming “conscious of the frailty, vanity and dream-like quality of all things”, and he
concludes that by matter of repeated contrasts with the external world our own eternity 1s
emphasized. There is more than a little irony involved then when we acknowledge the
necessity of leaving ourselves in order to find ourselves: “because it is only in contrast to this
that the aforesaid quality of things becomes evident, just as you perceive the speed at which a
ship is going only when looking at the motionless shore, not when looking into the ship itself”
(“Zur Lehre von der Unzerstorbarkeit unseres wahren Wesens durch den Tod”, “On the
Indestructibility of Our Essential Being by Death”, from Essays and Aphorisms 68-69).
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predecessor, self-consciousness. In self-reflexive art we find a concentrated

effort on the part of the artist to fragment himself and dissolve into the

: : 9 :
medium of his work.” Thus, self-reflexive art often reveals itself to the viewer

(initially, at least) as radically depersonalised, or at the very least devoid of

any obvious and tangible authorial presence.'® Furthermore, it is often

reluctant art, for the artist must suppress or even oppress his individuality if he
1s to attain an understanding of himself via this indirect (but spiritually more

significant) route.!' This reluctance is a symptom of the more problematic

r B B Y 4

ailment Poggioli calls “agonism”, which he defines as “tension”, “sacrifice
and consecration: an hyperbolic passion, a bow bent toward the impossible, a
paradoxical and positive form of spiritual defeatism”™ (66)."* The tension

inherent in the agonistic posture is one of the most notable hallmarks of the

” Hugo Ball also found evidence of the fragmentation epidemic affecting contemporary art. In
his entry for 5 March 1916 in Die Flucht aus der Zeit (Flight Out of Time, 1927) he writes,
“The image of the human form is gradually disappearing from the painting of these times and
all objects appear only in fragments. This is one more proof of how ugly and worn the human
countenance has become, and of how all the objects of our environment have become
repulsive to us” (55). And in his lecture on Kandinsky delivered in April 1917, he states
unequivocally, “The artists of these times have turned inward. Their life is a struggle against
madness” (225). It is ironic and yet poignant then that so many of them courted madness and
frequently succumbed to either actual dementia or the equally pernicious affected dementia
they had cultivated for themselves. Atlas Press’ book, Four Dada Suicides, compiles work by
Arthur Cravan, Julian Torma, Jacques Rigaut, and Jacques Vaché under this principle.

10 we shall see in the chapter devoted to Schwitters how collages and the readymades, in spite
of their cultivated anonymity (or rather because of it), are some of the most self-reflexive
pieces of artwork ever produced. On the other hand, self-reflexivity, particularly as 1t
functions in much postmodernist literature, hyper-emphasizes the author’s presence while

dissolving the fabric of the text. Kurt Vonnegut’s Breakfast of Champions provides a

particularly inspired example of this process.
'1 That searching, doleful face worn by Reynolds’ in his self-portrait would later, in works of

the twentieth century avant-garde, give way to self-deprecating or even mutilated faces, such
as the disturbingly whimsical, soap-encrusted visage Duchamp sports in his “Monte Carlo
Bond” (1924).

12 Following this characterization, Poggioli refers the reader to Mallarmé’s legendary “Coup
de dés”, “thrown...almost as an ultimate gesture of defiance at the instant of supreme tension”
(66). So it is that chance and its ironic cultivation (it used to be the enemy of all artists and
artisans) come to be incorporated into avant-garde art. (Note that Duchamp had a particular
affinity for Mallarmé.) In Theorie der Avantgarde (Theory of the Avant-Garde), Peter Biirger
distinguishes between true (accidental) chance and “manufactured” chance. In the case of the
latter, “there lies a renunciation of the subjective imagination in favour of a submission to the
chance of construction” (67). The exploitation of chance by Dada is so well documented that
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twentieth century avant-garde in general and of Dada in particular, whose

members often fashioned themselves into some of the most insistent defeatists

of the era.'”

As suggested above, Poggioli’s theory of agonism relates to self-

reflexive art 1n that the artist reluctantly struggles against his craft but feels

nevertheless condemned to produce. There is, however, a more profound way
in which the agonistic gesture engenders (or is enforced by) self-reflexive art.
Poggioli:

the agonistic attitude is not a passive state of mind, exclusively
dominated by a sense of imminent catastrophe; on the contrary, 1t
strives to transform the catastrophe into a miracle. By acting, and
through its very failure, it tends toward a result justifying and
transcending itself. (65-66)

That “passive state of mind”, the mind of the catastrophist, 1s given over to
self-contemplation and finds fulfilment in the self-regarding gaze; it shares its
passivity with self-conscious art. Agonism, although predicated upon that
catastrophist mind-set, stands in relation to it as self-reflexivity does to seli-
consciousness. The distinction is more than a matter of action (action on the
part of self-reflexivity and relative inaction on the part of self-consciousness),
for according to Poggioli in the above quotation, the kind ot action under
scrutiny is not the kind undertaken to avoid an impending catastrophe. In fact,
the action that characterizes agonism and self-reflexivity is an action engaged

in spite of itself. Poggioli clearly states that the agonistic gesture not only

it does not bear mentioning here, but further information may be obtained, in a concise form,
in Hans Richter’s Dada: Art and Anti-Art.

3 poggioli observes that the artist, “alternating between the extremes of self-criticism and
self-pity”, may exalt (or degrade) himself to the status of a victim. Such an observation 1s at
times so self-evident it seems a commonplace unworthy of analysis, particularly in discussions
concerning postmodernist art. Too often “the artist comes to be conceived of as an agnus dei,
an expiatory scapegoat, almost as if he were the mnnocent creature upon which society
transfers its own sense of sin and guilt, and whose sacrificial blood redeems the sins of the
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accepts the imminent catastrophe but also seeks to affirm its action through the
failure of that action. Hence the tension that marks the agonist, and hence the

tension that characterizes self-reflexive art. This tension ultimately derives
from a struggle of the self against the self, and in a lesser way it plays itself

out in the struggle of the artist with his work and its reception by the public.
The most tragic and yet necessary of all struggles is precisely that fought
within, but what is it about this embraced and sought after failure, this most
wearing of tensions, that produces the self-affirmation and even more
importantly the transcendence of which Poggioli writes? The transcendence
attained by the agonistic path is of the same species as the kind, already
explored, that explains why the self travels outside of itself at all. Only when

facing itself through a haze of externality is the self able to ascertain its

essence, and only through denial does transcendence come.'*

And here we arrive at the crux of self-reflexive art. Self-reflexivity
involves, or rather is predicated upon, a restless exchange not just between the
self and the external world, but also between the real self and the 1deal

counterpart to which it aspires. 1> 1t is a dialogue between the self as it is and

whole tribe” (111). The strains of aesthetic Romanticism in these lines are too obvious to be
ignored (65).
% Tn his book Von romantischer Ironie zu postmodernistischer Metafiktion, (From Romantic

Irony to Postmodernist Metafiction), Christian Quendler addresses the same issue and
concludes, “the breaking of aesthetic illusion as a self-reflexive introspection on the poetic

limitations” is not a “destruction” but rather “an opening up of a space” (53). The
constructive possibility is established because the self-reflexive gesture brings about an
investigation of “the relation between the real and the ideal” (53). The ideal, or the absolute,
knows no limitations, aesthetic or otherwise, and so by exploiting the limitations of say,
painting, the self-reflexive artwork suggests a path towards the absolute. Drawing upon
Friedrich Schlegel’s theories concerning romantic irony, Quendler localizes the
“transcendental” in this vacillation between the real and the ideal, and credits self-reflexivity
with being the vehicle by which the real moves towards the ideal (52-53).

'> There is much to be said for the religious aspects of self-reflexive art, and a study
addressing these would be able to draw heavily upon the diaristic accounts of Ball. In his
entry for 13 October 19135, he approaches a question very similar to the one posed above: why
is the self condemned by its own stubborn insistence to depart its sphere only to return? He
questions, “For why is it that I seek life for its own sake? Is there so much death in me or in
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the self it becomes once it gains consciousness of its existence. Furthermore,

in pondering the term “self-retlexivity” we find two additional kinds of

exchange that contribute to self-knowledge. The objection has been raised

that the term i1s irreparably redundant, for “reflexivity” by definition only ever

could have recourse to its ultimate predicate, the “selt”. Upon closer
consideration, however, we find that through its very redundancy another

possible route opens. Self-reflexivity comes to refer not only to a gesture or
mode in which the self discourses upon its own being, but also to a way for

reflexivity to address reflexivity in (what else but) reflexive terms. The
complexity and abstractness of these interactions may elude focused

concentration, but analysis in the context of modern art facilitates
comprehension. Shattuck evidently thought so as well, for in his chapter

entitled “The Art of Stillness™ he writes,

The form of a work of art can imply this inward direction and stand
for the fact that the work itself becomes the means, the locus of the
search. Twentieth-century art has tended to search itself rather than
exterior reality for beauty of meaning or truth, a condition that entails

a new relationship between the work of art, the world, the spectator,
and the artist. (326)

Art is not the only forum in which to study the complexities of self-
consciousness and self-reflexivity (philosophy usually fulfils that role).
However, we may imagine that we are following the natural tendency of the

self-conscious spirit when we move outside of philosophy and seek the

my environment? Where does my motive force come from? kFrom darkness or from light?”
(Flight Out of Time 33). Ball, who came to shun his Dada years as wayward folly and who
embraced with great sincerity the Catholicism of his youth, concludes that the impetus to
move comes from the desire to beat a path towards God. “I seek your image, Lord. Give me
the strength to recognize it” (33). Is the reason he provides much different than Quendler’s?
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essence of self-reflexivity 1n its object (art) rather than its subject (the

metaphysical self). 16

Arthur Danto, 1n a passage from his critical study The Transfiguration

of the Commonplace, offers some enlightening commentary on the issue of

self-reflexivity as it informs the long-standing relationship between art and

philosophy:

the philosophical question of its status has almost become the very
essence of art itself, so that the philosophy of art, instead of standing
outside the subject and addressing it from an alien and external
perspective, became instead the articulation of the internal energies
of the subject. It would today require a special kind of effort at times
to distinguish art from its own philosophy. It has seemed almost the
case that the entirety of the artwork has been condensed to that
portion of the artwork which has always been of philosophical
interest, so that little if anything is left over for the pleasure of
artlovers. Art virtually exemplifies Hegel’s teaching about history,
according to which spirit is destined to become conscious of itself.
Art has reenacted this speculative course of history in the respect that
it has turned into self-consciousness, the consciousness of art being
art in a reflexive way that bears comparison with philosophy, which
itself is consciousness of philosophy; and the question now remains
as to what in fact distinguishes art from its own philosophy. (5 6)"’

A nexus of philosophical factors has often resided at the core of art, but as

Danto observes above, that core has swollen so much in recent times that in

much modern art it has become the fruit, often rendering the “artistic” portion

16 1 liken the distinction between philosophical and aesthetic contemplation of self-reflexivity
thusly. Philosophy, particularly metaphysical philosophy, harbours within its bounds self-
reflexivity in its natural habitat, but the murkiness of these profound depths requires great
external illumination. In contrast, art is like a diorama illuminated from within, and although
what we witness may be self-reflexivity removed from its usual domain and yoked mto
serving a purpose beyond itself, we do gain significant insight into its functioning and eftects.
I7 Biirger also looks to Hegel’s writings, where he finds “the dissolution of interpenetration of
form and content which was the characteristic of classical (Greek) art” to be predicated upon

“the discovery of autonomous subjectivity” (92). Hegel attributes this discovery to
Romanticism, which Biirger indicates was considered at that time to extend from the Middle

Ages to the period contemporary with the philosopher. In addition, Hegel connects this
Romantic development to “the contingency of external existence”, and so “for that reason,
romantic art is both an art of subjective inwardness and one that portrays the world of
phenomena in their contingency” (Biirger 92). Most importantly to Biirger, Hegel perceives
that a Classical focus is inadequate for interpreting the new art, and so by extrapolating a
theory from “Dutch genre painting”, he predicts a “shift of the form-content dialectic in favor
of form” (93). The inference at which the philosopher arrived has been proven entirely

prophetic.
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little more than an ornamental skin.'® One could take as a point of departure

any number of avant-garde movements in which these theories may be

revealed, as everything Danto writes above regarding self-reflexive art is
exemplified by major works of several twentieth century movements. Many
investigations have focused primarily on the ways in which postmodernist art
has taken advantage of and ultimately come to determine the methodology
behind aesthetic self-reflexivity, but recent scholarly study has recognized the
injustice of such a narrow focus. Modernism — not just “high modernism” but
also those extreme avant-garde movements which are much more easily
dismissed than intellectually engaged — built upon the self-consciousness i1t
inherited from the Romantics and polished it into the vibrant self-reflexivity
that would soon enough become arrogated by postmodernism..19 This thesis
seeks to uncover in the most strident of those modernist avant-garde
movements, Dada (and by association, Merz), the methodology and impact
generated by self-reflexivity. This theme receives surprisingly scant attention
in critical studies of Dada, perhaps because the issues of nihilism or the
manipulation and incorporation of chance too often take precedence. There 1s

room for speculation as to why Dada was so predisposed to the production of

8 Tellingly, Ball in 1917 was noting the conversion art was undergoing as it sacrificed its
usual appeal to the blossoming of its own philosophy: “art is being changed into philosophy
and religion in its principles and on its very own territory. The conversions from artistic
circles will increase. Art itself appears to want to convert” (20.11.1917, Flight Out of Time
99).

19 The Dada scholar Richard Sheppard, whose relatively recent contribution to Dada
scholarship is entitled Modernism — Dada — Postmodernism, emphasises this point in his
concluding chapter, “Dada and the Last Post of Modernism”. He lists self-reflexivity, among
other developments, as being one of those themes too long ascribed exclusively to
postmodernism (356).
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self-reflexive artwork, but for our purposes we shall not dwell upon reasons

but explore instead the manifestation of the phenomenon.*

A brief comparison of two entries from Ball’s diary enlightens us as to
the applicability of a theory of self-reflexivity to Dada:

Art 1s beginning to concern itself with ascetic and priestly ideals.
[...] There 1s a wooing of art where it glows with most life, a taste
for the definitive expression of things and of life. And this interest 1s
dictated by the time, not by inclination. It 1s an interest in the
threatened self. (4.XI1.1916, Flight Out of Time 94)

Self-assertion suggests the art of self-metamorphosis. The 1solated
man tries to hold his own in the most unfavorable circumstances; he
has to make himself unassailable. Magic is the last refuge of
individual self-assertion, and maybe of individualism in general.

(9.1.1917, 96) %!

Throughout his inestimably valuable diary, Ball writes of the social and
spiritual decay in which he finds himself immersed.”* The falling away of
bourgeois ideals and conventions, the acceleration of mechanical production,
the explosion of metropolitan centres, and most significantly the terror and
shock of the Great War all conspired to threaten the sovereignty of the
individual and undermine his faith in the certainty of his existence. At the
same time, scientific progress made in subatomic physics was challenging the
individual’s concept of the solidity of his being and of all reality. These

factors coalesced in the crucible that was 1914 Europe, and as Ball implies

20 There is a very handy list provided by Sheppard that details the major points of social
contention experienced by the modernists (17-18). These eight diagnoses, ranging from the
inheritance of a decaying bourgeoisie to the negotiation of perceived “anarchic powers”, may
be applied quite easily to a study of Dada in an effort to uncover the pressures that engendered
its proclivity towards self-reflexive art.

21 We may infer that “art” in these lines signifies Zurich Dada, as the opening of the Cabaret
Voltaire, under Ball’s direction, occurred just a few months prior in February 1916.

22 \WWhen Ball returned to the strict Roman Catholicism of his youth, he revised his written
work, no doubt editing material he considered threatening to his newfound attempts to
reconcile himself with the Church (Introduction to Flight Out of Time, Elderfield xli). Thus, 1t
is nearly impossible to maintain that all of the observations penned when he was a Dadaist
survived the religiously inspired redaction. Surely, in the days of the Cabaret Voltaire, Ball
was at least somewhat complicit in the fostering of the decadence he would later come to

decry.
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above, a shift occurred from self-awareness to a studied self-interest in what
constituted “the threatened self”. This observation dovetails with the second
quotation, in which the self-conscious individual (read: the Dadaist) begins to
toy with his own boundaries, resorting to magical and mystical endeavours in
order to preserve his individuality.> Herein we find the reasoning behind the
Dadaist predilection for primitive cultures, fabulous or historical, and further
evidence that a journey outside of the self and its familiar environs must be
undertaken in order to grasp the essence of that self.** Ball retreated into the

“inner alchemy of the word”, but Kurt Schwitters sought to retrieve his elusive
ego in the one-man movement he was forced to create because he was demed
affiliation with Berlin Dada. John Elderfield, who has composed the most
exhaustive study of Schwitters since Werner Schmalenbach, notes that “a
‘hankering after the primitive’ had been noticed by Huelsenbeck even in
Schwitters’ earliest work, a desire to get away from ‘the complicated,
overcharged, perspectively seen present” (198).

In Merz, and to the greatest degree in the Hanover Merzbau, we
encounter all of the conditions of self-reflexive art thus far proposed.
Schwitters occupied a problematic space in the Dada realm, as he was clearly

avant-garde in method but not officially recognized as such, at least not by

23 Ball’s “magic bishop” episode was precisely this sort of magical engagement, but as he
details in the diary entry for 23 June 1916, such courtship of magic comes with a price,
namely, that one may lose all touch with the individuality one is trying to preserve (Flight Out
of Time 70-71).

* Ball:

Seek the image of images, the archetypal image. Is it pure symmetry? God
as the eternal surveyor? The Egyptians took their measurements from the

stars; the earthly topography is a copy of the divine. But does our art,
abstract art for example, act in the same way? Are our images not
eratuitous, and do they live on more than the memory of other images? And
in language: where do we get the authoritarian, style-forming sequences
and ideas from? What constitutes our mind and spirit? Where do we get
belief and form from? Do we not steal the elements from all magical
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Richard Huelsenbeck, the self-proclaimed leader of the Berlin Dadaists (more
on the dispute to follow in the chapter on Schwitters). Everything Ball

observes above then applies twice over to Schwitters. Whereas many of the
other Dadaists left the provinces and flocked to major metropolitan centres,
Schwitters remained based in bourgeois Hanover, his relationship to which
was too muted to be classified as “love-hate” (although he was critical of the
city at times and its myopic character).” Virtually isolated from his more
stringently political Dada contemporaries, Schwitters experienced the threats
on his being and his work at the hands of those who were meant to be 1n
sympathy with his trials. Whereas the Zurich Dadaists, diverse 1n vision as
they were, could at least find suitable company in one another, 1f only for a
short while, Schwitters was isolated without recourse to integration into the
one group whose parameters were elastic enough to absorb his esoteric
personality and methodology. Marginalized as he was, he began to construct
for himself a universe that would contain all of his preoccupations, aesthetic
ambitions, and artwork. And as if he were consciously heeding Ball’s
program voiced in the quotation above, he ensured that his Merz universe was
mystical enough to offer refuge for his threatened self. The cynosure of Merz,
in theory and in practice, was the Hanover Merzbau, the first of Schwitters’
major architectural projects, and its conception (and execution) marked 1t as
the modernist descendant of the Romantic Gesamtkunstwerk.

In order to construct a sound contextual basis for my theory of how the

Hanover Merzbau may be interpreted as a triumph of self-reflexive art, I have

religions? Are we not magical eclectics? (7.V.1917, Elight Out of Time
111)
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incorporated the contemporaneous writings of Georg Simmel (1858-1918) and
Henri Bergson (1859-1941), both of whom form the basis for the vitalist
philosophy to which Schwitters subscribed.”® We shall rely on Simmel’s
theories concerning the psychic life of the metropolitan individual as we seek
to contextualize the Dadaist (or Merzist) in the urban milieu in which he
developed and laboured. The writings on culture, which define the
phenomenon as the result of the struggle between the subjective spirit and the
objective forms it is condemned to produce, will serve to explain the
mechanism behind artistic production and how the self-conscious “I” exerts a
centripetal force over its objects.”’ This mechanism behind self-reflexivity is
analysed in this thesis in terms of Heraclitus’ concept of the enantiodromia, a
concept that I shall repeatedly employ as the principle model of the
functioning of self-reflexive artwork. In my chapter devoted to some of
Bergson’s major contributions, I shall demonstrate how the self-retlexive
gesture is informed by Bergsonian intuition and how the search for true
duration is the same path the artist pursue as he meanders through his self-
reflexive work on his journey back to himself. Finally, I shall prove how the
materialization of the élan vital occurs most successfully, at least in the

domain of aesthetics, in artwork that is consciously developed according to the

25 Richter dedicates two chapters of Dada: Art and Anti-Art to Hanover and Cologne, cities
that “possessed independent Dadaisms of their own, which were less noisy, perhaps, but no

less important than Berlin Dada” (137).
26 The connection between Schwitters and these two philosophers is more a matter of affinity

than concrete influence, for I know not of any writings by Schwitters that address either
Simmel or Bergson directly. His work, as we shall see, is clearly vitalist, however, and
furthermore, his organicist tendencies, which became ever more pronounced in his final years,
owe much to the intellectual climate Simmel and Bergson helped established. It is likely,
though, that Schwitters had read at least some of Bergson’s work, for his De Stijl connections
would have pointed him in that direction: “At the time, Van Doesburg was also espousing
Bergson’s formulation of the intuitive nature of space and time, an esoteric philosophy that
may have also piqued Schwitters’ interest” (Gamard 148).
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tenets of self-reflexivity. In conclusion, I shall prove that the artist must,

counter-intuitively, suppress his authorial presence and dissolve himself in the

fabric of his work before he can attain the critical self-consciousness his

existence demands.

27 This centripetal force will be explored in conjunction with Coleridge’s notion of the
esemplastic power as described in his Biographia Literaria.
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Chapter I

Simmel’s Vitalist Philosophy and the Conflict-Ridden Cultivation of the
Self-Conscious Ego

“Life is at once flux without pause and yet something enclosed in bearers and
contents, formed about midpoints, individualized, and therefore always a bounded
form which continually jumps its bounds. That is its essence.””’

Introduction

In her article “Out With the Old, In With the New”, Sue Hubbard

examines the various efforts put forth by seminal modernist and postmodernist
artists in their negotiation of the late twentieth century cultural crisis. The
crisis to which she refers is of course multi-faceted, but the essence of it is the
reluctance and ultimately the inability to espouse, “any consensual system of
belief that allows for allegiance to anything beyond the self” (53). The
resulting doctrine, manifested as the uncompromising individualism that lies at
the core of Dada, led, in Hubbard’s opinion, to the pervasive cultural

emptiness that marked the end of the last century and the beginning of the
present one. She envisions the great modernist triumph of the individual as

having significantly contributed to the commodification of art in the
postmodernist age. Initially, the modernists’ doctrine of the self was the
logical corollary to the enforced purification of art; to free art from the jesses
of tradition was, in equal measure, to free the artist from the confines of the

academy. In doing so, however, the artist was now in the precarious position

of having to cultivate increasingly distinguishable personae, and to this end the

cult of the new flourished. It brought with it the enslaving desire to be

' The quotation is from Simmel’s “The Transcendent Character of Life” (1918), which

originally appeared in Chapter 1 of Lebensanchauung: Vier Metaphysische Kapitel (A View
of Life: Four Metaphysical Chapters, 1918). The essay is translated and reproduced in

Levine’s Georg Simmel: On Individuality and Social Forms (1971).
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fashionable (53), and from that point art quickly degenerated into the basest of
forums, where self-promotion became the modus operandi. The haunting

spectre of the academy had been defeated, but in its place rose the even more

pernicious collectivity of the herd, which vociferously demanded that in order
to be acceptable, an artist had to prove himself exceptional. His merit was to

be judged by the variability and frequency of his attacks on his audience. It is
to this reversal that Hubbard speaks when she remarks, “For art to be more
than another investment, another diversion, in the next century, it needs to
reconnect itself to its transformative potential” (56).> The term she employs to
describe the progression from the modernist triumph of the individual and the
“new conservatism of weary cynicism...in danger of taking its place” (56)
derives from Heraclitus; 1t is the concept of the enantiodromia, which 1s
defined in the article as “the law of history...which claims that once one state

reaches its zenith it then collapses into its opposite” (56).”
Although Sheppard does not use the term in Modernism — Dada —
Postmodernism, he refers often to Heraclitus and his influence on the

Dadaists:

In his uncompleted doctoral thesis on Nietzsche of 1909 and 1910,
Ball had approvingly cited Nietzsche’s own endorsement of
Heraclitus’s “Lehre vom Gesetz im Werden, und vom Spiel in der
Nothwendigkeit” (doctrine of law in the process of becoming and of
play in necessity), and it was undoubtedly Heraclitus’s paradoxical
understanding of the flux of Nature that made Diels’s edition so
important to Arp. Tzara, too, almost certainly got to know
Heraclitus’s writings through Arp, and although he was less
mystically inclined than either Ball or Arp, he would, in 1948, link
Zurich Dada with that philosopher’s “dialectic”. (275)

? As the article was published in 1999, the century to which the author refers is, of course, the
resent one.

The word would roughly be translated as “the opposite road” or “contrasting way".
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Heraclitus’s dialectic concerning the flux of the cosmos drew the attention of

the Dadaists because they too understood their world as one marked by

constant flux. It 1s this appreciation and embrace of the philosopher’s theory
of flux that inspired Ball to write, “Dandyism is a school of paradox (and of
paradoxology). Heraclitus deliberately tells miraculous stories. He is

theretore...a paradoxologist” (17.IV.1916, Flight Out of Time 61-62). Ball’s
appraisal of Heraclitus need not be addressed at length for our purposes; what
matters here 1s the appreciation this Father of Dada held for the philosopher
whose name came to be synonymous with the doctrine of flux. Of course,
once the figure of the dandy enters into the equation, his most notable
biographer, Baudelaire, does as well.* In the ninth section of “Peintre de la vie
moderne” (“The Painter of Modern Life”, 1863), which appears in the
collection of the same title, Baudelaire describes the dandy as one who 1s “rich
and idle, and who, even if blasé, has no other occupation than the perpetual

pursuit of happiness” (26). Further on, he concludes that the doctrine

responsible for influencing such increasingly ubiquitous characters 1s

first and foremost the burning need to create for oneself a personal
originality, bounded only by the limits of the proprieties. It is a kind
of cult of the self which can nevertheless survive the pursuit of a
happiness to be found in someone else — in woman, for example;
which can even survive all that goes by in the name of illusions. It1s
the joy of astonishing others, and the proud satisfaction of never
oneself being astonished. A dandy may be blasé, he may even sutter;
but in this case, he will smile like the Spartan boy under the fox’s
tooth. (27-28)°

What soon became apparent in the world of the European avant-garde,

populated as it was by dandies of this sort, was that such strident individualism

‘ Elderfield, in his introduction to Ball’s Flight Out of Time, emphasizes the fact that Ball
“had been reading Baudelaire”, and that his own appraisal of the dandy was predicated upon
the figure’s assessment as laid down by that author (xliii).
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dissolved rather than solidified a community of like-minded individuals. Such
one-upmanship stirred barbarous competition, not just between movements
(the Dadaists’ denouncement of all things Expressionist, for example), but
between members of the same group as well (Huelsenbeck’s dismissal of
Schwitters is a particularly notable case in point). Ball, in his diary entry for
25 November 1914, testifies to the fact that outrageousness soon enough
becomes outdatedness:

Even the demonic, which used to be so interesting, now has only a
faint, lifeless glimmer. In the meantime all the world has become
demonic. The demonic no longer differentiates the dandy from the
commonplace. You just have to become a saint if you want to
differentiate yourself further. (Flight Out of Time 12)

Ball alludes here to an enantiodromia which is similar in scope to the one
Hubbard 1dentifies in her article. At one time all that was necessary to secure
notoriety was to prove oneself demonic. According to Ball, however, the
entire world has proven itself so, and therefore, 1n order for a figure like the
dandy to distinguish himself in the modern era, he must (ironically enough)
prove himself a saint.

In brief summation, the modernist cult of the self, which stressed the
merits of uncompromised individualism, released the artist from the burden of
tradition only to enslave him to public taste. Art lost its “transformative
potential” and instead became the decree by which the artist proclaimed his
individuality. Thus, the modernist condition gave rise to a postmodernist one
in which artists were no freer than they had been at the outset of the avant-
garde rebellion. In fact, individualism soon became unquestioning obedience

(to the dictates of society), and in this way the cult of the self collapsed, via an

> Vehement Dadaists like Huelsenbeck or Picabia would have challenged the notion of being
“bounded” by “proprieties”, yet the public personae they flaunted corroborate Baudelaire’s
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enantiodromia, 1Into its opposite. As noted earlier, the term derives from
Heraclitus and is situated in his doctrine of flux, which (as Sheppard states)
found a ready audience in Ball and his disciples. For them, the age revealed
itself to be one massive paradox, and therefore philosophers who were
sympathetic to or who actively espoused a doctrine of flux drew the attention
and praise of the Dadaists.® Simmel’s all-encompassing philosophy (or
sociology as it is more often recognized in American academia) drew much

inspiration from flux theory, particularly as his work matured and tended more
towards a metaphysically inclined Lebensphilosophie. In “Soziologische
Aesthetik™ (*Sociological Aesthetics™, 1896) he recalls, “To Heraclitus, all

being was in continuous flux; the processes of this world were given form in
the variety of unlimited contrasts which continuously transformed themselves
from one into the other” (Etzkorn 68).

I shall presently explore the concept of the enantiodromia and how it 1s
that Simmel’s philosophy provides the theoretical ground on which to
construct a theory of self-reflexivity that acknowledges, and 1s indeed
predicated upbn, the flux/fixity dialectic. In this chapter, I shall review several
of Simmel’s essays, including “Die Grosstadt und das Geistesleben™ ("The
Metropolis and Mental Life”, 1903), “Der Begriff und die Tragddie der
Kultur” (“On the Concept and the Trage<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>