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“Artisin Danger” (1925)

JESUS IN THE TRENCHES

The German Dada movement was rooted in the realization, which came simultaneously to several of
my comrades and myself, that it was complete insanity to believe that “spirit” [Geist] or people of
“spirit” ruled the world. Goethe under bombardment, Nietzsche in rucksack, Jesus in the trenches—
there were still people who continued to believe in the autonomous power of spirit and art.

Dada was the first significant art movement in Germany in decades. Don't laugh—through
this movement all the “isms” of art became yesterday's inconsequential studio affairs. Dada was not a
“made” movement, but an organic product, originating in reaction to the head in-the-clouds tendency
of so-called holy art, whose disciples brooded over cubes and Gothic art while the generals were
painting in blood. Dada forced the devotees of art to show their colors.

DADA AS EXTERMINATOR
What did the Dadas do? Thev said it's all the same, whether one just blusters—or gives forth with a
sonnet from Petrarch, Shakespeare, or Rilke; whether one gilds boot-heels or carves Madonnas: the
shooting goes on, profiteering goes on, hunger goes on, lying goes on; why all that art? Wasn' it the
height of fraud to pretend art created spiritual values? Wasn't it unbelievably ridiculous that art was
taken serioudly by itself and no one else? “Hands off holy art!” screamed the foes of Dada. “Art isin
danger!” “ Spirit is being dishonored!” This prattle about the spirit, when the only spirit was the
dishonored one of the press, which wrote: Buy war bonds! —What prattle about art, as they finally
arrived at the task of overpainting with beauty and interesting features the face of Anno 13, which
daily unmasked itself more and more.

AGAINST WINDMILLS
Today | know, together with all the other founders of Dada, that our only mistake was to have been
seriously engaged at all with so-called art. Dada was the breakthrough, taking place with bawling and
scornful laughter; it came out of a narrow, overbearing, and overrated milieu, and floating in the air
between the classes, knee- no responsibility to the general public. We saw then the insane end
products of the ruling order of society and burst into laughter. We had not yet seen the system behind
this insanity.

IT DAWNS
The pending revolution brought gradual understanding of this system. There were no more laughing
matters, there were more important problems than those of art; if art was still to have a meaning, it
had to submit to those problems. In the void in which we found ourselves after overcoming art
phraseology, some of us dadas got lost, mainly those in Switzerland and France, who had
experienced the cultural shocks of the last decade more from the newspaper perspective. The rest of
us saw the great new task: Tendency Art in the service of the revolutionary cause.

GALLOP THROUGH ART HISTORY
The demand for Tendency irritates the art world, today perhaps more than ever, to enraged and
disdainful opposition. Admittedly all times have had important works of tendentious character,
although such works are not appreciated for their tendentiousness, but rather for their formal, "purely
artistic" qualities. These circles completely fail to recognize that at all times all art has a tendency,
that only the character and clarity of this tendency have changed. [... ]
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WANDERERS INTO THE VOID
However, there are still artists who consciously and emphatically attempt to avoid tendency of any
kind by renouncing completely the representational, even the problematical. Often they believe they
can work instinctively and aimlessly, like Nature, which, without visible purpose, givesform and
color to crystals, plants, stones—everything that exists. They give their paintings obscure names, or
just numbers. Evidently this method is based upon the attempt to produce pure stimulus, asin music,
through intentional elimination of all aher effectual possibilities. The painter is to be nothing but a
creator of form and color. Whether these artists believe their work has no “deeper meaning,” or
whether they impart to it an emotional or metaphysical meaning hardly perceptible to the spectator,
the fact remains that they intentionally renounce all the artist's possibilities of ideological influence
(in the areas of eroticism, religion, politics, aesthetics, morality, etc.), standing silent and indifferent,
that is, irresponsibly, in relation to social occurrence, or - in cases where that is not the intention -
they work in vain through ignorance and ineptitude.

NO ANSWER IS ALSO AN ANSWER
When such artists enter the service of industry and applied art, there can be as little objection raised
as when a politician engages himself as a craftsman. A matter of talent. When this art of literary
attraction is pursued for its own sake, decidedly blasé indifference and irresponsible individualistic
feelings are propagated.

SKILL DOESNO HARM
Obvioudly, the artist's relationship to the world is always expressed in his work and that relationship
inevitably givesit its tendency. Thusit is only justifiable to blame an artist for his tendency when
that tendency contradicts the artist's broad view, as unintentionally revealed in his style; or when an
artist tries to compensate for ineptitude by adding a tendentious motif or title. Someone might use
inadequate means in support of a tendency of which he is completely convinced; there too, one
cannot object to the tendency because of his inadequate ability to expressiit.

But one has never heard of Gritzner being reproached with his propaganda for German beer
or for the monastic joys of manhood, or of Grinewald being reproached with his Christian belief.
When art lovers attempt to dismiss a work because of its tendency, as a principle or as a vehicle of
sensation, they do not approach the artist's work critically, but are hostile to the idea for which he
stands.

WHOSE BREAD | EAT, HISPRAISE | SING
The artist, whether he likes it or not, lives in continual correlation to the public, to society, and he
cannot withdraw from its laws of evolution, even when, as today, they include class conflict. Anyone
maintaining a sophisticated stance above or outside of things is also taking sides, for such
indifference and aloofness is automatically a support of the class currently in power—in Germany,
the Middle Class. Moreover, a great number of artists quite consciously support the bourgeois
system, since it is within that system that their work sells.

WHAT WILL | THINK TOMORROW?
In November 1918, as the tide seemed to be turning—the most sheltered simpleton suddenly
discovered his sympathy for the working people, and for several months mass-produced red and
reddish allegories and pamphlets did well in the art market. Soon afterward, however, quiet and order
returned; would you believe it, our artists returned with the greatest possible silence to the higher
regions. “What do you mean? We remained revolutionary—but the workers, don't even mention
them. They are all bourgeois. In this country one cannot make a revolution.” And so they brood again
in their studios over “really” revolutionary problems of form, color, and style.
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THE YOUNG MAN DIGESTSEVERYTHING
Formal revolution lost its shock effect along time ago. The modern citizen digests everything; only
the money chests are vulnerable. Today's young merchant is not like his counterpart in Gustav
Freytag's times:. ice-cold, aloof, he hangs the most radical things in his apartment.... Rash and
unhesitating acceptance so as not to be “born yesterday” is the password. Automobile—the newest,
most sporty model. Nothing said about professional mission, obligations of wealth; cool, objective to
the point of dullness, skeptical, without illusions, avaricious, he understands only his merchandise,
for everything else—including the fields of philosophy, ethics, art—for al culture, there are
specialists who determine the fashion, which is then accepted at face value. Even the formal
revolutionaries and “wanderers into the void” do fairly well, for, underneath, they are related to those
gentlemen, and have, despite all their apparent discrepancies, the same indifferent, arrogant view of
life.

PAINT USEFULLY
Anyone to whom the workers' revolutionary cause is not just a phrase or “a beautiful idea, but
impossible to realize cannot be content to work harmlessly along dealing with formal problems. He
must try to express the workers' battle idea and measure the value of his work by its social usefulness
and effectiveness, rather than by uncontrollable individual artistic principles or public success.

LAST ROUND
Let us summarize: the meaning, nature, and history of art are directly related to the meaning, nature,
and history of society. The prerequisite for the perception and evaluation of contemporary art is an
intellect directed at the knowledge of facts and of correlations with rea life and all its convulsions
and tensions. For a hundred years, man has been seizing the earth's means of production. At the same
time, the fight among men for possession of these means assumes ever more extensive forms,
drawing al men into its vortex. There are workers, employees, civil servants, commercial travelers,
and stock- holders, contractors, merchants, men of finance. Everyone else represents stages of these
two fronts. The struggle for existence of a mankind divided into the exploited and the exploitersis, in
its sharpest and final form: class warfare.

Yes, art isin danger:

Today's artist, if he does not want to run down and become an antiquated dud, has the choice
between technology and class warfare propaganda. In both eases he must give up “pure art.” Either
he enrolls as an architect, engineer, or advertising artist in the army (unfortunately very
feudalistically organized) which develops industrial powers and exploits the world; or, as areporter
and critic reflecting the face of our times, a propagandist and defender of the revolutionary idea and
its partisans, he finds a place in the army of the suppressed who fight for their just share of the world,
for asignificant social organization of life.



