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The 1920s was a period of rapid social and political change within Europe. Following the 

Great War the old power blocs and dynasties had lost or relinquished most of their power. 

In Germany Kaiser Wilhelm II was exiled and was replaced by democracy. In Russia the 

Tsar had been over thrown by the revolution of 1918. After the bloodbath of the 

battlefields there was a desire in some quarters to pursue new models of society such as 

communism within Russia. These visions tended towards Gabriel-Desire Laverdant's 

'advanced social tendencies' [Edwards and Wood, pp314] in that they presented a vision 

of the future within the present. Two dominant groups pushing this vision were politicians 

and avant-garde artists. For a while both groups were in step with each other in their 

vision of modernity, but as the 1920s progressed their visions began to differ. This 

assignment will examine how politicians quickly discarded utopian visions as political and 

economic necessity became apparent; and how artists engaged with these contrasting 

doctrines in their work. 

 

Modernity is a term that encompasses many disciplines. Perhaps the most obvious is the 

rapid advancement in technology and the increased speed of life. Trains carried people 

vast distances in short timescales unthinkable a generation previously; photography 

enabled a realistic capturing of life that would have taken a painter weeks. These 

photographs could be duplicated or reproduced through newspapers within hours. Other 

parts of modernity looked at understanding the human mind; in Vienna, Freud had written 

his Interpretation of Dreams. But for all this advancement the Great War showed the 



horrific downside of modernity. The technology that promised so much was redeployed to 

produce mechanised death and destruction on an unprecedented scale. There was a 

contradiction of enormous concern; the liberating intentions of modernity were being used 

against those it sought to liberate. This was a time of juxtaposition when the different uses 

of the same technology could result in freeing society or unprecedented death. Post-war, 

this fracture would be addressed by both politicians and artists. 

 

As millions were being slaughtered in the trenches there were others in self imposed exile 

in places such as neutral Switzerland. One such group were the Dadaists. They saw 

modernity as a bringer of conflict and war and chose to react to this and the ruling 

bourgeois. Once the war was over they dispersed back to their capitals in Europe. One of 

theses groups would form the Berlin Dada movement. 

 

The group's aim was to reduce art, indeed everything, to a level of meaningless. To 

achieve this goal they sought to destroy both language and composition. In distancing 

themselves from composition they were also placing space between themselves and the 

role of artist. The group preferred to see themselves as engineers who constructed art 

works rather than create them. This manifested itself in various disciplines including 

photomontage; a process born from the collage techniques of the Cubists. The key 

difference in using photographs as the source material - recognisable images that could 

be removed from their original context and pictorially relocated with reference to other 

images. 

 

Looking at works such as Hannah Hoch's Höch Cut with the Kitchen Knife we can see a 

work composed seemingly at random. The work comprises of many images displaced 



from their original context by both scale and composition. But the images are not separate 

- they are contained within the square metre of the overall montage. They have been 

brought together with intention. Of course a movement such as Dada would not spell out 

what that intention is, but by locating these images together Hoch has not only displaced 

them from their original context but has relocated them in a new relationship to each other. 

This challenges the viewer to interpret their own connection between the images. This 

connection (what Sergi Eisenstein referred to as 'the third something') is apparently open 

to the interpretation of the viewer. 

 

The Dadaists including Hoch were very much on the left of the political spectrum. Their 

outlook tended to be negative, looking to destroy the bourgeois but offering little as a solid 

alternative. This can be seen within Cut with the Kitchen Knife; Hoch juxtaposes images of 

the establishment such as machinery and politicians with images of workers and 

intellectuals; highlighting the conflict between vision and reality. The images themselves 

are disconnected but the confines of the canvas creates a tension between them that 

forces a confrontation that was not represented elsewhere. By using photographs and 

newspaper clippings Hoch is able to isolate mediated symbols and disrupt their 

constructed narrative suggesting that the message of the politicians does not match their 

deeds. In placing the bourgeois towards the top of the image she illustrates their place 

within society. Their machinery weighs down on the lower part of the work. This lower 

region depicts the proletariat, intellectuals and various Dadaist, including Hoch herself. It 

is an interesting paradox that Hoch aligns herself with the masses from the bourgeois 

standpoint of an artist. The two main pictorial groupings within Cut with the Kitchen Knife 

offer the viewer the opportunity to actively engage with the work and create their own third 

something. The elements within the work guide the viewer to a likely interpretation. She 



(and Dada in general) wants to both destroy the bourgeois but remain a class above the 

proletariat; engaging in intellectual pursuits rather than manual labour. 

 

The work does not attempt to remove the viewer from their own reality, it makes clear that 

it is a piece of art and not a representation of an event; in doing so it refuses to have a 

traditional linear narrative placed upon it; instead contrasting narratives occur 

simultaneously, as in society itself. The viewer must interpret the work from the vantage 

point of their reality. The underlying message of the work is not in the images used, rather 

in the gaps and open connections between these images. It is in these gaps that the 

viewer contributes their own experiences to the art work. This is not a simple propaganda 

message, it is a discourse with the viewer, enticing them to feel that they have formed 

their own opinion about the work and in turn society. It is the conflict between the artist's 

vision and, from Hoch's viewpoint, the suppression of society by the ruling elite. 

 

Photomontage allowed Hoch to bring different aspects of society into an arena where they 

can be compared and contrasted. Although many classes were living together in society it 

was rare to see them together in the media. It is the forced collision of these classes on 

the canvas that forces the viewer to consider both groups when forming their third 

meaning. The Dadaists intended that this third meaning should ridicule the war and its 

architects. By using the media against its bourgeois creators and consumers and the use 

of 'low brow' newspaper imagery, they attempted to shock the bourgeois by feeding their 

own propaganda back to them in a revised and altered form without its original meaning. 

 

The Dadaist remained negative in their outlook, seeking to destroy convention with anti-

art. By comparison the Surrealists can be viewed as the more positive decedents of the 



Parisian Dada movement. Like their Berlin counterparts the Parisian Dadaists sought to 

destroy the existing order, but they saw this as a way to liberate the unconscious mind. 

Their view was a merger of the works of Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud, mixing left wing 

communist politics with the displacement of dream content. Again forming a third 

something from two separate doctrines of modernity that would feed through to the art 

works produced. 

 

Like many of the post-war artistic movements they promoted a peaceful vision for future 

society. Despite the difficulties facing the fledgling communist regime in Russia (such as 

the need for the New Economic Policy, for example), the surrealists promoted a 

communistic vision. 

 

This pragmatic vision was juxtaposed by the content of their work which relies heavily on 

fragmented imagery. Whereas Hoch was using photomontage to bring recognisable 

content into conflict with each other, the surrealists sought to create picture puzzles of 

chance encounters. Max Ernst's work displaces objects and places them within scenes 

lacking any logical connection. These become picture elements or ciphers to be decoded 

via Freud's secondary vision. 

 

Unlike the Dadaists, the Surrealist movement sought to replace order and rationality with 

the liberated unconscious. Ernst collages within La Femme 100 Tetes bring the fantastic 

to the streets of a bygone Paris. It is less a vision of the capital's future than a 

remembered dream. It is neither a direct political challenge to the elite nor a call to arms 

for the masses. 

 



But despite the Surrealist commitment to Communism they were by this time out of favour 

with the Stalinist leaders of Russia. The reality of managing and feeding the Russian 

people had turned out to be a more economic task then the 1917 idealistic  vision of the 

revolution had promised. In contrast, Russian Constructivist artists had initially seen the 

revolution as a springboard to create art as objects for yet another vision of utopia. But by 

1921 they were producing radical art with little practical use. Vladimir Tatlin exhibited a 

model of a modern tower like building intended for government use. Other exhibitions 

displayed various minimal frame like constructions. They had drifted away from both 

functionality and, in turn, the politicians. 

 

By 1924 the utopia of the revolution had evolved into economic reality. The Constructivists 

split into two groups, the Productivity and the Constructivists. The latter of these groups 

sought to work with industry to create practical objects for the Russian people. 

 

Their work contrasted the old bourgeois ways with the new modern communist ways; 

Aleksandr Rodchenko's 1926 book cover of To Sergei Essenin contrasts a peasant 

cottage with the dynamics of modern accommodation. The message is clear; modernity 

leads to a newer better society. The old ways are static and the new ways are dynamic. In 

simultaneously displaying the two dwellings Rodchenko is not seeking a dialogue with the 

viewer; there is no third meaning to be weaned out, no gaps to be filled. Instead he 

presents a stark before-and-after comparison with the towering modern housing dwarfing 

the decaying traditional cottage. 

 

A year earlier in 1925 Rodchenko exhibited his Worker's Clubs in Paris. These were 

practically designed areas for the habitation, relaxation and education of the people. Like 



the modern housing they complemented, the Clubs were utilitarian, favouring function 

over luxury and promoting the communist vision. There was no need for a before-after 

comparison, the message was again clear: the pre-war bourgeois elite were gone; 

replaced by the rule of the people, all working towards a common aim and in turn provided 

for. 

 

The Avant-garde of the early 20th century were shaped by the events of the period. They 

all recognised that the Great War had changed everything and they all sought to promote 

a new better future. There were several Avant-gardes across Europe and they were all 

responding to the weakening of the ruling houses of the continent. The War had also 

created resentment and empowerment within the lower classes. In Russia the revolution 

had done much the same thing. There was juxtaposition and displacement not only in art 

but throughout all aspects of societies. 

 

Without the benefit of hindsight it becomes easier to understand the validity of all the 

future societies on offer during the 1920s. Some were idealistic, others pragmatic but 

neither end of this spectrum could succeed without some element of the other. It is this 

tension that provided artists with the opportunity to compare and contrast the futures on 

offer across Europe and form their own visions in the process. Perhaps the overarching 

theme across many of the artists of this period is the simultaneity of the decline of the old 

elites and the rise of the proletariat and the necessity of the artists to comment on conflict 

between these worlds in their works. 
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