A “Schooling of the Senses”: Post-Dada Visual
Experiments in the Bauhaus Photomontages of
Ldszlo Moholy-Nagy and Marianne Brandt

Elizabeth Otto

As Lucia Moholy told the story, at some point during the mid-1920s she asked
her husband, L4szl6 Moholy-Nagy, if he had noticed that his Bauhaus student
Marianne Brandt was in love with him. He replied simply—and surely with an
unrecorded note of irony in his voice—*“whoever loves me must work for me.”!
In this essay I analyze the confluence of ideas in the visually provocative photo-
montages of Moholy-Nagy and Brandt. Photomontage has been extensively
investigated as a medium of choice of Berlin Dadaists and Russian constructiv-
ists, but its use among the artists and designers of the Bauhaus has received
almost no scholarly attention; to rectify this, I explore the work of two of the
boldest practitioners of photomontage at the Bauhaus. In so doing, I estab-
lish their links to earlier montage movements—Dadaism in particular—as
well as to the pictorial concerns addressed in Moholy-Nagy’s theories of
the New Vision and to issues of gender identity relevant to both artists’ works.
I also offer in-depth interpretations of key examples of Moholy-Nagy’s and

My gratitude goes to Matthew Biro, Oliver Botar, Andreas Huyssen, Hattula Moholy-Nagy, Anson
Rabinbach, Lisa Silverman, and Tobias Westermann for valuable feedback on earlier versions of
this essay and to the Gender Institute at the State University of New York at Buffalo for supporting
this project. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are mine.

1. Lucia Moholy, noted ca. 1978 on an index card (collection of the Bauhaus-Archiv, Museum
of Design, Berlin).
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90 Post-Dada Visual Experiments

Brandt’s photomontages. While Moholy-Nagy’s methodologies, theoretical
writings, approach to design, and use of a wide variety of media and mate-
rials profoundly influenced Brandt, she clearly did much more than simply
work for him or merely illustrate his ideas. Brandt, like many photomon-
teurs after World War I, was absorbing and synthesizing both experimental
trends among the avant-garde and the wide array and massive quantity of
photographic imagery suddenly available in the Weimar Republic’s illus-
trated press.?

Famed for her work in metal, Brandt’s sleek designs are today among the
most easily recognizable Bauhaus objects.> But her photomontages, largely
unknown until recently, break new ground in their compositional form and
content. Brandt left almost no theoretical writings of her own, and most of her
letters to Moholy-Nagy, in which she might have written of the ideas behind
specific works or projects, do not survive. However, many of her forty-five
known photomontages come more clearly into focus when examined through
the interpretive lenses provided by the ideas in Moholy-Nagy’s essays on pho-
tography and montage. Close analysis of Brandt’s montage work reveals that
she adopted these ideas, which Moholy-Nagy developed for his classes and
in communication with his students at the Bauhaus, for her own. In so doing,
Brandt re-created photomontage as a dynamic balance between formal visual
experimentation and an intervention in the pictorial field of the Weimar Repub-
lic. Brandt focused her montages on the modern city, the gendered role of
the artist in the postwar era, and the popular press’s obsession with the New
Woman. In addition to examining Brandt’s works in relation to Moholy-Nagy’s
montages and theoretical writings, I explore the evidence of mutual influence
and collaboration. Moholy-Nagy was Brandt’s mentor, but he was also two
years her junior and clearly respected her artistic ability and extensive experi-
ence. His later montages incorporate elements of Brandt’s unique approach
and thus make visible their conversation on montage theory.

Arguably the most influential practitioner and advocate of international
constructivism, Hungarian Moholy-Nagy was also an art theorist and teacher of

2. For a complete catalog of her photomontage works, see Elizabeth Otto, Tempo, Tempo! The
Bauhaus Photomontages of Marianne Brandt (Berlin: Jovis Verlag and the Bauhaus-Archiv, 2005).

3. The 2007 sale at Sotheby’s of Brandt’s Tea Infuser (MT 49), designed in 1924 and, in this
case, probably executed in 1927, set a record for the highest price ever paid for a Bauhaus design.
(During the school’s Weimar period, Bauhaus designs received MT numbers, akin to the ME num-
bers given in the Dessau Metal Workshop.) See Alice Rawsthorn, “The Tale of a Teapot and Its
Creator,” International Herald Tribune, December 16, 2007. For more on Brandt’s metal designs,
see Klaus Weber, ed., Die Metallwerkstatt am Bauhaus (Berlin: Bauhaus-Archiv, 1992), 138-83.
A number of Brandt’s metal designs are available from such companies as Alessi, Italy.
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art and design who worked in a number of countries, particularly Germany and
the United States. During his relatively short life, he wrote extensively on the
role of art in contemporary society, the possibilities for expanding human vision
through such new media as film and photography, and the Bauhaus itself.*
Moholy-Nagy was invited by Bauhaus director Walter Gropius to become a
professor at the school in 1923 at twenty-seven—he was the youngest professor
ever to work there—and his arrival coincided with a general turn away from the
influences of expressionism and toward constructivism at the school.’

Moholy-Nagy’s best-known photomontages use larger, more complete
photographic elements than was typical of Berlin Dada montages; this and his
strong compositional aesthetic evidence his links to Soviet and international
constructivism as opposed to the more fragmentary approach of Berlin Dada-
ists in the early 1920s.5 In these works Moholy-Nagy often seems preoccupied
with the visual play of found photographic images that he uses to create frag-
mentary pictorial illusions. While his works focus on issues of form, they often
reveal a surprising emotional engagement and probing of a troubled masculin-
ity, strong contrasts to the more formal abstract paintings and photograms for
which he is better known. Both Moholy-Nagy and Brandt were working with
complex pictorial theories that were interwoven with more personal responses
to gender dynamics and the rise of modernism in the interwar period. Photo-
montage was an ideal medium for the meeting of problems of form and inter-
war content, and multiple layers of meaning are often embedded in these cut
and combined images.

While Moholy-Nagy is known for his constructivist-influenced photo-
montages, this work was in fact rooted in Berlin Dada. Moholy-Nagy recorded
having made his first montage experiments about two years after his 1920 move
from Budapest to Berlin, a city in which he had quickly become connected
with Dadaists and other members of the international avant-garde. Initially
he was skeptical of and even put off by the forms of montage that he encoun-
tered there. In a letter of April 1920 he wrote that “in the latest exhibition of
Der Sturm, a man called Kurt Schwitters is exhibiting pictures made from

4. Moholy-Nagy died at the age of fifty-one in 1946. Many of his books are still in print in both
German and English. The best collection of his articles and essays available in English is Krsztina
Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, trans. Eva Grusz et al. (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1985).

5. For more on the changes that Moholy-Nagy instituted at the Bauhaus and the profound
effects that the school had on him, see Krsztina Passuth, “The Youngest Professor at the Bauhaus,”
in Moholy-Nagy, 39-42.

6. For more on international constructivism, see Kai-Uwe Hemken and Rainer Stommer, eds.,
Konstruktivistische Internationale, 1922—1927: Utopien fiir eine europdische Kultur (Stuttgart:
Hatje; Diisseldorf: Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, 1992).
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newspaper articles, luggage labels, hair, and hoops. What’s the point? Are
these painterly problems?”” It was while sharing a “nearly unheatable” stu-
dio with Schwitters during the financial crisis of the winter of 1922-23 that
Moholy-Nagy produced his own first-known Dadaistic, fragmentary montage
titled 25 Bankruptcy Vultures (25 Pleitegeier; fig. 1).8 Moholy-Nagy later talked
about this turn to montage as coming out of intense financial hardship: “In
the meantime the German Mark had fallen to twenty five million per dollar.
We had no money to buy paint or canvas. So Kurt inspired me to follow his
example and use the ‘currency’ [Wéahrung] of the day as a material for collage.””
In a footnote to his later biographical essay, “Abstract of an Artist,” Moholy-
Nagy expands on these origins: “Under the influence of cubist collages, Schwit-
ters’s ‘Merz’ painting, and Dadaism’s brazen courage, I started out with my
photomontages, t00.”1

This first work in montage uses halftone text and image fragments, none
of which are photographic reproductions. Disjointed in nature, 25 Bankruptcy
Vultures clearly evidences Dadaism’s influence. It includes reversed black-
and-white silhouettes of the same figure and the pink head, neck, and claws of
a vulture. Prominently featured are fragments of high-denomination mark
bills and colorful 25s clustered around the two shadowy silhouettes who seem
to be lurking like vultures to profit from those who cannot withstand the ongo-
ing financial hardship of the times. These figures are also linked to recent
European history and politics. On the hat of the upper figure snippets of text
mark him as “a handsome Otto,” and Otto von Bismarck’s last name appears
on the head of the lower silhouette. This evocation of Bismarck can be linked
to a medal on the black figure’s chest and, on the right side of this work, the
image of a medieval knight with an eagle—Germany’s national bird—on his
shield; together these elements form a jibe at the type of predatory militarism
for which Bismarck had been famous in the nineteenth century. The legacy of
this militarism was blamed by many for World War I and subsequent financial
instabilities. These figures are also linked to a playful mocking of profiteering
bankers. Across the lower figure’s brow is Reichsba, clearly a fragment of the

7. Moholy-Nagy to Ivan Hevesy, April 5, 1920 (collection of the Documentation Center of the
Art History Research Group of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest, reproduced in Pas-
suth, Moholy-Nagy, 388).

8. This work has also been reproduced under the title Pleitegeier (see, e.g., Irene-Charlotte
Lusk, Montagen ins Blaue: Ldszlo Moholy-Nagy, Fotomontagen und -collagen, 1922—1943
[Gieien: Anabas, 1980], 68—69). However, the original, now located in the Israel Museum, Jerusa-
lem, is clearly titled 25 Pleitegeier in Moholy-Nagy’s hand.

9. Ldsz16 Moholy-Nagy, quoted in Otto Friedrich, Weltstadt Berlin: Grofie und Untergang,
1918-1933 (Munich: Desch, 1973), 130.

10. Ldszl6 Moholy-Nagy, “Abstract of an Artist” (1944), in Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 362.
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Figure 1. Ldszl6 Moholy-Nagy, 25 Bankruptcy Vultures

(25 Pleitegeier), 1922-23, collage of printed paper with ink on
paper, 30 x 23 cm. The Vera and Arturo Schwarz Collection
of Dada and Surrealist Art, the Israel Museum, Jerusalem.
Photograph © The Israel Museum. © 2008 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn

word Reichsbank (National Bank). But the end of the fragment also sounds
like “bah!” an expression of disgust often used in German with children, mak-
ing this national institution seem silly.

The destruction and chaos of the war are evident not only in the torn
bits of paper glued at random on this work but in additional text and imagery
found in it. At the top right, text extracts spell out “the City Treasury of the city
pays / money / wiTHOUT / marks.” In the middle left a German eagle crashes
headfirst into the word Million—whether this is a count of people or marks is
unclear—and the eagle’s blood is spattered on the pure white chest of the lower
male silhouette. 25 Bankruptcy Vultures, made by a veteran whose war wounds
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led to his release from service and who was now living through this financial
crisis, is a trenchant critique of incompetent and nonsensical military and finan-
cial systems.

But 25 Bankruptcy Vultures is also a reflection on the theme of transfor-
mation, and it performs its own forms of alchemy. Symbolic animals appear
in a relationship of replacement or even ouster, for amid the fragmentary evi-
dence of a tanking economy, a vulture replaces the dying national eagle. A
short text incorporated in this work foregrounds this theme. On the black-
silhouetted figure’s medal is a poem in which one thing is replaced with
another for nationalistic and military reasons: “I gave gold to the military for
the honor of iron” (Gold gab ich zur Wehr, Eisen nahm ich zur Ehr). Above all
else, the bits of bills directly emphasize the theme of exchange. The large frag-
ment in the middle of the montage, which at first appears to be a portion of a
thousand-mark bill, is in fact a mere placeholder: “The Central Treasury of the
National Bank in Berlin will pay the presenter of this banknote one thousand
marks.” This note is dated September 15, 1922, and the unstable financial situ-
ation is emphasized by another date and further text: “Beginning January 1,
1923, this banknote may be recalled for exchange with other legal means of
payment.” Therefore, this bill held value only as a form of exchange for other
kinds of money; on its own it was worthless. Even in the moment of its print-
ing, its flimsy authority was revealed when it was given only the shortest of life
spans. Lastly, the work itself is transformed through all of its talk of money.
Not only is it marked as a “thousand marks” in the central fragment, it is made
into a “voucher” (Gutschein) across the neck of the black figure, labeled “25”
in multiple positions, and, most prominently, neatly designated as “100 billion
marks” at the lower right.!! In a piece on the theme of bankruptcy and greed,
Moholy-Nagy transforms the worthless paper ground of this montage with the
worthless paper money of the day. In so doing, he makes the work itself into a
mocking monetary instrument, one that, like all the other forms of bank notes
created on an ad hoc basis at this time, was useless for actually purchasing
anything.

In performing these transformations—eagle into vulture, gold into iron,
paper into money, and money into paper—Moholy-Nagy plays on the wider
Ersatzkultur of the time, in which seemingly everything could be replaced
with some cheaper version of itself. Maria Makela has skillfully explored this
aspect of World War I and early Weimar culture and linked it to her analysis of

11. This hundred-billion-mark bill is part of the wider trend to create local money, in this case
from the central German city of Wetzlar.
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Schwitters’s montages.'? In his first engagement with this medium, Moholy-
Nagy has created a montage heavily influenced both by Schwitters’s garbage-
picking aesthetic and by the trenchant critiques made by members of Berlin
Dada, for example, when they called for viewers to “invest in Dada!”** Using
mass-produced text and disposable imagery cut from everyday life, 25 Bank-
ruptcy Vultures ridicules politics and military culture, calls attention to the
abstract nature of financial systems, and posits the transformational power of
montage’s mediations.

When he began teaching at the Bauhaus, Moholy-Nagy developed sophis-
ticated and experimental approaches to montage, and his works quickly took
on the sleekness of constructivism. These subsequent montages relate to his
ideas on modern photography and make connections to advertising, cinema,
and design. Through their content, they address personal, narrative, and polit-
ical issues. Already a published visual theorist, it was also at this time that
Moholy-Nagy began to write longer essays on aspects of post-World War I art.
Among his most cogent and influential treatises on visual representation is
Painting Photography Film (Malerei Fotografie Film), first published in 1925
as the eighth in the Bauhaus Books series. A number of the volume’s ideas
clearly apply to his photomontage practice of the 1920s, and they also became
central to Brandt’s photomontage methods. In the introduction, Moholy-Nagy
posits the usefulness of both photography and painting for “present-day opti-
cal creation,” but he designates the purview of the former as representation
(Gestaltung der Darstellung) and that of the latter as color (Gestaltung der
Farbe)."* At the time that Moholy-Nagy was embracing a constructivist idiom,

12. Maria Makela, “Cloth Culture: On Ersatz and Merz” (lecture, German Studies Association
Annual Conference, St. Paul, MN, October 4, 2008). Makela points out that seemingly everything
had its own Ersatz during and after the war, including even cloth curtains, which were requisi-
tioned by the government and could be replaced with curtains made of washable paper.

13. The phrase “Legen Sie Ihr Geld in dada an!” was used by a number of Berlin Dadaists. See,
e.g., Raoul Hausmann, L'inconnu Raoul Hausmann (1919), and Hausmann and Johannes Baader,
Angekarte (1919), two interrelated postcard montages that use fragments of this phrase (Eva Ziichner
et al., Der deutsche Spiesser drgert sich: Raoul Hausmann, 1886—1971 [Berlin: Berlinische Galerie,
1994], 165-66).

14. Lész16 Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Fotografie Film (1925, 1927), ed. Hans Wingler (Berlin: Mann,
1986), 5—6. The English version is Ldszl6 Moholy-Nagy, Painting Photography Film, trans. Janet
Seligman (London: Lund Humphries, 1969), 7-8. Painting was one of Moholy-Nagy’s most impor-
tant media for experimentation, but it seems to have troubled him at times that he still needed this
traditional form. In 1934 he blamed industry and mass media for blocking experimentation and
concluded that “since it is impossible at present to realize our dreams of the fullest development of
optical techniques (light architecture), we are forced to retain the medium of easel painting” (Moholy-
Nagy to Frantisek Kalivoda, June 1934, in Sibyl Moholy-Nagy et al., Laszlo Moholy-Nagy [Berlin:
Hartmann; Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1969], 15).
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he championed abstraction and a new approach to painting, but he also saw
an ongoing need for representation, a role that could be fully transferred to
photography.

Moholy-Nagy addresses photomontage techniques directly at a few points
in Painting Photography Film. In fact, this 1925 book is likely the first printed
use of the word photomontage, which Moholy-Nagy applies to works by Han-
nah Hoch and Paul Citroen.! To differentiate his own montages from those of
other artists, Moholy-Nagy referred to them as Fotoplastiken or “photo sculp-
tures.”'¢ In these works, the photomontages were maquettes for the actual final
products, the “photo sculptures,” which were photographs of the montages.
Where montages are unique, Fotoplastiken are infinitely reproducible. Still,
Moholy-Nagy also kept the original montages, and it is these that I discuss.
Significantly, in the chapter “The Future of the Photographic Process,” Moholy-
Nagy groups together newer modes of creating photomontages by defining
photo sculptures and the montage of his day as “a more advanced form than
the early glued photographic compositions (photomontage) of the Dadaists.”
The photo sculptures attend more carefully to composition: “They are pieced
together from various photographs and are an experimental method of simul-
taneous representation; compressed interpenetration of visual and verbal wit;
weird combinations of the most realistic, imitative means which pass into
imaginary spheres. They can, however, also be forthright, tell a story; more
veristic ‘than life itself.’ " For Moholy-Nagy, combining photographic materi-
als with constructivist composition allowed for a new vision that might tran-
scend the stopped time of the single frame by creating humor, jarring the spec-
tator, or revealing new truths. Ultimately, constructivist methods—including
precise composition, filmic scope, and visual rhyming—became central to
the montages of both Moholy-Nagy and Brandt. Like her mentor, Brandt also
briefly engaged a Dadaistic form of montage, then quickly moved to a more
constructivist form of composite image.

Prior to contact with the Bauhaus, Brandt was already an established
artist. She began studying painting and sculpture in 1912 at Saxony’s Grand
Ducal School of Fine Art in Weimar—the building that would become the

15. Moholy-Nagy, Painting Photography Film, 37, 106—7. Of course, claims to have been the
first to use the word montage in discussions held in 1919 or earlier abound. See Brigid Doherty,
“Berlin Dada: Montage and the Embodiment of Modernity, 1916—-1920” (PhD diss., University of
California, Berkeley, 1996), for more on the Berlin Dadaists’ narratives of origin.

16. “Photoplastics” has been the common translation of Fotoplastiken, but this translation
misses the sense of Moholy-Nagy’s term.

17. Moholy-Nagy, Painting Photography Film, 36, 37.
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Bauhaus. After some time spent in Munich, she received her degree in 1918.
She then worked another five years as a painter, spending time in Oslo, Paris,
and southern France and participating in several exhibitions. In 1923 she
returned to Weimar and attended the first Bauhaus exhibition, which included
abstract constructivist paintings and sculptures by Moholy-Nagy. Shortly
thereafter Brandt dramatically rejected the primary medium in which she
had already established herself. She piled up her expressionistic, representa-
tive paintings and burned them.

A few months later, at the start of 1924, Brandt began her studies at the
Bauhaus, where she soon found her new medium, the one that would make her
reputation as one of the best Bauhaus designers: metal. Female students in the
Bauhaus were generally streamed into the weaving workshop, but, at the sug-
gestion of Moholy-Nagy, as head of the Metal Workshop with whom Brandt
had studied in the preliminary course (Vorkurs), Brandt chose metal and started
as an apprentice in the summer of 1924. She later wrote about the difficulties
she had had as one of the few women in this male-dominated workshop.'®
Despite initially being tested by her male colleagues, Brandt secured more
contracts for industrial production of her designs than anyone else in the
workshop.! Already during her first year at the Bauhaus she made some of
her best-known works, including the silver and ebony Tea Infuser and Strainer,
which, with its use of stark modernist forms and banishing of almost all orna-
ment, epitomizes the streamlined design that made the Bauhaus’s reputation.?
Brandt quickly rose through the shop’s ranks to hold positions of chief assistant

18. Marianne Brandt, “Letter to the Younger Generation,” in Bauhaus and Bauhaus People, ed.
Eckard Neuman, trans. Eva Richter and Alba Lorman (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1992),
106. For more on the topic of gender relations and the divisions of labor at the Bauhaus, see Sigrid
Wortmann Weltge, Women’s Work: Textile Art from the Bauhaus (San Francisco: Chronicle Books,
1993); Anja Baumhoff, The Gendered World of the Bauhaus: The Politics of Power at the Weimar
Republic’s Premier Art Institute, 1919—1932 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2001); and Katrina Riiedi
Ray, “Bauhaus Hausfraus: Gender Formation in Design Education,” Journal of Architectural Educa-
tion 55, no. 2 (2001): 73-80.

19. According to her 1928 certificate of competence (Befdhigungszeugnis), issued by the Bauhaus
and signed by Gropius and Moholy-Nagy, “her completed projects and designs may be considered
among the best Bauhaus works; the majority of metal workshop models that have been selected for
industrial mass production are by her” (ihre ausgefiihrten arbeiten und entwiirfe konnen zu den
besten bauhausarbeiten gerechnet werden; die meisten von der industrie zur serienméssigen herstel-
lung libernommenen modelle der metallwerkstatt stamen von ihr) (Befdhigungszeugnis, Marianne
Brandt, 1928, collection of the Bauhaus-Archiv, Berlin; portions reproduced in Karsten Kruppa,
“Marianne Brandt: Annéherung an ein Leben,” in Weber, Die Metallwerkstatt am Bauhaus, 48).

20. Images of Brandt’s metalwork are readily available on the Web. See the Metropolitan
Museum of Art’s Tea Infuser and Strainer by Brandt at www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/dsgn2/
ho_2000.63a-c.htm.
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(Mitarbeiter) and, when Moholy-Nagy left the Bauhaus in 1928, of acting
director (stellvertretende Leiterin) of the Metal Workshop. When she herself
left in 1929, she became the only woman—out of eleven who had apprenticed
there—to receive her diploma from that workshop.?

Brandt’s initial foray into photomontage occurred in 1924, her first year
of study with Moholy-Nagy, in two works simply titled Montage I and Mon-
tage 11>* These are Brandt’s only montages that do not contain images made
with a camera; instead, they are made from photograms, a medium that Moholy-
Nagy considered a more direct form of photography and of which he was a
pioneer. In Painting Photography Film he exclaimed that the making of photo-
grams “leads to possibilities of light-composition, in which light must be sov-
ereignly handled as a new creative means, like color in painting and sound in
music.”?* For Brandt, formerly a well-established painter, these experiments
with photogram montage allowed her to make forms of —albeit largely abstract—
representation without returning to figurative painting. In place of traditional
materials, Brandt’s first two montages used reflective objects made of metal, her
new medium of choice, placed on photosensitive paper to tame light.

Sometime around 1925, Brandt began culling from the wide variety of
photographic reproductions made available in the Weimar Republic’s burgeon-
ing illustrated press. She drew on such periodicals as the fashion-conscious
Die Dame, the literary magazine Uhu, various film journals, and, more than
anything else, Germany’s most popular illustrated paper, the Berliner Illus-
trirte Zeitung. In the summer of 1926 Brandt traveled to Paris for a nine-month
stay with her husband, the Norwegian painter Erik Brandt.?* It was during
this period on leave from the Bauhaus and away from the Metal Workshop
that she began to work intensely with photomontage in a fierce return to figu-
ration and pictorial composition. The images that she had been collecting and
those that she found in the French press and in German papers presumably
sent from home became raw material, modifiable readymades, from which she
began to create images and explore pictorial theories she would have known

21. Baumhoff, Gendered World, 143.

22. Reproductions of both of these photogram montages are in Michael Siebenbrodt, ed., Bau-
haus Weimar: Entwiirfe fiir die Zukunft (Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz, 2000), 73; and Otto, Tempo, Tempo!
14-17.

23. Ldszlé Moholy-Nagy, “Photography without a Camera: The ‘Photogram,’” in Painting Pho-
tography Film, 32. See also Ute Eskildsen and Robert Knodt, eds., Laszlo Moholy-Nagy: Fotogramme,
1922-1943 (Essen: Museum Folkwang, 1995).

24. Brandt met her husband while in art school in Weimar. They married in 1919 but, starting
with her time at the Bauhaus, often lived apart. This seems to have given her a particular freedom
and unusual status; Brandt was legally married but lived as a single woman for most of her time at
the school.
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through Moholy-Nagy’s teachings and writings and from more informal con-
versations during her work with him.

Through these representational photomontages, Brandt found a com-
plement to the abstract and streamlined forms of her metal work. Montage
allowed her both to image the dynamism of interwar culture and to focus an
analytic gaze on contemporary society and politics and on the dangerous
side of modern technology that had become so apparent in World War 1.2
These works hover between the chaos of Dada’s influence and construc-
tivism’s more controlled approach. In fact, as was the case with Moholy-
Nagy’s 25 Bankruptcy Vultures, among Brandt’s earliest photomontages are
two that are stylistically closer to Dadaism. In these works, both from 1926,
fragments of text mixed with gelatin silver-print photographs of Brandt and
members of her family create grotesques spread over the picture plane.2’ But
these highly personal works differ sharply from Brandt’s main experiments
in montage, which use found images from the popular press to make works
with a much broader reach. Hanne Bergius has argued that, in contrast to
Hoch’s photomontages, the majority of Brandt’s works were intended not
to create Dadaistic shock effects but to enable viewers to develop their abili-
ties to observe and perceive their environment—which, through technical
innovation and rationalization, had rapidly changed—in a cool and distanced
manner.?’” In many examples of Brandt’s work, Bergius’s view is correct, but
her assertion of these works’ coldness underestimates the dynamism of Brandt’s
photomontaged visual landscapes and the emotional pull that she creates
with images of human figures. Using photomontage to build on favorite
Dadaist themes—including politics, the artist’s role in the wake of the war,
and issues of gender construction—Brandt also embraces constructivism’s
preoccupation with order and Moholy-Nagy’s plays with space to expand the
medium’s power.

The dizzying constructions in her first major group of photomontaged
works from 1926 —her most productive year in this medium—develop out

25. For more on this last aspect, a critique of militarism, see Elizabeth Otto, “The Secret His-
tory of Photomontage: On the Origins of the Composite Form and the Weimar Photomontages of
Marianne Brandt,” in Weimar Publics/Weimar Subjects, ed. Kerstin Barndt, Kathleen Canning,
and Kristin McGuire (New York: Berghahn, forthcoming).

26. These two works, which evidence the formal influence of Schwitters and Hoch, are Kann
der Mensch sein Schicksal . . . and the two-sided Bulle— Esel—Affe/ldoles Modernes of 1926 (see
Otto, Tempo, Tempo! 18-23). Brandt made about fifteen montages in 1926, all of which can be seen
in Tempo, Tempo! 18-58.

27. Hanne Bergius, “Fotomontage im Vergleich: Hannah Hoch, Marianne Brandt, Alice Lex-
Nerlinger,” in Fotografieren hief3 teilnehmen: Fotografinnen der Weimarer Republik, ed. Ute Eskild-
sen (Diisseldorf: Richter, 1994), 43.
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Figure 2. Marianne Brandt, Our Unnerving City (Unsere

irritierende Grofistadt), 1926, montage of newspaper clippings
on heavy gray paper, 63 x 50 cm. Collection Galerie Berinson,
Berlin/UBU Gallery, New York. © 2008 Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn

of Brandt’s skillful and intuitive cropping and arranging of architectural
and figurative photographs. Typical of her work at this time is Our Unnerving
City (Unsere irritierende Grofistadt, 1926; fig. 2), which combines Dadaistic
vertigo—we might think of the flurry of figures and the pull of spinning wheels
in Hoch’s famous Cut with the Kitchen Knife (1919—20)—with constructivism’s
control. Balancing between these two, Our Unnerving City explores issues of
gender and the dynamics of postwar metropolitan life.

On a ground of heavy gray paper, Brandt shows the undulating and cav-
ernous forms of a cityscape that recedes sharply to the vortex of its own center.
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This work is premised on a vacuum effect that pulls at the montage’s elements.
From the left, several small figures and a horse teeter in toward the abyss on
the thin ribbon of a hanging bridge. Others are also drawn in from the left: one
grown man carrying another, a dancer in a skirt of white feathers who appears
bowed by the center’s pull, and two African children who strain to reach across
the crest of a sand dune to be pulled to safety by a third child. From the right,
an airplane seems poised to take off into this magnetic center. From above, a
skydiver falls spectacularly toward this same abyss. The work is elaborately
built up through this visual vacuum effect, which unifies the montage elements
but threatens to swallow them whole.

Creating structure around these figures seemingly in motion are natu-
rally formed caves, ancient stone dwellings, and slumping medieval buildings
tucked into the sharper and more angular forms of the latest modern architec-
ture. This structuring through architecture and the work’s title of Our Unnerv-
ing City recall Citroen’s claustrophobic City, one of the two photomontages
that Moholy-Nagy reproduced in Painting Photography Film.?® But whereas
Citroen’s city appears as an undulating and unrelenting wall of facades, Brandt
combines recently built architectural monuments to suggest an eerie insta-
bility to the new pillars of modernism. Fritz Hoger’s Chilehaus in Hamburg,
comple