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ECKHARD LEUSCHNER

Measuring Beauty: Ideal
Proportions and the Human -
Figure ca. 1930

“Why did you measure that overcoat?’ I asked, with some curiosity.
‘Parbleu! To see how long it was), replied my friend imperturbably. I was vexed. Poirot’s
incurable habit of making a mystery out of nothing never failed to irritate me.”

Agatha CHRISTIE, The Murder on the Links (1923)

Poor Hastings. Although Poirot answered his question, he still felt that he had
learned nothing new. And, indeed, little is said if someone claims to be measur-
ing something or somebody in order to establish how long, high, dense, loud,
light, etc. a person or a thing is. As points of interest the parameters and instru-
ments chosen for the measuring process and the assumptions or intentions of
the person doing the measuring are equally or more important. This observation
not only applies to criminology but also to the fine arts, including architecture
and architectural history.

The Messkasten (Measuring Box), an early work by Rebecca Horn (Fig.1),!
consists of a black metal frame, the vertical elements of which are perforated
at regular intervals, and horizontal aluminum rods of the same length placed
in the holes. These rods can be moved forward to the center of the box or away
from it. A photo of the work in operation shows the artist herself standing up-
right in the center of the box with her arms attached to her body. As long as
she is fixed in the construction, each of the rods has a point of contact with her
body. If two of the four lines of rods are set back and allow her to exit (or escape)
from the Messkasten, the other two lines remain in the measuring position, thus
defining the profile of the person measured and representing an outline of his
or her individual physical self.
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In the — fairly limited — reference to Horn’s oeuvre it has been pointed out
that in this work the later dealings of the artist with the relationship of body and
space are already announced. One might even assume that the construction of
the box alludes to Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man and the geometrization
of the human body in renaissance thought, or that the Messkasten is based on
artistic practices of the early modern period, namely the transfer or replication
of three-dimensional objects through systematic marking of measuring points.2
However, Horn’s Messkasten is unlikely to exhaust itself in references to art his-
tory or outdated studio practices. At this point, therefore, we are facing a meth-
odological problem: the ways in which 2oth-century art continued to rely on
artistic practices and measuring methods of the kind just mentioned need to be
researched more precisely.

METROLOGY AND THE ARTS

Artists of the early modern period did a lot of measuring. They applied theses
activities either to individual human models, whose dimensions or ‘body types’
they established, or to exemplary ancient sculptures, whose proportions they
considered to be canonical standards of beauty.? In the 19th century, concepts of
beauty and the beautiful remained closely associated with the idea of the har-
monious relations of individual body parts to each other, i.e. the mathematically
quantifiable proportions that artists found (or, rather, thought they could find)
in the most celebrated ancient works.* Until the early 20th century, art acade-
mies based their images of the human figure on binding canonical proportional
charts, and, by teaching students to take and memorize the measurements of
the most revered sculptures of antiquity (or, as it were, of casts), generations
of artists learned the importance of absolute and relative measures and prac-
ticed the transfer of such metrological knowledge to their own works. Not co-
incidentally, the original meaning of the ancient Greek word canon (yardstick
or ruler) is closely related to this practice.® In the Romantic movement, rulers
served both as an elementary means of image construction and as symbols of an
all-encompassing metaphysical order, a spiritual correspondence of microcosm
and macrocosm. In a painting by Georg Friedrich Kersting representing the
painter Caspar David Friedrich in his studio, measuring tools are shown hang-
ing on the wall; since the artist is represented working on a landscape picture
and although the window is closed and barred, these tools describe the artists
work as a mental rather than a technical process.

A major reason for artists to move away from the age-old practice of de-
termining absolute or relative measures of the human body was their growing
awareness of the differences between the physical measures of an object or per-
son and the dimensions of a representation on a picture plane or in a piece of
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sculpture. Artists or art critics such as Adolf von Hildebrand, Hans von Marées,
and Konrad Fiedler discovered the autonomy of the artistic image.” Not much
later, some painters went even further and said farewell to all ‘rational principles’
or ‘objective rules’ formerly considered to be the essence of artistic creation.
As an international avant-garde movement, Expressionism swept away the last
remnants of such notions.

In his famous essay on the history of proportion, first published in 1921 as
“Die Entwicklung der Proportionslehre als Abbild der Stilentwicklung” (“The
History of the Theory of Human Proportions as a Reflection of the History
of Styles”), Erwin Panofsky explains it as a “modern, subjective viewpoint that
a work of art is something utterly irrational.”® According to Panofsky, to con-
temporary viewers it is “uninteresting, if not distressing, when the historian
tells him that a rational system of proportions, or even a definite geometrical
scheme, underlies this or that representation.” And, indeed, clear indications of
an aversion to the artistic imitation of fixed measures or ‘natural’ proportions
can be found in many works of avant-garde painters active in the first years of
the 20th century, for example in Umberto Boccioni’s painting Volumi orizzontali
from 1912. In this picture, Boccioni added exact quantifications of the spatial
dimensions represented, denoting both body measures of the sitter and certain
distances between her and buildings in the background or other objects. He thus
mocked all expectations of a proper representation of ‘real’ spatial relations and
distances in his canvas.®

While pre-World War I artists displayed an ever more skeptical attitude to-
wards concepts of fixed measures in art (including theories of ideal human pro-
portions), a lot of measuring went on in the late 19th century. Both in the natu-
ral sciences and in the growing industrial production, there was a metrological
boom, as both reacted to a tremendous need for the standardization of virtually
every part of modern life. A quick survey of manuals on metrology published
in the early 20th century is sufficient to understand the extraordinary variety
of measuring instruments and procedures, all of which claimed to enhance or
optimize human life by prescribing standard measures or étalons. State institu-
tions guaranteed the accuracy of measuring units, the best known of which is
the métre standard introduced after the French Revolution (métre étalon). The
newly established metrical system resulted in a farewell to previous metrological
units that had been based on body analogies such as the foot or the yard — at
least in the countries that adopted the French system. It is well known that Mar-
cel Duchamp created his Trois stoppages étalon as a laconic commentary on the
normative tendencies of his time. He cut three rulers in the forms of threads that
he experimentally threw to the ground and thus created ‘artistic’ étalons.!® The
questions Duchamp’s Stoppages asked were manifold: Do ‘objective measures’
exist? Can (or should) art have any binding measures or rules? Can art devise
methodological or metrological alternatives to those employed by science?
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In his already mentioned essay on the history of proportional theories in
art, Panofsky pointed out that in his own era probably only anthropologists and
criminologists (and some enthusiasts — Schwdrmer — among artists) remained
interested in human proportions. He was right in the sense that both criminal in-
vestigation and anthropology were important fields of research in which human
beings were still subjected to measuring procedures. However, regarding the re-
newed interest of avant-garde artists in concepts of measure and proportion in
the early 1920s, Panofsky was decidedly uninformed. Hardly an epoch of 20th-
century art has created more depictions of measuring tools, rulers, goniometers,
anatomical charts, etc. than the generation active in the years between the start
of World War I and the mid-1930s. Some of these images can be explained as vi-
sual expressions of the new post-World War I ideology of the retour a l'ordre. For
example, in the Italian Novecento, images of rulers and compasses are frequent
features. In this movement in the 1920s, which was sponsored by Margherita
Sarfatti, Mussolini’s mistress, artists such as Mario Sironi turned away from the
abstractions of the pre-war avant-garde and sought a new foundation of art.!*
They represented measuring instruments not only because such details appear
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in portraits of artists and architects created during the Italian Renaissance,'? but
probably also because rulers represented their patriotic ‘rectitude. The Student
by Sironi (Fie.2) is a strongly geometricized figure in the manner of Piero della
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Francesca, and thus alludes to the orderly pursuit of artistic activity. In addition
to that, the woman’s left forearm rests on a table next to a goniometer, thus illus-
trating the origin of a major measuring unit, the yard, in a body part.!* Although
Sironi’s painting can hardly be reduced to its political implications, it was meant
to visualize the convergence of the current artistic and political ideals in Italy.

Other images of measuring tools created in or soon after Word War I, es-
pecially those by Giorgio de Chirico, cannot be connected as easily with the
retour a lordre. Despite some superficial similarities, the Novecento movement
had little to do with the metaphysical art of De Chirico, whose pictures abound
with representations of rulers, yardsticks and anatomical charts, all of which
evoke the grand traditions of academic training in 19th-century art schools,
even though they also contain images of factories and steam trains and thus
defy all demands for lofty academic clarity and ‘perfect measures’ With this ir-
ritating display of metrological skepticism, De Chirico’s Metafisica was a major
source of inspiration for the Surrealists.

Still Life in the Studio, painted by Otto Dix in 1924 (FI6.3), represents the
corner of a room, probably an artist’s studio. Coarsely grained boards form the

floor, and the walls are covered with raw, partially cracked or smeared-on plas-
ter.!* In this composition, the artist has arranged items related to his profes-
sional activities in a most unsystematic manner; even the spatial arrangement
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is meant to look inharmonious. Only upon closer inspection, one recognizes
that there is a living nude model among the studio junk: a naked middle-aged
woman with a dark cloth over her groin and large, sagging breasts. She has her
head thrown back and raises her right arm with bent hand. Her face betrays the
effort of this gesture, while the absence of a narrative context makes her pose
look totally unmotivated. Next to the woman, on a chair, is a life-sized doll with
a slightly damaged skin of fabric and a light blue cloth draped over her waist
and left arm, whose splayed fingers seem to echo the gesture of the life model.
Where the doll’s head should be, only an elongated stub remains. Even closer to
the viewer is a blank easel turned diagonally away, on which, quite prominently,
a red-painted T-square is leaning.

Certain details of Dix’s provocative picture, such as the studio utensils, were
probably meant as allusions to the traditional standards and shared convictions
of the artistic sphere. However, just as in the case of De Chirico, Dix’s arrange-
ment of measuring tools was hardly intended to be an allegory in praise of the
Fine Arts or metrological exactitude. The worn out shape of the studio doll,'*
moreover, should not be attributed to the depredations of moths or heavy use,
but to Dix’s interest in pictures by Matthias Griinewald, especially the latter’s
representations of the tortured body of Christ on the Cross. In this context, the
blood-red measuring tool may well be an (ironic) transfer of Passion symbolism
to the ‘passion’ of the artist's models in the studio. Dix, in fact, displayed a skep-
tical attitude vis-a-vis the academic figure and the classical instruments of the
artistic creation of beauty, and he searched for alternative means of expression,
which he found in Northern paintings of the late medieval period, especially in
depictions of the suffering Christ. These non-beautiful models or prototypes of
his art were an obvious choice, since, in the sense of a dilemma addressed by
Friedrich Nietzsche, the Christ of the Passion, unlike the pagan gods of Greek
antiquity, is just not beautiful.

Did traditional concepts of the beautiful or theories pertaining to the vi-
sual construction of beauty have any effect on the arts of the 1920s and 1930s?
One does not have to search long to find that, side by side with the outspoken
or implicit refutations of the traditional academic standards just cited, the pe-
riod witnessed a new enthusiasm vis-a-vis Pythagorean concepts of harmony,
proportion, and measure. The ex-Futurist and former Cubist Gino Severini was
one of the first painters of his era to develop a profound taste for geometry as a
ruling principle of art, and he propagated his new creed in 1921 in Du cubisme
au classicisme. (Esthétique du compas et du nombre), a publication that had re-
percussions in all parts of Europe, notably at the Bauhaus.!” The first generation
of Italian Futurists active before World War I had declared that art museums
should be destroyed, while at the same time retaining the criterion of beauty by
declaring a racing car to be a thousand times more beautiful than the Nike of
Samothrace.”® In a related attitude, Le Corbusier in the early 1920s proclaimed
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that the high technical standards of Greek temples defined them as “machines”,
comparing them with the best cars of his own era.’* While such linear deriva-
tions of modern technology from ancient art and architecture had a provocative
touch, the reference to “Greek foundations” of current consumer culture soon
became fashionable in certain strata of society. Around 1930, Ernst Zoberbier’s
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advertisement for Opel cars (F16.4) depicted the ancient statue of the Apollo Bel-
vedere together with a schematic representation of the car company’s most re-
cent product, thus paralleling the golden section with the allegedly harmonious
design of an automobile.?
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The Zoberbier advertisement is a clear indicator of the fact that, on closer
inspection, age-old artistic concepts of measure and proportion, even ‘ideal
beauty, remained important factors in the arts and popular cultures of the 1920s.
There are other cases in point. For example, in 1928 the Hollywood company
MGM promoted the film star Anita Page as a realization of perfect beauty (Fi6.5)
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by comparing her body measurements as indicated in a photographic represen-
tation with the “Ideal screen type drawn from photographs of 13 leading stars”!
In this diagram, beautiful body parts of other female film stars were indicated,
but — according to the film advertisement — only Page managed to combine all
such beauty features in a single figure of physical perfection.
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DER SCHONE MENSCH

In 1929, the exhibition Der Schéne Mensch in der Neuen Kunst (Human Beauty
in Recent Art) took place in Darmstadt.>> The cover of the catalogue (Fi6.6) was
designed by the artist Hermann Keil (1889-1962), who was also one of the show’s
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organizers. Keil's image is a typical example of the more progressive currents
in German art and visual culture of the period in question. The orange, black,
and grey shades on a white background echo the constructivist aesthetics of El
Lissitzky and Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy. Combined with diagonals or right angles,
a decidedly contemporary letter type was chosen. The center of the cover is a
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photograph of a female torso by Alexander Archipenko with extra long, footless
legs.?® The Archipenko torso is positioned in front of the flat relief-like contours
of an ancient Egyptian woman. Of these two pieces of art, the first stresses the
absolute modernity of the ‘beauty’ theme, the other, as an art historical refer-
ence, the constancy of the same phenomenon throughout history. In addition
to that, the modern torso and the Egyptian relief also connected the current

VENUS YON PALMA VECCHIO

TAHITERIN VON GAUGUIN

29

fashion of representing the body as a fragment (e.g. lacking a head or arms) with
older artistic traditions — in this case not with Greek or Roman art, but, rather,
Egyptian works (Germany was still subject to Nefertiti mania2*).

The Darmstadt exhibition was originally intended to be called Der nackte
Mensch in der Neuen Kunst (The Naked Human Being in Recent Art), but in the
course of its preparation the organizers appear to have lost their courage to use
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this title. Either for fear of censorship or due to a concern for greater systematic
depth, they introduced a title change. Not stopping there, they also supplement-
ed the artistic representations of nudes sent in by German and international
artists with historic photos and documents on the theory and practice of “hu-
man beauty” in art through the centuries. This combination of an art show and
a theoretical approach is more manifest in the catalogue than it must have been
in the exhibition itself, especially since the artworks on view were limited to the
media of painting and sculpture, whereas the catalogue also contains artistic
photography, which was completely excluded from the actual event. In addi-
tion to the photos, the catalogue also exemplified the idea of beauty standards
‘through the ages’ by combining similar images from art history such as reclin-
ing female nudes from ancient Greece, by Palma Vecchio, Francisco Goya, and
Paul Gauguin (F16. 7).

Several of the artists represented in the show may have reacted to the Call for
Participation under the first project title. Even though no particularly unsightly
nude was exhibited, this fact may account for the great diversity of formal and
stylistic approaches. Among the participating painters (Otto Dix was conspicu-
ous for his deliberate absence), there were some veterans of German Expression-
ism such as Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Otto Miiller and Max Beckmann, but also
representatives of the Italian Novecento such as Mario Tozzi and Ubaldo Oppi,
and a few machine aesthetes such as Amédée Ozenfant and Willi Baumeister.
The sculpture displayed ranged from a nude by Charles Despiau to an almost
abstract figure by Etienne Béothy. Male nudes were outnumbered by females,
while individualized images or portraits remained an exception. In the majority
of cases, artists looked for the ‘blueprint’ of the human body. Therefore it was
no accident, that someone such as Béothy participated, a Paris-based sculptor
who was already preparing his book La série dor (published in 1939), in which
he would proclaim the golden ratio not only as the fundamental law of nature,
but also as the principle on which all artistic and industrial design should be
based.?

Klaus Wolbert, one of the few scholars to have taken notice of the Darmstadt
exhibition, limited his analysis to a few aspects.2® He stressed the international
scope of the show (which included, among others, works by Marc Chagall, Au-
guste Herbin, and Jean Metzinger) and — given the proximity of the exhibition
to the year 1933 — pointed out the conspicuously small number of racial or even
strongly political undertones of the project. Regarding the art-theoretical back-
ground, he qualified the comments on “beauty” in the catalogue as a somewhat
naive, largely unhistorical compilation, bound together by the then already ob-
solete idea of ‘eternal’ beauty standards.

Wolbert’s claim that the exhibition represented a conventional, canon-re-
lated concept of beauty appears to be evident at first glance, but one should
also acknowledge the innovative character of the Darmstadt project. Since the
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Blaue Reiter exhibition in 1911, Der Schone Mensch has perhaps been the most
important attempt by contemporary artists in Germany to explore the various
relations between art and ‘non-art’ in the sense of self-assessing and position-
ing their own activities. In the entire catalogue, as a matter of fact, there is no
authoritative single definition of “beauty” that claims ultimate validity. Above
all, perhaps no other self-organized exhibition by artists in the 1920s took more
notice of what Theodor Adorno would a few years later call “culture industry”,
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i.e., the ever-growing presence of quick profit imagery in mass media such as
fashion and leisure magazines, advertising and the film industry. Indeed, the
producers of these ‘popular images, unlike most avant-garde painters or sculp-
tors, did not hesitate to indulge in traditional normative concepts of ‘perfect
measures, ideal bodies and absolute beauty. Avant-garde artists active in the late
1920s could hardly overlook this trend.
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‘Natural’ or ‘canonical’ standards of human beauty were a major theme in
the catalogue of the Darmstadt show. Compiled and introduced by Paul West-
heim, there are relevant quotations from Vitruvius*” and Leon Battista Alber-
ti,>® and diagrams or proportional charts from Albrecht Diirer’s Four Books on
Human Proportion (1528), David Ramsay Hay’s Natural Principles of Beauty*
(1852) (r16.8) and Johann Gottfried Schadow’s Polyklet (1834),%° one of the most
widely used manuals for artists on human growth and standard proportions
in the 19th century. Famous pieces of ancient sculpture such as the Venus de
Milo and the Apollo Belvedere were illustrated as eternal beauty standards. In
another illustration of the Darmstadt catalogue, two contemporary men were
shown studying a more or less willing young woman in a swimsuit and compar-
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ing her proportions to those of the ancient Venus (r16.9). Additionally, a photo
of an American beauty contest demonstrated, as the catalogue asserted,?* that
attempts to define the natural standards (Naturwert) and a canon of beauty were
still taking place. In more or less the same line, a photographic profile of a young
woman defined the characteristics of the perfect “film face” (F16.10).3 Slightly
out of touch with the rest of the catalogue, but closely related to contemporary
Weimar culture, an article by the sports apostle Hans Suren promoted physical
education as a means of individually achieving an ideal figure.** In keeping with
the sports and gymnastics movement of the time, he demonstrated that physical
beauty consists in the continuous process of its acquisition, i.e. in a permanent
performative act of self-beautification.
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SCHONHEIT NACH MASS

In the scant research on the 1929 exhibition, the picture credit in the lower mar-
gin of several illustrations in the Darmstadt catalogue, “Klischee: Das Magazin”,
has not yet stirred any scholarly interest. Das Magazin, in fact, was one of the
most widely read illustrated journals published in the days of the Weimar Re-
public, a periodical intended for a liberal, ‘modern’ clientele with a penchant for
light intellectual entertainment and the American Way of Life. In the July 1928
issue of Das Magazin, the article “Schonheit nach Maf3” (Beauty to Measure) can
be found (Fie. 11).3* It revolves around the (probably) fictional character of Kiki,
a young woman whose likeness is given in a photo of a fashionable girl hold-

11/12/13
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ing a tape measure in her hand. According to the article, one of Kiki’s admir-
ers compared her beauty to that of the Venus de Milo. To her, this compliment
sounded like an insult: “Look at these hips! Not to mention the waistline”3 At
first glance, such a reaction reads as a fundamental critique of the traditional
ideals of female beauty. And, indeed, Kiki’s aversion to the ‘old-fashioned’ beauty
standards as exemplified by the Venus de Milo needs to be seen in the context
of the androgynous ideal of the 1920s, the garconne. Yet, as far as Kiki was con-
cerned, her own efforts to reach that new ideal were short-lived. Much to her
relief, she received the first prize for slenderness in a beauty contest, and at about
the same time another of her male friends who had some mathematical compe-
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tence converted the dimensions of the Venus de Milo, a sculpture more than two
meters high, to Kiki’s own body size. He found that her proportions were almost
identical to those of the sculpture in the Louvre — from then on, she was quite
satisfied with being compared to the classical Venus (Fig. 12).36 For the time be-
ing (at least according to Das Magazin), old and contemporary beauty standards
were thus reconciled. In the same article, another famous piece of sculpture was
proposed as a standard for the male body: the Apollo Belvedere. In an illustra-
tion (FI6.13), a woman applies a tape measure to this ancient exemplar of male
beauty (or, rather, a cast), and a contemporary athlete is shown right under that
image as a “modern Apollo”. The article’s closing remark is: “Proportions matter
more than anything else! All things proportioned are beautiful”?”

Popular imagery can be analyzed in terms of its immediate commercial, so-
cial or political function, but it also sheds light on the ‘high’ culture or the arts in
general of a particular period. One aspect of the “Schénheit nach Maf3” article
is especially obvious: concepts of measure and proportion were an important
element of contemporary discourses on physical attraction or beauty, and many
of the concepts in question closely resemble those of the previous centuries. It
looks as if the cultural mainstream of the 1920s never turned away from these
‘outdated’ ideas, whereas a lot of avant-garde artists (as exemplified by the par-
ticipants of the Darmstadt show) began to return to them. The enthusiasm for
‘natural’ beauty standards, needless to say, was not shared by all artists con-
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nected with the 1929 event. In the catalogue of the Darmstadt exhibition, there
is a section with statements by contemporary artists in which more nuanced
opinions regarding ideal figures or artistic “beauty” than those of the historic
authorities already cited are pronounced. For example, the Expressionist painter
Reinhold Ewald criticized the concept of “eternal” proportions in a material
sense and pointed out that Diirer’s pedantry in questions of measure and scale
would never do justice to the dynamics of the natural world.*®

When analyzing the exhibition Der Schone Mensch in a larger context, one
is hardly surprised to find that the more ‘progressive’ anatomy books used for
the education of artists in the 1920s no longer contained references to ancient
sculpture, canonical modules or fixed formulas for the construction of beauty.
It is enough to cite just one example, the Plastische Anatomie (Plastic Anatomy)
of Siegfried Mollier which — despite its claim to teach the representation of
the human body to future artists — did away with all former artistic ideals and
more than anything resembles a medical textbook (Fi6. 14).3* However, both in
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3u beobachten und an das hier gesagte xu
Betraditen wir Fufl, Unterschenkel und Obershenkel als drei Teil-
stiide einer tragenden Sule, 3o finden wir sie derart Gbereinander gebaut,
Abb, 89, dab die Mittelpunkte des Haft-, Knie- und Sprunggelenkes in einer geraden
Linie liegen (Belastungslinie) und daf diese Linie bei nodsldssig aufrechter
Korperhaltung nahesu lotredht verlguft, Abb. 90A u. B. Die Séiafladise des Obersdhenkels
bildet mit der Schienbeinachse eines duberen Winkel von 145, Ruckt bei einzelnen Menschen
der Mittelpunkt des Kniegelenkes stérker von der Belastungs- oder Dircktionslinle nads innen
2u b, 50 kommt eine Knidung der Beine szustande, die wir als X-Beioe bezsiden, wird

14 der Kniegelenkmittelpunkt nach aufien verlogert, so entstchen die O-Beine. Diese krankhafle
Form des Beines, die das Knicgelonk falsch be-
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ANATOMIE | awischn  Schienbeingelenkoberfidhe wnd der

Schienbeinschaftochse; oder sic kommt durch beide
Winkelabweidwungen zustande, wos wobl die
Regel ist.

Zur Ausaitzung der Beuge- wod Sired-
beweguag, ferner der Einwiirts- und Auswiirts-
drehung des Kniegelenkes dienen Muskela in
passender Anordnung.

Schon durh einfoche Besidhtigung, noch
besser durch Betasten kdnnen wir feststellen,
da8 om Kniegeleak eine umfossende Muskel-
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dinnen Anfinge der beiden Kdpfo des Zwillings-
wodenmuskels Gber dem Gelenk. lm Gbrigen
Gberlaufen nur Sehnen das Geleak. Die An-
ordnung derselben su der queren Beugunge-
adise (gestrichelte Linie) und der Adue fir die
Léngsdrehung (kleiner Kreis) ist ous Abbildung 91
ersichilich. Es gibt eine einzige mittelstdndige
Stredsshue (1) vor dem Geleak, wihrend die

Abb. 90A.

the education of artists and in the popular ‘learning how to draw’ textbooks for
dilettanti, the didactic means and educational aims were not as clearly defined
as these ‘progressive’ authors preferred. In Germany and elsewhere, the authority
of plaster casts and proportional charts remained considerable, and this situ-
ation changed little until the 1950s. In textbooks on fashion, comics and web
design, ‘natural measures’ and fixed proportions of the human figure can still be
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found today. Not surprisingly, the Surrealists (who were almost completely ab-
sent from the Darmstadt show) mocked the eternal beauty standards of the hu-
man figure — one of these was Max Ernst who, in a cover design for an English
edition of the poems of Paul Eluard, reproduced and ‘reworked’ a proportional
chart that he must have found in a book on artistic or medical anthropometry.*
However, artists such as Ernst were dealing with concepts and convictions that,
as they saw, were quite alive, and it would be a simplification to interpret (and
underestimate) these beauty concepts as ultimate ramifications of 19th-century
academic classicism.

Only against this complicated cultural background can the artistic prac-
tice and theories of the avant-garde ‘champion’ of the human figure in post-
World War I Germany, Oskar Schlemmer, be fully understood. None other than
Schlemmer had the last word in the artists’ statements collected in the Darm-
stadt catalogue: “Unless the signs deceive us, a renaissance of the human figure
in art is close. After the Futurists in their manifestos have sworn death to the
moon and even death to the nude in the arts; [...] after Verism and Neue Sach-
lichkeit represented human beings in a Biedermeier manner (verbiedermeiert)
or with a penetrating naturalism; after such a course of development, the ideals
which guided a Hans von Marées throughout his life, the ideals which cultivate
the high style in art, should actually be revived. Their highest object will always
be man, i.e. man as represented by the means of artistic beauty (der kunstschine
Mensch). These formations will always be, in Goethe’s sense, ‘antique’ (antikisch),
arising from the ideal symmetry of abstraction, measure and rule on the one
hand and of nature, feeling, idea on the other. An exhibition entitled ‘Der Schéne
Mensch’ will have to take special care to represent man as a product of art, as a
likeness (Gleichnis) created by the means of art, i.e. form and color, that repre-
sents a special world, incomparable to the beauty of photography or the mere
beauty of nature”!

Putting Schlemmer’s statement in other terms, he tried to define his own
position by clearly distinguishing between art on the one hand and ‘popular’
or ‘natural’ imagery on the other. Since this distinction was not one of mere
traditionalism, he did not wish to return to the inflexible beauty concepts that
had prevailed prior to Hildebrand and Fiedler, and it was not by chance, that he
mentioned Hildebrand’s artist-friend Hans von Marées. It is unclear whether
Schlemmer, when writing his statement, was aware of the fact that the authors
of the Darmstadt catalogue were planning to illustrate proportional charts and
similar historic indicators of ‘eternal beauty’, but it seems unlikely. If he had been
asked to comment on the published catalogue, Schlemmer would probably have
pointed out that the combination of images of contemporary beauty contests
and age-old diagrams representing the ‘natural principles of beauty’ was irrel-
evant for his own concept of the beautiful, as neither had any bearing upon the
beauty of art.
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If seen from this angle, Schlemmer’s text not only indicates the tensions be-
tween ‘high’ and ‘low’ in the arts and visual cultures of ca.1930, it also echoes
the anthropological approach of the course that he himself had devised for his
Bauhaus teaching, the “Menschenlehre”. This course was meant to be much more
than just an anatomy lesson or an introduction to the academic principles of
figure creation; it was, rather, the ambitious attempt at a synthesis of the physical
and spiritual natures of man. Schlemmer’s famous drawing Mensch im Ideenkreis
(Man in the Circle of Ideas) (Fi6. 15) was intended to describe the basic capacities

15

OSKAR
SCHLEMMER /
DER MENSCH IM
IDEENKREIS |
1928-29
DRAWING

of the human body and, at the same time, to convey a generalized image of man,
metaphysical and free of all contingencies, in a word: a-historical.# The fact
that the human figure in his Mensch im Ideenkreis is shown running, i.e. mov-
ing in space not unlike a “Human Figure in Motion” by Eadweard Muybridge,
clearly distances him from the upright and immobile figures as represented in
the anatomical charts of the old art academies. Yet Schlemmer’s artistic quest for
the “allgemeingiiltiger Typus der Gestalt™# (universally valid type of form) was
undertaken in a spirit not unlike that of the early modern classicists upon whose
convictions the first art academies were built, i.e. their concepts of an eternal,
ideal beauty of man.#

It goes without saying that in the time span between Oskar Schlemmer and
Rebecca Horn a lot of new art has been produced and a great many changes
in culture and society have occurred. The word “changes” does not only refer
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to the racial and eugenic measuring practices in the Nazi period or the almost
complete abandonment of the ‘figure’ in Western avant-garde art of the 1950s or
even the ‘pure proportions’ of the cubic boxes created by American Minimalists
such as Donald Judd or Sol LeWitt in the 1960s. The Messkasten by Rebecca
Horn (Fi6. 1), if considered in all its complexities, contains references to both the
artistic tradition of measuring the human figure and the concepts of the body
current in 1970. It therefore points to the tensions between the physical self and
the norms of artistic creation that more often than not reflect gender-specific,
ethical or racial norms outside the artistic sphere. Whatever Kiki was told, there
are no ‘natural proportions’ or ‘natural values’ of the human figure, each measur-
ing of a body, artistic or not, already being conditioned by the parameters cho-
sen and the assumptions or intentions of the person performing it. A measuring
process is a social act. Art and art history remain good places for the critique of
such acts.
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