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KURT SCHWITTERS’ MERZBAU
ABSTRACT

Kurt Schwitters’ Merzbau, which first took shape in Hannover, Germany, between 1923 and
1936, is regarded as the forerunner of what is now known as installation or site-specific art. It
also remains one of the most problematical artworks of the 20th century. This dissertation
examines numerous original sources relating to the Hannover Merzbau and its successors in

Norway and England and concludes that the Merzbauten were, in effect, all works of exile.

The Hannover Merzbau and its lesser-known successors in Norway and England present an
unusual challenge to art historians because so little remains of them. The first was destroyed
in 1943, nothing survives of the second, constructed in Oslo, and the last, in Elterwater,
England, was never completed. Despite the painstaking investigations of Werner
Schmalenbach, Dietmar Elger and John Elderfield between the 1960s and 1980s, the
Hannover Merzbau in particular has amassed so many myths and legends since Schwitters’
death in 1948 that the reception of the work may be said to have established a dynamic of its
own. The combination of the lack of originals and a plethora of misunderstandings about the
evolution of the Merzbauten has meant that these sculptural interiors are frequently
misconstrued as essentially ludicrous, macabre or regressive works that are hardly to be taken
seriously within the framework of the 20th century avant-garde. The main aim of this
dissertation is to relocate the Merzbauten in their historical context by building on the often
forgotten work of early researchers. It includes an examination and assessment of a selection
of scholarly studies, a review of the evidence that draws on new archival discoveries, critical
analyses of key sources such as Schwitters’ few published statements on his constructions, his
personal correspondence and the visual material, and a revised chronology that not only calls
into question many of the numerous anecdotes and legends surrounding the Merzbauten, but
also most of the accepted art-historical theories. The concluding chapter examines various
aspects of the complex interweaving of the public and private facets of the Merzbauten and
suggests ways in which the revised chronology can alter our understanding of these works and

in addition, redefine them as works of exile.

(It should be noted that since this was written, the interior of Schwitters” hut on Hjerteya has

been transferred to the Romsdal Museum on the mainland.)
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INTRODUCTION

The beginnings of what has come to be known as the Hannover Merzbau can be traced to a
number of sculptural assemblages in Kurt Schwitters’ studio dating from the early 1920s. In
its later stages the Merzbau took the form of a sculptural environment that spread through
several parts of the artist’s family home in Hannover. After Schwitters fled Germany in 1937,
he created similar environments in exile in Norway and England. He regarded the Merzbauten
as his Lebenswerk [life work], and in their time they certainly represented an unprecedented

idea that preoccupied him for nearly thirty years, that is, most of his working life.

The Hannover Merzbau was destroyed in 1943, the second, in Lysaker, Oslo, burned down
in 1951 and the last, in Elterwater, England, was left incomplete on Schwitters’ death in 1948.
All three were largely dismissed as historical curiosities until the advent of the neo-Dada
movement in the late 1950s, which brought with it a new interest in Schwitters’ work. Werner
Schmalenbach, Dietmar Elger and John Elderfield were the first post-war art historians to
provide studies of the Merzbauten, based on their own ground-breaking research, whereby
Elderfield’s wide-ranging exploration of the diversity of their temporal and physical aspects

(Elderfield 1985) remains the most extensive of its kind.

Any detailed study of the Merzbauten entails a number of especial difficulties, the most

important of which I have listed below:

(1) Customary models of investigation and critical appraisal must remain inadequate in the
case of the Merzbauten because so little remains of their original substance. There is no
longer any intact material artefact called a Merzbau as a point of reference to analyse

these works or to assess previous art-historical analyses.

(2) The Merzbauten were of an essentially dynamic nature. While examples such as
Duchamp’s ‘Fountain’ or even Brunelleschi’s first perspectives show that art works do not

have to survive to be open to fruitful discussion, the Merzbauten differ in that they were



continually reconstituted. In the reception history, the term Merzbau has been applied to
one or more (almost entirely lost) columns and environments erected in various locations

in various countries over three decades.

(3) Many art historians have linked these works to Schwitters’ involvement with various early
twentieth century avant-garde movements, though little evidence of such connections

emerges from contemporary reports.

(4) Neither Schwitters’ writings on the Hannover Merzbau nor the extant photos correlate

satisfactorily with standard accounts of its development.

(5) The first-hand sources include numerous apparently irreconcilable eyewitness reports,
many of which are also incompatible with extant photos and unpublished documents in

archives.

(6) The visual and written evidence relating to the Merzbauten is imprecise, patchy and
frequently contradictory. A comparatively substantial amount of information is available
on the most significant period of the Hannover Merzbau’s development between 1927 and
1933, but even here, the primary sources do not constitute a body of definitive evidence as

regards its form, content and evolution.

Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield addressed the problems of the lack of first-hand evidence
and the diverse aspects of the Merzbauten by undertaking detailed research into their location,
the history of their development and Schwitters’ construction methods, while in 1983, Harald
Szeemann commissioned a reconstruction of the main room of the Hannover Merzbau. Since
that period, the Hannover Merzbau has been the subject of numerous art-historical
examinations, while its successors, which for many years received little critical attention, have
recently attracted fresh interest. In the late 1980s, a paradigm shift in attitudes to early 20™
century avant-gardes resulted in new frameworks of interpretation being applied to the

Merzbauten, while Environments and more recently, conceptual, installation and site-specific



art have also furnished art historians with alternative interpretative tools. The reception

history of the Merzbauten is not only marked by a wide plurality of approaches, but also
reveals the remarkable extent to which these works continue to be relevant to succeeding
generations of artists and art historians, and discussion and analysis of their many facets

continue to this day.

The most common focus of analyses of the Merzbauten has been on the relevance of various
practices of the early 20™ century avant-garde to their evolution. Cubism, Expressionism,
Dada and Constructivism have all proved useful points of reference, either from the
standpoint of their perceived impact on the developmental stages of the Merzbauten or as
examples of how these works deviated from contemporary models. Nonetheless there remains
a notable lack of consensus among art historians here, not least because eyewitness accounts
rarely mention any such associations, so that this remains one of the central and most

indeterminate areas of the reception.

With regard to points 4, 5 and 6 listed above, there has been little thorough critical analysis
of key evidence such as the few published texts on these works, the visual material,
Schwitters’ personal letters and other first-hand sources relating to the Merzbauten, so that the
many mutually exclusive descriptions of the Merzbauten that emerge from the reception
history also reflect in part a failure to engage adequately with source material. The lack of
originals, combined with the mass of conflicting evidence, has resulted in what has seemed a
promise of free rein for commentators, many of whom have, nolens volens, allowed
themselves considerable leeway in their speculations. In most commentaries, the criteria by
which “facts’ are selected as a basis for analysis are not revealed, so that the Merzbauten are
frequently subjected to much unfounded theorising, hyperbole and exaggeration. Such
interpretations, in my view, fail to do justice to the innovative nature of Schwitters’

achievements and are often detrimental insofar as they distort or misrepresent verifiable



information. The Merzbauten remain enigmatic and ultimately indefinable works, but they are
not inevitably the aggregate of all that is possible to say about them, nor does their absence
render it permissible to marginalize or ignore core research simply because it resists inclusion

in the writer’s interpretation.

The extreme diversity of Merzbau reception is, therefore, attributable not only to changing
modes of interpretation or to the elusive nature of the works themselves, but also to the fact
that in general, insufficient attention has been devoted to a study of the sources. I shall argue
that after seventy years of Merzbau reception, we have in many ways lost touch with what is
known of the originals, and that the whole body of evidence requires reassessment. My first
task, therefore, will be to draw up a new chronology of these works. In doing so, | will draw
on the groundwork of Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield, who all argue that to recover the
Merzbauten for analysis, it is of fundamental importance to establish a chronology by which
to clarify the contours of their development and provide a yardstick by which to evaluate the
multiple contradictions of the evidence. Like an historical chronicle, a chronology provides a
comparatively neutral framework; it may not always disclose what the Merzbauten were, but
it can in many instances reveal what they were not. My dissertation is primarily indebted to
the painstaking investigations of these three art historians who laid the foundations of research
into the evolution of the Merzbauten in the 1970s and 1980s. For many reasons, not least the
availability of new archive material, their work now requires reconsideration. In the following
chapters, | aim to assess and expand on their ideas, using a revised version of their chronology

as a basis.

In Chapter One, | will discuss what I will term the ‘standard chronology’ of the Merzbauten
as advanced by Schmalenbach, Elderfield and Elger, summarise their researches and explain
why these need updating. In Chapter Two, I will provide a critical review of the written and

visual evidence and conclude with a revised version of the standard chronology. In Chapter



Three, I will look at various aspects of the reception history of the Hannover Merzbau. | will
show how the revised chronology can alter the common perception of the Merzbau in
relationship to early 20™ century avant-gardes and to the period of the 1930s, discuss
Schwitters’ complex associations with avant-garde circles and reconsider his personal
movement of Merz as a useful interpretative tool for the Merzbau. After reviewing the largely
forgotten analyses of Carola Giedion-Welcker, | will examine some of the legends associated
with the Merzbau, together with problems arising from translations. In Chapter Four, I will
continue with an analysis of all the Merzbauten with respect to the revised chronology. I will
start by discussing the significance of Schwitters’ first description of his studio constructions
both as a source text and in the wider context of Merz 21, erstes Veilchenheft, the publication
in which this passage first appeared. (For reference, | have provided my own translation in
Appendix 1.) I will then show how the public and private tensions revealed in the Veilchenheft
may be understood as informing the evolution of the Hannover Merzbau from its beginnings
as assemblage to its final stages as a sculptural environment, both in the reception of the work
and in my own analysis. | will conclude this chapter by extending this discussion to the

Merzbauten in Norway and England.

This dissertation is accompanied by an extensive file of visual evidence relating to the
Merzbauten. This is intended to supplement the written evidence and also to underpin
arguments for and against different art-historical interpretations of the Merzbau. A
compilation of this kind, devoted entirely to a visual documentation of all the Merzbauten and

constructions associated with them, has not been undertaken to date.

Note:
The material consulted here has largely been in English or German, as the languages in which
the main body of research and commentary pertaining to the Merzbauten have appeared.

Where required | have provided my own translations of foreign-language sources, including



texts that have already been translated when | consider the result too far removed from the
original. If my translations sometimes read awkwardly, it is because in the cause of accuracy |
have aimed throughout at a precise rather than an elegant rendering. Quotations in Schwitters’

original English are marked with a star (*).

Suggestions for further research

The role of the theories of Naum Gabo, Moholy-Nagy and De Stijl architecture in the
Hannover Merzbau’s transformation from column(s) to environment have yet to be
investigated, as do numerous parallels between the Merzbau and the work of Friedrich Kiesler
(1892-1965), whose Raumbiihne [Space Stage] was exhibited with Schwitters” Merz Stage in
the 1924 Vienna Theatre Exhibition. There has been no study of the Hannover Merzbau in
relation either to the political and social dilemmas of Expressionism in the 1920s and 1930s,
or to the manifold activities of the Deutsche Werkbund, of which Schwitters was a member.
The theme of the domestic element in the arts in the decades surrounding 1900 (including
works such as Strauss’s Sinfonia Domestica and art exhibited in a domestic context, such as
Galerie von Garvens in Hannover) would constitute a worthwhile study. The Merzbauten also
invite literary comparisons with the collage techniques of Joyce’s Ulysses and Déblin’s Berlin
Alexanderplatz and with Robert Musil’s Mann ohne Eigenschaften, the writing of which
spanned a period almost comparable to that of the Merzbauten (1921-42). Finally, in view of
my conclusion that the Merzbauten were essentially works of exile, | consider that they
warrant more detailed examination within the historical and art-historical context of the 1930s

and 1940s.



CHAPTER ONE THE STANDARD CHRONOLOGY

I Introduction

The first post-war Schwitters retrospective was organised by Werner Schmalenbach in 1956.
Many exhibits came from the home of the artist’s son Ernst in Oslo, where they had been
stored for nearly two decades. The discovery of these major collages and assemblages
resulted in a reassessment of Schwitters’ work as a whole, including his almost forgotten
Merzbauten. In time, this led to the publication of three investigations into the Hannover
Merzbau by Schmalenbach (Schmalenbach 1967a), Dietmar Elger (Elger 1984/1999) and
John Elderfield (Elderfield 1985). In this chapter | will provide an overview of their enquiries
into the temporal and spatial aspects of the Hannover Merzbau, with a preliminary survey of
the statements of Ernst Schwitters, one of their main sources. | will conclude with a summary

of their research into the later Merzbauten.

Il The Hannover Merzbau

1. Ernst Schwitters

The Hannover Merzbau was located in the Schwitters” family home in Waldhausenstrasse 5,
and was the most extensive of the Merzbauten. According to the standard chronology, the
Merzbau was begun in the 1920s and had spread to several rooms of the house when
Schwitters fled to Norway in 1937. It was completely destroyed in a bombing raid of 1943.
The testimony of Ernst Schwitters, who until his death remained the principal witness to the
various phases of the Hannover Merzbau, retains a special authority in all accounts of its
development, so that in their chronologies of the work, Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield
attach considerable significance to his reminiscences. In the 1960s, Ernst published little on

the Merzbau; in a catalogue of 1963, for instance, he briefly mentioned it as ‘one of
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[Schwitters’] most important works [...] a gigantic abstract construction three storeys high
and occupying four rooms’,* and two years later he wrote without further explanation that it
was his father’s most ‘extensive’ [umfangreichste] work.” It was not till the appearance of
Schmalenbach’s monograph on Schwitters in 1967 that his recollections of the Merzbau,
documented by Schmalenbach himself, reached a wider public. Indeed, it can be argued that
most of his statements on the work were elicited by Schmalenbach and other art historians
who subsequently consulted him.

In 1964 Ernst wrote to Schmalenbach that early Merzbau consisted of Merz works in the
form of Dadaist sculptures and ‘collage material’ [Collageteilen], which Schwitters gradually
combined and extended to create a ‘purely Dadaist’ [rein dadaistisch] work.’ In the early
1930s, a ‘geometrical period’ [geometrische Periode] began, but as Schwitters regarded the
primary sections as ‘part of his artistic ego’ [Teil seines kiinstlerischen ‘Ichs’], they remained
visible throughout the structure in what Ernst terms ‘grottos’, that is, deep niches in the
overlying geometrical forms. The Merzbau eventually encompassed several rooms, including
one under the balcony and one in the attic.

Ernst first published his own account of the Merzbau’s origins in 1971. This article, which
contains quotations from Schwitters’ own description in Merz 21, erstes Veilchenheft
(henceforth Veilchenheft), traces the Merzbau’s beginnings to a group of sculptural
assemblages of about 1920 (Figs. 2, 5). Ernst describes how these free-standing works and
some box-like assemblages were combined to form a large column:

It all began harmlessly enough with a few dadaistic sculptures in Schwitters” studio. The
most famous were ‘Holy Affliction’, ‘Pleasure Gallows’ and ‘Cult Pump’, reproductions of
which have been retained for posterity on Merz postcards, though they themselves vanished

within the huge, steadily expanding, sculpture in the course of time. Free-standing and set
on pedestals, these sculptures were so positioned that they remained accessible from all

Schwitters E. 1963, 10.

Schwitters E. 1965, 7ff.

Letter from Ernst Schwitters to Werner Schmalenbach, 6.9.64, KSF.
Cf. Appendix I, §10.
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sides and didn’t disturb, but rather enhanced each other. But it didn’t take long before their
number multiplied and at the same time Merz pictures were created, some with very deep
relief, and - as Kurt Schwitters called them - grottos, boxes with a stage-like structure. All
this required space, and the space in the studio became more and more restricted, the
distance between the works less and less. Simultaneously the relations intensified between
the free-standing works, and now it was only a matter of time before the logical conclusion
had to be drawn. One day two of the till now free-standing works suddenly ‘grew’ together
and that was the start.’
Ernst further maintains that this column expanded into a ‘giant sculpture’ [Riesenplastik] that
Schwitters eventually combined with similar wall structures also containing pictures, reliefs
and grottos. The result was a number of larger grottos, later covered by a Constructivist-
influenced superstructure. This ‘enormous, bizarrely architectural room construction, rather
like a cubist-geometric stalactite cave’,’ finally extended to five rooms and represented
Schwitters’ attempt to create a Gesamtkunstwerk.

In an article published in 1983 entitled ‘Kurt Schwitters — father of Merz — my father’, Ernst
described the Merzbau as Schwitters’ major work, ‘the closest realization of his dream of
universal Merz art’.” In contrast to earlier essays in which he describes the Merzbau as
evolving from a group of sculptural assemblages with some undefined affinity, here he relates
that his father literally connected its elements with string, and later wire and wood, to
emphasize their interaction. For the first time he dates the beginnings of the Merzbau to 1918,

also the pre-Merz year of his birth:

though it had to be restarted in 1920 in another room [...] it developed out of my father’s
studio. His pictures decorated the walls, his sculptures stood along the walls. With Kurt

[Alles das fing harmlos genug mit einigen wenigen dadaistischen Plastiken in Kurt Schwitters Atelier an. Am
bekanntesten wurden Die heilige Bekimmernis, Der Lustgalgen und Die Kultpumpe, die durch Reproduktionen
auf den Merz-Postkarten der Nachwelt erhalten blieben, obwohl sie selbst im Laufe der Zeit im Inneren der
standig wachsenden Riesenplastik verschwanden. Auf ihren Sockeln freistehend, waren diese Plastiken so
aufgestellt, dass sie allseitig zuganglich blieben und einander nicht stérten, sondern eher erganzten. Es dauerte
aber nicht lange, bis ihre Zahl ins Vielfache wuchs, und gleichzeitig entstanden z. T. sehr tiefe reliefartige
Merzbilder und — wie Kurt Schwitters sie nannte — Grotten: K&sten mit einem biihnenartigen Aufbau. All das
brauchte Platz, und dabei wurde der Platz im Atelier immer begrenzter, der Abstand zwischen den Werken immer
kleiner. Gleichzeitig steigerten sich die Relationen zwischen den aufgestellten Werken, und jetzt war es nur noch
eine Frage der Zeit, wann die logische Folgerung gezogen werden musste. Eines Tages ‘wuchsen’ plotzlich zwei
bis dahin freistehende Werke zusammen, und das war der Anfang.] Dusseldorf 1971, 16-17.

[eine enorme, bizarre-architektonische Raumgestaltung, etwas wie eine kubistisch-geometrische
Tropfsteinhohle.] Ibid., 16.

Schwitters E. 1983, 143.
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Schwitters’ particular interest in the interaction of the components of his works [...] he
started by tying strings to emphasise this interaction. Strings became wires, which were
then replaced by wooden structures which in turn were connected with plaster of Paris.’®
Apart from inconsistencies concerning dates and methods, Ernst’s essays also display some
discrepancies regarding the primary stages of the Merzbau. In 1971 he described how a
complex of columns expanded outwards, while in 1983 he indicated that the Merzbau spread
from the margins of the room. In 1971 he describes the grottos as integral to the original
structure, but in the 1983 version they emerge as a result of Schwitters’ construction method.
This article also differs from its predecessors in its underlying assumption that the Hannover
Merzbau was a premeditated work rather than one whose expansion was the outcome of
spontaneous experiment and improvisation. Ernst Schwitters is one of the most frequently

quoted sources on the Merzbau, but an explanation of its development in the early years

depends very much on how his statements are evaluated.

2. Werner Schmalenbach

Werner Schmalenbach’s monograph Kurt Schwitters, published in 1967, remains a standard
work of reference to this day. Schmalenbach’s overview of the Merzbauten, of necessity
relatively brief within his broad survey of Schwitters’ life and work, nonetheless established a
foundation for all further research, discussion and interpretation.

Schmalenbach cautions at the outset that published descriptions of the Merzbau by
eyewitnesses such as Hans Arp, Hans Richter and Kate Steinitz, all of whom he quotes at
length, contain many errors and inaccuracies; he demonstrates, for instance, that no credence
should be given to Arp’s tale of the Merzbau filling the whole of the Schwitters’ family
house. In the 1960s, much of Schwitters’ correspondence and literary oeuvre was either

unpublished or inaccessible, leading Schmalenbach to consult Ernst Schwitters on the origins

Ibid. Schwitters’ first Merz picture dates from early 1919. Ernst Schwitters was born on 16.11.1918 and died
17.12.1996.
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and development of the Hannover Merzbau. His chronology (more detailed and occasionally

at variance with what Ernst wrote to him in 1964) derives both from their correspondence and

their conversations. He also utilizes Schwitters’ own description of an early column in the

Veilchenheft, published in 1931 (see Appendix I). Schmalenbach’s chronology may be

summarised as follows:’

1. The Merzbau developed from Schwitters’ cabinet of curiosities in his studio, situated in
what had once been his parents’ bedroom on the ground floor of Waldhausenstrasse 5 in
Hannover. These objects included early Dadaistic sculptural assemblages (Figs. 2, 5)
created in about 1920.

2. In 1923 Schwitters moved this studio to a back room and began to combine free-standing
assemblages within a geometrical wood and plaster framework fitted with glass panes. One
of these, which constituted the core of the Merzbau, was a Constructivist sculpture returned
to the studio after having been exhibited in the Sturm Gallery in Berlin® and described by
Schwitters as a column. (It may be noted here that according to the Catalogue Raisonné,
Schwitters exhibited no sculptures in Sturm during the period 1921-23). Schwitters
gradually united these Dada works to form a complex, irregular structure that expanded
outwards towards the walls. Schmalenbach attributes these developments to Schwitters’
increasing interest in Constructivism as manifested throughout his work in the 1920s.

3. The result was a column named the Cathedral of Erotic Misery (Kathedrale des erotischen
Elends, henceforth KdeE). The column contained numerous caves and grottos filled with
remnants of everyday articles and souvenirs of friends and events, in a kind of reliquary.

4. By 1925/26 this column had expanded to fill the whole of the studio.

5. In the first room, Schwitters built staircases into the constructions. Some led to geometrical

ceiling constructions whose external aspect derived from his idiosyncratic concepts of

9 The following information is taken from Schmalenbach 1967a, 141-3.
10 See Fig. 10. The story of the Constructivist sculpture does not appear in Ernst’s written accounts.
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Expressionism and Constructivism. In the Veilchenheft Schwitters published a description
of the KdeE, and often referred to the whole Merzbau as such after this original structure.
6. Schwitters created constructions in an adjacent room that had once been Ernst’s playroom,

having removed the connecting door. These constructions, like those in the main room,
were made of wood and plaster and painted white, with patches of primary colour, but were
generally less complex and stylistically more consistent.

7. Schwitters converted part of the second room into a sleeping area for himself. In the late
1920s or early 1930s he worked on subsidiary sections of the Merzbau in two rooms of the
attic and in the basement.

8. In about 1933 he broke through a wall* between the first room and the adjoining balcony,
which was glazed over to provide further space. In 1934/5, he cut an opening in the balcony
floor and built a spiral stair of wood and plaster to ground level, then walled in this area to
create a further room. In 1936 he added a column in the attic that extended through a
skylight to the roof. The last major extension was undertaken in December 1936, when the
balcony stair was extended two metres below ground to the water level of a cistern that
Schwitters and his son had discovered when laying foundations for a floor. Schwitters built
new forms into this cistern almost to water level.

9. In the main room, an electric lighting system was installed that allowed for considerable
variations in illumination. Schwitters hired a joiner, painter and electrician in the 1930s and
employed them full time on the Merzbau when he was at home. He continued to incorpor-
ate sculptures into the constructions and in later years left these as free-standing elements.

He also added a very large column on wheels.

11 This information, repeated by Nundel (Nindel 1981, 55), is not borne out by any documentary evidence.
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Schmalenbach surmises from Ernst’s statements that the Merzbau had no defined beginning

s 12

and accepts Schwitters’ statement that it was ‘unfinished on principle’.

3. Dietmar Elger

Dietmar Elger’s Der Merzbau, published in 1984 and revised in 1999, was the first
publication devoted entirely to the Hannover Merzbau. While admitting that the dearth of
evidence allows only rare insights into its primary stages, by relying on archival information
and personal interviews, Elger was able to reveal much that was hitherto unknown about the
Merzbau’s location and content. His study broke new ground by including all extant photos of
the Hannover Merzbau and original ground plans of Waldhausenstrasse 5.

According to Elger’s researches, in 1920 Schwitters’ studio was located in his parents’
former bedroom on the ground floor (Fig. 6, Room 1). Elger considers that this pre-Merzbau
studio was conceived as a didactic work: ‘Schwitters wanted to see his Merz art, Merz
drawings, assemblages and columns ideally presented [...] in a kind of Merz Demonstration
Room.’* He attributes Schwitters’ decision to abandon this plan to his dissatisfaction with the
amorphousness of large-scale wall collage. Elger’s discovery that ground floor rooms of
Waldhausenstrasse 5 were let to tenants in 1921 led him to conclude that Schwitters must
have relinquished his first studio in that year, transferring only a few portable elements to a
new studio at the back of the house. Here Elger describes Schwitters as adopting a ‘two-track’

approach [zweigleisig],** using the room as a studio and concurrently developing it as a

Appendix I, §10.

[So wollte Kurt Schwitters seine Merzkunst, die Merzzeichunungen, —bilder und Merzsdulen, in [...] einer Art
Merzdemonstrationsraum, ideal présentiert sehen.] Elger 1984/1999, 46. At the Constructivist conference of
1922, Doesburg, Lissitzky and Richter demanded an end to standard concepts of the exhibition: ‘Today we are
still standing between a society that doesn’t need us and one that doesn’t yet exist; that’s why only exhibitions as
demonstrations of what we wish to achieve come into consideration for us.” [Heute stehen wir noch zwischen
einer Gesellschaft, die uns nicht braucht, und einer, die noch nicht existiert: darum kommen fiir uns nur
Ausstellungen in Betracht zur Demonstration dessen, was wir realisieren wollen.] Quoted in Disseldorf 1992,
304; see also Lissitzky 1923.

14 Elger 1984/1999, 24.
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planned environment. He challenges Ernst’s 1971 version of the Merzbau’s haphazard
beginnings, maintaining that there is every indication that the work was conceived in 1923,
and that Schwitters devised a unified room concept inspired by his intensive contacts with
Constructivist artists and architects at this time.”

Elger assumes that an undated photo of a single column (Fig. 12) documents the state of
Schwitters’ studio in 1923, with the implication that this object constituted the core of the
Merzbau. Although he stresses the impact of the Constructivist movement on Schwitters’
work at this time, Elger admits that early photos (Figs. 14-16) reveal that the formal
vocabulary of Constructivism cannot have been integrated into the Merzbau until after 1929.
According to his chronology, Schwitters first created Dadaistic wall constructions of found
objects and gradually extended them into the room. He transferred his studio to an adjoining
room in January 1927 (Fig. 6, Room 2), whereby, unlike Schmalenbach, Elger assumes
(following the reminiscences of Hans Richter) that the Merzbau occupied only part of the first
room at this stage.”® He attributes the reason for the move to what he terms the ‘powerful
artistic presence’ emanating from the nascent Merzbau, which would have hindered
Schwitters from using the room as his studio.'” A turning-point came in 1930 when these
structures were covered with predominantly white plaster Constructivist forms, accentuated
by patches of red, blue, yellow and brown. Elger’s theory of an initial three-sided, wall-based
construction,* ostensibly confirmed by later photos (Figs. 21-23), hardly allows for the idea
that the early Merzbau consisted of discrete units, and consequently he seldom refers to a

column or columns. As he regards the name Cathedral of Erotic Misery as no more than an

15 Elger later modified this view, stating that ‘Schwitters” work process can best be compared to the growth cycle of
a natural organism’; Elger 1997b, 196.

16 Richter 1964/78, 78 and Richter 1965/78, 152.

17 [Die Ursache hierflr war vermutlich die inzwischen starke kinstlerische Ausstrahlung des Merzbaus, die ein
gleichzeitiges Arbeiten in dem Raum an anderen Werken nicht mehr angemessen erscheinen lie3.] Elger
1984/1999, 27. Elger later discarded this theory (Elger 1997b, 195).

18 [Der Merzbau hat sich von der Wand zu einer Raumkonstruktion erweitert.] Ibid.
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alternative, possibly humorous, name for the Merzbau, he rarely uses the phrase except to
extract from it a potential metaphor that illustrates the Merzbau’s kinship with Expressionist
architecture.*

Elger states that by 1933, a complex electric lighting system and a stairway had been
integrated into the first room, while most of the grottos had disappeared under plaster till only
a few found objects remained visible under glass. On the evidence of later photos (Figs. 21-
23), he claims that Schwitters introduced calculated disruptions to the smooth exterior
constructions in the form of found objects and external grottos conceived as an
‘Irritationsmoment’ [irritating moment].”* He considers that Schwitters’ increasing isolation
from fellow-Constructivists led to his adoption of a Cubo-Expressionist style in the final years
of the Merzbau’s development. From the 1930s, he follows Schmalenbach’s chronology
closely, and like Schmalenbach, states that the Hannover Merzbau was unfinished on

principle.

4. John Elderfield
John Elderfield’s Kurt Schwitters (1985), published in conjunction with a retrospective
marking the centenary of the artist’s birth, was the first major study in English to explore all
aspects of Schwitters’ life and work. Chapter 7 reviews the evolution of the Hannover
Merzbau as described by Ernst and Elger, after which Elderfield presents his own
chronology.” He states that because of the many far-fetched tales and misconceptions about
the Merzbau, this is worth establishing as precisely as possible:

Once the development of the Merzbau is removed from the realm of myth and fanciful

exaggeration, and the facts explained, what it loses in fantasy it gains in credibility [...] To
learn the facts of its further development [...] and to strip from them the kind of anecdotal

19 Ibid., 97, 110.
20 Ibid., 97.
21 Elderfield 1985, 144 ff. (His chapter on the Merzbau is based on Elderfield 1973 and Elderfield 1977.)
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elements that have become attached to Schwitters and his art in general is to make the
Merzbau fully available for analysis and evaluation.”

Like Schmalenbach and Elger, Elderfield conjectures that the first studio, which he locates in
room 1 on the ground floor of Waldhausenstrasse 5 in Schwitters’ parents’ apartment (Fig. 6),
contained a repository of Dada objects. He concurs with Elger that this studio was abandoned
in 1920/21 and that the original column (Fig. 4) was removed to a new studio in a back room.
Elderfield points to the existence of two other columns, one of which he dates to about 1923
(Fig. 12) and another that Schwitters named the Cathedral of Erotic Misery. Citing Ernst’s
story of Schwitters’ tying strings across the studio, he postulates that as soon as these three
columns were in place, the process of creating a total environment began.

The inception of the Merzbau, in Elderfield’s view, coincides with the year in which
Schwitters first assimilated Constructivist concepts: ‘In 1923, when Schwitters began
consciously to form the Merzbau, his art was undergoing a change towards the geometric.’*
Between 1923 and 1926, Elderfield assumes that Schwitters added the Constructivist
sculpture mentioned by Ernst to the other columns and transformed them into an increasingly
geometrical environment inspired by interiors such as those of Buchholz, Rietveld/Huszar,
Lissitzky, Peri and Doesburg (Fig. 118).* Writing of a process of ‘stylistic lamination’, he
states that ‘the contrast of Dadaist content and Constructivist form within an Expressionist
whole was characteristic of the Merzbau during its first five or six years’.”

Elderfield continues by documenting three stages of the evolution of what he terms an

‘environmental sculptural interior’,*® noting, as Elger had done, that there is no foundation for

Ibid., 156.

Ibid., 162.

Ibid., 151. Friedhelm Lach makes a similar suggestion; cf. Lach 1971, 55. Schwitters was unimpressed by
Huszar’s interiors; cf. Wieshaden 1990a, 113.

Ibid., 191.

Ibid., 152.
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the commonly cited anecdote that any part pierced the ceiling.” Elderfield accepts Ernst’s
assertion that by 1925/6 the first room was so full of constructions that Schwitters had to
move his studio to an adjoining room (his son’s former playroom). From 1926 to 1932, he
surmises that the strictly geometrical appearance of the original room was tempered by the
addition of flowing, natural forms, so that by 1930 Dada constructions, geometric glazed
grottos and curvilinear forms ‘were layered on top of one another like the Romanesque,
Gothic and late Gothic styles of an ancient cathedral’.”® Elderfield also notes that when in
1936 Schwitters drew up a summary of the materials and time required to build a room and
sent it to Alfred Barr in the hope of gaining a commission to construct a Merzbau in the USA,
his proposals (which required the aid of a glazier, electrician and carpenter) were informed by
a more orthodox form of Constructivism.

The sculptural nature of the Merzbau in its later stages is underlined by Elderfield when he
remarks on what he terms Vitalist elements on the wide-angle photos (Figs. 21-23), which he
regards as ‘growths’ and ‘stylised radiations of an inner core’.” His account of the extensions
to the main room follows those of Schmalenbach and Elger, although he ascribes them to an
earlier date of the late 1920s.

Elderfield’s ground plan of the main room in the early 1930s (Fig. 24a) marked a major step
towards a better understanding of the Merzbau’s layout. Three salient points emerge from an
examination of this plan: first, that the room possessed a large window, not shown on any
photo, which gave on to the adjacent woodlands (Fig. 58), secondly that the name KdeE
referred to that section of the Merzbau to the left of this window, and thirdly that the
constructions possessed an exterior, that is, were not always flush with the walls. He provides

a short tour of this room, much of which explores the perimeter of the Merzbau, i.e., the

27 1bid., 156: Elger 1984/99, 13.
28 Elderfield 1985, 154.
29 Ibid., 171.
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invisible areas behind the constructions, including a high ledge along the right-hand wall that
allowed views of the interior, and a stair inside the KdeE that provided access to grottos on
various levels. He also notes that the word Merzbau does not occur until 1933, ten years after
the work’s inception.*

Elderfield’s chronology, based on the idea of a core of three free-standing columns, is very
much at odds with Elger’s suggestion that constructions spread from the wall inwards. Both
Elderfield and Elger, however, claim that from the start the Merzbau was planned; Elderfield
writes that ‘it was not the by-product of an amusingly eccentric way of life, but a visually and
thematically remarkable, complex and ambitious work of art’.** He treats Schwitters’ state-
ment that the Merzbau was ‘unfinished on principle” with more caution than Schmalenbach

and Elger, stating that ‘it could have been continued almost indefinitely. It was not’.*

5. Summary of Elger’s and Elderfield’s chronologies

The revised chronologies proposed by Elger and Elderfield may be summarised as follows:

1. Schwitters’ first studio contained a number of Dadaist sculptural assemblages that in the
early 1920s were removed to a new studio at the rear of his parents’ apartment on the
ground floor of Waldhausenstrasse 5, Hannover. These constituted part of a Merz
Demonstration Room (Elger)/were largely autobiographical objects (Elderfield).

2. In 1923 the Merzbau began to take shape as a planned environment modelled on
contemporary three-dimensional interiors. At this time the studio contained early Dadaist

works, the 1920 column (Fig. 4), and also a column topped by a baby’s head (Fig. 12) that

Ibid., 147.

Ibid., 156. Elderfield frequently qualifies this theory, writing that it may also be argued that the identity of the
Merzbau ‘was as fluid as its developing form’ and noting that most early publications suggest that it began in ‘a
sheerly intuitive way’. Ibid. 400, n. 19.

Ibid., 157.
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constituted the heart of the Merzbau. An unidentified De Stijl-like column was
incorporated into the studio from 1923 (Elger)/from 1924-5 (Elderfield).

3. The De Stijl column and a number of Dadaistic wall constructions gradually expanded to

cover the walls and ceiling (Elger).
The De Stijl column and the Dada constructions were combined with two columns of 1920
and 1923 and a column named the KdeE, and glazed grottos were created in the interstices
(Elderfield).

4. The KdeE was an alternative name for the Merzbau (Elger).

The KdeE referred to only one section (Elderfield).

5. The constructions remained Dadaist in the mid-1920s (Elger).

Pictures and sculptures were joined with string in 1924/5 and by 1925/6 the room had
developed into a geometrical environment comparable to Constructivist didactic rooms
(Elderfield).*

6. Schwitters moved his studio to an adjoining room in 1927 because the disturbing auratic
influence of the constructions hindered him from using the room as a workplace (Elger).
The move took place in 1925-6 because the first room was full (Elderfield).

In appearance this second room, which was also used by Schwitters as a bedroom, later
resembled the current state of the first room.

7. By 1929 the constructions in the main room were largely of Expressionist and Cubist
aspect and in 1930 they were covered with plaster geometrical forms (Elger).

From 1926-32 the constructions in the main room entered a new stage of curvilinear forms.

234

By 1936 these had reached a ‘Constructivist conclusion’™ that may also be interpreted as a

highly individualistic interpretation of a Constructivist environment (Elderfield).

33 In a footnote, Elderfield queries his own chronology, suggesting that ‘the Merzbau was not in fact very far
advanced in 1924-5’. Ibid., 400, n. 19.
34 lbid., 157.
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8. In the late 1920s, interior staircases were built into the first room, and in the early 1930s,
Schwitters enlisted the aid of a joiner, painter and electrician. A complex lighting system
was installed in the first room. At no time did constructions pierce the ceiling to the floor
above.

In the 1930s external grottos were added, contained in formal Constructivist structures.
From the numerous external elements visible on the wide-angle photos (Figs. 21-3), the
layering process of the Merzbau involved more than concealing objects within a
geometrical casing. The external found objects provide a deliberate Irritationsmoment
(Elger)/the exterior as a whole suggests a new Vitalist influence (Elderfield).

9. The attic room was created in about 1930. The balcony room was complete by 1934, the
room below was constructed in 1935 and the cistern found in late 1936 (Elger).

The attic and balcony rooms were created at the end of the 1920s; by 1932 the main
structures of the Merzbau were almost complete, apart from the roof platform and the
cistern (Elderfield).

10. In late 1936 Schwitters sent Alfred Barr a detailed breakdown of costs and working time

in the hope of gaining a commission to create a new Merzbau in the USA (Elderfield).

11 The Merzbauten in Norway and England

Schwitters left Germany in January 1937 and began work on what he referred to as a second
Merzbau in Lysaker, Oslo, in October of the same year (Figs. 65, 66).35 As no space was
available in his apartment, he erected a two-storey wooden studio in the garden, the Haus am
Bakken [house on the slope], and filled it with constructions similar to those in Hannover.* It

was nearing completion when Nazi troops invaded in 1940 and Schwitters left Norway for

35 Schwitters was planning this new studio by mid-1937: cf. letter to Katherine Dreier, 24.7.37, Nindel 1974, 138.
36 Ernst Schwitters maintained that Schwitters normally talked of ‘the second Merzbau’; as note 3.
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Britain. Most of the information on it comes from Ernst Schwitters, as the building was
destroyed in 1951 and no visual records of the interior exist. A second location in Norway, a
hut on the island of Hjertaya, Moldefiord, is sometimes regarded as a Merzbau that also
served as living quarters (Fig. 70-3). Limited information on the interior is provided by
contemporary photographs and letters and the evidence of the original structure, which still
stands, although in an extremely dilapidated condition (Figs. 80-2). In late 1947, Schwitters
worked on the preliminary stages of a further Merzbau, the Merz Barn, in Elterwater, England
(Fig. 86). Part of Schwitters’ work was removed to the Hatton Gallery at the University of
Newcastle on Tyne in 1965 (Fig. 98) and the remainder was either dispersed or destroyed.
The essays by Ernst Schwitters quoted above also recount the history of the Lysaker and
Elterwater Merzbauten.* In 1971 Ernst applied the concept of ‘unfinished on principle’ to all
the Merzbauten (though he also wrote of his father’s sorrow that the Lysaker Merzbau was
never finished), but underplayed this aspect in the essay of 1983. In 1971 he described the
Merz Barn as untypical of his father’s vision of a universal Merz art; in 1983 he noted only

that it was very different from its predecessors.

1. Schmalenbach, Elger, Elderfield

The first analysis of the Lysaker and Elterwater Merzbauten appeared in Schmalenbach’s
1967 study of Schwitters’ life and work. Basing his account on as yet unpublished material
from Ernst Schwitters and information from documents and letters, Schmalenbach proposed
that the Haus am Bakken, which he described as almost finished in 1940, was conceived as a
continuation of the Merzbau, citing elements common to both such as the Blue Window (Figs.
23, 66a). Schmalenbach’s description of the Merz barn is limited to a single paragraph. He

maintains that, in contrast to the Hannover and Lysaker Merzbauten, the constructions of the

37 Disseldorf 1971, 16-18: Tokyo 1983, 142-5.
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Merz barn expanded from the walls outwards. He views the technique employed by
Schwitters in Elterwater as one of ‘modelling rather than constructing’ (er konstruierte nicht,
er modellierte), producing an effect similar to that of the abstract paintings of Schwitters’
English period (e.g. Fig. 99).* In addition, he states that here, in contrast to Lysaker,
Schwitters did not work according to preconceived structural principles. When creating the
forms of the Merz barn, he ‘succumbed to the natural laws of their growth’ [sich den
natlirlichen Gesetzen ihres Wachtums uiberlassend).* Schmalenbach follows Ernst Schwitters
in claiming that Schwitters executed only a single wall of the barn before his death.

Both Elderfield and Elger subsequently expanded on Schmalenbach’s research. Elderfield
revised his earlier detailed article on the Merz barn (Elderfield 1969) for his study of
Schwitters that appeared in 1985; Elger first wrote on the three major Merzbauten in 1986 and
extended his work on them in the 1990s. While differing in their interpretations of Schwitters’
approach, Elger and Elderfield both agree on the status of the later Merzbauten as
developments of the original work. They also give consideration to a number of smaller three-
dimensional works with a possible bearing on the Merzbauten, including Schwitters’ early
sculptural assemblages, as well as columns and constructions in Basle (Fig. 101), Molde (Fig.
74), Kijkduin (Fig. 102a) and the Douglas internment camp (Fig. 103).

Elderfield’s meticulous enquiry into the structure and content of the Lysaker and Elterwater
Merzbauten remains the most extensive and reliable ever undertaken.* His conjectural plan of
the interior of the Haus am Bakken (Fig. 66a) is based on Schwitters’ short text on the new
studio,” his letters from exile, and the reminiscences of Ernst Schwitters. Elderfield views the
Lysaker Merzbau as Schwitters’ attempt to recreate the style of the later stages of the

Hannover Merzbau. In describing the former as ‘in effect, the quickly built interior that

38 Schmalenbach 1967a, 177.

39 Ibid.

40 Elderfield 1985, 203-4 and 220-23.
41 Schwitters 1938a.
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Schwitters had offered to Alfred Barr in 1936°, he implies that the Merzbau’s Norwegian
successor was designed with completion in mind.*

Elderfield’s survey of the Merzbauten does not cover the hut on Hjertoya, but he devotes a
paragraph to a grotto Schwitters made during his internment (1940-1) on the Isle of Man (Fig.
103). Although he sees this impromptu composition as manifesting a potential for expansion
characteristic of the Merzbauten, he regards it as no more than an amusing diversion; unlike
Elger, he never refers to more than three Merzbauten. Once more, he points to a sense of
continuity linking each new work to its predecessor; in the case of the later Merzbauten,
similarities of location (a wooded hillside), structure (the placing of the light source) and
technique (a work that was planned from the start). On the basis of contemporary letters, he
dates the start of work on the barn to mid-August 1947. He gives a precise description of the
interior elements, which, as his research demonstrates, included far more than a wall relief,
adds a conjectural ground plan from his earlier article on the barn (Fig. 90) and supports his
argument by referring to letters, photos, the extant physical evidence and accounts of
contemporaries who aided Schwitters.

Schmalenbach’s discussions of the Merzbauten (Schmalenbach 1967a) were not grouped
together but separated in favour of a biographical structure. Elderfield similarly split his
analyses in 1985, while Elger confined his first publication entirely to a study of the Hannover
Merzbau. In 1994 he published a further article in which the Merzbau is introduced as an idea
that occupied Schwitters all his life.* Elger maintains here that Schwitters regarded the Haus
am Bakken as a logical development of the Hannover Merzbau and designed the interior to
resemble its advanced stages. For information on the later Merzbauten, Elger relies mainly on

Elderfield, but gives additional consideration to the hut on Hjertgya, which had not till then

42 Elderfield 1985, 204.

43 Elger 1994, 140-51. He revised his opinion after visiting Hjertaya in 1992, and his subsequent publications led to
the still common idea that the hut was a fourth Merzbau. Ernst Schwitters indicated this in Der Spiegel as early as
1986, but showed no interest in the hut apart from a brief inconsequential visit in 1963.
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been accorded the status of a Merzbau. He considers this a rudimentary work modelled on the
final phase of the Hannover Merzbau, though also associates its collaged surfaces with early
photos of Merz columns. He devotes little space to the Merz Barn, stating that Schwitters

worked on no more than a single wall relief before he died.

IV Conclusion
No other studies of the Merzbauten incorporate a survey of the temporal or spatial scope of
the Merzbauten comparable to those of Elger and Elderfield. Yet their work raises a number
of significant questions, particularly about the Hannover Merzbau. They concur on its
location and extent but fail to agree either on the nature of its initial phases or on the manner
and speed of its expansion, so that substantial variations emerge in their accounts of its
temporal, spatial and stylistic evolution. There are pronounced differences between their
descriptions of the Merzbau’s beginnings; Elderfield understands it as a collection of private
objects, while for Elger it bears the hallmarks of a public experiment. Their interpretations of
the Merzbau’s transition from column(s) to environment also differ considerably.
Schmalenbach provides little information on this stage, writing of a single column that
coalesced with other works and expanded until the room was virtually inaccessible. Elger
claims that this change took place very early, so that the studio became a sculptural
environment almost from the first. Elderfield envisages a period of six years during which
four geometrical columns were enveloped in a layer of curvilinear forms. Even where they
agree — for instance on the Merzbau as planned work - their conclusions are hypothetical or
(as in the case of Elderfield) based on Ernst’s anecdote of the strings, which, as noted above,
differed from his original account. The work of Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield does not,
therefore, result in a reliable chronology that provides a framework for interpretation.

The researches outlined in this chapter also raise a number of broader questions pertaining to

the chronology that will be addressed in the following chapters:
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A. Despite their differing conclusions, Elger and Elderfield consult an almost identical pool of
sources, so that the disparity of their results is mainly due to the weight and authority they
attach to these sources. As Schmalenbach warned, many published accounts that are assumed
to provide incontrovertible evidence about the Merzbau’s development are open to doubt, but
even John Elderfield, who explicitly aims to strip the Merzbau of anecdotal elements, allows
some to pass without comment. In addition, all three art historians place great reliance on the
recollections of Ernst Schwitters, which, as has been shown, are not always consistent.

B. Elger and Elderfield draw extensively on an extract from the Veilchenheft which, as it only
describes a single column, hardly accords with their theories regarding the extent of the
Merzbau in 1930-1. This again suggests that the sources on which they base their arguments
require reassessment, not least the Veilchenheft itself. This issue of Schwitters’ Merz
periodical (Figs. 54-5), subtitled Eine kleine Sammlung von Merz-Dichtungen aller Art [A
Little Collection of Merz Poems of all Kinds], announces itself as a literary anthology, raising
the question of whether Schwitters’ description of the column is as straightforward as is
generally assumed.

C. Neither Schmalenbach, Elger nor Elderfield give consideration to the process by which the
original column(s) could have evolved into the extensive work captured in the photos of 1933
(Figs. 21-23). This conceptual transformation is especially difficult to account for if the
Merzbau was from the first a planned work; a column that viewers were apparently supposed
to walk round does not plausibly constitute a primary element of a walk-in environment.

D. The above analyses illustrate the multiple difficulties of disentangling the Merzbau’s
apparently convoluted links with Expressionism, Dada and Constructivism. All three art
historians are in no doubt that elements of all these movements are clearly detectable at
various stages of the Merzbau’s evolution, but no agreement emerges on when, where and

how these influences become manifest.
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I will examine the first three of these points in Chapter Two. In Chapter Three, | will engage
with the last by discussing various aspects of the reception history of the Hannover Merzbau.
In Chapter Four, | will offer my own account of the evolution of the Merzbauten with

particular reference to the differing socio-political contexts of the 1920s and 1930s.
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CHAPTER TWO REVIEWING THE EVIDENCE

I Introduction

In Chapter One, | showed that the revision of Werner Schmalenbach’s original chronology by
Dietmar Elger and John Elderfield in the 1980s did not result in a consensus on the temporal
and spatial evolution of the Hannover Merzbau. Though most subsequent interpretations are
grounded on the supposition that its development has been adequately documented, this is far
from the case. The most marked disparities in their chronologies occur in the period of the
1920s, a time when Schwitters disclosed nothing in writing about his studio constructions. In
Part I1, I will first investigate this seldom-mentioned lacuna and continue by examining a
wider range of sources than those available to Elger and Elderfield, including the personal
correspondence of Schwitters and his family and reminiscences of contemporaries. This will
be followed by a discussion of the photographic material and the Merzbau reconstruction of
1983. In Part I11, 1 will summarise the evidence relating to works in Norway and England that
may be regarded as successors to the Hannover Merzbau. Finally, on the basis of this

evidence, | will propose a revised chronology of the Merzbauten.

Il The Hannover Merzbau

1. Schwitters’ silence on the Merzbau

In the Veilchenheft, Schwitters dated the beginnings of the first column to 1923, yet published
nothing about it till this 1931 issue of his Merz journal. Elderfield was the first to address the
question of why he should have remained silent about such an ambitious work for so long,
commenting that “for such a self-publicist, this seems astonishing’.* Given his lifelong
predilection for self-promotion, Schwitters’ reticence is indeed highly uncharacteristic. In the

1920s he adopted the controversial publicity methods of Berlin and Zurich Dada and of the

Elderfield 1985, 148.
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Sturm Gallery in Berlin, using every available opportunity to advertise his work, and from
1923 to 1932, documented his latest activities in his Merz periodical.? His silence is all the
more perplexing if, as Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield suggest, much of the Merzbau was
in place by 1927.

A few examples of what may be considered as missed opportunities to publicize the
Merzbau will suffice here. When in 1925, Schwitters contacted Jane Heap, editor of the Little
Review, it was to send her a model of his design for a Merz theatre.® Schwitters’ correspond-
ence in the same year with the collector and gallery owner Galka Scheyer, whom he had
known personally before she moved to the USA in 1924, included no attempt to interest her in
his studio (as happened four years later): “You will surely be interested to know what | am
doing at present. | can’t live from art any more and now keep myself busy in all sorts of ways.
Naturally I carry on painting and nailing [i.e. making assemblages], but in particular | write
for newspapers.’* In his catalogue of the Great Merz Exhibition of 1927 (an overview of his
abstract and figurative work), Schwitters included neither a photo of his studio nor a reference
to any part of it. In the late 1920s, the eminent art historian Hans Hildebrandt corresponded
with Schwitters and at the latter’s invitation, visited Hannover in 1928; he also gave
Schwitters an entry in his extensive review of 19" and 20" century art.® It would have been a
unique opportunity for Schwitters to publicise his constructions, but there is no allusion to
them in Hildebrandt’s entry on Schwitters and none in the Hildebrandt-Schwitters
correspondence until 1933. Between 1928 and 1930, Schwitters gave a number of illustrated

lectures on design in art, architecture and typography [Gestaltung in Kunst, Architektur und

Merz 1923-32. (Merz 10, 14-19 and 22-3 never appeared. Planned topics included packaging and interior
design.) He stated in Merz 20 (1927) that he had produced no innnovative sculpture (LW 5, 255).

Letter to Jane Heap, 16.12.25, KSF. For publications that reproduced works by Schwitters in his lifetime, see
Orchard/Schulz 2006, 679-80.

[Es wird Sie gewiss interessieren, was ich jetzt tue. Ich kann von Kunst nicht mehr leben und beschéftige mich
nun sehr vielseitig. Natirlich male und nagele ich weiter, aber besonders schreibe ich fiir Zeitungen.] Letter to
Galka Scheyer, 17.1.26, Archives of American Art, Galka Scheyer papers, reel 1905.

Hildebrandt 1931; also letter from Schwitters to Lucy Hillebrand, 14.7.28, SAH. Schwitters sent Hildebrandt an
overview of his work in 1926 with no mention of columns; c.f. Schwitters 1926¢: Schwitters 1926¢/2.
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Typographie] in various towns in Germany, and his slides and lecture notes are still extant.
The slides show interiors by Huszar, Haesler and Lissitzky (including one of Lissitzky’s
Abstraktenkabinett in Hannover), constructions by Moholy-Nagy and Gabo and examples of
his own collages and typography, but neither here nor in his lecture notes is there any
reference to his own room constructions.® The situation in Germany in the early 1930s may
not have been conducive to highly experimental art works, but when, as a member of the
Paris-based group cercle et carre and its successor abstraction-creation, he contributed to
their journals in 1930 and 1931, he made no mention of either columns or an interior.’

If we accept the common view that the Merzbau was an avant-garde work of the 1920s, it
also seems inexplicable that in the whole of Kurt and Helma Schwitters’ known correspond-
ence from 1919 to 1932, there is no hint either of the existence of a Cathedral of Erotic
Misery or a sculptural interior. Even if it is assumed that for personal reasons Schwitters
wished to conceal the early columns from the public, it is surprising that neither he nor his
wife allude to them in private letters, as, for example, those addressed to colleagues like
Hannah Hoch, Doesburg and Lissitzky, and above all to Schwitters’ patron and especial
confidante Katherine Dreier, founder of the New York Société Anonyme. Throughout the
1920s, Schwitters sent Dreier numerous detailed accounts and explanations of his current
projects, future plans and personal and professional difficulties, but made no reference to a
column or anything similar. Dreier did not mention the Merzbau when she included
Schwitters in her 1926 Brooklyn exhibition, though she had visited him earlier that year. Her
catalogue note remarks that ‘[Schwitters’] most original work is the creation of the Laut
Sonate’ and includes publicity for his new advertising agency, the Merz Werbezentrale.? In

early 1927, Schwitters told her that he had contributed to the interior design of the house of

Cf. SAB 1987, nos. 328-30, also Schelle 1990. Schwitters wrote on the Abstraktenkabinett in the influential
architectural journal Das neue Frankfurt; Schwitters 19293, 83.

Schwitters published work in the journal of cercle et carré (March/April 1930) and exhibited with the group in
the same year.

Luyken 2000, 32.
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the Dresden art collector Ida Bienert (for whom Mondrian also designed rooms), but made no
mention of his own room constructions in Waldhausenstrasse 5, which according to most
studies were of considerable extent by this date.’ In May 1927 Schwitters wrote to Dreier that
he had transferred his studio to another room. Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield all consider
the move in the mid-1920s as the point at which a working area became an artistic environ-
ment, thus marking the transition between the Merzbau as functional and non-functional
space. In this letter, if anywhere, one would expect a reference to the content of the studio, but
Schwitters makes no further comment; his letter closes: ‘It’s always so nice to write a letter to
America, then I can relive everything that has been merzed up [zugemerzt] in the last three
months. | hope it doesn’t bore you too much.”*

As Schwitters’ writings disclose nothing of the work in the 1920s and no plans are known to
exist, the evidence of this period must be limited to the accounts of his family, acquaintances

and friends. From 1930, this will be augmented by the statements of Schwitters and his wife.

2. The columns, 1919-1929

| have shown that Ernst Schwitters provided more than one version of how and when the
Merzbau was conceived and how it developed in the early 1920s. These are unlikely to have
been personal memories, as they date from a time when Ernst, born in November 1918, was
very young indeed; certainly none of his accounts are supported by other eyewitnesses. Ernst
told Schmalenbach that the nucleus of the Merzbau was a sculpture in the De Stijl manner that
Schwitters called a column. What struck visitors to Waldhausenstrasse 5 during the 1920s,

however, was far removed from De Stijl, and in its primary stages not even identifiable as a

10

[In Dresden habe ich fur Frau Bienert einige Raume gestalten helfen.] Letter to Katherine Dreier, 29.1.27,
Niindel 1974, 112.

[Es ist immer so nett, einen Brief nach Amerika zu schreiben, dann erlebt man alles noch einmal, was sich in den
letzten 3 Monaten zugemerzt hat. Hoffentlich langweilt es Sie nicht zu sehr.] Letter to Katherine Dreier, 4.5.27,
BLY.
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work of art. They write of a single, bizarre, nameless object and refer to it either as a tower or
(Merz) column, but agree neither on its location nor its appearance.

The first indication of such an object in Schwitters’ studio dates from December 1919, when
Richard Huelsenbeck visited Schwitters to discuss a forthcoming Dada publication. At this
time Huelsenbeck regarded him as his protégé and colleague, but Schwitters proved unwilling
to talk about the column, and Huelsenbeck left only with the impression that it contained
material of a highly personal nature:*

This tower or tree or house had apertures, concavities and hollows in which Schwitters said
he kept souvenirs, photos, birth dates and other respectable and less respectable data. The
room was a mixture of hopeless disorder and meticulous accuracy. You could see incipient
collages, wooden sculptures, pictures of stone and plaster. Books, whose pages rustled in
time to our steps, were lying about. Materials of all kinds, rags, limestone, cufflinks, logs
of all sizes, newspaper clippings.*

Huelsenbeck maintained that this object stood in Schwitters’ studio, but according to Max
Ernst’s biographer Patrick Waldberg, the tower that Ernst noticed a few months later was in
Schwitters’ living-room (Fig. 7). Waldberg’s biography, based on personal conversations with
the artist, states that Ernst understood this tower to consist of surplus refuse, constituting a
storehouse of impersonal material that had been selected for the very reason that its
provenance could not be determined:

The walls of the room were bare, but along the walls, on the floor, was an accumulated
heap of the artist’s works, his tools and his material in hopeless confusion. Right next to the
chair where he was sitting an extraordinary hotchpotch [fouillis] rose from the floor to
about two thirds the height of the room. It was impossible at first to make out either the
material [it consisted of] or what it was supposed to be used for. As Max Ernst’s gaze
persistently fell on this ornament, Schwitters said to him: ‘That’s my Merz column.” Every
time he went out, he brought back from his walks, in the form of booty, a whole collection
of refuse [...] he chose them for their form, for their colour and for the uncertainty by which
you could determine their origin, their former use [...] Having selected what could be of use
to him in the construction of his reliefs, Schwitters piled up the rejects into a ‘Merz
column’ and stuck it all together with plaster [...] He insisted on proclaiming the absolute
equality of all materials that could be used to create a picture or a sculpture.”

11

12
13

For Schwitters’ friendship with Huelsenbeck see Schrott 1992, 229, 234: Burmeister 2004, 143-5, also
unpublished letters in Schwitters’ Bleichsucht und Blutarmut notebook, KSF.

Huelsenbeck 1974, 66.

[Les parois de la piece entaient nues, mais le long des murs, par terre, s’accumulaient en tas les ceuvres de
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Huelsenbeck’s and Ernst’s visits date from late 1919 and mid-1920, and neither saw the
studio in Waldhausenstrasse again. Although their memoirs were published many years after
the event, it can be assumed that by 1920, Waldhausenstrasse 5 contained an unusual structure
that was either a construction of objets trouvés in the living-room (Max Ernst) or a repository
for souvenirs in the studio (Huelsenbeck). From the earliest stages, then, the column
(assuming that there was only one at this point) is attributed to two irreconcilable locations
and endowed with two conflicting purposes.

Bernhard Grottrup, invited to the studio in 1920 for a ‘guided tour’ [Vorfuhrung] by the
artist, reported that ‘colossal paintings fill a third of the room like stage scenery. Painting
utensils are stored on a special stand. The refuse of a small parish: old pot lids, shards of
porcelain, rags, bones, old iron, bits of tin, slate and so on’.** In the same year the journalist
Alfred Dudelsack wrote of the artist’s Impressionist paintings as being on the ground floor,
while the Merz works, enigmatically referred to as ‘the intimate works of the master’, were on
the second floor.” He describes the sea of debris in the studio, but does not say where this
room was. One can only speculate whether Grottrup’s ‘special stand’ and Dudelsack’s
description of items of refuse stored up for future use ‘with loving care’ [mit liebevoller
Sorgfalt] are oblique references to a tower. An acquaintance from Hannover recalled a visit to

Schwitters’ studio at about the same time, but did not record anything similar:
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I’artiste, ses instruments, son matériel, en un inextricable fouillis. Tout prés du siége ou il était assis, s’élevait du
plancher jusqu’aux deux tiers de la hauteur de la piéce un extraordinaire pilier, dont il était impossible au
premier abord de discerner la maticre, ni ’'usage auquel il était destine. Comme les regards de Max Ernst
s’attardaient avec insistance sur cet ornement, Schwitters lui dit: C’est ma colonne de merz (merz-saule). Chaque
fois qu’il sortait, il rapportait de ses promenades, en guise de butin [...] Il les choisissait pour leur forme, pour
leur couleur, pour I’incertitude ou 1’on était de déterminer leur provenance, leur ancien usage [...] Apres avoir
fait le tri de ce qui pouvait lui servir pour la construction de ses reliefs, Schwitters agglomérait le rebut a la
‘colonne de merz’, fixant le tout avec du platre [...] Avec insistance, il proclamait 1’égalité absolue de toutes les
matieres susceptibles d’entrer dans la confection d’un tableau ou d’une sculpture.] Waldberg 1958, 162-4. Ernst
remained a lifelong admirer of Schwitters” work.

[Er bat [...] ihn zu besuchen [...] Kolossalgemalde fiillen kulissenartig ein Drittel der Raume. Auf einem
besonderen Gestell lagern die Malutensilien. Der Unrat einer kleinen Gemeinde; alte Topfdeckel, Porzellanreste,
Lumpen, Knochen, Alteisen, Blechreste, Schiefer usw.] Gréttrup 1920.

[die intimen Werke des Meisters] Dudelsack 1920. This article is full of ironic religious metaphor, with phrases
such as ‘frommen Schauder’ [holy shudder], ‘Allerheiligste’ [holy of holies], ‘andachtiger Besucher’ [devout
visitor], and ‘Augen erheben’ [raise one’s eyes].
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From the hallway we entered a room, long, narrow and with a window to the garden. It was
a work room, better a junk room. On the wall hung a wooden board, about 60 x 60, white
[...] The wheel of a doll’s pram was mounted on the lower right corner. Of course we tried
turning it and it whirred round quite nicely. Schwitters was really pleased about that.*
This account indicates that the studio was on the ground floor, and as none of the last three
witnesses registered the presence of a column, this may, as Max Ernst said, originally have
stood in the living room on the second floor. According to his biographer, however,
Alexander Dorner, director of the painting department of Hannover’s Provinzialmuseum (Fig.
121), described the tower as a collection of refuse in a plaster casing in the cellar.'” Possible
confirmation of this can be found in the statements of two contemporaries: Elisabeth Maack,
who lived on the first floor of Waldhausenstrasse 5 from 1925 onwards, remembered
constructions in two basement rooms,*® and the mother of Schwitters’ colleague Otto Hohlt
recalled in her memoirs a visit to Schwitters’ ‘Dada Museum” in the cellar.*® She is one of
only two people to associate the column with Dada; the other is Hoch, who suggests a link by
comparing it to a work by Johannes Baader (Fig. 106a):
[It was a column] only at first and finally developed into a progressive, architectonic
growth. When the column began to give up having a life of its own and - broadening out,
S0 to speak — became a construction of caves, it had at an intermediate stage the form — and
also something of the character — of Baader’s monumental Dada architecture [...] When
this construction was at its most interesting phase, passages ran from all sides into the

interior, and to the left and right of these lay cabinets or caves, according to how they were
designed and assigned a content. *°
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[Von der Halle aus gingen wir in einen Raum, schmal, lang und mit einem Fenster zum Garten. Es war ein
Werkraum, besser gesagt eine Rumpelkammer. An der Wand hing eine Holztafel etwas 60x60 — weiss [...]
Rechts in der unteren Ecke war ein Rad von einem Puppenwagen anmontiert. Natirlich probierten wir, ob man
auch daran drehen konnte, es schnurrte ganz gut. Das machte Schwitters eine rechte Freude.] Kaltendorf 1962.
The work referred may have been Merzbild mit Drehrad (1920), CR 600; cf. Schwitters” comment verso. In
contrast, Thilo Maatsch remembered Schwitters ‘bare studio’ in 1919/20; letter of February 1968, KSF.
Cauman 1960, 44.

Elger 1984/1999, 150, n. 86.

[Der Keller ist zu einem Dada-Museum ausgebaut.] Hohlt 1968. | am grateful to Brigitte Schuller-Kornbrust,
Saarbriicken, for allowing me access to these memoirs.

[[Die] Saule von Kurt Schwitters, die ja nur im Anfang eine solche war und sich zuletzt zu einem progressiven,
architektonischen Gewdchs entwickelte. Als die Sdule anfing, ihr Eigenleben als solche aufzugeben und —
sozusagen in die Breite gehend — zum Héhlenbau wurde, hatte sie als Durchgangsstadium eine Weile die Form —
und auch etwas den Charakter — von Baaders Dadaistischer Monumental-Architektur [... ] Als dieser Bau in
seinem allerinteressantesten Stadium war, liefen von allen Seiten Gange in das Innere und von diesen Gangen
aus lagen rechts und links Kabinette oder Hohlen — je nachdem wie sie gestaltet und beinhaltet waren.] Berlin
1989, 209.
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Hdch also indicates that the grottos were additions rather than constituting the core. Her
description emphasizes the collaborative nature of the Merzbau and complements that of Max
Ernst in that she describes the interior as a repository for Merz material, which potential
contributors were allowed to use unrestrictedly:
You could regard it as a special honour when Kurt Schwitters allowed a guest to design a
cave [in his Merz column]. Then he would put the whole of his material at your disposal.
Built-in secret depots in the secondary column [...] opened up and he let the material flood
out all over the place to allow you as much freedom as possible in your choice.”
In a series of jottings, she writes more imprecisely of Merz material being hidden throughout:

‘Always: the forms could be opened/Material inside.’*

Hoch also recalled accompanying
Schwitters on excursions to a flea market to collect material for the column; as an example
she mentions half a globe.”

Alfred Arndt, a student (later a teacher) at the Bauhaus, who visited Schwitters’ studio in the
mid-1920s, related that it was a strange room with sloping walls (which would indicate an
attic room); in the centre stood a cardboard column with a drawing board on top and above, a
round bowl containing a deep yellow fluid. When Arndt remarked that it resembled urine,
Schwitters replied, “Yes, it IS piss!’* The bottle of urine appears in many later accounts and is
mentioned by Schwitters in the Veilchenheft. It may not have been the only one, as Naum
Gabo later stated that a phial of his urine was placed in a Gabo Cave in the Merzbau to
commemorate the friendship between the two artists.”

In later years, Sophie Lissitzky-Kippers remembered her unease at the sight of a tower in

Schwitters’ house in 1923:
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[Als besondere Ehrung durfte man es ansehen, wenn Kurt Schwitters einem Gast erlaubte, eine Hohle zu
gestalten. Er stellte dann sein gesamtes Material zur Verfiigung. Eingebaute Geheimdepots in der [...]
Nebensdule 6ffneten sich, Uberall liel? er es herausquellen, um einem die Auswabhl so frei wie méglich zu
uberlassen.] Ibid., 210. Elderfield notes that ‘the debris in Schwitters studio was necessary to the Merzbau’s
construction’; Elderfield 1985, 400, n. 19.

[Immer: die Formen zum 6ffnen /Material drin.] Hoch 1995, vol. 1, 124. This may have applied to the KdeE; in
the Veilchenheft, the Grotto of Love is said to take up only a quarter of the column’s base.

Ibid., 121.

Conversation with Arndt’s widow Margarethe, 27.5.02. Frau Arndt dated this event to about 1925 and was
insistent that the urine was in a large goldfish-bowl-shaped glass.

Hammer/Lodder 2000, 114.
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We gazed in amazement at the first mysterious Merz column. It was as yet constructed of
material from rubbish boxes of the war years and had indescribable secret compartments.
For me, the border between originality and nonsense in Schwitterian creations, whether
sculptural or literary, was often not clearly recognisable.”
In 1924, Nina Kandinsky was also shown a high tower with niches containing a miscellany of
objects, which she located in Schwitters’ studio on the second floor.”” One of Schwitters’
close friends and colleagues, Kate Steinitz, was certain that the tower stood in the studio,
though admitted that she could not remember where this room was:
One day something appeared in the studio which looked like a cross between a cylinder or
wooden barrel and a table-high tree stump with the bark run wild. It had evolved from a
chaotic heap of various materials: wood, cardboard, iron scraps, broken furniture and
picture frames. Soon, however, the object lost all relationship to anything made by man or
nature. Kurt called it a “column”. The column-like structure was hollow. Later, when it
began to rise like a tower, some irregular divisions of platforms divided into stories. The
inside walls were perforated with entrances to caves — more or less dark, depending on
whether the electricity was functioning.”®
Here Steinitz describes Schwitters as inserting grottos into an already existing column. She
also claims to have seen this object developing over twelve to fourteen years, which is hardly
possible if, as she states, she last saw it in 1929 (cf. Fig. 16a). Like several other
eyewitnesses, she emphasizes that the column’s design invited the viewer to move round it:
‘The cave entrances were on different levels and never directly above one another. If someone
wanted to visit all the caves, he had to go all the way round the column.’*
These accounts (all dating from many years later) generally describe this object as a loose
agglomeration of material, yet the only incontestable evidence of a column in

Waldhausenstrasse 5 in the early 1920s is a photo of a construction bearing little resemblance

to any of the above descriptions (Fig. 4). Written reference to it appears solely in the memoirs
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[Wir [bestaunten] die geheimnisvolle erste Merzsdule. Sie war noch aus dem Material der Abfallkisten aus
Kriegszeiten konstruiert, hatte geheime, unbeschreibliche Einbauten. Fir mich war oftmals die Grenze zwischen
Originalitat und Unsinn bei Schwittersschen Schépfungen, seien sie nun plastisch oder literarisch, nicht klar
erkenntlich.] Lissitzky-Kippers 1966, 24.

Kandinsky 1976, 105. Kandinsky lectured at the Kestner society in December 1924.

Steinitz 1968, 90. Ké&the Steinitz (1889-1975) studied in Berlin under Kollwitz and Corinth. She made
Schwitters’ acquaintance in 1919.

Ibid. Lissitzky was also interested in the idea of a construction to be observed from all sides by going round it
[ein Bau, den man umkreisend von allen Seiten betrachten muss]; Lissitzky 1922, 83.
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of Raoul Hausmann and Grete Dexel. Hausmann, who probably saw it in December 1923,
later identified it with the Merzbau:*
Schwitters’ work was a pedestal of medium height with a very varied assortment of articles
glued and nailed to it. A photo in the magazine G shows this pedestal, which I saw for
myself on my last visit to Schwitters.*
Grete Dexel maintained that this ‘pedestal’ was dismantled for re-use, which may be
construed as further support for the statements of Max Ernst and HAch respectively that the
column was primarily or secondarily a stockpile of rubbish. In her memoirs, she distinguishes
between this object, which, like Max Ernst, she placed in the second-floor apartment, and the
Merzbau, which in her recollection stood in a ground-floor room with direct access to the
cellar:
Schwitters’ flat, a [...] handsome five-roomed apartment in the best area of Hannover,
Waldhausenstrasse 5, was quite conventional and solid middle-class [...] Only his own
pictures and those he’d exchanged didn’t really fit the surroundings, and neither did a sort
of plaster goddess on a pedestal, which was first smashed to pieces and then supplemented
by Merz art. The real Merz proceedings took place a few floors below, in a studio with a
spiral staircase leading to the cellar. From there rose the huge Merzbau, a vast sculpture
that never came to an end. The great heaps of raw materials to be used for Merz, often in a
pretty squalid state, didn’t make the most pleasing impression.*
Other descriptions that may be presumed to apply to the incipient Merzbau are similarly
inconsistent about its location. Hans Arp described it as on the first floor:
We mostly wrote poetry [together] in his parlour. His studio was one stair down [...] the

appallingly beautiful Merz grotto, where broken wheels were combined with matchboxes,
iron grilles with brushes with no bristles, rusty tyres with strange Merz shapes
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Hausmann and Schwitters gave a performance in Hannover on 30.12.23; cf. Schmied 1966, 247.

[Das Schwitters’sche Werk war 1923 noch ein méRig hoher Sockel in den die verschiedensten Gegensténde
geleimt und genagelt waren. Eine in der Zeitschrift ,G erschienene Fotografie zeigt diesen Sockel, den ich selbst
bei meinem letzten Besuch bei Schwitters sah.] <Aussichten oder Ende des Neodadaismus’ (c. 1973),
unpaginated essay, Koch 1994,

[Schwitters Wohnung, eine [...] ansehnliche fiinf-Zimmer Wohnung in bester Gegend Hannovers,
Waldhausenstrasse 5, war ganz konventionell und gut biirgerlich [...] Nur die eigenen und die getauschten
Bilder passten nicht ganz dazu, noch etwa eine gipserne Gottin auf Postament, die einst zerschlagen und dann
durch Merzkunst ergénzt war. Das eigentliche Merzgeschehen spielte sich ein paar Geschosse tiefer in einem
Atelier mit Wendeltreppe in den Keller ab. Von dort aus stieg der gewaltige Merzbau empor, eine Riesenplastik,
die nie ihr Ende finden sollte. Die reichlich angehduften Rohprodukte zu merzlicher Verwendung machten in
ihrem oft recht vergammelten Zustand nicht den erfreulichsten Eindruck.] Dexel 1973, 16. | take this to mean
that the whole pedestal (and not just the goddess) was destroyed. In 1923, Schwitters complained to Til Brugman
about the difficulties of modernising his outmoded apartment with its stucco and old furniture; cf. Blotkamp
1997, 37. Schwitters’ cousin recollected that he painted his living room carpet black and the walls and antique
furniture black and white; cf. Keitel 1984, 58.
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[Merzgurken, literally Merz cucumbers] and cardboard boxes full of scraps of posters
paired with pocket mirrors, to form a dome up to the ceiling.*

Forty years after the event, Hans Richter, the first witness to suggest a likeness between the
column and Constructivist sculpture, sited it in Schwitters’ apartment:

There was also one work in which he sought to integrate all his activities, and that was his
beloved Schwitters—S&ule (Schwitters column). For all his competence as a business man
and propagandist, this one thing was sacred to him. This, his principal work, was pure,
unsaleable creation. It could not be transported or even defined [...].At the end of a passage
on the second floor of the house that Schwitters had inherited, a door led into a moderately
large room. In the centre of this room stood a plaster abstract sculpture. When 1 first saw it,
in about 1925, it filled about half the room and reached almost to the ceiling. It resembled,
if anything Schwitters made ever resembled anything else at all, earlier sculptures by
Domela and Vantongerloo. But this was more than a sculpture; it was a living, daily-
changing document on Schwitters and his friends. He explained it to me and | saw that the
whole thing was an aggregate of hollow spaces, a structure of concave and convex forms
which hollowed and inflated the whole sculpture. When | visited him again three years
later, the pillar was totally different. All the little holes and concavities that we had
formerly ‘occupied’ were no longer to be seen [...] covered by other sculptural
excrescences, new people, new shapes, colours and details. A proliferation that never
ceased. The pillar had previously looked more or less Constructivist but was now more
curvilinear.*

One of the most curious reports is that of Willy Pferdekamp, who visited Schwitters in late
1926. Like Richter, he maintains that the tower was on the second floor, but contradicts his
claim that it was not transportable. (It should be noted that this account, like those of Max
Ernst and Alexander Dorner, is not first-hand; it was written by Pferdekamp’s wife shortly
after his death.)

The house was solid middle-class and not furnished without expense. The front hall smelt
promisingly of red cabbage; | was supposed to stay for a meal. Schwitters gave me a warm
reception and led me upstairs to show me older and newer works and experiments of all
kinds that he was especially busy with at that time. Above all a sculpture seemed to be
close to his heart that I, and certainly other observers too, will never forget. To see it you
had to open the balcony door and go outside. On the balcony stood a tall, bizarre, tower-
like construction. At first it was a modest affair, but in the process of its formation this
tower had steadily expanded in height and breadth. It proliferated to such an extent that it
reached the ceiling and took up too much space in the room. Schwitters had rescued
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[Wir dichteten meistens in seiner guten Stube. Sein Arbeitsraum lag eine Treppe tiefer [...].die grausig-schéne
Merzgrotte, wo sich zerbrochene Rader mit Streichholzschachteln, Drahtgitter mit Birsten ohne Borsten,
verrostete Reifen mit ratselhaften Merzgurken, Pappschachteln voller Plakatfetzen mit Handspiegeln paarten und
bis zur Decke wolbten.] Quoted in Gohr 2000, 140.

Richter 1965/1978, 152. The first visit may have been in 1924, when Richter was in Hannover for a gruppe g
exhibition at the Kestner Society.



38

himself and his family from these dire straits by transporting it on to the balcony and
continuing to work on it there. But here too, the ‘construction’ came alarmingly close to
the ceiling. It was the MERZ-Bau (Schwitters called it the Merz tower at that time.) On his
strange tower he had carved out niches of various shapes and sizes which he called
grottos.*
Improbable as the description of a Merzbau on the balcony may seem, Dorner’s assistant
Ferdinand Stuttmann also limited it to a balcony, but on the ground floor:
The [Merzbau] room [...] was confined to a glazed-over balcony on the ground floor of the
house in Hannover-Waldhausen, which was Schwitters’ property. As the balconies in the
older houses of this garden suburb were quite big, | reckoned the floor area of the Merzbau
to have been about 6 x 4 sg. m. It was partly destroyed in 1943.%
Not one of these witnesses apart from Steinitz uses the name Cathedral of Erotic Misery.
Both Richter and Steinitz declared that Schwitters evicted tenants in the apartment above in
order to extend the column through the ceiling; Steinitz even stated that ‘one of their rooms
was left with no floor’.*” This claim was emphatically denied by the residents of the house
interviewed in later years, including the Brockmann-Maack family who occupied the entire
first floor from 1918 to 1935. Yet Richter not only insists on the hole in the ceiling but singles
it out as a key aspect of the work:
Most important of all, the column, in its overwhelming and still continuing growth, had, as
it were, burst the room apart at the seams. Schwitters could add no more to the breadth, if

he still wanted to go round the column; so he had to expand upwards. But there was the
ceiling. Schwitters found the simplest solution. As landlord of the house, he got rid of the
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[Das Haus war gutbiirgerlich und nicht ohne Wohlstand eingerichtet. Im Hausflur duftete es vielversprechend
nach Rotkohl; ich sollte zum Essen bleiben. Schwitters empfing mich herzlich und fahrte mich nach oben, um
mir &ltere und neue Arbeiten und experimentelle Versuche verschiedenster Art zu zeigen, die ihn in jener Zeit
besonders beschaftigten. VVor allem eine Plastik schien ihm am Herzen zu liegen, die mir, und gewiss auch
anderen Betrachtern, unvergesslich blieb. Um sie zu besichtigen, musste man die Balkontur 6ffnen und ins Freie
treten. Auf dem Balkon stand ein hohes, bizarres, turmartiges Gebilde. Zunéchst von bescheidenem Format, war
dieser Turm im Lauf des gestalterischen Prozesses immer héher und umfénglicher geworden. Er wucherte derart,
dass er schon an die Decke stiel? und zu viel Platz im Zimmer einnahm. Schwitters hatte sich und der Familie aus
der Bedréngnis geholfen, indem er ihn auf den Balkon transportierte und dort an ihm weiterschaffte. Doch auch
hier naherte sich der ‘Bau’ schon bedenklich der Decke. Es war der MERZ-Bau (Schwitters nannte ihn damals
MERZ-Turm.) An seinem seltsamen ‘Turm’ hatte er Nischen von unterschiedlicher Grésse und Gestalt
ausgehonhlt, die er als ‘Grotten’ bezeichnete.] Pferdekamp 1968. Pferdekamp edited Corbusier’s journal L Esprit
Nouveau. Both Pferdekamp and his wife Modeste (the author of this piece) were writers; Pferdekamp also
published fiction under the pseudonym Arnold Nolden.

[Der [Merzbau] Raum [...] beschrinkte sich auf einen verglasten Balkon im Erdgeschoss des Hauses in
Hannover-Waldhausen, das Eigentum von Schwitters war. Da die Balkons in diesen &lteren Hausern in der
Gartenvorstadt recht groR waren, schatzte ich die Grundflache des Merzbaues auf 6 x 4 gm. Er wurde 1943
teilweise zerstort.] Stuttmann 1960.

No tenants on the first and second floors moved out between 1921 and 1935; cf. HW, also KSA 9, 28.
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tenants in the flat above his, made a hole in the ceiling and continued the column on the
upper floor.*

As Richter located the Merzbau on the second floor, however, the column would in fact have
led to the housemaids’ quarters in the attic.

If Richter dated his visits correctly (1925 and 1928), then on his return he would have seen
the column in a different place. In early 1927 Schwitters wrote: ‘I have had to move my
studio to a room at the rear, because my parents are using my former studio as a bedroom.’*
Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield reiterate Ernst Schwitters’ statement that this move
happened between 1921 and 1923, and assume that when Schwitters writes of transferring his
studio in 1927, he meant he had to move to room 4 because room 2 was at such an advanced
stage (Fig. 6). Schwitters’ correspondence indicates that in 1926, his studio was still in part of
room 1, and that the move to room 2 took place in 1927. This event is also briefly mentioned
in another letter of January 1927.“° (The move to room 4, as will be shown below, did not
occur till 1933.)

The background to the decision to move the studio to room 2 in 1927 is revealed by
documents in Hannover city archive. In May 1921, as a result of an acute housing shortage, an
ex-military civil servant named Hermann Boetel and his family were allocated rooms on the
ground floor of Waldhausenstrasse 5 that they occupied for the next four and a half years. In
June 1921, Schwitters indicated that these rooms were 2, 4 and 5: ‘unfortunately you can’t
stay with us. My parents are away and will remain so during July, and besides, they have had
to give up three rooms at the back.”* His parents presumably allowed him to use the rear

section of room 1 as a studio after the Boetels took up residence in 1921. This partitioning is
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Richter 1965/1978, 157. Schwitters’ father Eduard was the landlord till his death in 1931.

[Dann musste ich mit dem Atelier in ein Zimmer nach hinten umziehen, weil meine Eltern das frihere Atelier als
Schlafzimmer benutzen.] As note 9.

Letter to Otto Ralfs, 4.1.27, Niindel 1974, 110.

[Es geht leider nicht, dass ihr bei uns wohnt. Meine Eltern sind und bleiben im Juli verreist, haben aulerdem 3
Zimmer hinten abgeben missen.] Schwarzes Notizbuch VI, entry 927, KSF. Elger suggests that the Boetels were
allocated rooms 1 and 5 (Elger 1984/1999, 23), but with two children, born 4.2.15 and 18.4.22, they are likely to
have occupied the back rooms; see Fig 6.
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likely to have been an unsatisfactory solution, as only a double door separated studio and
living room, and Schwitters’ father Eduard became increasingly irascible with age.*
Schwitters’ studio was untidy and cluttered, and Merz was not only an odiferous undertaking
(most visitors commented on the pervasive smell of glue) but also noisy; as Schwitters told
Hausmann, ‘I nail my pictures together’.” (Schwitters apparently searched for alternative
working space at this time, as Moholy-Nagy recalled sharing a studio with him in Berlin in
1922.* Schwitters’ offer of a similar arrangement with the sculptor Otto Hohlt in the early
1920s was rejected by the Hohlt family on the grounds that he was too disreputable.®) The
Boetel family left in December 1926 and Schwitters’ parents reclaimed the rear section of
room 1 as their bedroom. (Richter’s anecdote of Schwitters ejecting tenants, told decades
later, may well be a confused version of the Boetel family’s departure.) By January 1927
Schwitters had moved his studio to room 2 (Fig. 6), described (again, many years later) by his
cousin Elisabeth Keitel, who located the Merzbau on the ground floor at the rear, adjacent to a
room used by Schwitters’ father:
At the back of my uncle’s apartment, [Kurt] had a big room that he used as a studio [...] In
the mid-twenties he started on his Merzbau [there][...] So this room, which led out to the
back, wasn’t in his flat. If you wanted to get to this room you had to go through my uncle’s
so-called living-room. | always wished | could back straight out of this room, Schwitters’
studio. It wasn’t my style, for you could find everything here that he’d collected. He made
the pictures he wanted to sell or exhibit in this room. It had big windows without curtains

and you could see [...] the Eilenriede [park] outside. | found this room weird - not that |
didn’t like his pictures, but his studio looked horrible.*
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Cf. KSA 1984, 62 and Hich 1995, vol. 2, 264. Eduard (1857-1931) was in his mid-sixties at this time. Kurt
describes him as suffering from Nervenfieber [nervous fever], probably a form of typhus, that left him a semi-
invalid for the rest of his life.

[Ich nagle meine Bilder.] Hausmann 1970/1992, 70.

Moholy-Nagy 1967, 72.

Information from Brigitte Schuller-Kornbrust (daughter-in-law of Otto Hohlt), Saarbriicken. Both Hohlt and
Schwitters were members of the Hannover Secession.

[Er hatte hinten in der Wohnung meines Onkels ein groRes Zimmer, das er als Atelier benutzte. Mitte der
zwanziger Jahre hat Schwitters seinen Merzbau begonnen [...] Dieses Zimmer, das nach hinten hinausging, war
also nicht in seiner Wohnung. Wenn man in das Zimmer hineingelangen wollte, musste man durch das
sogenannte Wohnzimmer meines Onkels gehen. Aus diesem Zimmer, Schwitters Atelier, wére ich am liebsten
rickwaérts wieder herausgegangen. Das lag mir nicht, denn hier konnte man all das finden, was er gesammelt
hatte. Seine Bilder, die er verkaufen oder ausstellen wollte, hat er in diesem Zimmer gemacht. Es hatte groRRe
Fenster ohne Gardinen, und man guckte in [...] die Eilenriede. Mit war dieses Zimmer unheimlich, nicht, dass
mir seine Bilder nicht gefielen, aber sein Atelier sah entsetzlich aus.] Keitel 1984, 62.
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When Rudolf Jahns visited the new studio, reached by a narrow corridor, he recalled being
ushered into a construction of wood and plaster that stood in a corner opposite the door (not,
as Richter said, in the middle). The remainder of the room, according to this undated memoir,
was nearly empty:
We entered the column itself through a narrow door, which was more like a grotto; a
plaster construction was hanging over the door panelling [...] Schwitters asked me to go
through the grotto alone. So | went into the construction which, with all its bends,
resembled a snail shell and a grotto at the same time. The path by which you reached the
middle was very narrow because new structures and assemblages, as well as existing
grottos and Merz-reliefs, hung over from all sides into the still unoccupied parts of the
room. Right at the back, to the left of the entrance, hung a bottle containing Schwitters’s
urine, in which everlasting flowers were floating. Then there were grottos of various types
and shapes, whose entrances were not always on the same level. If you walked all the way
around, you finally reached the middle, where | found a place to sit, and sat down. [...] |
saw the grotto again soon afterwards, and it had changed once more. Many of the grottos
were covered up and my impression was more of a unified whole.”

At Schwitters’ request, he recorded his impressions in a book at the centre of the column.

Jahns’ dating of this event to 1927 is problematic in that he describes the column (he does
not use the name KdeE) as in a far more advanced state than other visitors of the time. He
may in retrospect have combined memories of this occasion with a later visit, for whereas
other witnesses of this period write of walking round a column and inspecting it from the
exterior, he describes being enclosed within it, which would correspond to a more advanced
stage of the Merzbau’s development. His account of the interior layout is also puzzling. After
entering a narrow door he walks around an irregular column or combination of columns to
what he calls the ‘middle’, from which he can apparently see the entrance and the bottle of
urine. The column has been encased entirely in plaster, but as he notes constructions hanging
over the sides, has not reached the ceiling. The mention of the bottle of Schwitters’ urine

indicates that this column is the KdeE as described in the Veilchenheft. Jahns could certainly

have sat inside in its advanced stages, as by 1930, the base measured 2 x 1 metres and the

47 Jahns 1982 (Fig. 56).
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whole was 3.5 metres in height; the measurements are Schwitters’ own.* It is likely that
higher sections were in some way accessible from the interior; Ernst Schwitters told
Elderfield that there were stairs inside the KdeE that allowed the visitor to look into grottos on
various levels,* and Hoch also noted that stairways were an important feature.* One is shown
in Schwitters” own sketch of the column (Fig. 37).

Two others who witnessed the column in the late 1920s were Kate Ralfs, who described it as
a “droll’ [witzig] Dadaistic construction in the corner of Schwitters’ studio® and the architect
Lucy Hillebrand, who frequently worked with Schwitters in 1928/29. She recollected neither
any Constructivist features nor any white structure spreading through the house, but only a
column like an Expressionist grotto, coloured predominantly blue and green.* Writing of the
Lysaker Merzbau, Ernst Schwitters noted that in colour it was similar to that in Hannover:
‘mainly white “geometrical” forms with a few accents in bright reds, blues, yellows, and of
course the Dadaistic grottos resembled my father’s collages and assemblages, both in

Hannover and Lysaker, and were very colourful.”®

3. The evidence, 1930

The letters of Kurt and Helma Schwitters

A letter written by Schwitters in January 1930 indicates that his studio had gained some new
significance: ‘I look forward to receiving you in my studio and would draw your attention to
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the fact that only there can you receive any sort of total impression of my works.”" Despite
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Appendix I, 110.

Elderfield 1985, 155.

Hoch 1995, vol. 1, 124. See also Fig. 37.

Conversation with Kéte Ralfs, 22.6.91. See also Lufft 1985.

Neue Presse, 24.3.1986, SAH. See also her comments in ‘Zeitzeugen von Kurt Schwitters erinnern sich’,
21.3.86, KSF. Schwitters’ correspondence with Hillebrand on joint projects in the late 1920s is in SAH. Both
were members of the Deutsche Werkbund.

Wadley 1981, 51.

[[...] erwarte ich gern Ihren Besuch in meinem Atelier und mache Sie darauf aufmerksam, dass Sie nur dort einen
einigermassen vollstandigen Eindruck meiner Arbeiten haben kénnen.] Letter to Miss Blattner, 26.1.30, Nundel
1974, 133.
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his sudden emphasis on its representative nature, there are few descriptions of his studio
during the final years of the Weimar Republic. This was most probably due to the exodus of
artists and intellectuals from Germany in the wake of the economic and political crisis of
1929-30, for there is no evidence that Schwitters was in any way secretive about it during this
period; on the contrary, letters written by himself and his wife repeatedly allude (for the first
time) to one or more columns. As this correspondence was addressed to patrons, active
supporters and gallery owners located outside Germany, it seems that after seven years of
silence about his studio constructions, Schwitters was now looking for opportunities to
publicize them abroad. Germany had become a difficult place to exhibit and sell avant-garde
work, and there was mounting opposition to the avant-garde from influential right-wing
organisations such as the Deutsche Kunstgesellschaft [German Art Society] and the
Kampfbund fir deutsche Kultur [Combat League for German Culture], which drew much of
their membership from the middle classes and academic institutions.*

At the end of a letter to his friend and patron Carola Giedion-Welcker in January 1930,
Schwitters mentioned in passing that ‘I’ve been painting a lot and working on my columns.
The middle-sized one is as good as finished. Then I’m working on several dramas’.* In
February he informed Katherine Dreier that he was occupied with painting, sculpture and his
‘three columns’.* The lack of further clarification can possibly be attributed to the fact that
both addressees knew of the columns from previous visits - Giedion-Welcker in the company

of her hushand (at that time advisor to Kunsthaus Ziirich) in 1928, and Dreier with Duchamp
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Members of the latter are listed in the Mitteilung des Kampfbundes flr deutsche Kultur, 1929-31. The activities
of this burgeoning fascist organization, founded in 1928, (which included engineering the dismissal of
progressive museum directors) were bolstered after the 1929 NSDAP election victory in Thuringia, which
enabled the state government to impose rigid cultural restrictions, and, for example, destroy murals by
Schlemmer and Dix as examples of degenerate art.

[Dann habe ich viel gemalt und an meinen Saulen gearbeitet. Die mittelgrosse ist so gut wie fertig. Dann
schreibe ich an mehreren dramatischen Arbeiten.] Letter of 15.1.30, Giedion-Welcker 1973, 504.

[Ich habe [...] an meinen 3 Sdulen gearbeitet.] Letter of 27.2.30, Niindel 1974, 132.
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in 1929.% If so, it can be assumed that by 1928, Schwitters was already working on more than
one column in the studio.

By May 1930, the middle-sized column was presumably complete, for in a letter to Galka
Scheyer, who was planning to include contributions by Schwitters in an exhibition in
California, Helma wrote that ‘Kurt has many interesting works, such as a column, an
Ursonate’.* It seems that at this point, the column was considered transportable and thus
exhibitable. In March 1930, Dreier, also a collector and gallery owner, again visited
Waldhausenstrasse 5. After she left, Helma wrote to remind her that she had left a hairpin
behind on her visit, adding that “We’re really looking forward to the column book, but the
hairpin isn’t worth keeping — or should it go on Kurt’s column, since it will probably make
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the journey across the Atlantic twice?’™ Dreier had taken the book with her to record her
impressions of the column, presumably returning it on her next visit in March 1937. From this
letter it also seems that she either knew of, or had drawn up, plans to transport the finished

column to the USA for exhibition.

The Veilchenheft/‘Das grosse E’ (see Appendix I)

Schwitters’ first public acknowledgement of a studio column occurs in an essay of 1930
entitled ‘Ich und meine Ziele’, published in the 1931 Veilchenheft (Figs. 54, 55). Joachim
Buchner’s opinion that ‘Ich und meine Ziele [...] conveys a complete and authentic
impression of the all-embracing profuse reality of the Merzbau’,* is accepted in almost all

analyses of the Merzbau, and Schwitters’ portrayal of the KdeE in this text is often regarded

as a key to the whole work (e.g. Bergius 1989, Dietrich 1993, Falguiéres 1994, Gamard 2000;
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Ella Bergmann-Michel visited Schwitters at the same time as Duchamp; cf. letter to Schwitters, 27.10.47, KSA
7, 67-70. Lach claims that the painter Schweighelm von Braun in Schwitters’ drama Es kommt darauf an (1930)
is a parody of Duchamp; cf. Lach 1971, 166-7.

[Kurt hat viele sehr interessante Arbeiten, so eine S&ule, eine Ursonate.] Letter of 3.5.30, Luyken 2000, 34.
[Wir sind sehr gespannt auf das S&ulenbuch, die Haarnadel ist doch aber nicht des Aufhebens wert oder soll sie
an Kurts Saule, da sie ja wahrscheinlich 2 mal die Reise (bers grosse Meer macht?] Letter of 2.9.30, BLY.
[Schwitters Text in “Ich und meine Ziele” im Veilchenheft von 1931 vermittelt einen vollstandigen und
authentischen Eindruck der allumfassenden Wirklichkeitsfiille des Merzbaus.] Biichner 1986, 18.
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an exception is Osswald-Hoffmann 2003). In fact the great diversity of Merzbau reception can
in many instances be traced to Schwitters’ elusive stance in the Veilchenheft. The description
of the column takes up roughly a quarter of ‘Ich und meine Ziele” but is embedded in claims
that ‘depiction and statement are not the aims of works of art’, and pleas for the recognition of
the primacy of form. Furthermore, its thematic correlation to the remainder of the essay,
which focuses on abstract art, typography and recent political developments in Germany, is
obscure. Schwitters gives a detailed account of part of the column, but also compares it to a
shy violet that may have to remain hidden. He dates its beginnings to 1923 and is evasive
about the nature of the content, which is set out in grottos and relates to a wide range of
themes: people, places, history and myth, animals, art, architecture, advertising and social
taboos. At the same time he distances himself from these elements, which he also attributes to
the year 1923, on the grounds that they are outmoded, Dada, ‘literary’ and no longer related to
his search for pure form.

Schwitters frequently amends or challenges his own statements on the KdeE through a
qualifying or negatory phrase, again as if in two minds about how much to reveal to the
public. Despite the apparently overt eroticism of some of the grottos, he writes that the name
KdeE has ‘not at all, or little’ bearing on the content. It contains all the things ‘with some
exceptions’ that had been ‘either important or unimportant’ to him as regards form in the last
seven years. His description of the grottos is as Dadaistic as their content: Persil
advertisements are juxtaposed with sex crimes, a lavatory attendant with a grotto of love, coke
with Michelangelo. Schwitters ends with a deliberately irritating parenthetical disclaimer:
“The impression of the whole is reminiscent of something like a cubist painting or Gothic
architecture (not one bit!)’. Some commentators choose to ignore this and Schwitters’ other

negations of his position, but as a tactic, it is typical of his literary and artistic work and has
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been compared with the gesture of deliberately scoring an own goal.*

Using an architectural vocabulary (pillar, cathedral, metropolis, house, building authorities,
townscape, grottos, staircase) Schwitters sets out his working method; he glues found objects
to the column, encases them in plaster and applies paint. As these structures accumulate they
give rise to further spaces that are absorbed into a structure of helical supports (of wood,
though the material is not specified); these in turn provide the foundations for a geometrical
exterior of painted plaster. He writes of ‘about ten columns’, but the phrasing is imprecise and
may mean that these were planned, not completed; his letters never refer to more than three.
There is indirect confirmation of the plan to fill the studio with columns in Steinitz’s
memoirs,” but if this had been realised, little space would have remained. Ten columns with
dimensions comparable to those of the KdeE (2 x 1 x 3.5 metres) would in effect have filled a
room whose floor area was less than 24 square metres.*

This description in the Veilchenheft tallies only awkwardly with the standard chronology.
There is no indication of an initial Constructivist phase and no intimation that the work had
ever constituted a Merz Demonstration Room. Elderfield follows Schmalenbach in describing
the studio as “full’ by about 1927, but this does not accord with any written evidence and
would have entailed the wholesale destruction or relocation of much of room’s content prior
to the 1933 photographs (Figs. 21-3). If by 1930 the Merzbau was at the advanced stage
suggested by Schmalenbach, Elger and Elderfield, it is difficult to explain why at this point
Schwitters, far from writing of a room, or rooms, full of constructions, should have limited his
account to the KdeE, which Elderfield identified as situated left of the main studio window
(Fig. 24). On the evidence of the Veilchenheft and personal letters of this time, it seems that

the extent of the Merzbau in the late 1920s was far less than is commonly assumed.
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Cf. Szeemann 1994, 225.

‘Finally the column will stand with ten other columns as gigantic forms in space.’ Steinitz 1968, 91.

It has been suggested that individual columns were no longer distinguishable by 1930 because they had been
absorbed into a broader structure; cf. Osswald-Hoffmann 2003, 165-6, also Fig. 53a.
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In the Veilchenheft, Schwitters mentions one other contributor to the column: Hannah Hoch.
She made two grottos and, in the outline of her unrealised autobiography, relates that she was
twice invited to co-operate on the Merzbau: ‘Access to everything [...] was supposed to
collaborate. Also later when the two grottos had long disappeared in the interior.”® Richter,
Hausmann and Steinitz allude to these grottos, and one is documented in Schwitters’
correspondence.®® Hoch’s contribution is also mentioned in Schwitters’ stylistically
comparable text on the column entitled ‘Das grosse E’ (‘The Big E’, Appendix II). In the
collected edition of Schwitters’ literary works this precedes ‘Ich und meine Ziele’; it could
have been written in 1930 (it refers to the wreck of the German cruise liner Monte Cervantes
on 22.1.30) but is likely to date from 1931, as it presents the column at a more advanced stage
than in the Veilchenheft. It might be speculated that Schwitters drafted this piece for the next
issue of the Merz periodical announced at the end of the Veilchenheft (Fig. 55), entitled Merz
22 Entwicklung [Development]. Whether this title pertained to developments in his studio is,
however, unverifiable, as neither Merz 22 nor Merz 23 (entitled e.E.) ever appeared (Fig. 55).

In ‘Das grosse E’, Schwitters writes that he has renamed the column the Big E after making
some unspecified changes. For the first time he describes the column as Merz, explaining that
he has reworked it so that it is now negative and non-functional (without elucidating how the
KdeE had been positive and functional till now). This is the second of only two written
references by Schwitters to the KdeE. Whether the title was applied to the column from the
beginning is not known. It does not occur in his correspondence and can be found only on two
photos and in the Veilchenheft and ‘Das grosse E’ texts, in each of which he expressly
qualifies his use of the name. The only available evidence on the nomenclature comes from
Ernst Schwitters, who stated that the terms KdeE and Merzbau were interchangeable, but

there is no proof of this in contemporary writings or photos. Even Friedrich VVordemberge-
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[Ich zu allem Zugang [...] Sollte mitarbeiten. Auch noch spéter als die beiden Hohlen ldngst im Inneren
verschwunden waren.] Héch 1995, vol. 1, 124.
See note 90.



48

Gildewart, who saw the Merzbau at various stages, writes only of ‘the famous column, later
named the Merzbau’.”

The opening reference in ‘Das grosse E’ to ‘negative function’ is reminiscent of
Constructivist strivings to articulate space through objects. Alexander Dorner, for instance,
saw Constructivism as expanding on the Cubist tradition by introducing new discoveries in
physics: ‘Bodies, planes and lines are, so to speak, transferred from the Earth’s surface to the
cosmos, where masses and currents of energy achieve reciprocal balance and penetration.’*
‘Das grosse E’, like the Veilchenheft, acknowledges the importance of form — Schwitters
claims the column is a ‘monument to pure art’ - but concentrates on content.”® He reveals that
he has not dispensed with the grotto per se but still regards it as a key element, and provides a
list of grottos, some devoted to iconic figures like Hitler, Haarmann, Hindenburg and
Mussolini, others to obscure, perhaps fictional personages like Professor Wanken and his son
Punzelchen.” Schwitters seems more willing to reveal the existence of the column to a wider
public, but this text is as resistant to interpretation as the previous passage on the KdeE.
Neither reveals anything about the column’s location, and both make ample use of his
favoured literary devices of contradiction and bathos. In the Veilchenheft, he had described
the column as unfinished on principle; in ‘Das grosse E’ it is announced as complete, then
incomplete.™ His appeal for contributions to the grottos of the rechristened KdeE (‘extra-
ordinarily obliged’, ‘your esteemed family’) is couched in terms of a formal German

invitation, but his request for ‘material of international importance’ is followed by a list of
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[die berihmte S&ule, spater Merzbau genannt.] Vordemberge-Gildewart 1976, 43.

[Ko6rper, Ebenen und Linien werden von der Erdoberflache gleichsam ins All versetzt, wo auch die Massen und
die Energiestrome sich gegenseitig ausbalancieren und durchdringen.] Dorner 1928. In Nasci, Constructivism is
described as a development of Cubism; cf. LW 5, 189.

In the catalogue of the Merz exhibition (1926), Schwitters wrote: ‘It’s not as if form were the most important
thing for me, as then my art would be decorative.” [Nicht als ob mir die Form das Wichtigste ware, denn dann
ware meine Kunst dekorativ.] Schwitters 1926d.

Wanken is a very rare German surname and may be an oblique reference to the predominantly right-wing
German universities; wanken means to totter or sway, and Punzelchen means little puncher.

[Every form is the frozen instantaneous picture of a process. Thus a work of art is a stopping place on the road of
becoming and not the fixed goal.] Schwitters/Lissitzky 1924; see Fig. 114.
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items (cloakroom and tram tickets, ballot papers, theatre programmes, family photos, etc.) less
than appropriate for a monument to pure art. He also lists Hoch, VVordemberge-Gildewart and
Walden as having already contributed. Both Hoch and Steinitz later confirmed that colleagues
created grottos in the Merzbau. Hoch mentions two by Arp, one by Lissitzky, who contributed
a cage structure measuring about 20 x 20 cm, and others by Moholy-Nagy, Hausmann,
Mondrian and Doesburg,” while Steinitz wrote that Moholy and Schwitters made a joint
grotto, a ‘little modern villa’ named the White Palace (Fig. 50).” Herwarth Walden probably
contributed a grotto as Schwitters’ guest in December 1929.™

From the allusion to negative function in ‘Das grosse E’, it might be conjectured that the
column was evolving into something quite different from the work of specific dimensions (3.5
X 2 x 1 sg. metre) described in the Veilchenheft. The appeal for contributions also indicates
that Schwitters had begun to think of the column as a collective effort. (Assuming that Hoch
was indeed asked to collaborate, this may have been his concept from the first, but it seems
that only later could he implement this idea.) He was also considering how to integrate the
surrounding area, as he concludes by referring to an adjoining art exhibition that he conceives
as a didactic space. ‘In an extension of the Big E is the E-Collection, the point of which is to
provide guidance to the latest in art.”” Fifty-four pictures remain of this collection; most were

destroyed with the Merzbau (cf. Schulz 2006a).™
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Hoch 1989, 209-210.

Steinitz 1968, caption preceding page 67. This caption is questionable (see Fig. 50). It has been claimed that
Moholy-Nagy played an ‘instrumental part’ in the construction of the Merzbau up to 1930 (Kaplan 1995, 104.)
Steinitz’s allusion to grottos dedicated to Schwitters’ other colleagues does not specify whether these contained
personal objects or were constructed by the artists themselves.

Walden lectured at Schwitters’ house on 5.12.29; cf. Wiesbaden 1990a, 189. His grotto is mentioned in ‘Das
grosse E’ (Appendix II).

See Fig 25a. The Lysaker and Elterwater Merzbauten also contained pictures (Figs. 68, 69, 90).

In May 1938 Schwitters informed Sophie Tauber-Arp that the Merzbau collection (including three works by
Arp) remained intact in Hannover; letter of 10.3.38, Nundel 1974, 145.
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4. The evidence, 1931-1933
1931-1932
From the evidence of the Veilchenheft, Schwitters regarded his studio columns as separate
entities in 1930; he writes of the KdeE that ‘The whole is covered with an arrangement of
cubes of the most strictly geometrical form’.”” By January 1931, when Helma Schwitters
informed Katherine Dreier of the new developments in the studio, he was apparently revising
this concept:
The column will be extremely beautiful, one column is already finished and so that it
doesn’t get dusty it’s completely wrapped in paper — the other column, the Column of Life,
is growing and growing, and as it can’t grow up any further for lack of room height, it’s
therefore growing outwards, which opens up all sorts of possibilities [...] I think it will be
really very beautiful.”
Ernst Schwitters later remembered that his father often lamented the limited height of this
room.” The above letter provides further confirmation that the column did not extend to the
floor above; Helma implies rather that it was the impossibility of penetrating the ceiling that
encouraged Schwitters to adopt a strategy of lateral expansion. This may well be the period in
which Ernst remembered his father spanning strings across the studio, rather than 1920, when
Ernst was only one year old.”

Nothing in the sources supports either the theory advanced by Schmalenbach, Elger and
Elderfield (following the testimony of Ernst Schwitters) that by the mid-1920s the first room
of the Merzbau was complete, or, as Schmalenbach and Elderfield suggest, that it was so full
of constructions (Schmalenbach refers to it as ‘impenetrable’ [undurchdringlich])® that

Schwitters had to move his studio to another room. It is noticeable that apart from Helma, no

eyewitness mentions more than one column, with the sole exception of Hannah Hoch, who
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Appendix I, 110.

[Die Saule wird bildschdn, eine S&ule ist ganz fertig und damit sie nicht verstaubt, ist sie ganz von einer
Papierhiille umgeben, die andere Saule, die Lebenssaule, wachst und wachst, und da sie wegen Mangel an
Zimmerhohe nicht mehr hochwachsen kann, so geht sie in die Breite, dafir bestehen ja noch grosse
Maoglichkeiten [...] ich glaube, sie wird wirklich mal sehr schon.] Letter of 13.1.31, BLY.

Wadley 1981, 51. Here Ernst estimates the height as c. 4.2 m; the CR gives itas c. 4.6 m.

Schwitters E. 1983, 143.

Schmalenbach 1978a, 141.
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writes of a ‘secondary column’ [Nebenséule].*

On the evidence of personal letters, by 1931 the studio consisted of one room containing a
sizeable column (the KdeE), shrouded in a protective covering, which both Schwitters and his
wife regarded as finished and transportable. A larger, incomplete construction of unknown
dimensions named the Column of Life stood in the same room. As Helma does not mention a
third column in the above letter, it is likely that this was either in its preliminary stages or had
been incorporated into the horizontal extensions of the Column of Life.

In mid-1931, the author and composer Paul Bowles made a forty-mile detour especially to
call on Schwitters. Nearly forty years later, Bowles recalled this visit:

Schwitters lived in a stolid bourgeois apartment house. The flat was relatively small and
sombrely furnished. I slept on a small glassed-in porch off the dining room [...] We went
that day to the city dump and walked for two hours among the garbage, ashes and pieces of
junk, collecting material for the Merzbau in the apartment below. In the trolley-car
returning from our outing, people eyed us with curiosity. Schwitters, his son and | each
carried a basketful of refuse; we had bits of paper and rags, broken metal objects, even an
ancient, stiff hospital bandage. It was all to be formed into parts of the Merzbau. The
Merzbau was a house within an apartment, a personal museum in which both the objects
displayed and the exhibit rooms were inseparable parts of the same patiently constructed
work of art.*
A letter written by Bowles shortly after his visit indicates that the columns were still separate
entities at this time, as he describes how he and Schwitters ‘took a walk about the dumping
grounds to hunt for material for his statues he has in his studio’.* The articles selected,
according to Bowles, included a whole vase, a broken tin spoon, part of a mosquito net, a
damaged thermos flask and shards of china and glass.

This is one of the few eyewitness reports of the Merzbau from the 1930s, none of which

documents the transitional stage between column(s) and environment. Two of Schwitters’

contemporaries who later recorded their impressions of the Merzbau do, however, seem to be

talking about the studio in advanced, yet very different, phases. Whereas for early visitors, the

82 See note 21. Hoch visited the studio in 1929 and in the early 1930s.
83 Bowles 1972, 114-5.
84 Sawyer-Laucanno 1999, 104. Bowles does not use the names Cathedral of Erotic Misery or Merzbau.
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term ‘grotto’ refers to a small niche in a column that contains minute objets trouves, Rudolf
Jahns uses it to mean an enclosed space with a door in part of a room, matching the account of
the column in the Veilchenheft.* In Friedrich Vordemberge-Gildewart’s recollection of the
column,® he refers to it as an ‘open sculpture’ [offene Plastik] and uses the word grotto to
refer to structural components of all sizes within a sculptural environment: ‘these grottos,
details of the great structure, were in part so roomy that they provided space for two or three

287

people.”® By this time the Merzbau was also large enough to function as a theatre:

Schwitters was [...] given the opportunity to bring the Merzbau to its ultimate
consummation by giving a recital of his poems, grotesqueries, his Ursonate.®

These at least seem authentic memories, unlike much of the rest of Vordemberge’s
description, which relies heavily on quotations and paraphrases from the Veilchenhetft.
Vordemberge is listed as the creator of a grotto in the ‘Big E’ (see Appendix 11)* and
certainly saw the Merzbau in the 1930s, as he remained in Hannover till 1937 and maintained
contact with Schwitters through membership of groups such as the abstrakten hannover,
cercle et carré and abstraction-création.

At some time between January 1931 and August 1932 there seems to have been a radical
change in the development of the studio in that the columns were fused into an integrated
room sculpture. As Helma wrote: ‘it’s growing outwards, which opens up all sorts of

possibilities’, whereby the ‘it’ refers to the second column, not the ‘finished’ KdeE. The
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Jahns 1982.

Vordemberge-Gildewart 1976, 43-44. Vordemberge is described as an Elementarist artist in De Stijl 7, 1928, 24.
The first sentence of Nasci is an implied criticism of the Doesburg/VVordemberge-Gildewart advocacy of
mechanical design. For Vordemberge-Gildewart’s response, see Vordemberge-Gildewart 1976, 15.

[Diese Grotten, Details des groen Baues, waren teilweise so gerdumig, dass sie zwei bis drei Personen Platz
gaben.] Ibid. This article, which originally appeared in a Dutch journal (Vordemberge-Gildewart 1948), was
later revised and translated into German (Vordemberge-Gildewart 1959). It was rejected by a Munich art journal
in 1949 (see Hannover 2000, 310).

[Hier bot sich dann die Gelegenheit, dass Schwitters den MERZ-Bau dadurch zur hchsten Vollendung brachte,
dass er seine Gedichte, Grotesken, seine Urlautsonate vortrug.] Vordemberge-Gildewart 1976, 44. See also letter
to Giedion-Welcker, 26.2.56, Vordemberge-Gildewart 1997, vol. I, 323.

Vordemberge-Gildewart wrote affectionately of Schwitters in later years, though their relationship was beset by
tensions in the 1930s; cf. letter from Schwitters to Susanna Freudenthal, 9.10.35, KSA 9, 115: letter from
Vordemberge-Gildewart to Arp, 16.6.33, in Vordemberge-Gildewart 1997, vol. I, 21: letter from Vordemberge-
Gildewart to Giedion-Welcker, 26.2.56, ibid., 323: correspondence with Auguste Herbin, ibid., vol. I1, 30 ff.
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process of smoothing and homogenizing exterior surfaces also affected older, hitherto open
grottos. In October 1932, Schwitters wrote to Hoch that Gabo had visited him and begged her
to “let him tell you about my studio [...] your little Bordello has come under glass’.” In time,
he adopted a new terminology for the expanded structures of the studio, such as Grosse
Gruppe and Grande Corniche (Fig 21, 28c).

1932-1933

In August 1932, both Helma and Kurt wrote of the first room as nearing completion. In one
letter, Schwitters states that he has ‘an enormous amount of work in my studio, which, having
spent 10 years of my life working on it, | at last wanted to bring to an end’; in another, Helma
refers to typographical experiments ‘that [Kurt] wants to continue after the completion of his
studio’.” These letters are part of a correspondence with the Stuttgart architects Heinz and
Bodo Rasch, who employed Schwitters as advisor for their international exhibitions of
modern typography (Gefesselter Blick 1930) and advertising (Werbeschau 1932).% In a time
of mounting economic and political crisis, the Rasch brothers also offered Schwitters a rare
opportunity to publicize his typographical work and experimental typefaces in Germany.
Their interest extended to his prose and poetry, and it was through their good offices that part
of his Ursonate was recorded for German radio in 1932.% Schwitters was therefore optimistic
that they would enable him to publicize yet another unorthodox work. In January 1933,

Helma wrote to Bodo Rasch: ‘As my husband still has things to do in his studio, he asked me

to reply to you [...] we’ll be sending you photos of the studio as soon as we have had them
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[Gabo war bei uns zu Besuch. Lass Dir von ihm (iber mein Atelier erzéhlen [...] Dein kleines Bordell ist unter
Glas gekommen.] Letter of 11.10.32, Hoch 1995, vol. 2, 462. Hoch later wrote that in her Merzbau grottos she
‘mainly used photos - with a few cheeky little additions. The first [...] was called Bordello — and the lady in the
foreground had three legs’. [Ich benutzte hauptsachlich Fotos — mit einigen kleinen frechen Zutaten. Die erste
[...] hieB ,Bordell’ — und die vordergrundliche Dame hatte drei Beine.] Hoch 1989, 210. The second was a grotto
that Hoch remembered as having something to do with Goethe, whom she portrayed as completely pink; ibid.
[eine ungeheure Arbeit in meinem Atelier, die ich jetzt endlich, nachdem eine Lebensarbeit von 10 Jahren drin
steckt, zu Ende bringen wollte.] Letter to Bodo Rasch, 11.8.32, SAH: [die er ndchstens nach Vollendung seines
Ateliers weiterfiihren méchte]. Helma Schwitters to Bodo Rasch, 25.8.32, SAH.

For more on the Rasch brothers’ projects, see Rasch 1981.

Wiesbhaden 1990a, 260-1.
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taken, which has still not been done because we lack the money.’* Hans and Lily Hildebrandt
were also to receive photos:*
My husband has asked me to answer your letter as he has so much to do in his studio
downstairs that he can find no time to write. He has made a single great sculpture out of his
studio, or perhaps you could also say a Gothic cathedral; in any case, if you are in the
vicinity of Hannover you really should visit us, and once we have some photos of the
studio, we’ll send you one t00.%
The death of Schwitters’ father on 16.3.1931 may have been a decisive factor in the decision
to give the studio increased publicity: Eduard is unlikely to have welcomed visitors walking
through his apartment to the studio at the rear (Fig. 6).”

In April 1933 Helma informed Hannah Hoch that ‘Kurt is still doing abstract works. He has
now completely transformed his former studio into a Merzbau; you can sit and contemplate it
for hours and still keep discovering something new and interesting’.”® This letter marks the
first occurrence of the word Merzbau. No explanation is given, though it can be assumed that
if the name KdeE was still in use, it would have had to be jettisoned after the election victory
of the NSDAP in January 1933, as too indicative of the Weimar avant-garde. As Helma refers
here to the ‘former studio’, it may be assumed that Schwitters had by now decided that this
room should no longer be used for its original purpose. Though the correspondence indicates
that he moved his workplace to the adjoining room in early 1933, he continued to refer to

room 1 as his studio, and as the Merzbau spread, he applied the word to all successive stages

of its development; Helma generally did the same. When it was bombed in 1943, the Merzbau

94

95

96

97

98

[Da mein Mann noch immer an seinem Atelier zu tun hat, hat er mich gebeten, Ihnen zu antworten [...] Von dem
Atelier werden wir Ihnen sobald wir Fotos davon haben machen lassen, was wegen Mangel an Geld noch immer
unterblieben ist, einige schicken.] Letter to Bodo Rasch, 24.1.33, SAH.

These were evidently not available for the 1933 issue of abstraction-création, in which two photos of details of
the Merzbau were published, both by an unknown photographer (cf. Fig. 25a, Fig 30).

[Mein Mann bittet mich, Ihren Brief zu beantworten, da er soviel unten im Atelier zu tun hat, dass er keine Zeit
zum schreiben findet. Er hat aus seinem Atelier eine einzige grosse Plastik gemacht oder wie man vielleicht auch
sagen kann einen gotischen Dom, jedenfalls miissten Sie uns, falls Sie einmal in die Nahe von Hannover kdmen,
besuchen, und wenn wir erst Fotos vom Atelier haben, senden wir Thnen auch eine.] Letter to Lily Hildebrandt,
30.1.33, HLH.

For more on this difficult father-son relationship see KSA 1984, 62: Schwitters 1926¢/2; Schwitters 1930b, scene
1: Hoch 1995, vol. 2, 264.

[Kurt arbeitet weiter abstrakt, er hat jetzt sein friiheres Atelier ganz zum Merzbau umgestaltet, man kann
stundenlang sitzen und betrachten und entdeckt immer noch Neues und Interessantes.] Letter of 5.4.33, Hich
1995, vol. 2, 482.
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extended to several rooms, but Helma simply wrote that ‘Kurt’s studio has been destroyed’.”
The term Merzbau was, it seems, used only for official purposes; it does not appear in
Schwitters’ letters till 1937, after he emigrated to Norway, and even then he generally writes
of his studio or his Merz/abstract room(s).

The events of 1933 soon terminated the Rasch brothers’ patronage. In July, under the
pseudonym of Paul Krlger, Schwitters published Schacko in Zirkel, the journal of Bodo
Rasch’s Marxist-leaning Klub der Geistesarbeiter, but Helma turned down Rasch’s request
for more of Schwitters’ ‘progressive work’ [fortschrittliche Arbeiten].'® Later in the year such
activities led to Rasch’s imprisonment. Schwitters’ association with Paul Renner’s college of
printing in Munich resulted in the seizure and denunciation of the Ursonate as a ‘cultural
bolshevist’ work on 25 March,* and a 1933 ruling on epilepsy provided a further reminder of
his questionable status in the eyes of the regime.'”

Unable to promote the Merzbau in Germany, Schwitters utilized his membership of the
Paris-based abstraction-création to publish an article on the Merzbau in their eponymous
journal in 1933 (see Appendix I1). While the Veilchenheft and ‘Das grosse E’ describe a
single studio column, this article introduces the work under its new name as an abstract
sculptural interior. Two photos are included, both of details: one is of ceiling constructions,
the other of a glazed grotto (Fig. 57). As no windows are visible, this enhances the impression
of an all-encircling structure. Even accounting for the fact that Schwitters was writing in a
hostile political climate and for a publication very unlike his own Merz periodical, it seems

that a considerable change in his concept of the studio had taken place between 1930 and
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Letter to Edith Tschichold, erroneously dated 3.10.43, SAH. In a letter to Oliver Kaufmann of 10.04.46, in which
Schwitters begs for money to save the remains of the Hannover Merzbau, he refers to ‘a studio called Merzbau’
and again of ‘restoring the studio’; MMA.

Letter to Bodo Rasch, 18.5.32, SAH. For more on the Klub der Geistesarbeiter see Andritzky/Siepmann 1982,
132

Stadtarchiv Miinchen, Personalakten Nr. 11850. In 1932 Schwitters accepted the offer of a lectureship by Renner
(inventor of Schwitters’ preferred Futura typeface) and Tschichold, but contact broke off in 1933 (cf. Wiesbaden
19904, 260). Renner was dismissed on 13.3.33, and his copy of the Ursonate was impounded by the SA.

Legal measures to eradicate hereditary diseases (specifically including epilepsy) were approved in July 1933.
Schwitters suffered from severe attacks from 1901; these decreased in middle age and ceased around 1941.
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1933. In emphasizing form rather than content, he evidently hoped to appeal to the readership
of abstraction-création, but nonetheless, two years on from the Veilchenheft and ‘Das grosse
E’, his description is scarcely recognizable as pertaining to a development of the same work:
The Merzbau is the construction of an interior from sculptural forms and colours. In the
glazed grottos are Merz compositions arranged as a cubic volume and which blend with the
white cubic forms to form an interior. Each part of the interior serves as an intermediary
element to its neighbouring part. There are no details which constitute a unified and
circumscribed composition. There are a large number of different forms which serve to
mediate between the cube and indefinite form. Sometimes | have taken a form from nature,
but more often | have constructed the form as the function of different lines, parallel or
crossing. In this way | have discovered the most important of my forms; the half-spiral.*®
On closer inspection, however, some of this reiterates the ideas of the Veilchenheft: the
‘objects that have lost their validity as individual units’ are introduced as elements that serve
as intermediaries to adjacent parts, while the ‘winding screw-like shapes’ of the KdeE have
gained new significance as ‘the most important of my forms; the half-spiral”.***

‘Le Merzbau’ was written for an international readership, and Schwitters must have hoped
that in conjunction with the photos, it would attract considerable attention.