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Kurt Schwitters by El Lissitzky, 1924, photography

M
Kurt Schwitters (1887-1948) is generally 
acknowledged as the twentieth centu-
ry’s greatest master of collage. Born in 
Hanover on June 20, 1887, the only child 
of affluent parents, he was a loner in his 
youth, plagued by epileptic attacks, 
introverted and insecure, and as a stu-
dent at the Royal Academy of Art in 
Dresden he proved as apt as he was 
unimaginative. Although his contact with 
Expressionist artists in Hanover after 
1916 gave him more confidence to devel-
op his own style, even his most impres-
sive works (such as Mountain Grave-
yard), were little more than competent 
imitations of his contemporaries.

E R Z
A major challenge came in 1918 with 
the invitation to exhibit at Herwarth 
Walden’s groundbreaking Sturm gallery 
in Berlin, for Walden had contacts with 
most progressive European artists, in-
cluding the Italian Futurists and the Zu-
rich Dadaists. In the winter of 1918/19, 
Schwitters began to make collages, prob-
ably influenced by the work of Hans Arp, 
who was in Germany at the end of the 
year; one of Schwitters’ first collages, 

Hansi, is strongly reminiscent of Arp’s 
work. In the spring of 1919, Schwitters 
began to make assemblages from scraps 
of refuse, including one that included 
a snippet containing the four letters 
MERZ – cut from an advertisement for 
the Kommerz – und Privatbank, as he 
revealed many years later. Merz was 
soon to become a kind of brand name for 
almost all his activities and indeed, from 
1922, he even began to refer to himself as 
Kurt Merz Schwitters or simply Merz.
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Merz Werbe (trade card), 1924, litho printed card
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In 1919, Schwitters approached Tristan 
Tzara, the spokesman of the Zurich 
Dadaists, and the group greeted his 
work with enthusiasm. He found further 
stimulus in the activities of the Berlin Da-
daists, whose scandalous activities were 
making headlines in the same year. Raoul 
Hausmann’s anecdote that Schwitters 
was rejected by the Berlin Dadaists is, 
however, dubious, for their self-appoint-
ed leader, Richard Huelsenbeck, support-
ed Schwitters from May 1919 onwards 
and visited him in Hanover at the end 
of the year. The two finally fell out in 
1920, probably because of an argument 
about Dada publications. Certainly there 
are no grounds for the tale that Schwit-
ters invented Merz because he was 
rejected by Dada, for he used his Merz 
pictures to introduce himself both to 
Tzara and Huelsenbeck.
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An Anna Blume, 1919, 
litho printed cover

Merz 1 Holland Dada (Dadaist magazine cover), January 
1923, litho printed cover

De Stijl Mercano (Dadaist magazine 
cover), 1923, litho printed cover



Construction for Noble Ladies, 1919, assemblage

Merzbild Rossfett, 1919, assemblage

In a Sturm exhibition in mid-1919, 
Schwitters showed his new Merz works 
and some whimsical watercolors (such 
as The Heart goes from Sugar to Coffee). 
Merz caused a furor among the critics, 
and a successful publicity campaign to 
promote his provocative poem An Anna 
Blume brought him national notoriety. 
Though he was not connected with any 
political party, his art was regularly 
vilified as a threat to traditional German 
values, while he himself was denounced 
as “unpatriotic” or, just as often, insane. 
Yet Schwitters thrived on public oppo-
sition, and from 1919 to 1923 he created 
a succession of Merz pictures, which are 
now seen as his greatest contribution to 
twentieth century art. These pictures car-
ry an inner tension that derives from the 
sensitive juxtaposition of abstraction and 
realism, aesthetics and rubbish, art and 
life, and their innate dynamism is one of 
the characteristics of Merz.

Schwitters stands alone in the con-
summate mastery of color, the delicate 
balance of content and form and the 
intricate interplay of coarse and filigree 
displayed in Merzbild Rosfett; the almost 
minimalist Revolving, using the barest of 
materials, conveys a mysterious shadowy 
rotating cosmos extending far beyond 
the bounds of the frame: in Construction 
for Noble Ladies, 1919, the precarious 
equilibrium of the disparate elements is 
stabilized only by the side-on portrait 
of Schwitters’ angelic and long-suffer-
ing wife Helma. Schwitters claimed that 
the composition includes seven faces of 
women, which may be a clue to the title 
of this work, though no one has found all 
of the faces yet.
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Schwitters’ revolution came late – he was 
thirty-two at the time of the first Merz 
exhibition – but Merz changed his life 
radically. He suddenly found himself at 
the forefront of contemporary art and 
quickly allied himself with the avant-ga 
rde, including various European Dada 
groups, the Bauhaus (Schlemmer, Klee, 
Kandinsky, Feininger, Gropius, Moho-
ly-Nagy) and the new generation of 
Constructivists from Eastern Europe and 
the De Stijl group from the Netherlands 
(Lissitzky, Theo van Doesburg). By now 
his fantasy knew no bounds and over the 
next decade he undertook groundbreak-
ing experiments in such fields as abstract 
drama and poetry, cabaret, multimedia 
art, body painting, music, photography 
and architecture. He was a superb per-
former and a prolific writer; his literary 
works now fill five volumes, and he also 
published an innovative Merz journal 
that appeared irregularly from 1923-32. 
He also became a leading typographer of 
his time, founding what was to become 
a successful advertising agency, Merz 
Werbe, in 1924.

Type Specimen Book Spread for Futura, 1930, litho print
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Merz 252 Colored Squares, 1921, collage

Pelikan-Tusche Ad, 
1924, litho print

Schwitters’ activities from 1922 onwards 
were largely informed by the movement 
known as International Constructivism, 
which aimed for no less than a complete 
transformation of society in which artists 
were envisaged as playing a key role. As 
a master of subtle color and precarious 
balance, however, his adoption of the 
principles of Constructivist art, with its 
reliance on primary color and geometri-
cal forms, was not always advantageous 
to his work, although a quasi-minimalist 
approach came naturally to him (he ex-
perimented with it early, in pictures like 
Colored Squares). From 1924 the compo-
sition of the Merz pictures becomes more 
clear-cut, the textures more uniform, 
the individual elements larger and 
simpler. But luckily he never abandoned 
the idea of Merz – the supreme art of 
the fragment – as can be seen from the 
splendid Relief with Cross and Spear and 
Cicero, where the effects of stark Con-
structivist colors and tight composition 
are brilliantly offset by sharp curves and 
shadows and Schwitters’ beloved scraps 
of battered Merz refuse. An equally star-
tling example is Small Seaman’s Home 
(made in Holland, where Schwitters 
would comb the beaches for Merz materi-
al during his summer holidays).
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For thirteen years (1923-36) he also 
worked on an extraordinary construction 
that came to be known as the Merzbau. 
Its beginnings can be traced to a number 
of columns in his studio at the rear of his 
parents’ apartment in Hanover, two of 
whose names are known: the Cathedral 
of Erotic Misery and the Column of Life. 
He made no secret of the columns, but 
neither publicized them nor referred to 
them in his correspondence in the 1920s. 
Apart from a few largely unenlighten-
ing photos, we therefore have only the 
(generally contradictory) reminiscences 
of his studio recorded many decades later 
by his contemporaries and his son Ernst, 
which means that most theories about 
the appearance, nature and development 
of the columns are based on guesswork. 
In the early 1930s, Schwitters integrated 
the columns into a sculptural interior that 
he completed in early 1933 and named 
the Merzbau. This was a work he tried 
hard to publicize, and in 1936, several 
photos of the Merzbau were exhibited in 
MoMA in New York. Between 1934 and 
1937, when he left Germany, he created 
new elements in other areas of the house, 
including the balcony and the attic; the 
final extent of the Merzbau is not clear, 
but at least six rooms were involved.

Merzbau Hannover, 1932, 
interior room construction

With the rise of National Socialism in 
Germany after 1929, Schwitters found 
himself in serious difficulties. The in-
ternational network of the avant-garde 
community disintegrated and Schwitters 
gradually ceased his public activities. 
The death of his father and of the leader 
of De Stijl, Theo van Doesburg start of 
a new phase of his work, as Schwitters 
himself makes clear in “New Merz Pic-
ture”, with its contemplative mood and 
coarse dabs of color. The somber restraint 
of Pino Antoni is likewise in sharp con-
trast to the works of the exuberant early 
Merz period.

Schwitters’ work was ruthlessly defamed 
by the Nazis, and he kept a low profile 
during the Third Reich. His works were 
exhibited in a series of “Degenerate Art” 
exhibitions that began early in 1933 and 
culminated in the infamous “Entartete 
Kunst” exhibition in Munich in mid-1937. 
The printed edition of his literary master-
piece, a sound poem named the Urson-
ate, was seized by the SS in the same 
year, and publicizing the Merzbau be-
came impossible in Germany. His careers 
as an artist, writer and typographer came
to an end, and he was robbed of much of

the urban impetus that had been crucial 
to his work. As his professional sources 
of income dried up, he spent more and 
more time in Norway painting portraits 
and landscapes and selling them to 
tourists. He moved to Norway in January 
1937, for reasons that have never been 
fully explained, though the Gestapo was 
certainly on his trail, possibly because of 
his connections with the Hanover Re-
sistance, which had been uncovered in 
autumn 1936.
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New Merzpicture, 
1931, assemblage



12

For the next three years, Schwitters eked 
out an uncertain existence as a refugee 
in Norway. Depressed at abandoning the 
Hanover Merzbau to an uncertain fate, 
he tried to gain a commission to create 
a new one in the US or Switzerland, but 
could raise no interest. All hopes of fin-
ishing his second Merzbau, painstakingly 
constructed in his garden at Lysaker, near 
Oslo, were dashed when Nazi troops in-
vaded Norway in 1940 and he fled north 
with his son Ernst. He finally landed in 
England, where he was interned until 
November 1941. Yet the Merz pictures of 
this turbulent period give little indication 
of the fact that Schwitters suffered from 
poor health and time and again found 
himself in life-threatening situations. 
Merzbild Alf is often cited as an example 
of his brief interest in Surrealism: it is 
difficult to imagine that Spring Door, the 
superb Glass Flower and Merzbild With 
Rainbow, with their sparks of light
and swinging rhythms, were created at a 
time of increasing isolation and despair 
for the artist.

Glass Flower, 1940, assemblage

S T U R M U N D
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The Hitler Gang, 
1944, collage

After release from internment, Schwitters 
lived until 1945 in bombed-out London, 
where the unfamiliar surroundings gave 
him fresh inspiration for Merz pictures. 
He made light of his heap of problems in 
Difficult, reworked the great masters in 
inimitable tongue-in-cheek Merz fashion 
in The Holy Night and recalled the dark 
days of the Nazi regime in the sinister 
black shapes and blood-red background 
of Hitler Gang (named after a film). He 
was fascinated by the comics sent in 
letters from compatriots in the USA and 
used them in his famous For Kate, a 
collage now regarded as a forerunner of 
Pop Art.
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In 1945 he moved with his companion, 
Edith Thomas (nicknamed Wantee), to 
Ambleside in the English Lake District, 
and in August 1947, with a grant from a 
Pittsburgh businessman transferred to 
him via the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, he started on a new Merzbau 
in a barn in the hamlet of Elterwater. 
He never finished the Merz Barn, how-
ever, and after his death in Kendal on 
January 8, 1948, part of the interior was 
destroyed and part was moved to other 
locations. The largest section, an end wall 
with an abstract relief, is now to be found 
in the Hatton Gallery of Newcastle Uni-
versity. Nothing remains of Schwitters’ 
other Merzbauten, for the Hanover Merz-
bau was annihilated in an Allied bombing 
raid on Hanover in 1943, and the Lysaker 
Merzbau burned down in 1951.

Schwitters died in 1948 at the age of 
sixty, poverty-stricken and neglected, but 
understanding that his work would one 
day be recognized as that of a genius. 
Through all the tribulations of his life, he 
stood his ground with his un-dogmatic, 
non-elitist and democratic creation of 
Merz, which conjured up its own magic 
from the rejected, the discarded and the 
useless: small wonder that the Nazis 
found his art subversive and tried to 
eradicate it. Schwitters’ work inspired 
such post-war pioneers as Jasper Johns, 
Robert Rauschenberg and Joseph Beuys, 
and he is now seen as the grandfather of 
post-1945 art movements, from Pop Art 
to Fluxus, Conceptual Art to site-specific 
art, and the forerunner of present day art-
ists such as Thomas Hirschhorn, Gregor 
Schneider and Rachel Whiteread.

1. The Heart Goes From Sugar to Coffee, 1919, watercolor
2. I-Bild, 1927, collage
3. Merzbild Alf, 1939, assemblage

Kurt Schwitters, 1928, photograph
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Fümms bö wö tää zää Uu, 
                                         pögiff,  
                                                     kwii Ee.

Oooooooooooooooooooooooo,
dll rrrrr beeeee bö 
dll rrrrr beeeee bö fümms bö,
rrrrr beeeee bö fümms bö wö, 
             beeeee bö fümms bö wö tää, 
                        bö fümms bö wö tää zää, 
                             fümms bö wö tää zää Uu

1. Ursonate (dada sound poetry book cover),
1932, litho printed cover
2. Opposite: Kurt Schwitter portrait, 
El Lissitzky


