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Abstract 

Dunng the £ks t  few decades o f  the twentieth century the appearance of the 

machine in European and North Amencan works of art is well documented. The rise of a 

machine aesthetic existed alongside the exploration of new forms of  pictonal language- 

both marked by a boisterous optimism In much of the literature dealing with this 

subject, the assumption is made that the machine was an uncomplicated and celebratoiy 

aspect of "modem" art. This document seeks to question that assumption, illustrahg 

that the presence of  the machine in nich movements as Futurism, Vortiàsm, and Dada, 

while o&en alluding to the utopian, also indicated a deeper ambivalence with respect to 

technology and its role in human creativity- Taking apart and examining some of the 

cogent themes associated with the machine and the visual reperioire of these movements, 

this thesis highlights the role of technology in the formation of artistic identity, both 

collective and individual. One of the moa pertinent conclusions that can be drawn fiom 

this study is that the predominant role of the machine in early twentieth-century art was 

inextricably linked to human ~el~definition: rnind, body, and soul. 

Keywords: Dada, Futurism, Vorticism, Machine, Technology, Automaton, Dance, 
Body, Mysticism, Identity, Creative Indifference, Vortex, Simultaneity. 
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Introduction 

It is g e n e d y  achowledged that the machine was of centrai importance in 

early twentieth-century Western art production; its comection to rnodernity as weil 

as to the development of novel pictonai languages and approaches has been 

commented on repeatedly in acadernic dealing with technology and art- An 

intense and thorough exploration of the machine in both die art and writîng of that 

time is not possible in a project of this length. However, in the following three 

chapters, 1 will examine several crucial and related themes that 1 feel have been 

overlooked or inadequately addressed in the Iiterature. Ultimately, 1 hope to provide 

further insight into the signiiïcance of the machine within Futurism, Vorticism and 

Dada. 

The relentless and ubiquitous mechanicd progress felt throughout the late 

nineteenth century renders the notion of living without machines unimaginable today. 

Yet one must imagine that at the tum of the century, the use of machines in everyday 

life was novel; the explosive growth of urban centers in tandem with changes in both 

the industrial and domestic spheres due to technology would have placed the machine 

at the forefiont of any discussion of rnodernity. in addition, new interpretations of 

reality were being suggested in the sciences: the worlds of infiared and ultra-violet 

radiation, the existence of eIectrodes and ions, and the forces behind 

therm~d~namics. l S cientific discoveries, though not alway s diectiy applicable to 

Jerome Hamilton Buckïy, The Triwii~h of Time: A Studv of the Victorian Concepts of Thne, 
Histow. Promess. and Decadence (Cambridge: The Beikxiap Ptess of Harvard University Press, 
1966). 37, 



technology in the case ofthe arts, sa played a crucial role in altering societal 

constnicts ofreaiity-this in tum irnpacted upon the work of visuai artists. New 

methods of locomotion aitered notions oftravei, speed, and space, and advances in 

communication techno1ogies transformed human interaction. Telephones, telegraphs, 

and marked improvanents in prim technologies would have increased one's Knse of 

comectioa whiie at the same, in the chaotic simuitaneou~ experience of increasing 

visuai and auditory simulation, these new methods of commUIiication would have left 

one feeling fragmented? 

One of the most significzmt machines to develop and enhance human transport 

was the automobile; in its invocation of speed and a sense of accelerated perception, 

the automobile captured the interest of axtists and writers alike. In F. T. Marinetti's 

1909 "The Founding and Manifésto of Futurism," he typifies his car as a "snorting 

beast" and describes a car ride with fiends in the foilowing manner: 

The raging broom of madncss swept us out of ourseIves and drove us through streets as 
rough and deep as tht bcds of torrents. Hcrc and îhere, sick lamplight through window 
glas  taught us to dimwc the dcaitfid mathematics of out perishing yes? 

Marinetti's description of the automobile as exciting wbiie at the same time 

threatening serves to underline the new theme of human fiailty in the face of 

emerging machine technologies. 

An ongoing theme of this thesis reveals the pursuit of strength and vitality 

through an early twentieth-century machine aesthetic. Perceived changes in human 

potential within increasingly mechanized enviromnents ied to a deeper analysis of 

' Stephen Kcrn, The Culture of T h e  and Sma: 1880 - 19 18 (Cambridge: Efarvard University 
Press, 1983), 113, 
F. T. Marinetti, "The Founding and Mani f io  of Funirism 1909," Futurist Manifestos, td Umbro 



technology with regard to the &te of humftnity- The end result in many cases was the 

symbolic mergiag of man and machine, a programmatic vision within Futurism and 

Vorticism that would render man indestructible, and dow him to realize his fùii 

potential. In "Destruction of Synm-linagination without Strings-Words-in- 

fteedom" of 1913, Marinetti predicted that the changes in human senn'bilities. 

brought about through the developments within science and technological fieids 

would dtimately r d t  in '%fan multiplied by the machinen Further, M;arinetti 

predicted a "[nJew mechanical sense, a nision of instinct with the efficiency of motors 

and conquered forces.'* In cWuitiplied Man and the Reign of the Màchhen he stated 

'%e mua prepare for the immanent, inevitable identification of man with motor, 

faciiitaîing and perfectiag a constant interchange ofimuition, rhythm, instinct, and 

metallic discipline of which the majonty are wholly ignorant.. . *YS 

Despite their theoretical ditferences. and the Vorticists' attempt to define 

îhemselves in contradistinction to Futurism, both movements shared aa enthusiasm 

for the machine, and viewed the partial merging of man and machine as a 

groundbreaking leap into the modem. Utopianism aside, this thesis hopes to 

complicate this popular vision ofFuturism and Vorticism. 1 will show how the 

celebratory tenor ofboth movements masked an underlying fear with regard to 

technology and the machine. In the final analysis, FuNism and Vorticism, while 

Apolionio, trans. Robert Brain, RW, Flint, J-C. Higgitt, and Cardine Tisdall (New York: The 
Viking Press. 1970). 97. 
F. T. Marinetti, "Destruction of Syntax-Imagination without Striags-Words-in-fieedom 19 13," 

Futurist Manifesttg cd. Umbro Apollonia. trans. R o k ~  Btain, RW. F h t ,  J-C. Higgitt, and 
Caroline TisdaIl (New York: The Viking Press, f no), 97. 
' F. T. Marinetti. "Multipliai Mim and the Rci- of the Machincl9ll-15,'' Marinetti: Selected 
Writinm, ed. RW. FLint, crans. RW. Fiint, and Arthur A CoppotcIli (Ntw York= Farrar, Straus 
and G i r 0 q  197 1). 9 1. 



explorhg mechanid themes in the* work in a positive way, uitimstely lend 

themselves to a more nuanced reading that aüows for a certain amount ofucertainty 

in what has been commonly thought of as a simple endorsement ofthe machine in 

early twentieth-century art. 

In contrast to a largely utopian imperative, Dada's merging of man and 

machine, mostly accomplished through coilage techniques, reveals an astonishing 

awareness of this ambivaience with regard to technoiogy. It is important to state that 

in many ways, Dada acts as a foil for Futurism and Vorticism in the make-up of this 

document. In the course of my research I came to the conclusion that Dada, whiie 

sharuig crucial themes with Fun>rism and Vorticism, aumot be considered in the 

same straightfoward manner that 1 attempt to deal with the aforementioned 

movements. Comiog at a later time in history, and fiinctioning on a level that 

supersedes simple analysis, Dada provides a crucial and flexible approach to cultural 

material dealing with the machine, and therefore mua be anaiyzed in a more open- 

ended way. 

At this point it may be usenil to discuss some rnethodological concerns. One 

of the weaknesses 1 found in the literature was the lack of înterdiscipharity in 

understanding the art world at that the .  Aithough rnany writers ernpbasize the 

influence of one artist on another, or of one ariist on a production by way of set 

designs a d o r  choreography (as in the case of dance). seldom do scholars address 

some of the fùndamental r u o n s  andor themes behind the explosive increase in 

coilaborative projects in the early twentieth-century art world. The artistic crossover 



between design, dance. performance, poetry, music and the visual arts at this time 

demands a broader view. 

By cons ide~g  my material in terms of cu1turd themes and contexts rather 

than by a traditional art-historical tracing of cause and effect, 1 hope to provide a 

fuller picture of how the machine hpacted on the creative output of early twentieth- 

century artists. As a result, one ofthe inevitable shortcomings of an interdisciplinary 

approach is that it may be too ambitiously holistic; I can only state that my goal at 

this juncture is not to be comprehensive or ail-inclusive with my material. My main 

desire is to explore some of the cultural themes that emerge if one looks pan rigid 

disciplinary boundaries. 

By necessity, I lünited myselfto three art movements, but 1 could have easily 

expanded this work to hclude such movements as Russian Construdivism, Cubo- 

Futurism, and Purism. The reason behind the omission of these movements has much 

do with the themes I chose to pursue. Tying ai l  the movements together in my thesis 

occurred mainiy through the notion of identity; on some fundamental level, 

Vorticism, Futurism and Dada seemed to be primarily concemed with re-defining (or 

questioning) humanity in relation to technological aspects of modemity. 1 am not 

concluding that this theme is not present in the work of other individuals or 

movernents in the eariy twentieih century, but ifit is present, 1 do not feel it is centra1 

to their artistic program- 

One individual who M i s  outside this framework is the arhst, Fernand Léger. 1 

mention Léger at several points through the various chapters, mainly because 1 

consider his writing on art and the machine a crucial resource for understanding the 



work of other contemporary artists at that He stated that "[m]odem man lives 

more and more in a preponderantiy geometric order.. .Al1 mechanid and industrial 

human creation is subject to geometric forces-'" In his semaatic reliance on the 

machine and on an urban context, in bis play between the ambiguous spaces of 

objective and non-objective art, and in his involvement with all leveis ofartistic 

aaMty at the start of this century, hcluding dance, Léger provides an invaluable 

perspective on the artistic lift ofearly twentieth-century individuais hterested in the 

relationship betweea man and machine. 

However, my intention is not to explon the work of Léger, only to use his 

writing occasionally as a way of examinhg the places where Vorticism, Futurism and 

Dada meet; notions of force, fiinction and structure are ubiquitous throughout this 

early twentieth-centwy focus on the machine as an aesthetic and theoretical tool. 

Also, in bis individual approach, he highiights the fact that movements are made up of 

individuals, and though 1 wiil often make generalizations regarding the various 

movements in this thesis, I do so cognitant of the fact that collectivities are 

essentially tentative at best, and are aiways subject to change. 

Within the Vorticist aesthetic emerging themes include: the talented individual 

who transfonns chaos h o  balance; nature as antithesis to a mechanical, corrective 

form of creation; an economy ofaggression, where geometry is the principle force; 

Léger's recollection of his visït to the 1912 Pa& Air Show with hhcel Duchamp ami Constantin 
Brancusi has oAen bcen c i t a  this demonstrates that he shared this penchant for modem mechanical 
forms with artuts who ail had very difftrtnt appoaches to the machine. Sec Chnstoph Ascndotfl 
"The PropeUer and the Avant-Ga*: Léger, Duchamp, Brancusi," Lé~er- 191 1-24: The RhMhm of 
Modem Life (Munich and New Yak Ptestel-Verlag, 1994), 203, as wtll as Domîhy Kosinski, 
''Léger, 19 11-24: A Languagc for the Modern World," 17, from the samc ttxt. 
' Femand Léger The Michine Aesibetic: The Manufacnutd Object, the and thc Artistn 
(1924), Funaions of Paint in~ ai Edward F. Fry, trans. Alexandra Anderson (1965; New York: 



and the witty application of humour as a polemicd tool of rhetoric. In a similar veic 

Futurism also utilizes aggression, art polemical rhetoric, and mec hanical imagery to 
8 

sigai the arrïvd of a new machine-age cuIture, but there are signifïcant and 

fiindamental Merences between the two rnovements- Even more compleq and 

occasionally arbitrary, are the relationships between the mechanical, the human, and 

the modern, within Dada. 

Rather than attempt a straightforward survey and cornparison between 

various groups for whom the machine aesthetic was of central importance, I will 

provide a thematic analysis of some of the more cogent motifs that emerge during this 

tirne. Often, intersections, and overlapping will occur. Where markers of a machine 

aesthetic Uitersect, the juxtaposition of dBerent viewpoints may prove illuminating. 

Each group, t hough sharing cuitural material with other artistic rnovements, must be 

examined through self-made intemal structures: manifestos, self-reflexive criticism, 

and the work itself, 

In Chapter One, I wiil present a broad o v e ~ e w  of some of the Iarger 

concems surroundmg mechanization and its impact on early twentieth-cenniry an. A 

curious ambivalence between a mystification of the machine, and a concern with the 

purely physical realm of sense and perception can be documented. Ultimately, 1 will 

argue that the "soul" of humanity was deeply affected by technology, and that this 

manifested itselfin a mystical interest in aii thùigs mechanical. 

In Chapter Two, I WU address the co-existence of an emerging facination 

amongst the avant-garde with dance and dance related themes, with an equdy 

The Viking Press. 1973). 52. 



passionate invohrement with the machine Where the two meet, crucial spaces are 

opened up for discourses surrounduig the merging ofthe organic and the mechanical: 

a site where human corporeabty merges with the seemingly reductive arena of pure 

fùnction and f o m  Although the literature of the past has noted the impact of the 

visuai arts on the dance world, the anaiysis has seldom gone in the other direction. 1 

would argue that the repeated presence of the dancer within disparate art movements 

indicates the signincance of the "body" in an analysis of the machine's hpor t  for 

eariy twentieth-century conceptions of technology 

FmalLy, in Chapter Three, I wiU attempt to examine the machine aesthetic in 

terms of human cognition; 1 will explore the importance of the human will as a 

s t ruc tu~g  element for many artists at that tirne. Tensions between individualism and 

collectivity are played out in an intellechiai battle for supremacy via the machine, and 

ultimately it is the "minci" of man that gives form to the machine. 



1. New Technologies 
Modernity, Flux and the Soulful Machine 



At first giance, the work of early mentieth-century artists appears 

unboundedly optimistic with regard to contemporary technology and cultural change. 

Futurism embraced the machine, and was interesteci in eve-g brought about 

through changing technology; they exhibited a fascination with speed, altered human 

experience, cultural revolution, urban growth, and new art forms. Vorticism utiiked a 

mechanicd vocabulary, viewing the machine as a metaphor for increased human 

potential. Dada interactions with the machine are harder to define and often seem 

contradictory. By divesting the machine of its culturally dehed meanings, it, more 

than any other movement, revealed more cleariy the complicated and ambivalent 

relationship that Western culture shared with technology at the begiming of our 

century- In the following chapter 1 will show that in opposition to the common 

images and stereotypicai interpretatioas found in the literature, the interrelations 

between the machine and Futurism, Vorticism, and Dada were extremely 

complicated. 1 will explore the ambivalence these movements exhibited with regard 

to technology, and examine how each movement utilized their artistic practice as a 

rneans of meeting and actively engaging with thek changing technological milieus- 

The machine and notions of progress are inextricably uitertwined concepts in 

the history of modeniism There were perceived changes in coiiective and individual 

expenence within urban environments, where the impact of modernisation had 

forever aitered the relationship between humans and their newly mechanised 

surroundings. The trajectory of human culture was scrutinized with increasing 

intensity. In fact, the beginning of the twentieth century was marked by a nsing 

interest in time itseK resultuig in theoretical explorations of socîetal development and 



possible futures. The 'Future7' almost as a philosophical construct with ail the 

surmunding theones-social, historiai, and scientific-became a popular area for 

analysis both in lay and academic circles. Science fiction as a I i t e q  genre was boni 

at this tirne, and grew astronomidy in populariv, t h  wealth ofwriting about the 

firture was as diverse as it was predictive. Both positive, negative, as weiï as 

ambivalent fùture realities were proposed. Dystopias, containmg "destructive 

volcanosy killer diseases, and maniacal miers" were predicted alongside more utopian 

alternatives where d e  and clean modem cities aliowed for "less drudgery" and 

"cheaper goods."l 

The rise of Social Darwinism, with its emphasis on progress, produced 

theories ofsocietal degeneration and decay- Yet these theories existed dongside 

more utopian visions of the îûture. A distinction emerges in the criticai iiterature 

between positive and negative views oftechnology; the traditional artistic approach 

to technology was ofien cast in utopian te-, while social commentary and theones 

in the physicai and social sciences often occupied a place of negativityy viewing the 

machine primarily in malevolent t e m .  

Futuria rhetoric displayed this utopian vision most clearly. Even negative 

societal mations such as war and politicai unrest were viewed in positive tetms, as 

necessary d e s t a t i o n s  of cultural revolution, and as the opportunity to erect an 

improved culture out of the destruction of an older one? In large part, Vorticism 

Stephen Kern, The Culture of T h e  and S ~ a a :  1880 - 19 18 (Cambridge: EEanmrd University 
Press, 1983), 98. 
* Friedrich Nietzsche's promotion of a type of hemism basai on individuaihm involved the 
destniction of old regimcs in order ta hciïitate the engendering of ncw cultural structures- His 
writing and ideas wert partidariy influential for the Vortïcists who, iike Nietzsche, bclicved that 



shared this optimism, and infuseci the machine into their 

nationalism ln the first Vorticist pubkation, Blast No. 

own blend of aggressive 

1, Wyndham Lewis's section 

on 'blasts' and 'blesses' reveals England as the rightNl home ofemerging 

technologies: "BLESS ENGLAND, Industrial Island machine, pyramidal workshop, 

its apex at Shetland, discharging itseifon the sea.'" 

For the Futurist~~ technology and urbanization wae seen to co-exîst in the 

potent spaces ofnmUe &es. In Antonio Sant' Eh's manifest0 'Tuturist 

Architecture" of Jdy 1914, his utopian vision of a modem city incorporated themes 

of efficiency, controi, management, and co~ective bctioning in a way that invoked 

the machine as model.' His 1914 drawing The New City Terraced Buildm~ Over 

Two-leveled Street (Fig. 1) is an exemplary vision of  hi9 prophetic designs for a new 

kind of urban structure Here, he outlined the principles of an ideal modern building, 

one that would be like "a gigantic machine" and consist of such materials as iron, 

cernent, and glass, ail without ornament. Its machine-like appearance would finaily 

render it '%rutish in its mechanical sirnPlicity."' Less literai, and more abstract, the 

use of a mechanid vocabulary in Vorticist constructions of the city also reflect this 

utopian optimism. 

grat men attaincd their status t h u g h  struggle and stnft in an &ort to harnass cteaîïvt forces. See 
Leslie Paul ThieIe, F~ 
(Princeton: Pnnaton University Press, 1990), 17- 
3 Wyndham Lewis, Blast 1. (1914; tcpnnt, Santa Rosa: BIack Sparrow Pnss, 1989), 23-24. 

Antonio Sant' EIia, "Manifest0 of  Funinst ArchittCturt 19 14," Futurist Manifest- aL Umbm 
Apllonio, tans. Robert Brain, RW- Flint, J-C- Higgitt. and Caroline T i  (New York: The 
Viking Press. 1970). 107. 
' Judy Davies. "Mechanid Miiieniumr Sant'Elia and the P m  of Futurism," Unreal 
Citv: Urban Exberience in Modem Euro~ean Literature and Art, cd. Edward Timms and David 
Kelley -chester: Uanchester Univenity Press, 1985). 66, 



Even Dada, which tended to approach technology with either a playnil 

irreverence or a skepticai air ofirony, ackmwledged the positive potential of machine 

imagery; this is evident in the criticai &or constructive works produced by some of 

its adherents. For Dada, dtural re-building was possible bascd on the premise that 

cultures aad cultural phenornena are fhiid and &ed; this necessarily nsulted in the 

assumption that ifnilture was a constnrcted mechanism, then it could be re- 

comtructed andor altered at will! It can aiso be argued thai the Dadaists aspireci to 

the notion ofa newly emerging epoch Within more utopian views of Dada 

production, Dada artists felt that the essence of this new era might be experienced by 

those who were given the proper tools ofcomprehensio-this included new ways of 

seeing the world and new ways ofintegrating mechanistic realities into eveqrday 

living.' 

In rnuch of the literature at the tum of the century, a monbund fascination 

with modernity and decay is revealed; industrial change was viewed as a harbinger of 

decadence and degeneration, and societal decline and technology were inextricably 

linked. At the end of the nineteenth cenhiry John Ruskin had typified the modem city 

as fïithy and minous. For hîxn, indusaial progress and urban development became 

associated with social decadence. Thus, mord cleansing became the necessary 

antidote to what seemed an ovemding tendency towards decay and societai 

disintegration. Many others shared this sentiment, descnbing scenes ofurban squalor, 

Stephen C Foster. "Dada Criticism, Anti-Criticimi and A CritiQsm," Da&,- 
The Didectics of Revolt, td- Stcpen C. Fostcr and Rudolf E Kuenzli (Madison & Iowa City: Coda 
Press, Inc. & the University of Iowa, 1979) 3940. 
' Timothy Benson, ''Mysticism, Matcrialism, and the Mhchine in Berlin Dada," Art Journal 46.1 
(Spring 1987): 47. 



where "smoke-nlled d e y s  and poUuted streams were outward marks of an inner 

In 1910, H e q  Adams noticed a tendency toward sociai decline, stating 

"every reader ofthe French and Ge- newspapers iamm that not a day passes 

without producing rome uneasy discussion of supposed social decrepitude; f m g  off 

of the binhrate; decline of rural population; lowerhg of amiy standards; 

Degeneration beuime a loaded term, where mechanistic change was but one ofmany 

associative factors Ieading to social dedine. Modem city living was often viewed as 

symptomatic of a troubled inner core within the structures ofsocietal defocmation. 

Social D a e s t  theories explained much ofthis by way of societal devolution: cycles 

of decadence and renewal placed nineteenth-century life on the edge of a great 

The social and physical sciences seemed to conair with this dark and dreary 

prognostic of cultural decline. In Wfiam Thompson Kelvin's essay entitled "On a 

Universai Tendency in Nature to the Dissipation of Mechanical Energy" the second 

law of thermodynamics is discussed. Kelvin establishes that there is a fixed amount 

* Jerome Hamilton Bnckley, The Trium~h of Tirne: A Shdv of the Victoria. Conmts of 
Tirne. Histow. Promess, and Decadence (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
P m ,  1966). 60-1. 
9 Henry ~dams ,  The Demadation of the Democratic Do- (19 10; New York: MacMillan, 1920), 
186-87, 
10 These theones tended ta focus on the procession of life as an cvolutionary stniggle ihrough 
biologicai destniction. The blood of the "purcf races was viewtd as succumbing to diseasc through 
the accumulation of poiiutants contïnuousiy dcweloping witbin mechanistic societies- Diabetes, 
tuberculosis, syphilis and the abuse of aicahol. were al1 symptomatic of a spiritua1 collapse brought 
about through urbaa living, the impersonal nature of citics was viewtd as the perfect breeding 
ground for crime, insaniîy, and even suicide For a concise discussion of these thtones, set K e n  



of energy in the universe, arguing that through the process of entropy potential 

energy is coristantlyy and hwersibly, being lost." His prediction that eventuaUy the 

universe wodd experience ''thermai death" figund in many theories of cultural 

degeneration that targeted the city as a place of Wty, excess and wasteeu 

Interestingi~~ and most significantly perhaps, Kelvin's results arose from the study of 

Alhiding to the fear that la.  behind these theories, Oswaid Spengler, in his 

19 18 text The Decline of the West, asserted that humans wouid inevitably become 

the slaves of their own technologicai creations. His vision of the machine, speakhg 

from an early twentieth-century standpoint, aptly summarizes the negativity of the 

predominant view of mechankation at that tirne: 

.... As the horse-powers nui to millions and milliards, the numbers of population increase 
and increase, on a scale tbat no other Culturc ever thought possile- This growth is a 
producf of the machine, which insi-a.c on king used and direct@ and to that end centuples 
the powers of each individual-.- The intosàcated sou1 wiils to fly above Space and Tirne- 
An h&le Ionging ternpts him to incichable horizons--.Never save here bas a 
rnicrocosm feIt itselfsuperior to its rnacMcosm, but here the littie We-dts have by the 
sheer force of their inteiîect mastercd inert matter. It is a triumph, so far as we c m  see, 
unparaIIeled. Only this our Culture has achieved it, and perhaps only for a few 
centuries. -. But for tbat very teason Faustian man has becorne the sfme of hïs creati~n,'~ 

It would appear that anistic responses to the machine at the beginning of the 

twentieth century are by and large positive and productive, in contrast with more 

pessimistic views of technology as suggested in much of the literature at that tirne- 1 

105, and Donald E- Gordon, Emresst - - 
orusm: Art and Idea (New Haven: Yde University Press, 

1987), 5. 
'' Kem 104. 
'' In thc social sciences, the ncgatm impact ofurban experiencc on the psyche was givcn iîs own 
nominal disorder. Publishcd inArnericm Nervousness in 1881, George M Beard introduced the 
diagnostic category of ncurasthenia (nemous exhaustion) wbich set the tone for subsequcnt theories 
dealing with the "increasing tempo of life and its nefanous co~l~e~ucncts~" Kern, 124-25. 
l 3  O d d  Spengler, The Decline of the Weq ai. Helmut Werner. EngLish Abridged eb Arthur 
Helps T m .  Charles Francis Atkinson. (19 18; Mord: Ordord University Press, 199 1). 4 10-12. 



wodd suggest that this division betsveen social theory and artistic praaice, while 

convenient, is too simplistic. Rather, 1 would argue that the machine became an 

ambivalent symbol of the future; closer examination of some of the imagery and 

theoretical underpinnings ofFuturism, Vorticism and Dada wiil reveal the eomplexity 

inberent in th& artïstic responses to te~hnofogy~ 

A nirious source of support for this assertion comes fiom the newly emerging 

realm of science fiction; in many ways it can be argued that science fiction provided 

an outlet for the féarq amtietks, and hopes of western culture with regard to the 

machine. The work of H.G. Weiis provides an intriguhg and seminal analysis of 

technology, one that attempts to ascertain its impact on humanity in the twentieth 

centu~y.'~ His importance as an author and cultwaI critic lies in the fact that his 

writing is predicîive of both utopian and dystopian fùtures, displayhg both the idea of 

'future as progress' as weil as 'friture as nightmare.' Perhaps most significmtly, his 

cornplex vision of technology echoes the type of ambivalence towards the machine 

that cm be seen in the visual arts. 

Weiis's dystopic prophecies wamed ofa culture that might lose control 

through the mismanagement of technology. His 1895 novel The Time Machine 

reveals a dystopia of the future where theories of degeneration and societal decay are 

reified. In a nightmare vision, his writing delineates a world where technology, social 

I4 Many cuiW myths surrounding the machine wue basai on the woda of HG. Wells. In 1945, 
George O m U ,  in asscssing Weiïs's sigrMcance, stated that it was doubtfiil "anyone who was 
writing books betwetn 1900 and 1920, at any rate in the Engiish language, inauencd the young as 
muchw He went on to claim that The min& of al1 of us, and thcrcfore the physicai world, would 
be percephily dinercnt if Wtiis had nevcr existd" Sa George Orwell, " WelIs, Hitier and the 
World State," Criticai (1946; London: hhrth Seckcr & Warburg, 1954). 97- 



decadence, and evolutionary struggle have resulted in the dowrfaii of man; a 

prophetic allusion to t h e d  death provides the final death kneii .'' 
While Wells's ' t h e  machine' symbolizes a form of technology that can 

envision its own demise, it in itseif is a mechanistic devise that enhances human 

understanding through forewarning and understanding; in cautionhg against a bleak 

future through the mismanagement oftechnology, Weiis is making an effort to 

suggest alternatives- Ln other places in his writing he predicted many advances of 

technology beneficial to the development of both human freedom and societal 

improvement. He even went so far as to predict that because of developing facilities 

in locomotion and communication, social unity would result in the "establishment of 

one world-state at peace within it~elf."'~ It becomes clear that for Wells, technology 

was not a fearfùl condition of the future; it was the use ancilor misuse of scientific and 

mechanicd knowledge that was of c ~ n c e r n . ~ ~  Interestingly, the confluence of 

mechanical invention, intellectual knowledge, and visions of human culture in the 

future becomes an important area for many artists of the early twentieth century, 

particularly with the Vonicists, and somewhat ironicaily in the case of Dada. 

In addition, a type of mysticism associated with the machine also bespeaks a 

leveI of ambivalence, for though Henry Adams in his article "The Dynamo and the 

1s Mark R Hiiiegas, The Future as Ni~htmare: H. G. Wells and the Anti-utouians (New York: 
O.dord University Press. 1967) 33 - 
l6 KG. Wells, Antici~ations of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scienrific Promess uwn 
Human Life and Thought (London: Chapman and Hall, 1904). 94. 
'' Many of Wells's ideas and predictions were a reactive responre againn a decayïng Victonan 
present; this same concern was p d e n t  in much of the artistic production at the beginning of this 
century, reflected in the rhetorical procIamations ofmanifésto writing- The rejection of a desaying 
past was particuiarly strong with Futurism where unpleasmt tragedies such as war, although 
enhanced by technological change, were seen as opportunities to abotish the ps t ,  and embrace a 
better future- 



Vigin" seems to encapdate a cerraïn sense of menace and fcat associated with 

technology, his final view of the machine approaches worship, or at least leavrr 

purely negative reactions to the machine open for debate. Inhaent in his reaction to 

the machine is f d f u u  of the fiture, fear of loss of tradition, of established ways of 

knowing and understanding the world. However, he also achowledges that the 

passing of a certain khd of wdortable historicism may be necessary, and that the 

machine, with its unfathomable potentiai may open up the world to new realms. His 

confiation of the forces ofthe dynamo with the forces of divinity and the Marian cult 

indicates the magnitude of this shift." 

This culturai ambivaience towards the machine is perhaps best understood by 

assessing the impact of modernity through an analysis of"expenence." The 

relationship between changing technologies and changing conceptions of the physical 

world at the tum of the century resulted in a questioning of al1 established points of 

reference, and in many ways machines made it possible to alter th'e veiy fabric of 

perception itself. The solidity of objects, and the perception of intelligible phenornena 

existing at a given moment, merge, such that concrete and abstract points of 

reference become indisso~iabie!~ 

Futurism, Vorticism, and Dada ail explored enthusiastidy the merguig of 

new mechanistic forms with human cognition. While Futurism largely concentrated 

I8 Henry Adam<. The Dynamo and the Vugis" 1900, Chaneinn Attitudes Towards Amencan 
Technoloa eci Thomas Parke Hughes (New York: Haxper and Row, 1975). 
le  What can k statcd ~11tqWvocalîy of di caity twentiethsentury pandigms of the 'modem' is that 
hirman experience was central. The relationship ktwccn man and machine was not simply one of 
utitity or pragxnatism, but wcnt much dccper, to the expericntial Icvel of being and identity. The ust 
of the term 'machine aesthctic' in subsequent literatwe of the pcriod, suggtsts a shiA of human 
consciousness, one predicatcd through the intemakation of a radidy altercd envimmcnt. See 



on an individual's seasory expenence ofan urban and technological milieu, Vorticism 

evaluated the conditions ofmodeniity in an eEort to uitellectualue and defhe the 

consequences of Engüsh modernisation? Dada explorexi themes of the machine in 

tems of expenence as weU, but in a much m o n  open ended and fiagmented way. 

never attempting to draw conclusions about how the machine shouid be understood. 

It can be argued that it was the Vorticists who were most srplicit in their mapping 

out of the parameters of this chaaging sensory awareness of the world. This is 

particularly evident in the work ofEdward Wadsworth, who was inspired by aeriai 

photography. Interestiagiy, his w o t  which ofien resembles aerial views of the 

gound, is similar in some cases to the work of Kasimir Malevich; both men were 

Sected by recent developments in engineering technology and ar~hitecture.~~ In 

fact, the perception and reception ofthe modem world was deeply afEected by 

continuing developments in the field of photography alongside other aspects of 

For the Futurists, industrial progress and the rise of technology could be 

expenenced most fùily in the urban environment. The 'City' as a site of celebration is 

a continuous and overarching leitmotif. in "The Founding and Manifeao of 

Futurkm" of 1909, F.T. Marinetti descriied the city in g l i t t e ~ g  and impassioned 

- -- 
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te-: anenais and shipyards "blaze" with "violent electric moons"; railway stations 

"devour smoke-plumed serpents"; fhctories hang fiom the douds; bridges "stride the 

rivers like giant gymnasts, flashhg in the sun with a glitter of knives"; adventurous 

steamers "sniffthe horizon"; and deep-chested locomotives "paw the tracks like the 

hooves of enormous steel horses.. . 9-23 

Speeâ, sensation, and the vehides which best embody this force, bbecame a 

central and often romantic focus for the Futurk. Marinetti typified speed as a 

formative weapon agaïnst the restrictions of time and space: 

Why should we look back, whca what we want is to break dowu the mysmïous doon of the 
imposs1'ble? Timc and Spaœ diad y-. We already Iivt in ihe absolute, because wc 
have crcatcd etend, omniprcsenî spced2' 

Throughout the Futurist movement, depictions of the automobile became increasingly 

abstract, as the effort to convey the sensation of speed surpassed the mere shape of 

the vehicle which facilitated it. In Giacomo Baiia's 1913 painting entitled Abstract 

Soeed (Fig. 2) he Iooked to mechanical fûnction as a catalyst for speed and enbanced 

sensation rather than ailucihg to the shape of the automobile itself; repetitious lines 

and disc-like fonns obliquely refer to  the forces associated with the automobile's 

ability to alter perceptions of space and distance? In this way, abstraction eliminated 

the need for representational conceptions of the machine, giMng way Uistead to more 

esoteric attempts to explore the sensory effects of machine age inventions. 

-- pp - 
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Famous for their forays into ai i  realms of the visual and performative arts, the 

Futurists explored an auditory awareness ofthe machine as weL The sounds of the 

city were celebrated by Lui@ Russolo who, in "The Art ofNoises," asserted: 

For many yean Becthovcn and Wagner &ook CE newes and htarts- Now we arc satiated 
and WE FIND FAR MORE ENJOYMENT IN THE COMBINATION OF THE NOISES 
OF TRAMS, BACKFIRING MOTORS. CARRlAGES AND BAWLNG CROWDS . . ."26 

His Infonannnon' (noise-organs) sought to recreate the excitement of modem Life 

through sound, in such auditory pieces as The Awakenin~ City and The Meeting of 

Aeroplanes and Motor- of 1914. With these he wanted to foster a type of music 

fit for an emerging age of mechanical power and conscio~sness.~ Related machine 

sounds, aggressive and war-like, were simulated by Marinetti during performances of 

his poetry where he would chatter, boom, and utter whimag noises in an attempt to 

imitate machine-guns, cannons, and aeroplane engines? 

The noises, scents, and visual spectacles of the 'city' di related back to the 

machine, and its impact of human sensibility. The shouting of crowds was 

accompanied by collective forces, groupings of city dwellers who maintain strength in 

numbers? In 1909 Marinetti declared ''We wiii sing of great crowds excited by 

work, by pleasure, and by not; we will sing of the multicoloured, polyphonie tides of 

revolution in the modem caPitals.. ."'O In this way, crowds of boisterous hurnanity 

- - 

'b Luigi RUSSOLO. "The Art of Noises 1913," in Apoilonio, 76. 
'' Norbert Lynton, Tuturism," Conœ~ts of Madan Axt, ed. Tory Richardson and Nikos Stangos 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1974). 102- 
" Jacob Epstein, Eostein: An A u t o b i o m ~ ~  (New York: Amo. 1975). 59. 

The politicai ciimatc in Iîaiy encouaged nrh s0cfSOCfa1 unitics brought about by industriai and urban 
growth, Technology was viewtd by the Socialists as a h'berating force that might reieast the hemic 
worker from the historiai hierarchies of "land, race, and,class," Yct, the Nationaiists had thcu 
nake in the machine as Wtll, vicwïng tcchnology as* of the tactors that might eLiminatc clas 
stmggie in favour of the largcr sauggle of nation against aatioa, See William R.Valerio, "Tht 
Futurist State of Md," Art in 76 @ecember 1988): 128. 
30 Marinetti, "Tht Founding and Manifcsto ofFuturism 1909," in Apollonia, 22. 



merged with urban centen, setting the stage for such works as Russolo's Rebeiiion 

(19 1 1-12; Fig. 3) where a collision of two opposing elements provides a metaphor 

for social and politicai change. F d s t  lines offorce make up a revolutiouy 

element agamst the forces of inertia and tradition3' 

The Funin*stsY imerest in the psychologid states brought about through the 

chaotic and multi-layered experimce ofthe city is explored repeatedly, and it is 

through an examination ofthis fiscet of their work that an ambivalence toward 

technology can be detected. In Umberto Boccioni's The Forces of the Street (19 11; 

Fig. 4), techniques depictmg the interpenetration of objects and the spatial disruption 

of f o m  through the use of 'Roentgen rays' (X-rays), r d  elements fiom the 

Futurists' ''Technid Manifesto." Simuitaneity became the catch phrase to describe 

this layered and mdtifaceted experience of modern Iifc, and in Forces of the Street, 

space, pavement, rab, and the glare of electric iights all rnerge and seern to coagulate 

in a chaotic illustration of the city's underlying fragmentation. Uitimately, this scene 

reflects an experience a h  to a nightmareone brought on by the overwhelming 

stimuli of the modem city3' 

In the work of the Fuhirists a darker side to modemism is duded to dong 

with the excitement of technologid change; in some instances, thek work seems to 

fd back into a comforting pst. Boccioni's painting The Ciq Ris- (1910; Fig. 5) 

presents the best example ofthis type. Origùlally narned "Giants and Pygmies9" one 

of the central themes of the work revolves around the notion of stniggle and 

supremacy through a Daminian battle. Ironically, the ~ymbol of this suength, found 

'' TisdaU and Boaolla, 57. 



in the giant red steed in the foreground ofthe picture, is neither fiituntunstic nor 

me~haaical.'~ htead, the hone must be viewed as an anachronistic symbol of 

physicai strength and i n d ~ ~ a l i z e d  labour?' Could this indicate a certain amount of 

discomfon with mechanistic paradigms of labour and progress? The position in the 

painting ofthe human workas supports tbis assertion, for Boccioni's labounrs are 

more Wre cogs in a larger mechsaism rather than heroic figures?' Perhaps this 

ambivalence towards technology apparent in this image reflects the battle between the 

codortable presence of past imagery and expenence, and the wrenching necessity of 

initiation into the modern. 

In another set of paintings by Boccioni, a triptych entitied States of Mind: 

Those Who Go: Those Who Stay The Farewell$ (191 1; Fig. 6). the machine is a 

conflicted symbol of new mechanised realities-a subsurned current that makes itself 

felt indirectly through the emotionai content of the picture. Despite imagery 

indicating the thematic presence of the machine and related technologies. the central 

zeitgeist is one of emotional and psychologicd separation. In one ofthe three 

paintings, The Farewells, a locomotive can be seen f?om the side as well as face on, 

with its stencilied number prorninent. Similar to the role of the Eiffel Tower in the 

work of Robert Delaunay, machine elements such as the locomotive in Boccioni's 

32 Ibid, 42, 
33 II1 fact, it has becn suggestcd that the red ho= is a metaphor for the anticnt myth of Pcgasus, 
who was the 'kaditionai symbol of creaîivity and the kecper of Zeus's thundcrboltsn This steed is 
"neiüier fair nor complctely knevolent" and the strong outlast the weak Sec Valeno, 128. 
34 Tisdaii and Bozzolla, 4 1- 
'' Valeno, 129. 



work become powerful icons that act as a focus for both human frailty ancVor 

strength in the face of technolo~cal change.'= 

Dada, emerghg slightly Iater than Futuism and Vorticism, had the benefit of 

watchg such cultural icons as the locomotive and the Einel tower develop and gain 

notoriety as fixed sipifiers of technology and progress. Rather than readily accept 

these sipifiers as cultural givens, Dada seemed to understand the complexity and 

oflen ah* nature of nich symbols. Dickran Tashjian, in an article entitled 

"Henry Adams and Marcel Duchamp: Liminal Views of the Dynamo and the Virgin," 

asserts that both Adams and Duchamp investigated the perplexing nature of 

technology in such a way as to acknowledge and perhaps even celebrate the fluid and 

changing nature of the machine's culturd status. Both endeavored to engage with 

the experience of the machine; human relations were c a s  in mechanistic terms, and 

ultimately both display a sense of hstration in seeking resolution or a sense of fixed 

36 Tisdali and BonoUa, 44: Valerio, 129. There is an allusion to Delaunays Orphism, evident in 
the disc shaped clouds and iron pylon in The Fanvells. Boccioni may have seen Delaunay's studio or 
an exhibition of his work during a visit to France. and like Delaunay, he seems to have had as a goal 
the portraya1 of the elements of the modern city as powerfiil icons. 
37 Important in this equation is the concept of simultaneity-an apt expression for the chaotic and 
etemally shifting environment of the modern-and the notion of suspended meaning. Tashjian ties 
Adams and Duchamp together in t e m  of the exhiiition of technology, For Adams, the Exposition 
of 1900 in Paris, and the Great Hall of Dynamos constituted a confusing space where the display of 
technology proved overwhelming, and ultUnately unknowable. For Duchamp and his Large Glas,  
the mechanisms continually elude a sense of fimctionality, and the meaning of the work is not easily 
decipherd For Tashjian, the important link between the work of Duchamp and the writiag of 
Adams has to do with the perplexing epistemological questions they both evoke with regard to the 
machine- Citing Adams's text The Education of Henry Adoms Tashjian concludes: "The Eàucation 
raises provocative aesthetic and epistemoIogicai questions, just as The Large G l a s  is visually 
hermetic, yet open, pointing to Duchamp's working notes kept in a Green Box. This emphasis upon 
process is raised to another level of magnitude by the unfinished status of the work. a 'delay in 
glass' that forever eludes simple resolution," See Dickran Tashjian. "Heruy Adams and Marcel 
Duchamp: Liminal Views of the Dynamo and the Virgin." Arts Ma~azine 51.9 (May 1977): 105. 



By acknowledging the inherent difficulties in attempting to assign fked 

meaning to the machine as a cuitural signifier, Dada production rnanaged to 

successfûiiy Iocate the places wherein cultural meaning is both constructed and 

compromised. They took as their target sites where the contract between art and 

society breaks down, Ieading to confusion and disassociation; this partially explains 

the schism between societal theories of degeneration and decay due to technology 

and more utopian representations ofa new machine age. The symbol of the machine 

itselfbecomes identified as a conundnun that is both a site for social criticism as well 

as a site for play and celebration. h this way, Dada responded to the ambivalent 

experience of cultural constructions of the  nac chine.'^ 

Where experience Ieads to identification, ambivalence arises as humankind 

and technology merge. The machine's true signïficance for Futurism lies in its 

inextricable Iink with human identity. Ail efforts to depict, explore, or illustrate the 

conditions of modem life within Futurisrn refer back to 'man' as the organizing 

element, and in the final analysis it is human experience which shapes the machine 

into a supporting structure for the drama of human relations and perception. The 

relationship can be viewed as reciprocal, resulting ultimately, at least for Marinetti, in 

a merging of man and machine- 

The prhary indicator ofa certain anthropocentrism within the work of the 

Futurists is the way in which they imbue aU rnechanized fomi with a life force of its 

3g The role of the critic ofien supplies what is needed. fills the space when gaps occur in the -stem- 
Dada takes as its task the "recovery and anaiysis* of this mechanism (Duchamp in particular). even 
to the point of fnistrating or short-circui~g the proces- It is the foiIing of this process. the refiisal 
to aliow criticai closure that clanfies or highiights the process itself- See Foster 33-34, 



own Marinetti, in ''The Founding and Manifesta" describes his car as a suorhg 

beast, and tells ofhow he and his eends "lay amorotts han& on theu tomd breasts." 

Mer his fictional accident, he says "They thought it was dead, my beautiful shark, 

but a caress nom me was enough to revive it; and there it was, aiive again, running 

on its powerNl fins-"" In 'Mdtiplied Man and the Reign ofthe Ua~hine*~ he 

outlines a new mechanical beauty: 

We,,, exalt love for the machine, that !ove we notice flamïng on the chedrs of mechaxûcs 
scorched and s m d  with coal. Have you never scen a mechanic lovingly at work on the 
great powcrfiil body of his Iocomotivc? His is the minute, knowing tendcnicss of a lover 
camsiag his adored w ~ m a n , ~  

In this case, the adored woman is mereLy a car, but for the Futurists, the ability of the 

car to increase their speed and swibess, to alter their powers oftransport and 

mobility, renders it a loved object, that in a sense, becows a symbiotic extension of 

their intemal sensibilities. In opposition to the view of humans as victims of 

mechanisation, here the creative powers of humanity are given expression through the 

cultivation and care of the machine, 

The machine's potential for altering and enhancing human experience forms a 

theoreticai fulcrum out of which aii attexnpts to understand the machine as a Living 

thing must extend. In the Futurists' ''Tec~cai Mzrnifk~to'~ of 1910, written by 

Boccioni, Russolo, Baiia, Carla Canà, and Gino Severini, the foIlowing statement is 

made: 

Who can stiU believe in the opacity of our bodies, since our sharpened and muitipiîed 
sensitivencss has alrcady pcnctrated the obscure maniféstations of the mcdium? m y  

39 Marinetti, "The Fomding and Manifest0 of Futunsm 1909," in Apolionio. 20-1. 
'O F.T. Uarinetti, Mannetti: SeIected Writïnns, ed. RW Flint, m. RW. Flint, and Arthur A 
CoppoteE (New Y o k  Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1971). 90. 



should wc forgct in outt creations îhc doubled power of our sight, capabk of gMng d t s  
d o g o u s  to îhosc of the x-raysT.$' 

Enhanced perception through mechanical intervention necesdy &ers the terrain of 

human identity itself. Marinetti, in 'Destruction of Syntax-rmnpination without 

Strings-Words-in-Freedom" of 1913 concludes that Tutwitwism is grounded in the 

complete r e n d  of human sensibility brought about by the great discoveries of 

science."42 Drawhg the anaiogy fÛrther, Bruno Corradiai and Emilio Settirnefi in 

their 1914 d e s t o  'Weights, Measures and Prias of Artistic GenRis-Futurist 

Manifesta" made the claim that there is "no Merence between a humaa brain and a 

machine.. .A human brain is a much more compiicated machine."43 

At first it appears that there is a contradiction inherent in many Futurist 

writings between images of a dehumanired mechanical man who is entirely active, 

and aspects of human psychology where sensory receptivity renders the individual 

passive. This paradox is perhaps best illustrated in the triptych States of Mind In 

each of the panels, Those Who Go. Those Who Stay, and The Fareweiis, a drama of 

human emotion is being played out against the backdrop of technology. The 

Locomotive becomes the central metaphor and happy conjoining of machine and man, 

signaling both the changing realities and contextual markers of modeniity, while at 

the same time, iiiustrating the investment of human psychology into all realms of 

being. The anthropomorphism of the train is evident in the fkontal image of the train, 

'' Umberfo Boccioni, Cario Carrà, Luigi RussoIo, Giacomo Balla, Gino Severini, Tuturist Painting 
Technical Manifest0 19 10," in Apoliouio, 28. 
" Marinetti, ''Datruction of Syntax-Imaginaiion without Strings-Words-in-Frccdom 19 13." in 
Apoiîonio, 96, Although it must be noted tbat technology and science arc not interchangeable terms, 
for the Futur& the= was a distinct conneciion betwecn the two. 
43 Brno Corradini and Emilio SatirneMi, "Weights, Mtasutes and Priccs of Artistic Genius- 
Futurist Manifest0 19 14," in Apollonia, 136. 



where the two smokestacks resemble heads, each with an open mouth fonned by the 

image of the nain's wàisties. The body ofthe train forms a torso and the red circular 

form ofthe wsulutlg signal wuid be said to si@.@ a throbbing heart-" Albeit an 

ambivalent relatioaship, Boccioni temiously baiances active and passive responses to 

technology; it is o d y  after 19 13 that thae can be felt a sbift in Futurkm, leading to a 

rejection ofbiolopidy b& human expaierice and emotion 

hiring the later stages of FutUriSm, the magiog of man and machine resulted 

in a t e m g  purgation of human emotion and sentiment- Marinetti's vision o f a  

M y  rnechaaited man approachd a level of brutaiity thaî, in the finai analysis. 

represents a loathing for human Wty and weakness. Perhaps feelings of 

vulnerability in the face of technologid change necessitated this valorization of the 

machine as a model for hardened human strengtb. wth Vorticism, the machine was 

also viewed as a model for chmghg or  altering h u m  potential, but the relationship 

was the reverse of early Futurism-where in the early stages of Funnism the machine 

was anthropomorphised, in Vorîicism, it is man who îs mechanized. It is revealing 

that in the end, both Vorticisrn and Futurism came to view the injection of a 

mechanized elemeat into the sou1 of human@ as necessary and inevitable; ultimately 

it signals a certain amount of anxiety with regard to the machine's rok in the 

collective identity of early twentieth-cenhiry culture. 

It is also crucial to recognize that much of the positive energy surrounding 

Vortïcism's fiaming of the machine was complicated by an ambivalent attitude 

towards 'mechanized man' on the part of some of its members. Perhaps the best 



example is found in Jacob Epstein's The Rock Drill (1913-16; Fig. 7% 7b). Aithough 

originaily conceived in a utopian Iight, it was received by many as a fnghtening 

symbol of the machine's dehumanizing effects on huma~ i ty -~~  At &st, during the 

creation of the nnt nill-length version that included an aaual pneumatic drill. it is 

probable that Epstein's enthusiasm for new mechanical forms prevented hirn fiom 

considering its more sinister implications. In retrospect, the history of the twentieth 

century lends The Rock Driii this powerful aura of lost hope. and in all faimess, it 

cannot be denied nom a critical standpoint that the years foilowing the creation of 

The Rock DriU have drastically altered our present understandmg and reception of it. 

Lewis had greeted the sculpture with enthusiasm, viewing it as an object that 

was an "irrational apparition'' and declaring it as one of the best things Epstein had 

produced. He characterized the driller as a "nerve-Iike figure perched on the 

machinesr, with its straining to one purpose" and concluded that it was "a vivid 

illustration of the greatest tùnction of life."& What was meant by this comment is 

open to debate, but if one considers the fetal presence within the abdomen of the 

figure, dong with the fact that the driller was hard at the task of aitering an imaginary 

landscape, one can safely assume that he might have been referring to the 

construction of a new rnechanized realiiy 

JS This reading of the work was reinforceci by the form of a human fetus encased in the metallic 
torso of the driller- The rounded, organic shape of the small figure suggest that it has not yet taken 
on the rnechanized appeatance of its parent Though apparently protecting the fetus with its am, 
the drillet's roIe in the creation of its progeny is questionable, and manifold interpretations exist 
surrounding the fetus's possible friture, See. Richard Cork. "Rock Drill.- Jacob Epstein: Scul~ture 
and Drawines. London: W-S- Maney and Son in association with The Henry Moore Centre For the 
Study of Sculpture, 1989, See also Avigdor Poseq, W-G- "Zadkine's Poet: 'Ut paesis sculptum.'" 
Word & Ima~e 10- 1 (Januq-March 1994): 62, 
j6 Cork, "'Rock Drill," 170. 



When Europe began to suEer the horrïfic consequences of warfare, Epstein's 

response to his own creation began to change- Within the arena of defense 

technologies, such inventions as the rapid-6re machine gun forever dtered both the 

mechanicd Iandscape, as weii as pubbc opinion regarding the implications of 

modernizatioa Epstein came to the conclusion that the drill should be removed fiom 

his sculpture due to its aggressivddestnictive appearance. In the final version of the 

sculpturey exhiited at the London Group show in the summer of 19 16, the ddler's 

hand was amputated, dong mth the forearm and elbow. The hand on the opposite 

arm was dso removed, and apart f?om aesthetic considerations that may have 

prornpted this change, it served to highiight the figure's new fiailty." What had 

begun as an aggressive attempt to illustrate the birth of a new technologicaliy 

enhanced hurnanity, had ended in an enfeebled sculpture that seemed prophetically 

morose in retrospect In the final version, it is doubtfut the "driller" could have 

defended its progeny against the darker forces of technology. Thus, The Rock Drill 

remains one of the most powerfùi images of this century expressing the complicated 

relationship between humanity and the machine. 

To summarize, it becomes evident in many cases that self-censure, doubt, and 

stmggle were not far behind a utopian naiveté. The complexities and Me-altering 

consequences of the machine's implementation into aii quarters of society at the tum 

of the century signaled the commencement of an ongoing discourse on the evils 

andlor beneficial effects of mechankation. Ideas ofmerging of man and machine, and 

subsequent fears regarding a loss of 'humanity' in overdeveloped urban areas, were 



concerns that could be traced back to earlier phases of urbanizatioe At a social 

funaion in 1856, Kari Marx made a speech where he encappulated societal feus 

surroundhg the advent ofmechanisation, and its nsing role in the economic 

Inourdaysevaythingsccnisprcgnantwithitscontrary-, machincIygiAed withthc 
wonderfiil powcr afshortenurg and fiuctifYuig human Iaboia, wc bchold starving and 
csverworking it,.. At the samcpaœ that mdünd mastcrs nature, man secms to kcome 
enslavrdtoOthqrnCIIortohi50~1~~~ E~~~thcp~~tiightdsci~~~;~sœmsunabIeto 
shint but on the darkbackground of ignorance. Ail our ixiivention and progxess sccm to 
result in cndowing mamiaï forces with intcliectuai fite, and in stuitifling human iifè into a 
matcrial force- This antagonism between the ptoductivc powcrs and the social relations of 
our epoch is a fasS palpable, ov~~~hciuüng, and not to k contravtrteda 

Simiiar to Weiîs's prognosis of dture,  it seems Manr is Unplicating human nature as 

the determinhg factor behind the machine success andlor failure with regard to 

improving the quality of human existence. h the final analysis, the machine mua 

reflect its creator: various facets of human nature, whether they be destructive or 

constructive, play themselves out in a system of cultural signs and symbols related to 

technology. 

The present task remains to Illik anists' production with their experiences of 

modeniity, particularly in ternis of tracing the ambivalence inherent in their 

interactions with machine. The altered sensibility behind the desire to construct new 

modes of visual communication necessitates the delineation ofearly conceptions and 

understandings of the "modem" Femand Léger detsuled the reasons behind the 

breakdown in fomi utilized in the 'new painting' where the impzct of technology 

changed the ways in which the artist interacteci with the wotid: 

48 An early vicw of industriakation and the art world is pmvided in Francis D Khgender, Art and 
the Industrial Revolution (London: Noel Carrington, 1947)- This quote in Kiingtnder (13 l), was 



Ifpictonal expression bas changeci, it is because modan Me has FrrCMctated i t  The 
existence of modeni Crcativt pmplt is much more intense and more complexîban that of 
people in d a  CCILtmics- The thing tbat is imagined is less the object exposes &if 
Iess than it did focLltctiy. Wbea one crosses a hdscapc by automobiie or express train, it 
becornes tkagmcated; it loses in descriptive valut but gains in syntheticvalw. The view 
through the door af the railroad car or the automobile windshieI& in combiaation with the 
speed, has altercd the habitual look ofthings- A modcm man rcgisttrs a hundrcd timcs 
more sensory impmsions than an eightœnth- artist; so much so Chat our language, 
for example, is fuii ofdiminntmr and abbrrvtiti~ns~~ 

In the enberance of the avant-garde's early utopian phase, there was an enthusiasm 

and optimism regardhg the art ofthe niain; Léger himseifhad poimed out that t 

was the artist of vision and insight who might create new visuai languages that couid 

authentidy refiect a chanping awareness ofthe modem worid." 

Theories of reception play a key role in understanding various reactions to the 

machine on the part of early twentieth-century artists. Divergent and extreme 

reactions to the machine were noted by many, and subsequently, these reactions were 

themselves categorized into modes of experience in an effort to understand the nature 

of modem Wee A Ning interest in, and study OS the exact nature of human 

experience typined inteiiectual discourses surrounding mode* at the beginning of 

the twentieth century." 

In his 1902 lecture, "The Discovery of the Future," Wells identified two 

distinct modes of reception to changing technologies: one passive and reactive, based 

taken fiom a speech Manc made at a Banquet in 1856 in honour of the anniversaxy of the People 's 
Paper which was d t ed  by the Chartkt Ieader Emest Joncs. 
'' Fernand Léger. "Contemporary Achicvcrncnts in Painting 1914, Functiom of Painting trans. 
Alexandra Anderson, ed. Edward F. Fry (1965; reprint New York: The Viking Press, 1973), 1 1- 
Giovanni Cianci, "A Maa at Wac Lewis's Vital Geomctries," Volcanic Heaven: Essavs on 

Wvndbam Lewis's Painting & Writing, Ed. Paul Edwards (Sauta Rosa: Black Sparrow Press, 1996) 
14. 

One of the most intlucntial thinilcrs invtstigating human cxpcrienœ and cognition muid have 
been Edmund Husserl, who throughout the early part of the tuenticth centary m t e  and p e  
lectures on his theones ofPhcnomtao1ogy. In addition, the theorics of expricnœ and sensation put 
forth by Henri Bergson wcre givcn primary importance in the writings and theuries of many artists 
at this time as weU- 



on precedents in the past, and one constructive and orgadng. acting on a possible 

future. In the first, the fùnire was regarded as a "sort of black nonexistence upon 

which the advancing present will presently write events." In the second, the world 

was viewed as a great workshop, where "the present is no more than material for the 

future, for the thing that is yet destined to be."n This fiamework for understanding 

human perception was echoed by Eugène Minkowski's never published work "How 

We Live the Future (andNot What We Know ofrt)," of 1918- In his theory of 

activity and expectation, the active response to technology was based on the notion 

of forward movement-an interaction with the future ailowing for a certain amount 

of control. With eqectation, this relationship was felt as one of retreat, where events 

and forces of the fiiture were viewed as overwhelming and threatening. Contmy to 

Wells's perspective, Minkowski asserted that the two modes couId exist 

simultaneously in ail individuals, although not always in balanced  portion^.'^ 

Vorticism openly estabtished itseifin an active position, and members often 

devalued Futurism as nothing more than a passive response to the conditions of 

modeniity. In Blast No, 1, Ezra Pound writes: 

You may think of mak as that toward which perception moves. You may think of him as 
the TOY or ciccumstance, as the plastic substance RECEMNG impressions- OR you may 
think of him as DIRECIING a certain fluid force against citcumstance* as CONCEMNG 
instead of merely observuig and reflectings 

In part this was a veiled attack on Futurism; the Vorticists felt that Futurism was 

continually lost and powerless in the maelstrom of modem flux and dynamism. In 

tnith, however, and particularly during the later stages of the movement, Futunsm's 



approach to changing technology and modem life was active and they aggressively 

supported visions of a new mechanical fùture for humaokllid. Even at the begiming 

with the Tounding and Manifesta,," Marinetti had aggression in mkd when he 

planned the movement's artistic agenda: 

Except in stniggie. there is no more beauty- No work without an aggressive chariicter can 
be a masterpiece- Poetry must be conceived as a violent attack on unknown forces. to 
reduce and prostrate them before man-" 

With this in min& it is crucial to point out that both Futurism a n d  Vonicism placed 

themselves in an operative position in terms of interacting with the modem world, 

that is, they viewed themselves as constructive elements in the formation of a new 

and progressive culture- 

This relationship is not as clear in Dada and in some ways Dada production 

can be seen to occupy a space outside this particular tiamework o f  activdpassive 

responses to changing technology. Rather, the relationship is one of ironic distance 

with Dada-a dissection of cultural readings of the machine. Yet it can also be 

argued that Dada contained a constructive element, pnmady through its agenda of 

disrupting social apathy and bringing about a new and productive era of chaotic 

cultural exploration. This was accomplished by liberating objects and images from 

their culturaliy prescnbed meanings-curiously enough, this process opened up the 

machine to new interpretatioas, while at the sarne t h e  reflecting its ambivalence as a 

cultural marker ofmodernity- Kua Schwitters had noted this constructive aspect of 

" Lewis, Blast 1. U3. 
55 Apollonia, 2 1 



Dada production in tams ofits potential for enhancing the creative possibilities of 

image-making: 

1 would argue that the complexïty of the machine's perceiveci role in society 

provided artists with an essentiai aesthetic tension. In hum, art provided a 

constructive place for attempting to work out some of the ambiguites inherent in a 

changing technologicai müieu. The machine declareci itselfa potent symbol both 

manifesting this ambivalence as well as providing a site for compensation, a 

talismanic findion aimed at integrating new technologies with human h g .  

However, the machine's symbiotic link with notions of progress was a double-edged 

blade; a polarization occurred, and mechanid realities were either reduced to a level 

of pure rnaterialism, or mystified in a reverential homage to unseen forces. The rise of 

a machine aesthetic encompassed both these tendencies and was encapsulated in the 

art produced at the beginning this century. 

On the side of pure matenalism, new attention was paid to the 'plastic' nature 

of reality, where specifically mechanistic concems resulted in both a positive and 

negative interest in physicaVmechanical foms. Despite the theoretical and aesthetic 

Merences between Wyndham Lewis and Roger Fry at the Omega, machine forms 

were creatively imagineci and successfdly employed by both in various ways, visible 

in the non-representationai fabnc and Mture designs that were produced.J7 

56 Kurt Schwitters, "Men" (1920), The Dada Painters and Poct& cd Robert Motherwell, 2d ed 
(Boston: G X  H .  1981), 62. 
In Richard Cork's two volme monograph on Vorticism, the Omega ïs highiightcd as an 

interesting arena for abstraction, whexe Mtws of the machinc, although dinerent, contribute in the 



At fist it might appear that Dada was solely grounded in a certain 

matenalism. In recounthg an event where Duchamp appeared to be in awe of the 

plastic potential of machine fomis, Léger stated: 

Before the World War, 1 wcnt with Marctl Duchamp and Brancusi to the Salon de 
l'Aviation Marcel, who was a dry type with something inScnaable about him watkeb 
around the motors and propcllers withoat sayhg a word- SuddenIy he tiirned to Brancusi: 
'Paiahg is finishd Who can do anythiagkMtbPn thir pmpdlaî can y 0 u F  

This brings up the possibility that Duchamp was ultimately striving for pur& of form 

Yet looking in retrospect a .  the complexity of Duchamp's work, such a simple 

conclusion might be fal-perhaps whiie acbowledging the potential of a materialkt 

perspective in rendering objects aesthetidy pristine, a deeper signifïcance is alluded 

to with regard to the ftnction of material objects. The ambivalence and muiti- 

purpose aesthetidcntical h c t i o n  of Duchamp's ready-rnades supports this assertion. 

Materialism though important. was not the sole focus of the Vorticists' work 

either, in that the use of machine f o m  went much deeper than the use of geometric 

motifs. In a 19 14 lecture entitled "Modern Art and its Pbiiosophy" Hulme stated that 

"The new 'tendency towards abstraction' wiil cuiminate.. .not so much in the simple 

geometrical foms found in archaic art, but in the more complicated ones associated 

in Our minds with the idea of machinery." Complex imagery was explored, related 

end to the development of new pictoriai fonns. Cork writes: Fry believcd that tht machine 
could be made subse~ent to the artist, Lewis wanted to acknowladge the machine and incorporate 
its power into bis own pictorial vocabuiaryularyn Richard Cork, Vorticism and Abstract Art in the First 
Machine Agea 2 Vols. (BerktIey and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976), 87. 

Léger "La Vie dans l'oevre de Femand Léger," i a t c ~ w  with Dora Vallier, d'Art (Paris) 
29.2 (1954), 13 3-77, vota i  in Tashjian, 104, 



not oniy to the hearity and clean lines of machine forms, but to deeper philosophical 

thematics surrounding the notion ofpkstic and mechanical creation." 

Paradoxidy, in tandem with a rising interest in the plastic and physical 

aspects of the machine, there emerged a more mystical approach to the machine, 

extending fiom its propensity for great force and abstruse functioning. Adams's essay 

on the dynamo outiïnes an eclectic yet increasingly signifiant trend of machine 

inspired spintualism. His confiation of the mysterious forces of the Vugin with those 

of machine technology, in part, resembles the spiritual awe and respect for 

mechanistic forces present in much ofthe avant-garde aesthetics dewloped at the 

turn of the centwy. 

Adams's appreciation for the powers of the dynamo is made clear when he 

compares his reaction to that of his cornpanion Langley to whom "the dynamo itself 

was but an ingenious channei for conveying somewhere the heat latent in a few tons 

of poor coal hidden in a dirty enginehouse carrfùliy kept out of sight.. ." Speaking 

of himselfin the third person, Adams contrasts his reaction to Langley's by stating 

'to Adams the dynamo became the symbol ofinfinityfyf7 Spiritualism is added to this 

awe when he compares this forty-foot dynamo to a moral force, similar to the 

relationship between the eariy Chnstians and the cross. He describes the sensation 

felt upon contemplating the miracuIous machine: 

- 

59 Hulm felt that the urge to pmdoœ urban environmenîs was a product ofa d-r mabanid  
sensiiiiity. He statcd: "materiais like stœi 'can oniy bc used when tht inclination and taste to which 
they are appropriate alrcady cxist*; and this 'inclination' is a decp-seated urge, not something tbat 
cornes merely h m  a prolonged observation on the industrial emrironment." Tme to Vorticist tacts 
regardhg individdty of cqL#SIon, Lewis saw the situation d i f f i ~ i ~ ~  cxplâhhg in the Forward 
to his 'Cubist Room* that "a man who passes his days among the rigid lins of houscs...will 
eventuaily posscss a dinerent baûit ofvision to a man lMng amongst the lines d a  landscape." Set 
Cork, Votticism 141, 



Nature seems to recede, becoming -Ùnimpressive and predictable, as the power ofthe 

man-made dynamo ascmds and transplants that fonner terdory- Its "siience and 

infinite forces" imply the perfection and efficiency of its fùnctional parts, rendering it 

the consummate icon for modem worshipO6' 

we both Funirism and Vorticism d e s t e d  thïs mysterious awe ofthe 

machine, they did so in critidy different wajn W1t.h Futurism, it can be argued that 

this relationship is overt, m d i g  itseifin a boisterous and worshipfbi attitude 

towards the forces created thiough machine technologies. S peed, movement, and 

increased human potentiai through new mechanical reaiities are revered as Me 

altering for the Futurists. Vorticism derided this view of the machine as receptive and 

deferential, and held it to be anathema to theV constructive mechanical sensibilities. 

Ironicaiiy, whiie claiming that they avoided this worshipfil and child-like attitude 

towards the machine, the* aesthetic dogrna of the 'cVortex" as a mechanism for 

Adams, "The Dynamo and the V i n  169. 
The dark underside of this 'ncw religion" ir expnssed by Adams when he considers bis own 

outdated historicism and methods of dtaling with knowIedgc in the world He suggcsts an 
impending chaos, d t i n g  h m  the nectssary re-cvaiuation of the pst bmught on by this new 
force: a force thaî implied immovaôk permanence and incontmvcrtiile suCCCSSions of movement, 
outcome and purpose. For Adanis, suddenly the past sctms an apparition, questionable and 
uncertain, By r d i g  to himsclfin the thUd ptrsan, at once i11~01vcd yet distant and removcd, he 
observes his own monumental shiA in thinh'ng "Where he saw sequena, other men saw sornething 
quite different, and no one saw the same unit of mcasurt-2' Finally, tuming to a sequcnœ of 
consequenu, a cause and &ict relationship more indisputable than any social or human fiamework, 
he concludes that "aftcr tcn yean' pursuit, h t  f a d  him.ctiflying in the Gallery of Machines at the 
great Exposition of 1900, his historical ne& brotrcn by the sudden emption of forces totaUy new." 
Adams, "The Dynamo and the Vitgin, 170-1. 



biowledge and creation, incorporateci a mechanical Ianguage and hctionality into 

eveqthing that they produced. It can be reasoned then, that for the Vortiasts, a 

mechanid process ofabstraction and synthesis appmachsd the tenor of f%th and 

zeai appropriate to any religious sentiment, piacing them dongside the Futurists with 

regard to the fixation on the machine as r sacred object. 

An opportune example to summarhe the C O M ~ O Q  between the artist, the 

machine? nature and reiïgïon is provided by Russolo's essay 'CThe Art of Noises" of 

19 13. He begias with "AuCient life was aii silence. In the nineteenth century, with the 

invention of the machiney Noise was bom. Today, Noise triumphs and reigns supreme 

over the sensibility of men." He distinguishes manmade sounds from those of nature 

and states that with the exception of hurricanes, avalanches, storms and the mey 

"nature is silent." In prehistoric times, when man began to develop cmde instruments 

and mechanisms to produce noise, "sound" was born, and these utterances were 

"regarded with amazement as new and mameIous things7' and were seen by the 

primitives as attributable to the gods. Thus intentional sounds, created independent 

of nature, were considered "sacred and reserved for prieas, who used it to enrich the 

mystery of their rites." This being the genesis of sound as a sacred manifestation of 

spintual powers, led to the sacred realrn of music, "a fantastic world superimposed on 

the real one, an inviolable and saaed world-'" This is an apt metaphor for the 

spirituality and mystery of any new development that is not understood by most. 

Mysterîous forces, inScnitable and unstoppable processes, operative and wondrous 

" Luigi Russolo, 'The Art of Noises," in ApoUonio. 74. 



outcornes caused by machines wouid necessarily have a similar effect, ope* onto a 

new realm of intentionai "noise" and othaworldiy experience. 

A certain type ofmystinsm c m  be seen to exist in Dada's playfui and 

fragmentary assemblage of machine hagery. 1 wouid assert that in the effort to 

suspend h e d  cultural meaning with regard to mechanical imagery. the potentiai of 

the machine as a transitional enigma that cari encornpu both a materiah and a 

spiritual dimension is enhanced. It has ban argued in the fierature that the Dadaists' 

rupture and dislocation of culturai materid places that rnateriai in a state of transition; 

while in this suspended state. culturd materiai enters a state of Iï~nhality~~~ Its 

fùnction in this ephemeral space both expands and coliapses, in that multiple 

viewpoints are dowed to CO-exist at one in the w n e  t i m e a  sort of epistemological 

coilapse. It is worth noting that Raoul Hausmann had typified Dada as a "plane for 

the appearance of conflicts."" Tmothy Benson, in his article 'Uysticism, 

Materialism, and the Machine in Berlin Dada," points to the social strategy of Dada 

as a site for mystical union. Conceived by Hausmann as a communal Ühergmgsfom 

(form of transition) that might lead to humanity's "practical self-decontamination," 

he argues that for Dada, this constituted an experience of wholeness, a "Living 

present." He goes on to conclude that despite thek rejection of mysticai occult 

Tashjian bonows the concept of limiaalîy h m  th anthropologist Victor Turner, and 
specincaiiy h m  his study ofNdcmbu rituai in Afiica He partially redefïncs it by stating: "Outside 
of a ritual contcxt, as I should like to use îhc tcrm, and as Turner himseif bas uscd the tam, 
iiminality has b d  rdcfttlcc to thost individuals, objccts, or situations that arc stnicturaily 
indeterminate, 'bctwixt and ktween' social and cultural defhitions. As a coIwQuencc, idtntity and 
dekition becornt cnxcïaiiy ambigmus and ambivalent, sornetÜnes to the extent tbat hvcrsion and 
negations occurOCCUT Phenornena of a lïminal quality have thus somehow slipped away h m  the 
estabiished social and cultural normsrmsn Tashjian, 102, 
" Raoul Hammam, Courier D e  (pans 1958). 38, quwd in Bemn 53. 



revivais, Berlin Dada repeatedly oought the "purgative. illuminative. and unitive" 

results traditionaliy aSSbCi8ted with mysticism and spuitual 

The importance ofmateriaüsm for Dada should not be underestimateci; in 

much of the criticai literature, it is generaiiy agreed that in pushhg the material reaixn 

to its f i e s t  limits, Dada dtimately induced a level of irony, fke-play, and 

innovation into the machine a d e t k  that ultimately causai it to exceed its own 

material llhitations, thereby invokïng a kind ofvisuaümechanid a~chern~.~~ It lus 

also been noted in the literature that for some ofthe Dadaists, a rnonîst beliefin 

nature's underlying stnichire might lead to the conclusion that ail matter was imbued 

with divinity- Tristan Tzara wrote: 

To know how to recognizc and collect the traces of the power on which we attend, which 
are everywhezc, in an essential sign-language, engravcd on crystals on shells rails in the 
clouds in the giass inside snow light on coal hand in the rays which group themselves 
amund the poles of magne& on wings? 

The structure, order, and symmetry of the machine could be seen to exemplifil this 

type of underiyhg pattern W1th New York Dada, however, the machine is ofien cast 

in ternis of disuse. in that hctionaiïty is impossible or hstrated in some way; 

Duchamp's bachelors never reach their bride, Francis Picabia's mechanistic structures 

are absurd and nonsensical, and in Man Ray's 1920 Dan~edDancer (dternately titied 

Benson argues that Dada, in its use of a pragmatic and contemporary mechanical vocabulary, 
suove to visually resohe issues invohhg human consciousness and the rising tendency towards 
mechanistic models ofexpcriencc being provided by the sciences. He concludes that "the religious 
prodamation in Baader's pseudoscientific "metachemien and HaUSrnaM's fitqucnt allusions to 
scientific theory attest to an engrossnicnt so cicep that the Dada "Machint Art " may be regadcd as 
a kind of latterday alchemy, an attempt to encounter the mystcrics of the transaction ktween spirit 
and matter, Benson, 47, Sœ also Richard Shcppard, "Dada and Mysticism: Influences and 
Aninities," Dada Sbcctrum: ïhc Diatectics of Revolt, cd. Stepen C. Fostcr and RudoifE Kutnzîi 
(Madison & Iowa City: Coda Press, Inc. & the University of Iowa, 1979),98. 
67 Tristan Tzara, Note 14 sur la poésie, 1919, quotecl in Shcpgard 96. 



L Tmpom'biIité; Fig. 8) the gepn are Iocked and useless. I wodd argue that the 

machine's mysticd role in New York Dada is preserved through this very 

dydimctionalism. Like the ailturai signifias Dada seeks to disturb. the machine 

rendered fimctionl«s is a destabïiized object, and thus hninai, its boundaries and 

purpose u&ed and uncertain, 

Can the limmal space ofthe machine be viewed as a sort ofmystid 

simultaneity? It is in this unifieci meeting place of absurd and contradictory images 

and ideas that the mysticism in Dada becornes apparent, and is perhaps best expressed 

in the Dada concept of "Creative Indinerend' I quote a recent and particularly 

useful analysis of Hausmann' s work by the writer MBtthew Biro; he States: 

Hausmann7s constnictive project, the matcriai ïnvutigaiïo~~ of his contemporaxy world, for 
which photomontage was particuiarly wdi  suited ôecausc of its empïücai charactcr, binged 
upon fecombining p-sting fragments of culhuai material4jects, typography? 
magazine and book iiiustratio-in such a way as to cmphasïzc îheir stzmgeness, conflict, 
and rnuitivalen~t~ In this way, a new ambiguity could be intraduced into reaï iifè to induce 
what Hausmann, following Salomo Friediaendtr7 callecl a state of %estive indinerence."" 

As an ever-changing site of transition, Creative IndBerence is perhaps the moa 

successful early twentieth-century artistic paradigm capable of reflecting the 

complexity and ambivalent nature of the machine as a visual symbol of modernity. 

" Matthew Buo, ' &%e New Mh as Cyborg: Fi- of Techaology in Weimar Vsuai Culture," 
New German Critiauq 62 (Sp~g-Summer 1994): 81, 



2. The Mechanisms of Dance 
Body as Function 



Ballet Méchmique dates fiom the penod when architects talked about the machine 
chikation, Tbere was a new realim in that p e n d  that I myselfused in my pictures and 
in thîs f l h  This fïhn Is above aii ptoofthat machines and fiagrnenu ofthem, that 
ordinary manufàctured objects, have pussibilities.' 

In the early twentieth century, there exiaed a cwious relationship between 

bodies and machines, a symbiotic intertwlliing of content, meaning and fundon. As 

constructions of the machine in tirne and space were weighed and measured in 

accordance with social developments and changhg environments, so the human body 

came under surveillance as an object ofgreat portent and meaning- What is the 

relationship between these two developments? This chapter seeks to examine 

connections between the machine, the human body, and the thematics ~rrounding 

dance where the two intersect significantly. 1 wdi argue that the tensions and 

complications of merging humanity and the machine served a purpose as an aesthetic 

tool of the avant-garde and that it found a place of mediation in the theme of dance. 

Dance, and more importantly, the figure of the dancer, became a site of unification 

between opposing forces andlor paradigms: organic vs. mechanical; art vs. We; 

humanity vs. dehumankation; body vs. mind; male vs. fernale. Finaiiy, the iconic role 

played by the dancer in early twentieth-century art must be examined with regard to 

its social meanings. Dance, the body, and issues of gender interact with technology 

in such a way as to c d  into question purely celebratory readings of the dancer; this is 

particulariy m e  in the work produced by the Dadaias. 

Examining cultural production in the early twentieth century reveals the 

co~ec t ion  between dance and the visual arts. The BaIlet Russes impacted both 

Femand Léger, "Baiiet Méchaniqucw 1923-24, Funciions of Painting trans. Aiexandra Anderson, 
ed  Edward F. Fry (New York The V i g  Press, 1973), 48- 



Parisian society as welL as the art world, introducing passion and innovation where 

previously oniy enervation had existed in Western European ba l~e t .~  A mutuaily 

beneficial relationship between the Ballet Russes and the avant-garde was established: 

modem art lent the b d e t  a contemporary air, and the ballet lent notoriety and 

exposure ta artists' work in the form of stage sets, designs, and coilaborative 

choreography3 The Futurist painter Giacomo Balla designed the set and iighting for 

Stravinsky's Fueworks (I917), which was more tight show thaa bdet, diuarating the 

flexibility and novelty of  the company's experimental tendencies. 

Modemist syrnbols found their way hto the ballets through several routes; in 

the ha1 scene of Nijinska's 1926 production of Romeo and Juliet, Max Ernst and 

Joan Miro designed the set design involving an elopement in an airplane." Such was 

the ievel of involvement, that in 1920, the creation of the Ballets Suédois was 

undertaken by Rolfde Maré, and various members of the french avant-garde: the 

poets Blaise Cendrars, Jean Cocteau, and artists such as de Chirico, Léger, and 

Francis Picabia. Their final Dadaist performance, a baliet entitled Relâche (1924), 

involved a backdrop designed by Picabia. In this, row after row of automobile 

headlights dimmed and brïghtened again during the perf~rmance.~ 

' Susan Au, Baiiet & Modem Dance (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), 76- 
3 Ibid., 77, 105-106. Jean Cocteau, Picasso and members of  the Russian avant-garde such as Natôlia 
Gontcharova, and Mikhaii Larionov werc all at one time or another involved with the Ballet Russes- 
Jean Cocteau contn'buted by designhg posters of Karsavina and Nijiasky in Le Spectre de la Rose 
(19 11); Picasso wotked with the Company in 1917 on a number of ballets (Parade, 19 17; Le 
Tricorne, 19 19; Pulcineiia, 1920; and Cuadro Flamenco, 1921), and Gontcharova's set designs and 
costumes vansformed by cubist principles were used in Le Coq d'Or, 1914 and the 1926 revival of 
The Firebird- 

ibid,, 106. 
* ibid, 114, 



At first, this interest in dance amongst the avant-garde appears uicongruous; 

arguably, the emotiodty and expressiveness of dance contrasts with the austere 

abstraction ofmodernist machine imagery. It is in this conundm that we wiii flnd 

the power ofthe dancer as a central metaphor for larger concenu. Why was dance a 

focal point for both the visuai and performing arts at this the? An additional line of 

questioning l ads  us to gender issues; how was genda constructeci within 

representations of women in dance, and how did this relate to the social status of 

both dancer and artist? These questions, though aucial, are too vast to undenake in 

the present chapter. However, when the question centers on mechanid motEs, many 

intriguing issues can be raised; the codescence of opposing paradigms within the 

dancer as symbol lads  to a deeper understanding of the machine's role in discourses 

surroundmg the "body" in rnodernity. 

Our first due regarding the seemingLy kationai link between the 

expressiveness of dance and the hardness and unemotional quality of the machine lies 

in the aesthetics offimction- In opposition to predominant nineteenth-centq 

conceptions of the "beautifid," Léger promoted the notion of beauty through utility: 

Wheh the question becornes more subîie is where one imagines mechanical mation with 
dl its CO~~SCQUCIIC~S, that is, its aim. if the goal of earlier monumental architecture was to 
make Bcauty prcdominant over utility, it is undeniable that in the mechanid order the 
dominant aim is utility. strictly utility. Eveqthing is directeci toward utiliS with the utmost 
possible rigor. n e  thrust tovcrrd utiliiy does not prevent the advenr of a state of beau@! 

Femand Uger, 'The Machine Aesthetic: The ManuCacturcd Object, the Artisan, and the Artist" 
1924, Functions of Paintina, 53, Uger's notion o f & i e  form coiacides with an aesthetic of 
beauty based on utility as WU as tradition Tracing a historical lincage, he documents the 
supremacy of cfficctivt form, finding such indicators in the architecture of the past, through the 
Greeks, past the Romanesque and Gothic periods, and into the modern, whcrc machines and 
machine-made abjects werr viewed as embodying the same geomcîdc princïp1cs that had aiways 
existed. ProcIaiming a "new architaturai ordcf basai on the acsthctic of the machine, he b k s  it 
to the past by stating that it is simply "ont architechual manifestation lilre the othcts." Further, he 
concretizes the conncctïon by stating: "One can assert this: a machint or a machine-made objcct can 



Where the hction and movement ofthe lixnbs in dance can be seen to express a 

given end, or to result in a specinc somatic outcorne, the utilkation of the body in the 

articulation ofthought can be seen as approachuig a state ofbeauty. Gret Pal.c!cca 

was a dancer who embodied certain aspects ofthis hctionality. She was admired by 

many ab- painters for her interest in abstraction, and the cblogic" and "cla~ïty" of 

her dancing. Based on h a  movements, Kandinsky made sketches of ha, and 

members of the Bauhaus tameci her "the most lucid of today's dancers," claiming 

that for hem, she was a 'hewly found Iaw of motion"' 

Dada production, in its usual witty and sardonic examination of dtural 

matenai, may have been wmmenting on this new aesthetic based on the beauty of 

function In Man Ray's 1920 DannerlDancer (Fig. 8), a series of interlockhg gears 

are shown with the word DANCER superimposed over them. The 'C' of the word 

dancer has been slightly altered to suggest a 'G,' hdicating some connection between 

the mechanical gears and some amorphous threat. More Unportantly, these gears do 

not finction properly-this is substantiated by its alternative titie, L 'Impossibilité, 

connoting the impossiôle nature of this particular mechanism. The suggestion has 

been made that this work, with its emphasis on the word "danger" may in fact be 

critiquing an overly mechanized fbture.' Another possible reading of this work, is 

that the Dadaists were in fact aware of this emerging metaphor of firnctionality and 

be beaurihi when the rclationship of lines descn'bing its volumes is balanced in an order quivalent 
to that of earlier architectures." 
' Rudoif Amheh, ''Viting P a l u ~ "  Dana Scop 13:l Faii 1978): 6-1 1, quoted in Jack 
Anderson, Art Without Boundaies, (Kowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1997). 72. 
John D. Erickson, 'The Cultural Politics of Dada," Dada: The Coordinates of Culîurai PoIib'g ecL 

Stephen C. Foster (N&v York: G.K. HaU & Ca., 1996), 20-21. 



the machine, fronted by its orgainc ecpkalent, the human dancer- Perhaps Man Ray 

was cornrnenting on this emerging aesthetic, poking fun at it. while at the same tirne 

d g  about the inherent dangers behind cultwal constructions that la& f laa i i l i~ ,  

the dancer's stnngth as a wntemporary syrnbol for the economy and perfection of 

fûnction may be under scxutiny. Could he have ban attempting to -and the 

metaphor of dancer as machine to indude a multiplicity ofreadings? Stili, in his 

seleaion of that partidar paradigm, Man Ray proves that this image held resonance 

even for Dada, and no matter what nuanced Iayers of meanhg and potential can be 

read into this work, the f8a remains that Man Ray had been inspired by the 

cLgyrations of a Spanish ~iaacer."~ 

Whether wholeheartedly celebratory or somewhat cynicaily, it is the dancer's 

use of fonn and movement in relation to mechanid forces that would have been 

most revealing and inspirational for many avant-garde artists. Tebgly, these same 

qualities were enlightening for early twentieth-century writen as weU. Their search 

for new forms of Ianguage and novel ways to translate written words led them to 

dance in rnuch the same way that many early abstractionists found meaning in 

corporeal machinations. In his review of Nïjinsky's Le Sncre & Jacques 

Rivière stated of words and language: 

...by means of this tangible figure wc are bmught closer to t b m  [words] and put into theü 
presena in a more immrdiatt manncq WC are able to contemplate them More the amval 
of language- Thetc is no need of  translation; this is not a sign fiom which the subject must 

Man Ray quoted in Linda DakympIe Hendcsan, "Rtaections of andlor on Marcel Duchamp's 
Large Glas," Makinn Mischid! Dada Invades New York, ai. Francis M- Naumann and Beth 
Venn (New York: Whitney Museum of Amcrican Art, 1996). 236- Henderson traces the interest in 
these rnovementigyrations as a pfevalent "woman as gears" theme found in carlier Dada wotk, 
most notabIy in Francis Picabia's Machine tournez vite, o f  1916-18 as wcU as in Duchamp's 
rendition of the Bride's "dtsue-geazs" from his Large GIass of  1915-23. 



be interptctcd Sut though our intclügenœ fi& to grasp it, we are thefi; we are present 
through ourôdy, and it ir the body that ~ndtrstands...'~ 

This view of langage and expression found contemporary support in the Wntings of 

anthropologist Haavelock Eiiis, and other critics and philosophers, aü ofwhom 

beiieved that dance was the most immediate translation of human thoughtq feelings 

and ideas. In bis 1923 essay 'The Dance of Life," EllU stated that dancing was the 

"lofüest, the most moving, the most beautifiil ofthe ar& because it is no mere 

translation or abstraction of We; it is life itselt"" Can dance then be seen as the point 

of mediation between the abstraction of art and the immediacy of "life"? Perhaps 

dance was a place wherein early abstract artists could meld art and life in such a way 

as to express their goals and aesthetic premises without fear of obscurity or 

abstruseness, a place where the populace urge might be satisfïed yet the sandty of 

art undisturbed? 

Modem dance can be viewed as a newly emerging kinetic language, and it is 

interesting to note that the ambivalences and complexities existing within that 

panicular genre in many ways paraüeled the same issues evolving in modem art. The 

emotive expressiveness and instinctive ababdon of such early twentieth-century 

dancers as Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis could be contrasted with the abstract 

shapes and formations of dancers iike Lofe Fuller. These Amencan dancers were 

'O Jacques Rivi&re in What is Dairc?: Readinzs iii Theorv and Criticimg editcd by Roger Copcland 
and Marshall Cohen (New York ûxhrd University Prcss, 1983), 122, quoteci in Tcm A Mester, 
Movement and Modemism: Yeats. Eliot. ~awrcnœ. W ' i  and ~ a r h .  ~wenîïcth-~entum  ana. 
(Fayettde: The University of Arkansas Press, 1997), 19-20. 
lL Haveld  Ems, The Dance of Lifc," The Dance Antholom cd Cobbett Steinberg (New York: 
New Arnerican Library, 1980), 254, quotcd in Mestcr, 23. 



adrnired and their careers foiiowed by mmy artists, and thîs interest may explain 

some of the preocaipation with dance evident within works ofthe European avant- 

garde.'2 Duncan herse& was a locus for artisric fienzy and fascination. In part this 

was due to the scandalous and weU-publicized zspects ofher me, but more 

irnportantly, she was a symbol ofthe potency of individualism, and this extended out 

of a deeper interest in human expressiveness and fieedom. In addition, her concern 

with naturd phenornena and a "repertory of human movemenf' may have provided a 

mode1 of efficiency and economy for artists wntemplating the abstrad3 Loïe 

Fuller, with ber exphenta1  approach to lighting and costuming, created abstract 

foms on stage that rivaled the processes ofabstraction occuïng in other fields 

within the arts. In many ways, she was a pioneer of stage technology. Utiluing long 

sticks, biliowing sleeves, darkened backdrops and lighting techniques, she often 

created abstract configurations that obscured the shape of her own body, foxms that 

were seemingiy suspended in mid-air. " 
The complemities and wn£iicts berneen representation and abstraction, mind 

and body, form and hction, and the physicd and spiritual were partiaily resolved for 

many artists and writers in the innovations emerging in dance at the beginning of the 

century. Wtlliam Butler Yeats said of dance that it was a place where the split 

lZ Au, 87. Each dancer considcred herscif an artist rathtr than entertaincr, and they attracted the 
attention of other artists whcthct they bt writers, musicians, painters and/or sculptors, Oddly 
eaough, Fuiicr and Duncan 6rst won widcJprcad acclaim not in theh home country, but in Europe. 
'' Au, 89. In te- of individuai expression, Isadara Duncan was ofkn sœn as a symbol of f e d c  
longing, wherc the hidden desirt for emancipation h m  traditional rolts of wifie and mothcr wcrc 
complemented by an cndonement ofscxuai fieedom and personai fiilfillmcnt h n i d y ,  though 
she was admùed by mmy attiStS who rcjccted ceriain aspects of naturaiism, she hcrselfemplayed a 
natural approach to movement and chomography, rcjectiag a@hg that seemcd awkward or 
unnanlral. 
14 Mester- 16. 



between body and soul was rendered UnpossibLe- Because of this, he felt that the 

dancer fùnctioned as a symbol of unity, a being who codd shieid and protect the 

artist/poet fiom the world of the modern, a world which had become through the 

process of modemkation, a c'bundle ~ffkagments."~' 

The poet Arthur Symons also advocated dance as a site of unity, but for him, 

the reasonins was related to the necessary prestige of art in the face of 

cornmodification. Dance belies the division between life (ordmary experience) and art 

through unity. At the same time, however, because dance symbolized an ambivalent 

space between the physical and the spiritual, this unity was privileged and removed 

60m everyday Iife, and therefore the division between art and Iife remained intact, 

and the prestige of "art" preserved. l6 Dance, according to Symons, represented both 

control over the physical realm and transcendence of that same r e h .  In some 

formulations, the dancer's identity is the least important element in this process of 

signification. Symons's use of the dancer unifies art and nature, but oniy where both 

terms are abstracted to the level where they can meet. In this event, the mediating 

term, the dancer, on which this unity is enacted, undergoes a process of effacement." 

It is under these conditions that the dancer is most usefiil to the visual artist. 

When she becomes mere symbol, sbe opens up a space for critical and aesthetic 

di~course.'~ The dancer as "symb&" means that she has ceased to be human, and this 

l5 William Butler Yeats, Autobiom~hies (reprinf New Yorkr MacmilIan, I988), 189, quoted in 
Mester, 3 2-3, 
16 Amy Koritz, Genderina Bodies/Perfonning Art: Dance and Literattm in Earlv Twentieth- 
Centuw British Culture (Am Arbor, The University of Michigan Press. 1995). 61. 
l' Ibid, 65. 
18 I use the term "shew to descn'be the dancer. because this is the most frequent gender specification 
made by the writers at this tirne. particulariy where themes o f  modemist aesthetics are concerned. 



is supponed by the &rature ofthe t h e  in which the dancer is variously desm'bed as 

inhuman, impersonal, supedmmm, or ttan~cending the reaim ofthe h u m a  As eady 

as the end ofthe nineteenth century, Mallarmé had described the bderina as an 

otherworldiy creature who wrote poetry with her body. He further stated that she 

appeared before the vie- as an impersonai vessei, a formation that was indicative of 

abstract, preIiterate suggestiom-" Mallarmé felt that the dancer couid express things 

through dance that the written world could only do in extremely cumbersome terms. 

He typified her as the "unwrittea body writing," and claimed that what she did was 

more instinctive than poetzy. His veneration for dance is clear when he implored the 

poet to " . . . humbly place the Flower of your poetic instinct . . . at that sorceress' ftet.. . 

through her always dtimate veii she will give you back your concepts in aii their 

nakedness, and silently inxnbe your vision as would a Symbol-which she is? 

The dancer in the writings of Paul Vaiéry was m e r  reduced to "thing" 

status, when he claimed that the damer's world was "an aimost inhuman state," and 

referred to her as an Tt," whose eyes resembled C2inknown jewels Wre those of which 

Baudedaire ~~eals.''~~ Ali of these steps are crucial in understanding the place of 

dance as a theme within the machine aesthetic. The dan- becomes the exemplary 

human machine becûuse her mechanism is one ofunification: she is the place where 

the emotionaüsm of humauity and the physicaiity of mechaaical tmths meet, and it is 

-- - -- -- 

The concomitant gender issues tbat accompany this process denotes a crucial arca that bcgs m. 
one that I can only touch on witbin the Iimited scope ofthis project, 
'' Stéphane Md i rm t ,  "Baiicts," What is Dance?: Rcadinas in nieanr and Criticism, edited by 
Roger Copcland and Manball Cohen (New York: Mord University Press, 1983), 112, quoted in 
Mester, 15. 

hddiarmd, 1 15. quoted in Maia. 19. 



her transcendena of that reaim which renders her a potent symbol of modemism. 

According to José Ortega y Gasset, dehumanization in art ïs an attempt at 

purification through a conscïous deformation ofreality-" Ifthe dancer in some 

senses becornes "superhuman," then perhaps she SymboLized for early twentieth- 

century artists aii that h d t y  ascribcs to7 eacapsulating the best and the worst of 

human agency in a form that was open for discoune and artistic exploration. 

hterestingiy, within Vorticism, the most cornmon subject matter utiliring this 

automatic figure învolved the notion ofdance. k opposition to the Futwh' method 

of depicting objects in motion, bluffed by the inexact nature of human perception, the 

Vorticists strove to depict the central mechanistic functioning of movernent devoid of 

any motion. Tension berneen explosive forces and a centralizing mechanism of 

control c m  be feft in both figurative as weli as more abstract Vorticist constructions; 

but in the realm of the figurative, the use of the machine to replace the naîuralistic 

appearance of biological beuigg produced in many cases, depictions of the human- 

self as a mere automaton, a stmcture for opposing forces and energized masses. What 

lay at the hem of dancing was a waiescence of these forces, actions, and 

mechanisms, aü working in tandem to produce an eEect. Therefore in reversal to the 

Futurists' interest in motion through the machine, the Vortïcists focused on the 

machine via motion, rendering their dancer as an iconic expression of force, balance 

and fùnction, 

'' Paul Valéry, "Philosophy of Dance," Wbat is Dance?: Rcadines in nicorv and Cntieism, editcd 
by Roger Copeland and MarsMi Cohen (New YorL: M o r d  University Press, 1983), 61, quoted in 
Mester, 15. 
* Mester, 15-6, 



Curîously enough, themes associateci with cIassicism find their way into much 

of the work produced by the Vorticists. In Wyndham Lewis's painting Dancinq 

Ladies (Fig. 9). the choice of dance as a theme is utilized again to represent an 

energetic abstraction offorces. While at once utilipng the therne of dance as a 

suitable outlet for form and motion, he remains distanced, employing a sort of 

classicai detachment- The ernotive and expressive aspects of dance are negated so 

that the cerebral aspects of choreography and precïsion can prevail. True to the 

inteUectualism inherent in a Vorticist execution of fom, rather than convey the 

expressive delight and physical fieedorn of dance as other artias might have done. 

Lewis remains calcuiating in his depiction of body movement; restraint seems to be 

the key, supporting the assertion that in the end he undertakes a type of classicd 

detachment and control with regard to the human figure? 

This classical detachment, and an emphasis on an overly analytical approach 

to mechanical forms and forces, is reflected in the Wntings ofEzra ~ound.~' His 

Vorticist writings were in many cases central to the development of its aesthetic, 

particularly on such themes as the vorteq classical balance, and the role of the artist 

as the translator of the world's raw matenal into art- 

In The New Age, January 14, 19 15, Pound explores the notion of organized 

fom, categoricaüy denning it as "a confiuence of forces." According to Pound, these 

forces, whether they be "love of Goci," the "&force," or simple human emotion and 

passion, are properly organized only through the appropriate inner mechanism, a 

Richard Cork, "Wyndham Lewis and the Drogheda dining-r~om,~ The Burhnton Ahzazine 126 
(Oct. 1984): 6 f 7. 
" An interesthg disCuSnon of Votticism's balance bctwccn "oombative rcbeuion'' and ''Classicai 



ccsuitable" structuring elment that can best traasform thcm into a m d g f b l  and 

expressive arrangement of fonn As an example he disaisses a plate of iron fillings, 

best orgaawd with the use ofa magnet: "It is ody by applyùig a partidar and 

suitable force that you cm brhg orda and vitaiity and thence beauty into a plate of 

iron nliags which are otherwise as "ugly" as mything under heaven.. ."= 
It $ in tbe image of the vortex that this "suitable force? bewmes a theoreticai 

metaphor in the visual arts? Sigaificandy, for Pound, the image of the Vortex finds 

its source in classical antiqity In 1892, John Bumet published Eariy Greek 

Phiioso~hy, and it is likely this text which influenced Pound's thinking about 

organized fonn and the power of the vortex as a stnicturing mechankm In Butnet's 

text, the early Greek writers aie cited as refening to the four elements as they whirled 

in a 'vortex' In one passage, Bumet cites an ancient Greek source: "The worlds 

corne into being thus. There were borne dong by 'abscision fiom the uifioite' many 

bodies of ail sorts of figures 'into a mighty void', and they being gathered together to 

produce a single p or tex.''^' 

Pound mens this process of arrangement and "suitable force7' to the 

successfùi creation ofCCart." To prove bis point, and promote Vomcism at the same 

detachment" is prwïded in Cork, Vorticism, 262. 
25 Ezra Pound, "ASmatioj&" The New Aee (Jmwry 14, 1915): 277-78, quoted in Ezra Pound, 
Ezra Pound and the Visual Arts, cd. Hamet Zinncs. (New York: New Directions Books, 1980), 7. 
" It is interesting to note that Pound fira used the word 'vortut' in a 1908 poem entiticd 'Plo~us,'  
where he wrote: 'As one thaî wuid draw îhrough the nodt of thingsJBack swœping to the vortex of 
the coneJ.. .A was an atom on mation's tbrone'. His use of the tum, both as a philosophical 
caiegory (as here in 'Plotinus'), as wciî as in his Iater use of the tcrm 10 dcscnïhis interest in 
ele&&gnctic thcory, indicates his abiding W t i o n  wîth a scientific vocabulary- It is not 
surprishg then, that he could h;wc becn so patic about the machine. Pound quote taken k m  
Coiiected Earb Poems of Ena Pound, ed Michacl King (1977), 36, found in Ian FA. Bell, Critic 
as Scientist: The Moderaist Poetics ofEzra Pound &ond011= Mahum, 1981), 146. 
" John Bmet quotecl in Timothy Materer, 'Pound's Vonex', Paidnima VI. 2 (Fall1977). 175. 



thne, he cnticizes the work ofautomatic painters, by d . g  their "creative" 

Procas. Because a u t o d c  paintings are done by people who "begin to paim 

without preconception, who beiieve, or at lem assert, that the painting is done 

without volition on their part, that their hands are guided by 'spirits,' or by some 

mysterious agency over which they have littIe oc no control," thai their work lacks 

intellectual rigour and orda. and ultimately c a ~ o t  be arrangeci through the auspices 

of intelligent force. Ushg the work ofFlorence Seth as an example, he typifies the 

f o m  produced through automatic painting as "organic," clahhg that they resemble 

nothing more than leaves, and visera, and that they Iack generativity and tme 

creativity: 

It is not surprishg that the human mind in a statc of lassitude or passivity should take on 
agah the fâcuitics of the unconscious or sub-human cnergïcs or min& of naturc,- .This is 
not vorticùm.,,Thelt wodt is interesthg as a psychological problem, not as creation.,,One, 
as a human king ~annat prttend fully to expccss ormeIf unIcss one express instinct and 
inteliect togcthcr- The softness anâ the uitimatc fàdure of interest in automatic painting are 
caused by a amplete lack ofconscious intellect. Where does this bring us? It brings us to 
this: Vorticism is a legitimatc txptcssion of l ifeP 

In a way, this balancing ofinsGnctive forces through the organuuig element of the 

intellect cm be seen to express Pound's subscription to a classical ethos. It also [ends 

itseifto contemporary spedaîiom about the aesthetic role of the dancer as a 

unifying life force between the rationai and emotive planes of human experience. 

It is the Vorticist's -ion as an artist to organize and intellectualize the 

instinctive confluence of forces found in the dancer's movements. How does this 

relate to the machine? Again, Pound provida us with a perspicacious example, one 

Pound "A!Ennations," 7-8- 



also founded in the ideais of classicism In a later issue of The New Ane, Pound 

writes: 

A usefùi d o g y  can be drawn between the mechanics suggested in this example and 

the mechanisms of dance. The steam, ephemeral and ill-defined, Wustrates the force, 

impulse, or instinct behind dance. The physical parts of the macbine are the 

hctions, rules, and programmatic eiernents found in the artist's process of 

abstraction. 

Pound's interest in Vorticism and its machine inspired imagery finds its root in 

the unification of ancient forces and modem physics. The modem technological 

world was not viewed by Pound as a reductive place of mechanistic tniths. Rather, 

Pound felt that modem realities, includimg technology and contemporary physics, 

shared an underlying system of energy with the magic and religions of the past.30 

This begs the question: is the machine simply a modem icon of classicism? Here we 

have an approach to fonn based on balance and controi, a very reductive, physical 

mechMsm that ofien utilizes less rational, less explicitly obvious "fuels7' and 

Ibid 28-9. 
30 Beii 136-37 



"forces." Further, it is in the r e a h  of energetics that an ongoing debate at the tum of 

the centuy between rnaterialism and vitalism found partial resolution Through the 

vocabulary of contemporary physics, the language ofenergetics forrned a link 

between the soiidity of observable phenornena and more ephemeral systems of 

force? For Vorticism, the dancer can be seen to occupy that site of unification, 

perhaps as an emblematic referent to the vortex; ùi the dancer, the metaphysical 

meets the mechanid. 

Could we also consider dance then, as a kind of machine, a place where the 

emotionality and passion of humau instincî can mage with the rational wiii ofc'man"? 

In Blast No. 2, Pound admiringiy quotes Laurence Binyon fiom his text The FliPht 

of the Dragon: 'Every statue, every picture, is a senes of ordered relations. 

controlled, as the body is controlled in the dance, by the will to express a single idea." 

Accordhg to Cork Pound maintained that this "blend of discipluie and inspirationy7 

was present in a @ed dancer, Uustrating the importance of "single minded motives" 

in art." It is not the body of the dancer which controls the physical outwme of 

his/her steps, but the will  to express O m e  ideo: Pound's earlier statement that 

during the Renaissance a sense of realism was achieved through the search for 

precision can be related to early twentieth-century visual culture. From this 

perspective, artists' search for an authentic means of "modem" expression can be 

seen as the same search for precision and exactness; it cm be viewed as an attempt to 

31 Martia A Kayman, "A Mode1 for Pound's Use of 'Scienu,"' Ezra Pound: Tactics for Rcadiae, 
ed, Tan F. k BeU (London: Vion, 1982). 86-87. 
32 Cork, Vortici.cm 393. 



appropriate to thPt t h e e  

Tt could also be said that the 'dancer as Jymbol' bean a talismanic fbction" 

I refer back to Ma11armé and Symons's ecstatic description ofthe dancer as 

'inhuma& in the transcendence of the body. there is a suggestion of mastery and 

possible control over the physical nalm This suggestion plays &seIf out within the 

development ofFutmism. Boccioni's 1913 sculpture, Unbue F o m  of ContiaWtv in 

Space @ig. 10) reflects an alterd human sensibility-a centrai element in Futurism's 

mechanical igour and rnacbine enfocced aggression Beyond the traditional Futurist 

themes ofspeed, flig and interpenetrating planes of spatiai awareness, the inchision 

of a mechanited and brutal residue of combative human spirit suggests that the 'new 

man' is merging with the stronga physid forces implied through mechani~ation-~~ 

Yet at tbis stage of Futurïsm, and particularly in the work of Boccioni, there is an 

ambivalence between combative forces that aggressively alter their nuroundings, and 

the receptive awareness ofhow the body funaions in space. Subjectivity and human 

sensory expenence lay at the heart of this relationship. 

For others within the Fu& rnovement, the mechanical figure, divested of 

ail human emotion, was viewed as a strong syrnbol leadhg to the fortification of 

humanity in the face of technology change. In Marinetti's 'Multiplieci Man and the 

Reign of the Machine," the identification between "many' and ccmotor" is made 

explicit, culrninating in an inhuman state of mechanical splendeur. Beguining in 19 1 3, 

33 Mester, 32, 
34 Stephen Kan, The Culture of Thne and SB: 1880 - 1918 (Camùridge: Hantard University 
P m ,  1983), 1223, 



a arrious change can be felt within the Futurist movement regardhg this symbiotic 

arrangement, a change which brought their machine aesthetic more in line with that of 
- 

the Vorticists. Here, the notion of 'discipline' mates an equivocation in theory 

regardhg the placement of emotion within human sensory knowledge. Previously. 

emotion and psychological flux had eamed a place as one oftbe centrai tenets of the 

Futurist construction of the machine- The celebration and darka anguish of the city, 

the delight in speed, the niphoria over an increased sense of time and space, and 

finally optimism in light of possible fbtures, these aspects ofFuturism seem sudddy 

to be modified by this meshg of man and machine as suggested in the Iiterature. 

Marinetti chillin& refers to a Iack of humour a d  brevity when he states: 

..,we look for the creation of a nonhumau type in whom moral d i g ,  goodness of heart, 
afEection, and love, those sole corrosive poisons ofincxbamïle vital cnergy, sole 
interruptcrs of our pouexfui bodüy elccbicity, wïii bc abolished. .. We bdicvc in the 
poss1'biiity of an incalculable numbcr of human transformations, and withouî a smile we 
declarc~isrwingsarcasleepinthcflcshofd 

Man and machine reach their ultimate convergence when Marinetti predias: 

This nonhuman and mechanical king, coastnicted for an omniprcsent veIocity, will 
naturally be cruel, omniment, and combative,.,He will be endowai with surprising organs: 
orgam adapted to îhe nccds of a world of ceaseless shocks ... The multipiïed man we drcam 
of will nevtr know the tragedy of old age! . . .To this end the young modem mate, f M y  
nauseami by erotic books and the double aicohol of lust and sentiment, dnally inoculateci 
against the diseast of Amore, WU methodically leani to destmy in himscifaU the sonows 
of the hearî, c M y  faccrating his afFéctions. -- 36 

Dance plays an intriguhg role in this later hardening of humanïty within the 

Futurist machine aesthetic. In 1913 Valenthe de Saint-Poiat, one of the few 

acknowledged femde fùturists, developed Metkzdmce, a fomi of dance that was 

characterized by austenty, geometry and a rejection of human emotion. Saint-Point 

35 F.T. Marinetti, in Marinetti: ScIectcd Writina ed RW Flint, trans. RW. Flint, and Arthur A 
Coppotelii (New York Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 197 l), 91. 
36 Iùid, 91. 



beiieved that choreagraphy shouid exclude aii psychological content, and instead 

should inherentiy buitd on ab- and anonyrnous elemenîs that might attaîn a level 

o f m e c ~ c a i  fkctioaing in their exactness. H d y  infiuenced by Nietzsche, Saint- 

Point felt that power and individual autonomy rnight be reached for women ody 

through aggression and the c a r d  exclusion of sentiment, Furthers she suggested 

that in order to correct society's cormptive 'Yeniininity," the human race had to 

promote virility to the point of brutality." 

Oftas it seems thk utilitation of mechanid imagery in tandem with the 

figurative was misunderstood or vilified by critics at the tirne. Between the years of 

19 16 and 1922, O s h  Schiemmer of the Bauhaus wocked on bis Triadic Baliet. 

Heavily coated with white make-up, or faces hidden by masks, Schlemmer's dancers 

resembled dolls or puppets. The Coshimes for this production consisted o f  highly 

abstracted conmvances: legs, torsos, hands and amu were campressed or disguised 

into unfamiliar forms, and stybtion of fom predominated ova emotive or gestural 

expression.38 The response fkom many cntics was scathing, and the lack of 

emotional expression was typified as dehumanized and mechanid. One cntic in 

1926 stated: 

Costumes, stage and human bodies becorne apparatus, machinery, clockwork toys. This 
new ballet has absolutely nothing in common with artjstic dance expression, not even with 
marionette or doli plays,.,Those who prcfcr the w W e  of the underground, the lifelcss 
mechanical shrick of engines and motors, to the sincm expression of human f d g s ,  wii i  
no doubt becorne enthusiastic abouî th& new "Ballçtn In any case, it is vcry onginaI? 

" Bany U Katz, "Thc Womcn of Fumisn," The Woman's Art Journal 7 (Faü/Wïmtcr 1986187): 
4 12. 
38 Au 1154. 
39 J.S., rlancing in Baiin," Danch  T i i e  (NOvtmbet 1926): 163. q o t d  in AndCrson, 73. 



The baiiet's originaüty was never in question, but the validity of its mechaoistic means 

of LLhumany' expression was. Lronicaiiy, Schlemmer's response to the criticism was 

one of surprise and d h y .  Rather tban an attempt to convey notions of 

dehumanization, he had hoped to expücate humanity's desire for "precision, instead 

of vagueness," and to illustrate the need to "escape tiom chaos and a longing for 

f ~ m ' ' ~  Whether or not Schiemrnet's aims were understood or weU rezeived, it 

remains ofcentral importance that for him, dance was the most usefbi medium for 

e x p i o ~ g  the relatioaships betwan humanity, the figurative, the abstract and the 

mechanical. In many ways, his search for precision and organized fom caa be Linlced 

back to Vorticism, and Pound's descriptions of 'suitable force.' 

Theoretical speculations aside, once we have acknowledged the importance of 

the dancer as a site for aesthetic machination, we are stilI left with some important 

questions relating to the damer's social signincanct-partïcularly with regard to 

gender issues. The dancer presents a conundrum for women at the beginning of the 

century. On the one hand, as I wiN shortly poht out, the dancer was positively 

associated with the New Woman, and with modemity and social change.4L On the 

other, however, she presented an ambivalent site for the expression of underlying 

fears regarding the destabilizing effects of modemism. 

40 Susanne Lahwn, "ûskar Schlcmmcr: Mechanical Bailets?" Dance Rcscarch 4:2 (Au- 1986): 
67, quoted in Anderson, 73, 

Further. as with al l  issues of rep~cxntation, whm one cultural gmup rcdo to amther, 
complicated questions arise about motivation and intention The fiact rtmains that outside of a 
hanclfui of women artists, by and WC, images offémiainity, no matter how or laudatory, 
were king constructcd by male artists, witbia a predomhmtiy male art world Thaî said, it shouid 
be noted that it was witbia this patnarchal fiamcwork tbat îhc wortb and signüicanœ of the fernale 
fom was decided within the ongohg discourses surronnding modernity. 



It has b a n  argued, for instance, that Man Ray's Dan~erlDancer as weil as 

many New York Dada portmypis ofthe fimale form as a wliection of gean, masks 

an tmderiying féar ofsocid change with regard to the New Wonmn From this 

perspective, changbg genda roies presented both a threat to male power, as weli as 

to male s e d t y  at the beginning of the twentieth century- In many Dada works, 

such as Francis Picabia's Machine T m  Ouicklv (Machine toumez vite) of 1916-18 

(Fig. 1 l), Jean Crotti's The Mechanical Forces of Love in Movement (Les forces 

rnéchaniques de l'amour en mouvement) of 19 16 Vig. 12), and Marcel Duchamp's 

The Bride Stripoed Ban bv h a  Bachelors. Even of 1915-23 (Fig. 13), the mechanid 

woman is outlined in terms of sexual fùnctioning- However, this fùnction is arrested 

or fnistrated; the sema1 act is never completed, and metaphorical 

unification~satisfaction is therefore afways beyond reach." Could this indicate a sense 

of alienation due to the newly emerging autonomy of women within modernism? 

Further, the suggestion has been made that the gears of Duchamp's and Man Ray's 

mechanical woman represent shacp teeth; women in this reading are objects of both 

fear and desire, dtimately leading to the misogynous portrayai of them as inhuman 

mechanical rnon~ten.~~ 

This reading of the mechanical woman/bnde/dancer as misogynous is 

extremely problernatic however. It must be noted that Dada art production, in its 

keverence, wit, and muent humour, iikely did not have such mundane and negative 

42 Barbara Zabel, "The Mchine and Nkw York Dada," MakUi~ Mischiefi Dada Invades New York 
ed. Francis U Naumann and Beth Venn (New York: Whitney Museum of Amcrican Art, 1996), 
282-83. 
43 ibid., 283. 



aims in mind. Whüe ambivalence towards the New Woman is a valid reading of these 

New York based works, t is not the only possible reading- Pahaps these images 

served to critique the predominant aesthetic offiinctionality where views of the 

machine as a collection ofpulsating and vibratory forces might have been masking 

unacknowledged and sublimated sanial undercurrents. Either way, the f e d e  

fodpersonae was beuig usai as a diaiecticai space, but the plethora of possible 

readings of these works disallows conclusive statements about Dada's underlying 

meaning. 

Dada's interest in cultural conceptions ofthe "New Womaq" and in her 

American cornterpart, "La jeune file américaine" was as celebratory as it was 

cornplex. The symbol of the young American girl was prized primarily for her sense 

of needom and her ability to balk at convention, being se m  as both capricious as weli 

as innocent.« A range ofmyths swround'mg this particular construction of femininity 

arose, all having to do with movement, strength and the Dada took the 

image of the "young American girl" and examined its significance in terms of the link 

between technology and notions of what it is to be a "modem" being. In Picabia's 

Portait of a Young American Girl in a State of Nudie (Portrait d'une jeunefille 

américaine danr I '6- do mrdie! of 19 13 (Fig. 14), a spark plug is shown with the 

terni "Forever" printed on its side. As inscnitable as this work seem to be, the 

" Eîizabeth Hutton Turner, Jeune Fille Amirfcaine and the Dadaist hpulst," Women in 
Dada: Essays on S a  Gendcr. and Identity cd. Naomi SaWtlSOn-Gotse (Cambn'dgc: MIT ?rcss, 
1998). 5- 
45 Ibid, 7-8. in May 1917, Diaghilev's Baiiet Russes pwformcd a W e t  cntitlcd Parade, containhg 
a segment on the jemefille 0111Pricaine. The ballerina Marie Chabtiska worc a costume inspimi by 
the Amencan school girl, and danccd with abandon and endlcss cntrgy, characterizing the ficedom 
of the new woman in Societyay Most importantly, the backdrop for the ballet was comprised of 
dynamos, typewritem, airplanes and express trains, al to the sound of &ns. 



connection between a shiâ in gender relations and the mechanistic finctioning ofa 

new machine-age culture is made explicit- This work has been examined in terms of 

its portrayal of a mechanistic approach to human relations, but perhaps the absurdity 

of the image should also be emphasïzed. Again, it is possiife to read a certain level 

of sarcasm into this work; the popular conflation of the New Woman with machine- 

related symbois of the modem takes on a perplexing appearsillce through the playfbi 

semantics of~ada? 

As one ofthe few female members of Dada, Hannah H6ch's portrayal of the 

dancer is worthy of closer examination She too explored the theme of the New 

Woman with regard to dance and techology, but her procedures and intentions 

appear to be somewhat dinerent." Hoch, working within the context of Weimar 
I 

Germany, was increasingly interested in the stahis of women, as ,us evident in her 

approach." Her work is a powemil indicator of the coaflation between the dancer 

46 Ibid-, 13. It is neassary to draw attention b Picabia's aid*r wo* Uchie of 1913, whkh dealt 
with the female fonn and technology in relation to dance. The fàct that his earfier work somewhat 
poeticaiiy combined the O-City of the f d e  fonn with the shccn and metallic smoothness of 
machine imagexy is signüïcant, particuiariy when it is comparai with the hatsfi, mechanMc, and 
faf more witty portrayai of the same themc as a spark-plug Tt might be said that Picabia undement 
a process of refinement wherc the connection bctwetn the use of the fernate fonn and symbolic 
markers of modernism bccame less and les assumeri, instea4 coming under scnitiny itseifas a 
culturai construction thaî eght k advantagtously expIotcd 
" It is interesthg to note that while utüizing machine imagery in ber photomontages, H&h tended 
to r e p e n t  the femalt form in its onginai u~rganic statc"-at least in the begïnnïng. Though she 
hgmented the baciy of the dancer by cutting and pasting image upon image, shc tended to ualize 
the dancer in a composite M o n ,  tbat is ta say, rathcr tf the dan= fiinctioning as a symbol on 
hedits own, the dancers in the work of HUch arc mercly visual components of iarger montageci 
images. Thus, it might bt said tbaî the danœr was less a symboiic site for the rcsolution or 
exploration of aesthctic questions a d o r  forus, but that shc might have had a spccinc additive 
function, maintaining the same mcanhgfiom WO* to wo* possiîy one that included a certain 
level of identincation bctwcca the image and agmcy of the dancer and the femalc viewcf. 

Maud Lavin's e t i o n  dtbt New Womu with respect to tbc work of Hannah H&h povcs 
extremely usefiil, She outlines the "New Woman" as the "cumulative perception of fcmale 
stereotypes, co1lected over time by miy selfkonscious ofthcir modem status-and by th& 
observers-" Lavin points to the fact that during the pars ofthe Weimar Rcpublic, changes in the 
status of women wcre dramatic, with more womcn wutking for wages and interacting in an urban 



and modernity; she d e d  images fkom the m a s  media and other f o m  ofprint 

material in order to explore her themes, and it is in the visually charged environment 

of her montage methodology that cuiturol sisnifiers revealed themselves most cleerly. 

Maud Lavin, in h a  text Cut with the Kitchen M e .  the Weimar Photomontages of 

Hannah Hach, makes the point that for many women, the mass media presented 

images which played on theu fatasies of lieration The strength, apiiity and free 

expression of the dancer was one such image that must have held great portent for 

women who considered themselves "modem." Lavin also draws attention to the fâct, 

however, that these same images held a certain amount of danger for women due to 

their idealized nature; through the sdfidentification with impossible illusion, the 

viewer was at risk of developing either narcissistic or rnasochistic tendencies. Lavin 

argues that through the disruptive technique of montage, where images are violently 

spliced and the fiagmented parts subjected to a transfomative process of 

juxtaposition, Hoch dismpts this potentidy hamiful process of identification. In its 

place, the viewer is exposed to unsettbg new representations that hold the% own 

form of pleasure without cornpliance." 

In Hoch's photomontage Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada throuPh - the Last 

Weimar Beer Beiiv Cultural Euoch of Gennanv (Schnirt mit rlem Ku;chenmesser 

Dada &?ch die letzte weimmer Bier60uchkihrepoche D a r t s c h I ~ )  of 19 19-20 

conte* as well as gaining a significant amount ofautonomy, at least in thcory- Uaud LaMn, mt 
with the Kitchen MC: The Weimar Photomontanes of Hannah H&h (New Haven: Yak University 
Press, I993), 4. 

Ibid, 5-6. 



(Fig- 15). these themes are evident. Severai dancers are scattered throughout the 

w 0 4  one ofthe centrai figures beingthat of 'Widdy" Impekoven, spinning 

underneath the head of Kathe Koiiwitz. Elsewhere, machines and other signs of 

technology as weii as atbietes and ballerinas occupy important places dongside one 

another, the dancers ofkn with supplanted heads fiom otha sources (George Grosz 

in one case, W i e h  H d d e  in another). This suggests that H6ch associated the 

female figures with Dada and the   ne^."^* 

It is crucial to recognize that Hoch's use of the fernale figure, the f e d e  

dancer in partidar, parallels other Dada strategies of desîabiktion Ironically, in 

two of her later monîages, the hction of the dancer s a m s  to echo the ways in 

whÏch Pound subscribed to the aesthetics of classicism, In EnPlish Female Dancer 

(EngZische T-erin) and Russian Female Dancer (Russishe T i e r i n ) ,  both of 1928 

(Fig. 16 and 17), Hoch depicts herseif and her then lover Ti1 Brugman as two 

montaged heads, precariously baianced on dancers' legs. Lavin argues that because 

they were autobiographid, they bring to mind the notion of a fiagmented self which 

must then be bdanced. The damer in these works becornes that site of equilibrium, 

where the New Woman, Dada, and self-identity c m  find an amicable peace.sL 

Dance as a site of equiiibrium aiso serves to balance the sexes, providing a 

theoretical space in which to explore issues of gender identity. In Hoch's Eauilibnum 

(EQuilbre) of 1925 (Fig. 18)). the srnail figure of a child dancer stands atop the hand 

" Ibid, 22. 
" Ibid, 146. 



of an androgynous figure who is wearing a monocfe (a reference perhaps to Hoch's 

Dada dandy paoonae). The sex and status of the figures is  ambiguous; Lavin 

suggests that they wuid even represent Raod Haus- and Htkh herse& although 

this is just one of the many possible readings? The dancer presents an image that 

can encompass nich ambiguity while st i l l  malMg the point that all things, no matter 

how hgmented, must di co-exist to some extent 

It is clear nom the work of H6ch that technology and the "modern" occupy a 

tentative and ofken ambivalent space. Shortfy after Hilch produced Cut with the 

Kitchen W e . .  .. she completed another photomontage that suggested a slightly more 

ominous connectîon between technology and the female body. In The Beautifid Girl 

(Dm Schone M e c e n )  of 1919-20 (FÏg. 19), a f e d e  figure sporthg a light bulb as 

a head, sits atop an 1-beam, blocked in by a crankshaft on one side, and a tire on the 

other. Scattered throughout the work, crowded behind and to the side ofthe figure 

are decais representing the BMW insignia Surrounded by these symbols of 

technology, the female figure appears completefy constriaed rather than iiberated by 

her mechanical wroundings." Her body folds in on itself, sitting with legs crossed, 

arms turning inward, one hand clutchhg a parasol. Unlike the dancers in her other 

montages, dlls female body is inactive and motianiess, in spite of the bathuig suit she 

is wearing that comotes movement. Couid this work be suggesting that despite the 

growhg awareness of the need for f e d e  liberation and autonomy, the ever growing 

rnechanized spaces of modemity may not hold the promise they once did for women? 

'* Ibid, 14647. 
'' Maria Makeia, The Misogynist Machine: I m g r  of Tcfhnology in the Work of Hhnah Hi%h," 
Women in the Meü~mlis: Gcndcr and Modernitv in Weimar Culture, ed Katharina Von Ankum 



It is not only the f d e  body in relation to the machine that suggests cultural 

* .  
ambivalence towards techwlogy- In ceruin Vortïcist work~, dehumamzaûon as a 

cautionary dedaration can be seen, even tbrough the brevity of mechaniai 

abstraction. Occssionally, the mask of mere automaton is dtered to reveai a sense of 

1 0 s  or angst- In Lewis's The Celibate, begun around 1909 Vig. 20). the progressive 

divestment oforganic markers fkom his mechanid figure leads to a cwntenance of 

geometry that a p p m  at once cold and dehumanizeded En the background, aggressive 

arcs ofform and the use ofrnetaiiic blue reinfiorce the Cehùbate's fiigïd stance? In 

The Vorticist of 19 12 (Fig. 21), Lewis extends thU d e h d t i o n  m e r  to suggest 

the threat that an over-zealous industrialism may present- The automaton can be 

viewed as both enhancd by and imprisoned beneath his mechanical amibutes, his 

mouth open in a silent scream of terror at the encroaching presence of modernity and 

its contingency of~ncertainties.'~ ~~ealong of The Courtesan, also of 1912 (Fig. 22), 

Cork concludes that a "steadfàst refisal to be merely intoxicated by modern 

technological advaace, dong with an awareness of its darker forces, characterised 

Vorticism nom the beginniag."" 

In what way is this awareness of the darka forces of technology manifested? 

By what mode of expression can this conflict and loss of humanity not only be felt, 

but undersfood I wouid argue that it is through the elements of figurative 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 114. 
Cork, votb'ci'sm, 12. 

" ibid, 32. 
" Ibid. 32. 



movement and bodiiy expression that a complex readkg of Vorticism's relationship 

to technology is possibIe. Confidence inspiring utopianism aside, there are several 

works within Vorticism w h m  the distwbing forces ofthe machine corne to prophesy 

ominous outcomes for humanity, at least in retrosped; Jacob Epstein's Rock Drül is 

the consummate example of t h .  In the 1920s Epa Pound wrote but never published, 

an essay entitled 'Nichine Art." Much ofour later understmding ofearly machine 

imagery is coiourd by our knowledge ofits destructive potena; this does not 

diminish the present power of many of these images. It is ironic that he chose to 

photograph and &te about a drill grinder in order to emphas'i the purity of fonn 

and lack of extrarimus associative &ences that machine parts could promote. He 

States that the examination of such objects dows one to appreciate their purely 

forma1 properties: 

Nobody is going to be disaacted fiom contemplation of the shape of these objects by 
thinking how they Hi his morals or his religion. At least one reduces the iikelihood of 
these causes of crror to the minimum..- They do not stü one to pathos by tessons extnnsic 
to their f o d 7  

The irony of this situation presents itself on a number of levela Firstly, it is 

the removal of the drill itself that allowed Epstein to reduce the menacing aura 

elicited by his sculpturee In addition, it is the amalgamation of machine forms 

themselves, albeit into a human figure, that d o w s  for the development ofan 

associative fiamework for the sculpture. Here, a system of gestural markers, outlined 

by the bowed head, the defensive posture surroundhg the vulnerable organicity of the 

drilier's offspring, and the severed and futile h b s ,  ail seem to measure human 

Ezra Pound, Machine Art and Othcr Writines: The Lost Thoueht of the Italian Ycaq, cd. Maria 
Luisa Ardizzone @urham: Duke University Press, 1996). 59- 



sorrow, fear and apprehemion Therefore, it is the combination of machine elements 

and human gestue that dow for the richest and most cornplex reading ofEpstein's 

Rock Drill. The pro-ty ofgestwe to dance is close enough for me to suggest that, 

in fàct, Epstein's driiier is engagcd in a type of symbolic dance with death. 

What can unequivdy be stated about the dan- in eady twentieth-cenn~y 

art production, is that she provided a theoretid space for the aesthetic m a c ~ o n s  

of visuai d s t s  interesteci in the impact of technoiogy on the human psyche. Perfiaps 

the strongest attraction ofthe damer for these artists lay in her ability to both 

encornpass divergent and ofken contradictory impuises, while at the same time 

providing a richly wocative gestural language, open to multiple readings; in the 

ambiguity of the body, intelledual play finds a perspicacious outlet. 



3. Metallic Identities 
lndividualism and the Power of the Mind 



In The Metropolis and Mental L i f ,  Wntten in 1903, George Sixnmel explored 

the notion ofindividuaLty in the face of technological change- He wrote: "The 

deepest problems of modern We flow f?om the attempt of the individual to maintain 

the independence and individuality of his existence against the sovereign powers of 

society." Lrnking this modem experience to earlier modes of action in previous 

centuries, and touching on the theories of who cailed for the struggie for 

individualism P the pursuit of autonomy, Simmel concluded that "the same 

fundamental motive was at work, namely the resistmce of the individual to being 

levelled, swdowed up in the social-technological mechanism"' 

Responses to urban liWig reflected various gradations of this search for 

individuality and strength. According to Simmel, one of the best defenses the 

individual had was his hcreased inteiiectualism as a result of city living.2 Simmel felt 

that the cLrnetropolis type" used rationality and intellectual rigour as a means of 

warding off "fluctuations and discontinuities" which may be threatening. Thus, 

members ofrnetropolitan centers shield theu deepest selves in order to deai with their 

extemal environment; ulthnately this serves to preserve their sense of individ~aiity.~ 

' Ceorg Simmel On individuah and Social Forms: Selected Writin~s, e b  and intro. Donaid N. 
Levine (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1971). 321- Further, for Simmel, the narrow confines of 
newly defined tasks through the M o n  of labour resulted in a culture where the individuai 
"becomes a single cog as over against the vast overwhehing organization of things and forces 
mhich gradually take out of his han& wecythhg connected wïth progress. spirituality and value- 
Simmel. 337, 

Simmel nates: T o  the extent that the metropolis creates these psychological conditions-with 
every crossing of the sueet, with the tempo and multiplicity of economic. occupational and social 
life-it creates in the sensory foundations of mental life, and in the degree of awareness necessitates 
by our organization as  creature dependent on dinetences, a deep convast with the slowver, more 
habituai, more smoothly flowing rhythm of the sensory-mental phase of small town and d 
existence, Thereby the essentially intellectualistic character of the mental Me of the metropolis 
becomes intelligible as over against that of the d l  town which rests more on feelings and 
emotionai relationships," Simmel, 325. 

Simmel, 326, 



Further, an increased inteliectualism with regard to the challenges and complexities of 

urban Living may have provided the individuai with a sense of social masteqt At the 

beginning o f  the twentieth century many practicing artists seemed to manifest this 

approach; this chapter seeks to outline the ways in which Vorticism, Dada, and to a 

lesser extent, Futurism, u&ed an enhanced inteiiectualism in order to engage with 

and attain mental control over th& nedy mechanized surroundings. 

M o d e o n  set up an intriguing dichotomy at this the; the lonely 

individual within the crowded conditions of urban existence is both included in the 

crowd, yet apart and isolated. The division of labour, the greater emphasis on the 

efficiency of the machine as a mode1 for human nuicîioning, the compressed yet 

discrete spaces of urban Living, aU these things contributed to a growing awareness of 

modemity as a threat to the human psyche.4 It is crucial to take up the theme of 

individuality in order to examine the role of the machine in the inteileaual pursuit of 

mastery. Attempts to preserve one's sense of self while maintainhg social 

connections with one's environment results in the city as the perfect breeding ground 

for new forms of indMduality in the face of public scrutiny- Compücated tensions are 

It is interesting to note that the dramatic isolation of the "individuai" within the crowd shares 
much with Romantic motif3 based on mystery, and "pfecarious fonns of consciousness," where the 
sights and sounds of the city are overwhelmïng, and thecefore, dter the terrain ofconsciousness, 
The city becornes a fulcnim for isolation, despite crowded conditions- See Raymond Williams, "The 
Metroplis and the Emergcna of Modemism," U n d  Citv: Uhan ExDeriencc in Modern Eurouean 
Literature and Art, ed Edward Timms and David KeIIey (Manchester: Manchcstcr University Press, 
1985), 16, See a h :  John Adkins Richardson, Modem An and Scientific Thought (Urbana: 
U~versity of Illinois Press, 1971). 77, He summantes this theme as foliows: The conception ofthe 
individual as invinm'bly insulatecl f'rom others is ancillaxy to the cultural cxpCnenœ of loneliness and 
has as one of its prcrcquisites the wasteact of the modern metropolis. OfaU the sc~~~ations 
associated with modemity the most f h i k  and yct uncanny is that of bting alone in a crowd 
Preoccupation with modes of personal alitxtation is particulatly apparent m g  the intelligentsia in 
centers of grrat population gmwth mch as Paris, which more thap'doubled i t ~  size k r w c ~ n  the end .i . - -  
of the eighteenth century and the middlc of the ninetcenth. It was dduring the urbanization ofanual 



set up betwem strength ofcharacter, and power in coiiectivity. These conditions 

provided a numiring environment for artistic refonn based on the exploration of 

shiftlig subjectivities: %oth the altematives and their fision or conftsion point ahead 

to observable tendencies in twentieth-centuy avant-garde art, with its at thes  niseci, 

at times dividing, orientations towards extreme subjectivity (iicludùig subjeaivity as 

redemption or sunival) and social/dturai revolutiod"' A rdt ing shift is wrought 

in the conception ofthe crowd, leadhg to its perception as a supportive yet unstable 

element in cuiturai change. Where the effécts ofthe crowd are positive and 

benevolent, the tenn 'mass' cornes gradualiy to replace the earlier wmmon usage of 

the tem 'mob3.6 

The structure and potentiel power of the crowd is aptly taken up in Gustave 

Le Bon's The Crowd published in 1895. In it he stated: "Still it is aiready clear that 

on whatever lines the societies of the future are organised, they wiU have to count 

with a new power, with the last surviving sovereign force of modem times, the power 

of crowds."' Yet, inaivduaüty in this scenario is stdi tfrreatened. For Le Bon, the 

"crowd" was largely an unformeci mass of people waiting to be guided. The crowd's 

potentiai to behave in a 'mob-Be' maaner ultimately threatened the notion of 

individual agency; the idea that a culture couid be organized and operated h u g h  

the gathering of cognizant indkiduals wishing to undertake collective enterprises is 

Europe that a seme of pmfound loneliness and isoIation, of esûangcment, came to be seen as 
characteristic of hwnan life." 
williams, 17. 
Ibid, 18, 
' Gustave Le Bon, Tbt Cmwd (New York: The Viking RCSS, 1960), 14. 



something that seemed Less and l e s  Wcely when masses of people were viewed in this 

way, 

As crucial as the SurYival ofthe individuai is in the face oftechnological 

change, there is an equal emphasis p l a d  on c~liective hctioaing8 Crowdmg in 

urban centers, the widespread communication and dissemination of i d w  through 

print media, and novel working conditions that demanded cooperative produaion, 

are d examples that wouid have wntniuted to a growing awareness ofthe potentiai 

behind collectivity.' Futurism clearly believed in the collective power ofhumanity; 

their revoiutionary stance dictated such a position. However, the ambivalence 

ùiherent in many Futuist works suggests a certain level of psychologicai discornfort 

with technological change. The end result is the preservation of the seif through the 

strengthening tonic of mechankation; the purging of ail human sentiment renders the 

mechanized individual efficient and ultimately, in control. The urge to protect the self 

through intellectmi ngour is a theme that was picked up by the Vorticists as weil; 

they celebrated the advent of mechanical progress and the development of 

urbanization, and in rnany ways were utopian, endeavoring to alter societal attitudes 

towards modem f o m  of communication and art. In this respect, they can be viewed 

as beiieving in the powers behind collectivism. Yet this same movement also 

8 Frederick W. Taylor's "scientinc management" theorics molutionizcd production from the late 
1880s and onward, Yet, while the colitctivc efforts of wotkers could increase production and shorten 
the individual timc spcnt on certain tniclr_c_ it was also felt by some to undermine the individual 
worker's sense ofagency and control over bislher own w o k  For a contextual discussion of 
Taylorism, see Stephen Kan ,  The Culture of T m e  and S~aœ: 1880 - 1918 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), 115-1 16- 



attempted to safeguard the somewhat 'elitist' aims that emphasized the protection of 

the individuai at the expense of the masses. 

Dada can also be viewed as maintaining a somewhat ambivalent amtude 

towards coUectivism, Their work strove to aiter societai attitudes andor reactions to 

communication, the arts, and in partidart to cultural hgexy cirdating in the newly 

emerging reaim of prht media. Yet, their work was often perceived as abstruse, 

chaotic, incomprehensible, andlor constnicted fkom sheer nonsense; ultimately these 

were signs that their work was intensely personal on some level, and therefore 

partially inaccessible to a wide audience. 

How can one deai coherently with these seerning contradictions in the work 

of the Futurists, the Vorticists and Dada? The answer partially lies in the aesthetic of 

the machine; 1 would argue that this schism in human relations found itselfan apt 

metaphor in the machine by way of its cornbined singularity and pluralism. The mode1 

of a mechanicd structure that is made up ofsmder parts working in tandem to direct 

the efforts of the Iarger design recurs as a thematic in al1 of these movements, 

although the place of agency differs between them. With the Vorticists, the seat of 

control Iay in the directive powers of the larger design, the final plan, or central 

purpose of the machine-an image weU represented by their conception of the 

'Vortex' as an d-important central mechanism. 

For the Futurists, perhaps it is more usefûl to think of the collective force of 

al1 parts fùnctioniog equdy, an interpenetration of purpose and function that results 

in movement and/or change. Their rhetoric of social upheaval and the expunging of 

the past signifies the magnitude of this expeaation of change due to technology; it is 



in the arena of social relations that this change was to be felt, despite its conception 

essentiaily within the minds of a few strong individuals. It must also be said however, 

that despite the interest Futurism continuaiiy displayed in the machine, it was always 

penpherai to the dramatic r e a h  of human generativity, that is, everything that 

originated in or tbrough human relations and perception- 

Findy, for the Dadaists, the components ofthe machine comsponded 

roughiy to the discombobulated nature of Dada imagery- Takm in singular fssbon, 

the images and fonns used by the Dadaists refiected their cultural milieu, but put 

together, in often irrational and chaotic ways, these fkagrnents of cuituraI materiai 

served a larger purpose: destabilitation, and ultimately, changes in culturai 

perception. Dada, rather than using the machine as an object which might be 

emulated, utilized the metaphor of the mechanism-in d its derivative finctional and 

non-fbctional forms-in order to explore the discontinuities behind human 

hctioning. 

The conneaion between issues of indMduality (the presewation of self in the 

face of great technological change), and coiiectivity (where the machine served as a 

exemplar of human efficiency and collective fimctioning), Led to complicated 

paradigms of the machine in early twentieth-century art. The ambivalent 

attraction/repulsion dichotomy that seemed to characterize contemporaq social 

responses to the macbine, opem up an interesting line of inqujr regardhg the link 

between emergiag technologies and the development of abstraction within the visual 

arts. 



Iduentiai, and valuable as a reference point, is the book Abstraction and 

Em~athy h t t e n  by the art historian WiIheim Wonhger in 1908. For Worringer, 

abstraction was a means by wbich man could seek relieffiom 'kosmic anguish7' 

When co&onted by an externai world that appean chaotic and indifferent, classical 

naturalism, a sign of repose and security within a culture, gives way to existentid 

doubt. Attempts to r e k e  anxiety through a process of b e r  ideation ultimately lead 

to the formation of ~ymbolically signifiaiut fomq and thus to abstractionng Based 

partidy on the writiag ofthe art historian Alois Rie& Worringer r e j ~ e d  Theodor 

Lipps' theory of empahy where primitive art was viewed as iafenor and indicative of 

a Iack of skili. Accordhg to Lipps, and widely believed by most art bistonans of the 

the,  organic lines and reaiistic forms were seen as proof of technical superiority. 

Worringer disputed this assertioq insisting instead that "the stytistic peculiarities of 

archaic art arose not nom a lack of ability but h m  a different kind of spVitual 

need."IO In many ways, this perspective paved the way for abstraction, providing an 

aflhation ofits importance as a valid artistic genre. 

T.E. EIulme embraced this theoretical stance, and utilized it accordingly in 

nipporting and analyzing the works of the Vorticists. For hïm, the opposition 

between geometric and 'vital' art was similar to polarizations he had already made 

between religious and humanist, classical and romantic art, lending support for his 

assertion that an end to natudistic art and a rebirth of older, more geometric art was 

Jack Burnham, Bevond Modem S c u I ~ t u h :  The Enects of Science and Technolonv on the 
Scufuture of this Century (New York George B d e r ,  1%8), 3. 
'O Richard Cork, Vorticism and Abstract Art in the Fm Machine A s  2 Vols- (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Prcss, 1976), 13940. 



indicative o f a  stylistic shifk in societal criteria for "art". This also allowed him to 

criticize representaîional art as the d a b l e d  "sloppy dregsp' of a dying r~manticism,~~ 

Abstraction and Empathy was probably at its most mthientiai just before the 

war when new abstract visual languages were behg developed. What is the 

comection between abstraction and machinery? In disagreement with Worringer, 

Jack Burnham, writing severai years later, stated that in an industrial society, rather 

than merely reflecting an attempt to protect oneselffiom the dangers ofan indinerent 

and threatening environment, the use ofabstraction was "nothing less than psychic 

preparation for the entire re-creation of society, including remaking îhe biological 

composition of its inhabitants." Here, abstraction surpasses mere hctionality as a 

ritualistic adjunct, and merges with "the types of symbolic reasoni'g employed by 

science " '' This psychic preparation and inteilectuai signincation is central in 

rendenng machine forms useable within an aesthetic fiarnework. Therefore, the 

impenis to develop new pictorial languages based on the machine has implicit within 

it utopian overtones and constructive elements. 

Mechanized man is inherently an ambivalent symboi, but one that is also 

constructive to some degree. A psychological approach to this image may prove 

lucrative in understandhg the intelieaual aspects of the discourse surroundhg the 

creation of bio-mechanicd beings or abstractions, particularly in the work of the 

" Cork, Vort ic i s~~  140. In retrospen. tbac theorics rmy r a m  simplined or enoncous, if one 
considers the cuitUral 'retuni to O&' afkr the wax A dirth of mprcscntational and naturalistic 
art was felt, but in this case, the use of classicai themes and techniques can be viewed as iiiustrating 
a deep seated aDIaety ovtr the conditions ofmodtmity rather than decting a stable and secure 
societal structure. 
" Burnham, 4. It is important to note that this quote from Bumham extends out of a pst-war 
context, though it is stiii usefiil in gainhg insight into the proass of abstraction, In addition, the 



Vorticists and the Futurists. Examinhg the anthropomorphism of machines may 

provide an inroad for a deeper readhg ofFuturism; thek mechamized man can be 

viewed as an aggressive attempt to deal with both the ovawhelming opporîunities of 

modem Me in addition to the new coastrainis brought about paradoxidy through 

that very fieedom In this respect, it can be said that for the Futurists thae was 

pressure to assert one's indnriduality @zut unknown and potentially threatening 

forces. The suggestion has been made that beneath the aggression and high-spirited 

polemic of Futurisa a lurking fear of technology was at play.13 Borrowing nom the 

theories of Simmei, it can aiso be argued that a tendenq to embrace danger may 

have led to a talismanic relationship with mechanisation, where an increasing need to 

subsume personal Eiailty redted in a greater identification with the machine's 

flawless efficiency." In such cases, the human dimension would require eradication. 

Where does that leave the individual? 

This pualing logistic ofmerging man with machine was partially resolved 

with Vorticism's use ofthe vortex, and their reconstructhg of the human psyche 

based on notions of a mechanized m i d  Alrnost fiom the outset, a mechanical 

language of order, fùnctionaiity and Mtalized force was employed in order to examine 

modem concephial themes. Despite the use of representational imagery, the 

remaking of biological componcnts within socicty is a thematic that clearly emerges in Vorticism as 
weil as Futurism in the form of a 'mccbanizcd man' 
" Judy Davis, "Mechanid Miiieniwn: Sant'Elia and the Poeüy of Futurism," Unreai Citv: 
Urban Exberiencc in Modern Eurowan Literaturc and Art, cd. Edward Timms and David Kelley 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, I985), 68. 
l4 Davies, 68-9. 



supremacy of an abstracted mechanical center of being was never in question. It can 

be argued that not only did Vorticism inject the machine into human structunng 

systerns, but the very pictorial laquage with which that concept was expressed was 

to be based on the machine-not as a mere image, but as a paradigmatic example of 

efficiency and generativity. 

W~thin Vorticism, a thematic of the machine as a living entity manifests itself 

in a variety of formats; the two most predomuiant provided by the human figure on 

the one hand, and a more abstraa vitalired mechanisrn on the other. The importance 

of interpolating life into the machine is perhaps best sumrnarized by Wyndham Lewis 

when he stated " A  machine is in a greater or less degree, a Living thing. Its lines and 

masses irnply force and action, whereas those of a dweiiing do not."" Therefore, the 

machine cannot be perceived as merely a dwelhg or empty structure filied with other 

mechanical forms. Instead, it must be imbued with internai mechanisms that act in 

accordance with predetermined and purposefil forces, ultimately displaying an 

animation of its own, on par with biological forms of Iife. 

These new Me-like machines can then be introduced into or merged with the 

human figure to form a metaphor for a different kind of cognition, one based on the 

rationaiity and intellectuai will of man rather than his physical needs or perceptions. 

Lewis asserted: 

...in our tirne it is natural that an art& should wish to endow his 'bonhomme' 
when he makes one in the grïp of an heroic emotion. with something of the 
fatality, grandeur and efficiency of a rnachine.,.when you watch an electnc Crane. 
svinging up with extraordinary grace and ease a huge weight. your instinct to 
admire this power is. subconsciously. a seifish one. l6 

l5 Wpdham Lewis. Wnidham Lewis on Art: Collecteci Writinps 19 l3-lgS6, introduction and 
notes by Walter Michel and Cr J- Fox. (New York: Funk & Wagnaiis. 1969). 68. 
l6 Cork, Vorticism, 284. 



For Lewis the powa of the machine wouid inevitably be reflected in the heroic 

nature of the new mas 

That an energetic and heroic new form of mechaniai life wouid ais0 reflect 

the discipline, rationality, and intektuai supenority of di that was best within the 

human realrn is suggestive oc and coincides with, the central Vorticist image of the 

vortex. For this reason, the dynamic nature ofmsny Vortlcist WO* is u d y  

contained and controiied within weU defined contours and a rigarous use ofline and 

rhythm. " The Vorticists found in the 'vortex' a symbol for controiied explosion, 

and emptive discipline-.an oxymoron that resolves it self tbrough the point of origlli; 

the motionless centre point of stillness renders the structured chaos ofthe vortex 

supremely logical.'* Ezra Pound, who chose the term, declared that this image might 

combine "combative rebeiiion with classical detachment." Essentially, this dichotomy 

would provide the rebels with an important aesthetic tension; diagonal forms thrust 

outward, yet are held in check by the emphasis of precision and solidity of 

constmction." Codd this aesthetic tension be related to a mechanical form of 

dassicism where an attempt to control or elide irrationd impulses results in a 

modernist translation of chaos into order? 

In contradistinction to the Futurïsts, the Vortïcists tumed their gaze to the 

city, not in order to celebrate the chaotic simultaneity of interpenetrating noises, 

" Richard Co* "The Submcrgad CZvilization of Wyndbam Lewis," Am hfamzine 60 (Oct 
1985): 96. 
'' Giovanni Cianci, "A M;ao at Wat: Lewis's Vital Geometncs," Volcanic H e m :  Essavs on 

Lewis's Paintinn~t E d e d  (Santa Rosa= Black Spamw Press, 1996), 
18. 

Cork, Vorticism, 262. 



sensations, and the bombastic fedvities of 'modern capitals,' but to acplore a plastic 

interest in h a n  and mechanid stnrctures Even the inhabitants ofcities were 

reduced within tbis c o n t e  assessed and processed through the vortex The criticai 

merence between the pictord dynamism ofthe Futurists and the stnictured 

synthesis of the Vortkists can be Summarized by the differing ways they depicted 

objects in their environment. The Vortiasts strove to utiüre clarity and precision 

with regard to the world's contours, while the Futurists atîempted to breakdom the 

materiality behind aü objects in order to examine the fluctuahg forces and energies 

that lay behind the madiest nature of such contours. This approach was genedy 

mie of more abstract formations as weli. In addition, the Vorticias' goal was to 

syuthesize all their material into one coherent image in opposition to the Futurists 

who, following the principle of simdtaneity, strove to illustrate and juxtapose in a 

myriad design, a variety of images, or a variety of facets of a single image.** 

Vorticist explorations ofurban views were based on unified, coherent images 

rathei than s-g, ambiguous impressions ofcity life through the chaos of human 

perception. In Hyde Park of 1914-15 (Fig. 23), Frederick Etcheh depicted bis 

expenence of a car journey through London, and concentrated on a single image, a 

bridge over the Serpentine. Even the figures on the bridge are sho& as quite solid 

and aationary, weii defineci and clearly rendered." Edward Wadsworth's A Short 

FlJ& of 1914 (Fig. 24), is another example where a synthesis of foms and a static 



pictorial unity take precedence over other methods of visual expressioa; aspects of 

the plane itsetf, its cylinders, pistons, and other mahanid parts are mer@ in a 

precise and crisply denwd way with aeriai vie- ofthe ground, as seen n o m  the 

plane. Where the Fu&sts drew on various and disparafe memories, arranging t h  

in a chaotic o r d e ~ g  of images that did nothing to disguise theu heterogeneity, the 

Vorticists prefared an amalgamation ofabstract themes. The synthesis of such 

elements would ultimately result in one cohesive imagee" 

What emerged nom this focus on the synthesis of the urban environment 

depended on the individual artist, and was closeiy tied to themes of identity and 

conceptual ~e~expression. In Bhst No. 1, the fïrst publication of the Vorticists as a 

group, Lewis declared: '73last presents an art of ~ndividuals.'" Whea Lewis 

proclaimed "BLESS ENGLAND, Industrial Island machine, pyramidal workshop, its 

apex at Shetland, discharghg itself on the sea," he was dso alignhg Blast securely 

with the English way of Me and with a brand ofnationalism based on technology? 

Blast proclaimed a supremacy for the English by way of industriai strength, stating - 
that the "Modem Worid is due almost entirely to Anglo-saxon genius. . A s  

appûuance and its spirit.. . Machinery, trains, steam-ships, ail that distinguishes 

extemaiiy Our the,  came far more fiom here than anywhere else." Consequentiy, 

Lewis felt that since modem life was essentiaiiy the 'invention' of the English, they 

"should have somethiag profounder to say on it than anybody else."* 

Ibid, 370. 
~3 Wyndham Lewis, Blast 1 (1914; reprint Santa Rosa: Black Spanow Press, 1989), 8. 
24 Ibid, 234.  
;IS Ibid., 39. 



As a foil, Futwism was derided by the Vorticists, and was accused of 

"gushing over machines," and being the "most romantic and sentimental 'modems' to 

be found."" Futurism's beliefin Bergsonian flux and the interpenetration of ai i  matter 

was iasidiously attacked when Lewis claimed that "Everything absent, remote, 

requiring projection in the veiled weakness ofthe mhd, is ~entimental-~'~ Uitimately, 

painterly suggestiveness and attempts at capturiag the eIusive aspects ofhuman 

perception were ciimhsed in "Vortex Pound": "FuNûm is the disgorging spray of a 

vortex with no drive behind it, DIS PERS AL."^ For Lewis, intellect, analysis, 

strength of wiii and the application of structure were elements that set Vodcism 

apart fkom the Futurists. This implied that the Italiaru could not master their own 

images, and that their response to machines would necessdy be overly "reactive and 

impressionistic."29 

Thus the 'gush' over machines, as criticized by the Vorticists, and more 

specificaily by Pound and Lewis, was tantamount to a type of 'automobilism' (as 

Lewis termed it) and was labeled as nothing short of "savage worship ... on par with 

Voodooism and Gauguin-Romance." Lewis was charming, and in descnbing his 

notion of bautomobilism' used humour and wit to disparage an essentidy reverentiai 

attitude towards mechanical invention by stating "There is no necessity to make a 

sycophantish huiiabulloo about this state of affaUs, or bum candlu in fiont of your 

telephone apparatus or motor car.. .''30 Ironically, in his own way, Lewis himself held 

26 Ibid, 41. 
'' Ibid, 147. 
* Ibid, 153. 

Lewis, Wvndha4 66. 
30 Ibid, 67,75. 



an almost zealous fith in the machine as a societal corrective as weil as a mode1 for 

human cognition and creative bctionhg. Despite this siight hint of hypocrisy on 

Lewis's part, there is sufncient cause to aiiow him his play for autonomy from the 

Fuhirists, at least in the realrn of machine imagery; despite the reverential attitude the 

Futurists held towards technology, the paintings themselves were r d y  concemed 

with machine forms, and certauily lacked the kind of structural and organizationai 

precepts found in many Vorticisî works. By all appearances, the Futurists wanted to 

humanite the machine rather than mechsuiize man-at least tbis holds true in the early 

stages of the movement? In contras& the Vorticists hhged their utopian programme 

on the notion ofheightened inteliectual rigour and hctioning through the insertion 

of a mechanical efficiency into the will of mankind. 

In Lewis's Vorticist Sketchbook of 1914-15 (Fig. 25 and 26), he displayed an 

interest in the efficacious hctionhg of the machine through the depiction of and 

interest in industriai Interestingiy, while both Lewis and Wadsworth 

constructed industrial compositions using the language of machinery, the atrnosphere 

and levels of energy were extremely disparate, emphasizing the individual nature of 

each Vorticist's approach to similar subject matter . In Lewis's work there is an 

explosive force held in check by a placement of structured formal elements; in his 

work Composition of 19 13 - 14 (Fig. 27), a feeling of violence permeates the hieratic 

emphasis on line, as though the fonns were in the process of breaking up due to some 

intemal M e  or tension-" Further tensions are introduced by the suggestion of 

3' Cork, Vorticism, 326. 
32 Ibid, 338. 
33 Ibid, 126. 



recognizable imagqY skyscrapers push up fiom the bottom, lending the fienetic 

arrangement of forms a representational element that multiplies its associative 

abilities. However, in Wadswortb's woodcuts, this urban h e w o r k  seems more 

integrative and peacefiü. hosting a contingent of mechanical f o m  that are held in a 

pacific and static balance through a compositional discipline of rationality and 

interlocking stnictures. Ais works are also based on machinev, but an independent 

referential environment is created that invites both fonnalistic and weiI as hterpretive 

readings based on industrial themes? Both Lewis and Wadsworth, in their own 

marner, convey the energetic and mechanid nature ofurban existence. It is in their 

divergent approaches that the emphasis on individualism, and human will and 

intentionaIity, can be seen most cleariy. 

Classicai detachment seems to characterize rnuch of the work undertaken by 

the Vorticists, in particular the work of Lewis and ~adsworth.'' Lewis's Worksho~ 

(1914-15; Fig. 28) illustrates this removal of the artist fiom bis subject matter. In an 

anaiysis of the constraining yet stnicturiag elements of industrial Mey Lewis appears 

34 Alan Robinson, Poetrv- Painting and Ideas. 1885-1914 (London: Macmiiian Press, 1985), 144- 
45. 
" Aithough one cannot gencrakc basai on one case, th- is an interesring example of this classicai 
detachment provided by the work of Wadsworth. Because it has been argued that detachment and a 
lack of emotional connection allows for grtater powers of dkpassionate analysis, it should follow 
that those who arc most removtd from the site of indusby might best understand it pictoriaily and 
forrnally. The moment of inspiration behind Wadsworth's pain ' g Mvtholmrovd of 1914, Nustrates 
this point On a tour of some of Yorkshirt's citics with Lewis, -K c latter rccaUed Wadsworth's 
reaction to the sight of the tom: "Ht stopped the car and we gazed down into its blackened 
Iabyrinth. I could set he was proud of it. Tt's like heii, isn't it?' he said enthusiasticaiiy-" Cork 
asserts tht  because Wadsworth had grown up in a weaithy -y, qcnding bis childhood a ' ' d e  
distance from this harsh exwhmcnt'' he was able to siivour its "savagery without wondering about 
the plight of the workers who had to üve there," Rather than imme~st oncscif into the hem of the 
city, attempting to capture tht txpcriena of the urban esvllorment as it might befelt by tmy city 
hueller, Wadsworth strove to remove himselfhm such a point of reference, prdtrring i n s t d  to 
synthesize urban life and mechanical forces into aôstract e~uations af line and mas that ixnplied 
disinteresteci powers of Scc CorIr, V m  352-53, 



to be lookiag Eom the outside in. Workshop semes as a metaphor for the city where 

just as objects are built in a workshop, modem He is constructeci in the 'urban' 

workshop. The suggestion has been made that the network of soüd Iines ranging 

across the Suface ofthe painting cesembles prison ban. Further, their pattern and 

intent seen# to outhe the capture and constriction ofthe inhabitants of aa urban 

environment." Yet the painting aiso has an air of potentiai and excitement. Did 

Lewis view himseifas containeci within the masses depicted in his work? This seems 

unlikely; one cm ody conclude that he delightedly placed hîrnseifoutside the urban 

ferment. It is tempting to ask the question ifperhaps some of his enthusiasm may 

stem fiom his sense of hviolabîiity in the face of urban change. Kwwledge is power, 

and Lewis may have felt himseif exempt f?om the compartmentaliang forces of the 

city which seemed to wreak havoc on the mindless 'masses' of the city. 

The concem with individuality and the agency behind human WU also carried 

the suggestion that certain individuals were in a better position than others to lead, 

direct, and constmct future works/cuitural material. Vorticist witings, particularly 

those by Lewis, suggest that he carried a streak of elitism wide enough with which to 

support any and every philosophical enterprise that might set hirn apart and lend him 

ascendancy. In the first issue of Bhst he declared 'WE NEED THE 

UNCONSCIOUSNESS OF HUMANITY-their shipidity, a n i d s m  and dream~."~ 

EtcheUs typified Lewis's need for supremacy by descnbing him as "an uncornfortable 

man to be with. He was a tremendous buiiy who wanted to be top dog aii the 

ibid., 342-44. 
37 Lewis, BIast L,7. 



time.. .'"' Lewis set out to ocaipy the heroic role of the great artist with genuine 

zeal, and he was surromdeci by other individuals who s h e d  the sentiment-most 

notably, Ezra Pound who promoted the niperior importance of the artist by saying 

"Modem civilisation has bred a raa with brains like those ofrabbits and we who are . 

the hein of the witch-doctor and the voodoo, we d s t s  who havt been no long the 

despised are about to take over control.. . n39 

Lewis's need to set himsdf spart h m  'humanity' can be iderreci ftom his 

violent reaction against the audience participation encouragecl by Futurism. Lewis 

felt that the "dithyrambic spectator" was the "principal aesthetic disease" of his time, 

a threatening "invasion of the sacrosanct artistic stage, or dance, by the amateur or 

~~ec ta tor ."~  Lewis's illustratiom for T i o  of Athe (1912-13; Fig. 29) also i 
support this conclusion, and the play itseifsuited Lems's personality. Timon, in 

rejecting the company of those around him, ends up alone; an isolated individuai 

cursing the world f?om which he has withdrawa Ezra Pound, referring to both the 

play and Lewis's designs, commented that their shared thematic involved "the fuiy of 

intelligence bafIied and shut in by circumjacent s t ~ ~ i d i t ~ . " ' ~  

I would Eke to argue that in Lewis's 1914-15 painting The Crowd (Fig. 30), 

two important themes can be seen that clarify certain questions surroundhg the full 

38 Cork, Vorticism, 110- 
39 Ezra Pound, Ezra Pound and the V i  Ar&. cd- Hama Zinncs, (New York New Directions 
Books, 1980), 182, 

GeoErey Wagner, UWyndham Lewis and the Vorticist Aesthetic," J o d  of Aesthctics & Art 
Criticism Xm no1 (1954): 3. 
41 Cork, "SubrnergCa," 95. 



signincance of mechanid imagery within Vorticism. One theme, dealuig with the 

individuai, emerges fkom the ascendancy of the modanist artist as an exempiary 

symbol of self-inflicted social ostracism; the other involves the strucnuuig power of 

abstraction as a tool for conceptuai construction and enforcement- The Crowd and 

Timon of Athens aaually have much in common, and are relateci thernatidy in 

complicated ways." These, as weil as the fidi camplexity of Lewis' The Crowd can 

be better understood ifwe refn to the theones ofLe Bon, who explored the 

implications ofcthe crowd' as a growing social force et the beginning of the twentieth 

century- 

Le Bon's synopsis of the crowd delineates two opposing modes of social 

Ginctioning, that of the individuai, and that of the collective. Fust he establishes the 

forcefid mode of action inherent in crowd dynamics. He States: ''Little adapted to 

reasoning, crowds.. . are quick to act. As the result of their present organisation their 

strength has become immense." Accordhg to Le Bon, the force of the crowd, and its 

signai of new forms of power within the masses "marks one of the last stages of 

Western civilisation, a complete r e m  to those periods of confused anarchy which 

seem always destined to precede the birth of every new society." 43 Excitement over 

the beginnings of a new society must be tempered with the potentidy destructive 

force of the crowd. 

'' Richard Humphreys, "Wyndham Lewis: Art and War - London, Imperial War Musam," 
Exhibition review, Burlinntan Mamzïm 134 (Nuv- 1992): 739. in Timon of Athens, the "dangc~s 
of m-ve mïsanthropy, leading to an impotent private hd'' becornes painfiilly imnic if- regard 
Lewis' biographical matenal and personal rcputation, 
43 Le Bon, 16-17, 



Individualism is the sacrificiai lamb in this rise to power. Le Boa, in 

establishing why individuai snains within pasonality are negated in fivour ofthe 

collective says: 'Wen the mon udke in the matter oftheir intelligence possess 

instincts, passions, and feelings that are very simüar." He goes as far as claiming that 

"In the case of evexything that belongs to the reaim of sentiment-religion, poiitics, 

morality, the affections and antipathiesy etc.-the most eminent men seldom surpass 

the standard of the most ordinary individuais." Because ia any crowd it is the s h e d  

traits that must bind and fonn an impetus to action, it is the 'lesser' fâdties of 

humanity which most often determine the course a crowd will take. "In the collective 

mind the intelectual aptitudes of the individuals, and in consequence their 

individuaiity, are weakened. The heterogeneous is swamped by the homogeneous, 

and the unconscious qualities obtain the upper hand."M 

For this reason, the intellectual capacity of any crowd is d e s h e d ,  and the 

emotional and instinctual impulses are augrnented. Le Bon is careful to point out that 

this does not aiways mean the crowd will behave in a violent or destructive way, only 

that it becomes a force that is open to propositions and suggestion. With moral 

imperatives, the crowd couid conceivably cany out benevoient courses of action. Le 

Bon's importance for Lewis's work lies in the understanding that the individual 

would [ose al1 sense of autonorny ifsubaimed by the crowd, instead, becoming an 

"automaton who has ceased to be guided by his wilI."*' It is the inteliechial prowess 



and intentional will of the individual then, that renders the machine more than mere 

automaton, 

Lewis him.cei$ in taking up a protective stance towards individuality, states 

that "in ce- penods, 'the peopley are not fir preferable, individually, to theû 

mas ter^."^ It is individuaiity the4 which must be preserved in the artist at al costs. 

In the August 15. 19 14 edition of The E~oist, Ezra Pound proclaimed that 'The 

vorticist movement is a movement of individuah, for individuals, for the protection of 

individuality- Ifthere is such a process as evolution it is closely associated with the 

dierentiation of species. H d t y  has been interesting, more interesthg than the 

rest of the animal kingdom because the individual has been more easily disceniible 

fkom the herd."" 

Ln Lewis's The Crowd, rigid and anguiar urban structures surround and 

contain smail figures scattered throughout the composition. These small forms, 

though resembling mechanized automatons, appear to be engaged in various 

activities, some attempting to leave the outer fhme of the picture, others, in the 

distance scaling various structures and waving revolutionary flags. The humans in 

this composition can be seen as minor players in the hierarchical structure of urban 

existence. Lewis seems dispassionate and cold, removed nom the angst of these 

escaping figures who are striving to break out of the bounds ofthe composition, and 

who, at the same tirne, are fm fiom being the masters of their a i r r ~ u n d u i ~ s . ~  

46 Lewis, Wvndham, 67, 
47 P O U .  En_a 190. - r c  :. - 

Cork, Vorticisq 346. 



Therefore, the schematic stnictures in The Crowd uin be viewed as not only 

embodying foras in an urban fiamework which may cornpartmentalue and restrict 

human fteedom, but as an aiiegory for the necessity to control the unconscious and 

rash behavior of the kind of crowd mggesteci in Le Bon's analysis. The aaist 

becomes the symbol of inteliectual superiority' knowingiy obseMng the unwnscious 

behavior of the masses. The use ofmecbanid imagery becomes a metonymic 

extension of the artist's potency- Wïth thk abstracted and bighly structureci 

conception of an urban environmenî, Lewis seems to be saying that the foily of 

humanity must be controiied and contained by the power and intellectual cla~ity of 

gifted indîviduals withia society? This proposal would support not only Lewis's 

need for recognition and autonomy, but wodd satisfy the burning need to create a 

purposefùl mechankm for the artist's will. 

This is fùrther supported by Peters Corbm when he determines that The 

Crowd "presents the translation of the modem world at its most transgressive and 

disturbing into the ordered and calming autonomy  fart."'^ The artîst's canvas is a 

place of construction; the development of new pictorial languages with which to 

describe modem Me can also imply the development of schemes with which to create 

modem Mie. The Vorticists were partiaiiy correct when they dismissed the Futurists' 

reception of the modern world around them as 'passive' and impressionistic; if the 

49 Cork, Vorh'cism, 349- in BI- 2, Lewis pubfisbd the fïm part of "The Cxowd Uastcr," w h a  
the crowd is defined as "the first mobilisation of a countrytry" The story confiates "ruas emotion" 
with "madnessn-a deadly combination îhat encourages wa. There is "distiued the atmospheh of a 
death-wish, and ifits sombre mood sctms aimost to approach the timbrt of an elegy, this was M y  
cornmensurate with Lewis's grim realimtion that war thttatcaed the n r y  sumÎvai of the movcmcnt 
he was tryïng to dcvelop." 

David Peters Cork#, The Modernitv &Endi& Art 19 14-30 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1997). 36. 



measurement is based on a notion of fiabrication, the fùnctional and dynamic inner 

workings of the machine must be transiated into autonomous fomu via the 

inteliectuai rigour of the artist. The invention of living mechanical structures through 

art was central for the Vodcïsts and Ied to an inexorable progression towards the 

total and complete eradication ofbiologiul imperatives in the process of creatnrg the 

rnociém- 

In 1913. Léger mggesteci that the "modem conception is not simply a passing 

abstraction, valid only for a few initiates; it is the total expression of a new generation 

whose needs it shares and whose aspirations it atl~wem"~' Yet Léger also claimed 

that "in order to find in this break with tirne-honored habits a basis for a new pictorial 

harmony and a plastic means of deaihg with üfe and movement, there must be an 

artistic sensibility far in advance of the normal vision of the crowd."'* Again, this 

ambivalence between collective change and individual agency is felt; a relationship 

that could resemble in some ways, the aesthetic divisions that have always placed art 

and Me on opposite poles, particularly within ~ o r t i c i s m ~  

In 1932; Lewis himseIf provided a curious resolution to this eaigrnatic 

question, albeit several years d e r  the fact. Perhaps it took until that time to solve 

the riddle to his own satisfaction- In bis article "The Artist as Crowd" he States: 

Femand Léger, "The Ongins of Painting and its Representational Value" 19 13, Functionr of 
Painting (19651, trans. Alexandra Anderson, ed, Edward F, Fry. (New York: The V i i g  Press, 
1973), 10. 
" Ibid, "Contempomy Achievtmcnts in Paintinf 19 M,l2 

Ibid, "Affirmations: Jacob E e w  12 
"Our respect is not for the abject-matta, but for the mative powcr of the artist; for that which he is 
capable of adding to his subjcct h m  himiece or, in fact, his capability to dispense with externat 
subjects altogether, to create fiom himsdfor h m  elancnt~, We hold that life bas its own 
sati&ctions, and that after a man bas lived ii& up to the Mt, he shouîd stiU have srrfticient mcrgy 



Was this Lewis's attempt to come to te= with his own elitism in îavour of an 

aItniistic gestun towards unbéfsal expression? Wa he able to reconde both Ys 

anti-public stance, or cult of the ùidividual geMiJ, removed and detacheci from the 

phenornena which he studies, with the notion of art into Me? Ifit is the role ofthe 

genius artist to express the new realities of his age, than perhaps in the 'Vortex" 

Lewis sought out mechanid forces as a sort of catalyst. In this context, the machine 

can be viewed within Vorticism as an impervious structuring system for artistic 

notation, a systm that mîght swpass mere bioIogical expression and draw human 

expression into a transcendent mechanical realm, capable of expressing the changing 

function of art in the twentieth century. 

In opposition to Vorticism's emphasis on translating the world's chaos into 

order through the central org-g mechankm of the vortex, Dada appeared to 

embrace the irrationaüty of modem existence. In fact, the lack of coherence in the 

work of the Dadaists was a carefbliy thought out strategy for dealing with modemity, 

one that took into account the impact oftechnology on the human psyche. 

to go on to the satisfàctions of art, which are dBtrent fiom the mïsfiïctions of iüé- 1 wiii not say 
toftiiy: they are beyond it, The satislâctions of art ciiffer 6tom the saiistàctions of Iife. .-" 
54 Wyndham Lewis, "The Artist as CrowQw Crcatiues of mit and Crcatuhs of Channt: Essaw on 
Art. Literature and Societv 1914-1956, ed. Paui Edwards, (Santa Rosa: Biack Sparrow Press, 1989), 
L73. 



Photomontage, the use ofphotography in tandem with printing and collage 

techniques, w u  a method that not ody ernbraced aspects of emerging technoIogies, 

but dîd so in a seIfanscious way that semeci a critical b d o a  h addition, t 

served a constructive hction that extended out ofmachine technology, in its 

composite nature, it canbe viewad as a reflection of the complnc and multifaceted 

aspect of machine construction, 

mthin the iiterature, it has been standard to equate the technique of 

photomontage with an emerging modemhm at the turn of the century." Technology 

plays a cornplex role in new pictorid languages designed to explore "the modem". 

Within Arnerican Modemism, Precisionism promoted the camera as an instrument 

that might reform and restructure perception; technology fiom this perspective is not 

a place of obstruction between the individual and reality' rather, the machine can be 

viewed as deforming reaIity in a creative way. It transfomis reality, acting as a 

"screen7' or "nlter" through which modernism might be understood." For Moholy- 

Nagy, the camera was invaluable in tems of educating the eye to deal with modem 

foms and concepts surroundhg technology, dtimately leading to a new form of 

vision and visuality. He stated that the camera, with its ability '90 complete or 

nippfement our optical instrument, the eye' would help us to disengage ounelves 

h m  traditional percephial habits-"s7 

'' Barbara Zabei, "The Machine and New York Dada," Makinn Mischid Dada Invades New York, 
ed Francis M. N a m  and Beth Vem (New York: Whitney Museum of Amencan Art, 1996), 
281. 
56 Miles Orvell, Mer the Machine: Visuai Arts and the Erasinn of Cultural Bounda"~. Jackson: 
University P m  of hdksissippi, 1995), 9-10. 
'' Maholy-Nagy quoted in Dam Ades, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), 148. 



Equaiiy important, photomontage maintained an allegoricd hction; its 

usefiilness as a muiti-layered tool for understanding the cornplex issues surrounding 

modeniism dowed Dada to explore uncharteci territory in the visuai arts. In contrast 

to a symbolic reading of an image, degorical readings introduce contradiction and 

pluralisrn of meaaing into a work Craig Owens has stated that "In allegorical 

structure' then. one text is r e d  thrmgh anotha, however hgmentary, intermittent, 

or chaotic their relatiombip may be."" 

For Dada, photomontage was not a method of charthg or doaunenting stable 

creative reflections of one's environment. Instead, Dada's use of photomontage can 

be viewed as an ironic method of strategking uncertainty. By embracing the 

uncertainty and complexity of modem experience, and allowing this to play itselfout 

in their work, the Dadaists were engaging with their environment in a way that was 

both positive and criticai, without being reductive. Stephen C. Foster, in his andysis 

of Dada, stated that "no matter what the specific position taken, Dada was ahvays 

about how one could or could not transact living and history; that is, how one codd 

or could not make workable contracts with it.. ."59 This is particularly m e  of the 

work of Hannah Hoch who, in her attempt to deal with the compiex nature of an 

emerging feminism, simdtaneously refiected, constnicted, and transacted images of 

the New Woman through the allegorical method of montage." 

s8 Craig Owens quoted in Erlaud Lâvin, Cut with the Kitchen Knift: The Weimar Photornonta~tcs of 
Hanaah HWh (Nëw Haven: Y& University Ptess, 1993), 24. 
s9 Stephen C Fostcr, rlada Cnticism, Anti-Criticism and A Cnticism." Dada Sacrnim: 
The Dialectics of Revoit, ed. StGpen C. Foster and RudoifE Kuenzli (Madison & Iowa City: Coda 
Press, Inc. & the University of Iowa, 1979) 3 5 4 ,  

Lavin, 4. 



The way in which Dada conducteci their collage work suggests that they were 

hctioning on a c r i t i d  level that superseded mere aesthetic positionin& whether it 

be under the nibric of construction or mimesis. Their work can therefore be seen as a 

type of cultural analysis verging on metadiscourse where not only ailture, but the 

artistic approaches themselves to that same cultural mataiai, cornes under scmtinyy 

In many ways, their chi& target appeared to be traditiod Western and Cart&m 

modes of thinking which involved deiimitation and the foredosure of artistic 

possibility.61 In addition, the exactitude of photography, rendered incoherent through 

montage and fkagmentation, might indicate the triumph of the irrational over 

reductive approaches to representation and reality. 

The role of the machine in this metadiswune is as complex and ambiguous as 

it is lucrative and rich with meaning/possibilitytY Perhaps the best image with the 

greatest potential for exploring these complexities is the concept of the cyborg or 

mechanical figure. The mechanized individual in Dada holds an ambiguous yet 

fascinating position as both the abject and the object of an emerging modem vision 

based on the machine and technologyg As object, the cyborg fùnctions to impress 

upon the viewer the various ways in which technology impacts on the human psyche 

andor body. As subject, the mechanized individual is dotted new abilities that 

render it aptly suited to mental swival in a growing mechanistic environment. Raoul 

Enckson John D., The Cultural Politics of Dada," Dada: The Coordinates of Cultural Politiq eb 
Stephen C. Foster (New York G K  H d i  & Co., 1996), 13. 
62 Matthew Biro, "The Ntw Man as Cyborg: Figures of Technology in Weimar V d  Culture," 
New German Critiaue 62 (Spring-Summtr 1994): 73, 



Hausmann's 1920 portrait Tatlin at Home (Fig. 3 1) illustrates this point weii. 

Vewed by many Dadaists as the embodîment ofthe mw machiueage artist, Vladimir 

Tatlin's image in this work aiongside bgmmtsy signs, and symbols associated with 

him, iiiustrates one of the goals of the Dada artiMproducer: the materiai exploration 

of the world, and the constnictivejuxtaposition of these elements to m e r  

investigate their ~igniscance.~ Wth aU rnanner of mechanical parts emerghg ftom 

his head, this portrait makes clear that man is both a construction of his mechanistic 

environment as well as its produca. 

Tatiin at Home also implies îhat the merging of man and machine may in hct 

resolve itseifthrough the very absurdity of such a coupluig. As discussed in the fint 

chapter of this thesis, Hausrnann's concept of Creative Indinerence as a "plane for 

the appearance ofconflicts" allowed for the productive CO-existence of contradictory 

or irreconcilable ideas andior images. In Tatlin at Home, as weN as in Mechanical 

Head (1 92 1; Fig. 3 2)' a coiledon of machine fragments extends in an almost 

ridiculous fashion, out of the bodies of the depicted subjects. Humour and wit aside, 

the ongoing confiation in our century of the human brain and the machine indicates 

that more and more, human thought processes are behg considered in an increasingty 

mechanistic light. Taken hto account, the absurd nature of Hausmann's mechanized 

heads points out this relationship as one that is both arbitrary as weli as mnsmicted; 

the center of consciousness can be viewed as an aimoa empty receptacle that 

develops itself around such cultural nagxnents of technologya nie  potential ùiherent 

Ibid, 80-1. 
a Timothy Benson, Wysticism, Matcrialism, and the Machine in B c r h  Dada," An J o d  46.1 
(Spring 1987): 52. 



in such imagery is m e r  enhanced by its open-ended nature, and Hausmann's beiief 

in Creative hdifference facilitates the coliage technique that Iics behind such absurd 

yet intriguing representations of the human miad. Witimatety, Creative Indifference 

cm be viewed as a type of cognition that is baseci on the inationai, aud is therefore 

expansive rather than reduaive. 

In contrast to tbis acceptance ofthe irrationai, photomontage and collage 

techniques have traditionally been viewed as the embodiment of a new machine-age 

art; for some this cornes with connotati011~ of order, efficiency, and coiIective 

hction. Likewise, for o h ,  coiiage has been interpreted as antitheticai to 

romanticism and organic approaches to art-making? 1 would argue that Dada 

fiindons outside this type of framework The argument c m  be made that with some 

Dada artists, a romantic organicity in fact characterizes theu work; this underscores 

the fact that Dada producers were extremely individualistic in theù approach, and that 

as a general mie, no nile can be stated unequivocaliy regarding Dada as a movement. 

The work of Kurt Schwitters is a fûndamental example of this organic 

approach to coiiage. one that appears contradictory if one maintains a rigid division 

between works which are mechanicai in structure or content, and those which 

embrace the organic and the intuitive. Dada undertook the project of disrupting nich 

reductive approaches to art making. and Schwitters tellingly showed a facination 

This argument bas arisen h m  the notion that works that arc compriseâ of found materiais 
indicates a changcd appmach to the material world around us, a new sense of time and space, and 
the loss of a "totalizing tradition." Uitimatcly, this understanding of collage and photomontage has 
corne out of tht idea that changes in industry, m a s  media, and culture due to the Industrial 
Revolution, have forever altered out methods of art-production in a way that mens it to industrial 
production Set Domthea Dietrich, "Mc= and the Longing for Wholencss," Dada: 
Cologne/Hanwer, cd. Stephen C. Foster and Charloite Stokes (New York GX, Hall & Co., 1997), 
109. 



with both the organic as weil as the mechanid He iiiustrated his interest in 

machinery when he recounted a work position he had held: 

The fa& that he drew an equivdency between machines and the h m  mind indicates 

that in his approach to collage, he included notions of a diaerent type of cognition 

based on the machine. 

Interestingly, in the work of Schwitters, this love of machinery appears 

subsumed by an aimost romantic -ation of human creativity and the organic. In 

his work Construction for noble ladies (Kotl~frtlukoonjGr ede Frmen) of 19 19 (Fig. 

33), he includes a variety of found materials, including several mechaaical parts, and a 

smali passenger car of a toy train. In a passage talking about the creation of this 

work, Schwitters afnrms a certain arnount ofmythology nirrounding notions of 

creativity and artistic generativity. He describes an unlikely namitive of how he came 

across the components for his pichire, and the joumey that led him to the objects that 

were meant to find a place in his work Dorothea Dietrich, in her article entitled 

"Men and the Longing for Wholenes~~" points to this narrative aspect of the work 

that ties the work to maker, to the story ofits creation, and to a tradition of craft, and 

asseits that it is an h a t i o n  of human power over the machine!' 

What makes his work so Vitriguing fiom this perspective, is that while setting 

out in typical Dada fashion to destroy clear meaning, he underwrites the work with 

66 Schwitters quoted in Dieuich, 1 10. 
ibid-, 113. CIairning that the narrative funcùons to counteraa the dismptive ef5ectS of 

fragmentation inherent in his collage technique, Dietrich fiirthtr underlines this by drawing 



his own sense of wholeness and spirituality, which reveals his belief in the importance 

- of human creativity? Further, his use of the machine components, rather than 

suggesting themes of mechanization and/or dienation, indicates that he includes the 

machine as an integral part of the human condition, and tbat for him, it can be 

hamoniously integrated into an orgcmic compositio~~ The fkct that the machine 

parts in this work. the toy train and the whds, are broken, signifies for Dietrich that 

Schwitters is afnnning an organic Iife-force over the forces of the machine, and that 

together with the myth of its creation, the hgmentation of modem Iife h d s  its 

resoiution thcough its immersion in nature.(g 

Schwitters fds in Iine with the theoreticai stance of such art theorists as 

Adoif Behne, who in his text The Return of Art (Die Wiederkohr der Kunst) of 19 19, 

felt that art was the oniy possible way to transform society, and that experience and 

intuition must iiberate themselves nom rationalist thought in order to enact the 

creative experience. Technology within this fkamework was viewed as threatening. 

This debate between a need for wholeness and human experience despite the 

disruptive infiuence of technology, had found its voice in many sources: Nietzsche, 

and the sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies, in his text Communitv and Society 

(Gemeinschaj? und Geseilschafi) of 1887. Here, a contrast is outlined between the 

authentic, O rganic hamony of community and the materialistic fkagmentation of 

attention to the fàct that hc appüed a thin laiycr of pigment ovcr al l  the components of his picturc in 
order to tie them togethcr and lend thcm an intemnnectedncssCSS 

ibid, 113. 
69 ibid., 114. 
'O ibid., 115-16, 



Schwitters's use of organicism in his wo& may in fàct ody represent the 

'2onging for Wholeness" d e r  tha.  the achievement ofit. His role as a Dada artist, 

in combination with the ambiguous and intenseiy personal nature of his work. 

indicates the eiumph and amstic potential ofthe irrational over any cornpiete or 

totatlizing romantic narrative- EIis approach to art-maling in line with many other 

Dada artists, p l a d  importance on the notion of ErZebnfs (experience); through the 

process of dewntextualization and dissociation, objeas in theMi vocabuiary are 

left open to multiple reridings." 1t is the active participation of the viewer which 

reconstnicts the meaning of the work, and perhaps this is the wholeness to wfiich 

Dietrich refers. 

1 would argue that it is the ambiguous inclusion of the mechanical elements in 

the coiiage work of Schwitters'sy H6ch and Hausmann, which fulfill their respective 

Dada destinies as ongohg question marks on the role of the machine in human 

cognition. In her text Photomontam, Dawn Ades writes about the potential of 

photography in tandem with collage techniques: 

Before Dada and Sunealism began to pursue 'the systematic derangement ofthe senses', as 
Rimbaud callai it, by pictorial as weli as  other mcans, the fischathg paradox of king able 
to distort reaiity with the medium which was its tniest mirror had often been explored in 
iiiusuated magazines and above a i l  in the medium of the popular postcard 

1s this not what the human brain does with memories? Collage technique emphasizes 

the discontinuities which continuaiiy surround us in our "modem" visual 

environment. Can we not view collage and photomontage as a possible reflection of 

the type of image-making that goes on cognitively withia the expenencing abject? 



By utïiizing the highly mimetic and illusionary nature ofphotographic material in a 

way that mirrocs our own chaotic visiodperception, photomontage was able to 

express in a completely noveL way, the experience of modem cognition in the first 

part of this century- 

In conclusion, by opening imagery up to endless possibilities in tenns of 

meaning md signincance, Da& can be viewed as aeatively umaveüng the 

simultaneous nature of modern experïence. However, in opposition to Vorticism's 

attempt to order the chaos of modern Me through thm central mecbanism, the 

vortex, Dada ailows for the irrationaiity of modem lifé and indeed the irrationality of 

the human subject to reveal itself. The faa that Dada can be seen to counter the 

rationalism of Vorticism, whiie stil displayhg an intense interest in the machine is as 

intriguing as it is perplexhg. Perhaps it reflects the fact that what we make of the 

machine ultimately reflects our own vision and purpose; in essence, this effeaively 

rendea the machine an organic entity within the totality of human experience. In its 

celebration of chance and uncertainty, and in its employment of ironic distance, Dada 

art production may be the best and last defense ofthe individual in the face of 

tecbnological change. 
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Fig. 1 Antonio Sanf' Elia, The New Citv: Terraced Building Over Two-Level Street (19 14) 



Fig. 2 Giacomo BaiIa, Abstract Sueed (19 13) 

Fig, 3 Luigi Russolo, Rebellion (19 11-12) 



Fig. 4 Umberto Boccioni, The Forces of the Street (19 11) 

Fig- 5 Umberto Boccioni, The Citv Rises (19 10) 



F i g  6 a) Umberto Boccioni, States of Mind: The Farewells (19 11) 



Fig. 6 b) Umberto Boccioni, States of Mind: Those Who Go (19 1 1) 

Fig. 6 c) Umberto Boccioni, States of Mind: Those Who Stav (19 11) 



Fig. 7 a) Jacob Epstein, The Rock Drill 
(19 13- 16; 1974 Reconstruction of original) 



Fig. 7 b) Jacob Epstein, The Rock Drill (19130L6, Bronze Tom fkom the original) 



Fig. 9 Wyndham Lewis, The Dancina Ladies (19 13-14) 

Fig- 8 Man Ray, Damedilancer (1920) 



Fig. 10 Umberto Boccioni, 
Uni~ue Forms of Continuitv Zn Smce (19 13) 



Fig. 1 1 Francis Picabia, Machine Tm Ouicklv 



The Mechanical Forces of Love 
in Movement (19 16) 

Fig. L3 Marcel Duchamp, 

Fig, 14 Francis Picabia 
Portrait of a Young Amencan Girl 
in a State of Nuditv (L9 15) 

The Bride s t n ~ ~ e d  Bare bv her Bacheiors Even (19 LS-23) 



Fig. L5 Hannah Hôch, Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada through the 
Last Weimar Beer Bellv Cultural E~och of Germanv (19 19-20) 



Fig. 16 Hannah H6ch 
English Female Dancet (1928) 

Fig, L7 Hannah Hoch, 
Russian Femaie Dancer (1928) 



Fig. 18 Hannah H&h. Eauilibrium (1925) 



Fig. 19 Hannab Hoch, The Beautifid Girl (19 19-20) 



Fig, 20 Wyndharn Lewis, The Celibate (1909- ) 







Fig- 23 Frederick Etchells. Hvde Park (19 14-15) 

Fig. 24 Edward Wakvorth, A Short FIieht (19 14) 



Fig, 25 Wyndham Lewis. Comwsition Hi 
( 'Vorticist SX-etchbook ' 19 1445) 



Fig, 26 Wyndham Lewis. Comuosition Vm 
( 'Vorticist Sketchbook' 19 14-15) 



Fig 3 1 Raoul Hausmann, Tatlui at Home (1920) 



Fig, 32 Raoul Hausmann, Mechanical Head (1921) 



Fig- 33 Kurt Schwitters. Construction for noble ladies (19 19) 
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