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1 Hugo Ball (1886-1927) 'Dada Fragments'

Together with Emmy Hennings, Ball founded the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich on 5 Februa~
1916. The aim, as he later declared, was 'to remind the world thatthere are independent men
"beyond war and Nationalism" who live for other ideals'. These 'Fragments' and diary entries
from 1916-17 were originally published in Ball's book Flucht aus der Zeit (Flight from Time),
Munich/Leipzig, 1927. The present translation, by Eugene Jolas, is taken from Motherwell,
The Dada Painters and Poets, New York, 1951, pp. 57-4. (The ellipses are integraL)

March 12, 1916 - Introduce symmetries and rhythms instead of principles. Contra-
diet the existingworld orders ...

What we are celebrating is at once a buffoonery and a requiem mass.

June 12, 1916 - What we call Dada is a harlequinade made of nothingness in which
all higher questions are involved, a gladiator's gesture, a play with shabby debris, an
execution of postured morality and plenitude ...

The Dadaist loves the extraordinary, the absurd, even. He knows that life asserts
itself in contradictions, and that his age, more than any preceding it, aims at the
destruction of all generous impulses. Every kind of mask is therefore welcome to
him, every play at hide and seek in which there is an inherent power of deception.
The direct and the primitive appear to him in the midst of this huge anti-nature, as
being the supernatural itself. ..

The bankruptcy of ideas having destroyed the concept of humanity to its very
innermost strata, the instincts and hereditary backgrounds are now emerging patho-
logically. Since no art, politics or religious faith seems adequate to dam this rorrenr,
there remain only the biague and the bleeding pose ...

The Dadaist trusts more in the sincerity of events than in the wit of persons. To him
persons may be had cheaply, his own person not excepted. He no longer believes in the
comprehension of things from one point of departure but is nevertheless convinced of
the union of all things, of totality, to such an extent that he suffers from dissonances ro
the point of self-dissOlution .. _
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The Dadaist fights against the death-throes and death-drunkenness of his time.
Averse to every clever reticence, he cultivates the curiosity of one who experiences
delight even in the most questionable forms of insubordination. He knows that this
world of systems has gone to pieces, and that the age which demanded cash has
organized a bargain sale of godless philosophies. Where bad conscience begins for the
market-booth owners, mild laughter and mild kindliness begin for the Dadaist ...

June 13, 1916 - The image differentiates us. Through the image we comprehend.
Whatever it may be - it is night - we hold the print of it in our hands.

The word and the image are one. Painting and composing poetry belong together.
Christ is image and word. The word and the image are crucified.

June 18, 1916 - We have developed the plasticity of the word to a point which can
hardly be surpassed. This result was achieved at the price of the logically constructed,
rational sentence, and therefore, also, by renouncing the document (which is only
possible by means of a time-robbing grouping of sentences in a logically ordered
syntax). 'We were assisted in our efforts by the special circumstances of our age,
which does not allow a real talent either to rest or ripen, forcing it to a premature
test of its capacities, as well as by the emphatic elan of our group, whose members
sought to surpass each other by an even greater intensification and accentuation of their
platform. People may smile, if they want to; language will thank us for our zeal, even if
there should not be any directly visible results. We have charged the word with forces
and energies which made it possible for us to rediscover the evangelical concept of the
'word' (logos) as a magical complex of images ...

* * *November 21, /916 _ Note about a criticism of individualism: The accentuated 'I' has
Constant interests, whether they be greedy, dictatorial, vain or lazy. It always follows
appetites, so long as it does not become absorbed in society. Whoever renounces his
interests, renounces his 'I'. The 'I' and the interests are identical. Therefore, the
individualistic-egoistic ideal of the Renaissance ripened to the general union of the
mechanized appetites which we now see before us, bleeding and disintegrating.

* * *March 30, 1917 _ The new art is sympathetic because in an age of total disruption it
has conserved the will-to-the-image; because it is inclined to force the image, even
though the means and parts be antagonistic. Convention triumphs in the (moralistic
evaluation of the parts and details; art cannot be concerned with this. It drives toward
the in-dwelling, all-connecting life nerve; it is indifferent to external resistance. One
might also say: morals are withdrawn from convention, and utilized for the sale
purpose of sharpening the senses of measure and weight ...

* * *April 18, 1917 _ Perhaps the art which we are seeking is the key to every former art: a

talornonic key that will open aU mysteries.

May 23, 1917 -Dadaism _ a mask play, a burst oflaughter? And behind it, a synthesis
of the romantic, dandyistic and _ daemonistic theories of the 19th century.
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The artist Is of course entirely free to make use of any science (e.g., mathematics), any technique(e.g.,
printing-press, machine, erc.) and anymaterial whatever, to achieve this c~actitude. . .. .

2 What the decadents of Cubism with their 'superrealism' are now almost without exception aumngu,IS
exactly the same thing: a classical, painterly harmony achieved by means borrowed from nature. ~hal.m
this process the natural forms are not intended as such but arc to be regarded onl~ as obJeclm
phenomena, makes, from the artistic point of view, no fundamental difference. One might labelihs
movement Nco-Baroque. .

In Impressionism this cancelling out was expressed intuitively. In order to achieve, a ha.nnomotls
impression one colour was cancelled our by another. Hence the expression: colour-relationship.

6 Piet Mondrian (1872-1944) 'Dialogue on the New Plastic'

Mondrian absorbed the lessons of Cubism during a stay in Paris before the First WorldWar.
He returned to Holland in 1914. There he developed both the practice of a new abstractart
and the theoretical principles underlying it. One of the most extensive early attemptsto
explain the principles of his new art took the form of a dialogue with a doubting critic. By~e
device of identifying this critic as a singer, Mondrian was enabled to use musical analogiesIn
his explanations. The essay was originally published as 'Dialoog over de Nieuwe Beelding'in
two issues ofDe Stljl, Leiden, February and March 1919. (It should be noted thatthe Dutch
term beelding carries connotations of forming and making which are absent from themore
basically material sense of 'plastic'.) The present extract is taken from the English translation
in Harry Holzman and Martin S. James (eds. and trans.), The New Art _ The New Life: The
Collected Writings of Piet Mondrian, Boston, 1986, pp, 75-81. (For a later text by Mondrian
see IVAIO.)

A: A Singer
B: A Painter

A: I admire your earlier work. Because it means so much to me, I would like betterto
understand your present way of painting. I see nothing in these rectangles. Whatare
you aiming at?

B: My newpaintings ha ve the sameaim as the previous ones. Both ha ve the same aim,
but my latest work brings it out more clearly.

A: And whatis that?
B: To expressrelationships plasticallythrough oppositions of color and line.
A: But didn't your earlier work represent nature?
B: I expressedmyselfby means ofnature.But if you carefullyobserve the sequenceof

my work, you will see that it progressively abandoned the naturalistic appearance of
things and increasingly emphasized the plastic expression of relationships.

A: Do you find, then, that natural appearance interferes with the plastic expression of
relationships?

B: You must agree that if two words are sung with the same strength, with the same
emphasis, eachweakens the other. One cannot express both natural appearance aswe
see it and plasticrelationships with the same determinateness. In naturalistic form, in
naturalistic color, and in naturalistic line, plastic relationships are veiled. To be
expressed plastically in a determinate way, relationships must be represented only
through colorand line. In the capriciousness of nature, form and color are weakened
by curvature and by the corporeality of things. To give the means of expression of


