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Modernism on Parade

Innovation, acceleration, progress, urbanity, science, and industrialization are 
parameters commonly associated with modernity. But there are different ideas 
about where to locate the beginning (in the early twentieth century or still earlier) 
and—possible—end of this “epoch,” one that was marked by fundamental renewal 
and momentous changes. Now that we have begun regarding history under the 
aspect of the effects of colonialism, and considering globalization from more finely 
differentiated perspectives, the concept that there is just one modernity has come 
under fire. Eurocentric universalism has been supplanted by multiple modernisms—
including non-European and local variations.

When the museum’s founding director, Werner Hofmann, began collecting examples 
of “classical modernism” in 1959, the primacy of the Euro-American canon was still 
unchallenged. The exhibition Modernism on Parade looks at these earliest holdings 
from the vantage point of contemporary artists who re-examine the modernist 
formal language and concepts in the selected works, which for the most part have 
become part of the mumok collection over the past ten years. In the process, they 
reveal the contradictions, blind spots, and unrealized potentials of the utopian 
project of modernism. Instead of constructing a linear history of development, 
Modernism on Parade thus proposes a dialogue between the oldest and most 
recent works in the collection as a springboard for five different stories that shed 
light on the interconnections as well as the ruptures within modernism and between 
modernisms. The entanglement of past and present is rendered palpable here  
as an active process of reassessment and renewed appreciation in which shifting 
sociopolitical, socio-cultural, and philosophical discourses are reflected. 



Modernism and the “Other”

Western modernism’s extensive dependence on other cultures is illuminated at the 
start of the exhibition, where Constantin Brancusi’s highly polished bronze figure of 
a woman’s head (1) exemplifies early modernism’s engagement with non-European 
art and with stereotypes of “typically African” physiognomy. According to Brancusi, 
he had the idea for this sculpture, which resulted in two series, after viewing an 
exhibition in Marseille in 1922 that was designed to demonstrate French colonial 
power, where he had observed a woman of African descent. Brancusi’s work from 
1933 confronts Andrea Fraser’s 82-part photo installation White People in West 
Africa, 1989/1991/1993, (2) thus putting it in a critical context. With her attention 
focused on Western tourists in West African countries, Fraser analyzes the effects 
of (neo-)colonialism, which have remained virulent to this day, and, with them, the 
historically conditioned and fundamentally questionable line white Europeans draw 
between them and the „Other.“ The history of colonialism and slavery, the “original 
sins” of modernity, and their entanglement with gender discrimination are addressed 
by the afroamerican artist Kara Walker in her artist’s book Freedom, A Fable:  
A Curious Interpretation of the Wit of a Negress in Troubled Times, 1997 (3). Using 
pop-up paper silhouettes, Walker depicts a former slave woman’s hopeless struggle 
for freedom in the era of the American Civil War as she faces disenfranchisement, 
exploitation, and violence. The persistence of colonial racism in the present is 
addressed by Destiny Deacon in her film Forced into Images, 2001 (4). Two children, 
members of Australia‘s indigenous population and Deacon‘s nice and nephew, are 
shown using masks to swap skin color and gender—and the stereotypical attributes 
attached to them—in a seemingly playful manner.

Before the First World War, interest in non-European cultures was largely limited 
to a yearning for exotic experiences and to formal aesthetic borrowings from 
ethnographic artifacts that had been amassed as colonial trophies in metropolitan 
museums. Robert Goldwater, an art historian who was married to Louise Bourgeois, 
published the first comprehensive scholarly study of the relationship between 
non-European and (Western) modern art, titled Primitivism in Modern Painting 
(1938). Bourgeois described her series of totemic Personages, (5) whose abstract 
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anthropomorphic form and austere verticality recall the wooden steles of African 
and Oceanic art, as personalized apparitions of people she had left behind in France 
when she came to New York, which she invested with her feelings of homesickness 
and loss. In Cubism, forward-looking formal principles were developed based on 
African sculpture, such as the simultaneous multiple views of individual parts of the 
body that Pablo Picasso still masterfully celebrates in late works such as Femme 
assise à l‘écharpe verte (Seated Woman with Green Scarf, 1961) (6). André Derain, 
who like many artists was familiar with the collections of the Musée d’éthnographie 
du Trocadéro in Paris, achieved a radical renewal of sculpture based on the 
elementary form of the block, from which he carved out the figure of the Homme 
acroupi (Crouching Man, 1907) (7) with just a few blows of the hammer and chisel. 
The Syrian-Lebanese artist Simone Fattal based her Pink House, 2007, (8) produced 
a century later, on a different archetype: Largely closed off from the outside, the clay 
sculpture becomes a universal symbol of an elementary shelter or dwelling. The 
apparent contradiction between modernity and tradition is undermined here by the 
simultaneous reference to simple modernist forms and non-Western traditions—in 
this case Mesopotamian and Sumerian settlement forms. 

In the Surrealist art of the interwar period, references to non-European cultures 
shifted. Ethnological interest now came together with anti-colonial protest 
and rebellion against the norms of Western, capitalist societies. The harrowing 
experiences of the First World War also gave rise to an increased interest in non-
rational modes of experience as tools for critical thinking. Dreams, hallucinations, 
trance states, and madness, as well as childlike creativity, were now identified 
with the “primitive.” This gave rise to a wide variety of images, such as Joan Miro’s   
goblin-like Head, 1954, (9) with its huge eye sockets, the colorful insect-like creatures 
in Max Ernst’s Feast of the Gods, 1948, (10) and the psychedelic-looking face in 
Bella Bella, 1941, (11) by Wolfgang Paalen, who founded while in exile in Mexico an 
artists’ group with affiliated journal (Dyn) that advocated for linking ethnological field 
research with art and the natural sciences. The manifold masks and hybrid beings 
on display here meet up with Judith Hopf’s at once modernist and archaic objects, 
such as Trying to Build a Mask out of a Smart Phone Package, 2013 (12). Following 
a contemporary ethnographic impulse, the artist made them from digital device 
packaging and then duplicated them using powder-based 3D printing technology. 
Her work marries tinkering with whatever is at hand (“bricolage”) with “the art of 
engineering,” the two approaches described by the French ethnologist and linguist 
Claude Lévi-Strauss in The Savage Mind (La pensée sauvage, 1962) as opposites 
marking non-Western magical thinking versus Western rational cognition. 



The Blind Spots of Abstraction 

Beginning with Henri Matisse’s richly colored stained-glass window, this section 
focuses on areas that have been exorcised from geometric abstraction since 
modernism: arts & crafts, decoration, ornamentation, and corporeality. Lierre en 
fleurs (Ivy in Flower), 1956 (1953), (13) for which Matisse composed colored cutouts 
into a large collage that was posthumously transferred to glass, exemplifies the 
artistic rehabilitation of ornament. In the stained-glass window, form and color 
converge, with no hierarchical distinction made on the flat picture plane between 
figure and ground, ornamental form and pictorial content; following traditional 
Japanese pictorial concepts, all elements relate to each other on equal terms. Karl 
Blossfeldt’s photographic close-ups of plant details likewise stylize the organic 
forms of nature into ornamental signs. Originally produced as teaching aids for 
artisanal training, the photos were widely distributed in book form under the title  
Art Forms in Nature (14) as from 1928.

Artists such as Paul Klee and Kurt Schwitters conjoined an abstract formal 
language with intuition and irrationality, acknowledging the rational technological 
approaches propagated at the Bauhaus since the late 1920s with a touch of irony. 
Klee’s Vogelscheuche (Scarecrow, 1935) (15), from his series of square pictures, toys 
with the potential of a simple composition made up of a brown square, red circle, 
and four bars but can at the same time be read as a political commentary on the 
rise of the Nazis. The understanding of the image as a mock-up that is suggested 
by the figure of the Scarecrow inspired Maja Vukoje to produce her own series 
of Scarecrows, which begins with a boudoir scene: Untitled, 2013 (16). Vukoje 
relates her hybrid bodies, which are configured out of heterogenous elements, to 
contemporary debates on the Anthropocene age. She thus takes up Klee’s idea of 
a “metamorphotic process,” with which the latter wanted to lead the way back  
to a primeval world before any “distinctions” were made between different forms  
of being.

The connections between stubbornly persisting revaluations and devaluations of 
autonomous versus applied art, between “high” and “low,” along with the construct of 
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“male” artistic genius and the distinctions made between creative and reproductive 
practice, have been sufficiently documented by feminist research. For example, 
the works of Sophie Taeuber-Arp, a pioneer of abstraction and at the same time an 
important champion of the decorative, have long been exhibited either in the context 
of “fine” or “applied” art. Taeuber-Arp taught at Zurich’s Kunstgewerbeschule (School 
of Applied Arts) and was a protagonist of the city’s Dada movement. Her abstract 
pictorial inventions, such as Construction No. 5, 1942, (17) are examples of creative 
border-crossing between art, design, craft, and everyday life. Using glass painting, 
bronze, enamel, or textiles, modern (female) artists employed a variety of media 
and formats that established connections to other areas of life and production. 
Ulrike Müller’s works, which deal with the relationship between abstraction and 
the body, can be seen against the backdrop of the “gendered” history of (abstract) 
painting. She employs clichéd motifs such as cats or flowers and experiments 
in the liminal realms between indifferent symbols and bodily forms. Using “non-
artistic” techniques such as enamel or textiles, Müller raises questions about what 
constitutes “personal expression.” For example, she leaves the production of her rugs 
(18) to expert weavers in Teotitlán del Valle, Mexico. Textiles continue to provide fertile 
ground as a field of discourse and practice in the digital age, as demonstrated by 
Jenni Tischer in her Pin Grid Array, 2014, (19) which alludes to both physical pins and 
PINs (personal identification numbers). She suggests here a genealogy ranging from 
artisanal weaving patterns based on the 1/0 principle, through punch card weaving 
in the course of industrialization, in which pattern strips were scanned with pins, to 
present-day computer technology.

In 1957, Clement Greenberg, the influential American apologist for self-referential 
abstract painting, warned that the decorative was “the specter that haunts modernist 
painting.” Building on previous “purity myths” of modernism, Greenberg aimed to 
banish all functional, narrative, and ideological contexts from the image. Meanwhile, 
his radical formalism has itself become a specter in the appreciation of abstract 
painting. In the early 1990s, Christopher Wool developed his floral repeats applied to 
aluminum surfaces with rubber rollers as a critical response to this point of view (20). 
They resemble an endlessly repeatable wallpaper pattern, and yet Wool thwarts 
the impression of a seamless mass-produced aesthetic by intentionally leaving 
random production-related flaws in place. As early as the 1970s, the American 
Pattern and Decoration movement had already set itself the goal of bringing color, 
diversity of form, and affectivity back into art. Robert Kushner’s monumental painting 
The Four Seasons. Spring, 1990, (21) shows how much the protagonists of Pattern 
and Decoration drew on concepts of flatness and decoration in modernism, for 
example on Matisse, whose work was extraordinarily popular in the USA. 



Art and Science 

Revolutionary scientific advances around 1900—including the theory of relativity, 
the discovery of electromagnetic waves including X-rays, the beginnings of wireless 
communication, and psychoanalysis—shaped a radically new understanding of 
the world and influenced the artistic avant-gardes. The idea of a fourth dimension 
expanding the three-dimensional space inspired artists in their development of 
Cubism, Futurism, and Surrealism. In their treatise Du Cubisme, 1912, Albert Gleizes 
and Jean Metzinger outlined the theoretical principles of Cubism. They based their 
arguments on the mathematical research of Bernhard Riemann and Henri Poincaré 
on non-Euclidean geometry and the idea of space as multi-layered and curved. 
The key figure in the scientific artistic preoccupation with the fourth dimension 
was Marcel Duchamp. His work broke with all the conventions of representation, 
embracing the new media of film and photography. Here, machines, apparatus, 
and engines blur the boundaries between art, scientific experiment, and visual 
entertainment, as manifested in Duchamp’s mesmerizing Rotoreliefs, 1935 (1953) 
(22). In his collection of materials in a green box in La Mariée mise à nu par ses 
célibataires même, La Boîte Verte (The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, 
Even, The Green Box, 1934) (23), his ironic take on science is expressed by notes, 
construction drawings, and photographs of his own artworks and archaeological 
sites.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, physics freed itself from its dependence 
on direct observation and transitioned to indirect abstract measurement. During the 
same period, artists in turn departed from the imitation of nature in favor of depicting 
what was not directly representable and thus initiated the anti-illusionist turn in 
modernism. One of its pioneers was Piet Mondrian, whose Composition with Double 
Line and Blue (unfinished), 1935, (24) constitutes an attempt to represent pure non-
objectivity as a reflection of universal harmony. John Baldessari’s media-reflexive 
photographic work Color Corrected Studio (with Window), 1972–1973, (25) alludes 
ironically to Mondrian’s dogmatic notions of painting and the unity of art and life as 
a “society of balanced relationships.” Mondrian’s ideas still echo in American hard-
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edge painting of the 1960s, for example in Correspondence Orange-Blue, 1965, (26) 
by Leon Polk Smith, who explores therein the dynamic effect of interlocking forms 
and monochrome color planes, inspired at the same time by the design principles of 
his Cherokee ancestors.

New dimensions in space and the physical exploration of radiation and energy led 
artists to become interested in the representation of the invisible. František Kupka, 
for one, was convinced that the task of art was “to make a visible and tangible reality 
out of the invisible and impalpable through experience plain and simple.” Abstract 
motifs such as The Yellow Spot, 1918, (27) are steeped in spiritualism, the occult, 
and esotericism, as well as the latest findings in physics and biology. Erika Giovanna 
Klien’s studies (28) attempt the linear representation of ephemeral light animations, 
while Robert Delaunay stages in his Relief blanc, 1936, (29) a subtle play of light 
falling across three-dimensional surfaces—thus raising the question of how we 
perceive what is immaterial. Giacomo Balla’s astronomical observation of a Mercury 
transit in Mercurio passa davanti al sole (Mercury Transits the Sun, 1914) (30), is 
presented as an optical event radiating complex reflections and refractions. Celestial 
phenomena also reverberate in a series of works by Lee Lozano from the 1960s. 
Lozano conceived of a painting as an optically vibrating surface whose “energetic 
qualities” would point beyond the painting itself, exemplified by No title, 1967, (31) 
painted with a coarse brush. This is one reason why the work is not framed and can 
be hung in any direction. An utterly different way to make invisible energies visible 
was devised by the trained natural scientist Nina Canell, whose work investigates 
the potential of materials for storing knowledge. In Unanswered Elemental Thoughts, 
2010, (32) chewing gum chewed at the artist’s request by the politician Aung San 
Suu Kyi, at the time under house arrest in Myanmar for 15 years, hovers above 
a magnet in an invisible force field. The chewed gum becomes a metaphor for 
intangible thought processes and the passing of time. 



Cold Metaphors 

In the interwar period, an international return to figurative art, combined with 
tendencies towards a certain smoothing and coldness across both national and 
genre boundaries, was manifested in trends such as Purism in France, Pittura 
Metafisica in Italy, and New Objectivity in Germany. The painter Amédée Ozenfant 
and the architect Charles Édouard Jeanneret-Gris, known as Le Corbusier, 
developed with Purism a functional understanding of art in which prototypical 
geometric forms are conjoined with a fascination for industrial standardization 
and technical machine precision. As an aesthetic model, Purism could be applied 
equally to painting—for example in Fernand Léger’s Nature morte aux fruits (Still 
Life with Fruits, 1927) (33), or in Ozenfant’s Nombreux Objets, (Numerous Objects, 
1927) (34)—or to architecture, design, and urban planning, embodied by the model 
for Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, 1926 (35). Ozenfant’s and Le Corbusier’s theoretical 
manifesto Après le Cubisme, 1918, contained an early homage to Taylorism, a 
method for increasing the productivity of human labor by breaking it down into 
the smallest repeatable units, named after Frederick Winslow Taylor, which was 
imported to Europe after the First World War. Otto Neurath, by contrast, a science 
activist and member of the “Vienna Circle,” as well as a central figure of Red Vienna, 
was convinced that Taylorism had to be “reversed.” Instead of subjecting people to 
the demands of optimized industrial labor, he believed that Taylor’s investigative 
methods should be applied to experimentation with the goal of inventing and 
defining new occupations. His influential pictorial statistics known as ISOTYPE 
(International System of Typographic Picture Education), for example published in 
Die bunte Welt. (The Colorful World, 1927) (36),  which he developed together with 
the artist and graphic designer Gerd Arntz, illustrate conditions in society using 
universally comprehensible signs. 

Productivity and heavy labor shape the everyday life of the dock workers in the 
historic shipyard of the Bath Iron Works in the US state of Maine, whom Sharon 
Lockhart accompanied for a year. Instead of documenting their work, however, her 
series Lunch Boxes, 2008, (37) focuses on their breaks. For Lockhart, photographic 
still lifes were a perfectly good alternative to conventional worker portraits. Always 
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positioned centrally before a neutral background, Lockhart’s crypto-portraits recall 
the sharp-edged works of the “New Vision” movement and the typological portraits 
of New Objectivity. One of the central representatives of that trend, August Sander, 
created “icons of an armored ego” (Helmut Lethen) with his undercooled and matter-
of-fact photographic portraits, which express the need for distance and emotional 
control in trying times. After the harrowing experience of a modernity that had 
descended into chaos and destruction in the First World War, and faced with  
the political and economic crises of the Weimar Republic (1919–33) and the   
world-changing processes of modernization and the resulting alienation, tactics  
of masking, self-stylization, and etiquette—all facets of a cult of coldness—
functioned as necessary coping strategies for troubled citizens. With his photo-
graphic encyclopedia People of the 20th Century, (38) in which he categorized 
more than 600 people as archetypal representatives of different social classes 
and professions, Sander set out to provide a comprehensive social analysis of  
the Weimar Republic. 

Rudolf Belling’s head titled Sculpture 23, 1923, (39) and Oskar Schlemmer’s stream-
lined Abstract Figure, 1921, convey an image of modern man as the expression of 
a world ruled by technology and rationality. Their cool aesthetic is echoed in 
photographs by Florence Henri (40), who opened her own photography studio 
in Paris in 1929 after working for a time at the Bauhaus in Dessau. Her portraits 
und product shots play with the multi-perspectivity of abstract mirroring effects. 
Technical progress itself was also emphatically showcased in images, as Albert 
Renger-Patzsch’s monumental photographs of machine details illustrate (41).  
The apocalypse of this development is the theme of Friedl Dicker’s agit-prop 
posters for the Communist Party (42), which show how the body became a political 
instrument in the hands of the Nazis, a projection screen for social expectations  
and constraints.

The supposed universal validity of morals and laws, and the “progress” of capitalism 
and science, are among the myths that continue to shape our worldview even today. 
Under this premise, the artist duo Pakui Hardware explores how the notion of “body” 
is a changing biological and social construct, dependent on research, technology, 
and progressive mediatization. Their works—including Vanilla Eyes, 2016, (43) which 
evokes biological processes of growth, melting, and dissolving—blur the dividing 
line between natural and artificial worlds, taking a form that is “post-natural, post-
organic, even Frankenstein-ish” (Pakui Hardware).



Arrested Bodies between Desire and Threat

The many ways to experience the body in relation to the world all around has been a 
constant in figurative art ever since the ordeals of the Second World War. Depictions 
of existential and physical distress testify to the conflict of the individual with social 
and political norms, seeking alternative drafts of the body or of gender. Starting in 
the late 1950s, Maria Lassnig developed what she called “body awareness painting” 
as a way to convey her perception of the body as a boundary to the rest of the world. 
Citing female figures that support architectural elements, Lassnig painted her body 
to look like a Caryatid in 1974: naked, in a squatting pose, wedged into the square 
painting (44). It is open for interpretation whether she is bracing herself against an 
actual load or against the metaphorical narrowness of the image field. Germaine 
Richier’s Le Griffu (Clawed Creature, 1952) (45), is a hybrid of human and animal, 
braced in a wire construction that both restrains and imprisons its animalistic 
instincts. A spatial anchoring combined with the oppression of the body can also 
be found in portraits by Francis Bacon, who inscribes bodies that dissolve into 
painting—portraits of homosexual friends or lovers—in a fragile scaffolding of bars 
(46); like the subjects of a scientific investigation, they are fixed in a cell-like space 
that simultaneously supports and constricts them. Alberto Giacometti’s sculptures 
seem to be subject to comparable restrictions, (47) their slender stature with 
elongated limbs and raw surfaces giving the impression that an invisible force has 
left their bodies behind as negative forms. 

In La réalisation invraisemblable de l‘entente de Tadzio et Aschenbach II (The  
Incred ible Realization of the Agreement between Tadzio and Aschenbach II, 1987) 
(48), Pierre Klossowski, himself an author in the ambit of notable psychoanalysts  
and Paris intellectuals, refers to Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice, 1911. 
Contrary to the book, Klossowski shows the writer Gustav von Aschenbach over-
coming his shy distance from the young Tadzio, the object of his desire. An erotic 
encounter occurs which, confined to the intimate setting of a beach tent, is  
exhibited as if on a stage. A comparable „triangle of desire, figure and abstract form“ 
(Dominic Eichler) within a spatial setting is shown in Julian Göthe’s Painted White in a 
Spirit of Rebellion, 2002–03, (49) originally conceived for a shop window. The work 
is an enigmatic hybrid of Minimalist sculpture and eccentric and glamorous display 
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architecture which also flaunts its unadorned reverse. Constructed of paper and 
wire, the object proposes itself as a stage whose elements contain a variety  
of references: to the modernist white architecture of Le Corbusier, extravagant  
shop window decorations, and Art Deco Hollywood film sets, as well as a less 
obvious link to homoerotic nudes. Such overlaps and allusions reveal Göthe’s 
interest in eclectically combining different style and time levels and non-canonical 
forms of modern aesthetics.
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