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Vassily Kandinsky. Picture with an 

Archer, 1909 

 

The Russian artist Vassily 

Kandinsky (1866-1944) was among 

the first to eliminate recognizable 

objects from his paintings.  He 

identified with the ‘Blue Rider’ as 

the artist who would ride into the 

future of a spiritual non-figurative 

and mystical art… At the age of 

thirty, Kandinsky left Moscow 

where he was a law student, and 

went to Munich to study painting.  

There he was a founder of the 

Neue Künstler Vereinigung (New 

Artists’ Association), or NKV, the 

aim of which was rebellion against 

tradition.  A few artists split from 

the NKV to forma group known as 

Der Blaue Reiter (the Blue Rider). 



Franz Marc. The Great Blue Horses, 1911  

 

The name of the group, derived from the 

visionary language of the Book of Revelation, was 

inspired by the millennium and the notion that 

Moscow would be the new center of the world 

from 1900-as Rome had once been.  

 

Kandinsky and the group’s co-founder, Franz 

Marc, considered blue the color of the male 

principle of spirituality. 



Kandinsky started to paint fairly late- he was thirty in 1896, when he came to Munich 

to study art- and Russian folk art (bright inlaid patches of peasant textiles, colored 

decoration of log houses) had disposed him to work in flat areas of hue. In his Murnau 

landscapes of 1909, the shapes of hill, tree, and steam-train bear witness to the 

influence of Fauvism; but their odd energy of color, pointed towards the next stage of 

his work, in which color would gradually be detached from description.  

 

 The Murnau landscapes present a lusciously colored and rather toylike world of well-

being, and this romantic vision of innocence continued to haunt his work in the form 

of references to a Slavic fairy-tale past: riders, castles, spears, rainbow-bridges, and 

the like.  

Vassily Kandinsky. 

Landscape near 

Murneau with 

Locomotive, 1909 



Top left: Vassily Kandinsky. George 

and the Dragon, undated  

 

Bottom left: Vassily Kandinsky. In the 

Blue, 1925 

 

His writing in The Blue Rider 

Almanac and the treatise “On the 

Spiritual In Art" (which was released 

around the same time) were both a 

defense and promotion of abstract art 

and an affirmation that all forms of 

art were equally capable of reaching a 

level of spirituality. He believed that 

color could be used in a painting as 

something autonomous, apart from 

the visual description of an object or 

other form.  Kandinsky is often said to 

be the first artist to paint in a 

completely abstract, or nonobjective 

manner. 



Vassily Kandinsky. Improvisation 28 (second version),  1912 



For Kandinsky, art was a matter of using rhythmic lines, colors, and shapes, rather 

than narrative.  Like Whistler, Kandinsky gave his works musical titles intended to 

express their abstract qualities.  By eliminating references to material reality,  

Kandinksy followed the Blue Rider’s avoidance of the mundane in order to communicate 

the spiritual in art.  Titles such as Improvisation evoked the dynamic spontaneity of 

creative activity, while the Compositions emphasized the organized abstraction of his 

lines, shapes, and colors. 



In 1912 Kandinsky published Concerning the Spiritual in Art, in which he explained 

his philosophy, according to which music was intimately related to art.  Kandinsky 

was, by temperament, drawn to religious and philosophical thinking imbued with 

strains of mysticism and the occult, which can be related to a millenarian spirit 

reflected in the Blue Rider emblem. 



In the five years between 1909 and 1914, he labored to 

turn a speculation about the meaning of pure form into a 

system of language.  These were also the years in which 

Kandinsky was attached, with an almost missionary zeal, 

to the doctrines of Theosophy.  

 

It is clear from his writings that he applied the kitsch-

spiritualism of Madame Blavatsky (seen left) to his art in 

a quite literal way. The physical world was losing its 

importance; it should be seen as a stumbling block, since 

it occluded the realities of the spirit from men’s eyes.   

 

Thus caught in the webs of maya, of attachment to objects 

of earthly longing, people could only drift in endless 

dissatisfaction.  However, the Millennium was coming in 

the form of what Kandinsky called “The Epoch of the 

Great Spirituality.”  

 

On that day, History itself- the contingent pattern of 

human events- would stop.  All political and social power 

would be subsumed in spiritual contemplation, and 

universal enlightenment would reign.   



Left: Vassily Kandinsky. The 

Red Spot, 1914  

 

This was Madame Blavatsky’s 

version of a fantasy as old as 

Christianity itself: the 

Millennium, when Christ 

would come to earth for the 

second time, win a final victory 

over Satan, and establish a 

span of perfect earthly justice 

lasting one thousand years.   

 

Among the political spin-offs 

from this durable legend were 

the Marxist fantasy of the 

“withering away of the State” 

after the dictatorship of the 

proletariat, and Hitler’s vision 

of the “Thousand-Year Reich.” 

Both presupposed the end of 

History, and so, in its harmless 

way, did Kandinsky’s 

Theosophical faith. 



Vassily Kandinsky. Improvisation “Klamm,” 

1914 

 

As he stated in Concerning the Spiritual In 

Art , Kandinsky felt that an authentic artist 

creating art from "an internal necessity" 

inhabits the tip of an upward-moving 

pyramid.  

 

This progressing pyramid is penetrating and 

proceeding into the future. What was odd or 

inconceivable yesterday is commonplace 

today; what is avant garde today (and 

understood only by the few) is common 

knowledge tomorrow. The modern artist–

prophet stands alone at the apex of the 

pyramid, making new discoveries and 

ushering in tomorrow's reality.  

 

Kandinsky was aware of recent scientific 

developments and the advances of modern 

artists who had contributed to radically-new 

ways of seeing and experiencing the world. 



Like Whistler, he gave his works musical titles, such as “Composition” and 

“Improvisation,” and aspired to make paintings that responded to his own inner state 

and would be entirely autonomous, making no reference to the visible world. For 

Kandinsky, painting was a utopian spiritual force. He saw art’s traditional focus on 

accurate rendering of the physical world as a misguided materialistic quest, and he 

hoped that his paintings would lead humanity toward a deeper awareness of 

spirituality and the inner world.  



One of Kandinsky’s major influences was that 

of the musician Arnold Schoenberg. 

Schoenberg’s name would come to personify 

pioneering innovations in atonality that would 

become the most polemical feature of 20th-

century art music.  

 

In the 1920s, Schoenberg developed the 

twelve-tone technique, a widely influential 

compositional method of manipulating an 

ordered series of all twelve notes in the 

chromatic scale.  

 

He also coined the term developing variation, 

and was the first modern composer to embrace 

ways of developing motifs without resorting to 

the dominance of a centralized melodic idea. 

 

Kandinsky is quoted as saying, “Color is a 

power which directly influences the soul. Color 

is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammer, the 

soul is the strings. The artist is the hand that 

plays, touching one key or another, to cause 

vibrations in the soul.”  



Vassily Kandinsky was a prominent 

member of the Bauhaus faculty from 

1922, and he remained until 1933 when 

it was closed by the Nazis.  His 

paintings of that period reflect the 

geometric angularity he espoused as 

part of the Russian avant-garde in 

Moscow at the beginning of World War 

I. 

 

The leader of this community of Walter 

Gropius (1883-1969), who in 1919 

became the first director of the 

Bauhaus, in Weimar.  The Bauhaus 

combined an arts and crafts college 

with a school of fine arts.  Gropius 

believed in the integration of art and 

industry. 



Franz Marc. The Great Blue Horses, 1911  



Animals, Marc believed, were “more beautiful, more pure” than humanity and thus 

more appropriate as a vehicle to express an inner truth.  In his quest to imbue his 

paintings with greater emotional intensity, Marc focused on color and developed a 

system of correspondences between specific colors and feelings or ideas.  In a letter 

to a fellow Blaue Reiter, Marc explained, “Blue is the male principle, severe and 

spiritual.  Yellow is the female principal, gentle, happy, and sensual.  Red is matter, 

brutal and heavy.” 



Franz Marc. Fate of the Animals, 1913, oil on canvas 



Fate of the Animals represents the culmination of Marc’s color explorations.  It was 

painted in 1913, when the tension of impending cataclysm had pervaded society and 

emerged in Marc’s art.  The animals appear trapped in a forest, some apocalyptic 

event destroying the.  The entire scene is distorted- shattered into fragments.  More 

significantly, the lighter and bright colors- the passive, gentle, and cheerful ones- are 

absent, and the colors of severity and brutality dominate the work.  His contempt for 

people’s inhumanity and his attempt to express that through his art ended, with tragic 

irony, in his death in action in World War I in 1916.  



LEFT: Piet Mondrian, View from the Dunes with Beach and Piers, 

Domburg, oil and pencil on cardboard, 1909 

 

RIGHT: Portrait of Mondrian in 1889  



Piet Mondrian. Composition, 1917 

 

The leading artist of the de Stijl (‘the 

Style’) group in the Netherlands was 

Piet Mondrian (1872-1944). “In the 

Netherlands during World War I, he 

met Theo van Doesburg, another 

painter who shared his artistic views, 

and in 1917 the two started a 

magazine, De Stijl, which became the 

focal point of a Dutch movement of 

artists, architects, and designers that 

lasted until van Doesburg’s death in 

1931.  

 

Opinions from "De Stijl", founded 1917 

by van Doesburg and Piet Mondrian 

were absorbed by leading figures 

among the Bauhaus teachers as well as 

by students in Weimar. Especially 

Marcel Breuer and Walter Gropius 

adapted the impulses coming from "De 

Stijl" and assimilated those ideas to 

their own work. 



Piet Mondrian. Evolution, 1910-1911, oil on canvas 

 

Mondrian's art always was intimately related to his spiritual and philosophical studies. 

In 1908, he became interested in the theosophical movement launched by Helena 

Petrovna Blavatsky in the late 19th century; and, in 1909, he joined the Dutch branch of 

the Theosophical Society. The work of Blavatsky and a parallel spiritual movement, 

Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy, significantly affected the further development of his 

aesthetic. Blavatsky believed that it was possible to attain a more profound knowledge 

of nature than that provided by empirical means, and much of Mondrian's work for the 

rest of his life was inspired by his search for that spiritual knowledge. 



Top: Piet Mondrian. The Red Tree, 1908 

 

Bottom left: Piet Mondrian. The Grey 

Tree, 1912  

 

For Mondrian the essence of higher 

beauty was resolved conflict, what he 

called dynamic equilibrium. Here, as was 

typical in his work, it was achieved 

through the precise arrangement of color 

areas of different weight.  The heavier 

weight of the red threatens to tip the 

painting to the right, but the placement 

of the tiny rectangle of yellow at the 

lower right prevents this imbalance by 

supporting the red’s weight.  The 

ultimate purpose of such paintings is not 

to provide aesthetic pleasure for a 

wealthy collector but to demonstrate a 

universal style with applications beyond 

the realm of art. 



Piet Mondrian. Composition in Red, Blue, 

and Yellow, 1930 

 

The de Stijl movement was grounded in the 

conviction that there are two kinds of beauty: 

a sensual or subjective one and a higher, 

rational or objective- “universal”- kind.  In 

his mature works Mondrian sought the 

essence of the second kind, eliminating 

representational elements because of their 

subjective associations and curves because of 

their sensual appeal.   

 

After about 1920, Mondrian’s paintings, such 

as Composition with Red, Blue, and Yellow, 

all employ the same essential formal 

vocabulary: the three primary hues (red, 

yellow, and blue), the two primary values 

(white and black), and horizontal and vertical 

lines.  The two linear directions are meant to 

symbolize the harmony of a series of 

opposites, including male versus female, 

individual versus society, and spiritual 

versus material. 



In his later paintings, representation is completely eliminated.  Yet his canvases remain 

paintings in every sense of the term.  Mondrian never hid his brushwork or the texture of 

the canvas, and the colors have surprising density.  Like Kandinsky, Mondrian was 

affected by theosophy, albeit the distinctive Dutch branch founded during World War I by 

the mathematician M.J.H. Schoenmaekers.  Unlike Kandinsky, however, he did not strive 

for pure, lyrical emotion.  His goal, he asserted, was “pure reality,” which he defined as 

equilibrium “through the balance of unequal but equivalent oppositions,” especially 

between line and color.   

Piet Mondrian.  

Tableau No. 

2/Composition No. VII, 

1913, oil on canvas  



“Plastic” for Mondrian, as for many other early-twentieth-century artists, meant the 

formal structural relationships underlying both art and nature.  The term Neo-

Plasticism itself was coined by Schoenmaekers, for whom yellow symbolized the vertical 

movement of the sun’s rays; blue, the horizontal line of the earth’s orbit around the sun; 

and red, the union of both. He believed, “When we realize that equilibrated 

relationships in society signify what is just, then we shall realize that in art, likewise, 

the demands of life press forward when the spirit of the age is ready.” 

Piet Mondrian. Pier 

and Ocean, 1915 



Mondrian was one of the last great 

painters to believe that his 

paintings could change the 

objective conditions of human life.   

 

Mondrian’s convictions can justly 

be called religious.  He saw art not 

as an end but as a means to an 

end- spiritual clarification.   

 

All his paintings are, on some 

level, about the disentangling of 

essence from attributes: the 

enunciation of what is central, and 

what peripheral, in his (and thus 

the viewer’s) experience of reality.   

 

No view of Mondrian is more 

misleading than the idea that he 

was a detached formalist, working 

towards a purely aesthetic 

harmony.  



Piet Mondrian. Broadway Boogie Woogie, 

1942-3 

 

At the beginning of World War II, Mondrian 

left Paris for London and then New York, 

where he arrived in 1940.  He now began to 

give to his works such titles as Trafalgar 

Square or Broadway Boogie Woogie, which  

hint at some degree of relationship, however 

indirect, with observed reality.  Broadway 

Boogie Woogie immortalizes Mondrian’s 

fascination with the culture he found in 

America.  

 

The play of color evokes with striking success 

the jaunty rhythms of music and light found 

in New York’s nightclub district during the 

jazz age.  As in medieval manuscript 

decoration, the composition relies entirely on 

surface pattern. Broadway Boogie Woogie 

seems as flat as the canvas it is painted on.  

Although Mondrian abandons his system of 

black lines, he has laid out his colored “tiles” 

along a grid system that closely resembles a 

city map. 



Gerrit Rietveld. Schroder House, Utrecht, Netherlands, 1924 



In Holland, the International Style of 

architecture began as the De Stijl 

movement, of which Mondrian was a 

founder.   

 

They were idealists searching for 

ultimate, or universal style that would 

satisfy human needs through mass 

production.  The spiritual goal of world 

peace, they believed, would also be 

fostered by the “equilibrium of opposites” 

that was part of De Stijl’s credo. 

 

Typical of this new architecture is the 

Schroeder House in Utrecht, designed by 

Gerrit Rietveld. Rietveld preferred 

oppositions of horizontals and verticals 

derived from Cubism, which he 

integrated with a skeletal construction.  

 

There is no surface decoration to 

interrupt the exterior simplicity of the 

building. 



Above: Chair designed by Rietveld 

 

The house has an abstract sculptural composition, destroying the conventions of a 

rectilinear box.  Walls meet is a series of overlapping planes, expressing the 

composition of separate forms.  The steel joist provides necessary support for the 

concrete slab of the balcony, but is also an integral part of the sculptural composition, 

extending the fame of the building beyond the external walls. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/00/Rietveld_chair_1.JPG




The many windows and balconies, with 

attached rectangular panels that seem to 

float in mid-air, create a sense of tension, 

paradoxically combined with 

weightlessness.   

 

Composed of predominantly white, flat 

planes and right angles, the Schroeder 

House is the three-dimensional equivalent 

of one of Mondrian’s paintings of rectangles 

bordered by black outlines.  

 

The windows, when open, are held at an 

angle perpendicular to that of the frame, 

expanding the geometric grid beyond the 

building envelope.  The window, with the 

structural frame set back from the corner, 

pivots to reveal a clear opening at the 

defining edge of the building.  

 

Primary colors are used to distinguish 

isolated elements of the frame, highlighting 

them as coordinates in an expanding spatial 

grid. 



Theo van Doesburg. University Hall, 1923 

 

The primary leader of the De Stijl movement was the artist Theo van Doesburg 

(1883-1931). Several Dutch architects, attracted by Frank Lloyd Wright’s work 

(which had been exhibited in Germany in 1910) joined Mondrian and van Doesburg 

in the De Stijl movement. 



The Bauhaus was founded in 1919 in the city of Weimar by German architect Walter 

Gropius (1883–1969). Its core objective was a radical concept: to reimagine the material 

world to reflect the unity of all the arts. Gropius explained this vision for a union of art 

and design in the Proclamation of the Bauhaus (1919), which described a utopian craft 

guild combining architecture, sculpture, and painting into a single creative expression. 

Gropius developed a craft-based curriculum that would turn out artisans and designers 

capable of creating useful and beautiful objects appropriate to this new system of living. 



Gropius's design for the Dessau facilities was a return to the futuristic Gropius of 1914 

that had more in common with the International style lines of the Fagus Factory than 

the stripped down Neo-classical of the Werkbund pavilion or the Völkisch Sommerfeld 

House. The Dessau years saw a remarkable change in direction for the school. According 

to Elaine Hoffman, Gropius had approached the Dutch architect Mart Stam to run the 

newly founded architecture program, and when Stam declined the position, Gropius 

turned to Stam's friend and colleague in the ABC group, Hannes Meyer. 



Marcel Breuer. “Wassily” chair, 

1926, chrome-plated steel, canvas 

upholstery 

 

Following their immersion in 

Bauhaus theory, students entered 

specialized workshops, which 

included metalworking, 

cabinetmaking, weaving, pottery, 

typography, and wall painting. 

Although Gropius' initial aim was a 

unification of the arts through craft, 

aspects of this approach proved 

financially impractical. While 

maintaining the emphasis on craft, 

he repositioned the goals of the 

Bauhaus in 1923, stressing the 

importance of designing for mass 

production. It was at this time that 

the school adopted the slogan "Art 

into Industry." 



Marcel Breuer. Armchair, 1922, 

oak, wool upholstery 

 

The cabinetmaking workshop was 

one of the most popular at the 

Bauhaus. Under the direction of 

Marcel Breuer from 1924 to 1928, 

this studio reconceived the very 

essence of furniture, often seeking 

to dematerialize conventional 

forms such as chairs to their 

minimal existence. Breuer 

theorized that eventually chairs 

would become obsolete, replaced by 

supportive columns of air. Inspired 

by the extruded steel tubes of his 

bicycle, he experimented with 

metal furniture, ultimately 

creating lightweight, mass-

producible metal chairs. Some of 

these chairs were deployed in the 

theater of the Dessau building. 



Architect and designer Marcel Breuer graduated from 

the Bauhaus carpentry workshop in 1924. Following a 

brief stay in Paris, Breuer returned to the Bauhaus 

Dessau as master of that workshop in 1925 at the 

request of Walter Gropius. Breuer remained at the 

Bauhaus until 1928. During this time, he experimented 

with extruded steel to create a series of lightweight 

metal furnishings, continuing the Bauhaus interest in 

industrial materials and manufacturing techniques. 

Inspired by the flexibility and strength of his beloved 

metal bicycle frame, Breuer applied the same material 

and construction principles to chair design.  

 

After numerous prototypes, Breuer settled on a fluid, 

minimal design in which the chair is supported on 

tubular metal runners. The taut, un-upholstered seat, 

back, and armrests of simple black canvas contribute to 

the stark, dematerialized appearance of the chair. It 

became known as the "Wassily" chair, in homage to 

Breuer's friend and fellow Bauhaus instructor, the 

Russian painter Vasily Kandinsky. While this iconic 

chair design remains closely associated with the 

Bauhaus, and was used in several areas of the Bauhaus 

Dessau, Breuer developed and manufactured it in his 

free time, independent from the school. 



Vassily Kandinsky. Orange, 1923, 

lithograph 

 

Kandinsky made this work when 

he was a teacher at the Bauhaus,, 

where he began working in 1922. 

His work during this period was 

characterized by precise lines and 

dense groups of simple geometric 

shapes arranged without any 

central focus.  

 

In his writings Kandinsky 

analyzed the geometrical elements 

and the various ways that their 

color, placement, and interaction 

could affect the viewer, both 

physically and spiritually. He 

considered the circle to be the most 

elementary form, possessing a 

cosmic meaning. 



The typography workshop, while not initially a priority of the Bauhaus, became 

increasingly important under figures like Moholy-Nagy and the graphic designer 

Herbert Bayer. At the Bauhaus, typography was conceived as both an empirical means 

of communication and an artistic expression, with visual clarity stressed above all. 

Concurrently, typography became increasingly connected to corporate identity and 

advertising. The promotional materials prepared for the Bauhaus at the workshop, with 

their use of sans serif typefaces and the incorporation of photography as a key graphic 

element, served as visual symbols of the avant-garde institution. 



Laszlo Moholy-Nagy. Photogram, 1926 

 

Moholy-Nagy played a key role at the 

Bauhaus in Weimar and Dessau as a 

painter, graphic artist, teacher, and 

impassioned advocate of avant-garde 

photography. He made this image without 

a camera by placing his hand, a 

paintbrush, and other objects on a sheet of 

photographic paper and exposing it to 

light. While this simple process was 

practiced by photography's founders in the 

nineteenth century and was later 

popularized as a child's amusement, 

avant-garde artists of the twentieth 

century revived the photogram technique 

as a means for exploring the optical and 

expressive properties of light. With this 

shadow image of a hand and paintbrush, 

Moholy-Nagy ambitiously suggests that 

photography may incorporate, and even 

transcend, painting as the most vital 

medium of artistic expression in the 

modern age. 



The Studio Building was completed in 

1926. It is also called "Prellerhaus", 

referring to the Studio Building at 

Bauhaus Weimar, which was named 

after Friedrich Preller. Back then, the 

28 studio flats with about 24 square 

meters were let to junior masters and 

promising students. 

 

Today, the studio flats are let to 

visitors. Since October 2013, staying at 

one of the 1920s-style Bauhaus dorm 

rooms is even more of an experience: 

One room was accurately 

reconstructed with original objects and 

furniture. The rest of the rooms will be 

personalized to reflect a former 

habitant, beginning with Alfred Arndt, 

the couple Albers and Franz Ehrlich.  



Paul Klee. Temple Gardens, 1920, gouache and ink on paper 

 

The Bauhaus combined elements of both fine arts and design education. The curriculum 

commenced with a preliminary course that immersed the students, who came from a 

diverse range of social and educational backgrounds, in the study of materials, color 

theory, and formal relationships in preparation for more specialized studies. This 

preliminary course was often taught by visual artists, including Paul Klee (1879-1940), 

Vassily Kandinsky (1866–1944), and Josef Albers, among others. 



Born in Münchenbuchsee, 

Switzerland, a suburb of Bern, in 

1879, Paul Klee nevertheless retained 

the German citizenship of his father. 

In his youth he was torn between 

music and painting but decided to go 

to Munich (1898–1901) to learn to 

draw. After an extended trip to Italy 

(October 1901–May 1902), Klee 

returned to Bern, where he undertook 

a prolonged self-education as an artist.  

 

Later, Klee's contact with Vassily 

Kandinsky, whom he met in 1911 and 

with whom he had a lifelong 

friendship, and his association with 

the Blaue Reiter group, which he 

joined in 1912, proved decisive. He was 

also influenced by the Cubism of 

Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso and 

took great interest in the paintings of 

Robert Delaunay and August Macke, 

which employed abstract planes of 

translucent color.  

Paul Klee. Fire in the 

Evening, 1929 



In 1914, Klee visited Tunisia. The experience was the 

turning point in his life and career. The limpid light 

of North Africa awakened his sense of color. During 

his stay, Klee gradually detached color from physical 

description and used it independently, which gave 

him the final needed push toward abstraction. The 

view of the mosque in Hammamet with Its Mosque 

demonstrates Klee's path toward abstraction. 

 

By 1915, he had turned his back to nature and never 

again painted after the model. With abstracted forms 

and merry symbols, he expressed the most diverse 

subjects drawn from his imagination, poetry, music, 

literature, and his reaction to the world around him.  

 

His subjects reveal his impish humor and his bent 

toward the fantastic and the meditative. Always 

preoccupied with the ring of words, titles played a 

major part in his work. Whether ironic, poetic, 

irreverent, deadpan, flippant, or—near the end of his 

life—melancholic, his titles set up the perspectives 

from which he wanted the works to be seen. 

Paul Klee. Hammamet with 

Its Mosque, 1914, watercolor 

and pencil on paper 



Paul Klee. They’re Biting, 1920, 

watercolor over oil-color drawing 

on paper 

 

Klee was most productive while 

teaching at the Bauhaus, first in 

Weimar (1921–26) and then in 

Dessau (1926–31). During those 

years he produced almost half of 

his nearly ten thousand works on 

paper, mostly small-scale 

watercolors and drawings. Klee 

taught at the Academy of Fine 

Arts in Düsseldorf from 1931 to 

1933 but left Germany when his 

art was declared "degenerate" by 

the National Socialists. Returning 

to Bern he was diagnosed with 

scleroderma, an incurable disease 

that made it increasingly difficult 

for him to work during the last 

seven years of his life. 



Paul Klee. Static-Dynamic 

Gradation,1923, oil and gouache 

on paper 

 

While teaching at the Bauhaus, 

first in Weimar (1919–25) and 

then in Dessau (1925–32), Klee 

created many works that related to 

the subject of his courses. This 

watercolor reflects the artist's 

preoccupation with color 

relationships. Here, outer dark 

colors surround pure luminous 

ones in the center. In this work 

Klee devised a systematic 

movement, progressing from dark-

hued brownish squares, which he 

dubbed "static," toward the clear-

colored ones, which he called 

"dynamic" by virtue of the 

contrasts they offer. 



Joseph Albers. Homage to the Square series. 

 

During the turbulent and often dangerous years of 

World War II, many of the key figures of the 

Bauhaus emigrated to the United States, where 

their work and their teaching philosophies 

influenced generations of young architects and 

designers. Marcel Breuer and Joseph Albers taught 

at Yale, Walter Gropius went to Harvard, and 

Moholy-Nagy established the New Bauhaus in 

Chicago in 1937. 

 

Albers’ series Homage to the Square is an example 

of his disciplined approach to composition and color 

theory. Towards the end of his career he and his 

wife established the Joseph and Anni Albers 

foundation in an effort to continue sharing and 

promoting the theory that he had established during 

his career. His style and work represent a bridge 

between the European art of the Bauhaus and 

Constructivists and the new American Art that 

emerged in the 1950s and 60s. He was a teacher and 

an artist his entire career, until his death in 1976 at 

the age of 88. 



Kazimir Malevich. Morning in the Country 

after the Rain, 1911 

 

Because knowledge of Analytic Cubism 

and Futurism arrived in Moscow almost 

simultaneously and because they were 

superficially similar, artists tended to 

linked them.   

 

Thus, the style that evolved from them in 

the period 1912-1914 is known as Cubo-

Futurism, even though it had less to do 

with Cubist than with Futurist values… 

The first Russian to go beyond Cubo-

Futurism was Kazimir Malevich (1878-

1935).   

 

After Goncharova and her husband, the 

artist Mikhail Larionov (1881-1964), left 

for Paris in 1915 to work for Diaghilev’s 

Ballets Russes, Malevich emerged as the 

leading figure in the Moscow avant-garde. 



Kazimir Malevich. Dynamic 

Suprematism, 1915 

 

By 1913 he was producing his own brand 

of Cubo-Futurism and his first truly 

abstract work.  According to his later 

reminiscences, “in the year 1913, in my 

desperate attempt to free art from the 

burden of the object, I took refuge in the 

square form and exhibited a picture 

which consisted of nothing more than a 

black square on a white field.”  

 

Because he did not exhibit such a work 

until 1915, there is some question about 

the exact date of his first completely 

nonrepresentational work.  Whatever the 

case, Malevich exhibited thirty-nine 

works in this radically new and highly 

controversial vein at the “Zero Ten” 

exhibition in St. Petersburg in the winter 

of 1915-16. Malevich called this art 

Suprematism, short for “the supremacy of 

pure feeling in creative art.” 



Kazimir Malevich. 

Suprematist Composition: 

Airplane Flying, 1915 

 

Although he sometimes 

spoke of this feeling in terms 

of technology (“the sensation 

of light... of metallic sounds.. 

of wireless telegraphy”), a 

later essay suggests that 

what motivated these works 

was “a pure feeling for 

plastic [that is, formal] 

values.”   

 

By eliminating objects and 

focusing entirely on formal 

issues, Malevich thought 

that he was “liberating” the 

essential beauty of all great 

art.  



Top Left: Kazimir Malevich. Black Square on a White 

Ground, 1913  

Bottom Left: Kazimir Malevich. Suprematist 

Composition: White on White, 1918 

 

As with Kandinsky and his first abstract paintings, the 

creation of … [a] simple square on a white ground was a 

moment of spiritual revelation to Malevich, who was a 

devout Christian mystic.  For the first time in the 

history of painting, he felt, it had been demonstrated 

that a painting could exist completely independent of 

any reflection or imitation of the external world-whether 

figure, landscape, or still life.   

 

Actually, of course, he had been preceded by Delaunay 

and Kupka in the creation of abstract paintings, and he 

was certainly aware of their efforts, as well as those of 

Kandinsky, who would move to largely nonobjective 

imagery in late 1913.  Malevich, however, has an 

important claim to primacy in having carried abstraction 

to an ultimate geometric simplification- the black square 

of the drawing within the white square of the paper.  



After the Communist Revolution of 1917, Malevich was 

appointed Commissar for the Preservation of Monuments 

and Antiquities.  By the late 1920s, the Soviet government 

under Stalin (d. 1953) was suppressing avant-garde art 

and asserting state control over all the arts.  Sensing that 

further oppression was to come, Malevich traveled in 1927 

to Poland and Germany, where the Bauhaus published his 

book in German.  He left some of his abstract paintings 

with German friends in order to protect them from Soviet 

officials.   

 

The Germans, in turn, would later have to hide them from 

the Nazis.  In 1930, Malevich was arrested by the Soviets 

for artistic ‘deviation.’  Three years later, he painted his 

last Self-Portrait  which reflects his renunciation of the 

“deviant” avant-garde and his return to naturalism.  

Ironically, he represented himself as a “Renaissance man.”  

 

When he died his white coffin was decorated with one black 

circle and one black square, and a white cube with a black 

square on it marked the place where his ashes were buried.  

In 1936 the Soviets confiscated his remaining pictures; 

they were not shown publicly again until 1977.  



Vladimir Tatlin. Monument to the Third 

International, 1919-1920, model 

 

The founder of Russian Constructivism 

was Vladimir Tatlin. As a dedicated 

materialist, Tatlin rejoiced in the 

Russian Revolution and cultivated his 

natural interest in engineering and 

architecture, an interest that saw its 

most ambitious result in the artist’s 

model for a Monument to the Third 

International.   

 

Had the full-scale project been built, it 

would have been approximately thirteen 

hundred feet high, the biggest 

sculptural form ever conceived by man.  



Tatlin (center) and students 

constructing the model  

 

With the consolidation of the Soviet 

system in the 1920s, Tatlin readily 

adapted his nature-of-materials 

philosophy to the dogmas of 

Utilitarianism, which held that in the 

classless society art should be practical, 

easily comprehensible, and socially 

useful.   

 

As this point of view became dominant 

in the Soviet Union, along with the 

banalities of the mandated Social 

Realist style, it worked tragically 

against such spiritually and 

aesthetically motivated artists as 

Malevich and Kandinsky, driving the 

latter out of Russia altogether and into 

the more liberal West. 



The monument was to be a slanting tower, 

thirteen hundred feet high- three hundred feet 

higher than the Eiffel Tower. To begin with, 

the tower contained three chambers.  A cubic 

hall at the lowest level would house the 

legislative council of the Third International; it 

would turn one degree every twenty-four 

hours, a complete rotation every year.  Above 

it, the pyramidal executive block would rotate 

once a month.  Atop that, Tatlin placed a 

cylinder, meant to be an information center, 

turning once a day; and surmounting the 

whole, a half dome.   

 

This structure, kept in perpetual motion by 

“special machinery”- it would have had to be 

special, indeed- was housed in an external grid, 

two spirals, soaring diagonally into the sky.  

The whole tower would be built of iron and 

glass. As the immobility of the Pyramids 

reflected the stasis of monarchy, so the 

upward, perilous surge of Tatlin’s tower would 

express the dialectic unfolding of the 

Revolution. 



The rise of Communism was brought on by 

the Russian Revolution of 1917.  

Precipitated by World War I, the revolution 

not only transformed Russia but also 

affected Europe, Asia, Africa , and Latin 

America.  To admirers, the revolution 

seemed to promise the advent of Marx’s 

socialist vision.  To detractors, the 

revolution seemed to presage the triumph 

of dictatorship.  To all, the revolution 

represented an experiment in creating a 

radically new kind of state and society.  

 

Lenin immediately attempted to incite an 

insurrection against the provisional 

government that had been established to 

provide a transition to constitutional rule.  

When his complicity in the plot was 

revealed, Lenin was forced to flee to 

Finland.  In his absence, Leon Trotsky 

(seen left) (1879-1940) organized a 

Bolshevik seizure of power on the night of 

November 6, 1918. 



On its proposed site in the center of Moscow, it 

would have served as  propaganda and new 

center for the Soviet people.  Within a 

dynamically tilted spiral cage, three 

geometrically shaped chambers were to rotate 

around a central axis, each chamber housing 

facilities for a different type of governmental 

activity and rotating at a different speed.  

 

 The one at the bottom, a huge cylindrical glass 

structure for lectures and meetings, was to 

revolve once a year.  Higher up was a cone-

shaped chamber intended for administrative 

functions and monthly rotations.   

 

At the top, a cubic information center would 

have revolved daily, issuing news bulletins and 

proclamations via the most modern means of 

communication.  These included an open-air 

news screen (illuminated at night) and a 

special instrument designed to project words on 

the clouds of any overcast day.   



Naum Gabo. Column, c. 1923, perspex, 

wood, metal, glass 

 

The Russian born Naum Gabo (1890-

1977) wanted to create an innovative 

art to express a new reality that would 

spring from sources separate from the 

everyday world.  As he wrote in 

Realistic Manifesto, “Space and time 

are the only forms on which life is built 

and hence art must be constructed.” 

 

As a member of the Constructivists, 

Gabo’s sculptures relied on the 

relationship of mass and space to 

suggest the nature of space-time. He 

wanted to make art free from any past 

symbolism so that it could useful to a 

new society. 



Above: Photograph of Naum 

Gabo and his wife 

 

Left: Naum Gabo.  

First Constructed Head, 1915 



Varvara Stepanova, The Results of the First Five-Year Plan, 1932, photomontage 



After the First World War, artists in 

Germany and the Soviet Union began to 

experiment with photomontage, the 

process of making a composite image by 

juxtaposing or mounting two or more 

photographs in order to give the illusion 

of a single image. A photomontage can 

include photographs, text, words and 

even newspaper clippings.  

 

The Russian avant-garde had 

experimented with new forms of art for 

decades and in the years after the 

Revolution, photomontage became a 

favorite technique of artists such as El 

Lissitzky, Alexander Rodchenko and 

Varvara Stepanova. Stepanova was a 

talented painter, designer and 

photographer. She defined herself as a 

constructivist and focused her art on 

serving the ideals of the Soviet Union. 

Alexander Rodchenko and Varvara 

Stepanova in their studio 1922 



Stepanova was a leading member of the 

Russian avant-garde and later in her 

career, she became well known for her 

contributions to the magazine USSR in 

Construction, a propagandist 

publication that focused on the 

industrialization of the Soviet Union 

under Joseph Stalin, a ruthless dictator 

who took power after Lenin's death and 

who's totalitarian policies are thought 

to have caused suffering and death for 

millions of his people. 

 

The public targeted by USSR in 

Construction was mostly foreign. The 

purpose of the magazine was to show 

countries such as France and Great 

Britain that the USSR was also a 

leading force in the global market and 

economy. By choosing to include images 

rather than just articles, the public 

would be able to see with their own eyes 

the accomplishments achieved under 

Stalin. 



At first the subjects depicted were strictly industrial, but as the magazine gained 

recognition and readers, topics diversified, and included subjects from education to 

sports and leisure. Soviet strategists were well aware that many European countries 

were witnessing the rise of a small base of devoted Communists, despite general 

mistrust and even contempt by the continental social and political elite.  

 

As its title suggests, this photomontage is an ode to the success of the First Five-Year 

Plan, an initiative started by Stalin in 1928. The Plan was a list of strategic goals 

designed to grow the Soviet economy and accelerate its industrialization.  



In this work of art, Stepanova has also used the tools of the propagandist. Everything is 

carefully constructed. The artist uses only three types of color and tone. She alternates 

black and white with sepia photographs and integrates geometric planes of red to 

structure the composition. On the left, Stepanova has inserted public address speakers 

on a platform with the number 5, symbolizing the Five Year Plan along with placards 

displaying the letters CCCP, the Russian initials for USSR. The letters are placed 

above the horizon as is a portrait of Lenin, the founder of the Soviet Union. 



The cropped and oversized photograph of Lenin shows him speaking; his eyes 

turned to the left as if looking to the future. Lenin is linked to the speakers and 

letter placards at the left by the wires of an electrical transmission tower. Below, 

a large crowd of people indicate the mass popularity of Stalin's political program 

and their desire to celebrate it.  

 

Red, the color of the Soviet flag, was often used by Stepanova in her 

photomontages. She also commonly mismatched the scale of photographic 

elements to create a sense of dynamism in her images. Despite the flat, paper 

format, different elements are visually activated and can even seem to “pop out.” 



The Plan resulted in radical measures that forced farmers to give up their land 

and their livestock. Many people were reduced to extreme poverty and famine 

became widespread. Terror, violence, and fear replaced the initial optimism about 

the Plan. What started as positive propaganda became, little by little, a means to 

hide a disastrous economic policy from the rest of the world. It became an 

absolute necessity for the State to project a pristine image of its society no matter 

how dire the situation became. Stepanova admits no fault or imperfection in The 

Results of the First Five-Year Plan.  



Aleksandr Rodchenko. Spatial Contruction No. 12, c. 1920, plywood, open construction 

partially painted with aluminum paint, and wire 



Rodchenko conceived of line as the edge of 

a plane that is receding in space. In a 

reverse demonstration of this idea, the 

nesting ovals that compose this 

construction were cut from a single sheet 

of aluminum-painted plywood, then 

rotated and suspended, transforming 

what was essentially a plane into a three-

dimensional object suggestive of planetary 

orbits.  

 

Rodchenko made this work during a time 

of civic turmoil and great possibility in 

Russia, and for him and his Constructivist 

colleagues line was a component of a new 

art that would address societal ills, 

resulting in positive transformation. “In 

the line a new worldview became clear: to 

build in essence, and not depict (objectify 

or non-objectify); build new, expedient, 

constructive structures in life, and not 

from life and outside of life,” the artist 

wrote in 1921. 



Aleksandr Rodchenko. Spatial Contruction 

No.  126, c. 1920, oil on canvas 

 

Rodchenko’s research into the concept of 

line was fundamental to the ambitions of 

Russian constructivism. Careful 

examination of his paintings and objects 

from 1918 to 1921 show both the 

experimentalism and the hesitations that 

accompanied his move from construction to 

production art. 

 

Titled by the artist Construction No. 126, 

the painting raises difficult questions about 

Rodchenko’s struggle in these years to 

transcend the bourgeois aesthetics of the 

past and to meet what he took to be the 

demands of the new revolutionary life. How 

did he manage that transition, and how 

successful was he in refashioning art as a 

technical, experimental activity, in tune 

with the Communist reorganization of 

the country? 



Lazar Markovich Lissitzky  (1890 

–1941), better known as El 

Lissitzky, was a Russian artist, 

designer, photographer, 

typographer, polemicist and 

architect.  

 

He was an important figure of the 

Russian avant garde, helping 

develop suprematism with his 

mentor, Kazimir Malevich, and 

designing numerous exhibition 

displays and propaganda works for 

the Soviet Union.  

 

His work greatly influenced the 

Bauhaus and constructivist 

movements, and he experimented 

with production techniques and 

stylistic devices that would go on 

to dominate 20th-century graphic 

design. 



El Lissitzky. Beat the whites with the Red Wedge, 1919, lithograph 



Though, as the date and title suggest, the image appears as an allegory to the 

Russian Civil War (a brutal conflict of resolution between the Bolsheviks and the 

White Generals and their international allies), Lissitzky was also striving for 

something intellectual and far more acutely philosophical than just the mere 

suggested aspect of corporeal, militaristic warfare. Indeed, the primal nature of the 

form was, vitally, suggestive of a type of cerebral conflict, of a conceptual yet deadly 

battle of combative doctrinal interests: the proletariat revolution overcoming the 

ruling class of the intelligentsia. 



The image Lissitzky presents us with can also be seen as a personal declaration of 

allegiance to the new order; socially, politically and culturally. However, for 

Lissitzky, this hybrid of Suprematist art, with a Constructivist purpose, was not 

merely representative in form and of the Revolution, but an essential accomplice in 

the act of its own creation. “The artist is turning from an imitator into a constructor 

of the new world of objects,” Lissitzky proclaimed in 1922.  



El Lissitsky. Proun, c. 1925, ink and 

watercolor collage 

 

In the 1920s, Lissitzky proceeded to 

develop a suprematist style of his own, a 

series of abstract, geometric paintings 

which he called Proun (pronounced "pro-

oon"). Later, Lissitzky defined them 

ambiguously as "the station where one 

changes from painting to architecture.” 

 

They would lay the foundation for his 

later experiments in architecture and 

exhibition design. While the paintings 

were artistic in their own right, their use 

as a staging ground for his early 

architectonic ideas was significant. In 

these works, the basic elements of 

architecture – volume, mass, color, space 

and rhythm – were subjected to a fresh 

formulation in relation to the new 

suprematist ideals. Through his Prouns, 

utopian models for a new and better world 

were developed.  



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
 

BAUHAUS, DE STIJL, and RUSSIAN CONSTRUCTIVISM 

(Kandinsky, Mondrian, Breuer, Tatlin, and Stepanova) 

ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Kandinsky and Mondrian, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may choose to address either 

work or both.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Russian Constructivists, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may choose to address either 

work or both.  



VIDEO: Helen Mirren on Kandinsky 


