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GEORGE GROSZ
Figure
Yvan

for
Goll's

Methusalem

Cover and Figure 1.
Student. Water color on paper, 20-1/2 x 14-1/2 inches,
1922. George Grosz, German, 1893-1959. Contemporary
Collection of The Cleveland Museum of Art. 66.50
Note: Figures 1 through 8 are all studies by George Grosz
for Goll's

Methusalem;

water

color

on paper,

1922.

OPPOSITE

Figure 2 (top left). Methusalem.
Theater Collection of The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Figure 3 (top right). Amalie.
B.C. Holland Gallery, Chicago.
Figure 4 (bottom left). Felix. Whereabouts unknown.
Figure 5 (bottom right). Ida.Whereabouts unknown.
The Bulletin of The Cleveland Museum of Art, Volume LV,
Number 4, April 1968. Published monthly, except July and
August, by The Cleveland Museum of Art, 11150 East Boulevard at
University Circle, Cleveland, Ohio 44106. Subscription included in
fee, otherwise $5.00 per year. Single copies, 60 cents.
membership
Copyright 1968, by The Cleveland Museum of Art. Second-class
postage paid at Cleveland, Ohio. Museum photography by Richard
F. Godfrey and Nicholas Hlobeczy; design by Merald E. Wrolstad.

The atmosphere of political and intellectual ferment
which pervaded Germany in the decade after World
War I stimulated an entire generation of playwrights
and directors to reshape many traditional concepts of
drama. New techniques-such
as scenery projection,
multi-level stages, and the inclusion of motion picture
the massed grouping and heavy
clips-superseded
naturalism that had characterized German theater in
the early years of the century. It was only natural,
therefore, that innovators such as the directors Viertel
and Piscator and dramatists like Kaiser, Goll, Toller,
and Brecht would attract to their productions the ser
vices of artists equally committed to new ideas. One
of these artists was George Grosz (1893-1959), whose
acid depiction of the German Burger and activity as
the "Propaganda" of the Berlin Dada group made
him perhaps the best-known artist inGermany at that
it comprises only a small part of his
time. Although
total activity during the decade, Grosz did designs
in the early
for a series of memorable
productions
1920's (Nebeneinander, Das Trunkene Schiff), cul
minating in Erwin Piscator's 1927 production of the
Good Soldier Schweik.
The Cleveland Museum has recently acquired one
of the artist's designs for the theater from this period,
a water-color
sketch for the character Student in
Yvan Goll's play, Methusalem
(Fig. 1).1 The drawing
is one of a series that Grosz did for the play which
was to be premiered at the Neues Schauspielhaus,
in 1922. Unaccountably,
the premiere
Konigsberg,
seems to have been postponed, as no record of it ex
ists. The official premiere was given on October 13,
Theater.2 In the
1924, at Berlin's Dramaturgisches
Berlin production Grosz's designs were not used; in
stead, costumes and scenery were done by Hannes
Boht. We can only guess at the reasons for the
change, but it is possible, given the economic uncer
tainties of that period, that the original designs by
Grosz proved impracticable.
Grosz's designs, although apparently never real
ized, are significant for several reasons: they illus
little-known aspect of his de
trate a comparatively
velopment as an artist, and they vividly document
Goll's theories of drama. The drawing of Student is
not a "costume sketch" in the traditional sense; it is
the design of a large figure, much like a giant puppet,
to be manipulated by the actor behind it. Like aMerz
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Cuckoo and Parrot.
Courtesy E. V. Thaw and Co.
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Dog andMonkey.
Courtesy E. V. Thaw and Co.
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Figure 8.
Courtesy

Stag
E. V. Thaw

and Cat.
and Co.

construction or a Dada collage, the figure is assem
bled of bits and pieces of quasi-mechanical
junk. The
operation of this jumble is amusingly annotated on
the drawing: "Teeth like old piano keys," "Emits
steam from time to time while speaking," and-indi
cating the twisted mechanism of the partially-exposed
it can rattle and squeak while speak
"brain"-"Here
ing." The "light of knowledge" (or more likely Stu
dent's incendiary philosophy) is seen as an oversized
candle projecting from the hinged, overstuffed head.
Goll's play concerns itself with Methusalem,
the
eternal bourgeois, a wealthy and gouty shoe-manu
facturer (Fig. 2) who is opposed by the revolutionary
Student, a self-appointed
representative of the new
order. Methusalem
has a wife, Amalie (Fig. 3), who
worries only about her husband's goulash-inevitably
burnt; a son, Felix, who spouts stock-market quota
tions (Fig. 4); and an ingenious daughter, Ida, fond
of romantic poetry (Fig. 5). Student eventually se
duces Ida and shoots the arch-Burger. In the end, as
Student and Ida, now with a child, engage in a point
less, acrimonious dialogue on a park bench, Methusa
lem reappears unchanged, muttering
to himself of
profit and loss and the price of leather. The entire
dialogue of the play consists of cliches, banal phrases,
and political slogans hurled by the characters at one
another in rapid-fire sequence. The play uses several
92

novel dramatic devices. The stage directions call for
to show
film scenes projected on the background
Methusalem's
dreams and fantasies. The revolution
ary mob which Student exhorts is composed of old
newsreels of the riots which followed the murders of
In one act, almost an
Liebknecht and Luxemburg.
intermezzo, all the animals in Methusalem's
living
room-a dog, a cat, a stuffed stag's head, a monkey,
the cuckoo in the clock, the bearskin rug, and a parrot
-spring to life and talk of revolution, of overthrow
ing the tyranny of man (Figs. 6, 7, 8). They, too, can
only speak in catchwords and end up arguing use
lessly about how the animals' revolution is to be con
ducted. The pointed political references in this scene
would not have been lost on the German audience.
Despite these unusual features, Goll describes his
characters in naturalistic terms and gives no indica
tion in the stage directions of the kind of giant puppet
which Grosz evolved in his drawings. In the foreword
to the play, however, Goll states the philosophy be
hind Methusalem
and makes clear the evolution of
these figures. Goll wants to return the ancient prop
erties of magic to drama by the use of grotesque
masks and alogical situations. In this way the tyranny
of external appearances and fixed habits of thinking
is broken. There is no attempt at character develop
ment, for there are no characters for an actor to in

terpret or represent. Instead, amask is used to project
a state of mind.3 The importance of the mask is em
phasized in a passage from another essay: "The new
drama must have recourse to all the technological
props which are contemporary
equivalents of the
ancient mask. Such props are, for instance, the pho
nograph which masks the voice, the denatured masks,
and other accoutrements which proclaim the charac
ter in a crudely typifying manner: oversized ears,
white eyes, stilts. These physiological
exaggerations
which we, shapers of the new drama, do not consider
have their equivalents
in the inner
exaggerations,
hyperboles of the plot..... We seek the most fantas
tic truth."4 This concept of drama was called Ueber
realismus (super-realism), a term Goll adapted from
Guillaume Apollinaire's concept of sur-realisne. The
French poet, whom Goll knew and admired, first
used this term in 1917. It has since become best
known through the activities of Andre Breton and the
Surrealist painters and poets, but for Goll it seems to
have had a different connotation. Ueberrealismus
was the projection of an inner psychic situation in
terms of realistic imagery, a collection of symbols
that tells all about a character before he utters aword.
This is the esthetic which Grosz's figure-masks
seem to embody, but they also reflect an important,
although short-lived, change in the artist's personal

the influence of the "metaphysical"
style. Under
paintings of Giorgio de Chirico and Carlo Carra,
Grosz temporarily abandoned in his paintings the
direct, biting draughtsmanship derived from Expres
sionism. For a period of about three years, 1919 to
1922, the human figure is a featureless mannikin,
created in terms of mechanical, geometric equivalents
(Fig. 9).5 The idea of treating human forms, func
tions and emotions by mechanical analogies intrigued
a number of Dada artists-Marcel Duchamp, Francis
the years immediately before
Picabia, Max Ernst-in
and after World War I. The figures for Methusalein
are part of this same development; it is interesting to
note that they are all drawn with compass and ruler,
and stamped "Grosz, Constructor" like an engineering
drawing. A comparison of the specific characters as
described in the play with the figures by Grosz indi
cates that they stimulated an essentially independent
creation, which may be enjoyed without recourse to
the play or the plot. They are absurd and spirited,
reflecting much the same wry humor as Max Ernst's
The Hat Makes theMan or Picabia's A morous Dis
play.

Grosz does not seem to have known about Picabia's
at this time,6 but he may have been
machine-figures
aware of the figures created by Picasso in 1917 for
the Cocteau-Massine-Satie
In the
ballet, Parade.
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Figure 9. Der Turner. Oil on canvas, 41-1/2 x 31 inches.
George Grosz. R. L. B. Tobin collection.
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Figures 10 and 11. First Manager and Second Manager
(for Jean Cocteau's ballet, Parade). 1917.
Pablo Picasso, Spanish, born 1881.

ballet are two gigantic figures, theManagers (Figs. 10
and 11), enormous Cubist constructions activated by
a dancer within, symbols of big-city ballyhoo and
showmanship. It seems possible that both Goll's theo
ries and Grosz's mask-figures derive from the same
source, for it was in the foreword to the program of
coined the term sur
this ballet that Apollinaire
realisme.7 Picasso's figures, however, do not take an
active part in the ballet, as they were intended to be
used as self-propelled stage decor. Grosz's mannikins
were meant to be an essential part of the drama: giant
masks that reflect and amplify the content of the play
-the "inner hyperboles of the plot."
Ford Foundation
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1. 66.50 Water color on paper, 20-1/2 x 14-1/2 inches.
Dates from 1922. Contemporary Collection of The Cleve
land Museum of Art. Publ.: John I. H. Baur, George
Grosz (New York: Macmillan Company, 1954), p. 16.
2. Listed inDeutsches Bihnen-Jahrbuch, 1926 ed.
3. Yvan Goll, Methusalem: oder der ewige Burger (Pots
dam: Gustav Kiepenhauer Verlag, 1922), pp. 7-8.
4. Yvan Goll, "Superdrama," in Anthology of German
Expressionist Drama, Walter H. Soko, ed. and trans. (Gar
den City: Doubleday and Company, 1963), p. 11.
5. Grosz explains this new phase of his art in an article
"Zu meinem neuen Bildern," Das Kunstblatt, I (1921),
11-14.
6. Cf. Baur, pp. 17-18.
7.Werner Haftmann inPainting in the Twentieth Century
(2nd ed.; New York-Washington: Frederick A. Praeger,
1965), p. 281, has already pointed out the relationship
between the conception of the figures by Picasso and the
manichini of Pittura Metafisica. It is perhaps more than
a coincidence brought about by the situation inwar-time
Paris that Parade had it premiere inRome.

