
The Europe of Dystopia
Art After the Second World War

At the end of World War II European conscience was staring at an abyss of uncertainty that would lead to a 
general dislocation in the dynamics of the avant-garde, with pre-war utopias of the time found in a state of 
negativity: dystopia. After its liberation from four years of German occupation and thrown into disarray from its 
experience of war, Paris would soon be displaced by New York as the capital of art. Yet numerous artists, writers 
and philosophers explored human disillusionment from the French capital, refuting all transcendence, rejecting 
any form of idealism and vindicating materiality and the body as a new field of artistic operations.

In the atmosphere of malaise and inse-
curity in Paris, first subjected to and later 
brought to its knees by trauma, currents 
of thought such as existentialism and 
phenomenology were forged, the theatre 
of the absurd emerged and the artistic 
practices coined “Informalism” and “Art 
Autre” by Paulhan and Tapié, respectively, 
came into being. Within this context, Jean 
Dubuffet (1901-1985) upheld an art de-
prived of the idealism of the avant-garde, 
self-proclaimed Art Brut in reference to 
its raw appearance. Focused on primitive 
materiality tied to child-like representa-
tions and the artwork of people with no 
schooling or those suffering from psycho-
logical disorders, Dubuffet used new, often 
organic, pictorial impastos that converged 
to form intentionally scatological compo-
sitions, an appearance that critics were 
quick to refer to disparagingly in his first 
exhibitions after the liberation of Paris.  

The German-Jewish philosopher Theodor Adorno asserted that writing poetry after Aus-
chwitz was barbaric, a statement that was indicative of how the utopian optimism in 
all avant-garde movements had been neutralised, and a situation that placed artists in 
the complex position of how to visually fit in a world permanently branded by images of 
horror. Even before the end of the hostilities, artists were faced with a desolate situation 
throughout Europe. This was the case in the work of Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) during 
the war years: after the scream against fascism in Guernica, the sculpture L’homme au 
mouton (1943) became a long-standing icon of the new order as it recovered the motif 
of Paleochristian iconography related to salvation, in which the lamb – common in differ-
ent Semitic traditions – replaced the human being as a sacrificial scapegoat. The almost 
invocatory dialogue the sculpture establishes with cruelty and redemption demonstrates 
a markedly symbolic appearance resembling the still-lifes based around sheep heads 
that Picasso tirelessly worked on in 1939, a pivotal year between the Spanish Civil War 
and World War II. At the end of the latter, such approaches were confronted with a flesh-
and-blood, tangible and horrifying reality, depicted in the photographs taken by Lee Miller 
(1907-1977) of the Buchenwald and Dachau concentration camps following their liber-
ation. The image of the heaped corpses and piles of personal belongings, the inert matter 
gathered together like merchandise, had an immediate impact on the global visual cul-
ture tied to the work being produced by artists in occupied France.
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Similarly, Jean Fautrier (1898-1964) took an interest in the lowness and formless theo-
rised by Georges Bataille to meld the stark presentation of the victims of war depicted in 
Sarah (1943) with the denial in the whole vision of Nature morte (Les Pommes à cidre) 
(1943), in which references to space and objects disappear to reveal a physicality that 
removes any illusion of depth.

This interest in giving the pictorial medium density governed painting’s transformation 
from a “window of the world” to a “wall”; the wall being the new medium, imaginary or 
real, that refutes the whole horizon, hinders sight and enables more direct physical com-
munication. During this period, this interest in mural compositions ran through the work 
of Antoni Tàpies (1923-2012), who used new bases mounted on cardboard to produce 
sgraffitos, grattages and collages with found elements and poor materials. The symbolic 
meaning Tàpies applied to the subject matter refers to the transcendence from humility 
and a certain latent spirituality in the physical that nuance the starkest elements of Fau-
trier’s and Dubuffet’s work.

The biography of Wols (1913-1951) enables the traumas of war to be understood in the 
continuity of European avant-garde culture: A German refugee in France, and an alcohol-
ic in a perpetual state of crisis, he became the perfect example of the existential individual 
described by Jean-Paul Sartre, a great admirer of the artist. His work is linked to the au-
tomatism and gesturalism of certain surrealists, but with the addition of unprecedented 
violence and negativity. 

At the same time, the paintings of Dutch artist Bram van Velde (1895-1981) condensed 
the continuity of time in post-war anxiety and the visual speculation of avant-garde 
movements. By virtue of a visible linear and chromatic tension he disfigured the pictorial 
space delimited by Picasso in the latter stages of Cubism and approached abstraction by 
demonstrating a radical and critical pessimism towards the classical pictorial system. In 
the work of van Velde, who was highly interested in the playwright Samuel Beckett, there 
is a discernable reflection of the debates surrounding the “impossibility of painting” that 
would remain open in Europe in the 1940s and 1950s after the sudden wave of North 
American painting.
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Jean FAUTRIER
Sarah, 1943

Sarah, an emblematic name in Jewish history that gives the work its title, is a key piece 
in Jean Fautrier’s oeuvre, which is forthright in its embodiment of the wounds and 
human tragedy caused by World War II. Fautrier was part of the French Resistance 
during the German occupation of France and, after being arrested, took refuge in a 
psychiatric hospital in the suburbs of Paris. It was there that he produced the series 
Les Otages (Hostages), to which Sarah belongs, made up of works, predominantly 
small in scale, in which the heads of hostages tend to fill the pictorial space. Les 
Otages responded to the issue of how to represent the terrors of Nazism at that 
time, in 1943, when the atrocities were still taking place. Within these “poems of 
resistance”, as defined by the art historian Giulio Carlo Argan, Sarah is distinctive 
because of both its size and the discernible and physical presence of a body which, 
combined with subtle colours, the flesh colours and blood-red, reveals the dual ap-
pearance of a dismembered corpse and a seated goddess.

Some of the works in Les Otages series were more explicit, showing not only the 
heads – larger in scale and standing out through their realism – but also the whole 
body of the hostage. When they were shown in the Galerie René Drouin in 1945, 
they stood out from the rest of the series due to their central position between heads 
lined up together, which, organised in rows, implied the position of prisoners fac-
ing death before a firing squad. On that occasion – the first public unveiling – the 
prominent relationship between Les Otages and Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937), 
was already apparent. With a comparison of this nature substantiated even further 

with the first presentation of Sarah in 
the Museo Reina Sofía. The Spanish 
Civil War, with Guernica as its icon, is 
considered the rehearsal of the Second 
World War. Similarly, Picasso’s large-
scale oil painting from 1937 emphasis-
es the difficulty in “regarding the pain of 
others”, in the words of Susan Sontag, 
which is precisely the position Fautrier 
took regarding Sarah. As Francis Ponge 
in “Notes sur Les Otages” (1945) stat-
ed: “The scream of martyred Spain was 
expressed artistically in Picasso’s oil 
painting Guernica. Eight years on we 
have Les Otages: horror and beauty 
mixed in equal parts.”

In his text, the comparison established by 
Ponge – a poet, friend and the first critic 
of Fautrier’s work – operates on different 
levels. From a narrative perspective, both 
works are the artists’ response to the in-
discriminate slaughter of human beings 
in wartime – on one side, civilians in the 
town of Guernica on market day, and on 
the other, close to one hundred prison-
ers from the French Resistance in the 
suburbs of Paris at night. Both events 
already form part of the history of the 
countries they occurred in, their images 
turning into symbols of silent resistance 

Exhibition of Jean Fautrier’s Les Otages at the Galerie René Drouin, Paris, 1945.
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and heroism. On a formal level, despite employing opposing styles, the two works 
share certain characteristics, for instance the complex blend of anonymity and in-
dividuality in conveying the victims (as a counterpoint to the mass unconsciously 
associated with collective slaughter), the physical absence of the assailant in the 
composition and the narrative exclusion of explicit violence.

Above and beyond the narrative and formal aspects as a whole, there is the advent 
of awareness by both artists of the undeniable transcendence of the theme and the 
common consideration of the artwork as an active instrument of denouncement and 
transformation. Thus, these canvases share the ability to ignite a debate around the 
problems of artistic expression in wartime, a key motif running through the discourse 
of the Museo’s Collection, evoking the step taken by the Utopias and Conflict sec-
tion, containing Guernica, towards the unanswered question: Is the War Over?, the 
section that now houses Jean Fautrier’s Sarah.

Taking war and massacre as a double moral and artistic problem, as a reflection on 
civilisation and its atrocities, both Guernica and Sarah represent an essay on the dif-
ficulties and responsibilities of creation and the search for languages to represent 
visual tools of horror. They do so in medias res, with the dead bodies of war still warm, 
going back some years to the decisive post-war maxim of Theodor Adorno, written in 
1949: “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.”
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