
The Europe of Dystopia
Art After the Second World War

The Second World War caused a traumatic meltdown in the European conscience and general loss of direction 
for the dynamics of the avant-garde. Paris had been under Nazi occupation for four years, and was now the 
centre for radical questioning of the aesthetic principles of Western culture. Its being replaced by New York as 
global art capital was a sign of the new world order that would hold sway for the rest of the 20th century. It was 
in this context that artists, writers, philosophers and filmmakers began to explore, in the possibility of rejecting 
transcendence and in the reclamation of alienation, unrest, materiality and the physicality of the body, a whole 
new field of operations for art.

and between-the-wars surrealism, is 
characterised by an outright rejection of 
transcendence – their works are explicitly 
opaque and physical – and by its denial 
of art’s ability to communicate symboli-
cally or expressively the aspirations of an 
individual who no longer even recognises 
himself in the over-confident subject of 
the early avant-garde. Despite usually 
choosing to use painting, this kind of art 
renounces the primacy in the West of the 
visual and of iconic language, in order to 
prioritise the tactile, the informal and the 
anonymous mark of the body. Jean Fau-
trier (1898-1964) is possibly the artist 
that best encapsulates the war wounds 
in his works. The physical thickness of the 
pastes used and the presence of the body 

World War II marked a definite cut-off point in the moral, political and aesthetic certain-
ty of the European avant-garde. The German Jewish philosopher Theodor Adorno said 
that writing poetry after Auschwitz was barbaric, because of the impossibility of repre-
senting that much horror. Constructivism’s projects and the revolutionary dreams of the 
surrealists were marked by the clear demonstration of the destructive impulse inherent 
in all Utopian imaginings. The German occupation of Paris from 1941 and the Nazi per-
secution of “degenerate” art in central Europe would lead to the almost total dismant-
ling of the infrastructure and network of interrelationships that held together the pan-
European phenomenon of the international avant-garde. Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) 
stained Pierre Reverdy’s (1889-1960) black calligraphy with red in Le Chant des Morts 
(1948), highlighting the bloody open wound in Europe’s heart. 
Despite all this, a group of intellectuals and artists, mainly living in Paris, managed to 
forge from this unpromising state of malaise and uncertainty the foundations for two 
currents of thought, existentialism and phenomenology, led by Jean Paul Sartre and 
Merleau-Ponty respectively, and certain artistic practices dubbed informalism by Paul-
han and Art of Another Kind (“un art autre”) by Tapié. The desire of playwright Antonin 
Artaud (1896-1948) to break down the barriers of verbal language through disjointed 
mutterings and uncontrolled shrieking helped channel the plastic artists’ impulses in 
the post-war years. The aesthetic of these artists, the roots of which lie in Dadaism 

New acquisitions

Brassaï. S/T, Serie Graffiti, 
1933-1960

Henri Michaux. Sin título, 1944
Henri Michaux. Sin título, 1946
Henri Michaux. Sin título, 1947-48 
Henri Michaux. Sin título, 1948

Jean Fautrier / Georges Bataille. 
L’Alleluiah. Catéchisme de Dianus, 
1947



in drawing refute any illusion of depth or 
visual distance. 
The images do not come from the artist’s 
sovereign will but from the anonymous 
hand, leaving its mark on the streets pho-
tographed by Brassaï (1899-1984), or 
from the aggressively childlike impulses of 
Jean Dubuffet (1901-1985), who shocked 
all right-thinking Parisian society with the 
‘ugliness’ of his Art brut. The utopian hori-
zon of pre-war primitivism became, in his 
work, a nihilistic, carnivalesque mockery of 
the humanist myths of art. The imagina-
tion of Josefa Tolrà (1880-1959), which 
ran riot after his psychiatric hospitalisa-
tion, was the object of close attention for 
the members of the Catalan avant-garde 
Dau al Set from the late 1940s onwards.

The biography of Wols (1913-1951) 
allows some understanding of the trau-
ma caused by the war in the continuity 
of European avant-garde culture. He was 
a German artist, trained in the Paul Klee 
tradition, whose attempts to emigrate to 
the USA like so many of his compatriots, 
expelled by the Nazi regime, were always 
frustrated. An alcoholic in a constant state 
of crisis, he became the perfect example 
of the existentialist individual described 
by Jean Paul Sartre - a great admirer of 
the artist. His works are connected to the 
automatism and gesturalism of certain 
surrealists, to which he adds an unpre-
cedented violence and negativity, seen 
not only in his paintings but also in his 
drawings and photographs. The Belgian 
Henri Michaux (1899-1984), who had 
lived in France since the occupation dis-
tanced himself from the materiality of the 
painting and the violent corporeal inscrip-
tion of his colleagues to move in a direction 
that was just as radical with regard to the 
modern European project. Michaux was a 
poet before becoming a painter, and the 
ingredients of his work –allowing the sign 
to dissolve into the range of vital impul-
ses – are also to be found in the early su-
rrealism of Joan Miró’s Magnetic Fields. 
But Michaux takes them further through 
the systematicity of his research and the 
sustained relationship with his life expe-
riences. He was a student of non-Western 
cultures, primitive art and the effects of 

hallucinogenic substances, and his work 
attempts to explore the furthest frontiers 
of European conscience until it is emptied 
of all meaning.
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