
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.

malism” and “Art Autre” by Paulhan and 
Tapié, respectively, came into being. 

Within this context, Jean Dubuffet (1901-
1985) upheld an art deprived of the ide-
alism of the avant-garde, self-proclaimed 
Art Brut in reference to its raw appearance. 
Focused on primitive materiality tied to 
child-like representations and the art-
work of people with no schooling or those 
suffering from psychological disorders, 
Dubuffet used new, often organic, picto-
rial impastos that converged to form in-
tentionally scatological compositions, an 
appearance that critics were quick to refer 
to disparagingly in his first exhibitions after 
the liberation of Paris.  

Images do not stem from the artist’s so-
vereign will, but rather from the anony-
mous hand that leaves its indentation on 
Dubuffet’s aggressively puerile impulse or 
the street photographed by Brassaï, who 
shocked all right-thinking Parisian society 

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 different 
Semitic traditions – replaced the human being as a sacrificial scapegoat. The almost in-
vocatory 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. Once the conflict was over, Picasso stained Pierre Reverdy’s (1889-1960) 
black calligraphy with red in Le Chant des Morts (The Song of the Dead, 1948), highlighting 
the bloody open wound in Europe’s heart. 

In the atmosphere of malaise and insecurity 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 “Infor-
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with the ‘ugliness’ of his Art brut. The utopian horizon of pre-war primitivism became, in 
his work, a nihilistic, carnivalesque mockery of the humanist myths of art. 

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 Belgian Henri Michaux (1899-1984), who had lived in France since the occupation 
distanced himself from the materiality of the painting and the violent corporeal inscription 
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 impulses – are also to be 
found in the early surrealism of Joan Miró’s Magnetic Fields. But Michaux takes them 
further through the systematicity of his research and the sustained relationship with his 
life experiences. 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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