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In 1915 the Expressionist artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner painted a chilling representation of an 
experience he had undergone during the First World War. Instead of the exploding shells and 
apocalyptic visions that we normally associate with Expressionist representations of war, Kirchner 
depicted a group of naked men taking a compulsory shower under the watchful eye of a German 
officer. For many viewers today Das Soldatenbad (Artillerymen in the Shower, 1915) reverberates 
across history, grimly prophetic of one of its most disgraceful and barbarie episodes: the slaughter 
of the Jews in German gas chambers disguised as showers. At the time, Kirchner intended his 
painting to reflect the humiliation and depersonalisation he suffered in the army. The crowd of men 
cringing under the impact of cold water pelting them from above, all bear the features of the artist's 
own face. This is not a representation of "faces in the crowd," but rather of the face in the crowd.

Paradoxically, it is a face that has been stripped of its individual identity and cynically repeated ad 
infinitum. For Kirchner, like other artists of his generation, First World War was a searing 
experience that provoked a grave psychological crisis. Fired by their enthusiasm for Nietzsche's 
writings, many of these young men volunteered in 1914, celebrating the war as a revolutionary 
force that would sweep away their materialistic age and herald an exhilarating future. Needless to 
say, few of them survived the orgy of mass destruction with their idealism intact; in reality, the war 
heralded a new period of collective politics that ultimately facilitated Hitler's rise to power. The era 
of the Romantic, individualistic, Expressionist artist ended in August 1914; and Kirchner was 
remarkably prescient in recognizing his own demise. He did not share the misplaced enthusiasm for 
war that motivated many of his contemporaries; on the contrary, he volunteered in 1915 to serve as 
a driver in an artillery regiment because he wanted to avoid the worse fate of being conscripted into 
the infantry. Within six months, before he had seen any action, Kirchner suffered a nervous 
breakdown and was declared unfit for military service. He returned to Berlin in a state of crisis, 
exacerbated by his abuse of drugs and alcohol, and against all odds, set about creating some of his 
strongest work.

Alongside Das Soldatenbad (Artillerymen in the Shower, 1915) Kirchner painted two powerful self-
portraits: Selbstbildnis als Trinker (The Drinker. Self Portrait, 1915) and Selbstporträt als Soldat 
(Self-Portrait as a Soldier, 1915). In the latter painting, he depicts himself as a haggard figure in a 
soldier's uniform, identified by a number rather than a name. Kirchner's painting hand is severed at 
the wrist, leaving a gangrenous stump, an imaginary amputation that relates to his identity as an 
artist being "cut off" by the anonymity of his military role.

Kirchner further explored the theme of identity crisis in a series of daringly experimental colour 
woodcuts illustrating Peter Schlemihls Wundersame Geschichte (The Wondrous Story of Peter 
Schlemihl, 1907) by the Romantic poet, Adalbert von Chamisso. This tale is about the terrible fate 



of a man who sells his shadow in return for a pot of gold that never runs out. In his woodcuts 
Kirchner himself assumes the role of Peter Schlemihl, first losing his beloved and then the respect 
of the crowd in return for sealing this devilish pact. Condemned to a life of isolation and loneliness, 
the artist pleads unsuccessfully for the return of his shadow; the final image of the series, where 
Kirchner experimented with a number of different states and colour variations, shows the artist 
vainly grasping for his shadow, painfully attempting to regain a single, integral identity.

Kirchner never fully recovered from his breakdown during the war years, and in many ways he 
remained a "split personality" for the rest of his life. Although the crisis came to a head when he 
was in the army, the roots of Kirchner's problems lay deeper, and were certainly connected to his 
experience of modernity in the city during the years leading up to the outbreak of war in 1914. He 
was working at this time on his famous paintings of Berlin prostitutes stalking the city streets. It 
was the moment when the original, idealistic association of "Die Brücke" artists was falling apart 
under the conflicting pressures of the Berlin art world, and Kirchner felt himself increasingly 
estranged from his farmer Expressionist friends. At the same time, Berlin became a meeting point 
for the international avant-garde, and Kirchner was more acutely aware of his position within this 
oppositional force. His street scenes are depictions of the urban jungle, where prostitutes with mask-
like faces and flamboyant "tribal" costumes stand in droves on street corners, awaiting their 
anonymous male clients, who circulate through the city streets in identical urban suits, like cogs in a 
perverse sex machine. These paintings contrast starkly with the Arcadian images of liberated 
sexuality that Kirchner had painted in the heyday of his Expressionist style, where nudes cavort 
freely in nature. The city is a place in which anonymous sex is bought and sold, and Kirchner later 
regarded his Berlin prostitutes, at the height of his crisis in 1916, as a metaphor for the frightening 
topsy-turvy state of the world at war. "The thing that weighs most heavily on me," he wrote at this 
time, "is the war and the rampant superficiality that surrounds us. I have the impression that we are 
in the midst of a bloody carnival. We puff ourselves up to work, when, in fact, all our work is in 
vain, and the onslaught of the mediocre is destroying everything. Now we ourselves are like the 
prostitutes I used to paint, swept aside and disappearing without a trace. Nevertheless, I am trying to 
organize my thoughts and to create a picture of the times out of this confusion, which is, after all, 
what I set out to do." 
1

For the generation of artists who came to maturity in the wake of the First World War, issues of 
identity and concerns about loss of individuality were central. These artists had various experiences 
during the war: in a self-portrait of 1915, Otto Dix, for example, pictured himself with true 
Expressionist bravado as a hero, in the guise of Mars, god of war. Despite repeated injuries, Dix re-
enlisted several times, and welcomed the prospect of being at the eye of the storm. It was only in 
retrospect that he began to formulate a bitterly cynical attack on the dehumanizing effects of 
conflict. The terrifying war veterans who people his immediate post war paintings like Prager 
Straße (Prague Street, 1920) and Die Skatspieler (Skat Players, 1920), are no more than human 
simulacra, made up of prosthetic limbs and vainly sporting their medals and military mustaches.

The bourgeois civilians, who have grown fat on the profits of war, merely toss these pathetic 
creatures a coin, or ignare them totally. Later in the 1920s Dix brilliantly portrayed the individual 
characters of his decadent times. George Grosz, by way of contrast, reserved his satirical brush for 
the bourgeois ruling classes. 

His work clearly reflects the polarised mass politics of the interwar years; but he was far more 
successful at "individualising" the priests and bankers he despised than he was in formulating a 
positive image of the new collective man whom his left-wing politics led him to admire. After the 
war, Max Beckmann, who is undoubtedly the greatest artist of this so-called Neue Sachlichkeit 



group, concentrated on a relentless search for individual knowledge and truth. Like Kirchner, 
Beckmann suffered a nervous breakdown during the war after serving as a volunteer medical 
orderly in Flanders. But whereas Kirchner lost his sense of identity, it could be said that Beckmann 
found himself through the horrors of this experience. In his radical graphic portfolios, Die Hölle 
(Hell) and Fastnacht (Carnival), which he made between 1919 and 1921, Beckmann attempted to 
relocate himself as an individual and as an artist in relation to society. The tabula rasa created by the 
historical trauma of the war left him with no choice other than to try to recreate a sense of reality on 
his own terms, drawing from the whole spectrum of ancient philosophies. Much later, as an exile 
from Nazi Germany, Beckmann made a speech about his painting in London in 1938, where he 
condemned "collectivism" as "the greatest danger that threatens humanity."  He rejected both 2

Fascism and Communism in favour of a new humanism based on fulfilling individual potential. He 
nevertheless regarded what he saw as the fleeting, emotional subjectivity of the Expressionists as 
woefully inadequate and attempted, on the contrary, to objectify his sense of individual truth by 
projecting it onto a mythic plane.

Christian Schad is another artist of the interwar years who sought to objectify his personal vision. 
No other artist better exemplifies this generation's rejection of the subjective, painterly style of 
Expressionism in favour of a cool, polished, meticulous realism, based in Schad's case on a study of 
Old Master techniques and photography. Schad was virulently anti-militaristic, and to avoid 
conscription he fled to Zurich during First World War, where he took part in various Dada activities. 
He painted in an avant-garde style at this time and made experimental photographs, given the name 
"Schadographs" by the Dada protagonist Tristan Tzara. These small abstract photographs were 
made by placing ephemeral objects that Schad found on his odysseys through the city on light-
sensitive paper, and leaving the image to develop on his windowsill. By so doing, Schad inverted 
the technique of mass reproduction usually associated with photography, creating unique, poetic 
images, each with its individual aura.

When Schad returned to Munich after the war, he felt that this period of avant-garde 
experimentation was just a game that had no role to play in helping him face up to the realities of 
the post-war world. Schad spent several years in Italy studying Renaissance painting before he set 
up home in Vienna, and subsequently in Berlin, where he painted his unforgettable portrait gallery 
of contemporary men and women. In a sense, Schad's realist style is a process of individualization: 
his merciless brush records every hair, vein, scar and tiny physical blemish. In one of his most 
famous portraits, Graf St. Genois d'Anneaucourt (Count St. Genois d'Anneaucourt, 1927), he 
depicts the melancholy homosexual count flanked by two rivals: the "manly" Baroness Glasen, who 
was the count's companion on his sorties into polite society, and a drag queen, whom Schad had 
seen in the notorious transvestite nightclub in Berlin, known as the Eldorado.

Schad was always drawn to oppositional types of sexuality, beyond the bourgeois norm. He was 
also attracted by the rootless aristocrats he met in Vienna, who had lost their wealth and status in 
First World War; he responded to the mix of elegance and decadence he encountered in these 
sophisticated lost souls. In this case he depicts the diminutive count like a rabbit caught in the glare 
of the artist's gaze, flanked by his rival lovers who are flashing each other looks to kill. Both are 
dressed in transparent silk dresses, and on the bare back of the drag queen we find a detail that is 
typical of Schad's work: a beauty spot reddened with infection.

Schad presents a perfect illusion of reality in the glassy surfaces of his paintings; but they are 
nevertheless illusions, where memories and associations are collaged together. Count St. Genois, for 
example, whom Schad met in Vienna, is pictured in front of a backdrop of Parisian rooftops because 
Schad thought that this would be a fitting setting for the cosmopolitan aristocrat. Based on a flight 
of the imagination, the photographic realism of the painting challenges the mechanical objectivity 



of the camera's eye, while the technique that Schad perfected through his study of Old Master 
paintings reasserts the magical skills of art. 

The mesmerising quality of Schad's paintings relates to the application of these ancient skills to a 
portrait of his own time and place. His works are strikingly contemporary, providing a kind of 
ethnographic study of the characters we associate with the roaring and decadent 1920s. In this 
sense, they are comparable to August Sander's famous photographic survey, Antlitz der Zeit (Faces 
of Our Time, 1929). But whereas Sander was intent on portraying generic types (Handlanger. Köln - 
The Hod-Carrier. Cologne, c. 1928; Witwer mit seinen Söhnen - Widower with Sons, c. 1906-07, 
etc), Schad sought out exotic individuals on the Bohemian fringes of society. When he moved to 
Berlin in 1927 he struck up a friendship with an eccentric entomologist and ethnographer called 
Felix Bryk, whose special fields of study included butterflies and the sexual practices of African 
natives. Together, Bryk and Schad toured the working-class bars and fairgrounds on the outskirts of 
Berlin in search of the exotic characters who appear in paintings like Agosta, der Flügelmensch, 
und Rasha, die schwarze Taube (Agosta, the Winged Man and Rasha, the Black Dove, 1929). In this 
disquieting painting, the Romantic exoticism that characterised the Expressionists' approach to 
fairground and circus performers has been replaced by Schad's clinical, analytical eye. The luscious 
black dancer and the man who towers arrogantly above her, with his snow-white, deformed chest, 
are like butterflies pinned to the surface of Schad's disturbing work. In all his paintings, there is 
indeed a sense that the individuals he chooses to paint are a vanishing species, lifted by the artist 
from the maelstrom of history and preserved for the curiosity of future generations in a frozen 
capsule of space and time.


 Letter from Kirchner to the Expressionist scholar and collector, Gustav Schiefler, dated 28 March, 1916.1
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1903-1950, edited by B. Copeland Buenger, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1997.
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