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The Art of War Class Notes 2018 

Avant-garde Movements of the Time 

Impressionism was a 19th century art movement that began as a loose association of Paris-based artists 

who began publicly exhibiting their art in the 1860s. The movement’s name came from Claude Monet's 

Impression, Soleil Levant painted in 1872. Its subject is Le Havre harbour, and Monet used very loose 

brush strokes that suggest rather than delineate it. Characteristics of Impressionist painting include 

visible brushstrokes, pale colours, emphasis on light in its changing qualities, ordinary subject matter, 

and unusual visual angles. It also came to have connotations of being painted en plein air. 

Dada or Dadaism was a cultural movement that began in Zurich during WWI, and peaked from 1916 to 

1920. The movement involved any of the visual arts, literature, theatre, and graphic design which 

concentrated an anti war message. Dada was "anti-art". Dada sought to fight art with art. For everything 

that art stood for, Dada had to represent the opposite. Where art was concerned with aesthetics, Dada 

ignored aesthetics. If art was to have a message, Dada strove to have no meaning - interpretation of 

Dada is dependent entirely on the viewer. If art was to appeal to sensibilities, Dada is to offend.  

Fauvism: the first avant-garde movement of this modern period in which colour ruled supreme. The 

Fauvist style of painting, using non-naturalistic colours. The Fauvists translated their feelings into colour 

with a rough, almost clumsy style. Matisse was a dominant figure in the movement; other Fauvists 

included Vlaminck, Derain, Marquet, and Rouault. However, they did not form a cohesive group and by 

1908 a number of the painters had gone off to try Cubism.  

Expressionism: The term can be used to describe a number of art forms but, in its broadest sense, it is 

used to describe any art that raises subjective feelings above objective observations. The paintings aim 

to reflect the artist’s state of mind rather than the reality of the external world. This aim is achieved by 

distortion and exaggeration of shape, and by vivid or violent application of colour. The roots of 

expressionism are found in the works of van Gogh and Edvard Munch. Some art historians believe that 

the term is not especially useful as almost anything can be expressionism.  

German Expressionism tended to dwell on the darker, sinister aspects of the human psyche. The 

German Expressionist movement began in 1905 with a group of Dresden artists (they called themselves 

Die Brücke). The four organizers were Fritz Bleyl, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Erich Heckel and Karl Schmidt-

Rottluff, who were soon joined by a number of other German and European artists including Emil Nolde, 

Max Pechstein and Otto Mueller. The artists of Die Brücke drew inspiration from van Gogh, Gauguin, 

Munch and from primitive art. Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880-1938), the leading spirit of Die Brücke, 

wanted German art to be a bridge to the future. He insisted that the group “express inner convictions... 

with sincerity and spontaneity''. The Die Brücke group disbanded in 1913.   

The works by a number of these artists were to influence followers like Georges Rouault, Chaim Soutine, 

Max Beckmann (working independently, he constructed his own “bridge”), Käthe Kollwitz, and Ernst 

Barlach. Another group of artists known as Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider) was also considered 
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Expressionists. Members included Wassily Kandinsky, Franz Marc, August Macke, Alexej von Jawlensky, 

Marianne von Werefkin, Lyonel Feininger, Gabriele Münter and Paul Klee. The group was founded in 

response to the rejection of Kandinsky's painting Last Judgement from an exhibition by Die Brücke. Der 

Blaue Reiter lacked a central artistic manifesto. Together and apart Der Blaue Reiter and Die Brücke were 

the two groups of German painters fundamental to Expressionism. 

The New objectivity (Neue Sachlichkeit) was a German art movement of the 1920s which grew out of 

and was to a degree in opposition to the earlier Expressionist movements. The artists created styles of 

bitter realism and protest that mirrored the disillusionment following World War I. Whilst the New 

Objectivity retained the intense emotionality of the earlier movements, it abandoned the symbolism of 

expressionism for direct social commentary. The chief painters of the movement were George Grosz and 

Otto Dix. 

Two divisions of the New Objectivity included the Verists (truth tellers) and the Magical Realists. Dix and 

Grosz were the two key players of the Verists. They developed an extreme form of realism that showed 

every minute detail, but distorted things to emphasize the ugly. Their art was raw, provocative and 

harshly satirical of modern life and society. The Magical Realists were more traditional and realist than 

the Verists.  

Surrealism is closely related to some forms of Abstract Art. In fact, the two share similar origins, but 

they differ in interpretation of what those origins mean to the aesthetic of art. The Surrealist Movement 

was lead by André Breton, a French doctor who’d fought in the trenches during the First World War. The 

artists in this movement studied the works of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung. Breton became fascinated 

with the idea of releasing the sub-conscious mind – converting dreams into reality. In general usage, the 

term Surrealism is more often applied to a movement in visual arts than to the original cultural and 

philosophical movement. Many Surrealist artists regarded their work as an expression of the 

philosophical movement first and foremost. Dali was perhaps the most famous exponent. Since many of 

the initial participants in Surrealism originated in the Dada movement, a strict demarcation of Surrealist 

and Dadaist theory and practice can be difficult to draw. 

Picasso (along with Braque) also embraced what came to be called as Cubism. Picasso was influenced by 

Iberian and African carvings (like some of the Expressionists), and was trying to find a way to move away 

from a single perspective to multiple viewpoints in the same work (several different aspects of the 

subject in the same work).  

Futurism: Futurism started early in the 20th century as a modernist movement celebrating the 

technological, future era. The car, the plane, the industrial town represented the speed of modern life 

and the technological triumph of man over nature. The Futurists had a love of speed, technology and 

violence. The Italian Futurists were also wedded to the idea of warfare and battle. They championed 

Italy’s entry into WW1. They purposely sought to arouse controversy and to attract publicity by 

repudiating static art of the past. Futurist painters tried to make a rhythm of their repetitions of lines 

(lines of force). Inspired by some photographic experiments, they were breaking motion into small 
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sequences, and using the wide range of angles within a given time-frame all aimed to incorporate the 

dimension of time within the picture. Brilliant colors and flowing brush strokes also additionally were 

creating the illusion of movement. Only some were successful. Futurism influenced many other 20th 

century art movements, including Art Deco, Cubism, Vorticism, Constructivism and Surrealism. The 

leader of the movement was Filippo Marinetti who wrote the manifesto.  Artists included Carlo Carrà, 

Giacomo Ballà, Gino Severini, Umberto Boccioni, Mario Sironi and (for a time) Charles Nevinson. 

Vorticism: The Vorticism group began with the Rebel Art Centre in England which Wyndham Lewis and 

others established after disagreeing with Omega Workshops founder Roger Fry, and it had roots in the 

Bloomsbury Group, Cubism, and Futurism. Though the style grew out of Cubism, it is more closely 

related to Futurism in its embrace of dynamism, the machine age and all things modern (cf. Cubo-

Futurism). However, Vorticism diverged from Futurism in the way that it tried to capture movement in 

an image. In a Vorticist painting modern life is shown as an array of bold lines and harsh colours drawing 

the viewer's eye into the centre of the canvas. The name Vorticism was given to the movement by Ezra 

Pound in 1913, although Lewis, usually seen as the central figure in the movement, had been producing 

paintings in the same style for a year or so previously. 

Suprematism: An art movement focused on fundamental geometric forms (in particular the square and 

circle) which formed in Russia in 1915-1916. One of the chief exponents was Malevich. It included 

elements of cubism and futurism, but rejected a subjective basis or theme – just a composition of 

geometry and colour. 
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