
During the decade after the birth of Cubism, the world witnessed 
astounding changes.  Technology zoomed ahead at breakneck speed, 
transforming the world from agrarian to industrial, from rural to urban.
Against a backdrop of World War 1, Europe erupted in political chaos.  
The Russian Revolution of 1917 called for the destruction of everything 

from the old regime.  Artists searched for new forms to express this 
upheaval.

Three movements– Futurism in Italy, Constructivism in Russia, and 
Precisionism in the United States– adapted the forms of Cubism to 

redefine the nature of art.

Modernism Outside 
of France



• Futurism began in 1909 as a literary movement when the Italian poet 
F.T. Marinetti issued its manifesto. Marinetti challenged artists to show 
“courage, audacity, and revolt” and to celebrate “ a new beauty, the 
beauty of speed”.

• Marinetti found an ally in the ambitious and aggressive painter Umberto 
Boccioni (1882-1916), who urged painters to forsake art of the past 
for the “miracles of contemporary life” which he defined as railroads, 
ocean liners, and airplanes. 

 
• Boccioni refused to study academic art: “I want to paint the new, the 

fruit of our industrial age”.

• The key to futurist art was movement.

• The painters combined bright Fauve colours with fractured Cubist 
planes to express propulsion.

Futurism 1909-18



Umberto Boccioni. The City Rises, 1910. Oil on canvas. 78 1/2 x 118 
1/2 in (199.3 x 301 cm).

• Boccioni portrays 
workers and horses 
bristling about with is 
trademark “lines of 
force” radiating from 
each figure to imply 
velocity.

• He tried to capture 
more than a “freeze 
frame” of an instant, 
but a cinematic 
sensation of 
instability and 
movement

• Boccioni emphasizes the most typical elements of futurism in this painting: the 
exaltation of human work and the importance of the modern town, built around 
modern necessities. 

• The painting portrays the construction of a new city, with developments and 
technology. 



Umberto Boccioni. Unique Forms of 
Continuity in Space. 1913 (cast 1931). 

Bronze, 43 7/8 x 34 7/8 x 15 3/4" (111.2 x 
88.5 x 40 cm). 

• Boccioni puts speed and force into 
sculptural form. 

• The figure strides forward. Surpassing 
the limits of the body, its lines ripple 
outward in curving and streamlined 
flags, as if moulded by the wind. 

• Boccioni had developed these shapes 
over two years in paintings, drawings, 
and sculptures, exacting studies of 
human musculature. The result is a 
three-dimensional portrait of a 
powerful body in action.

• In the early twentieth century, the new 
speed and force of machinery was 
extremely exciting for artists like 
Boccioni.



In 1912, he attacked the fact that sculpture was dated- "the blind and foolish 
imitation of formulas inherited from the past," and particularly by "the 

burdensome weight of Greece." Yet Unique Forms of Continuity in Space bears 
an underlying resemblance to a classical work over 2,000 years old, the Nike of 

Samothrace. Boccioni also still uses a traditional sculpture material- bronze.



• Around 1914 the Russian Avant-Garde flourished with artists called 
“Constructivists”.

• From Cubism, the Constructivists borrowed broken shapes.  From 
Futurists they adopted multiple overlapping images to express agitated 
modern life.

• The Constructivists pushed art from representational to abstract.

• The 1917 Revolution converted Russian society from a feudal state to a 
“people’s republic”.  For a brief time, before Stalin cracked down and 
forbade “elitist” easel painting, Russia’s most adventurous artists led a 
social, as well as artistic revolution.

• They produced geometric art that reflected modern technology.

Constructivism 1913-32



Tatlin, Model for the Monument of the 3rd 
International, glass & iron, 1920. Recreated in 

1968 for exhibition at the Moderna Museet, 
Stockholm.

• Around 1914, Tatlin originated Russian 
geometric art.

• He called this abstract art, which was 
intended to reflect modern technology, 
“Constructivism” because its aim was “to 
“construct” art, not create it.

• The style prescribed using industrial 
materials like glass, metal, and plastic in 
three-dimensional works.

• Tatlin’s most famous work was a 
monument to celebrate the Bolshevik 
Revolution, and was intended to be higher 
than the Eiffel Tower and erected in the 
centre of Moscow.

• Since steel was scarce (due to the war) 
his idea remained only a model.

• The openwork structure of glass and iron 
was based on a continual spiral to denote 
humanity’s upward progress.



• The Constructivists believed they could build a 
technological utopia through their designs

• Around 1924 the dream ended brutally.  The 
Communist Party declared that art must be 

functional, an art for the masses, preferably 
propagandistic.

• Stalin sent non-conforming artists to labour 
camps and locked away their modernist works 

in cellars.

ideology 
based on the 

belief that 
advances in 
science and 

technology will 
eventually 

bring about a 
utopia (perfect 

society)



    Modernism in America

In 1907 when Picasso was shocking Europe with “Les Demoiselles d’Avignon,”  
American art was planted solidly in the past.

A group of painters known as “The Eight”, or the Ashcan School dared to shake 
up convention by portraying real-life subjects of the big city rather than images 

from the past.

Another group of American artists, the Precisionists, were concerned not just with 
new subject matter like the Ashcan School, but also new ways of representing 

form.

 The Precisionists straddled the line between representation and abstraction.

They simplified forms to an extreme of geometry, using clean-edge rectangles to 
indicate soaring skyscrapers and factories.

Their forms were sleek and modern.

Precisionism 1915-30 



Georgia O’Keeffe, City Night , oil on 
canvas, 1926.

• Known as one of the most 
free-thinking artists of the 
period

• One of the only female 
artists of her time to 
achieve fame for her art

• She is best known for her 
close-up of flowers: 
“Nobody has seen a flower 
–really- it is so small-we 
haven’t time […]”

• O'Keeffe produced several paintings of New 
York skyscrapers and cityscape scenes 
looking out from her apartment window on 
the 30th floor in the Shelton Hotel.

"One can't paint New York as it is, but rather as it is felt."

• Depicts a photographic technique of 
pointing the camera upwards (photography 
was still a relatively new technology/art 
form)



Futurism Constructivism Precisionism

Period 1909-18  1913-32 1915-30

Locale Italy Russia United States

Artist(s) Boccioni Tatlin O’Keefe

Artistic 
Features

Lines of force 
representing 
movement, 

technology and 
modern life

Geometric 3D art 
that was 

constructed from 
modern 

technology

Sleek urban and 
industrial forms



The Fine Art of Feeling

In Germany, a group known as the Expressionists insisted 
art should express the artist’s feelings rather than 

images of the real world.
Expressionism used distorted, exaggerated forms and 

colours for emotional impact

German Expressionism 
1905-30



Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, “Berlin Street Scene,” oil 
on canvas 1913.

• Die Brücke, the earliest Avant-Garde 
art group in Germany was founded 
by Kirchner in 1905

• The name means “bridge”– the 
artists believed their work would 
bridge to the future

• Kirchner distorted figures into 
grotesque, jagged forms to portray 
their inner corruption

• His series of street scenes and 
cabaret dancers display the angularity 
linked with the Expressionist style

• The street life in Berlin, in particular 
the familiar presence of prostitutes, 
identified by their elaborate plumed 
hats, captured Kirchner's eye and 
inspired this artwork and the rest in 
the series



Käthe Kollwitz, Infant Mortality, 1925, woodcut.

• The major contribution of the 
Expressionists was a revival of 
the graphic arts, especially the 
woodcut

• With dramatic black and white 
contrasts, crude forms, and 
jagged lines, woodcuts perfectly 
expressed the “sickness of the 
soul” which was a major subject 
of Expressionist art

• Kollwitz focused on pacifist 
(Opposes War) subjects and the 
suffering of the poor

• She is considered an 
Expressionist in technique, but 
she was more concerned with 
social protest rather than inward 
expression



Kandinsky, Improvision 31 (Sea Battle), oil on 
canvas, 1913.

• Kandinsky painted the first abstract 
canvases in which shape and colour, 
not subject, are the expressive 
factors

• He was the first to abandon any 
reference to recognizable reality in 
his work

• The insight that colour could convey 
emotion irrespective of content 
spurred Kandinsky to take the bold 
step in abandoning realism altogether- 
called “non-objective” art.

• He experimented with two types of 
paintings: “Compositions” where he 
consciously arranged geometric 
shapes and “Improvisions” where he 
exerted no conscious control over the 
paint he applied spontaneously

• Style: rainbow colours and loose 
brushwork



Klee, Blue Night, oil on canvas, 1923.

• Klee went beyond 
realism in humorous, 
child-like paintings 
designed to explore 
the depths of the 
sub-conscious

• “I and colour are 
one”.  Throughout 
his career, colour 
and line were the 
elements by which 
Klee expressed his 
offbeat outlook on 
life

• Klee’s work is deceptively simple (like Matisse’s)
• Klee consciously imitated the dream-like magic of children’s art by reducing 

his forms to shapes full of ambiguity

• “Blue Night” divides the sky into patchwork planes of cool to warm colour, 
bounded by mysterious lines

• He studied and included in his work archaic signs (hex symbols, hieroglyphics, 
and cave markings)



Mondrian, “Gray Tree,” 
oil on canvas, 1912.

Mondrian, “Flowering Apple 
Tree,” oil on canvas, 1912.

• While German Expressionism was all about angst, a Dutch 
(Netherlands) group of Modernists led by painter Piet Mondrian 

tried to eliminate emotion from art
• De-Stijl means “The Style”– it advocated the art of pure geometry
• The goal: to create a precise, mechanical order lacking in the 

natural world

• Mondrian’s 
early work 
shows 
Cubist 
influences

De-Stijl (1917-1931)



Piet Mondrian. Composition in Red, Blue, and 
Yellow, oil on canvas, 1920.

• Mondrian based his style on lines and 
rectangles- he wanted art to be as 
mathematical as possible, a blueprint 
for an organized life

• Theorizing that straight lines do not 
exist in nature, he decided to use them 
exclusively in his work to create an art of 
harmony and order (qualities missing 
from the war-torn modern world)

• For Mondrian, vertical lines represented 
vitality and horizontal lines represented 
tranquility.  Where two lines crossed= 
“dynamic equilibrium”

• In his trademark works his lines were 
always black and he used only the three 
primary colours, and three “non-
colours”- black, white and grey

• The major contribution of De Stijl to art was to drive towards absolute abstraction 
(non-objective art) without any reference to objects in nature



A control-freak, Mondrian 
even transformed his studio 

into one of his paintings
He painted all furniture black 
and white and even painted 

the leaves of his artificial tulip 
white



• Before the 20th century, 
architecture always meant 
rehashing the past

• The “New International Style” of 
the 1920s (named because it 
transcended national boundaries) 
consisted of streamlined 
designs that rejected historical 
ornament

• Walter Gropius, the director of 
Germany’s Bauhaus School of 
Design, probably had the most 
indirect influence on the look of 
modern cities

• Gropius conceived buildings 
totally in terms of 20th century 
technology, with no reference to 
the past

Walter Gropius. Bauhaus, concrete & glass, 
(built 1925–1926) in Dessau, Germany.

Bahaus (1919-1933)

• The Bauhaus buildings were simple glass 
boxes which became a world-wide cliché



Frank Llyod Wright, Fallingwater (Kaufmann 
House), stone, concrete  glass, 1936, Bear 

Run, Pennsylvania.

• His style is difficult 
to categorize 
because it is so 
diverse

• He later designed 
the Guggenheim 
Museum (1959) in 
New York

• Wright was an American architect whose style 
differed from the “New International Style”

• He believed in designing structures that were 
in harmony with humanity and its 
environment, a philosophy he called “organic 
architecture”

• He insisted on creating natural forms and he 
had a deep respect for the environment

• Opposed to the worship of new technology, 
Wright celebrated the individual

• Many of his designs blended with their 
natural setting

Frank Llyod Wright



German
Expressionism De Stijl Bahaus

(New International Style)

Period 1905-1930 1917-1931 1919-1933

Locale Germany Dutch 
Netherlands

Germany & 
Internationally

Artist(s)

Kirchner
Kollwitz

Kandinsky
Klee

Mondrian Gropius

Artistic 
Features

Exaggerated 
forms and 
colours for 

emotional impact

Precise, 
mechanical forms 

made of pure 
geometry

Streamlined 
designs that 

reject historical 
ornament


