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Kiesler’s Imaging Exile  
in Guggenheim’s Art of this  

Century Gallery and the  
New York Avant-garde Scene  

in the early 1940s

Elana Shapira

On 20 October 1942 the American-European art collector Peggy Guggenheim 
opened her gallery, Art of this Century, on New York City’s West 57th Street with a 
vision to challenge viewers’ perceptions and offer new aesthetic experience tinged 
with an awareness of the political, social and psychological repercussions of Nazi 
Germany’s looming occupation of Europe and the realities of World War II. The 
immediate neighborhood of 57th Street enabled the returning Guggenheim to 
integrate more quickly into the professional environment of the city’s commercial 
art scene. The groundbreaking exhibition space would offer a novel strategy for 
acculturation into the urban setting through the confrontation of New Yorkers 
with the alienating experiences of displacement and exile that persecution and 
war had made prevalent.

Guggenheim was the daughter of a wealthy Jewish family and niece of the 
well-known art collector and founder of the Museum of Non-Objective Painting, 
Solomon R. Guggenheim. She had moved to Paris in 1920 and had been involved 
with avant-garde literary and artistic circles before moving to London in the late 
1930s. With the help of revered advisors such as artist Marcel Duchamp, she began 
collecting modern art. She opened a modern art gallery, Guggenheim Jeune, in 
London in January 1938 (Gill 2001, 186–245).

Unable to realize a more ambitious plan to found a modern art museum under 
the directorship of art historian Herbert Read in London, however, she closed 
her gallery in July 1939. After her return to Paris in 1939, she further considered 
pursuing the idea of founding a modern art museum and even rented a place in 
April 1940 (Rylands 2004, 22). Yet, it was soon dropped following Germany’s 
invasion of France. In July 1941, Guggenheim returned to the US after 20 years 
of absence. Having fled Nazi-occupied France she opened Art of this Century 
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feeling a social responsibility in her endeavor. In a press release for the opening 
of her gallery she explained its aims:

Opening this Gallery and its collection to the public during a 
time when people are fighting for their lives and freedom is a 
responsibility of which I am fully conscious. This undertaking 
will serve its purpose only if it succeeds in serving the future 
instead of recording the past. (Peggy Guggenheim & Frederick 
Kiesler 2004, 179)

Guggenheim’s Art of this Century would showcase a new exhibition model 
designed by Austrian Jewish émigré designer Frederick Kiesler. As this essay will 
explore, Kiesler’s avant-gardist strategy in the gallery would be to “un-key” viewers’ 
perception by challenging their expectations regarding modes of interaction with 
artworks, dismissing their need to orient themselves within a given space and 
questioning fixed notions of “place” and “time”. Kiesler experimented with what 
Austrian émigré art historian to Britain Ernst Gombrich would later observe 
regarding visual perception, that “we respond differently when we are ‘keyed up’ 
by expectation, by need, and by cultural habitation” (Gombrich 1987, 304).

Gombrich would suggest in his book Art and Illusion (originally published 
in 1959) that viewers’ perception of an artwork is a construction according to 
contextual expectations (ibid., 304f.). In order to disrupt viewers’ projection 
of a hypothesis proper to the situation at hand (Gombrich’s “schema”), Kiesler, 
independent of his fellow Viennese’s later theoretical work, deliberately disrupted 
the viewer’s contextual expectation, which would have guided the projection of a 
given (rationally justified or emotionally loaded) image in the process of reading 
the artwork (ibid, 231).

Kiesler did so by displaying artworks as ‘exiled bodies’. He would stage artworks 
and visitors in such a way as to make them participants in a tableau vivant as 
though they were a group of exiles. Transforming two tailor shops Guggenheim 
had rented on 57th Street into a ‘living performance’ space Kiesler set artworks as 
part of the stage set, yet both the artworks and visitors were meant to participate 
in this grafted cultural action scheme as ‘actors’.

Visitors could engage with and handle the artworks, granting them new 
meanings by participating in a constructed artistic unity (Guggenheim 1960, 
100; Rosenbaum 2017, 14). It is suggested that through this Kiesler imaged the 
frightening experience of ‘exile’ – the state of being expelled or barred from one’s 
native country or home – as a new ‘cultural construction’ that would be critical to 
the understanding of contemporary European and American art. He grafted this 
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‘exile’ template onto his exhibition display using a Surrealist language, while also 
turning it into a Gesamtkunstwerk (Total-Art-Work). It was a space that projected 
‘exile’ on many levels – also mirroring the contemporary interrelations within 
New York’s bohemian society, offering exiled (‘displaced’) European artists and 
local (‘placed’) American artists/visitors a cultural platform for a shared future. In 
this way, Kiesler envisaged and realized a new and radical perceptual experience 
of contemporary art. He set the stage for complicating what Gombrich noted, 
that perceiving art from the standpoint of experience is identical with observing 
differences, relationships, organizations and meanings (Gombrich 1987, 218). 
Furthermore, what is being stressed here is that Kiesler was participating integrally 
in creative dialogues occurring in parallel within émigré and American artistic 
networks and that these discourses would be critical to his career in the US.

In her essay “Concerning Exile Art in the US”, art historian Sabine Eckmann 
argued that the mid-20th-century “art world that the exiles needed to develop was 
an international one, focused on gaining support for European modernism and its 
complicated aesthetic languages” (Eckmann 2011, 444). Guggenheim’s achievement 
through the opening of Art of this Century, furthermore, was not only introducing 
European exiled artists to the public discourse but forging “aesthetic relations 
between the younger American artists such as Jackson Pollock and European 
surrealists like Max Ernst” (ibid., 445). It was the inspired dialogue between 
Guggenheim and Kiesler and their artistic networks of lovers of art and artists 
that successfully achieved this mission. The question arises how Kiesler envisaged 
this new community in this gallery. How did his own network contribute to his 
exhibition design? This essay further introduces the involvement of Americans 
art dealer Howard Putzel, art collector and patron Sidney Janis and gallerist Julien 
Levy, yet focuses on the close artistic exchange with the French exiled gentile artist 
Marcel Duchamp. All four would contribute creative input to Kiesler’s design for 
Art of this Century in New York City’s 57th Street.

Émigré designer Kiesler as a creative translator

Kiesler succeeded in reworking his dialogues with different artistic producers/art 
dealers, combining these with his impressions of the commercial and museum 
scenes, and translating a European Surrealist artistic language into a novel American 
exhibition design language – which is defined here as a chosen form of shared 
communication. In the early 1930s, aware of the rise of fascism in Germany and 
Austria and sensing that his visionary ideas may have more chances of realization 
in the US than in Europe, Kiesler decided to remain in the US. In December 
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1936, he received American citizenship (Friedrich Kiesler: Life Visions 2016, 
196).1 Nevertheless, he followed political events in Austria, informed by Austrian 
visitors, émigrés and refugees with whom he regularly met, and was aware of the 
persecution of Jews specifically after the Anschluss of Austria to Nazi Germany 
in March 1938. Furthermore, through letters he and his wife Stefi Kiesler received 
from his nephew Walter (for example from Bologna, Italy: Kiesler/Walter 1940), 
he was aware that his closer family was in danger. The recent wave of refugees, 
French artists arriving in 1941 and 1942, may have increased this sense of urgency 
to confront the topic of exile through a novel staging of artworks in the new gallery. 
Art historian and curator Lisa Phillips describes Kiesler’s mediating work as a 
European in New York at the beginning of the 1940s:

Kiesler’s Greenwich Village apartment […] was a haven for 
visiting and émigré Europeans. […] symbols of America – the 
Statue of Liberty and the Empire State Building were clearly visible 
from his penthouse apartment. […] Committed to fostering 
an active exchange of ideas among artists of all disciplines and 
nationalities, Kiesler also relished the potential drama of these 
encounters. The spirit of the old Vienna café days remained 
with him, and most of his evenings were spent talking with 
his friends at Romany Marie’s or other Village haunts into the 
early hours. (Frederick Kiesler 1989, 27, 29)

Guggenheim’s Art of this Century design project developed parallel to an ongoing 
cultural exchange between European and American creatives, such that, as in 
the case of Kiesler, a remarkable dialogue would be materialized through new 
artworks. For example, the Frenchman André Breton, who arrived in New York 
in July 1941, helped to select the works for Art of this Century’s opening show. 
Breton and Guggenheim chose the works to be displayed, but it was Kiesler’s close 
contact with and continual awareness of the New York art scene that secured that 
his design would be groundbreaking. He had been closely following the gallery 
scene in the immediate neighborhood of The Art of this Century, which was at 57th 
Street in midtown New York. The earliest commercial galleries were situated on 
and near 57th Street, possibly because of its proximity to the Museum of Modern 
Art. Already in the mid-1930s almost 40 commercial art galleries were situated on 
57th Street, including ones devoted to old masters, international modern masters, 
Chinese Art, Modern paintings and sculptures of the American and Hispanic 
schools, French art, contemporary German art and Surrealist art. Renowned 
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émigré gallerists such as French émigré Pierre Matisse (41 East 57th Street) and 
German émigrés Curt Valentin (Buchholz Gallery, 32 East 57th Street) and J.B. 
Neumann (The New Art Circle, 35 West 57th Street) had their spaces among 
these (Anonymous 1934, 26–33). The number of galleries on this street tripled 
within the next decade.2 A few minutes away from Art of this Century was the Art 
Students League building, shared with the American Fine Arts Society (215 West 
57th Street), where the American Abstract Artists held their annual exhibitions. 
Kiesler regularly attended openings at the Modern Art Museum and established 
close ties with gallerists, as documented in his wife Stefi Kiesler’s calendar. She 
notes, for example, that a few months before he started working on the design 
of Guggenheim’s future gallery, he visited the Salvador Dalí exhibition at Julien 
Levy’s gallery in April 1941, and, in May, he attended a lecture at Nierendorf ’s 
gallery by J.B. Neumann about the French émigré artist Amédeé Ozenfant, who 
was a close colleague and friend of Kiesler (Kiesler 1941, n. p.).The possibility of 
designing a gallery for Guggenheim granted Kiesler a specific visionary perspective,  
“[w]e, the inheritors of chaos, must be the architects of a new unity” (Kiesler 2004, 
175). He chose to show the transformation of the ‘chaotic’ state of exiled artists 
through the representation of their works as ‘exiled bodies’ in his display choices 
for Guggenheim’s Art of this Century. The displaced experience he projected, 
however, was ultimately meant to produce a unified Gesamtkunstwerk in the sense 
that he used the staging of artworks as ‘exiled bodies’ in a deliberate manner to 
stage interpersonal relations between visitors and artworks that would ultimately 
secure a sense of a communal union as a Gesamtkunstwerk.

Kiesler was an Austro-Hungarian from Chernivisti, Galicia (German Czernowitz 
after World War I in Romania, now Ukraine) who migrated to Vienna in 1908. 
In order to understand why he consciously avoided the idea of assimilation into 
American culture, as noted below, it is important to take a closer look at his 
special career which started with studying a year of architecture at the Technical 
University, followed by three years of painting at the Academy of Fine Arts in 
Vienna (Friedrich Kiesler: Life Visions 2016, 194):

Shrewdly evading the twin authorities of autonomy and ideology, 
he exploited and amplified his hybrid identity as artist, architect, 
set designer, and visionary, as well as his ambivalent cultural 
position (as a radical European antagonistic to American 
versions of “modern decoration” and an iconoclast in regard 
to European avant-garde). (Linder 1997, 126)
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Yet, Kiesler’s first career breakthrough was with a theater stage-set in Berlin in 1924. 
With the exhibition design titled Internationale Ausstellung neuer Theatertechnik 
(International Exhibition of New Theatre Techniques) in 1924 in Vienna’s Konzerthaus 
he achieved fame. A year later the modernist architect Josef Hoffmann invited 
Kiesler to design the Austrian theater section in the Exposition international des 
arts décoratifs et industriels modernes (The International Exhibition of Modern 
Decorative and Industrial Arts) in Paris. There, in 1925, Kiesler exhibited his 
groundbreaking Space City, an installation with a futuristic vision of a city in space. 
Frederick and Stefi Kiesler arrived in New York in 1926 following an invitation to 
arrange an International Theater Exhibition at the Steinway Building.3 In 1928, he 
designed the Saks Fifth Avenue window display, and a year later he designed the 
Film Guild Cinema in New York. Around this time Kiesler received his architect’s 
certificate from The University of the State of New York, and in 1930 he founded 
his own design firm together with Harriet Janowitz, the wife of art collector 
and later gallerist Sidney Janowitz, who later also changed his name to Janis 
(Frederick Kiesler 1989, 22). That same year Kiesler also published his book entitled 
Contemporary Art Applied to the Store and its Display, in which he identified the 
“Psycho-function” in architecture as “that ‘surplus,’ above efficiency, which may 
turn a functional solution into art”.4 This is all to say that his prior experiences 
in stage design and commercial design, as well as his developing theories on the 
psychological potential of the built environment, would contribute to his exhibition 
plans for Art of this Century more than a decade later.

In 1932, Kiesler joined AUDAC (American Union of Decorative Artists and 
Craftsmen) and regularly met with the group. In 1934, he designed the Space House 
commercial exhibition at the Modernage furniture store in New York. That same 
year he was hired by the director of the Julliard Music School and music professor 
at Columbia University, John Erskine, to design the stage setting. Kiesler worked 
at Julliard from 1934 to 1957. In 1936 he became affiliated with the government-
sponsored Design Laboratory of the Works Progress Administration Federal Art 
Project (later Laboratory School of Industrial Design) for poor students, with 
its progressive design education based on the pedagogic theories of American 
John Dewey and the education model of the German Bauhaus. In spring 1936 he 
guest lectured at Design Laboratory together with art historian Meyer Schapiro, 
architect Percival Goodman and art patron Alfred Auerbach (Bearor 1993, 66f.). 
These collaborations further show how well Kiesler was integrated into New 
York’s intersecting art, academic, cultural and commercial scenes. It may have 
been Erskine who introduced Kiesler to the dean of the Architecture of School 
at Columbia University, Leopold Arnaud.5 Arnaud hired Kiesler to direct the 
laboratory for design correlation at Columbia University in 1936.
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The Americans Erskine and Arnaud acknowledged the necessity of a scientific 
project that would allow the intervention of design in order to construct new 
relations between people and design, evoking new critical consciousness regarding 
the environment. Kiesler perceived the aim of his research, this scientific approach 
to architecture, design and urban planning, as “[… learning] to see everyday 
happenings with a fresh keen eye and to develop by that a more and more critical 
sense of our environment”.6 Architect and architectural historian Stephen Phillips 
notes that Kiesler proposed to study ‘Biotechnique,’ the dialectical relationship 
between a human and the environment or, as Kiesler described it, “the interrelation 
of a body to its environment: spiritual, physical, social [and] mechanical” (Kiesler 
1934, 292; Phillips 2017, 131). In Kiesler’s design for Art of this Century he would 
explore these provocations, creating a radical imaging of ‘anti-relations’ of (art) 
bodies to a (constructed) environment.

It was a few months after Kiesler’s contract with Columbia University finished, 
in 1941, that he received the following request from Peggy Guggenheim: “I want 
your help. Will you give me advise [sic] about remodeling two tailor-shops into 
an Art Gallery?”7 Guggenheim made it clear that the gallery should be designed 
according to her collection and not simply as an adaptation of space. Considering 
the laboratory research he had just concluded on the interrelations of a body to its 
environment, could it be that Kiesler chose to continue his ‘field research’, creating 
a new ‘out-of-the-frame’ extreme environment in Art of this Century? Was his 
exhibit display, where visitors were confronted with ‘exiled bodies’, meant to force 
them to question their own interrelations not only to art but to each other and 
to their New York environment? When Peggy Guggenheim decided to found a 
new gallery to include her collection and temporary exhibitions, she envisaged 
it further in relation to her uncle Solomon R. Guggenheim’s Museum of Non-
Objective Painting/Art of Tomorrow, which opened in New York in 1939 (its first 
location was East 54th Street).8 Kiesler’s idea for exhibiting her collection, with its 
inclusion of abstract ‘non-objective’ paintings and sculptures as ‘exiled bodies’, 
would have been a radical statement about contemporary historical events but, 
beyond this, it would have been a demonstration of the heightened ‘otherness’ 
of her gallery within New York’s – and 57th Street’s – commercial and cultural  
art scenes.

The Art of this Century space had four gallery halls (each identified in the 
historiography with a capital G): the permanent collection of mostly European 
artists was shown in three galleries, in the Abstract Gallery, the Surrealist Gallery 
and the Kinetic Gallery, while the Day-Light Gallery showed temporary exhibitions 
and also promoted newly ‘discovered’ American artists. Guggenheim positioned 
her desk near the entrance to the Abstract Gallery (Guggenheim 1960, 101). In the 
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different galleries, the art objects appeared as ‘uprooted’ objects or, as suggested 
here, ‘exiled bodies’.

In order to simulate the intra-psychic and interpersonal relations formed by the 
condition of ‘exile’, Kiesler displayed the art objects as ‘exiled bodies.’ Exiled bodies 
are identified here as occupying in-between spaces, literally separated from their 
supporting ‘wall’ background, devoid of historical narrative, deprived of a continuity 
with their environment and further ‘cut’ from relating in a familiar manner to each 
other. In the Surrealist Gallery, Kiesler mounted unframed paintings on baseball 
bats protruding from the walls, allowing viewers to manipulate them at angles 
(ibid.). In the Abstract Gallery paintings and sculptures were similarly ‘detached’ 
from a backing wall, and instead were displayed as ‘hanging by strings’ connected 
to ceiling and floor (fig. 1). The arrangement also involved tactile experiences 
for the viewer. Kiesler thus addressed the question of what can be learned about 
ourselves and about our environment from how we perceive artworks. Kiesler’s 
design grafted new patterns of interaction between viewer and art that encouraged 
reflections on the sense of self and, further, on the relationship of the viewer to 
her environment. As described by media historian Erkki Huhtamo, the artworks 
“[‘rushed’] toward the spectator […] [and] systems of strings […] holding little 
sculptures in-between [could be] potentially elevated or lowered by the visitor” 
(Huhtamo 2006, 82).

Kiesler’s ‘exiled bodies’ seemed to invade or float within the viewers’ dreamworld. 
In the third, corridor-like space, the Kinetic Gallery, Duchamp’s La Boîte-en-valise 
was displaced ‘into the wall’, as was a series of paintings by Klee. (More will be said 
about Duchamp further below.) For the Art of the Century gallery Kiesler also 
designed a chair which was reminiscent of the German French artist Jean Arp’s 
sculptures, that could transform into a stand for artworks or that could extend 
to be a bench or a table.9 Art historian Dieter Bogner compared Kiesler’s stand/
chair design to his stage set for the production of Georg Antheil’s opera Helen 
Retires at the Julliard School of Music (1934) (fig. 2) (Bogner 2012, 125). Bogner 
further argued that the design of Art of the Century represented a radical break 
with traditional exhibition design conventions and provoked strong reactions. 
Viewed from the theatrical perspective, it is a staged set with light choreography 
(the artworks on both sides of the Surrealist Gallery were alternately illuminated 
at the very beginning, after the opening – heightening a sense of restlessness as 
against a sense of stability) and the ‘stage directions’ included background noise of 
a train passing through the room (ibid.). The noise of the train was meant perhaps 
to evoke an imaginary scene of both visitors and artworks waiting ‘at a station’ for 
their train to travel to another place or perhaps evoke a sense of threat, of being 
‘attacked’ by a passing train. The artworks moved away from the wall, floating in 

Fig. 1: K.W. Herrmann, photo Art of this Century, view on the Abstract Gallery, New York, 
1942 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS PHO 
364/0).
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was displaced ‘into the wall’, as was a series of paintings by Klee. (More will be said 
about Duchamp further below.) For the Art of the Century gallery Kiesler also 
designed a chair which was reminiscent of the German French artist Jean Arp’s 
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(the artworks on both sides of the Surrealist Gallery were alternately illuminated 
at the very beginning, after the opening – heightening a sense of restlessness as 
against a sense of stability) and the ‘stage directions’ included background noise of 
a train passing through the room (ibid.). The noise of the train was meant perhaps 
to evoke an imaginary scene of both visitors and artworks waiting ‘at a station’ for 
their train to travel to another place or perhaps evoke a sense of threat, of being 
‘attacked’ by a passing train. The artworks moved away from the wall, floating in 

Fig. 1: K.W. Herrmann, photo Art of this Century, view on the Abstract Gallery, New York, 
1942 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS PHO 
364/0).
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space without the usual framework, and thus confronted the viewer with a new 
kind of critical dialogue about art (ibid.). According to Kiesler’s action scheme, 
both artwork and viewer were actors on the stage he had designed. It is this 
aspect of his design, this transformation of both the viewer and the artwork into 
corresponding parts within a language of displacement that can be articulated as a 
post-modernist ‘totality’ and a tableau vivant. If the paintings would have been fixed 
to the wall they would have ‘belonged’ to ‘the house’, belonging to a different space 
and place – yet they were displaced from this. As designer of Art of this Century, 
Kiesler questioned established notions of the viewer ‘self ’. He eliminated the safe 
distance between the art object and the viewer’s body, and further transformed 
the viewer’s body into part of the display, prompting a new relationship (fig. 3). 
This change forced the act of seeing into a different act of consciousness, which 
to Kiesler was integral to the viewer’s creative experience.

Fig. 2: Gottscho-Schleisner (Samuel H. Gottscho and William Schleisner), Stage scene 
with actors (2nd act) from Georg Antheil’s opera Helen Retires, performance at the 
Julliard School of Music, New York, 1934 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler 
Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS PHO 2940/0).

Fig. 3: Berenice Abbott, photo, Art of this Century, Surrealist Gallery (detail), New York, 
1942 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS, PHO 
339/4). 
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The new art community of exiles and Americans in  
New York

In his 1944 book, Abstract & Surrealist Art in America, Kiesler’s friend and patron, 
the American Sidney Janis, was aware of the critical role of exiled artists in the 
construction of a new art community:

By their authorship, the artists in exile, many of whom have 
worked in their respective idioms for a generation or more, have 
produced that heightened activity which comes from personal 
contact, besides nurturing in American – painters and public 
alike – a reassuring sense of the permanency of our common 
culture. Because of this common culture the merging of artists 
in exile with our painters is a natural consequence of their being 
here together. (Janis 1944, 127)

Kiesler’s staging of ‘detached’ artworks as ‘exiled bodies’ in a disruptive manner 
demonstrated that both the exiled artists and the American visitors were all part of 
the same artistic community, sharing the same (international-European-American) 

space without the usual framework, and thus confronted the viewer with a new 
kind of critical dialogue about art (ibid.). According to Kiesler’s action scheme, 
both artwork and viewer were actors on the stage he had designed. It is this 
aspect of his design, this transformation of both the viewer and the artwork into 
corresponding parts within a language of displacement that can be articulated as a 
post-modernist ‘totality’ and a tableau vivant. If the paintings would have been fixed 
to the wall they would have ‘belonged’ to ‘the house’, belonging to a different space 
and place – yet they were displaced from this. As designer of Art of this Century, 
Kiesler questioned established notions of the viewer ‘self ’. He eliminated the safe 
distance between the art object and the viewer’s body, and further transformed 
the viewer’s body into part of the display, prompting a new relationship (fig. 3). 
This change forced the act of seeing into a different act of consciousness, which 
to Kiesler was integral to the viewer’s creative experience.

Fig. 2: Gottscho-Schleisner (Samuel H. Gottscho and William Schleisner), Stage scene 
with actors (2nd act) from Georg Antheil’s opera Helen Retires, performance at the 
Julliard School of Music, New York, 1934 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler 
Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS PHO 2940/0).

Fig. 3: Berenice Abbott, photo, Art of this Century, Surrealist Gallery (detail), New York, 
1942 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS, PHO 
339/4). 
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culture. Kiesler had previously argued that “the only human experiences that can 
be inherited by children are those of customs and habits by way of training and 
education, thus ‘social heredity’”10. Yet, what happens when exile disturbs the 
transfer of customs and habits? In the Art of this Century Gallery it seems that 
Kiesler shaped an environment to amend the émigrés’ break with tradition and, 
in parallel, aimed to renegotiate the experience of exile as one that could offer a 
renewal of the New York art scene.

Significantly, it was the art dealer Howard Putzel who recommended Kiesler 
to Guggenheim and perhaps also contributed to Kiesler’s access to key American 
artists. When Putzel moved to Paris in 1938–1939 he befriended Peggy Guggenheim, 
becoming an advisor to her as she accumulated her collection (Guggenheim 1960, 
69). When Putzel relocated to New York in the summer of 1940 his interest turned 
to finding new, native talent. The Kieslers had socialized with Putzel since the early 
1940s.11 Putzel curated an exhibition of Surrealist art to accompany a 1941 lecture 
series at the New School of Social Research on the movement organized by Meyer 
Schapiro; among those attending were the American artists Robert Motherwell 
and Jackson Pollock (Bois 2005, 326). Knowing Kiesler’s and his supporters’ close 
links with the artistic spheres on two continents, the question arises, however, as 
to how Kiesler succeeded in converting the cultural languages of different artistic 
networks into a new futuristic artistic language for the Art of this Century Gallery. 
Kiesler’s socializing with gallerist Julien Levy and collector Sidney Janis also had 
direct and indirect influence on his designs. A Surrealist inspiration could have 
been an exhibition in 1937 at Julien Levy Gallery in which paintings were hung 
on curving white walls. Another inspiration for Kiesler’s design, noted by graphic 
designer and design historian Don Quaintance, was Bauhaus artist Herbert Bayer’s 
design of the 1938-1939 Bauhaus exhibition at the MoMA, in which the designer 
“installed undulating floor patterns, suspended photographic panels, and a horizontal 
peephole” (Quaintance 2004, 209). A further interesting historical reference was 
a 1939–1940 installation that Kiesler and Sidney Janis together mounted at the 
MoMA’s Penthouse Gallery in conjunction with the Picasso: Forty Years of His Art 
exhibition.12 For both Janis and Kiesler it was important to reflect on art beyond 
the aesthetic experience. In this context, the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk can 
be viewed as an expansion of what ‘art’ may encompass.
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The ‘eternal émigré’ in Art of this Century: imaging 
exile with Duchamp

Guggenheim, Putzel, Janis and Kiesler knew Marcel Duchamp, and Duchamp 
offered a novel perspective on the notion of the Gesamtkunstwerk. In the early 1930s 
Putzel came to know Duchamp possibly through the collectors Walter and Louise 
Arensberg. By 1934 Putzel was familiar with Surrealism and it was largely thanks 
to him that it was introduced on the West Coast (Lader 1981, 146). Duchamp 
had been Guggenheim’s advisor when she first conceived the idea of opening 
an art gallery in London and Janis had identified Duchamp’s La Boîte-en-valise 
as representative of a work of an artist in exile (Janis 1944, 131). In Duchamp’s 
Surrealist exhibition designs, he would stage a scheme of delegated authorship, 
which transferred action from exhibition designer to viewer – granting her creative 
license to be part of creating new meanings of the artwork. In the design of Art 
of this Century, Kiesler pursued this same transference, enacted through viewing 
that involved very specific conditioning, aimed at exiling the viewer’s own body. 
Kiesler used the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk in order to create an ‘imagined 
community’ that expressed a shared sense of estrangement and experience of 
alienation – where people and artworks were together exiled into ‘an alternative’ 
dream world with its own rules.

Kiesler and Duchamp developed a relationship over 15 years. Duchamp had 
fled Nazi-occupied France in May 1942, eventually moving to Kiesler’s apartment 
during the month in which Art of this Century was opened, and it remained his 
address for a year. Kiesler and Duchamp had met during the Exposition Internationale 
des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Moderne in Paris in 1925. A year later they both 
arrived in New York to be part of two different exhibitions. In November 1926, 
the co-founder and driving force of the Société Anonyme, Katherine Dreier, 
opened the International Exhibition of Modern Art at the Brooklyn Museum and 
invited Kiesler to participate. In that exhibition Kiesler worked on the design of 
a ‘modern room’, later to become known as the ‘television room’, in which visitors 
at the touch of a button would be able to see masterpieces from all over the world. 
Kiesler envisaged ‘exiling’ the paintings from their ‘home’ museums/galleries 
metaphorically in order to make them available for everyone (Rosenbaum 2017, 
8). Duchamp’s Large Glass was exhibited in this exhibition for the first and the 
last time before it was broken and reassembled for a new “broken version” of the 
artwork (Gough-Cooper/Caumont 1989, 62).

A decade after Dreier’s exhibition in 1926, Kiesler and Duchamp continued 
to collaborate. During 1936, Kiesler and Duchamp met frequently. Duchamp 
had spent the summer of 1936 repairing the Large Glass for Dreier and Kiesler, 
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who was impressed by Large Glass after its repair, wrote and designed the graphic 
layout of eight pages dedicated to it for the May 1937 issue of The Architectural 
Record. It was the first review of the artwork to appear in the US (Gough-Cooper/
Caumont 1989, 62). Kiesler’s reflection on Duchamp’s artwork would serve him 
later in his design of the Surrealist and Abstract galleries in Guggenheim’s project. 
Perhaps most interesting are his remarks on the way Large Glass seemed to have 
contradictory values: “While dividing the plate glass into areas of transparency 
and non-transparency, a spatial balance is created between stability and mobility. 
By way of such apparent contradiction the designer has based his conception 
on nature’s law of simultaneous gravitation and flight” (Kiesler 1937, 55). In his 
staging of the artworks as ‘exiled bodies’ Kiesler would reach for the psychological 
balance between stability and mobility – demonstrating how the chaos of exile 
could transform into a stable artistic unity. In Guggenheim’s Kinetic Gallery, 
Kiesler installed Duchamp’s La Boîte-en-valise (Box in the Suitcase, completed in 
January 1941) opposite a mechanical apparatus showing a group of Paul Klee’s 
works. This corridor gallery that housed Duchamp’s La Boîte-en-valise seemed to 
perpetuate the idea of the artist and the viewer as eternal travelers.

Duchamp chose his own way of confronting the subject of exile, but there were 
overlaps in his approach to displacement and Kiesler’s. In 1942 fashion designer Elsa 
Schiaparelli asked Duchamp to install the First Papers of Surrealism exhibition for 
the Council of French Relief Societies at the Whitelaw Reid Mansion. Duchamp, 
Breton and Max Ernst chose roughly 50 artists – mostly known Surrealists but 
also some new American associates such as Joseph Cornell, Kay Sage, David Hare 
and Robert Motherwell. Art historian Yve-Alain Bois suggested that “the title, 
‘First Papers,’ referred to application forms for US citizenship, and it could be read 
either as an optimistic statement of a new life or a bitter mockery of all official 
identification at the height of World War II” (Bois 2005, 332).

The extensive catalogue in the Surrealist spirit accompanying the show included 
a foreword by Sidney Janis (Lader 1981, 110f.). Duchamp’s tangle of string, a mile 
in length, wound all around the main gallery in a way that not only obscured 
the paintings but also obstructed entry to the space. According to art historian 
David Hopkins, however, there was more to the concept than evoking a sense of 
displacement and causing obstruction:

The cat’s cradle-like installation, quite apart from its iconoclastic 
role in cancelling out some of the paintings, may have a more 
direct relationship to the children’s games than has thus far been 
acknowledged. While Duchamp scholars have tended to see the 
‘mile of string’ installation as alluding to the displacement and 
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disorientation of the surrealist group at this time – not least 
because most of the artists had only recently arrived in the US 
after difficult passages out of wartime Europe – the concept 
of play was obviously central to the opening of First Papers of 
Surrealism. (Hopkins 2014, n. p.)

For Hopkins, Duchamp offered the Surrealists a tangled cat’s cradle as critical 
opposition: “the return to the principle of play was the only means of reconnecting 
with a genuine avant-gardism” (Hopkins 2014, n. p.). The element of play was 
also critical to Kiesler’s novel staging of artworks as ‘exiled bodies’ in Art of this 
Century – in his case, however, we see ‘play’ in the form of the theater or the stage 
play, where artworks and visitors are both transformed within an avant-gardist 
tableaux vivant. In Guggenheim’s gallery space, it is possible that Kiesler installed 
Duchamp’s work in coordination with the artist himself since, as noted, Duchamp 
had been living at Kiesler’s apartment at the time. Here it should be considered 
that the two artists may well have coincided in wanting this work of Duchamp’s 
for this exhibit in order specifically to showcase the concept of the ‘exiled’ object.

Art historian T.J. Demos argues that Duchamp worked on La Boîte-en-valise 
during the period of his displacement (between 1935 and 1941). It contained a 
collection of 69 reproductions of Duchamp’s artwork and the artist was quoted as 
stating, “My whole life’s work fits into one suitcase”.13 In the Art of this Century, 
the mechanism of viewing the work through a peephole while operating a large 
oversized wooden ‘ship’s wheel’ – as if steering the ‘vessel’ and controlling its 
course – allowed the viewer the illusion of moving in virtual (sea) space while 
watching the landscapes of Duchamp’s Boîte, and recapturing the sense of ‘travelling’ 
through Duchamp’s work. The oversized wheel rotated a second wheel mechanism 
(concealed inside the partition) that brought, one by one, 14 images from the valise 
into view through the peephole. The rest were displayed in a stationary manner 
in the semicircular vitrine and were located between the viewer and the center 
of the wheel installation (Peggy Guggenheim & Frederick Kiesler 2004, 258). The 
American photographer Berenice Abbott captured an interesting moment of the 
exhibit. She photographed a woman leaning on the wall as she looked through 
the peephole, her shadow surfacing on the wall as another threatening figure 
behind her shoulder.14 The woman tilts her head as she nonchalantly holds the 
spoke of the wheel with her fingers. The peephole in the wooden box is like an eye 
watching her – parallel to her watching the work. Presenting another perspective, 
K.W. Herrmann photographed an elegantly dressed woman standing in front of 
the wooden box looking concentratedly through it (fig. 4).15 Her shadow also 
surfaces on the wall as a threatening figure, this time next to her. The woman’s right 
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hand, dressed now with a glove, lightly touches the spoke as if stroking it. In both 
photos, new works of art are produced through the viewers’ own interaction with 
the wheel as they occupy this creative space. The women and the wheel appear 
as new Tableaux Vivant, yet their interactions with the mechanical installation 
highlight the notion of Duchamp’s work as ‘exiled body’. The artwork cannot be 
seen/accessed immediately, and as an eternal (not fixed) exiled body it can only be 
seen ‘in movement’. Demos also makes a critical reference to philosopher Theodor 
Adorno’s argument regarding measuring the exile’s paradoxical status that has 
an impossible but necessary relation to space and possessions (Demos 2002, 9). 
Demos argues that through the “visualization” of collection, reproduction and 
portable storage, Duchamp’s Boîte represents the artist’s needs as an exile, “defined 
by the loss of possessions, homesickness, and unending mobility” (ibid., 10). The 
anonymous women in Abbott’s and Herrmann’s photos eternalize this sense of the 
cursed “unending mobility”. Given the historical developments in Europe in the 
late 1930s, this portable museum became a representation of a certain unavoidable 
fate that led to forced emigration or what Demos, in referring to Duchamp’s Boîte, 
identifies as a “homeless aesthetic” (Demos 2002, 12).

Fig. 4: K.W. Herrmann, photo Art of this Century, Viewing mechanism for Duchamp’s La 
Boîte-en-valise, Kinetic Gallery, New York, 1942 (© 2019 Austrian Frederick and Lillian 
Kiesler Foundation, Vienna; ÖFLKS PHO 230/0).
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Conclusion – the power of renewal in staging of 
artworks as ‘exiled bodies’ in 1942

Austrian émigré Kiesler’s artistic networks are critical to the understanding of 
his design of the Art of this Century Gallery in New York. His choice of creative 
enactments of Surrealist and Abstract artworks in space, which provoked viewer 
participation in a staged happening in which viewer and object performed a 
tableau vivant simulated and transformed the limiting and frightening experience 
of exile as part of an artistic encounter and furthermore produced a stimulating 
creative experience:

Kiesler’s diverse work and evolving identity were constructed 
and reconstructed. […] Never lacking for techniques or tactics, 
Kiesler adopted the role of translator – continually reconstructing 
and revising various modernist idioms and restaging them 
theatrically as what could be called ‘the display of the avant-
garde’. (Linder 1997, 126)

In his design of Art of this Century, Kiesler conceived a novel scheme in which 
artworks, viewers and artists (many of whom were newly exiled in New York) 
existed as ‘exiled bodies’. Kiesler’s choice to display artworks as groups of relational 
objects released from the wall space prompted multiple ways of perceiving. It 
further evoked awareness of the relevance of the exile experience to the renewal of 
the New York art scene. Kiesler conceived his design as part of fruitful dialogues 
with Putzel, Janis, Levy and, last but not least, Duchamp, staging a radical creative 
action in which the viewer as ‘an exile’ herself needs to forge her own mental 
orientation while also confronted with ‘un-settling’ bodily sensations and spiritual 
thoughts. Through his design Kiesler succeeded in representing a progressive, 
unified art scene, focusing not only on gaining support for European modernism 
and its complicated aesthetic languages, but further developing a shared cultural 
platform between the exiled Europeans and the American visitors. Together Peggy 
Guggenheim and Kiesler aimed to create a new experience of seeing art that 
would radically showcase the novelty of the artworks in her collection. Staging 
the artworks as ‘exiled bodies’ – integrating the experience of ‘exile’ in terms of 
objects and participants – was an ultimate avant-gardist expression. Kiesler’s 
Gesamtkunstwerk design of the Art of this Century Gallery in New York also 
raises questions on how artistic production can bind a community of exiles – or 
how different artistic networks could be transformed into a united artistic group.
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Notes

1 On this occasion he changed his name from the German Friedrich to the French 
Frederick and further his second name from Jacob to John.

2 Women gallerists took part in fashioning the avant-garde scene on 57
th Street, 

including Mrs Ehrlich (Ehrlich Gallery 36 East 57
th Street), Marie Harriman 

(63 East 57
th Street), Marie Sterner (9 East 57

th Street) and Mrs Morton (Morton 
Galleries, 130 West 57

th Street). In an article entitled “57
th Street” in Fortune 

Magazine in September 1946, there is reference to 150 dealers “who control the 
art market of the country in an apparently unbreakable bottleneck.” Quoted in 
Sonzogni 2004, 275.

3 Stephanie Kiesler, née Frischer, is known also as Stefani, Stefi and Steffi; here she is 
noted as Stefi.

4 Frederick Kiesler. Contemporary Art Applied to the Store and its Display. Brentano’s, 
1930, p. 87. Quoted in Phillips 2017, 113.

5 In Stefi Kiesler’s calendar book there are several references to socializing with 
Erskine during the 1930s.

6 Frederick Kiesler. “First Report on the Laboratory for Design Correlation.” 1937, 
p. 2 (Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Foundation). Quoted in Phillips 2017, 
131.

7 Letter from Peggy Guggenheim to Frederick Kiesler, 26 February 1942, in: Peggy 
Guggenheim & Frederick Kiesler 2004, 173.

8 On the rivalry between Hilla Rebay, the advisor and first director of the Non-
Objective Painting Museum, and Peggy Guggenheim, which had begun while 
Peggy was still in Paris in 1940, see Gill 2001, 236f.

9 On the relationship between Kiesler and Jean Arp (originally Hans Arp) see 
Stephanie Buhmann, “The Friendship Between Hans Arp and Frederick Kiesler.” 
Frederick Kiesler: Face to Face with the Avant-Garde. Essays on Network and Impact, 
edited by Peter Bogner, Gerd Zillner. Frederick Kiesler Foundation. Birkhäuser, 
2019, pp. 219–236.

10 Frederick Kiesler. “On Correalism and Biotechnique: Definition and Test of a 
New Approach to Building Design.” Architectural Record, September 1939, p. 61. 
Quoted in Staniszewski 1998, endnote 11 of chapter 1.

11 Stefi Kiesler’s Calenders 1930–1952 (Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler 
Foundation).

12 Sidney Janis was appointed in the late 1930s as the chairman of MoMA’s 
acquisition committee; he also lent three paintings by Picasso to the exhibition. It 
was at this point in his career that he closed down his shirt company and devoted 
himself to art collection and art writing (https://www.theartstory.org/gallery-janis-
sidney.htm. Accessed April 18, 2019). A photo of the installation is in Staniszewski 
1998, 79.

13 Quoted in T.J. Demos. “Duchamp’s Boîte-en-valise: Between Institutional 
Acculturation and Geopolitical Displacement.” Grey Room, no. 8, Summer, 2002, 7. 
Original statement cited in Ecke Bonk. Marcel Duchamp, the Box in a valise: De ou 
par Marcel Duchamp ou Rrose Sélavy: Inventory of an Edition. Translated by David 
Britt, Rizzoli, 1989, p. 174.
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