Paul vall Ostaijen, the Bond
zonder gezegel(l papier, and the
ist salvation of Eu-ope

Clément I’ansaers and Paul van Ostaijen

dément Pansaers may have been the only genuine Belgian Dadaist
(.'who placed his work expressly in the framework of the Dadaist
project. There were, however, also other representatives of the avant-
garde in Belgium who showed a profound interest in Dadaism without
joining the Mouvement Dada themselves. Mention has been made of the
French-language reviews Ca Ira! and Haro!, which published prose and
poetry by Pansaers. Also interested in Dada, and to some extent
kindred with Dada, were the oeuvre and activities of a small, informal
group of Flemish writers and artists, in which the Antwerpian writer
and art critic, Paul van Ostaijen (fig. 4.1), played a pivotal role.

Van Ostaijen had much in common with Pansaers. Both shared a
Flemish background and both were involved in the Flemish national
movement. Both played a major role in the introduction of modernism—
particularly German expressionism—in Belgium. Both excelled in radical
literary experiments. Both had to leave Belgium at the end of World War
I, due to their association with the German occupying force and its
Flamenpolitikc during the war. Both went to Berlin where they became
acquainted with Dadaism. There is another similarity—in a way, both
dritted south. Van Ostaijen was born in Antwerp, but was in possession
of Dutch nationality, since his father came from the Dutch province of
North-Brabant. Although a Dutch national, van Ostaijen became a
resolute advocate of the Flemish cause, whereas Pansaers, Flemish-
born and Flemish-raised, became a protagonist of the Walloon cause
and ultimately emigrated to France.

At the same time, this correspondence reveals an important difference
between Pansaers and van Ostaijen: they used different languages, at
least as representatives of the avant-garde. There are other differences
as well. To start with, a generation gap can be discerned: Pansaers was
born in 1885, van Ostaijen in 1896. This gap had significant conse-
quences for their respective literary developments. When Pansaers
started writing, he joined the tradition of Flemish nationalist Heimat
literature, as developed primarily by Albrecht Rodenbach and the poet-
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priest Guido Gazelle in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Before his avant-garde turn in the years 1917-18, only a slight overture
in a post-impressionist direction can be found in Pansaers's pre-war
work. In the case of van Ostaijen, this impressionism was more or less
the starting point of his literary development.

Impressionism was introduced and represented in Flanders by the
influential review Van Nu en Straks, and its editor, August Vermeylen.
Van Nu en Straks and the related Flemish impressionism were
Flamingant as well. However, they did not focus exclusively on the
Flemish countryside nor did they indulge in praise of the revered
Flemish rural life. On the contrary, they looked at developments on a
European, international level, rather than in a retrograde, pan-Germanic
way (as in Onze Stam), focusing instead on innovative movements, both
political and cultural. Whereas Van Nu en Straks showed a particular
interest in anarchism on a political level, the review was culturally
receptive to impressionism, symbolism, and art nouveau. Van
Ostaijen's earliest writing was substantially influenced by the modernist
multiformity represented by Van Nu en Straks.

Another biographical difference is the fact that Pansaers grew up
and lived for almost thirty years in the eastern Flemish hinterland,
whereas van Ostaijen's home base was Antwerp and its environs, a
large harbor town that was an open window on the rest of the world.
Antwerp was, at the same time, the main center of Flemish cultural life.
Van Ostaijen and Pansaers also differed in the course of their respective
literary developments. Whereas Pansaers’s work is marked by several
drastic changes, van Ostaijen’s oeuvre is characterized by a more gradual
development and a much higher degree of continuity, although clear
differences can be made out between his writings in the early 1910s
and his book Bezette Stad (Occupied City), written in 1919 and some-
times characterized as Dadaist. Likewise, substantial differences
between Bezette Stad and van Ostaijen’s later work can be made out,
yet with a much higher degree of continuity than between the different
phases in Pansaers's oeuvre. Furthermore, van Ostaijen and Pansaers
differed in their respective place in Belgian cultural life. Pansaers may
not have been completely isolated, but he was certainly a marginal figure.
Van Ostaijen, however, was a well-known figure in Antwerpian cultural
life—especially in his self-chosen role of dandyish Bohemian and radical
art critic—even when he had to go into exile.

Finally, both Pansaers and van Ostaijen were granted only a short
life. Pansaers died at the age of thirty-seven: van Ostaijen died when he
was five years younger. Pansaers’s merits as an avant-garde writer how-
ever, were soon forgotten. His fame is based in particular on the
continuing effort of his hagiographer, Marc Dachy, as well as on the fact
that he was a Dadaist—the only Dadaist in Belgium. Despite his small
oeuvre, van Ostaijen is generally regarded as one of the most important
representatives, if not the champion, of Flemish twentieth-century
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modernism.! In the general recognition of his pioneering role in Dutch
and Flemish modernism, his short overtures to Dadaism seem to be
rather irrelevant (and perhaps even a little bit inconvenient?).

The similarity between the layout of van Ostaijen’s volume of poetry,
Bezetle Stad, and typographic experiments by Berlin Dadaists like George
Grosz, John Heartfield, and Raoul Hausmann, as well as a certain degree
of nihilism common to both van Ostaijen and Dada, are recurring features
in studies on van Ostaijen. Still, it is quite unusual to characterize him
primarily as a Dadaist.2 This results, no doubt, from the fact that van
Ostaijen’s rapprochement with Dadaism was only a short phase in his
literary development. Furthermore, van Ostaijen didn’t regard Dada as a
fitting framework for his literary ventures and never presented himself as
a wholehearted Dadaist. As mentioned, he never joined Dada and on the
contrary, assumed a rather distanced attitude towards Dada as a project.
This is probably the most decisive difference between Pansaers and van
Ostaijen: whereas Pansaers presented himself as a Dadaist and sought
an alliance with the Mouvement Dada, van Ostaijen brushed aside
Dada—as a project, movement, or style—as a viable option for himself, as
well as for the literature and art he propagated as a critic.

Van Ostaijen and expressionism

I

During World War I, van Ostaijen became the major spokesman of a
new generation of Flemish writers and artists who were interested in
the development of a new literature and art—a more “dynamic” literature
and art, in accordance with the dynamics of modern life.? They were
oriented toward new artistic and literary developments abroad—expres-
sionism, cubism, and, to some extent, futurism. Van Ostaijen’s particular
focus on German expressionism is indicated by two mottos, among
others, stemming from the German expressionist authors Max Brod
and Klabund (pseudonym of Alfred Henschke) in his first collection of
poetry, Music-hall (1916). An apparent congeniality can be made out
between the poems in his second volume of poetry, Het Sienjaal (The
Signal) (1918) and a "*humanitarian” current in German expressionism.
This “humanitarian” expressionism, with rather vague, utopian visions
about a “new life” and “new man,” was represented by German literary
reviews like Die Aktion and Die Weissen Bldtter (The White Papers),
among others, and by authors like Johannes Becher, Franz Werfel, and
Kurt Hiller.

In particular, Hiller and his so-called Aktivismus (Activism), can be
regarded as a major orientation for van Ostaijen, who made a case for
the introduction of such an “Activist” expressionism in his extensive
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essay, “"Ekspressionisme in Vlaanderen” (Expressionism in Flanders),
written in June 1918. In this essay, van Ostaijen paired aesthetic inno-
vation with a new “spiritual” politics (Geistespolitilc in German). As in
German expressionism (and in Flanders, previously, in Van Nu en
Straks), the objective was a new “community” (Gemeinschaft in
German, gemeenschap in Dutch). It was in this context that Paul
Hadermann pointed at van Ostaijen's aim to oppose “bourgeois
Impressionism” by a “a wider socialism based on a spiritual community,”
as propagated by van Ostaijen in “"Ekspressionisme in Vlaanderen.™
Van Ostaijen’s expressionism was, in other words, more than just liter-
ature and art. It also comprised an insurgent politics and, furthermore,
a wider mentality and attitude: an alternative way of life. In the case of
van Ostaijen and his circle in Antwerp, this was marked by a dandy-like
public appearance and behavior. A Bohemian subculture was staged by
van Ostaijen and his small circle of friends in Antwerp, an offence
against both bourgeois decorum and morality and against the rules of
the cultural and political establishment.

The Activist expressionism of Hiller constituted an important orientation
for van Ostaijen in the humanitarian turn of the poetry collection Het
Sienjaal. Van Ostaijen’s understanding of expressionism, though, was
much wider. It actually encompassed the whole spectrum of German
expressionism; not only Hiller's Activism and the humanitarian, left-
wing, politicized positions represented by Die Alction and Die Weissen
Bldtter, but also the more aesthetic, spiritual approaches that could be
found in Der Sturm or, for example, in the writings and work of Vassily
Kandinsky.5 Yet van Ostaijen’s “Expressionism” was even broader. It
actually comprised the whole spectrum of avant-garde tendencies docu-
mented in Der Sturm. As such, van Ostaljen’s "Expressionism” was by
and large a common denominator for the whole pre-war European
avant-garde, including cubism and futurism as well. In van Ostaijen’s
essay, “Ekspressionisme in Vlaanderen,” Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque,
Albert Gleizes, Jean Metzinger, Fernand Léger, Umberto Boccioni, and
Gino Severini were presented next to Kandinsky, Alexander Archipenko,
Ernst Barlach, Marc Chagall, Alexej van Jawlensky, Franz Mare, and
Erich Heckel as protagonists of “Expressionism.”6

On a local Flemish level, this gave van Ostaijen the opportunity, on
the one hand, to widen his criteria or, on the other hand, to now focus
in particular on his closer friends, Paul Joostens, and the brothers Floris
and Oscar Jespers. Van Ostaijen’s friends may have been quite radical
in a Flemish context, as they experimented now and then with the new
(expressionist, cubist etc.) approaches from abroad. They were, however,
at the same time still attached to (post-) impressionist and (post-) natu-
ralist aesthetics. Van Ostaijen’s broad understanding of expressionism
enabled him, nevertheless, to discern certain “dynamics” in their work.
These “dynamics” were, as van Ostaijen saw it, a common feature “of all
contemporary currents; Futurism, Expressionism, Cubism."?
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Not only van Ostaijen’s “Expressionism,” but also his “"Activism” had
a much wider, or rather, a double character. He was, on the one hand,
an “Activist” in the sense of an expressionist with a clear affinity with
Hiller's Geistespolitik, as well as with the left-wing expressionism in Die
Alction. On the other hand, van Ostaijen was an Activist in the particular
Flemish sense of the word—a radical nationalist who considered the
German occupation of Belgium an opportunity to realize the objectives
of the Flemish movement.8 Many of van Ostaljen’s early essays were
devoted to the Flemish cause and were published in organs of the
nationalist movement, such as Vliaamsche Gazet (Flemish Gazette), Het
Vlaamsche Nieuws (The Flemish News), De Goedendag (The Mace, or
Good Day), Ons Land (Our Country), and Vlaamsch Leven (Flemish Life).

Van Ostaijen also participated in a Flemish Activist demonstration
against the French-speaking archbishop of Flanders, Desire Joseph
Cardinal Mercier. Mercier, representative of the Walloon elite, openly
opposed both the German occupation and Flemish nationalism, in
particular, collaborationist Activism. During a procession in Antwerp,
Mercier was hissed and jeered at by a group of forty Activists who
invoked "Holy Lutgardis, patroness of the Dutch provinces, to give
Flanders soon a Flemish bishop.”® Van Ostaijen was arrested along with
four other Activists. In January 1918, all were sentenced for insulting
Mercier and disturbing the religious happening—van Ostaijen and the
others received three months’ imprisonment and were fined. The sentence
was postponed, however, because all convicted Activists lodged an
appeal against their conviction. When the war ended in the fall of 1918,
van Ostaijen feared the execution of this sentence and possible further
repercussions for his highly visible participation in the Activist move-
ment. He left for Berlin with his partner, Emmeke Clément.

Van Ostaijen stayed in Berlin for more than two years.! In his
absence, van Ostaijen was sentenced in Belgium to another eight-
month jail sentence for his involvement in the Activist journal,
Antwerpsche Courant (Antwerp Daily). His second volume of poetry, Het
Sienjaal, had been printed on the press of this newspaper. Still, van
Ostaijen returned to Antwerp in May 1921, as it became obvious that
he could not find a proper job and would not be able to support himself
in Berlin any longer. Besides, his relationship with Clément was
coming to an end. Back in Antwerp, van Ostaijen was not sent to
prison. His sentence was initially suspended and a short time later, he
was finally granted amnesty as part of a general pardon for wartime
political offenses.
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II1.

Through regular correspondence with and visits from his Flemish
friends, van Ostaijen kept in touch with the artistic and literary life at
home during his Berlin exile. Van Ostaijen had formed the informal
Bond zonder gezegeld papier,!! (federation without stamped paper) with
Jos. Léonard, René Victor, Joostens, and the brothers Jespers. At the
same time, he made contacts in the circles of the Berlin review Der
Sturm with such people as Alfred Behne, Heinrich Campendonk, Lyonel
Feininger, Salomo [Friedlaender. Arthur Goétz, Erich Heckel, Georg
Muche, Fritz Stuckenberg, Arnold Topp, and Herwardt Walden.!2

It was during van Ostaijen’'s sojourn in Berlin that the first signs of
a new self-understanding, both political and aesthetic, were observed.
Whereas “Expressionism” had previously been the general denominator
for van Ostaijen’s literary and artistic conceptions, this designation was
gradually replaced by “Cubism.” This “Cubism” was not a new general
denominator for the whole artistic and literary spectrum hitherto sub-
sumed under the caption “Expressionism,” but served as a designation
for a radical, consequent nucleus in the broader movement formerly
qualified as “Expressionist.” In a letter to his friends in Antwerp, dated
January 1919, van Ostaijen expressed the hope that their “federation”
would not fall apart and that they would keep to “the road of solely
sanctifying Expressionism.” Following this remark, van Ostaijen made
mention of his study of Metzinger's book, Le Cubisme, “since | have seen
now that Cubism is the clearest, most exact direction.”!3 A year later,
in July 1920, Joostens was expelled by van Ostaijen from the Bond
zonder gezegeld papier in a self-ironical, but nevertheless serious “bull,”
in which “Paul 1," also known as “Pope Paul from Halensee,” announced
“the excommunication” of Joostens as a member of the “Holy Cubist
and Flamingant Church” (fig. 4.2).14

Sienjaal, “emancipated Cubism,”
and “creative indifference”

1,

In November 1920, van Ostaijen’s conversion to, or more precisely,
his new particular focus on cubism resulted in a manifesto-like text
that appeared in a prospect for a new review entitled Sienjaal, which
was envisaged as a platform for the Bond zonder gezegeld papier. The
review was never launched, however, as only two dozen subscribers
could be registered on the basis of the first prospect.!5 Although the
title was identical with that of van Ostaijen’s second volume of poetry,
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the program developed in the prospect was no longer an activist,
humanitarian expressionism. The planned review was to be, instead, an
“organ of the Constructivist direction in modern art, for clarity’s sake of
emancipated Cubism.”!6 This emancipated cubism was notably distin-
guished from the “confusing compromises,” "Baroque-" and “Pseudo-
Expressionism” and “mannerist Naturalism," as well as from classicism
and impressionism.

Fundamental features of the proposed emancipated cubism were the
restriction of each art to its own domain and the commitment of art
(and each art for itself) to its own intrinsic principles.!7 Van Ostaijen
rejected not only a moral, ethical, or political instrumentalization of art
(one of the main characteristics of "humanitarian™ expressionism), but
also the combination of different artistic disciplines (as in the
Gesamtkunstwerk, the “complete” or “total work of art”). Instead,
“de-individualization” (ontindividualisering, in Dutch) was forwarded as
the new general principle of emancipated cubism.!8 The result should
be a threefold “UNIO MYSTICA,” (mystical union) as van Ostaijen
argued in an extended version of his outline for Sienjaal—"Et voila. Een
inleidend manifest.” (And there you have it. An introductory
manifesto).!® This unio mystica entailed the following:

1. The work of art was to be envisaged as a “unity,” as an
autonomous “organism,” a “living creature,” which was to be
regarded, as such, as “for itself individual in the first meaning of
the word: for itself undivided,” as an “aseity."20 For the artist, this
posed the necessity of “de-individualization™: the work of art had to
be “determined according to the laws of its matter and its spirit and
not according to the laws of an alien body and of an alien spirit."!
In other words, the artist should abandon his personal individuality
for the sake of the undividedness of the work of art.

2. The unio mystica was to be understood simultaneously as a
transcending unity of subject and object, as synthesis of subjectivity,
and as objectivity through a double operation: the forms, which
together constitute the organism-work of art, are torn away from all
other relations: the objective forms torn away from their empirical
coherence; the subjective vision torn away from the creator, since
its localization constitutes an independent micro-cosmos, through
the exteriorization of subjective vision, i.e. through estrangement
from himself, the artist. Objectivity is de-individualized through
subjective affect and this affect [is] in turn [de-individualized| by
means of exteriorization.?2

3. This implied already that the unio mystica of emancipated
cubism also comprised a different relationship between the work of
art and external reality—external to the work of art, i.e. both the
inner reality of the artist (as under 1.) and the outer reality of
things "out there.” Either reality was “torn away,” resulting in























































































