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EBERHARD SCHRAMMEN AND TONI VON HAKEN

Rediscovery of two great masters of the Bauhaus

The photographs of Eberhard Schrammen and his wife Toni von Haken represent a unique episode in the history of photography.

In 1929 they began experimenting with the complicated technique of découpage-photogramme, an extraordinary combination of graphics and photography used in only a few works by Raul Haussmann and Pablo Picasso, to modest effect.

Schrammen defines their experimental work as “Foto-Grafik”, underlining a process in visual art which blends two different forms of expression: the photogram and découpage. The procedure involves drawing a quick sketch, cutting out fragments of paper and cloth in predetermined shapes (découpage), putting the image together on the sheet of photographic paper and exposing it to light at different times to create shadows (photogram). Each image is unique. Eberhard and Toni, both artists with vast experience in the Bauhaus spirit, had the manual skills, knowledge of photographic processes and artistic creativity to produce works of complex structure and fascinating visual impact. Their initial attempts were sent to Berlin, where they were received with amazement and published right away by German and foreign avant-garde art magazines: no-one had ever seen anything like them.

Their theme is everyday life, and they both draw their inspiration from careful observation of the everyday world, though with different interests and different points of view. Eberhard’s favourite subjects are the countryside, short holidays and trips to the Baltic Sea, days in the big city, represented with vivacity, realism and immediacy. In formal terms, Schrammen’s sign is strong, “engraved” as in woodcutting, an art in which he was highly skilled, with the clear, precise tonal contrasts typical of German Expressionism. Von Haken’s line, on the other hand, is light and sinuous, her shading delicate. Her interest focuses on the world of childhood. She can tell a whole story in a single image, conveying concepts and sensibilities with just a few key visual elements. Together, their work made an important contribution to German art of their age and to experimentation in photography in Europe. At the same time their images describe day-to-day existence in Germany in the Thirties with admirable expressive power.

