
Natalia Torija-Nieto  
HA-551-05/06: History of Sound Art  
December 19, 2014  
FA14 | Pratt Institute | Instructor: Charles Eppley 

The Concrete Poetry of Mathias Goeritz: a 
Graphic and Aural Analysis 

This essay focuses on the work of German-Mexican artist Mathias Goeritz as 
influenced by the performances and writings of Hugo Ball and Dada sound art 
and poetry. Goeritz’s rather spiritual approach towards the pursuit of the 
Gesamtkunstwerk, are key to understand the roots of his work and his short but 
noteworthy venture into concrete poetry. 
The aural component in the realization of his work is associated with the adapted 
readings and performances of this kind of poetry worldwide during the 1950s and 
60s with artists such as Eugen Gomringer, Augusto and Haroldo de Campos, 
Décio Pignatari, and Mary Ellen Solt, among others. 
By historicizing the main influences and artists that inspired these poets, I will 
explore the consequent concrete poetry movement of the post-war era that is 
visible through their works, particularly on Mathias Goeritz. 
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In his essay on concrete poetry, R.P. Draper defines the term as “the creation of verbal 

artifacts which exploit the possibilities, not only of sound, sense and rhythm—the traditional 

fields of poetry—but also of space, whether it be the flat, two-dimensional space of letters on the 

printed page, or the three-dimensional space of words in relief and sculptured ideograms.”  1

Concrete poetry challenges the conventional expressiveness of traditional poetry by considering 

its play of visual, graphic, and aural qualities. This essay presents examples of the work of 

Mathias Goeritz and his Latin American contemporaries, particularly the Brazilian group 

Noigandres formed by Haroldo and Augusto de Campos and Décio Pignatari, who first 

introduced the term “concrete poetry” in 1953. There exist similarities in presentation and format 

when comparing the work of various concrete poets yet, as in abstract art, there are no strict 

guidelines or considerations for concrete poetry; something that contributes to its enigmatic 

quality. Without a strong ideology or political movement behind these Latin American poets, it 

was rather the artistic freedom from traditional poetry which led them to create these works. In 

Goeritz’s case, however, it was his ongoing commitment to the perpetuity of the early 

performances and writings of Dada artists which encouraged his short lived involvement with the 

movement.  

 Mathias Goeritz (Danzig, 1915 – Mexico City, 1990) arrived in Mexico from Germany in 

1945. A trained architect, he was invited to teach at the Escuela de Arquitectura in Guadalajara, 

where he applied the instruction method of the Bauhaus known as vorkurs – a foundation course 

 R.P. Draper, “Concrete Poetry,” New Literary History, Vol. 2, No.2 (Winter, 1971) pp. 329-340. URL: http://1

ubu.com/papers/draper.html
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focused on learning by doing.  He moved to Mexico City in 1949 where he purposely deviated 2

his art career from that of the Mexican muralists, and was likewise against the functionalist 

movement in architecture that was strongly present at that time.   He had a vision that revealed 3

strong ties to his native Germany and to Richard Wagner’s idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the 

“total work of art.” A profoundly spiritual man, Mathias Goeritz pursued this total work of art 

throughout his entire career with an aim to revive the long forgotten “internal state of man.”   4

By the mid-1950s, Goeritz had participated in international exhibitions which included 

presence of his sculpture and paintings at galleries in New York City. He was also a very well 

connected art critic, widely known for his writing of manifestos; Goeritz kept active in his 

correspondence as a kind of impulse to make himself known to others as well as to promote his 

network of artists among collectors, critics, gallerists, and museum directors. However, his work 

as concrete poet during the decades of the 1950s and 60s remains considerably overlooked in 

works of scholarship and only recently resurged as a chapter in Francisco Reyes Palma’s 2014 

exhibition El Retorno de la Serpiente at the Museo Reina Sofia in Madrid. This essay aims to 

situate Mathias Goeritz as multi-cultural, multi-disciplinary figure whose concrete poetry works 

in particular were part of an international movement influenced by the early writings of Hugo 

Ball and the Dada movement. It will introduce the connection between Goeritz and Dada to 

 The vorkurs or foundation course has been historically readapted and has remained a leading “prototype for 2

combining art, design, and architectural studio education.” Fern Lerner, “Foundations for Design Education: 
Continuing the Bauhaus Vorkurs Vision” Studies in Art Education vol. 46 no. 3 (National Art Education Association, 
2005) pp. 211–26. URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3497081. 

 Rina Carvajal, Alma Ruiz, and Susan Martin, The Experimental Exercise of Freedom: Lygia Clark, Gego, Mathias 3

Goeritz, Hélio Oiticica, Mira Schendel (Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1999).

 Ferruccio Asta, “La Etica del Expresionismo,” Los Ecos de Mathias Goeritz. Ensayos y Testimonios (Ciudad de 4

México: Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, 1997) p. 29.
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explain his activism in the art world which eventually led him to create a selection of works that 

celebrated the perpetuity of Dada. Within this context, Goeritz is studied as part of a group of 

international concrete and sound poets whose work continues to be particularly influential in the 

field of sound and visual arts.  

In the 1930s, Mathias Goeritz was living in Germany through Hitler’s rise to power. As a 

consequence, Goeritz’s guard against Nazism was Hugo Ball’s “Flight Out of Time,” a personal 

narrative on the foundation of Dada, published for the first time in 1927.  In this book, Ball 5

wrote of the Gesamtkunstwerk as the solution through which “A one-dimensional society could 

be regenerated through a totality that combined all the arts.”  Ball’s book also questioned 6

German culture in the early twentieth century and highlighted the critical meaning of art in the 

midst of war. With the opening of the forum at Cabaret Voltaire in 1916, Hugo Ball aspired to 

gather various manifestations committed to break the established languages of art to create 

others: reduce poetry to a ritual that ended in prayer, theatre to gestures and words capable of 

destroying narrative to build new meaning from incoherence and fragmentation, and reduce 

music to dissonant and expressive elements.  Partly based on the earlier work of Henri Barzun, 7

the poems performed here were the earliest examples of intermedia, performed with all sorts of 

 Rita Eder, “Ma Go: Vision y Memoria,” Los ecos de Mathias Goeritz: Ensayos y Testimonios (México, INBA, 5

1997) p. 40.

 Kevin Courrier, The Buried Face of an Age: Hugo Ball's Flight Out of Time (1916) (Tuesday, November 15, 2011) 6

Accessed: 12/09/2014. URL: http://www.criticsatlarge.ca/2011/11/buried-face-of-age-hugo-balls-flight.html

 Eder, “Ma Go: Vision y Memoria,” pp. 41-42. Paraphrased from original text: “Ball, fundador en el invierno de 7

1916 del Cabaret Voltaire, aspiró a reunir en este foro las distintas manifestaciones empeñadas en deshacer los 
lenguajes del arte para crear otros: reducir la poesía a un ritual que terminara en plegaria, el teatro a gestualidades y 
palabras capaces de eliminar la narrativa y armar nuevos sentidos desde la incoherencia y la fragmentación, la 
música a elementos expresivos y disonantes.”
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spontaneous cacophony.  8

Curator Ferruccio Asta argues that German Expressionism during the 1920s, with 

included artists like Vasily Kandinsky (1866–1944) and Paul Klee (1879–1940), highly 

influenced Goeritz’s work. With its unusual selection of subject matter, expressionism initiated in 

the mundane, everyday world, a new awareness of the plastic and emotional values present in 

daily life.  Most of Goeritz’s work dating from the 1950s and 60s began an exploration within a 9

realm that allowed him literary expression in an unconventional way. In 1953, Mathias Goeritz 

introduced his piece Poema Plástico, an abstract message placed on the face of a bright yellow 

monumental wall (Fig. 1). The wall itself is a sculptural piece located on the patio of the Museo 

Experimental El Eco (1952), a space built by Goeritz to embody of his theory of “emotional 

architecture,” an architecture meant to be expressive rather than functional.  Poema Plástico is a 10

relief sculpture made of metal that represents visual, sculptural and purely emotional poetry.   11

Coincidentally, during this same year the Brazilian group Noigandres formed by Haroldo 

and Augusto de Campos and Décio Pignatari, first introduced the term “concrete poetry” as a 

way of categorizing their work in abstract poetry. Haroldo de Campos’s systematic set of poems 

entitled Poetamenos (Poetminus) is meant to function with both its colors and its sound when 

being performed - each color indicates the female or male reader as well as its semantic field 

 Steve McCaffery and bpNichol, ed. “Sound Poetry – A Survey,” Sound Poetry: A Catalogue (Toronto: Underwich 8

Editions, 1978).

 Asta, “La Etica del Expresionismo,” p. 26. Translation from original text in Spanish:  9

El expresionismo desarrolló la estética de una ética que ennoblecía las acciones menudas, cotidianas, provocando la 
emoción por medio de la distorsión y una insólita, para entonces, selección de temas. Su arte enraizó en el mundo 
una nueva conciencia de los valores plásticos y emotivos que posee la vida diaria.

 Eder, “Ma Go”, p. 4310

 Francisco Reyes Palma,  El Retorno de la Serpiente: Mathias Goeritz y la Invención de la Arquitectura 11

Emocional (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 2014).
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(Fig.2). Mary Ellen Solt states that Piet Mondrian’s space-structures in concrete art, and Anton 

Webern's Klangfarbenmelodie—“a melody played by alternating instruments, constantly 

changing color”—were of particular influence to the Noigandres group.  Furthermore, 12

according to Décio Pignatari, the repetitive rhythm as well as the observation of space and time 

with the use of silence and pacing while uttering the words, destroys the traditional linear pattern 

we are familiar with.  In the “Pilot Plan for Concrete Poetry” published in Noigandres magazine 13

in 1958, a manifesto signed by Pignatari and the de Campos brothers declared: “Assuming that 

the historical cycle of verse (as formal-rhythmical unit) is closed, Concrete Poetry begins by 

being aware of graphic space as structural agent. A space-time structure instead of mere linear-

temporal development.”  Concrete poetry allowed for the exploration of the visual, graphic 14

space, but once we become aware of the use of space, visually, we begin to focus on the poem’s 

audio component. The aural expression of the poem which will eventually lead to the loss of 

cogent soundness and will gather new meaning as it becomes a rhythmic game. 

In her essay “Concrete Poem as Sign” Mary Ellen Solt, scholar and concrete poet herself, 

mentions: “Repeating a word [several times] intensifies its audio iconicity. Its total iconicity is 

further intensified by an ingenious syntax which plays the word in alternation against itself and 

 Mary Ellen Solt, “Brazil”, Concrete Poetry: A World View. The close relation between concrete art and concrete 12

poetry is evidenced by the founder of the De Stijl movement, Theo Van Doesburg, who wrote and published three 
“Letter-Sound images” in 1921 under the pseudonym I. K. Bonset. He wrote: “To take away its past it is necessary 
to renew the alphabet according to its abstract sound-values. This means at the same time the healing of our poetic 
auditory membranes, which are so weakened, that a long-term phono-gymnastics is necessary!”  Theo Van Doesburg 
as cited in: Steve McCaffery and bpNichol, ed. “Sound Poetry – A Survey,” Sound Poetry: A Catalogue (Toronto: 
Underwich Editions, 1978).

 Décio Pignatari, “Concrete Poetry: A Brief Structural-Historical Guideline,” Poetics Today: Poetics of the Avant-13

Garde, Vol. 3, No. 3 (Duke University Press, Summer 1982) p. 189. URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1772398 . 
Accessed: 10/12/2014 18:28

 “Proyecto Colectivo,” Eco Editions 2013 (March 18, 2013) URL: http://eleco.unam.mx/eleco/publicacion/14

ediciones-eco-2013/?lang=en
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against page space, permitting what Gomringer calls inversion, or multi directional reading.”  In 15

order for a single word to reach its ultimate iconicity, as Solt explains, I would argue it needs to 

have the potential to be simplified or have certain plastic potential. One of Mathias Goeritz’s 

most relevant works to the study of his concrete poetry, die goldene botschaft (1965) presents the 

repetition of the word oro (gold) arranged in grids creating squares, eventually losing its 

soundness, meaning sense, as it recycles its semantics (Fig. 3).  An obvious palindrome, the 16

word oro may also be understood here as mirage, according to Frederico Morais, or a “gold 

illusion” as well as an “artistic illusion,” since his golden metal works also reflect on vanity, or 

the ego of the artist.  Regardless of this interpretation, the composition produces a different 17

noise, a visual noise, and it becomes almost like a knitted pattern. The optical immersion in this 

work leads to a captivating state of mind, which was essentially Goeritz’s intention throughout 

his oeuvre. Curator Neil Powell writes:  

Concrete poets such as Mathias Goeritz disrupted the conventional expectations of 
expressive poetry by subjecting text to the extremes of graphic composition. The 
sequential characteristics of reading and literary representation were superseded by the 
desire to create visual special effects that might transcend or augment the symbolic 
function of language.   18

Certainly, the enhancement of symbolism in Goeritz’s work goes beyond literary meaning, which 

is evident in his minimalist graphic approach. 

 Mary Ellen Solt, “Charles Sanders Peirce and Eugen Gomringer: The Concrete Poem as a Sign,” Poetics Today: , 15

Poetics of the Avant-Garde, Vol. 3, No. 3(Duke University Press, Summer 1982) pp. 197-209. Accessed: 30/11/2014 
19:41. URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1772399 .

 die goldene botschaft is a poem that most likely draws from his abstract works Mensajes (1960-1980’s), a series 16

of golden metal plates with lines of perforations done repeatedly as to evoke an undecipherable spiritual language.

 Frederico Morais, “Poesía Concreta”, Los Ecos de Mathias Goeritz: Ensayos y Testimonios (México, INBA, 17

1997)

 Neil Powell, Concrete Poetry and Conceptual Art: A Spectre at the Feast. URL: http://www.ubu.com/papers/18

powell.html
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Latin American poetry art in the early 1900s similarly engaged in the plasticity of de-

constructed words and in the playfulness produced by the performance of such works when loud 

noise was added by exclamation points or accents. In the 1920s, Uruguayan poet Alfredo Mario 

Ferreiro experimented with a related work that appeared in his 1927 publication The Man that 

Ate a Bus. The title of the work is Tren en Marcha (Moving Train), and though in a more linear 

and understandable manner, his poem is primarily aural. He typed down the onomatopoeias 

tócoto, trácata, chucuchú, which when read aloud or even to ourselves in repetition, create the 

sounds of a moving train; an incessant noise that even builds up a moving picture of the driving 

wheels running through the tracks (Fig. 4). In a similar manner, Brazilian concrete poet Paulo 

Leminski explores the “vervicovisual” (signification of verb, phonetic and iconicity) possibilities 

of concrete poetry.  A poem first published in the magazine Invenção, December 1964, is a sort 19

of tongue-twister composed by the mixing up of the portuguese word metamorfose with no space 

separation in between words and no leads into the correct way of reading it (Fig. 7). Each line is 

one word; if not for the vertical composition, it could easily be interpreted as a word search 

game.   20

Mathias Goeritz also showed an interest in the phonetic and visual play that concrete 

poetry could provide. His 1965 poem entitled simply Poema Concreto is a vertical, stuttering, 

even sobbing-like poem that ends as a  sort of clumsy love confession —to a hippopotamus— 

from a drunken person with the hiccups (Fig. 5). According to Frederico Morais, it exists 

 Clemente Padin, “Methodological Difficulties,” http://www.ubu.com/papers/padin.html19

 Paulo Leminski, Toda Poesia/Paulo Leminski (Sao Paulo: Companhia Das Letras, 2013)20
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essentially in form and figure and is only completed in the eye and ear of the reader.  21

Furthermore, Goeritz explored the visual, spatial and sonic qualities of poetry by creating works 

both on two and three dimensions, such as Pocos Cocodrilos Locos, also from 1965, which 

intervenes in the physical space and becomes part of the architecture (Fig. 6). This work consists 

of steel letters painted white and covering the totality of three walls. The work becomes a graphic 

landscape that may be read in different ways. The literary reasoning of the poem is lost to its 

rhyme and it too becomes aural. 

Goeritz’s work spans from sculpture, painting, art criticism, poetry and architecture; the 

latter being the foundation behind them all. As he worked for a continuous search for the ideal 

Gesamtkunstwerk, Goeritz therefore focused on sculptural, graphic and spatial experiments that 

could alter emotions towards a sort of modern spiritual conception.  He transformed the 22

abstraction of form and meaning into different mediums for communicating in an otherworldly 

manner. Within this context, and forever guided by the ideologies of Hugo Ball, concrete poetry 

provided a respite for Goeritz from any conventional writing and compositional methods. He 

found, together with an international community, the creative freedom he sought in the total 

work of art. 
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