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ARTIST Kurt Schwitters 1887–1948

ORIGINAL T ITLE Zollamtlich geöffnet

MEDIUM Paper, printed paper, oil paint and graphite on paper

DIMENSIONS Support: 331 x 253 mm 
frame: 523 x 421 x 29 mm

COLLECTION Tate

ACQUIS IT ION Purchased 1958

REFERENCE T00214

Opened by Customs 1937–8 is a collage made of paper, printed paper, oil paint and graphite by the
German artist Kurt Schwitters. The pasted-together fragments have been cut and torn from a
variety of sources, including parcel paper, Nazi administrative labels, a large section of printed
Norwegian text from a book or a pamphlet, a blue label for Spanish oranges (stuck face down so
that the logo is seen in reverse) and a printed list of travel-related words in German, including
‘airline boarding pass’, ‘baggage insurance’ and ‘sleeper car’. At the bottom right of the collage is a
piece of white paper featuring an insignia that bears the words ‘Deutsche Arbeit’ (German Work) set
within a laurel wreath.

Opened by Customs was created in Lysaker, Norway, after Schwitters emigrated from Nazi Germany
in 1937. Here he attempted to continue his Merzbau, or Cathedral of Erotic Misery, which he had
begun in c.1923 in his apartment in Hanover. While living in Norway his work was exhibited in his
homeland in the Nazi Degenerate Art exhibition. He left Norway for Britain in 1940 when Germany
invaded the country. Schwitters’s son Ernst chose the title of this work based on the customs labels
at the top centre of the collage, which read ‘Zollamtlich geöffnet’ (‘Opened by customs’) and are
stamped ‘Hannover 3.8.37’. As Ernst Schwitters explained in a letter dated 10 May 1973:

My father wanted certain parts of his Collages read and understood,
intellectually, and he often made these the actual titles of his works. Usually,
they were witty ironical or even sarcastic
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