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In the Art Brut-collection of the Austrian painter
Arnulf Rainer, which was exhibited in the Museum
De Stadshof Zwolle in 1996/1997, there are four pecu-
liar drawings by an artist labelled as ‘anonymous’
(Museum De Stadshof, 1996).

In a highly systematically ordered fashion, these
drawings offer a glimpse at a gargantuan subterranean
location hosting every kind of sexual deviation and
torture. A combination of lair, prison, reformatory
and brothel provides insight into a panopticon of per-
version. Some rooms bear names like ‘rape chamber’
or ‘wheel of pinching and shame’. In various cells, it
becomes clear that the targets of the devious schemes
are children (‘resting rooms: first to sixth grade’). In
some designated areas, the sexual activities include
dogs and goats. However, there is also a coffee room,
an entertainment room featuring a cinema and class-
rooms complemented by offices for teachers. The
only aspects of the dungeon actually sketched out
are floor plans, corridors, tunnels and other

architectural features. The artist neither depicts men,
women, children or animals, nor the torture devices.
It is the short descriptions alone that evoke the picture
of cruel torturing and create a contrast to the scrupu-
lously clean geometric style.

This horrific location is located 400 m below the sur-
face, accessible only through a single vertical shaft into
the earth. It is characterised by its creator simply as the
‘great amusement park’ or the ‘paradise of pleasure’.
When it comes to naming the gruesome events taking
place there, the artist is not at a loss for words either:
‘Where one atrocity follows the other’, unaware ‘ado-
lescent adventurers’ are killed in various ways by the
‘most wicked libertines’, who ‘take pleasure in sex
murder’. It is the ‘home of love and sin imbedded in
the valley of thickly overgrown foothills’.

Fifteen years after the drawings came into posses-
sion of Arnulf Rainer, a considerable omnibus volume
(provided by the same former neighbour of the artist
who sold the first share of drawings to Rainer) was
acquired and later sold by Galerie Susanne Zander in
Cologne. In the process, the identity of the – thus no
longer ‘anonymous’ – artist was revealed. The creator
of the drawings, which must have required an enor-
mous amount of time to produce, was identified as
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Martin Erhard, an Upper Bavarian miner and eccen-
tric, who lived in Peissenberg (Weilheim-Schongau)
from 1907 to 1979. To date, there is no known photo-
graph of him.

The core of the oeuvre consists of 58 numbered
drawings in large format (in most cases, 50 × 70 cm2)
of a sort of railroad line running through a diversity
of landscapes and ending in a train station. Laying
out the track in its entirety requires a significant

amount of space (roughly 75 × 75 m2). The first couple
of sheets are meticulously executed and bear resem-
blance to geographical–topographical drawings of ob-
sessive accuracy (see Fig. 1). Again, no human being is
to be seen. The world Erhard puts on display is rich
and void at the same time. Some of the later sheets de-
pict nothing but the railroad line. There is reason to as-
sume that Erhard simply lacked the time to flesh out
these sketches. The contrast between the initial density

Fig. 1. Martin Erhard (1907–1979) untitled, undated [railroad line] first drawing (volume of 58 sheets) pencil and Indian ink on paper
each ca. 50 × 70 cm.

Fig. 2. Martin Erhard (1907–1979) „Kellergeschoss: Wanzen, Flöhe, Ratten . . .”, undated pencil on paper 20.5 × 30 cm.

512 G. Dammann

https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045796016000573 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045796016000573


and the degree of abstraction in the later drawings has
its own special kind of aesthetic allure. The seemingly
endless railway track can be seen on the Internet in the
2012 short movie ‘Home of Love and Sin’ (Galerie
Susanne Zander, 2012).

Little is known about the life of Martin Erhard.
Interestingly enough, however, there are various paral-
lels between the content of the drawings and the
biography of their creator. Erhard worked in an under-
ground mine for many years. The mine in Peissenberg
(Biller & Stippel, 2006) focused primarily on the extrac-
tion of pitch coal and, to a lesser degree, the recovery
of marlstone for cement production. The mine featured
more than 100 km of underground tracks. It operated
from 1837 to 1971. In 1963, up to 3913 miners worked
there – Martin Erhard was among them.

With the aid of the city of Peissenberg and the
neighbour who passed the drawings to Arnulf Rainer
and Galerie Susanne Zander, some information about
Martin Erhard emerged. Martin Erhard was born on
April 30, 1907 in Peissenberg/Upper Bavaria. He was
an employee of the mine and mainly worked under-
ground. Due to his artistic talent, he was reportedly
offered a job at the drawing office of the mine’s man-
agement at one point. He was not able to cope with
the unfamiliar situation for long, however, and was
consequently sent back to work belowground.
According to his neighbours, he was quite the eccentric
and – despite not suffering from any kind of mental
handicap in the narrower sense – apparently matched
all the characteristics one would generally associate
with a so-called simple mind. Erhard had little to no
contact to his fellow human beings, remained single,
and lived with his – likewise unmarried – sister. He
spent the last years of his life in the local nursing
home for the elderly and died in Peissenberg on
December 15, 1979. It is reported that he preferred the
night shifts in the mine. As far as it is remembered, he
usually wore rubber boots. All in all, he seems to have
been a rather inconspicuous person. Furthermore, it is
said that he liked to draw on tunnel walls and mining
carts in the coalmine.

Besides the railroad track, the Art Brut-collection ‘col-
lecting madness’ features a second depiction of the
‘upper world’: a drawing of a train station, whose tech-
nically flawless execution forms a decisive contrast to
the childlike and faulty writing of the ‘underworld’
drawings (see Fig. 2). These are represented in the out-
sider art collection ‘collecting madness’ (http://collecting
madness.com/) by two drawings showing torture cham-
bers, and that may illuminate a coexistence of uninte-
grated inner states. The difference between the upper
and the underworld is striking: on the one hand, a
detailed topographical account shows the different
areas, borders, stations and occasional hoist ways into

the underground tunnels alongside the never-ending
railroad line. On the other hand, the world below: vast
architectural plans outline a ‘house for sport, exercise
and art, as well as sinful viewing pleasure’ and various
rooms built for the sole purpose of ‘performing any
kind of sexual activity’ ‘perverted men’ and ‘sadistic
women’ ‘wish and lust for’, mapping out a place where
torture, leisure and education complement each other.

Erhard’s blueprints of an extensive system deep
below the surface are not an expression of certain ele-
ments of the artist’s personal biography alone, however:
The dichotomy between upperworld and underworld is
a seminal topos inWestern culture, reachingbackwell be-
yond Dante. The fantasy of an inescapable subterranean
strongholdevokesvisionsof fearand terror likeDracula’s
castle or the palace of Bluebeard (‘Schinderburg’) (‘slave-
driver’s castle’). In the face of the long road or track,
which, on the last sheet, ends in a railway terminus pos-
sibly hosting the entrances to the underworld (an
assumption supported by floor plan of the station being
in almost perfect accordance with the structures below),
one is inevitably reminded of the railroad track
which lead to the extermination camp in Auschwitz.
Furthermore, Erhard’s pictures (see ‘Underworld’-
drawings) use a vocabulary eerily similar to the one
used in the death camps of the Nazis, employing terms
like ‘hair removal’, ‘bugs’ and ‘fleas’.

As is true with other obsessive Art Brut artists whose
work is concerned with children as sexual fetishes (e.g.,
Henry Darger, Morton Bartlett), the biography of
Martin Erhard reportedly shows no sign of him actually
having engaged in any kind of violation – his preoccu-
pation with the subject of sadism probably remained a
purely imaginative one throughout his life. In psycho-
analysis, perversion is seen as a seal of a fragile ego. In
the perverted mind, the other is perceived as posing a
vital threat to the self, needing to be controlled, domi-
nated, and as in the case of Erhard or de Sade,
humiliated and tortured to the outermost extremes
(Lackinger, 2008). By mentally transferring his biggest
fears and the idea of radical destruction to the other
(thus gaining control over the dreaded suffering by im-
posing it on his fellow human beings), the pervert
decontaminates and preserves himself. Because they
are a product of inner struggles with power and cata-
strophisation, these works usually do not possess any
kind of sensual or erotic quality. Sexuality is simply
one matrix among others used to stage rituals of dehu-
manisation. Perversion (one of the most impressive
examples for this being De Sade’s breathtaking opus
‘The 120 Days of Sodom’) primarily aims at inducing
dispassion (Klossowski, 1991). Soul, emotions and
heart must be restrained by virtue of geometry, mathe-
matisations, indexing and ever growing lists of increas-
ingly cruel ordeals.
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In linewithCamus’ Sisyphus, one should not think of
Martin Erhard as a happy man – nevertheless, and al-
though he preferred the depths of his pit over the bright
lights of thedrawingoffice, andas a stableone.Coldness
and obsession (Dichter et al. 1999)makeErhard’s impos-
ing oeuvre repulsive and fascinating at the same time.
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