N\

ot nuusy’

&

:




!

PLOTR RYPSON
BOOKS AND PAGES

Polish Avant-garde and Artists’ Books in the 20th Century

Warsaw 2000




Piotr Rypson

Books and pages
Polish Avant-garde
and Artists’ Books
in the 20th Century

The book has been
published by
Center for
Contemporary Art

Ujazdowski

Castle

Warsaw

on the occasion

of the exhibition

Text, Buch, Kunst
presented at the
Frankfurt 2000 Book-Fair.

Published with financial assistance
of the Ministry of Culture

and National Heritage

of the Republic of Poland

and The Foundation

of Culture.

©POLAND

CONTENTS

Introduction

The beginnings: Zdroj of Poznan and Cracow Formists

Tytus Czyzewski and Cracow Futurism

Warsaw Futurism

The apogee of Futurism

The decline of Futurism

Zwrotnica

The first constructivist designs: Henryk Berlewi and Mechanofaktura

BLOK and Mieczysiaw Szczuka

Europa by Stern and Szczuka

Zwrotnica publications; Wtadystaw Strzeminski and Kazimierz Podsadecki

Henryk Stazewski. Praesens, Europa

The “a.r.” group

The “a.r.” group and the avant-garde abroad

Functional typography in the 1930s

Artists’ books after World War II

After the war

The sixties: book after all.

The 1970s and the conceptual book

The book as a record of action and the book as a score

The network culture

The martial law: the underground and beyond

Books of images and tales; book objects

Small presses

Text steps beyond the book

Notes

Select bibliography

Index

12
18
22
29
37
43
48
55
62
68
72
76
82
88
92
94
99
104
116
121
124
137
144
152
160
163
164




Introduction

T e

The book is a product of the development of our culture; its present
form — a sequence of pages sewn together and bound - has prevailed
for purely practical and economic reasons over other, earlier media
of text or other information storage: the papyrus scroll, the clay, stone
or wax tablet, birch bark etc. Paper replaced parchment just as today,
in some areas, computer memory is replacing paper. For Jay David
Bolter the way we organize our writing space is also the way orga-
nize out thoughts, and in time becomes the way we want to organize
the world.!

The development of the phenomenon called artists’ books dates back
to the beginning of the second decade of our century. The activity of
various avant-garde movements led, by discovering new forms of ex-
pression, to the situation when the bookwork — a book seen as a work
of art in its own right — could emerge. “Artists’ books” is a rather con-
ventional term describing various experiments with the space of record,
text, or text combined with visual image, in the twentieth century.2
Contemporary ways of alternative treatment of the medium of text can
apply either to the form of book, which, being familiar, becomes trans-
formed by the artist, or to the nature of the medium, when media oth-
er than books are explored. The term is also used to describe art pro-
ductions which invoke the concept of book (or Book), or to groups
of works which suggest that they are a sequence of linked messages.
Clive Philpott proposed the following classification in the area where
book and art overlap: just books, bookworks, and book objects.3 Just
books do not contain any formal innovations. They are simply books
made or written by artists (or about them), and belong to the area of
traditional book - like, for instance, Andy Warhol’s or Ed Rusha’s
books. Bookworks are works of art in the form of book, involving ex-
periments with its structure, shape, and meaning. The rhythm set by
pages is often exploited here, even though traditional conventions of
layout are not preserved. Philpott’s diagram illustrating this classifi-
cation shows bookworks exactly in the overlap between art and book
form. The last category, book objects, are based on, or refer to, the
idea of “book”; in terms of form there is much more freedom here. We
may add also installations that make use of book as a symbol, struc-
ture or metaphor.

We are therefore not concerned here with “beautiful books’, luxury

objects, but with books that are an integral part of an artist’s mes-




sage. The difference is rather subtle and sometimes difficult to
demonstrate. The obliteration of the dividing line is caused by artists’
predispositions and preferences as well as by the influence of the art
market. One of the most important roots of the tradition of contem-
porary artists’ books leads back to the circle of the “Ecole de Paris”.
Max Jacob’s prose poem Saint Matarel, illustrated by Picasso in 1910
and published by Kahnweiler in Paris in 1911, is regarded as the first
work of this kind.4 Kahnweiler published Cubist engravings and port-
folios of engravings. The publication of a book by a modern poet dec-
orated with Picasso’s prints was the first step towards giving books
the status of modern art objects. The text and the illustrations com-
plemented each other to produce higher quality and value, both in an
artistic and a commercial sense.5 To whatever extent Kahnweiler’s
editions were merely a result of his market strategies, the conse-
quences were far-reaching. The artist’s book became an area of co-
operation confirming the alliance between modern artists and writ-
ers, who worked together to create the style of the new epoch. Up to
then, poets accompanied painters in the role of critics, even though
mutual inspiration was obvious and inevitable. A common taste for
similar modes of expression, cemented by friendship and familiarity
with each other’s works: such collaboration established the phe-
nomenon of livre d’artiste. It enabled the development of ways of pre-
sentation harmonizing various means of expression in an aesthetically
consistent piece. One of the monumental works of that kind was Prose
of the Trans-Siberian Railway and Little Jeanne from France by
Blaise Cendrars, published in 1913, which owed its visual form — that
of a simultaneous book — to Sonya Delaunay.

The most fertile period for cubist books came after the First World
War. Let us mention at least Cendrars’ collaboration with Fernand Lé-
ger on the books J’ai tué (1918) and Fin du Monde (1919), books by
Goncharova and Larionov, Juan Gris, Marcoussis and others. The style
of those works, certain formal solutions was influenced by experi-
mental poetry, starting from Apollinaire and the Futurists. An impor-
tant milestone was Stéphane Mallarmé’s poem Un coup de des ja-
mais n’abolira pas de hasard (1897) published in book form in 1914,
in which the French poet used type of various styles and sizes and
arranged the words on a page so as to illustrate their mutual relations,

their roles in the poem, their sound, loudness or softness.

Italian Futurists used dynamic typography in scores of books of po-
etry; Marinetti’'s manifestos: Technical Manifesto (1912), and partic-
ularly The Abolishment of Syntax. Wireless Fantasy, Liberated Words
(1913) opened up new areas of formal experimentation and invention.
The works of Russian Futurists — Vladimir Mayakovsky, Alexei
Kruchenykh (his books were illustrated, among others, by Gon-
charova, Rozanova and Malevich), Velimir Khlebnikov, Vasily Kamen-
sky, Ilya Zdanevich and others — published around 1913 are an equal-
ly momentous element of the tradition of artists’ books. In contrast to
the luxury Parisian editions, the Russians tended to use humble ma-
terials: cheap paper (even newspaper), duplicator, stamps combined
with woodcut and linocut — in the tradition of folk lubok as well as for
the prosaic reason of financial necessity.6

Futurism brings us to yet another element in the tradition of artists’
books, namely, the role of text in avant-garde strategy; text and forms
of its dissemination, which made up a framework for the aims that the
avant-garde set itself.? From the time of Expressionism and Futurism,
avant-garde artists attached great importance to texts which were to
define their position, their attitude and their status in culture; in oth-
er words, to the theoretical side of their work. Consequently, apart
from painting, sculpture, theatre and actionism, parallel fields of ac-
tivity included manifestos and sundry literary forms, published in var-
ious media as “bridges” or platforms for program expositions, dec-
larations of intent, and as instruments for realizing those intentions.
Futurists’ and Dadaists’ printed materials, and later publications of
the Constructivist circle provide a model example of this. Instances
can be as numerous as were the various groups and “isms”. The pres-
ence of text as one of the most important elements in every avant-
garde movement (in which respect Conceptual Art was certainly a
culminating point) induced one of the scholars interested in mod-
ernism, Steven Foster, to put forward the proposition of text as a pre-
requisite of the very notion of avant-garde as we knew it in the twen-
tieth century.8 It could also be argued that the further that “culture of
text” progressed, the closer the collaboration between artists and po-
ets, or simply the activity of the artist-poet in one person, became.
The rise of the “polyartist”, as Richard Kostelanetz styled the phe-
nomenon, an artist working in extremely diverse media, acquires spe-

cial significance in this context.
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Designing an avant-garde publication was no longer just an artistic
problem within a given work — as in Apollinaire’s Calligrams — but
a projection of models of culture onto the existing culture. Attempts
were therefore made to give text, whether poetic or programme, the
features of an object, in order to refresh, renew its communication ba-
sis, because communicating new and different ideas required
a change in the quality of the object. The purpose of avant-garde aes-
theticisation of text was to restore the relationship with the receiver
so that he would become a critical participant, or even co-creator. It
was to provide an enhanced insight into how and in what light a giv-
en artist/poet should be perceived.®
A book or magazine page used as a platform for avant-garde creativity
required different treatment; it became alternative space - alterna-
tive to traditional publications. The change had been foretold by Mal-
larmé in his essay The Book as a Spiritual Instrument. Apollinaire’s
visual poems, his calligrams, the dynamism of the poetic word-image
compositions by the Italian Futurists — Marinetti, Depero and others
- played an enormous role in the process, opening doors to the lab-
oratory of experiments for the next waves of avant-garde. While Fu-
turist poems, scattered on the pages of books and magazines served
to dynamize space similarly to Futurist painting, Dadaists introduced
chaotic compositions, combining various type styles, reading order,
graphic signs in collage-like manner. For the Constructivist move-
ment, including the poets associated with it, an ideal page was one
composed functionally, according to the economic and logical prin-
ciples of the structure of a machine.

Looking back at the great avant-garde’s experiments with word space,

we can distinguish the following ways of structuring it, which were to

influence the creative work of the second half of the century:

a. Visual poem: a poetic genre of long-standing tradition, taken up
anew by Marinetti, Apollinaire and their successors.

b. The layout of a poem or other text: intended to bring out the struc-
tural principles of the piece, layers of meaning, to accentuate its
different parts. The poem by Mallarmé mentioned above had great
influence on this approach to text.

c. The design of the cover and other parts of the publication: related
to avant-garde strategy, often using the aesthetic of advertisements,

of the street. It provides additional information to the reader, mark-

ing the publication as “modern”, emphasizing links with modern
art, progressive social thought, etc. It gives the publication the fea-
tures of an object.

d. Typographic composition: an autonomous graphic composition
made using elements of type, usually abstract in character. Print-
ed in a fairly large number of copies, akin to engraving, although
using a different medium.

e. A book illustrated by a modern artist: apart from its purely aesthetic
qualities, it serves as confirmation of the alliance between avant-
garde art and literature. In contrast to traditional illustration, avant-
garde book decoration constitutes a parallel aesthetic plane rather
than illustrates, in accordance with Victor Shklovsky’s proposition
that “ a work of literature, being built of words, can not be com-
municated in any other way.”10

f. Artist’'s book: an autonomous work, produced either by one artist
(books by W. Kamienski, F. Depero, Szczuka) or through close col-

laboration between an artist and a writer — e.g. Dla Golosa by the
team Mayakovsky/Lissitzky, Europa by Szczuka/Stern, Z ponad by
Przybos$/Strzeminski. Generally speaking, artists’ books were meant
to overcome the division into text (unfolding in time) and graphic

art (seen in space).
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