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MODERN ART AND
POPULAR CULTURE

BY KIRK VARNEDOE AND ADAM GOPNIK

Since its beginnings in the late nineteenth century,
maodern art has had an extraordinary openness to
popular culture—to styles and imagery derived, for
example, from newspapers, advertisements, car
toons, and graffiti. This striking and richly illustrated
volume is the first encompassing history of that cen-
tury-long dialogue between "high™ and “low.” In it,
Kirk Varnedoe and Adam Gopnik trace the key ex-
changes through which artists have expanded the
languages of art by taking up styles and forms
found outside the usual precincts of the museum;
they show how those exchanges have constantly re-
defined for us the relationship between the private
imagination and the shared energies of public
communication

High and Low begins with the Cubists and their
contemporaries, who first directly incorporated into
art elements from advertising and the popular press,
and then takes the story of this dialogue up through
the past decade, in which the imagery of consumer
society has been of central importance to younger
artists. The book establishes the lineage that flows,
for example, from Picasso’s collages through the
poetry of paper remnants in Kurt Schwitters and Jo
seph Cornell—and beyond them to such recent
work with public words as the electronic signboards
of Jenny Holzer. At the same time, each chapter
emphasizes the irreducible singularity in the coun-
terpoint individual artists have created between a
found style and an original vision.

By pursuing the internal histories of the popular
culture that modern artists encountered, we can
see, with a new clarity, the ways in which those
artists have been inspired by the innovations of
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With this catalogue and the exhibition it repre-
sents, AT&T celebrates 50 years of formal associ-
ation with the arts.

That association is founded on our belief
that communication is the beginning of under-
standing. That refers, of course, to the technol-
ogy that lets information loose on the world. But
it also refers to the arts, which color that world
from a uniguely human perspective.

It is that gift of expression and its promise of
understanding that prods our support. It is the
illumination of our own ignorance that fuels the
search.

The arts, after all, exist not to explain, but to
question. To unearth not the answers, but the
possibilities. To remind us not of what we are,
but what we can be.

R. E. Allen
Chairman of the Board

and Chief Executive Officer
AT&T




"High and Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture”
continues a tradition that has been important to The
Museum of Modern Art throughout its history: the-
matic exhibitions that examine the fundamental prem-
ises of modern art, and link the innovations of its
pioneers to the explorations of younger, contemporary
artists. This kind of exhibition is particularly demand-
ing, and the present project, so ambitious and hetero-
geneous in its scope, was only made possible by the
dedication of an extraordinary number of individuals
and institutions, to whom | express very warm thanks.

The exhibition was conceived by Kirk Varnedoe,
Director of the Department of Painting and Sculpture,
and by Adam Gopnik, staff writer and art critic for The
New Yorker. Kirk Varnedoe assumed the directorship
of Painting and Sculpture in August of 1988. He had
already proposed this exhibition as a project to be
accomplished at a later date, after he had settled into
his new responsibilities. For compelling reasons, how-
ever, the exhibition's schedule was substantially
advanced. Mr. Varnedoe
accepted this change with
admirable grace,
though he knew the in-
tense pressures it would
entail. We were very for-
tunate that his collabora-
tor, Mr. Gopnik, who had
helped to develop the ini-
tial plan for the exhibition
and was exploring some
of the issues it would
pose, was also prepared
to accelerate his work to
meet these difficult dead-
lines. The commitment of
time and thought Mr.
Gopnik made to realizing
this project is as impressive as the critical judgment, in-
telligence, and insight he brought to it.

It is an enormous tribute to Mr. Varnedoe's profes-
sional discipline, energy, and organizational skill that
he could balance so effectively his heavy new duties as
Director of Painting and Sculpture and the more than
full-time task of preparing an unusually large and com-
plex exhibition and catalogue. He managed to do so
without any compromise of the high standards of per-
formance, of intellectual rigor and aesthetic sensibility
which we have come to expect from him. Despite far
too many extra hours of work in late evenings, early
mornings, and on weekends, he also maintained his
customary humor, composure, and civility.

It was clear from the outset that if this complex and
challenging conception was to be realized in the prop
er fashion, the Museum would require as its partner in
the enterprise a corporate sponsor with both courage
and vision. Very substantial resources had to be com-
mitted to a project that promised to be demanding
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and somewhat unorthodox, and which involved taking
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risks. Happily, AT&T responded to this prospect in the
best spirit imaginable.

The year of the exhibition’s opening, 1990, marks
the fiftieth anniversary of AT&T's patronage of the
arts, which began with sponsorship of The Telephone
Hour on radio in 1940. In the history of its involvement
with the arts, AT&T has evidenced a particular concern
to promote and foster communication, in the deepest
sense of that word. Its present leaders recognized in
“High and Low" an effort to chart some of the most
important linkages between seemingly disparate sec
tions of modern society, and between the flights of the
modern individual imagination and a broader sphere,
encompassing both day-to-day life and technological
progress in our era. They accorded us exceptionally
generous funding for the exhibition’s many expenses,
and furthermore undertook to sponsor the series
of events by performance artists that accompanies
the show. In addition, AT&T provided Kirk Varnedoe
and his staff with a computer network to facilitate
management of the wide
array of research data and
documentation the show
required.

For this invaluable spirit
of support and of part-
nership, we extend our
warmest thanks to Robert
E. Allen, Chairman and
Chief Executive Officer;
Marilyn Laurie, Senior Vice
President, Public Rela-
tions; and R. Z. Manna,
Corporate Advertising and
Event Marketing Director
Zack Manna, with whom
we have had the pleasure
of working on other pro-
jects as well, has been an essential liaison between our
institution and AT&T. We owe him an immense debt
of gratitude for the enthusiasm he showed from our
first discussions about this exhibition, and for his active
cooperation at every stage of its preparation.

The responsiveness of lenders is the most crucial ele-
ment in an exhibition like this one. We were able to
avail ourselves of their generosity to borrow so many
major works because of an insurance indemnity pro-
vided by the Federal Council on the Arts and the Hu-
manities. As so often in the past, we deeply appreciate
the advice and assistance of its Indemnity Administra-
tor, Alice M. Whelihan.

It is our hope that the exhibition, and this publica-
tion, will throw new light on a central concern of mod-
ern artists of yesterday and today, and in so doing will
fully reward the faith in this project of all who have lent
their support and encouragement.

Richard E. Oldenburg
Director, The Museum of Modern Art
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This exhibition project has called upon, and has re-
ceived in extraordinary measure, the goodwill, cooper-
ation, and assistance of artists, museum professionals,
archivists, collectors, and dealers around the world, as
well as colleagues in every part of the staff of The Mu-
seum of Modern Art. In most of the remarks that fol-
low, | will be speaking not only for myself but also for
Adam Gopnik, the co-author of this book, and the co-
director of the exhibition ““High and Low: Modern Art
and Popular Culture,” in acknowledging these diverse
contributions

In the initial stages of the endeavour, my colleagues
took a leap of faith, in agreeing to commit both floors
of the Museum's special-exhibition space, as well as
many of the institution's resources, to the idea of a
thematic exhibition dealing with the interchanges be
tween modern art and popular culture. They also
showed great forbearance in licensing us to define
this idea (which has broad ramifications in all pha-
ses of modern creativity, incuding architecture,
film, and photography) in
the narrower terms that
concerned painting and
sculpture a narrowing
that we hoped would
serve to focus on the is
sues at hand in the sharp
est and most telling
fashion. The first person

of the work of the Museum's Deputy Director for De-
velopment and Public Affairs, Sue Dorn, and of John
Wielk, Manager of Exhibition and Project Funding. |
also appreciate the careful attention given to the con-
tractual aspect of this relationship by our General
Counsel, Beverly Wolff. And in this, as in many other
matters related to this exhibition, a great debt of
thanks is owed to James Snyder, Deputy Director for
Planning and Program Support, who has been con-
stantly attentive to every aspect of the project.

A crucial part of the support from AT&T was the so-
phisticated AT&T computer system provided, early on,
to the staff working on the exhibition. This Starl AN
system was enormously valuable in expediting all our
work, and among the many individuals at AT&T that
worked hard to get our network up and running-—as
well as to help train our staff in its use—we particularly
thank Stratos Colman, Sloan Weitzel, Arthur Salva-
dore, and Genevieve Dudley for their assistance.

Also near the beginning of the exhibition's prepara-
tion, we were pleased to
have the commitments of
both The Art Institute of
Chicago and the Museum
of Contemporary Art, Los
Angeles, as the venues for
the show's tour. James
Wood, Director of The Art
Institute of Chicago, and

to thank in this regard is ACKNDWLEDGMENTS Richard Koshalek, Director

Richard E. Oldenburg, Di
rector of The Museum of
Modern Art. He has been
fully supportive, from the
moment of the exhibi-
tion's proposal through
every phase of the devel-
opment of the show and
its publications. He was also subjected to many pres
sures that were properly my own burden. He shielded
me from them, and has been a constant source of
sympathetic encouragement. For their crucial concur-
rence in the beginning premises of the project, | also
wish to thank Riva Castleman, Deputy Director
for Curatorial Affairs, as well as the Directors of the
other curatorial departments—John Elderfield, John
Szarkowski, Stuart Wrede, and Mary Lea Bandy—and
the members of their departments who comprise the
committee on exhibitions.

At the risk of repeating Richard Oldenburg's Fore-
word, | wish to thank AT&T for an act of faith as well. |
am particularly grateful to Zack Manna, Corporate Ad-
vertising and Event Marketing Director, for his enthusi
astic openness to the concept of this show, and for his
help in obtaining the funding necessary to realize it in
the best fashion; | appreciate as well the positive re-
ception and helpful comments offered by Marilyn Lau-
rie, Senior Vice President, Public Relations. It has been a
pleasure to work with them, and that experience has
been made all the more easy and productive because

of the Museum of Con-
temporary Art, have been
strongly supportive, and
have proved valuable part-
ners in this enterprise. We
are grateful, too, for the
help given us by their cu
rators, Charles Stuckey in
Chicago, and Paul Schimmel in Los Angeles.

Though the subject of the exhibition appeared
broad and general, its successful elucidation depended
on obtaining the loan of a very specific list of master-
works. Yet given the conditions of recent years—esca-
lating art prices, and steadily more frenetic activity on
the international exhibition circuit—such loans have
become increasingly difficult to obtain. This is especial-
ly true for a thematic exhibition which requires the
kind of irreplaceable works many museums would
normally consent to lend only to a monographic show
dedicated to the artist in question..| am therefore par-
ticularly grateful to the museums and collectors who
responded positively to our entreaties for loans, even
when the granting of such requests required that ex-
ceptions be made to long-standing restrictions. The
Trustees of the Tate Gallery, London, and that institu-
tion’s Director, Nicholas Serota, kindly made such
an exception, as did Suzanne Pagé, Director, Musée
d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris; Prof. Dr. Werner
Schmalenbach, Director, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-
Westfalen, Dusseldorf: and Evan Turner, Director, The




Cleveland Museum of Art. In each case, the extra
measure of generosity has permitted a special master-
piece to enhance the quality of the exhibition, and we
are most grateful.

This debt is redoubled in the case of those who
made multiple loans to bolster different parts of the
exhibition. Among these latter | should cite particularly
the Philadelphia Museum of Art and offer special grati
tude to Anne d'Harnoncourt, Director, as well as to
Ann Temkin, Curator of Twentieth-Century Art, for
their patience with my many requests, and for allow-
ing rarely lent works of the highest quality to be a part
of this exhibition. Gérard Regnier, Director of the Mu-
see Picasso, Paris, and Paule Mazouet, Curator, gener
ously consented to send several key works by Picasso.
Christian Geelhaar, Director of the Kunstmuseum Ba-
sel, and Dieter Koepplin, Director of its Kupferstichka-
binett, also showed great kindness in allowing us to
borrow a number of key Cubist works. Requests for
such works, many of which had only the year before
appeared in William Rubin's landmark exhibition “Pi
casso and Braque: Pioneering Cubism,”" were especial-
ly difficult to honor; we are also grateful to Jean-
Hubert Martin, Director of the Musée National d'Art
Moderne at the Centre Georges Pompidou, and Isa-
belle Monod-Fontaine, Curator, for agreeing to lend
us once again major works by Picasso and Braque, as
well as a significant list of other rarely lent paintings
and sculptures by modern masters. | would also like to
thank Jean-Hubert Martin for the spirit of collegial co-
operation in which he worked with me to consider
how best to resolve possible conflicts between “High
and Low'" and his own, partially parallel project for an
exhibition on modern art and advertising.

Thanks are also owed to Wim Beeren, Director, Ste-
delijk Museum, Amsterdam; Rosa Maria Malet, Di-
rector, and Teresa Montaner of the photograph
department, Fundacié Joan Miro, Barcelona; Kathar-
ina Schmidt, Director, Stadtisches Kunstmuseum,
Bonn; Douglas G. Schultz, Director, Albright-Knox Art
Gallery, Buffalo; Siegfried Gohr, Director, and Evelyn
Weiss, Chief Curator, Museum Ludwig, Cologne;
Richard Brettell, Director, Dallas Museum of Art; Julia
Brown Turrell, Director, Des Moines Art Center; James
Cuno, Director, Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth Col-
lege, Hanover, New Hampshire; Norbert Nobis, Depu-
ty Director, and Dietmar Elger, Curator, Sprengel
Museum, Hannover: Dominique de Menil and Walter
Hopps of The Menil Collection, Houston; Earl A.
Powell |ll, Director, Maurice Tuchman, Curator, and
Judi Freeman, Associate Curator of Twentieth-Century
Art, at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Masa-
haru Ono, Curator, The National Museum of Art, Osa-
ka; Philippe de Montebello, Director, and William
Lieberman, Chairman of Twentieth-Century Art, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; J. Carter
Brown, Director, and Jack Cowart, Curator, National
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.; Duncan Robinson,
Director, Yale Center for British Art; and Mary Gardner
Neill, Director, and Sasha Newman, Associate Curator

of European and Contemporary Art, Yale University
Art Gallery. | am especially grateful to Ms. Neill and Ms.
Newman, not only for their help with works from their
collection, but also for their assistance with requests
from the Yale Center for British Art, and for their coop-
eration in our request to borrow the Claes Oldenburg
sculpture Lipstick. Professor Donald Quinlan, Master of
Morse College, Yale University, and the students of
Morse College, are also to be thanked for allowing Lip-
stick to leave its normal emplacement for several
months.

While our relationship with institutions such as these
may permit us to reciprocate their generosity in the fu-
ture, we have made perhaps even more difficult de
mands on the many private collectors who have lent to
the exhibition, and we owe them our most profound
gratitude. Among them we would especially thank
S. I. Newhouse, Ir., for the several loans to which he
agreed, and for his support of the show in general. |
also wish to express particular thanks to those lenders
who made the extraordinary gesture of sending us
once again Cubist works that had previously appeared
in "'Picasso and Brague,” or paintings by Andy Warhol
that had been included in the Museum’s recent retro-
spective of the artist: Peter Ludwig, Irving Blum, Robert
and Meryl Meltzer, The Estate of Andy Warhol, and an
anonymous collector. For their help in working with
other private lenders, thanks are also due Dawvid
McKee, James Corcoran, and Paula Cooper, as well as
Werner Spies, who was particularly supportive in his
cooperation with our effort to obtain Max Ernst col-
lages. To all the lenders, including those not named
specifically here, goes our warmest gratitude, for mak-
ing the exhibition possible. (A list of the lenders ap-
pears on page 453.)

Both in regard to loan requests and in seeking infor-
mation about the availability of works, we depended
on the kindness of a great many people. The personnel
of the auction houses Sotheby's and Christie’s were
particularly cooperative, and we are grateful to Chiris-
topher Burge and Michael Findlay of Christie’s, as well
as to David Nash, John Tancock, Anthony Grant, and
Marjorie Nathanson of Sotheby’s. Heiner Bastian also
provided help that was greatly appreciated, as did
Angela Westwater and Gian Enzo Sperone. Special
thanks is owed Jeffrey Deitch, both for his liaison work
with private lenders and for his generous help with
matters of valuation. In this latter regard, we once
again called as well on the help of Ernst Beyeler, and
appreciated his prompt attention to our queries. Alex-
andr Lavrentiev, Joe Walker, Chris Ursitti, and Paul
McGinnis also assisted in a very valuable way with mat-
ters central to our representation of the Russian avant-
garde.

One of the great pleasures of the preparation of the
show involved dealing with a number of the artists
whose works were central to its theme. Richard Hamil

ton was a generous host at his home outside London,
and Elizabeth Murray graciously helped with our selec-
tion of works and with research. We also appreciate
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the aid of Saul Steinberg, and of Alexander Liberman.
Cy Twombly was a valuable friend of the project, and
enriched it by key loans. Jasper Johns and Robert
Rauschenberg were similarly responsive to our re-
quests for works from their collections. In two cases,
we were fortunate to have access to the studios and
files of artists in New York, and this was of immeasur-
able help. The cooperation of Roy Lichtenstein, both
by lending and by assisting our research into his
sources in comic-book illustration, was unstinting and
greatly appreciated. Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van
Bruggen were wonderfully patient with many de-
mands for access to notebooks and collections of
ephemera, and offered information and criticism that
helped shape our understanding of the work. Sarah
Taggert, Jasper Johns's assistant, Patricia Koch, Roy
Lichtenstein's assistant, and David Platzker, assistant to
Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen, helped us a
great deal in all these matters, and we thank them, as
well as David White, curator for Robert Rauschenberg,
for the aid they provided.

The research underlying this exhibition has led, not
only to artist's files and to expected sources in mu-
seums and libraries, but also into areas less familiar
to most art historians, in the worlds of advertising,
graffiti, and comics especially. In these territories, chas-
ing down references, photographs, and documents,
we have depended on the guidance of many friends,
old and new. In our work on the Michelin company
and its avatar Bibendum, we were initially aided by Sir
Terence Conran, whose firm now owns the former
Michelin headquarters in London. Through the co-
operation of Sir Terence, we were put in touch with
the stained-glass firm of Goddard & Gibbs, who craft-
ed, on commission from Michelin especially for the ex-
hibition, a replica of an original 1910—11 Bibendum
window (see the frontispiece, p. 2). Jean-Pierre Vuil-
lerme, of Michelin, S.A., was the key person who sup-
ported the firm's cooperation with our project, and we
are deeply appreciative of the help he gave, as well as
of the archival assistance offered by Albert D'Arpiany
in Clermont-Ferrand, and of the help provided by Mi
chel Bonny of the Michelin office in London.

In the research on early twentieth-century journal-
ism and photographic ephemera, we very much ap-
preciate the assistance of Maurice Guibert, of L'lvre
d'Antin in Paris, and of Andreas Brown, of the Gotham
Book Mart in New York. Michel Melot of the Biblio-
théque Nationale, and Marie de Thézy and Christina
Huve of the Bibliotheque Historique de la Ville de Paris,
were also very helpful, as were: Wendy Schadwell of
the New-York Historical Society; Bonnie Yochelson
and Terry Ariano of the Museum of the City of New
York; Margaret Luchars of the Cooper-Hewitt Muse-
um; Richard Hill of the New York Public Library; Leslie
Furth, Associate Curator for Research at The Phillips
Collection, Washington, D.C.; and the staffs of the
Print Division of the New York Public Library, Butler Li-
brary and Avery Library at Columbia University, and St.
Mark's Library at the General Theological Seminary.

Outside of these institutions, a great many individuals
also helped guide research, and direct us to sought-
after materials. Among these, we offer our gratitude
to Jeffrey Weiss, Gertje Utley, Michelle Facos, Marie-
Aline Prat, Arline Meyer, Susan Cooke, Mitchell Mer-
ling, and Bruce Altschuler, as well as to Elizabeth
Childs of the State University of New York at Purchase,
James L. Coen of Columbia University Business School,
and Miyeko Murase of Columbia University. Aimée
Brown Price of the City University of New York, Benja-
min H. D. Buchloh of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, William Camfield of Rice University, and
Leo Steinberg of the University of Pennsylvania all gen-
erously shared with us information pertaining to their
special scholarly knowledge. An extra note of thanks is
also due Emily Braun, for alerting me to, and helping
me resolve, a problem in her field of expertise.

In the area of comics and cartoon illustration, we
were blessed with the cooperation of those in the cre-
ative, as well as the production and collecting, do-
mains of the business. Both Garry Trudeau and Robert
Crumb were generous with their time and knowledge,
and several of the draftsmen associated with D.C.
Comics in the early 1960s—John Romita, Joe Kubert,
Irv Novick, Bernard Sachs, and Russ Heath-—provided
us with invaluable insights into that world. Historians
of comics, including Maurice Horn, Joyce Brabner (her-
self a comics artist), Catherine Yronwode, and Richard
Marschall, editor of Nemo, all lent their support. In the
pursuit of original editions of the appropriate comics,
we had help from Arnie Koch of Golden Age Express,
and the collectors Mark Hanerfeld and Mike Tiefen-
bacher. Research into the archives of D.C. Comics was
greatly assisted by Joe Orlando and Angelina Gen-
duso; we also thank Michael Wolff and Tony Silver for
their cooperation with this special part of the exhibi-
tion project.

Similarly, our work with the subject of graffiti was
helped by the photographer Henry Chalfant, and by
the interviews we were able to have with the former
subway graffiti writers who work under the profes-
sional names A-One, Lee, Crash, and Daze.

In addition to Mr. Chalfant’s documentary images
of graffiti, we also depended on the work of several
other photographers. Bryan Burkey, Jim Strong, Rick
Dingus, and Ken Kirkwood all produced photos that
contributed to the catalogue, and Francois Sautour of
the photo agency Roger-Viollet in Paris provided addi-
tional help. At the Museum, we put heavy demands
for photography on our own Department of Rights
and Reproductions, and owe great thanks to Richard
Tooke, Mikki Carpenter, Kate Keller, and Mali Ola-
tunji for responding to these demands in exemplary
fashion.

There is virtually no part of the Museum which did
not feel, at one time or another, the pressures of this
exhibition; and the realization of both the show and its
catalogue would not have been thinkable without the
smooth, committed cooperation of a great many peo-
ple in all corners of the institution. Closest to home,




the demands of research, documentation, and organi-
zation put a heavy strain on those who work most
closely with me, and on others in the Department of
Painting and Sculpture. Lisa Nadel, Executive Secretary,
took charge of the vast amounts of typing and filing
necessary to keep loan correspondence functioning
properly, and handled foreign phone calls with special
diplomacy; after her departure, Helen Selsdon as-
sumed these duties in exemplary fashion, and Joanna
Watsky also assisted in this crucial area. Cora Rosevear,
Associate Curator, and Judith Cousins, Research Cura-
tor, lent special help with works from the Museum'’s
collection, and Lynn Zelevansky, Curatorial Assistant,
was of invaluable aid in matters that overlapped with
her work on the "Picasso and Braque'" exhibition.
Carolyn Lanchner also provided valuable assistance in
dealing with several sensitive loans, and with questions
relating to her expertise in the work of Mird. | owe a
particular debt to Anne Umland, Assistant to the Direc-
tor, who not only did a thousand things to keep the
exhibition project on track, and bore the brunt of our
entry into the computer age, but who organized the
business of my office in such a fashion as to allow me
to keep focused on the show, and at the same time to
maintain the day-to-day management of the Depart-
ment. Her can-do attitude and impeccable efficiency
helped preserve sanity even in the most stressful mo-
ments, and | am deeply appreciative.

The myriad responsibilities that attended the collect-
ing, crating, shipping, and receiving of the works to be
included in the exhibition came to rest on the desk of
Carrie DeCato, the Registrar of the show. We were
lucky indeed to have her experienced, professional
hand at the tiller. Her careful, admirably thorough con-
trol of all these tasks was aided by Eloise Ricciardelli,
and by Aileen Chuk, Ramona Bannayan, and Mary
Klindt. The insurance arrangements surrounding trans-
portation, and countless other matters related to the
proper functioning of the exhibition, fell to Richard
Palmer, Coordinator of Exhibitions. Working with Eleni
Cocordas, Associate Coordinator of Exhibitions, and
with his assistant Rosette Bakish, Dick fulfilled his job,
as he has so often, in the heat of countless upsets and
menacing deadlines, with the most unflappable pro-
fessional calm and astuteness.

Drawing on the resources of the Museum's own
collection, both for loans and for documentation, we
have been admirably propelled along in our work by
the support of colleagues in the Library, including the
Director, Clive Phillpot, Janis Ekdahl, Hikmet Dogu, Eu-
mie Imm, and Terry R. Myers; in the Department of
Photography, Peter Galassi, Susan Kismaric, and Lisa
Kurzner; in the Department of Prints and lllustrated
Books, Wendy Weitman; in the Department of Archi-
tecture and Design, Robert Coates; and in the Depart-
ment of Drawings, Beatrice Kernan. Special thanks are
owed to Magdalena Dabrowski of the Department of
Drawings, not only for help with material in her
charge, but also for her aid with loans from Russia.

In all questions pertaining to the conservation of

works in the exhibition, we have benefited from the
keen eyes, sound advice, and skill of those in our De-
partment of Conservation. Antoinette King, Director
of the department, has been of great help, and we
also extend particular thanks to Conservators James
Coddington, Carol Stringari, and Karl Buchberg, and
Associate Conservators Anny Aviram, Pat Houlihan,
and Lynda Zycherman.

If the handling of objects is the most tangible and
immediately physical part of the work of an exhibition,
perhaps the least tangible—yet crucially important—
aspect of such a project is the dispersal of information
about it. Without the proper organization of press in-
formation and photographs, an enormous part of the
exhibition’s intended impact would be lost. For getting
out the word, and for their careful attention to the
best presentation of the show on all fronts, great
thanks are owed to Jeanne Collins, Director of Public
Information, and to Jessica Schwartz, Associate Direc-
tor, as well as to the other members of that depart-
ment, including Jennifer Carlson, Edna Goldstaub,
Christopher Lyons, Hilarie Sheets, Julie Zander, and
Victoria Garvin.

Shaping the impact of the exhibition on the visiting
public is also, in areas of critical importance, the re-
sponsibility of the Department of Education. It has
been a pleasure to work with Philip Yenawine, Director
of Education, and with Emily Kies-Folpe, Museum Edu-
cator, Special Programs, in the preparation of the wall
texts, exhibition brochure, and surrounding educa-
tional programs that do so much to help guide the
Museum's visitors to the best appreciation and under-
standing of the ideas and artworks the exhibition
presents.

The presentation of the exhibition itself has been in
the talented hands of Jerry Neuner, Production Man-
ager. Jerry's consummate professionalism, his keen
grasp of the requirements of different objects and
ideas, and his relentless resistance to any form of de-
spair or panic, combine with his considerable creative
talents to make of him an ideal collaborator in exhibi-
tion design. This exhibition has presented especially
challenging situations with regard to diverse materials
and the need for subtle juxtapositions, and | am deeply
grateful for his help in darifying its presentation.
Thanks, too, to his assistants, Karen Meyerhoff and
Douglas Fieck, for all that they contributed.

Turning from the show itself to the publications sur-
rounding it, | convey my gratitude to Ellen Harris, Dep-
uty Director for Finance and Auxiliary Activities, for her
patience in the face of the extreme delays that attend-
ed the writing of the catalogue texts, and for her con-
stant readjustments in the face of mounting pressures.
| have appreciated her efforts to rationalize the pub-
lishing process, and to arrive at a book that would
serve the show, and the Museum, in the best fashion.
The editing of the texts has been the work of James
Leggio, and | am grateful to him for a close and helpful
reading as well as for his characteristically scrupulous
attention to matters of quality. The complexities of
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dual authorship and the large scope of the manuscript
placed extreme demands on all involved, and he has
borne the brunt of those demands. In the face of these
exceptional pressures, he nonetheless dedicated him-
self to an unimpeachably thorough command of every
phase of the editing process, and did a remarkable and
much appreciated job of saving the book from count-
less errors that continually threatened its fabric. On the
side of illustrations, quality control has been the task of
Tim McDonough, and he has conguered this task with
quiet, flawless aplomb. His calm hand in the project,
and my knowledge of the high standards he always
upholds, have been the source of great reassurance in
hours of darkness during the long months it took to
produce the book. Steve Schoenfelder designed the
book, and | cannot say enough regarding my admira-
tion for his ability, and regarding the joy of working
with him. Laboring under unusual constraints, Steve
has consistently solved every problem and responded
to every challenge. He has been open to all sugges-
tions, but finally firm in his own vision as well, and the
results have been made to look, by one of his patented
miracles, as if these words and pictures somehow fell
together naturally. Steve's work has been overseen
and assisted by Michael Hentges, Director of Graphics,
in the best spirit. Michael and Gregory Gillbergh have
also taken charge of the graphics for the exhibition's
installation, and of coordinating all printed matter per-
taining to it. They have done an excellent job, and it
has been a pleasure to work with them.

In addition to the catalogue at hand, other publica
tions will also accompany the exhibition. Most notably,
a volume titled Modern Art and Popular Culture: Read-
ings in High and Low, with contributions by nine au-
thors, will be co-published by The Museum of Modern
Art and Harry N. Abrams, Inc. | am grateful for the
work done on that volume by Harriet Bee of the Muse-
um’s Department of Publications, and | am especially
in the debt of Joan Pachner for the intense burst of
work she contributed, on short notice, to rescue the
volume from dire last-minute problems. The book
could never have been brought to completion without
her saving intervention at a crucial point. Further infor-
mation about the contributions of the nine authors,
and of the work of those responsible for producing
that companion publication, may be found in its own
Acknowledgments.

A brochure guide to the exhibition will also be pub-
lished, in the form of a newspaper. This guide, as well
as the exhibition display’s reproductions of the pages
that Cubist artists saw, and used in their works, around
1912-14, were made possible through the generosity
of The Star-Ledger of Newark, New Jersey. We are
deeply grateful to Mark W. Newhouse, Vice President,
for the time and resources he has committed to both
of these projects, and for the excellent work done by
his technicians.

In addition to the guide to the exhibition, a separate
brochure will also appear, to introduce the series of
performances arranged to accompany the exhibition

and organized by Roselee Goldberg. | am grateful to
Roselee for accepting my invitation to prepare this se-
ries and its brochure, and for the extensive work she
has done to coordinate an exceptionally talented
group of artists as participants. Her special expertise in
this area has added another dimension to the concept
of the exhibition, and | have enjoyed having her as a
collaborator in this area. The many people on the Mu-
seum staff who helped with the performance series
are acknowledged in its brochure, and | add my appre
ciation for their cooperation.

| reserve my final expressions of gratitude for those
with whom | have worked most directly, for the past
two and a half years, in producing “High and Low." If,
familiarly, “every picture tells a story,” then certainly
every object in this exhibition, and every illustration in
its catalogue, has at least one, if not many, tales to
tell—of mountainous paperwork, countless phone
calls and letters, intricate arrangements, constant
cross-checking, innumerable lists, and hours of labor
beyond counting. The people best equipped to tell
those tales, and least likely to forget them, are the two
talented, indefatigable Curatorial Assistants who did
the nuts-and-bolts organizational work, and more, in
this project. Jennifer Wells took charge of all matters
pertaining to loans. Despite conflicting demands from
other exhibitions also in her care, and with professional
sang-froid in the face of numerous crises, she did an
impeccable job of keeping track of every aspect of the
exhibition. Her sharp eye, and relentless research ef-
forts, also made signal contributions to the curatorial
shaping of the exhibition in many areas. Mary Beth
Smalley oversaw the preparation of the material for
this publication, and thus assumed the burden of ini-
tially setting in order our ever-changing demands for
illustrations, and of following through down to the last
details of altered footnotes and figure references. Both
Jennifer and Mary Beth have been besieged with tasks,
and called upon for exertions that stretched well
beyond normal hours, in order to wrestle into order a
vast amount of material. Each has done superb work,
and has well earmned the professional admiration,
and warm thanks, of all who were involved in the
exhibition.

The partners Adam Gopnik and | have had in our
research have been Matthew Armstrong, doctoral
candidate at the Institute of Fine Arts of New York Uni-
versity, and Fereshteh Daftari (Ph.D., Columbia Univer-
sity). We had vast ground to cover, and little time to
cover it. These two researchers threw themselves at
the task, scouring libraries here and abroad, pursuing
leads like detectives, locating acres of obscure litera-
ture, reading and summarizing hundreds and hun-
dreds of articles. The annotated bibliography in this
book gives some indication of the scope of their work,
but cannot fully convey all that we owe to them. Their
creative initiatives, and willingness to go the extra mile,
along with their never-say-die commitment to thor-
oughness and accuracy, have been the indispensable
resources behind the texts of this book. Many of the




most telling discoveries owe to their work, from Matt's
pursuit of Lichtenstein's sources and Duchamp’s elu-
sive urinal to Feri’s in-depth recovery of the literature
on graffiti; and much more of their work had to be left
behind in the final cuts. To them, all homage and
appreciation.

A special acknowledgment is due Lily Auchincloss,
whose generous participation made a tremendous dif-
ference in helping us bring the work on this publica-
tion to a successful conclusion. | extend my warmest
personal appreciation to her for this suppport.

| thank my wife, Elyn Zimmerman, for bearing with
me through the considerable sacrifices that were

Bob Gottlieb, the editor of The New Yorker, showed,
throughout the frantic year that it took to produce this
book, extraordinary patience with what must have
seemed to him at times to be an incomprehensibly pre-
occupied ""Talk” reporter; | thank him for his generos-
ity, for his clarity, and for his friendship. Charles
McGrath—deflator of the fake crescendo, defender of
the extended metaphor—who has for several years
drawn the extremely short straw of editing my own
contributions to the magazine, also agreed to run his
peerless pencil through my contributions to these
pages. Whatever felicities of style appear are, as al-
ways, mostly his; whatever infelicities remain, mostly
mine. At The New Yorker, where several passages in
this book originally appeared, all in very different form,
| would also like to thank Roger Angell, Eleanor Gould,
Mark Singer, and, especially, Alec Wilkinson, for every-
thing that they have tried to teach me about style; and
Martin Baron and his fact-checkers, for everything that
they tried to teach me about truth. Other passages in
this book also first appeared in different form at differ-
ent places: at Art Journal, | thank Judith Wechsler and
Rose Weill for their editorial intelligence; at The New
York Review of Books, | thank Barbara Epstein for her
wit and for her reach.

In-addition to seconding all of Kirk Varnedoe's
thanks to the staff of The Museum of Modern Art, and

made to move this project toward completion and for
the help she gave me in focusing my ideas in the
manuscript of this book. And my concluding note of
thanks is succinct, in recognition of a debt that is
dauntingly extensive, to my collaborator and co-
author, Adam Gopnik. We shared ideas and initiatives
in the conception and throughout all the aspects of
preparing this exhibition. He made it happen, and he
made it fun.

Kirk Varnedoe
Director, Department of Painting and Sculpture
The Museum of Modern Art

particularly to all the people on the fifth and sixth
floors who shared the pressures and deadlines of this
book and show, | would like to add my own spedial,
intense, and heartfelt thanks to Matthew Armstrong
and Fereshteh Daftari.

My father and mother, Irwin and Myrna Gopnik,
taught me long ago to think about style change as a
form of social passage. | thank them for that and for all
else besides. | would also like to thank Richard Avedon,
whose wisdom, counsel, and uncompromising stan-
dards are a constant source of strength, and of hope;
and Mary Shanahan, who can look at anything and
gently make sense of it all.

From the moment that he first asked me to share
this journey with him, Kirk Varnedoe has been, as ever,
an inspiring teacher, and an incomparable learner. His
contagious appetite for ideas and images and experi
ence makes him as ideal a companion as he is a col-
laborator; my thanks to him go deeper, and extend
further, than | can ever say. Martha Parker, despite be-
ing engaged on a professional journey of her own at
least as demanding as this one, still managed, some-
how, to read every page, calm every fear, correct every
excess, and grace every moment.

Adam Gopnik

Many of the works reproduced in this book are not included
in the exhibition of the same title. A checklist of that exhibi-
tion is available from The Museum of Modern Art.

In the captions, the dimensions of works of art are given

first in inches and then in centimeters; height precedes
width, which is followed in the case of sculpture by depth.
Dimensions for works on paper indicate sheet size, unless
otherwise noted. 13
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2. George Herriman. Panels from The Family Upstairs, November 22, 1910

topics for another day. Our interest is in forms and
styles associated with the rise of urban culture in
industrialized nations that involve self-conscious,
streetwise, or commercial—as opposed to ostensibly
"naive” —creation. Guided by what we see as princi-
pal interests of modern artists, we will look at four var-
ieties of this kind of popular culture: graffiti,
caricature, comics, and the broad domain of advertis-
ing, including newspaper ads, billboards, catalogues,
and sales displays with their transformations of every-
day objects.

Some of these forms of representation are often in-
cluded in the umbrella term "mass culture,” and by
adopting instead the word “popular” as a label of con-
venience we do not mean to imply that there is some-
thing spontaneously generated or democratically
appealing about all of this material. Advertising and
comics, for example—both clearly commercial enter-
prises, making images for sale or to promote selling—
are aspects of what we might call an “overlord” cul-
ture, directed by a few people toward a broad audi-
ence. Caricature and graffiti, by contrast, seem to
belong to what we might call “underbelly” culture, a
tradition of social criticism or raw, outlaw drawing.
And while advertising and comics flowered in the
modern era, through the technologies of mass repro-
duction, caricature and graffiti are much older forms
of expression, made individually if often anonymously.
But just because of these differences, a consideration
that groups the four areas together can allow us to see
two distinct yet parallel aspects of modern art: the way
it responded to unfamiliar, developing aspects of the
modern world, like billboards; and also the way it de-
vised new forms to address that world, from sources
that were familiar but ignored or long belittled, like
graffiti.

We call all these areas of representation "'low,"” not
to denigrate them out of hand (on the contrary, we
hope to show that within their realm artists can be
found who made work of originality and intensity) but
to recognize that they have traditionally been consid-
ered irrelevant to, or outside, any consideration of
achievement in the fine arts of our time—and in fact

have commonly been accepted as opposite to the
“high" arts in their intentions, audiences, and nature
of endeavor. Throughout the chapters ahead, “low,”
like “high,"” should be understood as a working, short-
hand convention rather than as a definition of a fixed
class of things. Yet we recognize that the imperative
need to have reliable, solid distinctions between high
and low—whether as a challenge for future achieve-
ment or as a lost ideal—haunts the theoretical litera-
ture concerned with the different levels of culture in
modern society.

In 1910 the cartoonist George Herriman created a
comic strip, The Family Upstairs (fig. 2), that ran for
two years on a single premise. In this strip, a family
named the Dingbats, who live in an apartment in an
unnamed city, are obsessed with curiosity about the
goings-on of their upstairs neighbor. The Dingbats are
convinced that some mad, enormous world of danger-
ous licentiousness and wonderful possibility exists right
there above their heads. The attempt to get one small,
fleeting look at The Family Upstairs becomes the Ding-
bat family grail, involving in the quest policemen, pri-
vate detectives, Rube Goldberg—type contraptions,
and endless strategizing. The Dingbats will do any-
thing to find out—anything, that is, except simply go
upstairs and knock on the door.

Much writing on the subject of modern art and pop-
ular culture has tended to have somewhat the same
persistent but static plot—only here the mystery has
always resided downstairs, below the floorboards of
those who write books and undertake social theorizing
about the literature, imagery, and amusements of the
“common people” of mass society. And while the
Dingbats’ obsession lasted only two years, the debate
over popular culture—about where it comes from,
what it means, and what effects it may have both on
its participants and on those who try to resist it—has
been going on at least since the Romantic era, when
modern democracy and modern industry together be-
gan to change life in the Western nations. Ever since it
was first drawn on the map of modernity, around the
middle of the last century, the frontier dividing high




from low culture has been an indispensable topic for
pundits, both as a major fault line of anxiety and as a
meeting point for otherwise opposite ideologies; its
imminent disappearance has been lamented as often
as its entrenched existence has been loathed. This split
has been damned by elitists who have felt that the only
true culture is by definition high, and limited to the en-
lightened few, as well as by apostles of uplift who have
felt that a good society requires a unified culture, in
which all participate. But the line of distinction has
nonetheless been a constant cause for alert concern,
for fear that its location might become more ambigu-
ous, or its separations less certain.

Countless events have transformed the terms of this
controversy. In the mid-nineteenth century, with the
spread of literacy, the popular press and dime novels
posed a whole new challenge to literature, while lith-
ography, and then photography and photomechanical
reproduction, broadened the public for images. Since
1900, radio, or film, or talking films, or television, have
each been greeted in their turn as agents of revolution
in modern society's apprehension of the arts, while
political developments, such as the ascendancies of
fascism, communism, or monopoly capitalism, have
provided pressing reasons to reconsider culture’s fate
within mass society. After each of these changes,
thinkers of diverse stripe have considered the matter
anew, and by now the literature they have produced
has taken on a life of its own; thick volumes, and full
scholarly careers, may be devoted simply to surveying
and analyzing aspects of this body of thought. (The an-
notated bibliography included here can provide an ini-
tial guide through those thickets.) But this book was
conceived in part from a frustration with the sense of
stalemate that pervades this literature. For all the
sweeping ideas, subtle nuances of analysis, and arrest-
ing personalities involved in theorizing about high and
low culture in modern society, it seems that a few ste-
reotyped responses are repeated over and over again,
with a dismayingly permanent narrowness.

A large part of this tradition of writing rests on the
idea that low, popular culture in modern society con-
stitutes a separate, definable body of phenomena,
with its own essential nature (however bastardized or
inauthentic); and on the belief that this nature is not
just irredeemably inferior to the spirit of high culture,
but intrinsically noxious. The world of cheap pleasures
is a bad thing, we are told, because it supplants some-
thing precious we once had, or at least puts it in immi-
nent danger of extinction. In this view, popular culture
is essentially parasitic in nature and inevitably trivializes
the true culture it draws upon. And that skepticism is
shared by two very different political persuasions. One,
a conservative outlook, originates in nineteenth-
century criticisms of the leveling effects of democracy,
and typically sees the expansion of classes who satisfy
themselves with “'shallow” amusements as a threat to
the independent-minded individualism associated with
great traditions of the past. This view links high artistic
achievement with the kind of focused patronage to be

found in markedly stratified societies, and typically in-
volves a nostalgia for a past of ostensibly enlightened
support from the castle and the court.

Others with more egalitarian convictions, though,
welcome the demise of the castle and the court, and
regret instead the passing of the cottage and the vil-
lage: what they see imperiled by modernity is the pos-
sibility of any genuinely popular folkways or common
culture of customs, generated by the people them-
selves or answering to their real needs. This view
blames the failings of the extant, ersatz pop culture
not (as the conservatives do) on the crass natures of its
consumers, but on the manipulations of powerful mi-
norities who control the production and dissemination
of tabloid newspapers, popular music, television seri-
als, and so on. One of the most influential of these

3. Newsstand, Paris, 1924

lines of criticism insists, for example, that the term
"culture industry,” as opposed to simply mass or pop-
ular culture, more properly identifies the manufac-
tured evil at hand.’

Modern popular culture is scorned, then, both be-
cause it menaces true high art and because it over-
whelms true low customs. It is feared for its addiction
to novelty, which seems bound to chase out tradition
and overthrow established values; and at the same
time (and often by the same critics) damned for its pro-
foundly conservative tendency to swamp or co-opt any
genuine alternatives, and to maintain the interests of
its makers against any possibility of meaningful
change.

Those who reject modern popular culture for these

< INTRODUCTION
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4, Berenice Abbott. Hardware Store, 316-318 Bowery, Manhattan. 1938. Gelatin-silver print, 7% x 9% (19.4 x 24.1 cm). The Museum of
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different reasons also tend to agree that modern art
must define itself in strictest opposition to this force—
in order, some say, to achieve an ideal and lofty expres-
sion, untainted by the common, the tawdry, or the fa-
cile; or else to maintain, as others would wish, a
permanent role of inassimilable dissent against soci-
ety’s dominant powers.

A wholly opposite attitude, however, can also be
found in the writing on popular culture. Extolling de-
mocracy itself as a primary value, supporters of this al-
ternative viewpoint look with suspicion on any attempt
to define degrees of intrinsic quality distinguishing
high from low culture. They see such efforts as the
work of a self-proclaimed elite out to impose false hier-
archies where no authentic ones exist. And in their in-
sistence on the falsity of ranking one social group's
forms of diversion as more worthy than another’s,
such enthusiastic populists are often joined by those
with a more clinical, anthropological approach, who
support a catholic, inclusive notion of culture and con-
sider virtually all manifestations of a society equally de-
serving of attention and study. Here an uninflected
leveling impulse, or a doggedly perverse will to stand
conventional hierarchies on their head, takes the place
of any attempt to make discriminations about endur-
ing value and importance among the creations of low
culture, or to follow the intricate, peculiar history of
their engagement with high art. The real differences in
ambitions and procedures at the two levels of creation,

hypertrophied in the first views we mentioned, are ig-
nored or denied in these.

The theoretical literature on the division between
high and low in modern life could appear to leave
room for countless hybrid permutations among a set
of terms such as elitist, populist, nostalgist, conserva-
tive, radical, optimist, and skeptic. Yet the basic posi-
tions we have just sketched persist with monotonous
regularity, and the schematic nature of their typologies
makes this literature a poor guide to the subject matter
we are about to explore. In general, such theoretical
writing about modern popular culture has shown a
sublime lack of curiosity about the particulars of its
subject. Bland assertions about the “corrupting” or
"hegemonic” social role of jazz, or the movies, or com-
ics, abound, unaccompanied by any sense of the vari-
ety within these categories, or investigation of the
diverse individuals and histories that have shaped
them. (If we only take, for example, a characteristically
confident condemnation of kitsch that derides “mov-
ies, tap-dancing, slick commercial fiction, comics, [and]
popular songs,”? and replace its categories with real
people—such as Charles Chaplin and Pier Paolo Paso-
lini, or Fred Astaire, or Paul Bowles and P. G. Wode-
house, or George Herriman, or Duke Ellington, and so
on—we see how complexly riven may be the ground
on which such theories claim to stand.) And specifical-
ly, this body of writing has paid very little attention to
modern visual art. Instead, it tends to extrapolate les-




5. Times Square, New York, 1938

sons from meditations on the state of the novel, or
drama, or music, and then to apply these, in procruste-
an fashion, to painting, sculpture, and architecture.?
This book sets out with an opposite set of premises: in
it the visual arts are primary, and the particulars of their
history are the central focus.

For such a vast subject, we will adopt a purposely de-
limited approach. The story of the interplay between
modern art and popular culture is one of the most im-
portant aspects of the history of art in our epoch. It
was central to what made modern art modern at the
start of this century, and it has continued to be crucial
to the work of many younger artists in the last decade.
Yet just because the subject can be so unwieldy and
seemingly all-pervasive, we must accept at the outset a
prindple of draconian selectivity and sacrifice if we
hope to give a coherent account within the compass of
this one book. High modern painting and sculpture
constitute our primary topic. The book will give as
much sense as possible of the corresponding particu-
larities of relevant “low’ worlds around modern art,
but will not aspire to offer a full chronicle of such
things as comics or advertising over the past hundred
years, much less essay any broad sociological history of
popular culture. We feel that the way to open new
avenues into this field of study is to ask focused ques-
tions about a limited number of key instances, and let
the lessons learned there reverberate elsewhere

rather than to attempt to make global statements, or
simply to enumerate every known aspect of the sub-
ject at hand. We focus, therefore, on only a few places,
principally Paris and New York, with occasional excur-
sions in the directions of London, Berlin, Moscow, or
Los Angeles. This is not meant to imply that art from
these centers constitutes either the whole or the es-
sence of modern art. On the contrary, since we insist
that each case must be considered in its separate de-
tails, we cede that terrain to others, to carry on this
kind of investigation in the art of those other places—
and in other domains such as architecture, photogra-
phy, or performance art.

Our goal is to examine the transformations through
which modern painters and sculptors have made new
poetic languages by reimagining the possibilities in
forms of popular culture; and, as a corollary, to ac-
knowledge the way those adaptations in modern art
have often found their way back into the common cur-
rency of public visual prose. To demonstrate that pro-
cess, we will focus on aspects of style, including small
items like sans-serif typefaces or Benday dots, and
broader strategies such as gigantism or the mind-
arresting transformation of objects. This means that
we will not be dealing principally with art that happens
to be made from “low"" materials such as scrap metal,
old cars, or postcards, or with art that simply depicts
popular-culture motifs, such as movie marquees, din-
ers, or rock stars. Nor is our story about the influence

® INTRODUCTION
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on modern art of things as ubiquitous and multifac-
eted as “photographic imagery” or “cinema,” or
“jazz." In order to express a feeling for such new
things, whether it was the syncopation of boogie-
woogie or the abstruse conundrums of altered ideas of
space and time, modern artists had first to search the
resources available in existing, developed languages of
form, to find appropriate pictorial or plastic devices—
they had, in other words, to make up a style. And their
stylistic inventions often propelled the movements of
specific manners and strategies from low to high and
back again: billboards affect avant-garde painters
whose work later affects billboard designers, for exam-
ple; or techniques of sales display get picked up in
structures of art that in turn change the look of
commerce.

Obviously, these internal histories of exchanged
forms take place within, and are affected by, external
contingencies of uses and conflicts and palitics; and a
large part of our work involves recounting those out-
side circumstances. We hope to take objects that have
too often been isolated as “timeless’” or “transcen-
dent” and resituate them within the changing, dynam-
ic contradictions of real life. What we will not do,
though, is take things that are by nature historical in
the deepest sense—individual choices, whims of taste,
and the unpredictable fates of objects bought and sold
in the marketplace—and make them prisoner to static
categories or comfortably untestable abstractions.
Wherever possible, we want to deal with all our
themes, regardless of their scope and ramifications, as
they manifest themselves in individuals and in visible
properties of particular things; this is a book, as we
said, about people and objects.

Our chronicle begins with the first moment of direct
incorporation of material from modern popular culture
into the fabric of modern art, in the Cubists' inclusions
of newspaper snippets and typography from commer-
cial labels. After tracing the consequences of their
work with the ephemera of printed words—as a com-
pressed demonstration of some basic patterns of inter-
change between high art and the new commercial
givens of the city—we take up other artists' engage-
ment with the older, preexisting forms of graffiti and
caricature; then we return to specifically modern phe-
nomena by considering caricature’s twentieth-century
stepchild, the comics. The broadest, most inclusive his-
tory, that of the complex exchanges between modern
art and the various practices of advertising—print ads,
displays, catalogues, packaging, and so on—is the last
of these separate but related stories that follow mod-
ern art history up to about 1970.

A chapter is set aside, at the end, to deal with devel-
opments in recent art, from 1970 to 1990. This is not
to suggest some fateful rupture in history; on the con-
trary, one purpose of the other, preceding chapters
will be to help make better sense of what is taking
place now. We recognize, though, that we cannot
have anything like the same perspective on last

month’s or last year’s exhibitions that we can have on
works of early modern art, or of the immediate
postwar era. Inevitably, writing on such contemporary
work involves more recounting of lived experience,
and less analysis of established achievements. We also
want to avoid a false sense of continuity. The art of the
last ten or twenty years seems different in part because
artists have insisted that it is. A great many contempo-
rary artists who have made a point of addressing their
work to the nature of popular culture have willfully set
themselves apart from their predecessors, asserting
that their own time is shaped by different social forces,
and that their art acts to criticize, not simply extend,
modernism'’s earlier attitudes toward phenomena such
as advertising. Their critique of what early modern art
achieved, and that art's implicit critique of them, merit
separate consideration.

At each step of our journey, we are going to try to
forestall the construction of any grand theoretical
frameworks, and indulge instead our curiosity about
particulars. We want to go back and extend, in a way,
that turn-of-the-century artist’s journey through the
world of modern urban culture—to learn more about
the histories of those mundane things that lay on the
fringes of his visual consciousness and have since, in
part because of modern art, become so central to our
vision of the world we live in. When Picasso and
Brague started clipping Parisian newspapers, was there
anything special about those papers, and if so why?
What did graffiti look like then? When did people start
paying attention to it, and who first thought it might
be like art? Is caricature just a part of graffiti, and an
immemorial bit of human malevolence, or does it have
some history we can chart that would help us under-
stand some of the strange faces and bizarre bodies in
modern art? We know some of these things in gener-
al: we know that Roy Lichtenstein borrowed images
from comic books, for example, and that Marcel Du-
champ and Francis Picabia presented mundane func-
tional objects as sculptures and portraits. But what
kind of comics were chosen, who drew them, and
what other comic styles were available then? And
what did people outside the art world, like merchants
with shop windows or sales catalogues, think about
the display and personalization of objects like toilets
and automobile accessories? It's fairly common knowl-
edge, too, that Fernand Léger, Stuart Davis, Richard
Hamilton, and James Rosenquist all responded to ad-
vertising; but was advertising at all the same thing in
these separate cases? And if not, what made the dif-
ferences? Individually, some of these inquiries may
seem a little blunt, even simple-minded; but collective-
ly, they and others like them may save us from the
stalemates of empty theorization, and from the self-
imposed plight of the Dingbats. The best big answers
often arise from the smallest and most obvious first
questions; starting with the turn of this page, we pro-
pose to go downstairs and knock.
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1. Pablo Picasso. Table with Bottle, Wineglass, and Newspaper. 1912, Pasted paper, charcoal, and gouache on paper, 24% x 184" (62 x 48 am).
Musée National d'Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Gift of Henri Laugier




n the beginning was the word, and the word
was BAL. Or perhaps it was BACH. At some point
in the early autumn of 1911, Georges Braque
picked up a common stencil and used it to paint
onto a Cubist picture either the three letters,
B, A, and L, that indicated a popular-dancing ball,
or the four, 8, A, ¢, and H, that named the
eighteenth-century composer. Brague was
winding up a vacation when he tried this little
experiment, and by the time he returned to Paris he
had with him two completed pictures that bore these
words respectively (figs. 2, 3). We will never be certain
which came first, the reference to the provincial féte or
the homage to the master of the fugue;' and the am-
bivalence is entirely appropriate. When Braque lifted
that stencil off the canvas, he had set into a painting
where all else was high cerebration and subtly refined
ambiguity a word of immediate, unmistakable legibil-
ity, rendered in a style of typography usually seen on
packing crates and crude commercial signage. From
that moment onward, the
line that divided the high
tradition of art from the
world of posters and §
cheap entertainment— [
that held BacH apart from |
BAL—would be trans- [
gressed and redrawn with
sharply increasing fre- |
quency. Braque's letter- -
ing, undertaken in an |
already charged climate &
of interchange between
himself and Picasso, initi-
ated a sequence of events &
that was decisive for the &
whole future process of £
modern art’s engagement
with the materials of popular culture.

By the end of 1911, Braque and Picasso had been
involved for almost three years in a constant round of
mutual studio visits, shoptalk, and shared secrets that
had produced a radical new painting style, Analytic
Cubism, which at moments seemed headed toward
pure abstraction. The collaboration had been so com-
plete that outsiders could barely tell some of their
works apart; for a time, the two even signed canvases
only on the back, to preserve the sense of a shared,
objective research project. But during those years, each
had served the other not just as partner and prime au-
dience, but also as chief competitor; and in late 1911,
their fraternal rivalry was about to enter a phase of
serve-and-volley exchanges that would change the
way their game was structured

During that summer, they had both been painting
still lifes and figure pictures that used newspapers and
books as accessories, and which therefore included ty-
pographical elements from journal mastheads. But
Brague broke the parity of their shared style with his
stencil, when he set down its impersonal and semi-

mechanical letters so squarely and flatly across the sur-
face of his canvases, independent of any apparent ref-
erence to a depicted piece of printed matter. Picasso at
first “replied’” by similarly adding words or phrases to
his paintings (fig. 4); but then he upped the innovative
ante in a different way, in the spring of 1912, by gluing
into a still life a piece of cilcloth with a photomechani-
cally printed chair-caning pattern (fig. 5). For months
Braque made no similar change in his methods. Then
in the following September, when the two were vaca-
tioning together near Avignon, Brague purposefully
waited until Picasso had left town before trying out a
further wrinkle, gluing a piece of imitation wood-grain
decorator’s paper into a drawing. And after he saw
that initiative, Picasso in turn added still another twist,
by creating more eclectic compositions from printed
wallpapers, colored paper, and especially pieces
clipped from newspapers (fig. 9).
Meanwhile, the painter Juan Gris had formulated
his own responses to Picasso’'s Still Life with Chair
Caning, in a painting with
glued-on pieces of mirror,
and in another that in-
cluded a snippet of print
ed text, both of which
he exhibited in October
1912.2 By the turn of the
year, Braque, Picasso, and
Gris were all working in-
tensively with the idea of
gluing found paper ele-
ments into their works;
and from then until Braque
departed for his wartime
military service in 1914, all
| three of these artists
churned out a large body
of paintings and pasted-
paper images (the French term is papiers collés) that

seemingly rerouted the printed ephemera of the café

table and the city streets into the studio and onto the
easel—incorporating, among other things, news
headlines, movie bills, cigarette wrappers, package la-
bels, and ads for razors, furs, lingerie, lamps, and li-
queurs (figs. 1, 6, 1619, 36, 41, 47-54). Braque's
few, austerely stenciled letters had opened the way for
a gaudy, loquacious array of found ephemera; and
from this yearlong round of one-upsmanship had
emerged a fundamentally revised notion of what the
activity of making art was, and what art might be
about.

The new cut-paper assemblages and paintings with
letters were centrally concerned with the words of the
modern world. The primary sources from which they
drew their phrases, letters, and fragmentary syllables
were the daily newspapers. Mastheads, headlines, ad-
vertisements, and illustrations appear throughout this
phase of Cubism (see figs. 1, 6, 8, 9, 16, 23, 31, 32,
35, 36, 47, 48, 49). And beyond just providing raw

23



24

2. Georges Braque. Le Portugais (The Emigrant). 1911. Oil on can-
vas, 46 x 32" (117 x 81 ¢cm). Kunstmuseum Basel. Gift of Raoul La
Roche, 1952

3. Georges Braque. Homage to J. 5. Bach. 1911. Oil on canvas,
21 x 28%" (54 x 73 cm). Collection Carroll Janis and Conrad Janis,
New York

material for the papiers collés, the newspaper is a
dominant, constant motif in these works, a central ele-
ment in their conjuring of the experience of city life. In
incorporating this material and imagery, the Cubists
were using a new kind of artistic process as a way to
embrace a specifically modern phenomenon. Their as-
sociate, the poet Guillaume Apollinaire, had the same
aim in mind in 1913, when he evoked the city in terms
of "prospectuses, catalogues and posters which shout
aloud / Here is poetry this morning and for prose there

are the newspapers.”? Apollinaire in fact singled out
the newspapers, in 1918, as representative metaphors
of the new art's spirit of wide-ranging, unprejudiced
exploration of life—an "encyclopedic liberty . .. not
less than that of a daily newspaper which on a single
sheet treats the most diverse matters and ranges over
the most distant countries.”"*

The particular newspapers in question, the Parisian
Jjournals of the era of World War |, were a distinctive
novelty of the age. What Apollinaire and his painter
friends found when they unfolded the press each
morning were the results of a period of prodigious ex-

4. Pablo Picasso. Ma Jolie. 1911-12. Oil on canvas, 39% x 2534"
(100 % 65.4 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Acquired
through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest

5. Pablo Picasso. Still Life with Chair Caning. 1912. Collage of oil,
oilcloth, and pasted paper on canvas (oval), surrounded by rope,
10% x 13%" (27 x 35 cm). Musée Picasso, Paris




pansion and transformation in journalism—the first
modern “media explosion,” based on a mix of news,
features, and commerce, which had its origins in the
mid-nineteenth century. In 1836 Emile de Girardin had
altered the face of news publishing in Paris by halving
the price of his La Presse, with the aim of supporting
the paper primarily through the sale of space for adver-
tising.” This modern approach restructured the trade:
henceforth selling the readers to the advertisers would
be as important as selling the paper to the readers. De-
pendence on more ad pages went hand in hand with a
need for increased crculation figures and brought
changes in both the look and the content of the
press. Girardin also pioneered, for example, the inclu-
sion of serial suspense novels in the daily papers, as an
audience-building device. (These romans feuilletons

were cliff-hanging narratives, not unlike television seri-
als, and were similarly lamented as mind-rotting trivi-
alities.)® Soon the advertising sections of the papers
swelled, and changed in appearance: in the 1850s and
1860s French papers broke the rigid column-width re-
quirements that still shaped their American counter-
parts and “opened their pages to large display ads
with more imaginative use of novel type faces."” The
look of the front, editorial sections remained more se-
date and homogeneous into the early Third Republic
(fig. 10), but after that they were enhanced by new
fin-de-siecle technologies such as photomechanical il-
lustration (figs. 7, 12). At the same time, the tone and
content of the news changed, as wire-service connec
tions relayed hot information from the distant flash-
points of a world that was becoming steadily more

6. Juan Gris. Le Journal. 1914. Oil, pasted paper, and pencil on canvas, 21% x 18%" (55 x 46 cm). Judith Rothschild Collection
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7. Le Journal, November 18, 1912, p. 1

unstable and bellicose in the years before 1914. The  new Parisian press was the law passed by France's
front page thus became more complexly fragmented, Third Republic on July 29, 1881. This legislation elimi-

and the back pages more crowded with attention-  nated government censorship and thereby affirmed a
getting type and illustrations. general right to publish, which had not existed either
Along with developments in commerce and tech-  under the Second Empire or under the early years of

nology, the other crucial factor in the advent of the  the Republic in the 1870s.® Coming at a time when

8. Pablo Picasso. Bottle of Vieux Marc, Glass, and Newspaper. 1913. Charcoal and pasted and
pinned paper on paper, 24% x 19%4" (63 x 49 am). Musée National d'Art Moderne, Centre
Georges Pompidou, Paris. Gift of Henri Laugier
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9. Pablo Picasso. Guitar, Sheet Music, and Glass. 1912. Pasted paper, gouache, and charcoal on paper, 18% x 14%" (47.9 % 36.5 cm). Marion

Koogler McNay Art Museum, San Antonio

those condemned to exile for the insurrection of the
Commune in 1871 were being allowed to return to
France, and when political debate was reheating after
a long period of repression and quiescence, the law of
1881 opened the way for a proliferation of newspa-
pers of all political stripes, and for sharp competition in
an expanded field.

The drive to sell papers in this climate encouraged
sensationalist writing, and led to an expansive new
form of mass journalism, reaching out from Paris by rail

to a far-flung audience. "By the 1890s," Daniel Pope
recounts, “‘the French penny press had outstripped in
arculation all other newspapers in the world. In the
early years of the new century, the four major Paris dai-
lies extended their circulation range throughout the
nation. By 1914, they published a total of about four-
and-a-half million copies daily, some forty percent of
the total circulation of France's newspapers.*®

The boom in newspapers served new styles of
politics, concerned to excite and direct mass opinion.
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10. Le Figaro, January 2, 1875, p. 1

One need only think of the public polemics of the
Dreyfus affair, at the turn of the century (epitomized
by the memorable front-page headline of Emile
Zola’s Jaccuse), to measure how crucial a factor
in social contention the newspapers of Paris had
become.'® They spread out for their readers a paral
lel, processed version of contemporary reality, more
sensational, urgent, and temporally compressed
than an individual’s experience could ever be. And as
diverse interests sought to exploit the power of the
press to manipulate opinion, the credibility of the
Parisian journals was frequently undermined, by
scandals which revealed frequent distortions of facts
and widespread corruption by secret subsidies. '
This newly heterogeneous, opinionated, and com
petitive press was also closely linked to, and depen
dent upon, the rise of modern advertising; and in
the early years of the twentieth century the newspa-
pers began to grow in size in order to accommodate
more ads. The standard four-page format was first
expanded to six by Le Figaro in 1895, with two oth-
ers following suit in 1901. (""The sixth page of a pa-
per 1s a wall'" was a maxim of the admen who
“posted”’ their notices there, and who complained
of the helter-skelter disorder in these ad group-
ings.)'? The paper the Cubists clipped and represent-
ed most frequently, Le Journal, was the most
expansive of these new exemplars of commercial-
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13. Newsstand, Paris, before 1914
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16. Georges Braque. Glass and Bottle. 1913—14. Charcoal and pasted paper on paper, 18% x 2434" (48 x 62 cm). Private collection, Switzerland

ized journalism; it was the only one regularly to print
more than eight pages.'® Then, in the years just be-
fore the war, the overlap and interpenetration of
sales and news, implicit in the newspapers since Gi-
rardin, became their visible form: ads appeared on
the same pages with bulletins and features, and the

17. Georges Braque. Glass and Packet of Tobacco: Bock. 1912-13.
Charcoal and pasted paper on paper, 12V x 94" (31 X 24 cm). Kunst-
museum Basel, Kupferstichkabinett. Gift of Raoul La Roche, 1963

dailies began to be more flashily composed with
multiple typefaces. Newspapers advertised them-
selves assiduously (many of the mastheads the Cub-
ists included were ubiquitous features of the
cityscape, on kiosk signs, posters, and painted
walls); and the line between reporting and promo-
tion became less easy to draw. '

Such corrupted mixtures of sensationalism, com-
merce, and entertainment were doubtless what the
German historian Oswald Spengler had in mind
when he looked on the rise of the Parisian genre of
modern newspaper as one of the most telling signs
of the decadence and impending downfall of West-
ern civilization.'® For a young foreigner like Picasso,
though, this extraordinary, particularly Parisian phe-
nomenon may have exercised a different fascina-
tion: the local newsstand was a fountainhead of
urban modernity, the focal point of a new kind of
massive daily disgorgement of information and per-
suasion run together, in fast-changing styles of type,
layout, and political and commercial appeal (fig. 13).
The displays of these kiosks had in fact become so
crowded and opulent by 1911 that they were con-
sidered to be contributing to the downfall of book-
stores, and the Prefect of the Seine was considering
a law to suppress the foldout “wings'* on which
these arrays were set forth.'® In tearing scraps from
newspaper pages around 1912-14, Picasso and the
other practitioners of papier collé were dipping their
cups directly into the commercially stimulated flow
of sensation, of simultaneity and fast-paced change,




18. Juan Gris. The Bottle of Banyul. 1914. Pasted paper, oil, and pencil on board,
15 x 11%" (38 x 28.5 am). Collection Mr. and Mrs. James W. Alsdorf, Chicago

19. Pablo Picasso. Pipe, Glass, and Bottle of Rum. 1914. Pasted paper, pencil, and gouache on cardboard, 15% x 203" (40 x 52.7 cm). The
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Daniel Saidenberg
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20. Le Journal, December 3, 1912, p. 7

with all the threats of political unrest and the seduc-
tions of consumer allurements that made up con-
temporary urban consciousness.

When the Cubists looked into the daily papers,
though, they did not single out the most modern as-
pects. These journals were in fact uneasy conglomer-
ates, where the urgently current jostled the quaintly
outmoded; and the artists responded to them as
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such. The Cubists clipped bath bold headlines about
war and banal come-ons for cheap liqueurs, often
from the same edition. They generally avoided, how
ever, the “modernized” elements of illustration (figs.
14, 15) and virtually never extracted any of the per
vasive photographic imagery (fig. 12). In picking
advertising copy from the back sections, they consis-
tently passed over the impressive large spreads that
were then beginning to appear as banners for big-
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22. Le Journal, December 3, 1912, p. 9




23. Pablo Picasso. Bottle and Glass. 1912. Pasted paper, charcoal, and pencil on paper,
23% x 18'4" (60 x 46 cm). The Menil Collection, Houston

name brands (fig. 21), to land on cruder, unfashion-
able squibs for less prestigious items and enterprises
(figs. 22, 23). Looking over an issue of Le Journal
for December 9, 1912, Picasso even steered past a
fountain-pen ad that had already allied itself to Cub-
ism as the style of the moment (fig. 24), to take a
thoroughly bland column of type from the same
page. In this and other ways, these artists encapsu-

Cubistes
ou non
offrez |

carrément |

24, Advertisement from Le Journal, December 9, 1912, p. 7

lated a particular sense of their moment, and of the
feel of modern times in general: a sense of contra-
dictory variety, in which the day-to-day emergence
of the future, in the news, took place amid the trick-
ling residue of styles passing out of mode.

In some important respects, the Cubists seem to
have made choices that were willfully regressive, or
at least against the grain of what many thought was
"“progressive’’ in art. Certainly neither the idea of
putting words into pictures nor the notion of artists'
interest in public printed matter were in themselves
exceptional in Paris at the time. A fin-de-siecle vogue
for flattened design, partly abetted by japoniste in-
fluences, had led artists such as Toulouse-Lautrec
and Pierre Bonnard to experiment with poster lay-
outs that unified type and image (figs. 25, 26). In
fact, French advertising prided itself precisely on
such meldings of progressive aesthetics and com
merce. The walls the Cubists walked by would have
been blanketed with “modern™ combinations of
stylistic simplification and innovative typefaces (fig
27), and Picasso himself had been adept at just this
sort of modish text-and-image design as a beginner
in Barcelona (fig. 28). But he and Braque and Gris
said goodbye to all that. Ignoring or avoiding the
considerable part of their urban environment where
“good taste” and commercial utility were held to co-
exist compatibly or to merge, their collages and pa-
piers collés set up instead miniature worlds in which
the two domains of art and industry held their sepa-
rate characters, and abutted each other without
cushion. The most studiously recondite little struc-
ture of lines representing a bottle, for example,
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25. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. Moulin Rouge (La 26. Pierre Bonnard. L'Estampe et ['affiche. 1897. Lithograph,

Goulue). 1891. Lithographic poster, 6'3%¢" x 46%1s" 32% % 24Y4" (82.8 x 61.2 cm).The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
(191 % 117 cm). The Art Institute of Chicago. The Mr. Purchase Fund

and Mrs. Carter H. Harrison Collection
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28. Pablo Picasso. Menu of Els Quatre Gats. 1899. Printed,
8% % 672" (22 % 16.5 cm). Museo Picasso, Barcelona

could be overlaid with the most baldly direct label, or
ad, or headline (figs. 29, 33).

The parts of the printed environment to which
these artists were drawn were ‘‘anonymous’’ pro-
ductions, like beer and bouillon labels, with no self-
conscious claims to artistry; and the typefaces they
typically favored—thick, sans-serif heavyweights
were the fusty blunderbusses in the modernizing
commercial armory. Picasso and Brague, and Gris
following their lead, seem to have had a reprobate
affection, even a certain nostalgia, for these banal
elements of mass-produced design; the world of ty-
pography and advertisements they sought out had in
general a vulgar, unpretentious energy.

The way the material was employed, however,
was unmistakably radical, even if against the “pro-
gressive’ grain: the products of modern society
were there to change art, instead of vice versa. It is
often remarked (without enough regard for the par-
ticular dexterities asked, and pleasures accorded, by
a new form of “drawing” with scissors and a newly
spontaneous manner of working with instantly re-
arrangeable elements) that the cut-and-paste meth-
ods of papier collé bypassed the skills of the artist’s
hand. But it needs reemphasizing just how drastical-
ly, and pointedly, the Cubists rejected the particular
veneration of individualized handcraft, and the ac
companying notions of the reforming artist, which
many had thought were key to progress in modern
art.

The renewal of the decorative arts, in the face of
the threat of industrialization, had been a prime pre-
occupation of tradesmen and governments alike in
the later nineteenth century. And in the Arts and
Crafts movement, or related guild-like enterprises

29. Georges Braque. Bottle of Marc. 1912. Charcoal and conté cray-
on on paper, 19 x 12%" (48 x 31 cm). Kunstmuseum Basel, Kupfer-
stichkabinett. Gift of Raoul La Roche, 1963

that coincided with maodernist circles from Vienna to
Helsinki at the start of this century, art conceived and
wrought by the dedicated individual was seen as a
saving holdout against the debasements of me-
chanical production. Hope for an integrated, organic
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30. Page of typography by Kolomon Moser from Beispiele Kiinstlerischer Schrift Herausgegeben von Rudolf v. Larisch (Vienna: Anton Schroll
& Co. Verlag, 1900), pl. 22. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Architecture and Design Study Collection

society was vested in programs that called for artists
to beautify all aspects of life, including furniture, dé-
cor, and typography (fig. 30)—often in the manner
of a unifying, harmonious style such as the organic
curves of art nouveau.'” No more direct slap in the
face of such ideals can be imagined than Picasso and
Braque's motley selections of fake chair caning, imi

tation wood grain, cheap machine-made wallpaper,
and simple, blunt commercial typefaces. Using sten-
cils, and adopting common tricks of the commercial
decorator's trade (such as the combing of paint
to produce the effect of wood grain), Picasso and
Brague—who were seen at times even to dress alike
in workers' overalls—cast their artistic lot with the
workaday commingling of the artisanal and the me-
chanical, against the pretensions of those who held
lofty ideals for the decorative arts, or who made a
cult of refined handwork. They built oblique conun-
drums from labor-saving shortcuts, and made a
thinker's art from workers’ artifices. And when they
reintroduced color into their paintings after a long
period of near-monochrome images, they experi-
mented with the use of a commercial paint, Ripolin
enamel (as for example in figs. 45 and 52)—in part
to obtain a vivid chromatics that stepped outside the
high-art tradition, but also, it seems, because this
paint dried with a smooth, uniform impersonality of
surface that denied any sense of painterly finesse.'®
The world of commercial design, like the newspaper,
contained a broad variety of possibilities, and from
both they chose the materials and styles that seemed
least tinged with the pretensions of art, and least
self-consciously ""‘modern.”’

Along with the preference for a specific range of
type styles came the isolation of a particular kind of
poetics. The Cubists were drawn to the compact
punch of words that worked for a living, modern
ideographs that carried their meaning along in their
very form: logos, labels, and mastheads, where ty
pographic styles had been made to evoke a "“brand”
identity. These artists obviously favored the special
slang of headlines and subheads, where pithy “teas-
ers” harangued like sideshow barkers (La BATAILLE
S'EST ENGAGEE | 'The Battle Is On"'], figs. 7, 9). At the
same time, though, they did not simply acquiesce to
the economies of commercial language. As Robert
Rosenblum first pointed out in detail, Picasso,
Braque, and Gris worked to subvert this rough-and-
ready efficiency of communication, by breaking up,
cropping, and rearranging the found words into
fragments and combinations that, through puns and
in-jokes, released multiple private meanings lurking
within the exhortations of public words.'®

Up through the 1950s, when historians and critics
of Cubism discussed such lettering, they talked pri-
marily about its general function of reintroducing
“reality,”" or its formal role of affirming the flatness
of the picture plane. Rosenblum, however, saw more
clearly than his predecessors that these are, almost
literally, speaking images. Put simply, these words
ask to be read: Picasso, Braque, and Gris took a
vocabulary from the news and business of the day,
and used it to add linguistic, conceptual, and even
political dimensions to their works. And to say what
these works mean, we are in part obliged to puzzle
out the literal sense and local associations that at-




permutation would yield jouir, the verb for enjoying
ecstatic pleasure, or, specifically, orgasm). And he
went on to point out other covert messages in the
headlines and advertisements these artists selected.
The headline un coup DE THEATRE, for instance (fig.
34), could be clipped to form UN coup DE THE (fig. 33),
thus changing “‘a dramatic turn of events' (referring
to an episode in the Balkan Wars) into a line evoking
the phrase un coup de dés ("a toss of the dice™),
which in turn resonates with the title of Stéphane
Mallarmé’s Symbolist masterwork, the poem Un
coup de dés jamais n‘abolira le hasard ("'A toss of the
dice will never abolish chance”). Or (since Picasso’s
French at the time was laughable, and the chances
that he had read this poem, as opposed simply to

31. Pablo Picasso. Student with a Newspaper. 1913-14, Oil and
sand on canvas, 283 x23%%" (73x59.5 cm). Private collection,
Switzerland

33. Pablo Picasso. Table with Bottle, Wineglass, and Newspaper.
1912. Pasted paper, charcoal, and gouache on paper, 24% x 1874"
(62 = 48 cm). Musée National d'Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pom-
pidou, Paris. Gift of Henri Laugier
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32. Georges Braque. Newspaper and Dice: Jou. 1912—13. Charcoal '~
on paper, 12 % 94" (31 x 24 cm). Kunstmuseum Basel, Kupferstich-
kabinett. Gift of Raoul La Roche, 1963

tached to the words they selected. : L
Rosenblum pointed out, for example, how these :

Cubists played with the simple word JournAL (figs.

6-9)—which denoted specifically the daily Le Jour-

nal, from whose masthead the type style was taken, o

and which also served as the generic French term for e Smmee o

newspaper—by splitting it into words for day (Joug), : T s

for urinal (urinal in French as in English, here con-

tracted to UrRNAL [fig. 31]), and for play (the French

jeu and jower transposed into Jou [fig. 32]; a further 34. Le Journal, December 4, 1912, p. 1
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35. Georges Braque. Woman with a Guitar. 1913. Oil and charcoal on canvas, 51" x 28%"
(130 x 73 cm). Musée National d'Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Gift of Raoul

La Roche

knowing its title, are slim) the strategically omitted
letters may have conjured something more prosaic,
associated with café consumption: a cup (coupfe]),
orinslang a "hit"" or "dose” (coup), of tea; or even,
by aural connection, the salad of raw vegetables or-
dered as un crudité. Braque could also change the
wake-up call in the masthead revelL (the source of
the bugler’s “reveille” in English) into the evocation
of a dream, rEve, while retaining a word, ORGANIE],
from the subheading, for sexually suggestive place-
ment in his figure of a woman (fig. 35)—making this
elusive lady with a guitar either the organ of a dream
(with a pun on the musical instrument), or the bearer
of a dream organ.

For this way of editing and recombining the world
of print, there were sources of inspiration ready to
hand, if one only had the inclination to take them

seriously. Over-posted walls offered a daily display of
inadvertent reeditings and juxtapositions (fig. 27),
even if these urban "eyesores' had become less
widespread than they had been in the previous cen-
tury. (The two front-page photographs in Gris's
Glasses, Teacup, Bottle, and Pipe on a Table [fig. 36]
show the before-and-after effects of clean-up laws
that controlled or forbad posting on most public
monuments and walls.)?® On the poster columns of
the boulevards (fig. 37), or even in the kiosks them-
selves, where layers of overlapping, folded journals
were held up in racks (fig. 38), the abutting of differ-
ent scales and typefaces, and untoward cropping or
surprise juxtaposition of words and word fragments,
were commonplace. Picasso’s clipping from a front
page, for example, could follow almost directly the
lines along which the paper was apparently folded
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36. Juan Gris. Glasses, Teacup, Bottle, and Pipe on a Table. 1914. Oil, pasted paper, and charcoal on canvas, 25% x 36%4" (65 x 92 cm). Kunst-
sammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Diisseldorf

vertically (fig. 7). His fragment may have been pre-
selected in this case, and similar serendipities doubt-
less cropped up on every newsstand and café table.

The punning usage of the words and word frag
ments in the Cubist papiers collés was likewise unre-
markable in itself; it found its parallels in an
unexceptional branch of French schoolboy wit. Yet
in the Cubist context these smirking little puns and
double-entendres are set within a fabric of formal
play with ambiguity and multiplied meaning that
allows us to reckon them, like the similarly street-
common wordplay of James Joyce, as central ele-
ments in the innovative force of the art. The jokes
with words, and the paper scraps themselves, are
both taken from the realm of the everyday, and both
are important not despite their commonplace na-
ture, but because of it. That workaday banality is a

central part of what made them attractive to the art-
ists, both in themselves and as powerful antidotes to
overrefined artistic conventions.

The remarkable thing was not just to have seen
that occlusions and overlays of printed matter could
contain such puns, but to have decided as well that
this seemingly random profusion, and the strain of
often sophomoric or smutty wordplay it could yield,
could have any traffic with the world inside a Cubist
image—a world that by 1911 had reached a point
of austere cerebral refinement that seemed for-
biddingly remote from the boulevard. But having
perfected an exquisite, chamber-music harmony, Pi-
casso and Braque seem to have decided that the per-
fect next step was to add a kazoo counterpoint.

In formal terms, the high Analytic Cubism of
1910-11 was approaching the kind of serene bal-
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37. Morris column, place Denfert-Rochereau, Paris, c. 1910

'fffm-

38. Newspaper display, Paris, before 1914

ance that could have become formulaic; the intro-
duction first of trompe-lI'oeil and caricatural
elements, then of lettering, disrupted that balance
and the solemn, near-monochromatic atmospheric
unity. In the papiers collés and collages of late 1912
and after, no traditional notion of binding atmo-
sphere or consistent brushstroke was allowed to re-
main operative among the elements of a work. What
could constitute pictorial unity, or balance, was pre-
cisely what was most radically reconceived here, in
ways that determined not only their formal modern
ism, but also the modern, distinctively urban feel of
the works.

The difference is, at one level, architectural. The
work of 1911 conjures the interplay of a system of
similar structural elements, and has evoked compari-
sons with scaffoldings or fire-escape structures; it
has its affinities with (and likely drew upon) distant
visions of irregularly accreted buildings, both in
chunky vernacular masonry from provincial towns
like Céret and Horta de Ebro, and in rooftop vistas
of Paris. But the world of the papiers colles is more
aggressively about the big city's word-covered
planes—poster hoardings, café windows, painted
walls of buildings, the pages of the newspapers
themselves—as the sites not of interlocked structur-
al logics and conundrums, but of floating surface
collisions and layerings of styles.

There is a new kind of unity of contrasts in the
content as well. One of Picasso’s first reaches into
typography, in the Ma Jolie (fig. 4) of 1912, an-
nounces the spirit involved: it is one in which the co-
existence of sharply different levels of legibility, and
the juxtaposition of the invented and the found, is as
welcome as the overlap between an intimate per-
sonal relationship (Picasso's new love, Eva Gouel)

(G s i

39. Picture postcard of Le Havre, 1912

and the refrain of a current popular song (the words
ma jolie ["'my pretty"], Picasso’s sobriquet for Eva,
came from a tune called “‘Derniére Chanson'’).?”’
The “label'” of Ma Jolie seems, of course, incongru-
ous. Yet it is a sign of neither absurdity nor irony, but
of affection, and it is used as such again and again by




40. Pablo Picasso. Souvenir du Havre. 1912. Oil and enamel on
canvas (oval), 36%a x 25%" (92 x 65 ¢m). Private collection

the artist. The trite term of endearment seems to
have taken on a new shine from the here-today,
gone-tomorrow song; and it seems to have been
borrowed as the special token of a private crush pre-
cisely because of its public, ephemeral nature, in the
way teenagers still adopt a Top Ten tune as “‘their”

song. Something so freshly minted and innocent of
any role in established culture has a particular avail-
ability for appropriation; and a specially piquant kind
of pleasure derives from finding a secret hidden in
something everyone knows, but which (like the edit-
ed headlines) no one else understands in the terms
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41. Pablo Picasso. Bouillon Kub. 1912. Oil on panel, 10% x 8%"
(27 x 21 cm). Private collection, Switzerland

shared by the initiates. The platitude that was shop-
worn but now a novelty, and generic but now spe-
cific, could be at once public and covertly intimate.
And that shared private delight must have been re-
doubled when this song snippet was imported as an

42. (Above) Paris, ¢. 1912

43. (Right) lllustration from ,C‘H APEAUX
J-B. Fonteix and Alexandre

Guérin, La Publicité moderne
(Paris, 1922), p. 124

PARIS!
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identifying tag line into an art whose visual language
seemed dauntingly obscure to all but a few. Picasso
was almost certainly amused by this, just as he was
doubtless pleased to spoof his own enterprise by la-
beling a nearly indecipherable Cubist image based

44, Pablo Picasso. Landscape with Posters. 1912, Oil and enamel on canvas, 18 x 24" (46 x 61 cm). The National Museum of Art, Osaka



45, Pablo Picasso. The Scallop Shell: Notre Avenir est dans I'air.
1912. Oil and enamel on canvas (oval), 15 x 21%4" (38 x 55.5 cm). Pri-

vate collection

on elements from a Normandy journey with the ban-
ner SOUVENIR DU HAVRE (fig. 40)—adopting a line any-
one would recognize from kitsch postcards (fig. 39)
to identify a subject only he and Brague would
understand.

Similarly, the small circle of the Cubists and their
friends delighted in finding “their” mark embla-
zoned on vast walls and displayed in every café, in
their adopted club logo, the ad for Kub brand bouil-
lon cubes (figs. 41, 44). A derogatory term (Cubism)
given to their art by its enemies, allied to a brand
name with wholly other origins, became a private
joke of elective affinity that let them see the city fab-
ric as peppered with advertisements for themselves,
and perhaps to imagine their actually rather small-
time art "business” as a full-fledged part of the ur-
ban commercial landscape (fig. 42).%2

In three paintings of spring 1912 Picasso also in-
corporated fragments of the title of a brand-new, tri-
color brochure exhorting France to improve its
military aviation: Notre Avenir est dans ['air (figs. 45,
46). The slogan "Our Future Is in the Air'* fused two
meanings which Picasso almost certainly saw as ap-
plying to his and Braque's endeavor: the events of
tomorrow were “in the air,’" or "in the wind'" all
around; and also, destiny led upward, along the
path of the pioneer aviators, toward the conquest of
the skies. Picasso could adopt even this last message
as a private motto; for regardless of his attitude to-
ward this militarist pamphlet”® (which he may well
never have read beyond the cover), he and Braque
were both caught up in the general public infatu-
ation with aviation, and specifically taken with the

Wright brothers as model inventor-adventurers; Pi-
casso even addressed Braque affectionately as Wil
bourg” (for “Wilbur").?* Just at the time Picasso
painted the still lifes that include the cover of Notre
Avenir est dans I'air, he made his first experiment in

46. Cover of Notre Avenir est dans I"air (Cler-
mont-Ferrand, 1912)

collage, the Still Life with Chair Caning; and thus
may have felt a special affinity with the way the col-
laborating Wrights had made a decisive leap of in-
vention with extremely simple means, rethinking
basic principles and using parts available to anyone.
Here, as with Ma Jolie, the impulse to “subvert”
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47. Juan Gris. Breakfast. 1914. Pasted paper, crayon, and oil over
canvas, 31% x 234" (80.9 x 59.7 cm). The Museum of Modern Art,
New York. Acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest

public language may have been puckish, but lacked
malevolent irony: the pithy, mind-catching slogan
could be embraced in all its upbeat, intentional

wordplay and then simply rerouted to private pur-
pose. This seemingly maost cloistered art of formal ex-
periment was happy to articulate its identity, in quite
literal ways, through the tag lines, slogans, and logos
of the profane world of publicity. Gris, for example,
even imagined his own name set in headline type, as
a kind of alternative signature (fig. 47).

The anonymity of such found signatures, adopted
signs, and assumed identities was, like the smooth
surface of the Ripolin enamel, apparently a desirable
relief from the Romantic notion of artistic subjectivity
and its accompanying cult of the personal style. In-
stead, with borrowed words and labels, the artist
could blend in with his urban environment, turning
up in disguises, expressing his wit, his tastes, and his
ideas through appropriated vehicles. This affection
for a different style of individuality—covert, playful,
and urbane-—may have been what drew Gris and
others to the popular mystery stories that featured
the enigmatic Fantémas, a character omnipresent
but never seen. Gris's inclusion of a cover from one
of the Fantomas books in a café still life (fig. 48), and
the mysterious figure hidden behind the paper in
The Man at the Cafe (fig. 49), may be homages not
simply to the pleasure taken in this notably unpresti-
gious form of literature, but to the specific model of
the elusive subversive who melds into the flux of cos-
mopolitan life.?®

48, Juan Gris. Fantomas (Pipe and Newspaper). 1915. Oil on canvas, 23 x 2874" (59.8 X 73.3 cm). National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

Chester Dale Fund




49. Juan Gris. The Man at the Café. 1914, Oil and pasted paper on canvas, 39 X 28%" (99 x 72 cm). Collection Mrs. William R. Acquavella
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The papiers collés used public material in the con-
struction of private languages. They also assimilated
without apparent prejudice signs for several differ-
ent kinds of information and pleasure in urban life.
Regardless of taste, few today would flinch at the
notion that Cubist art by Picasso, Braque, and Gris
has a level of complexity, of pleasurable depth and
difficulty, that makes its cultural achievement wor-
thy of consideration beside that of Bach's richly con-
trapuntal music. What still may be difficult to take in
about these works, however, and what seems po-
tentially richest as a model for modern creativity, is
their catholic inclusiveness—the way they encom-
pass BACH and BAL and BAss with such equanimity. In
assemblages where the most recondite and the most
obvious signs can collaborate, each on their own
terms, so too a performance of classical music (an-
nounced by a poster where the name of the violinist
Jan Kubelik added another Kub pun; fig. 50), a pop-
ular féte (aL), and a foreign beer (gass, the English
ale; fig. 51) can each be attended to without any
spurious leveling unity—and equally without a cen-
soring compartmentalization of the diversity of a
modern metropolitan life.2° Ironically, in light of the
émigré Picasso's crucial role, these admixtures (in
part a reflection of the two artists’ different temper-
aments and tastes) show an updated version of the
kind of assured sampling of experience that outsid-
ers often chafe at as maddeningly blasé French dan-
dyism. The modernism they propose preaches no
exclusive ideals of purity, nor does it traffic in abso-

lutes; it gladly accommodates the vulgar and novel
yet apparently demands no blanket hostility to tradi-
tional culture, seemingly unperturbed by any sense
of incompatibility between brandy and beer.

Replacing the more traditional subjects that had
dominated Cubism in 1909-10—women with
musical instruments, studio still lifes—these new as-
semblages of paper and paint dramatically increased
the presence of an iconography of cosmopolitan so-
ciability, or more precisely, of individual experiences
associated with public places: dice and cards, daily
newspapers and little avant-garde magazines, classi-
cal concerts and movie handbills, alcohol and tobac-
co. As many have remarked, a dominant motif in this
phase of Cubism, explicit or implied, was that of the
café table. It served in the way the renter’s paradise
of suburban gardens and Sunday sailboats served as
Monet's and Renoir's motif of choice in the heyday
of Impressionism: in both cases, aggressively disrup-
tive artistic innovation concerned itself with a world
of seemingly unproblematic urban recreation—and
thereby appeared to associate artistic freedom with
that modern kind of individuality defined by leisure-
time choices.”’

The reference to the café world in the Cubists’
pasted-paper works also seems a modern continu-
ation of the attention paid by Degas, Manet, and
Seurat to the commercial amusements of the city—
the world of drinking, shopping, and killing time.
These artists of early French modernism had focused
on the common, often tawdry, businesses of Parisian

50. Georges Braque. Violin: Mozart/Kubelick. 1912. Oil on canvas, 18 x 24" (46 x 61 cm). Private collection, Switzerland
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51. Pablo Picasso. Bottle of Bass, Wineglass, Packet of Tobacco, and Calling Card. 1914. Pasted paper and pencil on paper, 92 x 12" (24 x
30.5 cm). Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Gift of Louise and Michel Leiris, the donors retaining a life interest

52. Pablo Picasso. Violin, Wineglasses, Pipe, and Anchor. 1912. Ol
and enamel on canvas, 317 x 21%" (81 x 54 cm). National Gallery,
Prague

diversion, sometimes with a positive appetite, some-
times with a more jaundiced and critical eye. And
this continued conjunction of avant-garde art and
cheap consumer culture, of the difficult and the
easy, is potentially one of the mest politically pro-
vocative aspects of the Cubist collages and papiers
collés. But there are clearly limits to what we can
"read"” from the scraps of Paris these artists left us. In
important ways, the vision of urban life in these col-
lages is remarkably broad and varied; any given ar-
rangement of news clippings and found paper can
contain the range of categories of experience adver-
tised on the movie bills Braque appropriated (figs
53, 54): COMEDIE, DRAME, GRAND DRAME, SENSATION,
DOCUMENTAIRE. Yet for all their heterogeneous inclu-
siveness, these works, like Renoir's and Monet's can-
vases of the 1870s, take a very oblique and partial
slice from a complex moment in French life. In the
clipped materials, rumblings of the war to come abut
the wrappers of cigarettes smoked and the whimsies
of white-sale ads; *® while adjacent notices for things
we now think of as quintessential signs of the
time—MIlistinguett at the Folies-Bergére and the
like—were left on the cutting-room floor.? An at-
tempt to decrypt from these works specific messages
about the epoch would seem simplistic, in a context
where elusive complexity is the defining order; and it
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53. Georges Braque. Guitar and Program: Statue d’épouvante. 1913. Charcoal, gouache, and pasted paper on paper, 28% x 39%" (73 x 100
cm). Musée Picasso, Paris
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54. Georges Braque. Checkerboard: Tivoli-Cinéma. 1913. Gesso, pasted paper, charcoal, and oil on canvas, 25% x 364" (65.5 x 92 cm). Collec-
tion Rosengart, Lucerne




would go against the grain of the way the words,
and the structure of the works as a whole, consist-
ently work to subvert single-minded clarity. The
world of words the Cubists made in these papiers
collés is not merely an edited shorthand for the one
that surrounded them. It creates a shadow, or paral-
lel, order in which fragments of an initial functional
clarity are reshuffled into expanded, unexpected
meanings. This was an antireductive art, and reduc-
tive explanations betray it.

Braque, Picasso, and Gris brought together familiar
scraps and unfamiliar forms in order to give shape to
a particular sense of urban life on the eve of World
War | that was alternately ruminative and slapstick,
and mingled alarms and amusements; but obviously
their work has proved to offer more than simply an
account of that time and place. Over the years, it has
become more meaningful for us, constantly chal-
lenging and still pertinent to our experience, not sim-
ply because of its formal complexity, but because it
embodies a uniquely rich engagement with modern
society, dense with sociological implications and
moral weight that impose themselves on us, even
while they elude any pat definition. When we ask
the larger questions of what such works mean, we
are really probing beyond the particular message of
a given clipping or label, and beyond the immediate
sphere of reference of Parisin 191214, toward les-
sons that might be drawn regarding modern art's
larger relationship to the social (and particularly
commercial) forces that generate newspapers, bill
boards, advertisements, and so on. This inquiry is
one that also involves, centrally, the consequences of
the Cubists’ innovations for subsequent artists. And
later art profited importantly, not from seeing pre-
cisely what the Cubists were about, but from cre-
atively misinterpreting their “‘message’ in a fruitful,
often contradictory variety of ways.

In their immediate impact, certainly, Cubist col-
lages and papiers collés proved to be less valuable
for any reflection they offered of the Cubists’ par
ticular experiences than for the new model they pro-
vided others—to engage with different areas of the
language of publicity and commerce and construct
sharply distinct versions of what modernity was
Since there were no accompanying manifestoes, or
even interviews or statements, to clarify the pur-
poses of the inner circle of initiators, Cubist works
with words, like Cubism in general, appeared to
many contemporaries to provide a language without
an ideology, in a time when there were numerous
ideologies in search of a language. If the inner circle
who made this language never said what it meant,
others nonetheless quickly saw what they could do
with it.

The Futurists, for example, had made the whole
issue of artistic engagement with the forces of mod-
ern life the indispensable plank in their aesthetic
platform. Indeed, their call for painters and sculptors

to address the look of modern cities had begun as
early as the publication of their founding manifesto
(in a Parisian newspaper, appropriately) in 1909; and
their influence, spreading through such poets as
Apollinaire and such painters as Robert Delaunay
and Fernand Léger, may have been a goad to the
Cubists in their opening-up to the evidences of mod-
ern life. But if the Futurists provided Picasso and
Brague with needling ideas, it was certainly Picasso
and Brague who generated the forms the Futurists
adapted to give shape to their own visions. Futurist
painters such as Umberto Boccioni eagerly trans-
posed the quiescent architecture of Analytic Cub-
ism’s facets into imagery of violent fracturing. And
when the Futurists saw the delphic syllables of the
papiers collés—1ou, NAL, BAL—they transposed them
into comic-style transliterations of noises—zum,
ZANG, RRRRRRRRR (fig. 55).

Reducing words to noises was no idle amusement
for them, but an earnest act consistent with their
urge to get down to the basics of communication.
Also, from their earlier devotion to Symbolist poetry,
they saw in the possibility of free-floating word frag
ments an opportunity to manifest what they held to
be deeper analogies: the running together of words
associated with disparate things, animate and inani-
mate, would serve to capture the dawning modern
sense of the simultaneity of diverse experiences
the fusion of objects, people, machines, noises,
light, smelis, and so on. In 1914, the Futurist painter
Glacomo Balla specifically combined his fascination
for noises and machines with a Cubist-inspired at-
tention to typography, in a stage performance called
Macchina tipografica ("Printing Press”) wherein
each of twelve performers acted out the role of a
part of the machine, moving in rhythm and repeat-
ing a characteristic sound.2° The curtain for this per-
formance (fig. 56) is one of the most vivid indications
of the Futurists’ penchant for seizing on what had
been a series of little quips in Cubism and making
them into something programmatic and larger than
life. Through the optic of the Futurist imagination,
the running together of unrelated words and materi
als in collage seemed an appropriately telegraphic
form for the speeded-up thinking of modern man. In
Cubism, words and word fragments had generally
denoted concrete objects—liqueur bottles, newspa-
pers—but now they came to stand in for ideas and
summarize unseen entities. At the same time, the
syntax of their assemblage revealed the interplay of
contending energies, becoming the vehicle of a
forceful overlapping and compression that conveyed
the impact of modern dynamism.>'

Linking motorcars and Mallarmé in this fashion,
Futurist poetics, like that of Apollinaire from within
the Cubist circle, favored synthetic word-pictures.
F. T. Marinetti's Words in Freedom (Chaudronneries)
(fig. 57), for example, marshaled captured type frag-
ments into the extended screams and chopped-off
metallic complaints of unmuffled machines, while
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55. Filippo Tommaso Marinetti. Vive la France. 1914. Ink, crayon, and pasted paper on paper, 12V x 12%4" (30.9 x 32.6 am). The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Gift of the Benjamin and Frances Benenson Foundation
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56. Giacomo Balla. Sketch for stage, Printing Press. 1914. Ink and pencil on paper, 8% x 12%" (22 x 32.5 cm). Museo Teatrale alla Scala, Milan
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57. Filippo Tommaso Marinetti. Words in Freedom (Chaudron-
neries). c. 1912. Ink on paper, 12 x 8%" (31 x 21 cm). Private collection

skewing them into tilts and collisions. Similarly, Carlo
Carra assembled from printed ephemera not the
placid gaze from a café table, but an aerial view of a

riotous assembly, clamoring for war (fig. 58). He also -

adapted Cubism’s disjunctive combinations of sche-
matic form and stenciled letters as a formula for
evoking military clashes, in abstract yet didactically
literal terms (fig. 59). In this way, lou yielded to jug-
gernaut, and BAL became battaglia. A new liberty
with letters allowed the ltalians to express their
yearning for a modernity not of sociable urban plea-
sures, but of blood-boiling cataclysm, alive with the
roar of crowds and the mingled chatter of valve tap-
pets and machine guns.

Where the Futurists saw the elements of a new lan-
guage of belligerent purposefulness, though, others
who looked at Cubist works with words saw them as
the perfect point of departure for an art of deadpan
irony and subversive absurdity. The difference be-
tween the literal and excited noise-words of the Ital-
ians and the nonsensical, infantile word fragment
that these other, French and German artists adopted
as their group name—Dada—encapsulates the op
posed viewpoints. German Dada artists such as Han-
nah Héch and Raoul Hausmann, embittered by

58. Carlo Carra. Interventionist Demonstration. 1914. Collage on pasteboard, 15V x 11%"
(38.5 x 30 cm). Mattioli Collection, Milan
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59. Carlo Carra. The Night of January 20, 1915, I Dreamed this Picture (Joffre's Angle of Penetration on the Marne against Two German Cubes).
1915. Collage of newsprint, paper painted with white gouache, postage stamp, with pencil, charcoal, and ink, 10 % 13'4" (25.4 x 34.3 cm).

Winston-Malbin Collection

World War | and the failed revolution in Germany
that followed on it, adopted the model of cut-paper
assemblages as a way to turn the imagery and lan-
guage of the dominant, commercially minded soci-
ety against itself. Here the sense of hands-off
anonymity that the Cubists had established in their
use of found materials, commercial paints, and
decorator’s tricks, became a programmatic substitu
tion of the mechanical for the human, as a willful de-
nial of bourgeois ideals of subjectivity (figs. 60, 61).
The Dada artists’ counterlogical tableaux, whose in-
congruities and dislocations were intended to pro-
voke awareness of the chaotic irrationality of
contemporary life, are better taken up in a later dis-
cussion of the use of commercial imagery, in the
chapter “Advertising.” But their work with words
and word fragments belongs here, as an alternative
to the racing letters of Marinetti and the others, to
show how the new adoption of public words could
move toward a trenchant critique of modern life as
well as a blustering affirmation. Instead of massing
printed characters into exulting, rowdy crowds, the
Dadaists pushed the fragmentations and ellipses of
Cubist work into new, sharper alienations: isolated
letters and phrases, attached to nothing, and a will-
fully confounding babble of messages within a tilting
jumble of different scales and weights of type.

The Dada artists saw the modern language of
commerce as a target for subversion, but many of
them were certainly not above attention-getting

“promotional” events of their own. And in their hey-
day before the war, the Futurists bathed in the head-
lines, comfortably moving along with the most
raucous energies of modern advertising. Slogans,
manifestoes, and noisy demonstrations were central
to their aesthetic program; in fact, they typically
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60. Raoul Hausmann. Dada Siegt. 1920. Watercolor and collage on
paper, mounted on board, 23%x17%" (60x45 cm). Private
collection




61. Raoul Hausmann. Dada-Cino. 1920. Photomontage, 12': x 874" (31,7 x 22.5 cm). Private collection, Switzerland




launched a rousing “hype" before they had worked
out an art to match it. For them, the new commercial
and journalistic ways of motivating interest and de-
sire seemed a signal part of modernization, and were
not without implications for an artistic program
dedicated to fanning the constant lust for the new.
Their self-promotion carried this message across the
continent; and in any event, they were hardly alone
in this attitude. At a moment when avant-garde mi-
norities all over Europe were struggling for an audi-
ence, the dominance of new modes of public
persuasion provided if not a cause for celebration, at
least a model of effective communication, to be
turned if possible to the artists’ own goals.

The language and look of publicity became a special-
ly apt model when avant-garde art moved to step in
from its fringe position and enter public life along a
broad front, in Russia in the 1920s. Russian artists of
the teens had shown an immediate response to Cub-
ist adoptions of urban signage and newspaper ty
pography. Shifting their attention from the rude
signboards of small merchants to the typographic
overlays of news kiosks and poster columns, Russian
painters such as Kasimir Malevich made a decisive
break with their earlier, primitivizing tendencies, and

abandoned their affection for rustic simplicity in fa- 62, Kasimir Malevich. An Englishman in Moscow. 191314, Oil on
vor of an internationally oriented, cosmopolitan im- canvas, 34% x 22" (88 x 57 cm). Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam
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63. Kasimir Malevich. Woman at Poster Column. 1914, Oil on canvas with collage, 267 x 25%4" (71 x 64
am). Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam




agery of layered and dynamic city life (figs. 62—64).
These echoes of Parisian inclusiveness were soon
lost, however, in the more exclusive, focused pursuit
of new extremes of abstraction. When the public
word reentered Russian artistic thinking in the
1920s, it was in an altogether different context, as a
consciously manipulated device of combined propa-
ganda and commerce.

Russia of the early 1920s had its own form of per
estroika, the New Economic Plan, which set state en-
terprises in competition with private, profit-hungry
entrepreneurs. Civic-minded artists were called on to
beat these capitalists at their own game, by the
catchy design of wrappers, boxes, posters, and
painted walls that would woo buyers for state prod-
ucts. The revolution had given them experience with
improvising splices between avant-garde art and
mass political indoctrination, in forms such as the
agitprop trains, painted in a Cubo-Futurist manner,
that were sent out into the provinces to act as mobile
podiums for instructing the peasants in the principles
of the new order. And when the state commercial
assignments of the 1920s called for a similar combi-
nation of radical form and broad public address, that
conjunction seemed not just practicable but wholly
natural, even imperative, for a truly progressive art.

Modern advertising appeared to many Soviets of
the 1920s, artists and poets among them, not as

simply a capitalist evil, but as an objective technique
that (like the Ford assembly-line methods) could be
adapted to the higher purposes of Soviet society.
The private artistic imagination seemed obliged to
learn from such techniques in order to participate in
the transformation of the culture *? The young Alek-
sandr Rodchenko, for example, was a quintessential
man of the age, a painter of cosmic abstractions,
then a maker of hanging sculptures that ignored
gravity, and then a photographer in search of unex-
pected angles of vision that would change people’s
ideas about the order of the world. Methodical in his
will to demolish all the enslaving traditions of the
past, he wanted art to be a full partner in the cre
ation of a liberated human consciousness and a
meore rational society. With his students in one of the
art “laboratories’ established by the revolution, he
had undertaken a back-to-basics examination of the
materials and shapes that could serve as foundations
for a new art, and in the 1920s he determined to
turn this analysis toward the reform of such practical
things as chairs and clothing. In this context, abstract
painting’s former ambitions for direct access to the
viewer's consciousness seemed to him readily adapt
able to the task of propagating messages of reform
to the broadest public. Basic geometry and boldly
clarified color could be yoked with eye-catching ty-
pographic elements, and a headline-and-telegram-

64. Kasimir Malevich. Private of the First Division. 1914. Oil on canvas with collage, 21% x 175"
(53.7 x 44.8 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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65. Aleksandr Rodchenko. Packaging for Zebra biscuits. 1924.
Printed, 14V x 516" (36 X 14.5 cm). Private collection

style diction, to disrupt the numbing routines of
tradition, and to open convergent routes toward the
irresistible communication of the government's
credo. It was only a small step more to direct that
feeling toward the good of the state in concrete
terms, such as the purchase of a certain kind of ciga-
rette or light bulb (figs. 65-70).+
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66. Headguarters of the Mosselprom firm, Moscow, 1924, with ad-
vertisements designed by Aleksandr Rodchenko, texts by Viadi-
mir Mayakovsky

Rodchenko’s frequent collaborator, as composer
of the advertising copy, was the poet Vladimir Maya-
kovsky, who was intent on a similar reform of the
word itself. Mayakovksy, who had contributed to
highly simplified propaganda notices displayed in
otherwise empty store windows during the war and
the revolution, developed a keen appreciation for

67. Aleksandr Rodchenko, text by Vladimir Mayakovsky. Wrappers for Our Industry caramels. 1924. Printed, each 3% 3" (8.2 7.7 cm).

Private collection
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68. Aleksandr Rodchenko, text by Vladimir Mayakovsky. Advertisement for Chervonet cigarettes. 1923 (reconstructed by Vavara Stepa-
nova, 1930). Gouache and photopaper, 4% x 1074" (10.8 x 27.6 cm). Private collection

the “poetry” of modern advertising. He found, as
did Marinetti, that the urgent condensation of slo-
gans and headlines was a key expression of the spirit
of the age; given the opportunity to promote the
state’s products, he determined to work directly in
this new syntax, and improve upon it on its own
terms. Hence he counted his formulation of the
catchy tag line for Mosselprom, the state purveyor of
agricultural products, Nigde krome kak v Mossel-
prome (""Nowhere Else But in Mosselprom”’), as a fa-
vorite poetic achievement.™
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69. Kiosk, Moscow, 1926, with a Mosselprom advertisement de-
signed by Aleksandr Rodchenko, text by Viadimir Mayakovsky

For creators with these purposes in view, the star-
tled meetings Picasso and Brague had first arranged
between garrulous publicity and the hermetic avant-
garde seemed to have initiated a romance of destiny.
its progeny were now to leave the café and recon-
quer the street—modern art, Soviet avant-garde
artists believed, was born to communicate, to
persuade, to change minds. Thus they determined to
make a new wholeness from the Cubist and Dada
incongruities, and to turn the idiom of modernism'’s
clubhouse jokes into rhetoric that would move the
masses. Painters turned graphic designers, like Rod-
chenko and El Lissitzky, demonstrated that the
quirky incongruities of Cubist and Dada collages and
papiers collés—the ad hoc combinations of dispa-
rate type sizes, the overlays, occlusions, and tilting
planes, and the abutting of the literal and the ab-
stract—could be understood as the first stammer-
ings of a coherent new public language, more
arresting and efficient than any before it. In their
work, these devices were combined (as John Bowlt
has shown) with lessons learned from indigenous
Russian advertisements of the years before World
War |, which had also employed bold typographic
layouts and slanted lines of print.*® The end result
was a new style of graphic/linguistic expression, rig-
orously machine-tempered and objective, that sent
the word back onto walls, boxes, and book pages,
clothed in modern dress (figs. 71-73).

This in itself would be a remarkable story of reform,
in which the private innovations of Braque and Picas-
s0’s little conversation in 1912 became, by a few in-
termediary steps and within a decade, a signal part
of the official public language of a nation; and in
which parts from the capitalist economic machine
were cannibalized, through avant-garde art, to build
its greatest rival. But the fuller story is still more com-
plex, as the line of influence turns into the trajectory
of a boomerang. The Russians’ modern fusions of
words and design did not simply stay at home as pro-
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70. Aleksandr Rodchenko, text by Viadimir Mayakovsky. Advertisement for light bulbs at Gum, the State Department Store, Moscow.
1923 (reconstructed by Vavara Stepanova, 1930). Gouache and photopaper, 4% x 11%s” (11.3X28.5 em). Private collection

paganda; they were transmitted back to the West
through magazines, books, and posters. (A Rod-
chenko study for the cover of one of these books,
B. Arvatov's On Mayakovsky [fig. 71], provided the
inspiration for the cover of the present volume.)
Emigrés, such as El Lissitzky himself, also carried the
innovations abroad. In Germany especially, Lis-
sitzky's books and the influence of the Bauhaus
spread the new look through the avant-garde, and
then into broader commercial usage in advertising
and packaging.

After the 1925 Universal Exposition of Decorative
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71. Aleksandr Rodchenko. Cover design for On Mayakovsky, by B.
Arvatov. 1923. Gouache and ink on paper, 9% % 6'%" (23.2 x 15.5 cm).
Private collection
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Arts in Paris, where the Russian pavilion made a last-
ing impression on young European designers, the
modernizing trend—by now translated into a nota-
bly looser set of lessons about asymmetry, ""func-
tionally’" clean typefaces, and widened contrasts in
font scales and weights—caught on in mainstream
advertising and publishing, and began to affect post-
ers, billboards, magazine covers, matchbooks, and
product packaging across the continent in the late
twenties and thirties. The self-styled progressive
French publicists, who had generally ignored the
avant-garde developments in the visual arts occur-
ring under their noses in the teens and twenties,
now found themselves taken by a flanking attack, in
which the forces set loose by those same Parisian in-
novations—by Cubist collages and papiers collés
most notably-— came sweeping in from Russia and
Germany to overrun the fort.*® When Picasso or
Braque walked down the boulevards and past the ki-
osks of Paris in the thirties, each passed through a
public world of words that had come to echo in loud
if garbled fashion, and often with a Russian or Ger-
man inflection, their private dialect of 1912.%7

The process by which all these changes took place
is one that seems to involve some of the largest,
most potent forces of our age: the rise of mass jour-
nalism, the advance of modern advertising, and the
relation of European capitalism and American sales
techniques to Soviet communism. But the more
closely we look at the process, the more it appears to
have been driven by the work of a few people who
formed small cliques, which in turn controlled little
magazines, which in turn helped constitute larger
communities of taste, and so on. We can see that
typography got into moderin art to begin with
through a private round of one-upping competition
among two or three artists; and that the idea spread
and transformed itself as it provided a tool for other
purposes in other corners of the avant-garde, by a
chain of identifiable individuals like Marinetti and
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72. Aleksandr Rodchenko. Cover design for the prospectus of the firstissue of Lef. 1923. Printed, 874 x 5% (22.5 x 14.3 cm). Private collection
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73. El Lissitzky. "“The Sun,” from Dyla Golosa (“For the Voice"), by
Viadimir Mayakovsky (Berlin: RSFSR State Publishing House, 1923)

small groups like the Berlin Dada artists. Through
transmitting agents like Lissitzky, this also seems to
be the way the new typographic styles began to re-
bound back into broad usage in commerce. The less
charted parts of the tale, though, are the later ones,
where the reprise of modernized graphics by maga-
zines and packaging designers tends to remain in the
realm of collective anonymity—the magazine “"busi-
ness’’ or the advertising "industry’’—because far
less about the individuals and factions within those
corporate entities has been published, or even
acknowledged.

Luckily, though, one of the key agents in this later
part of the story identified himself through his writ-
ings, and reflected on the larger history as well. Me
hemed Fehmy Agha, who formed his tastes in
Germany in the 1920s and thus had direct experi-
ence of the work of pioneering modern graphic de-
signers such as Lissitzky, was called to America by
the publisher Condé Nast in 1929. “Dr.” Agha, as he
was known, subsequently redesigned American
Vogue and other publications in a way that helped
bring the United States into the wave of moderniza
tion of type styles and layout sweeping Europe.®®
And in 1931, Agha wrote a brief but acute article
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74. Pablo Picasso. Head of a Man. 1912. Ink and pasted paper on paper, 24% x 184"
(63 x 47 am). Musée d'Art Moderne, Villeneuve-d'Ascq. Gift of Genevieve and Jean

Masurel

that gave an overview of one particular element in
the changes he had lived through and affected: the
emergence of sans serif as the official family of type-
faces constituting the modern style.”®

Picasso, Brague, and Gris, as we noted earlier,
recurrently plucked out of newspapers and ads ex-
amples from a certain class of typefaces: chunky,
utilitarian, and bearing either blocky serifs or none at
all (figs. 16, 74). When they did that, around 1912
15, these forms were hangovers of the crude poster
typefaces of the previous century (fig. 75). The first
sans-serif faces, after 1800, may have owed some-
thing to the emulation of archaic stone inscriptions
from antiquity, as a part of neoclassicism; but a
great many of the most prominent ones had been
devised out of the necessity, in the huge wooden
pieces of type used for posters, to eliminate serifs
that would have been especially vulnerable to the
physical pressures of printing. The Cubists’ selection
of these workaday characters from the printer’s bin,
dated and utterly lacking in anything one could call
style, represented what Agha called "a light Gallic
joke," that then was taken up in earnest by outsiders
in Germany and Russia. (The Futurists, too, adopted
rudely bold poster type for the masthead of their
journal Lacerba; and Picasso responded positively by
including that masthead in one of his works [fig.

76].) In the context of the broad and fast-spreading
influence of Cubist and Dada innovations in collage
and papier collé, outsiders saw the direct simplicity
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75. Plate from Deberny & Peignot, Spécimen résumé (Paris, 1894)




76. Pablo Picasso. Pipe, Wineglass, Newspaper, Guitar, and Bottle of Vieux Marc: Lacerba. 1914.
Pasted paper, oil, and chalk on canvas, 28% x 23%" (73.2 x 59.4 cm). Peggy Guggenheim Collection,
Venice; The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation

of these letters, isolated or in word fragments, as an
essential element in the new look of modernity. And
these eager innovators then formulated procedures
that would capture that look—by imposing pro-
grammatically tilted type lines and sudden scale
shifts, and also by devising new, no-nonsense,
“functional” sans-serif type fonts. The vogue for the
new typefaces, seemingly so attuned to the machine
age in their stripped-down bareness, then spread
through magazines to expositions and eventually
back out into the broadest currents of public print in
the 1930s.%° Nor does the story stop there; the page
you are now reading is set in a sans-serif type that
was designed in 1976 and could be counted among
the distant consequences of the changes we have
been charting.

Agha saw that the history of sans-serif type was a
wheel: starting from the lowest, least prestigious
strata of public currency, moving up by artists' selec-
tion into rarefied levels of avant-garde experiment,
and from there revolving back around to reenter,
and transform, the widest currency of public lan-
guage. His typographical mini-history involved only
matters of the form and style of the modern world of
words, rather than more telling issues of its content;
but it points out some basic facts of twentieth-
century history that are useful to recognize. Above

all, it suggests that the world of modern public lan
guage and that of avant-garde innovation are not ir-
revocably separate domains, but parallel historical
developments, which have recurrently engaged in
exchanges, in both directions. The story is one In
which modern art was neither simply an enemy of
modern commercial culture nor just an occasional
poacher on its territory, but a partner in a complex
pas de deux of give-and-take: the one drew from
the other, and then vice versa. Agha's wheel is a pat-
tern of linkages and transformations that moves
things from one category to another, from one use
to another, and from one level of consideration to
another. Rather than trying to define isolating bar-
riers and divisions, it sketches a case for the interde-
pendence, within modern art, between playful
aesthetic innovation and powerful social activism,
and between things that seem merely utilitarian,
even shopworn, and things that, in the hands of an
artist, can become potent, meaningful, and com-
plex. In this sense, the little tale about type may also
be a typical tale—and its wheel-like motion worth
remembering in the larger cycle of modern art’s in-
terchanges with popular culture. Those who prefer
their categories static—with low, utilitarian graphics
remaining comfortably distinct from the language
of high art, or avant-garde innovations remaining
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77. Kurt Schwitters. The Kots Picture, 1920. Collage, 105 x 7%" (27 X 19.5 cm). Sprengel Museum, Hannover
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fiercely inassimilable to mundane commercial pur-
poses—are in for frustration and disappointment in
this turning world.

Agha saw the cycle of give-and-take between mod-
ern art and the world of commerce and journalism as
a revolving comedy of manners. Others might view
that wheel as the one on which modern art is
broken, by the inexorable descent of vanguard ideals
into trivial currency.®’ But any vision that would re-
quire true art to be imperviously resistant to the
common life of the public market, or that would re-
quire us to separate the vanguard from the vulgar
without allowance for fruitful crossover, is a vision ill
suited to contend with modern history in its larger
workings, and inadequate to embrace the lived ex-
periences of modern artists.

Locally, Cubist collages and papiers collés show
that the most hermetic formal speculations may be
perfectly commensurate with cheap humor and
mundane popular diversions. And even more point-
edly, these little assemblages insist that an openness
to unconsidered possibilities within seemingly trivial
things that everyone shares may be a privileged
route to the most remarkable cultural changes. The
consequences of Cubism show, too, that an artist
can generate from the public world of words the
basis for several things at once. From it may come
authentic new work of great difficulty and contrar-
iness, or powerful new styles of mass persuasion, or
disorienting languages of critique and protest, or
trivial manners of decoration. And all of these may
coexist without contradiction, within the same ep-
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och, the same city, or even the same life, in the com-
pass of a day or an hour. Consider in this regard a
final example that belies the application of neatly
separated categories: the case of the German Dada
artist Kurt Schwitters, for whom Picasso’s and
Braque's way of assembling printed ephemera was
the key to developing a personal manner of living
within, but against the grain of, the provincial
burgher society of Hannover.

The name for Schwitters's art, Merz, was originally
just a clipping from komMERZ ("'commerce”) in one
collage of the late teens. But then he decided, in a
self-conscious marketing strategy, to adopt this
word fragment systematically as a brand name for
his work, his attitude, and himself: by the late 1920s
he could say, “Now | call myself Merz.""*> Nor was
this label arbitrary. In the printed world where the
Cubists had found games and dreams, Schwitters
found crap: Merz, though meaningless in itself, is
close to the French slang, merde, for excrement.
That combination of blank unfamiliarity and covert
scatology satisfied his paradoxical aesthetic, in which
zeal for pure, new, abstract languages cohabited
with a hoarding instinct for society's detritus. If Jou
was a serendipitous logo for the Cubists’ playful sub-
version of public language, the Merz trademark
served as an apt emblem of Schwitters's ambivalent
involvement in, and contempt for, a world built on
business.

Schwitters set out to make “new art forms from
the remains of a former culture.”** His mature as-
semblages are compiled wholly from detritus; and
the signs of usage and decomposition—cuts, tears,
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78. Kurt Schwitters. The Saddler Portfolio. 1922. Collage, 15% % 22" (38.4 x 55.8 cm). Collection E. W. Kornfeld, Berlin
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79. Kurt Schwitters. Figurine. 1921. Collage, 6% x 3%4" (17.3 X 9.2 cm). Private collection

partiality itself—play an evident, expressive role. He
often dwelt on a world gone by, fashioning mock-
sentimental tributes to imagined ladies by clipping
clothing ads in which the ornate typefaces and
blandly idealized wood-engravings epitomized com-
placent materialism (figs. 77—79). A cigarette pack,
with its evocations of faraway places, could be the
material for a romantic dialogue with a woman’s
name (fig. 80). This vein of evident nostalgia, like his
hoarder's sense of horror vacui (fig. 81), sets the
work well away from the more confident, spacious

Cubist works that preceded it.

Schwitters's frugal, twine-saver’s art trafficked not
in words for cognacs, cafés, and concerts, but in tiny
tram tickets, wrappers from much-loved chocolates,
and labels from small, torn packages. It had less to
do with sociability than with solitary wanderings,
real and imagined, and diaristic fantasies; instead of
savoring hot headlines and crude humor, it aimed to
wrest more uncertain meanings from thoroughly
perfunctory public notices (DOGS MUST BE KEPT ON
LEASH), the most weary clichés, and snippets of re-
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80. Kurt Schwitters. Miss Blanche. 1923. Collage, 6% x 5" (15.9 x 12.7 em). Collec-
tion Dr. Werner Schmalenbach, Diisseldorf

81. Kurt Schwitters. Untitled (Kwatta). 1928. Collage, 6% x 434" (17 x 12.5 cm). Present where-
abouts unknown
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82. Kurt Schwitters. Eva Stee. 1937-38. Collage, 9% x 74" (24.8 % 19.4 cm). Courtesy Marlborough Fine Art, London

fuse, by displacing them from their original contexts
into new, illogical relationships. His intimately scaled
collages, like his poetry, cherished the genteel disori-
entation of these used, wholly banal things, or
words, or phrases. The tender form of art that results
is at once sentimental and ironic, tidy and trashy,
commonplace and intensely personal.

If this is remote from Parisian sociability, it seems
further still from Futurist clamor, and Russian propa-
ganda. Schwitters's art tears, fold by fold and scrap
by scrap, the words of a private, intimate dialogue
from the mundane registers of the public word. Yet,
surprisingly, he also had a "second identity,” which
belongs firmly within the story of modernization and
reform encountered in Soviet propaganda and ad-
vertising. One of Schwitters's close associates and
occasional collaborators was El Lissitzky; and Schwit-
ters’s writings on typography show he understood
Lissitzky's lessons well: simple, clear typefaces, com-
posed in a way that suggested machine-like imper-
sonality, with nothing ornamental, and detached
letters used as independent, abstract symbols. With

these precepts in mind, Schwitters opened his own
graphic-design business in Hannover in 1924 (fig.
83). He enjoyed notable success in devising sleekly
modern ads and packaging for the manufacturer of
Pelikan inks (fig. 84), and eventually won—in a poi-
gnant irony that put the ragman in charge of the
cloth mill—the contract for production of the city of
Hannover's official printed matter.

This odd, Penelope-like double existence—mak-
ing the public's print by day, and tearing it up by
night—makes Schwitters a special figure in the story
of art’s early encounter with the public world of
words. His working on two fronts embodies the bi-
furcated evolution of the Cubists’ innovations with
found language and letters. On the one hand, the
“liberation’” of words, which snatched them from
their public contexts and scattered their fragments
within a composition of abstracted form, gave new
options to those modernizers who sought an insist
ently unsubjective and impersonal art, bent variously
on declamation, criticism, and persuasion. On the
other, the model of an art built on private jokes and
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83. Kurt Schwitters. Double-page spread from the pamphiet Die
neue Gestaltung in der Typographie. c. 1925. Printed, 5% x 8"

(14.9 x 21.6 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Jan Tschi-
chold Collection, Gift of Philip Johnson
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84. Kurt Schwitters. Double-page spread from "Typoreklame”

issue of Merz, 1924. Printed, 1138 x 174" (29 x 44 cm). Collection
Merrill C. Berman

carefully preserved snippets of ephemera also sug-
gested a new way that personal fantasy, nostalgia,
and intimate psychic complexities could build their

own nests with threads from the fabric of a mass
commercial society.

The simultaneities of Schwitters’'s early life take
place, however, and Agha's wheel turns, wholly
within the circle of the printed word. In this cycle of
modern artists engaged with the products of the
modern world, we never seem to step outside' the
world of words that are pre-processed by social
functions such as journalism, advertising, and pack
aging. We might well expect that the relation be
tween artists and their sources in urban culture

would change if the language at issue were still fur-
ther outside the domain of art

not on up-to-date
posters and newsprint, but in the raw, immemorial

vernacular of the streets. And that scarred and ob-
scure field of writing is our next concern.
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1. Giacomeo Balla. Bankruptcy. 1902. Oil on canvas, 46% % 63%" (116 % 160 cm). Museum Ludwig, Cologne



B hen Picasso and Braque stopped
" on the boulevard to look up at
the possibilities in newsprint and
billboards, they felt the winds of
modernity’s springtime in their
faces. But in 1902, when Gia-
como Balla looked down at tan-
gled chalk marks closer to the
: : gutter (figs. 1, 2), he inhaled an-
other atmosphere, vented from the underside of soci-
ety in a form that seemed stagnantly invariant. In
opposition to the snappy, upbeat look of the new pub-
licity, here was a kind of public “writing"" that was
clumsy, untutored, willfully destructive, and ignorant
of pretense to commercial utility. Across the shiny
surface of progress's yes, it scrawled a stubbornly
atavistic no.

Yet this kind of scrawl has now become an inevita-
ble, inescapable fixture of modern experience. As the
tide-line left by an irrepressible social current, it has
in the past quarter centu
ry flowed down every
city street in the Western
world, over concrete road-
way barriers, brimming to
the top of subway cars,

coating park benches, toi-
let stalls, and monuments §
alike. And an equally un- §
avoidable counterflow of &
opinion has tried to press
it on our minds as the au-
thentic signature of our i
overenergized but rotting
cities. It has been praised B
and damned as the telling
upsurge of the “primitive"
into the present, and has
been embraced as the last authentic domain of a "'nat-
ural” expressive art. In an age of processed informa-
tion, this guerrilla channel gives us raw news from
society's margins: the writings on public walls appear
to manifest libido without limits; an urge to defile, tri
umphant over respect for property or fear of law; and
the shrieking, antisocial assertion of “me" against all
civic constraint. Like crime, poverty, and other intracta-
ble features of human society, it seems to take on a
new intensity and range of meaning in the present, as
its very persistence mocks proud hopes for a modernity
nobly different from the past.

Anyone who has lived through these past twenty-
five years knows that this kind of writing has a sharply
defined contemporary history, marked by the advent
of new media, an ebb and flow of styles, moments of
invention, strands of development, and periods of ex-
haustion. But in longer-range terms, it has had no re
corded history: we know precious little about it,
because apparently no one but we, and our immediate
ancestors in Western culture, have ever cared to know.
We blithely think of inscribing and drawing on public

walls as a universal part of human nature, familiar in
varying guises to all societies from the Pleistocene to
Pompeii. Yet, while we can show that ancient Egyp
tians and Romans commonly scratched names and
messages onto monuments, there is no sign that any-
one, until the eighteenth and especially the nineteenth
century, thought this was a separate, special category
of activity worthy of any notice. And the distinctions
we now make between licit and illicit markings, or be
tween adornment and defacement, involve ex-post-
facto categories that ill accommodate a range of
instances stretching from commissioned votive prayers
on Nubian temples to pictograms scratched on Mayan
stelae and explorers’ marks in the American deserts
(fig. 3). To lump all these marks from the past togeth
er, and relate them to the walls around us, we have
settled on a blanket term of convenience, originally
adopted by nineteenth-century archeologists: graffiti
And in every sense of its meaning to us, graffiti is a
recent discovery.

We will never be able to
write a full history, back
through the ages, of what
graffiti has been: for one
thing, practitioners and
" enemies alike have ef-
| faced the evidence a thou-
sand times over. But we
8 can sketch the history,
B over the past two centu-
ries, of what we have
| thought it to be, and of
| how we came to think
about it at all. The story of
that discovery is inter-
twined with the story of
modern art’s origins and
development. Yet for any-
one prone to global generalizations about the relation-
ship between easel art and street art, it is a cautionary

-tale. Unlike the history of words and typefaces, which

centered on the innovative phenomena of modern
publicity, this is a history of how new attitudes came to
embrace something very old—how fresh possibilities
and modern poetics came to be found where only im-
memorial, unregenerate vandalism seemed to lie. And
the story advances with an altogether different, sur-
prising rhythm, as an intellectual prelude in the last
century sets up a special combination of prepared ex
pectations and postponed conclusions in this one.

Bankruptcy (fig. 1) seems to be the first painting ever
to give center stage to graffiti. But by the time Balla
painted it, archeologists, linguists, and sociologists had
been thinking seriously about the subject for more
than a century—and studiously ignoring it for at least
half a century more than that. There had been rare
mentions of graffiti in literature before the mid-
eighteenth century, and even curiosities like the jocular

compendium of “bog-house” messages (bathroom
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2. Giacomo Balla. Study for Bankruptcy. 1902. Crayon on paper,
3% x 34" (9.5 x 8.2 cm). Private collection, Rome

epigrams, also known as “latrinalia”) published in Lon-
don in 1731." The excavation of Pompeii that began in
1748, however, opened a fresh set of possibilities for
this subject’s entry into recorded history, Vesuvius's
eruption in A.D. 79 had preserved in Pompeii a unigue,
freeze-frame record of antiquity; and when it was un-
covered, modern eyes saw pristine evidence of every-
day chalked and scratched wall inscriptions, preserved
from the overlays and effacements that had long since
covered their like in exposed sites. On these walls as
nowhere else, a wealth of oaths and imprecations,
drawings and historical references, prayers and ob-
scenities, put the flesh (sometimes all too weak and
human) of daily life back onto the noble skeleton of an
idealized ancient culture.

Yet, in an early demonstration of a rule that has
shaped the whole history of graffiti's “discovery,” all
this was largely ignored until observers were prepared
to make something of it. The Pompeian graffiti appar-
ently had nothing to say to those who looked at it with
tastes informed by nascent neoclassicism. Though the
inscriptions were recorded in the reports of the ex-
cavations, and mentioned briefly in at least two late
eighteenth-century studies, more than eighty years
elapsed between the start of digging and the publica-
tion of the first serious remarks on their content.?

Serious historical documentation of graffiti began
only in the early years of the nineteenth century, at the
time of the Napoleonic incursions into Egypt, when
French scholars, such as Jacques-Joseph and Jean-
Francois Champollion (the latter was decoder of the
Rosetta stone), resolved to base their study of the exot-
ic and ancient on a diligent notation of all the textual
evidence inscribed on monuments and ruins.” Such
objective scrutiny of previously uncharted phenomena
was characteristic of the emerging Romantic frame of

mind. But equally new with Romanticism was a
heightened admiration for popular-cultural features,
such as folk song, that had formerly been thought
merely debased and inferior. And as this sentiment de-
veloped, simple documentary attention to graffiti was
gradually supplanted by a special apprediation for un-
official inscriptions as a singular class of evidence, that
afforded a particular insight into the mores of past cul-
tures—including, after this long delay, Pompeii’s.
English visitors of the early 1830s remarked on
the graffiti, and one of them, the Rev. Christopher
Wordsworth, devoted a book-length study to the In-
scriptiones Pompeianae.* But these early notices® dis-
claimed any regard for the aesthetic quality of what
they saw, and bridled at discussing the numerous ob-
scenities (which were evidence, Wordsworth sniffed,
of the moral depravity underlying the beauty of the an-
cient city’s décor). In the ensuing years, not just the
textual evidence but the look of the walls themselves
became more thoroughly documented. The lItalian
scholar E M. Avellino published engraved reproduc-
tions of some of the inscriptions in 1841 (fig. 4),° and
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3. Timothy O'Sullivan. Historic Spanish Record of the Conquest,
Inscription Rock. 1873. Albumen print. National Archives, Washing-
ton, D.C.

in 1856 Raphael Garrucci brought out a larger study
that became widely known (figs. 5-7).7 Garruci,
whose book is the most important early treatment of
the subject, extended the meaning of graffiti, till then
a paleographer’s term, to include popular wall draw-
ings as well as discursive inscriptions. Subsequent ar-
cheology of antique and Christian Rome uncovered
more pockets of such unofficial markings (fig. 8).%
These ancient “demotic’’ or “cursive” inscriptions
interested historians for what they said about those
who inscribed them; but others began speculating on
what such marks revealed about human nature in gen-
eral, and about art in particular. In an 1848 treatise,
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4. Pompeian wall inscriptions, from Cav. F. M. Avellino, Osservazioni sopra alcune iscrizioni e disegni graffiti sulle mura di Pompei (Naples:

Stamperia Reale, 1841), figs. 2, 3, 1
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the Swiss artist Rodolphe Tépffer expressed delight at
learning that the wall drawings of Pompeii and Hercu-
laneum (which apparently he knew only by reports) re-
sembled the drawings of children and the art of
“savages.” He took all these things as evidence for a
common, universal point of origin for all art and all
ideas of beauty. That origin lay, Topffer asserted, not in
the instinct to imitate appearances, but in an urge to
give material form to mental conceptions. And he felt
the rude, schematic nature of the excavated wall
drawings bore witness to this unchanging, innate
dominance of invention over imitation in all human
expression.”

= |

5. “Serpentis lusus. . . . ” Pompeian wall inscription, from Raphael
Garrucd, Graffiti de Pompéi, 2nd ed. (Paris: Benjamin Duprat, 1856),
pl. 6, no. 1
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6. “Psyce.” Pompeian \ /
wall inscription, from \ //
Garrucd, Graffiti de \-.lv /'

Pompéi, pl. 16, no. 8

In his 1865 study of caricature, the French champi-
on of folk song Champfleury followed the same line
of thinking, and took the crucial step of seeing one
of the most famous of Pompeian graffiti (fig. 9) in
aesthetic terms. He argued that it was a painter’s
first idea for a composition, with the same traits of
impetuous brevity he admired in Delacroix’s initial
sketches.'® If the general thrust of graffiti study was
toward a new knowledge of the lower orders,
Champfleury, more explicitly than Topffer, linked
this to a notion of genius: the essential fire of an
artist, he felt, already appeared in those rare older
expressions that were urgent, unpremeditated delin-
eations of ideas.
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7. Unidentified Pompeian wall inscriptions, from Garrucci, Graffiti
de Pompéi, pl. 29, nos. 1-4,7, 8
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B. Inscriptions over a wall painting of Saint Cornelius, from Abbé
Martigny, Dictionnaire des antiquités chrétiennes, 3rd ed. (Paris:
Librairie Hachette, 1889), p. 336




9. Gladiator scene. Pompeian wall drawing, from Garrucdi, Graffiti de Pompéi, pl. 29, no. 6
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TATOUAGEE DE CRIMINKLS

10. Tattoos of criminals, from Cesare Lombroso, Les Palimpsestes
des prisons (Lyon: A. Storck; Paris: G. Masson, 1894), fig. 23

These first responses to graffiti were based on a
positive idea of primitivism, which saw in all untu-
tored drawings a valuable residue of the primary

urge to create. But decades later, amid pseudo-
Darwinian concepts of evolutionary progress, the
idea that graffiti was essentially a primitive form took
on a less appealing coloration. At the end of the
nineteenth century, when sociologists finally direct-
ed serious study toward modern Western society’s
own wall inscriptions, they focused exclusively on
the graffiti in prison cells—recording and classifying
it, in the same way they examined the slang of low-
life types, in order to discern the distinctive states of
mind of thieves, murderers, and their ilk. Less formal
compendiums of folkways like the Rev. J. W. Hors-
ley's Jottings from Jail (1887) gave way to such
"“scientifically'"” serious tomes as Dr. Emile Laurent's
Les Habitués des prisons de Paris (1890) and Cesare
Lombroso's Les Palimpsestes des prisons (1894), and
the study of graffiti became associated with theories
of criminality as atavism (fig. 10).""

Lombroso might be taken as a harbinger of to-
day's rogue-chromosome theories of criminal behav-
ior; he was best known for his general notion that
criminality was hereditary, and that criminals were
throwbacks to earlier evolutionary states. Along
these lines, he saw graffiti as the recurrence of an
original form of language, which he linked both to
the infantile desire to scribble and to the revelation

o GRAFFIT
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ot the unconscious in the unguarded drawings of
geniuses. Havelock Ellis followed this same reason-
ing in The Criminal (1890, rev. 1903), when he saw
the human tendency to make graffiti as “scarcely,
distinguishable from the instinct which leads to the
production of heroic works of art.'"'* In each case,
graffiti was taken seriously, only to be stigmatized as
the unevolved, regressive behavior of the socially
dysfunctional.

These psychologically oriented studies were finally
extended beyond the sphere of pathology in the se-
ries of articles on graffiti published by G. H. Luquet,
beginning in 1910. Luquet gathered his evidence
from the walls along Parisian streets, from barracks
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11. Genital graffiti, from G. H. Luquet, “Sur la survivance des carac-
teres du dessin enfantin dans des graffiti a indications sexuelles,”
Anthropophyteia, 7 (1910), p. 530

and toilet stalls. For him, exactly the kind of obscene
drawings which had seemed so base and unworthy
to early writers on Pompeii were of special interest,
as markers of universally shared preoccupations
(figs. 11-14). Luquet sought to make specific, struc-
tural connections between the manners of rendering
in primitive art, children’s art, and the graffiti of
adults. All of these, he felt, showed the innate pre-
dominance of what he called “logical realism."”” This
way of drawing stressed the depiction of attributes
thought important, whether they were visible or
not: when male genitals were drawn, for example,
the testicles would appear as circles inside the scro-
tum (figs. 11, 14). Luquet felt the evidence showed
that this conceptual mode of representation was in-
nate, while “visual realism,” which only rendered
appearances, had to be learned.'™ By World War |,
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12. Urinating figures, from Luguet, “Sur la survivance des caractéres
du dessin enfantin,” p. 534
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14. Genital graffiti, from G. H. Luquet, “Sur un cas d’homonymie
graphique: Sexe et visage humain,” Anthropophyteia, 7 (1910),
p. 536




then, Tépffer's initial intuition about the universal
origins of “'childish” and "'savage™ art in basic men-
tal processes of creative conception had been cod-
ified in modern psychology and anthropology; and
both the criminality and sexuality of graffiti had be-
come established parts of its appeal to science.

Well before such writers on graffiti had become
interested in the ways children and criminals might
be like artists, however, there had already been a
modest echoing tradition, in which artists seem to
have enjoyed thinking of themselves as children and
criminals. In the seventeenth century Pieter Saenre-
dam and Gerard Houckgeest, Dutch painters who
depicted the spare interiors of Protestant churches,
painted in their signatures as if scratched on the
church piers, along with the other childish drawings
they recorded on these columns—a gently self-
humbling idea of the artist as scribbler, with some

, A

15. Charles-Joseph Traviés. “La Poire est devenue populaire!,”
from Le Charivari, April 28, 1833. The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. Gift of Arthur Sachs, 1923 (23.92.1)

overtone of a vanitas marking by a passing actor on a
permanent stage.'* Their contemporary colleague in
Rome, Pieter van Laer, showed his rowdy fellows in a
more secular setting and earthier mood, scrawling
their names and various farcical caricatures on a tav-
ern wall.'® And in an exceptional journal made be-
tween 1780 and 1787, Mes inscripcions, the French
writer Restif de La Bretonne evoked himself as
graffiti-maker in still more complex terms.'® Despite
the mockery of urchins who often defaced his work,
Restif took a bittersweet pleasure from inscribing
various spots in Paris with the record (solemnly ren-
dered in Latin) of telling moments in his life, and
then periodically returning to see how his marks
were faring. (Recent art-world language would class
this as a "'process piece."’) Restif's work was a kind of
diary, in which the graffiti served as a stimulus for
meditations on mortality and the passage of time—a
way to map the author’s private existence on the
public fabric of Paris, and vice versa.

16. J. J. Grandville. Artist drawing his name on a graffiti-covered
wall, from Cent Proverbes (Paris: H. Fournier, 1845), p. 354

Such rare early documents linked the creator’s ac-
tivity with that of innocents, or of lovers who mark
their trysting spots. But nineteenth-century instances
are more explicit about the criminality of graffiti, and
the artist’s identification with that outlaw aspect.
Daumier's contemporary Charles-Joseph Traviés
imagined street urchins propagating his colleague
Philipon’s insulting caricature of King Louis-Philippe
as a pear (poire means something like “fathead” in
French slang), and implicitly associated the outsider
aggression of his trade, political satire, with the irrev-
erent and irrepressible crudities of street art (fig. 15).
The caricaturist J. J. Grandville showed himself, with
a furtive glance over the shoulder, adding his signa-
ture to the roster of graffiti on an oft-marred wall
(fig. 16). In each case, the satirist implicitly adopted

17. James Ensor. The Pisser. 1887, Etching, 6 x 4% (14.9 x 10.8 am).
Private collection, Brussels
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18. Vittorio Corcos. Portrait of Yorick. 1889. Oil on canvas, 6'6%"x55%"
(200 % 141 cm). Museo Civico Giovanni Fattori, Livorno

the urban scrawler’s marginal role as antiauthoritar-
ian bad boy—and perhaps fantasized about a form
of art that could communicate the most aggressive
impulses directly to the public without censorship or
compromise. In a less romanticized vision, the Bel-
gian painter James Ensor "inscribed’’ imprecations
against himself (ENSOR EST UN Fou ["“Ensor is a mad-
man"| appears just over the graffiti drawing in fig.
17), and then had his surrogate figure defame the

defamation, by urinating against the offending wall.
And in a final, Realist instance from 1889 that brings
us back, close to the milieu of Balla's Bankruptcy, the
ltalian painter Vittorio Corcos showed the critic Pie-
tro Ferrigni against a graffiti-decked wall, on which a
crude, potbellied figure seems both a mocking echo
of the subject himself and a good-humored homage
by the artist to the more pungent immediacy of an-
other style of rendering (figs. 18, 19)."”

19. Vittorio Corcos. Portrait of Yorick (detail)




in both intellectual and visual terms, then, the chron-
icle of early interest in graffiti is one that we might
imagine was approaching its logical conclusion,
around the time of World War |, in the emergence of
these markings and drawings on public walls as a
source of inspiration for modern artists. We can see
that all the elements were available for this renegade
form to take its place among other kinds of low art
and non-art—folk broadsides, children’s drawings,
tribal art, and others—whose styles would be em- to do with his later ventures into a geometrically
braced by the avant-garde as antinaturalistic anti-

based abstraction.'®
dotes to established standards, and as affronts to
common notions of trained technique.

at odds with the misty residue of “scientific’’ pointil-
lism in the painting. Unlike the typical Futurist cele-
brations of things to come, the picture bears
impassive witness to what is ending, and what re-
mains unreformed: the casualties of modern capital-
ism and the crude impulse to deface. A mordant bit
of social reporting on the look of failure and abuse, it
has little to do with the chronophotographic dyna-
mism of Balla's later Futurist canvases, and still less

The other early modern work obliquely related to
graffiti, a whimsical piece of smut by a Frenchman

bent on renouncing painting altogether, was even
further from Havelock Ellis's
sion came to have a sharp impact on early modern

artists, graffiti did not. Tribal art helped catalyze
some of Picasso’s most impressive innovations, folk P
painting influenced Vasily Kandinsky's abstraction, M
and children’s drawings affected the work of Paul
Klee; but, as measured both by the record of state-
ments and manifestoes and by the visual evidence,
graffiti remained almost entirely beyond the pale.

Yet the story does not have that expected result;
for, while those other forms of “untutored’ expres-

“instinct which leads

It is tricky to speculate on why something did not
happen, but it would seem fair to venture some ] INnGE
guesses. Graffiti as a whole is a composite phenom- ! %s
enon, part childish prank, part adult insult. It is
whimsical and political, amused and angry, witty and
obscene, often tending toward the palimpsest, and
made up of elements of imagery, writing, and simple
marking. One part of that mix, caricatural drawing, 5
was taken into modern art from other sources (ex-
amined in the next chapter). For the rest, Guillaume
Apollinaire may have had graffiti's peculiar combina-
tions of words and images in mind when he made
his experimental poem-pictures of 1913-16, the
Calligrammes, published in 1918 (fig. 20); such im-
agistic arrangements can be found as far back as the
serpent from Pompeii (fig. 5). And the words in-

scribed across several paintings by the Russian avant-
garde artists Mikhail

Larionov and Aleksandr
Shevchenko around 1911—12 may also count graffiti

among their sources of inspiration.'® But in general
graffiti was perhaps perceived, despite the elements

to the production of heroic works of art.”" In 1919
of atavism many claimed to see in it, as an urban and Marcel Duchamp produced a small “rectified
street-smart phenomenon, barren of the connota-

Readymade” in the form of a photomechanical re-
tions of exotic liberty from Western knowledge, or of
unspoiled purity, that made folk or tribal art attrac

tive. Also, the typical aleatory and additive look of
graffiti lacked the concision of form that was inspir-
ing in, say, African sculpture; and, finally, the associ-
ations it carried were perhaps more strongly those of

wear and tear, decay and degradation, than of pri-
mordial originality.

20. Guillaume Apollinaire. "Il pleut,” from Calligrammes (Paris
1918)

production of the Mona Lisa, to which he added a
pencil mustache and the letters LH.0.0.0. (fig. 21; as
every French schoolboy knew then, and as every
American art history student knows now, these let-
ters pronounced in French yield something very like
"Elle a chaud au cul,” or roughly, “She’s got a hot

ass’’). Since Balla's painting is still essentially a piece

of Realist reportage, this little card is arguably the
Two exceptions, early works that do take notice of

first fully modern work to incorporate graffiti into its
graffiti, tend to confirm such suspicions. Balla's
Bankruptcy stems from a period of his painting that
charts the gritty working life of the modern city. The
random handwriting of the down-and-out, which he

studied in a preparatory drawing (fig. 2), was wholly

strategies. But it does so in a way directly contrary to
the high-minded estimations by Lombroso, Ellis, and
Lugquet of the raw atavism expressed in such mark-
ings. Duchamp's little defacement identifies graffiti-

writing as a reactive rather than creative activity,
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21. Marcel Duchamp. LH.0.0.Q. 1919. Rectified Readymade: pencil on a reproduction, 7% x 474"

(19.7 x 12.4 cm). Private collection

absorbed in criticizing or commenting on what oth-
ers have done, rather than in direct self-expression.
The supposed sanctity of the high tradition (made
freshly accessible to "'street-level" response by pho-
toreproduction) finds its debunking antagonist in
the parasitic graffito "adjustment”—positioning
graffiti not as the ancestral cousin of high painting,
but as its incorrigibly méchant juvenile sibling. If Du-
champ is suggesting that the two are alike, it is at the
expense of a former ideal of art, not to the credit of a
new ideal of graffiti. The proposal here is that the
modern artist may act like the street artist, not in the
recuperation of some preverbal barbaric force, but in

a cynical, knowing irreverence, and in the sniping
use of crudely barbed wit against established
shibboleths.

This gesture suited Duchamp's ideas perfectly. His
notion of a modern art at the service of the mind
made Topffer's and Luquet’'s concerns beside the
point: it concerned itself neither with imitation
(which the postcard suggests has become outmoded
by technology) nor with innate conceptualization,
but with transformation, transposition, critique, and
subversion. By using the same kind of commonplace,
off-color wordplay that Picasso and Braque had
made from newspaper mastheads and headlines,




L.H.0.0.Q. smirks with a specifically Duchampian,
urbanely self-conscious perversity. The mustached
Mona Lisa involved a sophisticated in-joke about the
model’s (and Leonardo's) ambivalent sexuality, as
well as Duchamp’s own interests (he later created a
transvestite alter ego, Rrose Sélavy).”? Although
common and public, the joke is thus at the same
time inbred and personal. And the piece as a whole
has nothing to do with the sprawling, messy vitality
sometimes associated with wall scribblings; instead,
its studied parsimony is consistent with Duchamp's
particular idea of economy, producing big perturba-
tions by an elegant little gesture and a minute ex-
penditure of energy. The graffito here enters
modern art not, as might be expected, as the sign of
the outsider’s impulsive, raw expressiveness, but as a
vehicle for a bit of in-house gamesmanship—a mat-
ter, like so much else in Duchamp'’s art, of knowing
and violating specific decorums, rather than simply
being asocial or antisocial.

History would of course not care a whit for this
little jeu d'esprit were it not from Duchamp'’s hand,
and if it did not resonate within a complex career of
contrariness and provocation. The gesture of the
mustache made in that context has carried an alto-
gether different weight and set of meanings from
similar mustaches made by countless others before
and since. And within the development of modern
art, what might seem a trifling one-time stunt is ac-
tually a tart foretaste of some of the complexities of
what is to come—an anomaly that unsettles some
clichéd expectations, and points to some larger rules.

We might suppose, for example, that modern art-
ists bring graffiti into art like a rap musician into a
cotillion, to bust up stale conventions and put us
back in touch with what is really happening on the
street. This would dovetail with the general idea that
forms of low or mass art are a collectively generated
“reality” of twentieth-century life which art must
constantly break conventions to accommodate—or
indeed which provides (in the face of exhausted or
inadequate resources within artistic tradition) the
new forms that allow artists to confront life more
directly.

In fact, though, the story of graffiti has more to do
with changes that first occur within art, changes that
then permit artists to see new possibilities in what
was previously ignored—and ultimately to derive a
complex range of individual poetics from forms that
had once seemed too trivial, too limited, or too anar-
chic for anything other than restricted, immediate
purposes. The result was not to shine the light of art
on some fixed, given thing that graffiti was, but to
make available to artists a broad set of expressive
possibilities encompassing many of the widely dif-
ferent things graffiti might be: brutally simple or
complexly tangled, clever and witty or raw and
impassioned, and viciously ugly or tender and play-
ful. None of this really began to happen, however,
until the century was nearly half over.

The crucial artistic impetus for a reassessment of
graffiti came from Surrealism in the 1920s and
1930s, and the major consequences were not visible
until the 1940s and 1950s. The first steps, literary
and intellectual rather than formal and artistic, in-
volved a new devotion to the unconscious as a
source for art, and a related elevation of the gro-
tesque as its characteristic expression. Surprisingly
perhaps, in light of their will to provoke and their
nostalgie de la boue (only partially translatable, in-
volving a yearning to wallow in what is seen as low
and filthy), the Surrealists were notably silent on the
subject of graffiti itself. But their veneration of the
unconscious carried with it the implication that the
true, best sources of creativity were precisely those
impulses which had been repressed and censored by
Western civilization, and which escaped along the
unclean margins where society’s control was slack-
ened, and where its bourgeois premises were vulner-
able to attack.

Out of this milieu came one focused appreciation
of graffiti as a form of art, in the photographs and
brief remarks published by the photographer Brassai
in the Surrealist organ Minotaure in 1933 (fig. 22).%’
Brassai's vision of crusty, long-abused old walls in
Paris was informed by his belief that graffiti drawings
were akin to cave art, as well as by a familiar Surreal-
ist association between the glamorously "‘danger-
ous’” mysteries of urban lowlife and the marvels of
the deeper psyche. The legacy of Baudelaire’s nostal-
gic love for the piss-stained corners of Paris, as well
as the spirit of the figural deformations of Picasso,
Klee, and Joan Mir6, lurk in these dark images of
crudely hacked-out skulls and hearts and heads
(figs. 23-25).

Exactly a century after the first writers noted the
cursive inscriptions of Pompeii, Brassai's attention
brought contemporary wall markings into the circle
of avant-garde art, but with a sharp change in attrib-
uted meaning. Brassal saw the linkage, which virtu-
ally all writers since Topffer had noticed, between
graffiti and children’s drawings. For Brassai, howev-
er, graffiti was ""childish” in its vehemence, rather
than in any innocence or naiveté. His text (expanded
and clarified when he published a later version in the
1950s)?? insisted that true children's creations were
not just sunny and playful. When juveniles wielded
knife against stone on public walls, as opposed to
crayon on paper in supervised playrooms, an authen-
tic ferocity emerged. These street drawings were not
lifelines back to an innocence we all once shared,
but marks of the common torments of the human
condition, experienced all the more painfully in
youth. Brassai valued graffiti drawings precisely in
the ways they were unlike more casual infantile
scribblings, because they were realized with an in-
tensity more closely related to the darker side of the
psyche, and thus were in closer touch with the pow-
erful figurations of mythology. He still felt, as others
had before him, that graffiti revealed the funda-
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22. Brassai. Graffiti parisiens. Photographs from Minotaure, 1, nos. 3, 4 (1933), p. 7

ments of artistic conception in the mind. But now
the mind was seen as an emotionally charged battle-
ground of psychic forces, and the lines of graffiti as
traces of inner trauma.

Curiously, the other major adept of graffiti be-
tween the two wars, the psychologist and champion
of the art of the insane, Hans Prinzhorn, had evoked
a wholly different mode of creation in 1926, by
stressing the boredom and the passive, dreamlike
mood that he felt led prisoners to mark their cell
walls.?? And while the markings Brassai selected had
an obvious resonance with the contemporary art he
knew, the drawing practices of Brassai’s Surrealist

contemporaries were actually closer to Prinzhorn’s
notion of chance inspiration and reverie, rather than
gouging, as the avenue to the unconscious. The
Surrealist artists favored more labile techniques of
self-surprise, with pliant materials: collaborative
drawings, inkblots, and especially automatic writing,
the random scribbling designed to coax elemental
forms from areas of the mind beyond the reach of
conscious intent.

Again, we are left to speculate on an absence—
for, despite their interest in various kinds of unsanc-
tioned art made by outsiders to the Western tradi-
tion, including tribal wall drawings,?* the Surrealists




apparently paid little attention to the urban graffiti
around them. Beyond their general encouragement
to wrest meaning from “mindless” scrawling, the
Surrealist exercises in automatic writing translated
into a specific distaste for compositions organized
along Cubist lines, and a preference for biomorphic
forms and looping, continuous contours that con-
jured a fluid, rambling stream of thought. And this
fostered free-form styles of abstraction, as well as
scrawling, simplified figurations such as those of
Klee and Mirg, which seemed to refer to primitive
pictographs. But while they were intent on conjuring
imagery of the marvelous and magic from the un-
conscious, the artists associated with Surrealism ap-
parently had little affection for the brusque, crude,
and often scurrilous forms by which graffiti seemed
to express hostility and frustration. It was only
through the inheritors of Surrealism, in the 1940s,
that the markings on public walls came to develop
their most pointed connections with modern art.

23. Brassai. Photograph (1932-58) from Brassai, Graffiti: Zwei Ge-
sprache mit Picasso (Stuttgart, Berlin, and Zurich: Chr. Belser Verlag,
1960), p. 26

Following on the lead of André Masson and others
in developing experimental doodling and the ram-
bling lines of automatic writing into improvisational
paintings, American artists such as Jackson Pollock
and Willem de Kooning developed, in the late
1940s, a new manner of abstraction that suggested
a new way of looking at graffiti sharply different
from that of Brassai. This new painting valued the
energy of gesture, dispersed throughout the field of
the canvas, over any discernible figural content; and
made the act of marking itself—not the imagery it
might dredge up—a primary vehicle of picture-
making. Pollock especially, in the works he made
around 1950 (fig. 26), showed how painterly "‘ram-
bling" without a preset goal, and with the entertain-

24. Brassai. Photograph (1932-58) from Brassai, Graffiti, p. 57

ment of chance, could go beyond the Surrealists’
exhumation of stock symbols from the psyche, and
yield possibilities for the expression of a new lyricism,
on a scale that stretched the limits of the personal
gesture toward an encompassing, mural-like field.
Also, Pollock and the other Abstract Expressionists
showed a willingness to work with chance in their
engagement with their materials. The more agitated
nature of the surfaces of their canvases—with
prominent splatters and drips, or an emphasis on the
resistance of thick paint to the thrusts of the brush—
opened an avenue of appreciation for the look of
rough walls with layered textures of haphazardly ac-
cumulated marks.

25. Brassai. Photograph (c. 1933) from Brassai, Graffiti, p. 95
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26. Jackson Pollock. Untitled. 1950. Ink on paper, 17%2 x 224" (44.4 x 56.5 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Mr. and Mrs.
Ronald Lauder in honor of Eliza Parkinson Cobb

27. Aaron Siskind. Chicago. 1948. Gelatin-silver print, 19'% x 14" (50.3 x 36
82 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of the photographer




28. Aaron Siskind. Hoboken, New Jersey. 1948. Gelatin-silver print, 9% x 7" (24.2 %

17.8 am). Collection of the photographer

Aaron Siskind's photographs of the later 1940s
and early 1950s (figs. 27-29) present an imagery of
public walls in accord with the formal lessons of such
paintings, and especially with the work of Franz
Kline and Clyfford Still (artists Siskind knew well). In
marked contrast to Brassai in the previous decade,
Siskind dealt not with layered carvings, nor with
venerable symbolic imagery, but with the broader
sweep of paint, or the impersonal patterns of things
torn and peeled, on public walls. He cropped the

original messages and imagery to yield abstracted
compositions in which elements of the ground and
figure interlock, finding the calligraphic, gestural en-
ergies within the possibilities of graffiti.

In Europe, the postwar abstract painting known
as tachisme took a similar interest in calligraphic
“writing,"" and in experiments with the active manip-
ulation of rough, painterly surfaces. The Spanish art-
ist Antoni Tapies began to push this style toward
direct references to graffiti in the mid-1950s, and

29. Aaron Siskind. Bronx I. 1950 (printed later). Gelatin-silver print, 8% x12'%s"
(22 % 32 em). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Frances F. L. Beatty
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30. Antoni Tapies. Writing on the Walls. 1971. Mixed media on canvas, 8'10%" x 6'6%" (270 x 200 cm). Collection Beyeler, Basel




31. Jean Dubuffet. The Lost Traveler. 1950. Qil on canvas, 514" x 6'4%:" (130 x 195 cm). Collection Beyeler, Basel

has continued to experiment with a combination of
coarsened materials and lyric gestural drawing that
purposefully evokes the look of markings made on
coruscated walls (fig. 30).

The shift from the 1930s to the late 1940s involved,
however, more than aesthetic evolutions and differ-
ent tastes in formal patterns. When artists turned
their attention to graffiti in the years following
World War Il, it was certainly with a fresh set of con-
cerns for gestural abstraction—but also with an al-
tered idea of the nature of the unconscious mind,
and of the way individual creativity interacted with
the order of society. The double-edged nature of
graffiti as a fusion of personal style and political
statement became newly apparent and important:
untutored markings on public walls seemed to insist
on the rights of the private imagination at the same
time that they embodied rebellion against the re-

pressions of civic discipline, and an urgent will to
communicate with an audience beyond the sophisti-
cated confines of the world of art.

Jean Dubuffet—the most obvious hero in the story
of modern art’s attention to graffiti—is a prime case
in point. Graffiti was among the “outsider’” manifes-
tations of art brut—art of the insane, children’s
drawings, naive art, tribal art—that Dubuffet cham-
pioned, from the later 1940s onward, as superior to
the debilitated, inauthentic art of the European tra-
dition (figs. 31-35).2° The terms in which he glor-
ified this kind of imagery (arguing for its unmediated
access to elemental powers of the deep psyche)
were rationales that had been in place since the time
of Lombroso and Luquet. The difference lay in the
intensity with which Dubuffet valued criminal ex-
pressions such as graffiti, precisely for being criminal.
Even more emphatically than Brassai, Dubuffet iden-
tified the “'childish’’ element of such untutored work
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32. Jean Dubuffet. Wall with Inscriptions. 1945. Oil on canvas, 39% x 3174" (99.7 x 81 cm). The Museumn of Modern Art, New York. Nina and

Gordon Bunshaft Fund

not with charming simplicity, but with a street-
toughened air of tortured conflict and angry rebel-
lion. And this insistence that true art is born from
violent personal resistance to culture seems particu-
larly conditioned and catalyzed by the experience of
Europe in the late 1930s and 1940s.

The Nazi program had cast a deep pall over all no-
tions of the unifying power of elemental myth, and
on the romance of a healthy, integrated folk culture
in general. Dubuffet rejected that tainted vision of
social solidarity, with its nostalgia for a harmonious
past. His interests were grittily urban and cosmopoli-
tan at base. They valued the work of the rogue in-
dividual, and of isolated and alienated figures,

including madmen. Tribal art, too, was valued for its
uncensored “savagery,” and its traffic in harsh forms
of the grotesque. Recoiling from a forced diet of pro-
paganda which had extolled collective “health’ over
decadence, Dubuffet’s art of the postwar years in-
sisted that the saving grace of the culture was pre-
cisely to be found where incompetence or depravity
seemed most apparent, and where the deforming
marks of maladjustment were most vivid. Connota-
tions of graffiti that were marginal or negative for
those who studied it at the turn of the century
seemed, in this altered framework of understanding,
its most distinctive, powerful attributes.

The unconscious in Dubuffet's art is not peopled




33. Jean Dubuffet. Life in the Country. 1949. Oil on canvas, 34. Jean Dubuffet. Man Caught in the Walls. 1945. Lithograph,
49%: % 35" (116 x 89 cm). Private collection 14% x 11%" (36 x 28.5 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Ralph F. Colin

35. Jean Dubuffet. Aztec Profile. 1945. Oil on canvas, 25% x 214" (65 x 54 cm). Collection Dieter
Hauert, Berlin
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36. Raymond Hains. The Gypsy Woman. 1960-68. Torn posters on canvas; four panels, overall 6'6%4" x 12'4'4" (200 x 402 cm). Musée d’Art

Moderne de la Ville de Paris

by lubricious or seductive erotic phantoms, but
haunted by the specter of the concentration camps.
In place of labile biomorphic form and free-flowing
calligraphy, it favors violent, push-and-shove en-
counters between a clawing will to give form to the
ugly and a set of materials that are resistant, abra-
sive, or congealed. Often nightmarish, it also has no
lingering Surrealist fancy for the dreamlike, and is in-
stead earthy to the extreme—instead of privileging
receptive states of divination or the courtship of pre-
carious chance, it attacks,

Dubuffet's art also transforms the role ascribed to
wit in popular culture, from an amusing game to a
weapon of salutary cruelty. Art should employ wit
not like the surgeon’s probe but like the mugger's
shiv, and reckon pain an essential part of its task. In
this belief Dubuffet follows an openness to the lacer-
ations of gutter life that is a particular part of the
French tradition of urban imagery, from Baudelaire
to Jean Genet and Louis-Ferdinand Céline; he also
rubs shoulders with the aesthetic of his compatriot
and contemporary Antonin Artaud. To these ends,

37. Jacques de la Villeglé. Sévres-Montparnasse Intersection, July 1961. 1961. Torn posters on canvas, 11 x 27° (319 x 810 am). Courtesy

Galerie Reckermann, Cologne




39. Raymond Hains and Jacques de la Villeglé. Ach Alma Manetro. 1949. Torn posters on canvas, 227" x 8'474" (58 x 256 cm). Musee
National d'Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

Dubuffet’s general revivification of the strategies of
caricature as the tools of highly nuanced individual
portraiture is remarkable enough. More striking still
is his ability to find the elements for a general phys-
iognomy of the age of Auschwitz, the A-bomb, and
Existentialism, graven on latrine stalls and alley walls.
He formulated an artistic language capable of con-
veying an unprecedented, specifically contempo-
rary vision of the human condition, working from a
source—graffiti—that had long been either neglect-
ed, or thought of principally in terms of an ageless,
prehistoric atavism.

Shortly after Dubuffet’s searing imagery of the later
1940s, however, there emerged at two points in a
rebuilding Europe, and in America as well, a much

more depersonalized mode of attention to the look
of public walls—an art of assemblage or collage,
strongly conditioned by aesthetic reactions to
postwar abstract painting, and more concerned with
the evidences of social commerce than with the ro-
mance of isolated alienation. In this work, by the Eu-
ropeans known as the affichistes and by Robert
Rauschenberg in New York, the look of the street
was conjured by mass-produced ephemera, and
graffiti was evoked by the evidences of defacement
and painterly overlays. In different ways, each of
these approaches to art brought into collaboration
two previously separate veins of modernist interest
in graffiti: on the one hand, the notion, announced
in Duchamp’s L.H.0.0.Q., of a vandal art, criticizing
the givens of culture; and on the other, the Surrealist
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40. Jacques de la Villeglé. 122, rue du Temple. 1968. Torn posters
on linen, 62%" x 6'1034" (159.7 x 210.2 cm). The Museum of Modern
Art, New York. Gift of Joachim Aberbach (by exchange)

idea of a “primitive” art of aggressive gesture and
confrontation with chance.

Two Frenchmen, Raymond Hains and Jacques de
la Villeglé, and the Italian Mimmo Rotella, began in
the late 1940s and early 1950s to base their work
on layered and torn paper agglomerations. These
collage-style works were found on public walls, and
consisted of posters that had been glued one on top
of the other and then subjected to decay or vandal-
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41. Mimmo Rotella. Cinemascope. 1962. Torn posters on canvas, 68 x 5234" (173 x 133 cm). Mu-
seum Ludwig, Cologne

ism (figs. 36—41).%¢ But, aside from Villeglé's notion
that the serendipitous syntax of these stuck-together
poster fragments constituted a way to articulate a
"collective unconscious’ of the society,”” their aims
and motivations seem to have been wholly at odds
with the psychological emphases of both the Sur-
realists and Dubuffet. The affichistes, as these three
and some later practitioners of a similar method
came to be called, were not a self-conscious move-
ment (the Frenchmen did not show their poster work
until 1957, and did not learn of Rotella, who had first
shown torn posters in 1954, until 1958),%® but they
shared certain interests, notably in phonetic poetry
and linguistic experiment. Hains's point of departure
in the torn-poster work, for example, involved "‘ex-
ploding” texts into illegibility by photographing
them through a special shatter-effect lens.?® And, to
varying degrees, their work seems to reflect a shared
love/hate relationship with postwar abstract paint-
ing: rejecting the trace of a personal touch and the
studio’s isolation in favor of a more Dada-like stance,
they nonetheless followed an aesthetic of full-field
gestural energy in the sections of torn-poster groups
they appropriated (and sometimes “assisted”’ by fur-
ther, selective tearing).

INEMAScOPE I
JECHNICOLOR




Most important, for all of them the writing on
the wall did not consist of gouged-in markings
that harked back to Pompeii and the caves, but
of the daily accretion of mass-produced contempo-
rary ephemera—bold and sensationally up-to-the-
minute, but at the same time thin, fragile, and al-
most instantly tattered and replaced. These poster-
tearers became annexed to Pop art after 1960, and
were touted for their precocious embrace of popular
culture. But seen in the context of the 1950s, their
interleaving of paper dreams of abundance with
physical realities of transience and decay seems less

42, Asger Jom. Untitled. 1964. Torn posters on canvas, 25" x 19%"
(64 % 49.1 cm). Silkeborg Kunstmuseum, Denmark

than wholeheartedly optimistic—as close in some
ways to the postwar neo-realism of a filmmaker like
Vittorio De Sica as to the post-1960 nouveau rea-
lisme of their early promoter Pierre Restany.

The sociopolitical thrust of Dubuffet's glorification
of “outlaw'* art had remained on a general, residual-
ly Romantic level of antibourgeois offenses to taste.
The incorporation of the commercial dimension of
contemporary street life by the affichistes opened up
onto a more specifically contemporary realm of poli-
tics, grounded in the antagonism between the Euro-
pean left and the accelerated rise, in the 1950s, of a
mass culture driven by a resurgent postwar capital-
ism and perceived as imposing American values,
Hains, Villeglé, and Rotella made no strong political
claims for their work; but the specific issue of van-
dalism as a form of activist art was raised by the later,
related work with torn posters of the Dane Asger
Jorn (and to a lesser extent by that of Francois
Dufréne).*®

Villeglé had been associated at the outset of his
work with the politicized Lettrist group in France;
and that had in turn been one of the origins for the

radical-thinking Situationist International move-
ment, of which Jorn was an important member from
1957 to 1961.2" Though Jorn resigned from the
group in 1961, his torn-poster work (from 1964 to
1969) and other defacements of found imagery
__détournements, to use a term he adopted—were
self-conscious acts of plagiarism and subversion
that he saw as consistent with its program of anti-
capitalist critique (figs. 42, 43). He edited a book (to
which he contributed a major essay) on the graffiti of
medieval churches in Normandy; and according to
Anne-Charlotte Weinmarck, he honored such van-
dalism against institutions of authority as corre-
sponding to the spirit of popular liberation he found
in Nordic folk art, and he saw it as a source for a new
communitarian fellowship of the oppressed.>*

Aside from this exceptional instance of primitiv-
ism, the work of the affichistes abandoned the idea
of "raw’’ street culture that had surrounded pre-
vious approaches to graffiti. The walls from which
they extracted their work were not shaped by isolat-
ed “street artists’’ but by an anonymous collective of

43. Asger Jom. The Avant-Garde Doesn 't Give Up. 1962. Oil on can-
vas, 28%x23%" (73x60 cm). Collection Micky and Pierre Ale-
chinsky, Bougival, France

forces, including chance. The artist, in turn, acted as
a collector or commentator rather than as an individ-
ual generator of meaning. The model of linguistic ac-
tivity within which graffiti was seen as operating had
shifted from one emphasizing innate creativity to
one emphasizing social interaction and the manipu-
lation of culturally determined conventions. These
artists wanted to disrupt established language, rath-
er than revert, as the Surrealists hoped to do, to pre-
verbal “"handwriting.”” Dubuffet stands at the end of
a lineage that reaches back through Brassai to Lu-
quet; but it is Duchamp’s notion of the graffito—as
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44. Joan Miro. May 1968. 1973. Synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 6'6%" x 6'6%" (200 x 200 cm). Fundacio Joan Miro, Barcelona. Gift of

Pilar Juncosa de Miro, 1986

an act that appropriates and rearranges the terms of
a dominant culture—that finds an unexpected ex-
pansion here. No longer solely an art-world strategy,
it even becomes, in the case of Jorn, the grounding
for a utopian countercultural scheme.

The Situationist ideas Jorn and others supported
had their most direct engagement with graffiti dur-
ing the uprisings in Paris in May 1968, when stu-
dents from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and elsewhere
waged an intensive campaign of postering and slo-
ganeering on walls throughout Paris. With simply
conceived silk-screened images and painted apho-
risms such as “Sous les pavés, la plage!” ("'Beneath
the paving stones, the beach!"’), these students tried
to reawaken the power of writing on public walls as
something immediate and instrumental, rather than

immemorial and merely self-indulgent—to construct
on the model of graffiti a renewed public art that,
with a knowing eye to the power of advertising’s
catchphrases, would define a binding, antiauthori-
tarian language of the oppressed. For this moment,
it seemed that a true civic art form, politically effec-
tive yet consecrated to the expanded reign of play
and imagination, had come alive through a new
merger between the art studio and the street. It was
doubtless that sense of possibility that the aging
Joan Miré honored, and recognized as consonant
with his own ideals, in his May 1968 (fig. 44), paint-
ed in 1973. In this work, Miré pushed familiar fea-
tures of his art—scrawling, pictographic figuration,
mural scale, and an impulsive attack on the surface
—back toward a kinship with graffiti.







45. Robert Rauschenberg. Rebus. 1955,

Oil, pencil, paper, and fabric on canvas,

8'%1010%" x 134" (2439 x331.4x 4.5 am).
Collection Hans Thulin
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The European torn-poster artists were contending
with aesthetic and social forces—a new mode of ab-
stract painting based on heroic individualism and an
increasingly aggressive mass culture—that inevitably
had a very different effect on young artists such as
Robert Rauschenberg and Cy Twombly in New York
in the 1950s.

In a way that recalls the double life of Kurt Schwit-
ters, Rauschenberg designed midtown store win-
dows for a living while he scavenged downtown
streets for the elements of his art.** The personal,
sometimes diaristic aspect of his work did not have
to do with a “signature” brush style, but emerged
from the idiosyncratic associations he made be-
tween these found images, phrases, and objects.
The Europeans who worked with public printed
matter favored the poetry of decomposed and
run-together word fragments. But Rauschenberg
worked to build up a different kind of language, al-
most narrative in its stringing together of interpolat-
ed images and words. A work like Rebus (fig. 45)
continually challenges the viewer to construct a co-
herent reading that will resolve the “puzzle” and
bring together the various levels of commercial ma-
terial, art-historical reproductions, and handmade
additions like the tiny, graffito-like drawing affixed
at the lower left (in fact executed by Rauschenberg’s
friend Twombly).3*

In an image such as this, however, the artist as
rag-picker and riddler is joined with the artist as de-
facer. The element of paint is itself double-edged in
Rebus. The inclusion of strips of color samples refers
both to the commercial, pre-prepared nature of the
medium of painting itself and, in a subversive and
deflating way, to the notion of purely abstract art:
while the prominent, seemingly spontaneous and
gestural brushwork, like the improvisatory nature of
the work as a whole, honors the lessons of Abstract
Expressionist painting. But here as in other related
Rauschenberg works, the painterly gestures of the
artist have connotations of an assault on the legibil-
ity and integrity of the assembled materials—a kind
of vandalism. That use of painted marks and scum-
bled lines as cancellations or negations was inten-
tionally contrary to the Abstract Expressionists’ will
to invest the calligraphy of brushstrokes with
autonomous meaning; and it was entirely consistent
with Rauschenberg’s earlier, infamous stunt of eras-
ing a drawing by Willem de Kooning.

Rebus evokes the look of a posted urban wall, and
involves somewhat the same combination seen in
the affichistes, of an interest in dealing with imper-
sonal, found material and an aesthetic attuned to
the full-field, painterly abstraction of the postwar
years. The picture is, among other things, a mon-
taged summation of the different things modern art-
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47. Cy Twombly. Untitled. 1955-56. Oil and graphite on canvas, 45% x 53%" (114.7 x 1354 cm). Collection the artist

ists had seen in graffiti: the reproductions of
Botticelli and Diirer recall Duchamp’s idea of an art
that appropriated and worked over souvenirs of the
Renaissance tradition; the gestural scribbling and
seemingly infantile drawings hark back to the con-
cerns of Topffer, Champfleury, and Luquet, and
even recall the early painters and caricaturists who
included imagery of such alternative modes of creat-
ing; and the fabric of comics, newspapers, and post-
ers connects to the affichiste imagery of the wall as
the field of chance on which the overlord forces of
commercial ephemera meet the anonymous inter-
ventions of random decay and active defacement.

Cy Twombly, in the same years of the mid-1950s,
was forming an art that would incorporate many of
these same models. He staked everything on the lan-
guage of painting and drawing, without reference to
the found material Rauschenberg and other artists
addressed. Yet his work has been, in its internal
complexity as well as in its focused, long-term con-
sistency, the most comprehensive personal reconcili-

ation in modern painting of all the different strands
of the story we have chronicled. No modern painter
invites, as consistently as Twombly does, association
with the traditional language of graffiti. But no art
could be less limited by the reference. Because
Twombly's work is so steeped in the high modern
tradition that extends through Abstract Expression-
ism back to Surrealism, his painting thoroughly be-
lies any simplistic notion that such art merely
“borrows from'’ or “copies” outside models of
form. And, because Twombly moved from New York
in 1957 to live in Rome, the trajectory of his career as
an artist brings us back to the chalked-upon and in-
cised ancient walls with which this story began.

If Rauschenberg seems to have been moved by a
desire to clutter up the mural look of Abstract Ex-
pressionism with the stuff of daily life, Twombly
moved instead to empty it out—especially in a series
of small canvases, of about 1955-57 (figs. 46, 47),
with creamy surfaces of off-white house paint that
were drawn into with a pencil or a stylus. The house
paint yielded surfaces that were thickly viscous but
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48. Cy Twombly. Leda and the Swan. 1961. Oil, oilstick, and crayon on canvas, 6'2%" x 6'6%" (190 x 200 cm). Collection the artist

wholly without the fat lusciousness of, say, de Koon-
ing’s; and the pictures were at once ghostly pure
and scrofulous. Twombly here transformed the de-
clarative brushstroke of painters like de Kooning and
Kline, which Rauschenberg had made into a looser
and more episodic manner, back into an unexpected
form of "automatic writing." The "signature’” of
these works was a thinned-down and colorless run-
ning scrawl, following an apparently uncomposed
and unstructured repetition of cursive gestures. This
handwriting spiked the vaunted spontaneity of ges-
tural abstraction through the heart, but brought
forth in its place another complex form of individual-
ity that melded the apparently casual and the appar-
ently obsessive.

In the broad variety of Twombly's subsequent
work, that consistent opposition between a mural-
like field of paint and a linear “written’ overlay has
sustained the basic affinity with the look of drawn-
upon public walls (fig. 51). The images vary from airy
tumbleweeds of tracery to monumental rhetoric,
and often achieve the kind of enveloping intimacy

that has marked a particular strain of modern larger-
than-easel painting, from Monet's Water Lilies deco-
rations to Pollock’s large dripped canvases. And the
drawing, altemately innocent and expressive, fol-
lows a deceptively “untutored’’ course between the
pitfalls of the merely brittle or the merely fluid, in
lines that loop, pause, and run on, at paces that
are by turns ambling, ruminative, and impulsive,
through skeins, knots, and thicket-like clusters (figs.
48, 51). The surfaces and the emotional impact of
Twombly's paintings are enriched, too, by a duality:
they seem to show both the basic urge to scribble and,
simultaneously, the compulsion to deface, He often
appears engaged in constant self-vandalism, as if he
were editing while he wrote, making marks with one
hand and covering them or emending them with the
other. Impulse and erasure, or confession and repres-
sion, lock together in a work like The Italians (fig. 51),
as every area of the canvas seems subject to revision,
separate cancellation, and reintegration. Yet the end
results, while rife with scattershot diversity and mo-
ments of frenzy and frustration, often have an ardent




lyricism. From a purposefully limited palette and set of
formal strategies, Twombly has coaxed an astonish-
ingly broad range of aesthetic reference and emotion,
from a dark-alley impassioned urgency to the ethereal,
decorative feel of cloud-spotted skies by Tiepolo.

The impact of the work and its connection to graffiti
are not however limited to abstract, formal properties.
The merger of handwriting, drawing, and painting in
Twombly's art is matched by an interlocking of the
verbal and pictorial levels of reference, in a variety of
random notations—numbers, geometric forms, archi-

low artifacts or ironic quotations, but as models of
feeling to be reimagined and absorbed into a personal,
original sensibility. And in an act of compression with-
out diminishment, he brings these high traditions into
contemporary art through the apparently lowest portal
of form.

When Twombly began as an artist, the most presti-
gious theory of modern art’s progress suggested that,
as part of its impulse toward the quality of absolute
flatness, painting aspired to the condition of a wall. To
this formalist idea, he has added a sharp personal

49. Cy Twombly. Dionysus. 1975. Crayon, oil, and pencil on paper, 39% x 273"
(99.5 x 70.4 cm). Collection Dorothy Schramm, Burlington, lowa

tectural references, penises, hearts, simple scrawls—
that, individually and often by their general manner of
free-floating placement in the field, evoke the sense of
a profusely marked wall. Moreover, the figuration is
frequently explicitly sexual, even specifically ejaculatory
(figs. 49, 50), and evokes memories of centuries of
scurrilous "'bog-house’’ messages. Yet this graphology
is recurrently yoked to a high, monumental ambition,
and applied to the recuperation of grand themes, from
Romantic poetry or Greek myth (figs. 48, 49). Du-
champ played on the antagonism between the great
traditions of the past and the minor, marginal lan-
guages of the present; Twombly reconciles the two.
His art shows how Aeschylus and Keats and Raphael
can be taken up within modernism, not simply as hol-

twist: his art has internalized the structure of the public
walls that shape his Roman life. The distinctive con-
junctions and overlays in Twombly's art—of private
obscenities and noble literature, or ancient heroism
and urchin-like, spontaneous impulse—bring Pompeii
back to us, whole. They resuscitate in one artistic per-
sonality the collective compilations of sentimental con-
fessions, scurrilous accusations, odes, and oaths that
the Romantic generation first addressed on ancient
walls as evidence for the diversity of a whole society.
And the result is unmistakably a record of present-
tense experience, of the light and landscape and tex-
ture of Twombly's Italy, a modern life lived among the
ruins: the sense of the mighty and venerable seamless-
ly coexisting with the lowly, private, and scatological
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50. Cy Twombly. Wilder Shores of Love. 1985. Oil, crayon, colored pendil, and pencil on wood,
55V % 47%4" (140 % 120 cm). Collection the artist

and of the personal mark made into a memorial of
past heroes and visitors.

Twombly’s art has absolutely nothing to do with ap-
propriating, or still less copying, graffiti. Yet it brings
together a nearly comprehensive array of the themes
that the modern imagination has found in the writing
on the public walls: scribbling that, as in Balla's paint-
ing, seems to rise from the underside of a collective
mentality; uncensored sexuality, such as interested
Luquet; idle doodling and automatic writing, which
Prinzhorn and the Surrealists saw as a window onto
the unconscious; defacing, erasure, and cancellation,
of the kind that Duchamp and the affichistes both
thought central to modern art's response to the givens
of tradition and society. Ultimately neither his art nor
the story we have traced is about graffiti as any one of
these, but about the modern imagination’s encounter
with graffiti as all of them, and more. One of the mes-
sages Twombly’s art conveys is that seemingly base,
trivial things can become in art the vehicle for complex
and lofty issues of our collective tradition. Another, the
converse, is that forms which seem to be anonymous,
collective, and immemorial can be reformulated into
the vehicle of individual contemporary experience. But
a still further lesson is that artists can, in the varied
threads of their personal experience, find a way to
bind together the contradictory pluralities of high and
low that define the richness and contradictions of any
human community, ancient or modern. No less com-
plex than a wall with the marks of centuries, no less

encompassing than the city that holds that wall, are
the potentials that may coexist within the life of
one person.

As particular and personal as Twombly's achieve-
ment has been, it embodies a pattern we will see
again, in which a powerful but apparently static high
tradition—in this case, not simply the distant classical
heritage denoted by Twombly's written references to
ancient myth and Renaissance painting, but also the
immediate stylistic legacy of Abstract Expressionist
painting—is revivified by hybridization with forms
drawn from popular culture. Yet, because Twombly
looked to the language of graffiti with a sensibility so
specifically shaped by the calligraphic and painterly idi-
om of de Kooning and Pollock, he left aside one of the
forms most closely associated with graffiti in the stud-
les of scholars such as Luquet, and in the popular
imagination as well: the irreverently and often sca
brously distorted or recomposed human form, and
especially the face. We might easily assume that
satirically reinventing an individual's features was an
integral, immemorial part of graffiti (as it seemed to be
in the age of Daumier and the pear-headed king [fig.
15]). But we would be wrong. True caricature has a
wholly other origin, more recent in history and more
firmly within the high tradition; and it has had an al-
most opposite rhythm of engagement with modern
art, which will require a special and separate examina-
tion in the next chapter.




51. Cy Twombly. The ltalians. 1961. Oil, pencil, and crayon on canvas, 6'6%" x 8'6%" (199.5 % 259.6 cm). The Museum of Modern Art,
New York. Blanchette Rockefeller Fund
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1. Jean Dubuffet. Fautrier with Spidered Brow. 1947. Oil emulsion on canvas, 45% x 35%" (116 x 89 am). Collection Dorothea and Natasha
Elkon, New York




odern art is full of funny faces.
Women with both eyes on the
same side of their nose; men with
ears where their mouths should be;
ordinary families with the eyes of
desert rodents and the skulls of
apes—a mixed-up face is the heral-
dic emblem of modern art in the
same way that the beautiful nude is
the emblem of antiquity, or the receding-perspective
checkerboard the emblem of the Renaissance.

Some of these strange faces, like the ones that Paul
Klee called, pugnaciously, Vulgar Comedy (fig. 2),
seem to reflect a gleeful urge toward violent symbolic
animation, a desire to bring invented faces to life by
making them look funny. Others seem more narrowly
purposeful. Some, like the Edvard Munch figure with
the bleeding scream (fig. 3), have become masks of a
century's anxiety; others, like Dubuffet’s 1947 portrait
of the painter Fautrier (fig. 1), seem to sum up in a sin-
gle scow! not just an indi-
vidual but a whole city
and climate of opinion—
the moral rot and nervous
energy, the catacomb chic,
of Parisian intellectual life
after the German occupa-
tion. Still others, like Picas-
so’s 1910 portrait of his
friend D.-H. Kahnweiler
(fig. 4), are small, miracu-
lous passports, fixing their
subject’s essential features
with an imperturbable de-
tachment and then stamp-
ing on them the seal of an
invented world, so that
the sitter can pass like a
bewitched hero from his normal identity in the world
outside, to his second citizenship in the closed country
of the artist's imagination.

Often, these funny faces sit on top of weird bodies.
There are women with the lower halves of dolphins,
men made up like Oz's Tin Man from mechanical
parts, department-store mannequins acting out the
lives of demigods. Sometimes, these funny faces are
themselves made out of weird bodies or erotic body
parts, as in Magritte’s The Rape (fig. 5) or in Picasso's
phallic head of 1932 (fig. 88). Some of these bodies,
too, seem merely fanciful and purposefully absurd;
others seem to give permanent symbolic form to the
demons of human desire.

The abundance of funny faces and weird bodies in
modern art represents an assault on the decorum of
style that modern art inherited from the past. For
what's striking in art before our century is not that
there are no funny faces or weird bodies in it, but that
they can be found only in the cheap seats, segregated
from serious art in the tradition of satiric metamorpho-
sis that we call caricature. One of the achievements of

CARICATURE

twentieth-century art has been to make the exaggera-
tions, stylizations, and indulgences that once were per-
mitted only in popular imagery part of the language of
serious visual expression. As an ironic consequence,
“caricature’” for many twentieth-century people no
longer defines a genre with a history so much as it
seems to refer to one among all those generalized pro-
cesses in modern art that the Mock Turtle would have
called "uglification.”” We're now liable to see carica-
ture, like graffiti, as just another raw form that modern
art has digested.

Yet even Dubuffet’s willfully crude, scrawled portrait
of Fautrier represents—in contrast to the stereotyped,
unvarying faces that actually appear in the graffiti on
Parisian walls—a sophisticated transformation that is
as unique to Western art as linear perspective: the ad-
aptation of grotesque form to the ends of epigram-
matic portraiture. For all its ferocious intensity,
Dubuffet's portrait of Fautrier involves a refined or-
chestration of visual puns and condensed obser-
vations—the self-assured
head metamorphosing in-
to a spider's arms, the
mad, asymmetrical scowl
belied by the oddly deli-
cate and feminine grasp
of the cigarette—that is in
every way more like an ex-
pansion of the game the
seventeenth-century Ital-
ian sculptor Gian Lorenzo
Bernini was playing when
he mockingly rendered
Pope Innocent Xl as an im-
mense grasshopper (fig.
6)' than like anything that
one might actually find
scrawled on a pissoir.

The story of this dialogue between modern art and
popular culture is therefore different from those we
have told before. The story of the word in art was a
story of a positive, original response in the studio to the
call of something new and perplexing in the world.
The story of graffiti and modern art was a chronicle of
artists seeing the potential for poetic expression in
something as old as writing itself, but always previous-
ly thought to lack any significant form. The history of
caricature and modern painting and sculpture is a story
of evolutionary transformation: a sophisticated and
fully developed art form which had previously been al-
lowed to do only one thing was made to do another,
and a new kind of social institution grew up around
that newly altered form.

“After Courbet, after Manet—the caricaturel What
could be more logical!”* a critic named Maurice du Sei-
gneur wrote in disgust in 1888, after seeing an exhibi-
tion of cartoons at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts.? You
could see his point. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury in France, the relationship of the stylizations of the
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2. Paul Klee. Vulgar Comedy. 1922. Lithograph, 9% x 11%" (23.5x 28.5 am). The Museum of Modern Art, New

York. Gift of Victor S. Riesenfeld

new modern art to the experiments first tried out in
the free zone of humor was already apparent. But the
nature of the logical relationship that the conservative
critic recognized between the new high art and the old
low jokes is still mostly undefined. Since the pioneering
scholarship of Meyer Schapiro and E. H. Gombrich first
drew attention to this relationship, half a century ago,

3. Edvard Munch. The Shriek. 1895 (signed 1896), Lithograph,
1396 x 107 (35.5 x 25.4 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Matthew T. Mellon Fund

the role of popular imagery in making art modern has
been emphasized by historians again and again. To
understand the “logic’’ that modern art took over
from satiric imagery, we need to understand the long
history of the low style’s evolution and see exactly
what it offered. It's not that modern artists were con-
scious of any or all of this history when they drew a

4. Pablo Picasso. Portrait of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler (detail).
1910. (See fig. 73)




5. René Magritte. The Rape. 1934. Oil on canvas, 29 x21%" (74 x 54 cm). The Menil Collec-

tion, Houston

funny face or strange body—it's that the act of draw-
ing itself is a kind of shortcut through history. Each
purposefully funny face in art is always bound about
by the ghosts of every other funny face that artists
have drawn before; a seemingly simple practice—a
moment's touch—is made possible only by a long tra-
dition of individual contributions and inventions.
Caricature is often seen as a primal scream, or a long

Bronx cheer: a product of the childhood of art and
part of the common inheritance of all cultures. In fact,
though, we first see deformed faces apparently used
to define individual characters only at the end of the
fifteenth century in Florence, in the grotesque heads
attributed to Leonardo. Of course, there are a lot of
strange faces in ancient and medieval art, but so far as
we can tell they were never meant to be taken as like-

6. Gian Lorenzo Bernini. Caricature of Innocent XI. c. 1676—80. Ink on paper, 4V x A"
(11.4 % 18 cm). Museum der Bildende Kiinste, Leipzig
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7. Artist unknown. Four Heads (after Leonardo). n.d. Red chalk on

paper, 7% x5%" (19.5x 14.6 om). Windsor Castle, Royal Library.
12493

8. Leonardo da Vinci. Diagrams and Profiles. c. 1510. Ink on stained
paper, 8% x 114" (21x28.5 cm). Windsor Castle, Royal Library.
12669R

nesses. Ancient art is full of funny faces, too—but it's
almost always the same funny face.” They are stereo-
typed grotesques, representing generic, otherworldly
demons or comic buffoons—types, rather than
individuals.®

The sketches, always associated with Leonardo, in
which the deformed, the toothless, the distended, and
the just plain ugly are lined up in lists like faces on
“wanted" posters (fig. 7), look like the first instance in
art of an enterprise that seems truly “caricatural”’—at
once aggressively grotesque and recognizably individ-
ual.® But in fact, Leonardo’s grotesque profiles are in

their origin as purely imaginary as the gargoyles on
Notre-Dame: His grotesques appear originally only as
quick, automatic drawings, hardly more than doodles,
filling the margins of his scientific notebooks (fig. 8).
They are generic hieroglyphs of ugliness. The most fa-
miliar Leonardesque grotesques are really copies pack-
aged by his followers after their master's death. (One
of Leonardo's inept but well-meaning apprentices cut
the heads out of Leonardo’s codices and pasted them
down on sheets of paper [fig. 9], apparently convinced
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9. Leonardo da Vinci. Two Profiles (cutouts from
the Codex Atlanticus). c. 1485. Ink on paper; top
2% X 194" (6.3 x 4.2 cm), bottom 2% x 134" (6.6 X 3.4
cm). Windsor Castle, Royal Library. 12461R, 12462R

that the old man had some large, mysterious purpose
in mind; another copied them out [fig. 10], his hard,
unvarying touch belying the original welter of
sketched ambiguities.)”

Even so, it's not completely wrong to see in these
gargoyles some kind of individual life. The most com-
mon of these grotesque heads, the toothless old man
with a nutcracker jaw (fig. 11), occasionally appears in
larger drawings, paired with an idealized head of a
beautiful youth (fig. 12). Gombrich has argued persua-
sively that this alpha-and-omega juxtaposition invested
the old man’s head with particular meaning for Leon-




10. Leonardo da Vinci (attrib.). Five Grotesque Heads. n.d. Brown
ink on paper, 7Visx4"%s" (18 x 12 cm). Galleria dell’Accademia,
Gabinetto Disegni (Drawing 227), Venice

11. Leonardo da Vinci. Old Man. c. 1496. Ink on paper; cutout,
3% % 24" (9 x 5.5 em). Windsor Castle, Royal Library. 12475R

ardo: the heads symbolized the artist himself as the ex-
ceptionally beautiful youth we know he was and then
as the old man he knew he would become. The gro-
tesque doodles became terms in a private language of
brooding internal fear, tools for introspective analysis,
beads in an abacus of the self.®

When Leonardo's disciples cut out these heads and
copied them, they, too, seem to have been trying to
find a rationale for the old man’s reveries, in this case
satiric rather than confessional; copied and compiled,
the grotesques looked encyclopedic, like an attempt to
define individuals by recording profiles as unigue as
the cut edge of a key. The simple acts of cutting and
copying became ways of bringing private faces into a
public space. These acts brought the forms of Leonar-
do’s imagination into the common inheritance of art.”

it was only at the end of the sixteenth century that
some of the masters of the early Barogue—most
prominently Annibale and Agostino Carracci, and then
later Bernini—began to draw “true” caricature, “load-
ed" or “charged” portraits. When they did, they be-
gan to search grotesque forms for the faces of
particular friends (figs. 13, 14). The language of mock-
ing portraiture for the Carracci, as we see when we
look at the big sheets of improvised profiles that are
the proving ground of so much early caricature (fig.
15), obviously derives from a composite of the gro-

12. Leonardo da Vinci. Two Profiles (detail). n.d. Brown ink on pa-
per; sheet, 774 x 10%2" (20.1 x 26.7 cm). Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe
degli Uffizi, Florence
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13. Gian Lorenzo Bernini. Caricature of Cardinal Scipione Bor-
ghese. 1632. Ink on paper, 10346 x 774" (27.4 % 20 cm). Biblioteca
Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican. Ms Chigi PV1.4, fol.15

14. Gian Lorenzo Bemini. Portrait of the Captain of the Papal
Guard of Pope Urban VIll. Before 1644. Ink on paper; sheet,
7% x10%6" (18.8x25.6 cm). Instituto Nazionale per la Grafica,
Rome. Fondo Corsini 127521 (579)

tesque heads of Leonardo, along with the masks of the
commedia dell’arte, the comic tradition exemplified by
Callot (figs. 16, 17), and the physiognomic compari-
sons of della Porta (fig. 18).'% Although the revolution
of caricature may just look like the consequence of an
all-purpose new license for satire, the growth of pur-
poseful caricatural distortion depended on the pre
vious creation of a grotesque vocabulary. Caricature
for Bernini and the Carracci isn't just distortion; it's dis-
tortion within the constraints of an already developed

15. Agostino Carracci. Sheet of Caricature Heads. 1594. Ink on paper, 8 x 10" (20.3 x 27.9 cm). Private collection, Great Britain




16. Jacques Callot. Dancers with a Lute. 1617, Etching, 6% x 7'4 18. Giovanni Battista della Porta. Physiognomic comparison,
(5.5 x 8 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Harris Bris- from De humana physiognomonia (from a revised edition; first edi-
bane Dick Fund, 1953 (53.600.3736) tion published Vico Equense, 1586)

style. If Bernini had drawn big noses or one-line eyes  shown, the Pope is supposed to look like himself, and
on Cardinal Borghese in the style of his “high” draw-  he is also supposed to look like a cricket.!’ The game
ings (fig. 19), they would have just looked horrific. It resides in searching the most peculiar and improbable
was an already evolved grotesque style that supplied  representational vocabularies for surprising matches
Bernini with a developed language of simplified, non Leonardo saw himself in his own doodles; Bernini sees
illusionistic form that made the distortions of his carica-  his patron’s face in a cabinet of curiosities.

tures meaningful. Bernini didn't just draw a face with

exaggerated features; he drew a face in a style that ~ Composite bodies—strange human forms made out

already permitted exaggerations, and then took ad- of fruit or fish or the emblems of an occupation—are
vantage of that permission to make a new kind of por-  obviously different in purpose from portrait caricature
trait, rearticulating the stereotyped distortions of a  Until the nineteenth century, composite bodies were
joke to make them define individual elements. not for the most part used to represent particular peo-

Part of the unmatched wit and gaiety of the Bernini  ple; they were made to be enjoyed as fantasies, per-
caricatures lies in the way they search out the most im- haps with an allegorical subtext. But they eventually

probable and resistant languages of abstract form in  came to play so large a role in the popular comic tradi-
which to render familiar faces. As Irving Lavin has  tions which influenced modern art that their origin is
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19. Gian Lorenzo Bernini. Portrait of Cardinal Scipione Borghese,
1632. Red chalk and graphite on paper, 9% x 7% (25.2 x 18.4 cm).
17. Jacques Callot. Sheet of Studies. n.d. Ink and chalk on white pa- The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. IV, 176
per, 9%x 7" (25.2%17.8 cm). Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli
Uffizi, Florence 107
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20. Giuseppe Arcimboldo. The Vegetable Gardener. c. 1590. Oil on wood, 13% x 914" (35 % 24 cm).

Museo Civico ala Ponzone, Cremona

worth exploring—for it, too, demonstrates the same
process of imaginative rethinking of familiar form that
occurred in the invention of particularized funny faces.
The composite head or body first appears at the end of
the sixteenth century, in the work of a single artist,
Giuseppe Arcimboldo (fig. 20). After centuries of ne-
glect, the composite heads that Arcimboldo made at
the Habsburg court have been used in our time as con-
templative material by everyone from Dali to Roland
Barthes. The desire to make them modern, or at least
profound, has obscured their origins in the local six-
teenth-century vocabulary of grotesque ornament.
From the time of the rediscovery of the Domus Aurea
at the end of the fifteenth century, grotesque decora-
tions that looked like faces had been widely circulated
(figs. 21-23). What was new in Arcimboldo was the
recognition that the game of composing human heads
from inanimate objects could be extended beyond the
normal boundaries of garden ornament.

Arcimboldo was interested in form rather than in
physiognomy-—in heads rather than in faces—and his
followers, like the Italian Giovanni Battista Braccelli (fig.
24), soon learned to play Arcimboldo’s game with full-
length human figures. Braccelli saw, for instance, that
bodies made out of geometric parts could be made

21. Grotesque mask with drooping mouth, from 10 Engravings of
Grotesque Masks in the Manner of Arcimboldo (17th century). Etch-
ing, 4% x 3%4" (10.5 % 8.3 cm). The New York Public Library. Print Col-
lection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and
Photographs




22. Drawing after the Volta delle Civette in the Domus Aurea, from
Codex Escurialensis, fol. 12v. El Escorial, Spain

subject to the language of rhetorical movement, and
that heroic pose could be divorced from human
anatomy. '?

There is nothing hallucinatory or visionary about
Braccelli's figures; the origins of Braccelli's mechanical
men in perspective training manuals is apparent (figs.
25, 26). It had been known for a long time that one
could comprehend human anatomy more easily if it
was first reduced to a language of geometric solids;
Braccelli asks what would happen if we treated those
diagrams not as didactic examples, but as personages
with passions and desires of their own. By treating the
foot soldiers of the grand manner as though they were
themselves heroes, by looking at the first step as
though it were the final outcome, Braccelli could make
images that might at once look wonderfully bizarre
and also supply pointed and poetic images of the re-
duction of a man to an occupational type, geometers
made out of geometry (fig. 27). If there is an “Aram-
boldo effect” in Western art that extends to our own
time, it depends less on mysterious allegories about
the duality of nature and man than on the discovery of
small jokes buried in descriptive form.'? If that effect
looks modern, it may be in part because it depends for
its discoveries on the mechanical reproduction of im-
agery. Grotesque ornaments, scientific texts, didactic
manuals, theatrical encyclopedias, popular prints—
the ribbon of utilitarian illustration that had just begun
to flourish could be scoured for oddities and puns.
The little world of caricatured faces and composite bo-
dies emerged as a pleasure garden in an empire of
rhetoric. '

The comic tradition that begins with Leonardo and
extends to Bernini and the Carracci and then in a dif-

23. Giovanni Antonio da Brescia. Panel of ornament with gro-
tesque figures. ¢. 1509—17. Engraving, 11 x 6%" (28.2x 17.1 cm).
Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris

ferent way to Arcmboldo and his followers is there-
fore not a tradition of “looking at”’ but one of “looking
into’": the artist begins to search the fantastic, unnatu-
ral, and grotesque for reflections of this world. The
birth of mocking portraits and composite bodies in-
volves the invention not of a new kind of grotesque
but of a new way of looking at the grotesque. From its
birth caricature is not a formal, mathematical inven-
tion, like perspective, with rules and models that tell an
artist how to construct an artifact; it is instead an ex-
hortation to search for likeness in the seemingly ab-
stract, to look for the individual in the generic, to

24. Giovanni Battista Braccelli. Figures on the ground, from Biz-
zarie (1624; facsimile 1963). The New York Public Library. Print Col-
lection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and
Photographs
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25. Erhard Schon. Series of busts, from Unterweissung der Propor-
tion und Stellung der Bosse (Nuremberg, c. 1538—40)
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26. Erhard Schén. Redining figures, from Unterweissung der Pro-
portion und Stellung der Bosse

27. Giovanni Battista Braccelli. Two geometers, from Bizzarie
(1624; facsimile 1963). The New York Public Library. Print Collection,
Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs
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examine depictions of the alien for images of one-
self—to search the signs of fantasy for signs of life.

For almost another century these kinds of humorous
imagery continued to belong to the world of aristo-
cratic wit: refined and a little decadent. The first step
into modern political cartooning, in mid-eighteenth-
century England, depended, paradoxically, on a revolt
against caricature. When Hogarth denounced carica-
ture in his famous print Characters and Caricaturas (fig.
28), it was because of the caricature’s aristocratic ori-
gins and snobbish pretensions. Caricature, Hogarth
suggests, is a decadent, elite game played in ignorance
of the grander and truer tradition of Raphael, with its
emphasis on clear stories and rounded characters. Ho-
garth’s polemic is a little like the attacks of the Social
Realists in the 1930s on "advanced'* art with a Cubist
basis; he thought that caricature substituted a rich

man's game for a responsible engagement with the
world. Far from providing the basis for a low, popular
art, caricature until the end of the eighteenth century
seemed one of the things that stood in the way of such
an art—it belonged to the world of the salon rather
than the soapbox.'®

The reconciliation of caricatural form and satirical
comment takes place only at the end of the eighteenth
century, and then almost entirely through the genius
of a single gifted artist. Art historians talk easily about
the influence of “English political caricature’ on neo-
classical and Romantic style, in both England and the
Continent. Yet most of these discussions end up with
their key examples taken almost entirely from the work
of a single caricaturist—James Gillray. And when we
analyze Gillray's style, what we find is high art looking
back at its own slightly distorted reflection.

Gillray was, above all, a parodist, with an exception-
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28. William Hogarth. Characters and Caricaturas. 1743. Etching, 10716 X 8"(25.5 % 20.3 cm). The Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1932 [32.35 (152)]

ally subtle feeling for the avant-garde art of his day.
Where others saw in the gothic phantasmagorias of
Fuseli and Tibaldi a world of fantastic dreams, Gillray
saw an armature for political satire (figs. 29, 30).'® The
melodramatic juxtapositions of English Romantic
painting provided a model for Gillray through which
the most grotesque conglomerations of symbols, alle-
gorical figures, and visual oddities could be brought

together in a single, binding dramatic pattern. The ap-
parent disconnections and weird juxtapositions of Ro
manticism could be rationalized as satiric metaphor.
Gillray (as in fig. 31) could borrow compositions like
Fuseli's Three Witches or his Satan and Death with Sin
Intervening (fig. 32) and make them into allegories
of the shifting alliances and suspicions of English poli-
tics during the Napoleonic wars. Leonardo had seen

29. John Henry Fuseli. The Three Witches. 1783. Oil on canvas,
25% x 36" (65 % 91.5 cm). Kunsthaus Zirich

30. James Gillray. Weird-Sisters; Ministers of Darkness; Minions of
the Moon. 1791. Hand-colored etching and aquatint, 9x13"

CARICATURE

(22.9 x 33 cm). The New York Public Library. Print Collection, Miriam
and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs m
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31. James Gillray. Sin, Death, and the Devil. 1792. Hand-colored etching, 11% x 15%" (29.9 x 39 cm). The New York Public Library. Print Collec-

tion, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs

his own face in the margins of his notebooks, and Ber-
nini had seen the faces of those around him in the
language of the Leonardesque grotesque; Gillray dis-
covered the figure of the feverish alliances and realign-
ments of contemporary politics in the melodramas of
Fuseli. If Bernini had begun the tradition of satiric art by
taking something low, like commedia dell'arte masks
and grotesque ornament, and making them high, Gill-
ray made caricature into a popular form by taking high
material and making it low. Yet the distinctive creative
process is the same: an artist looks at a form thought
to be fantastic or dreamlike, and shows that it provides
a model for organizing real experience.

Gillray's burlesques of high art were essentially, if
brilliantly, opportunistic; they provided a convenient
vessel into which he could pour his satiric visions. But
they rebounded back into high art with immensely se-
rious effect. Gillray's prints supplied a model for artists
as apparently opposite as William Blake and Jacques-
Louis David, transmitting to Blake (fig. 33) a screen of
bizarre form onto which Blake could project his private
mythology,'” and at the same time supplying for David
a mannered Hellenism, intensified beyond anything he
could have found in Gillray's own sources, that would,
startlingly, eventually enliven a neoclassical machine
like The Sabine Women (fig. 34).'8 The circling move-
ment that has characterized modern art, from high to
low and back again—Dr. Agha's wheel, as we en-
countered it in the history of typography—begins with

32. John Henry Fuseli. Satan and Death with Sin Intervening.
1799-1800. Oil on canvas, 26': x 23" (67.3 X 58.4 cm). Los Angeles
County Museum of Art. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Frederick M. Nicholas,
Mr. and Mrs. Harry B. Swerdlow, and Mr. and Mrs. William K.
Glikbarg

Gillray’s appropriation of Romantic style in order to
serve the enlarged popular audience for humorous im-
agery, and the quick return of those parodic intensi-
fications back into high art. Not for the last time,
political reaction (Gillray's allegiances, or at any rate his




33. William Blake. Satan, Sin, and Death: Satan Comes to the Gates
of Hell. 1806-07. Ink and watercolor with liquid gold, 19%2x 154"
(49.6 x 40.3 ¢cm). Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery, San
Marino

patrons, were all essentially conservative) produced
radical art. As much as any one artist could, James Gill-
ray (who went mad before he was fifty and died in dire
poverty) set the wheel of modern invention in motion.

What caricature bequeathed to the early modern
era is therefore not at all the expected inheritance—a
tradition of satiric realism and social protest which
finds a larger and larger audience in the emerging
world of mass urban culture. Far from being in its “es-
sence’” a low, popular form, a slang, caricature is the

original and type of a vanguard art. It has no essence;
its evolution tracks only the growth of extreme self-
consciousness about style, and the proliferation of
styles through mechanical reproduction. Its emergence
as a popular style depended not on its sudden awak-
ening to social responsibility but on a shrewd and es-
sentially conservative parody of high art. Its history
shows a fever chart of shifts in social uses, whose one
continuous theme is the rationalization of the seem-
ingly irrational. From Leonardo to Gillray, the story of
caricature is like a variant of the Narcissus myth: an art-
ist stares into a stream of form that seems completely
independent of his own experience, and cries out as he
discovers there the face of something familiar staring
back at him. With each advancing generation, his de-
scendants see more faces in the stream and the artists’
cries are heard by more people: Leonardo sees in the
grotesque the form of his own fear, Bernini sees a so-
cial circle, and Gillray sees the form of social life itself.

By the 1840s, caricature belonged to Paris, even
though French caricaturists suffered from constant
and often arbitrary censorship of a sort no longer
found in England. It was there that caricatural political
satire took the form that we still are inclined to think
was somehow always natural to it—it became the ex-
pression of the indignant eye. Its triumphs opened up
a new channel for high artistic invention and at the
same time dammed up other channels, creating a bar-
rier between high and low that was more extreme
than anything that had come before. Modern art got
inspiration both from proceeding down those newly
opened courses and from exploding through the
barriers.

That French caricature had this power is largely

34, Jacques-Louis David. The Sabine Women. 1799. Oil on canvas, 12'7%4" % 1714 (385 x 522 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris
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35. Honoré Daumier. “Combat des écoles: L'ldéalisme et le Reali

owing to the combined efforts of a great poet and a
remarkable entrepreneur, and, above all, to the gifts of
probably the greatest caricaturist who has ever lived.
Almost forty years after Gillray's death, when a by now
familiar motif passed into the hands of Honoré Dau-
mier (fig. 35),'? the image of infernal conflict became
a satiric metaphor for the emerging battle of styles be-
tween realists and idealizing artists. Yet what is new
and overwhelming in Daumier's version is the severe
and, in its way, oddly classical authority of his drawing.
Gillray's figures had been mere marionettes and stick-
insects; Daumier seized on this rudimentary, anticlassi-
cal caricatural convention of satiric drawing, and really
used it to create a conscious language of truthful form
in images that protested against the idealized aca-
demic vision of the human body. Daumier’s figures, for
all their comic awkwardness, have an authority of line,
an immediate grasp of weight and of contour, that
none of his contemporaries, high or low, could equal.
And then how dark most of Daumier’s drawings are.
Their evocation of an envelope of gloom—at once a
gas-lit city and a dim, gray battlefield—became a kind
of permanent twilight that passed into the hand and
manner of artists as different as Millet and Charles Ad-
dams. It was this darkness, literal and metaphoric, that
Daumier added to the language of popular imagery;
and it gave to caricature, in his hands, an almost tragic
high seriousness.

This seriousness was in part the consequence of a
new intensity of commitment. (Gillray's political prints
assumed a facade of measured cynicism; ""The world's

1e,” from Le Charivari, April 24, 1855

acharade,”” he drank in a toast with Rowlandson. Dau-
mier takes sides, passionately)?® But it is also in part
the consequence of a new attitude toward the pur-
poses of parody.- The high-art parodies that Gillray had
used to give dramatic structure to political caricature
became in Daumier’s hands the foundation of a pow-
erful, alternative vision of classicism (fig. 36). As Lorenz
Eitner puts it: "The serious intention that guided Dau-
mier's parodistic invasions of high art was not to de-

b

36. Honore Daumier. "Ménélas vainqueur,” from Le Charivari, De-
cember 22, 1841
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37. Honore Daumier. Headpiece for Le Charivari, November 26, 1833

value the great traditions, but to give them new life by
freeing them from the preciousness of a mandarin cul-
ture, reanimating them with genuine feeling and
bringing them into the reality of modern experi-
ence."?! It isn't surprising that other, younger artists
Degas most prominent among them-—saw that these
parodies cut through an unreal visual rhetoric to pro-
vide a style that was more authentically classical than
all the waxworks of the academy. Though Gillray's
parodies had rebounded back into high art, that pro-
cess had been largely haphazard and unintentional;
with Daumier, parody for the first time became seri-
ous—an authentic, self-conscious source of innova-
tion, a way of reclaiming the tradition while seeming
to kid it, a new process of invention that began in
mockery and ended in rediscovery.

Daumier's working space was largely created
through the shrewd business sense and progressive
idealism of one of the great men of the nineteenth
century, the publisher and occasional caricaturist
Charles Philipon. Philipon’s journal Le Charivari (figs.
35-38) seems to have begun as a commercial enter-
prise without an overriding political ambition. The va
garies of the July Monarchy, however, made Philipon a
leader among the radicals, and the author of the most
famous and influential caricature of the first half of the
nineteenth century, in which, almost for the first time,
an Arcimboldesque transformation was identified with
an individual and given a political point—the reduction
of Louis-Philippe to a poire, the French slang for “fat-
head” (fig. 38). The transformation spread irresistibly,
like a contagion (fig. 39).%*

Philipon is almost single-handedly responsible for
our sense of caricature as an art of indignation and as
a champion of the oppressed. Yet he created a new
space for progressive imagery through an unpre-
cedentedly aggressive “‘commodification’” of art. He
financed his political journals through a subscription
series, both of comic art and, more often, of reproduc-
tions of old and new painted masterpieces, sold to an
emerging audience of middle-class patrons. Within the
orbit of Philipon, however, many different styles, social
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attitudes, and ideas about the range and function of
caricature were possible. J. J. Grandville, Daumier’s im-
mediate predecessor as Philipon's leading artist, soon
left his work as a caricaturist, and began the series of
illustrated fantasies on which his fame depends today,
and which led both to John Tenniel and to Odilon
Redon.??

The caricature sculptor Jean-Pierre Dantan, on the
other hand, another artist who was occasionally in
volved with Philipon, made a series of small sculptures
eventually called, half mockingly and half not, the
“Musée Dantan,” which employed the tradition of the
composite body less for political satire than to make
rebuses—punning riddles on their subjects’ names.
(Those that have survived are startling enough; appar-
ently a whole second set of obscene ones filled the
back room of the Musée Dantan and were even more
extreme.) These rebuses began as simple inscriptions
on the bases of his figurines, and then evolved into
more complicated and bizarre transformations: actors
and men of letters made into coatracks or into bugs
(figs. 40, 41) in ways that punned on their given names
and, occasionally, suggested something about their
métier.”* Though Dantan’s work belongs less on the
barricades than in the smoking room, he was, more
than anyone else, responsible for joining the tradition
of caricatured faces to the tradition of composite bo-
dies in a way that, by the middle of the century, made
both of them seem part of an organic genre called
“caricature.”

But what relationship did all this new imagery have
to the art that hung in the Louvre? One line of
thought—exemplified by the work of the historian
Champfleury, and seconded by the English historian
Thomas Wright, who wrote a multivolume history of
caricature—linked it to the ancient stream of gro-
tesque form, and insisted that caricature was so vital
because it was the oldest of all the arts, the primal vo-
cabulary of visual expression.”> Champfleury and
Wright wanted to elevate the low satiric form by at-
taching it to universal, common properties of the hu-
man mind. But Champfleury had a poet friend who
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38. Charles Philipon. “"Les Poires,” from Le Charivar, January 17, 1834. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York. Gift of Arthur Sachs, 1923 (23.92.3)

39. “Voici Messieurs, ce que nous avons I’honneur d'exposer journellement,” from La Caricature, March 6, 1834




40. Jean-Pierre Dantan. Neuville. 1843. Plaster and terra-cotta,
16'&" (41 cm) high. Musée Carnavalet, Paris

was interested in caricature, too; the friend even drew
a caricature of himself and Champfleury together (fig.
42). He was Charles Baudelaire, who became the first
writer to cut caricature off from an imagined inheri-
tance in primitive form. In 1844 Baudelaire's small in-
come had been placed in the hands of a trustee, who,
in effect, condemned the poet to a life of small rooms
and sad hotels. Filled with self-loathing and a masoch-
istic desire for degradation, Baudelaire decided to be-
come an :art critic. In 1846, he wrote an essay on
caricature: "'On the Essence of Laughter.”*®

Caricature for Baudelaire is the sophisticated, urban
art par excellence, not just in its choice of subjects but
in its intrinsic style. “Primitive nations,”” he wrote,
"cannot conceive of caricature....When it comes to
the grotesque figures that have been left to us by an-
tiquity—the masks, figurines, the muscular Hercules,
the little Priapuses with their tongues curved into air—
...all these things are fully serious. We laugh after the
coming of Jesus. . .. The idols of India and China do not
know that they are ridiculous; it is we, Christians, who
know that they are comic.” Caricature for Baudelaire is
also “Satanic”—that is (in Baudelaire's idiosyncratic
sense), profoundly human. “'In effect, as laughter is es-
sentially human, it is essentially contradictory, that is, it
signifies at the same time an infinite grandeur and an
infinite misery—infinite misery relative to the absolute
being of which man was possessed at conception; In-
finite grandeur relative to beasts. It is in the perpetual

41. Jean-Pierre Dantan. Romieu. 1835. Plaster and terra-cotta, 11"
(28 cm) high. Musée Carnavalet, Paris

shock of these two infinities that laughter takes
place....A sign of superiority relative to the beasts,
laughter is the sign of inferiority relative to the sages,
who by the contemplative innocence of their spirit ap-
proach childhood.”#’

42. Charles Baudelaire. Caricature of Champfleury
and Self-Portrait. c. 1850. Pencil on paper, Present
whereabouts unknown

Baudelaire thought of caricature not as the lingua
franca of primal consciousness but as the argot plas-
tigue, the plastic slang, of civilized life, and of the
city,?® possessed of a quicksilver intelligence and mys-
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terious double nature that allowed it to capture the
perplexing ambiguities of modern life in a way that the
stilted formal language of academic art could not. The
caricature, for Baudelaire, is the symbol of a self-con-
sciously contradictory existence, of man poised be-
tween another world and this one. When we look at
Daumier, he argues, what we are seeing reminds us of
the grotesque absurdity of this fallen and chaotic
world; at the same time, that we laugh rather than
turn in revulsion suggests our memory of order. Our
response to caricature is a measure of our sophistica
tion, and it is possible only in a civilization that is at
once Christian and corrupt, dreaming of a lost inno-
cent unity and conscious of its own departure from it.

For Baudelaire one kind of comedy, which he called
"absolute” comedy, is the comedy of joy. This kind of
comedy—that of E.T.A. Hoffmann or, in a different
way, Rabelais-—aspires to re-create, for a moment, the
innocent, Edenic condition from which we have fallen.
But another kind of comedy—"significant’” comedy,
of which caricature is the best example—departs from
appearances only to make the truth of life plainer,
leaves the world only to return to it. Absolute comedy
uses abstract forms—grotesque faces and odd bodies
and elegantly resolved plots—for abstract effects; "its
only test is laughter,”?® and it is, in this sense, abstract
and musical. Significant comedy puts those ideal forms
at the service of a moral idea.

Baudelaire grasped intuitively that the history of cari-
cature depended on the tension between the creation

l

of an "absolute’” otherworldly realm and the decision
to enter that realm to find the familiar within it. What
Baudelaire changed was the sense of how the moral
pluses and minuses ought to be scored. In the past, it
had been the otherworldly, the unnatural, and the fan-
tastic that had been domesticated by caricature, and
part of the pleasure of the form lay in seeing the
threatening made humane; for Baudelaire, the gro-
tesque represented a lost world of uncircumscribed
feeling, and every time we laughed at any caricature
we memorialized our own entry into consciousness
and guilt. The world of demons is our own. What Bau-
delaire admired about Daumier was, in a sense, that he
was not of his time: that looking past the trivia of con
temporary politics, his grim welter of grotesque faces
marked the space between the rational animals we
would like to be and the fantastic beings we really are.
Like Dickens, Daumier shows us the monsters of affec-
tation that are our true selves.

Baudelaire saw that Daumier was really astonishing
not for what he pinned down but for what he left
open. When we look at Daumier, despite the connec
tion of his art to encyclopedic programs of physiogno
mic identification, what strikes us is how mysterious
the expressions of his people really are; they appeal to
our fascination with the double edge of things, and
mark the fine line between comedy and tragedy, be-
tween anxiety and vanity.*° The drama in Daumier lies
in the tension between the definition of social roles,
indicated in his figures' mime-like gestures and as-

43. Honore Daumier. Study of Heads. c. 1850. Ink over charcoal and black chalk on paper, 5% x 7" (13 % 17.7 cm). The Brooklyn Museum, New

York. Carl H. De Silver Fund




44. Honoré Daumier. The Drinking Song. c. 1860—65. Black chalk, ink, and watercolor on paper, 10%a x 13%" (26 x 34 cm). Private collection

sumed postures—the whole world of social imprints
on a human body that would become the basis for
Sherlock Holmes's deduction—and the multivalent
ambiguity of their expression. Far from anatomizing
the set poses of modernity, Daumier's figures remain
compelling for their invocation of moments of doubt,
doubleness, and emotional complexity (figs. 43, 44):
people in reverie, introspection, uncertainty; people
caught in the margins of expression rather than at its
center. For Daumier, even such a seemingly straight-
forward satiric target as M. d'Argo (fig. 45), the gov-
ernment minister, can become a pathetic monster, at
once self-satisfied but strangely conscious of his ab-
surdity. Such images, for Baudelaire, were the deepest
moment of caricature—the moment when the mask
has just slipped on the face, and its wearer hardly
knows whether to be delighted at his performance or
appalled at his imposture.

Even the most brutally satiric comedy had, before
Baudelaire, usually been explained as a form of ther-
apy. Showing us the grotesques of life, comedy taught
us discrimination and good manners; we enjoy satire
because we are reminded (or learn) that it is better not
to be like that. In a way that anticipates Beckett and
Kafka as much as Dubuffet, Baudelaire saw in his con-
templation of caricature that comedy need not be un-
derstood simply as a dream of conflicts resolved, with
happy endings all around; through Daumier’s exam-
ple, he saw that comedy could register profound am-
bivalences and permanent doubts. It is not, as is
sometimes said, that Baudelaire and Daumier emanci-

pated caricature from the reflex of laughter; it is that
they emancipated laughter from the reflex of joy.
When Baudelaire’s essay on laughter was finally
published in 1857, it confirmed an intuition that artists
had already begun to make part of their practice. The
plastic slang of the city was already on its way to be-
coming one of the primary alphabets of avant-garde
art. From the ardent affection of Manet for the popu-
lar print®" to Gauguin’s cult of caricatural imagery,
French art of the second half of the nineteenth century
was marked by almost innumerable borrowings—
some overt and some surreptitious—of vanguard art
from popular satire. The old order of art came under
siege from a new alliance of wise guys. But people still
argued about what this relationship really demonstrat-
ed. Through the opposed models of Champfleury and
Baudelaire, caricature could be understood as both
very old and very new. Some people emphasized the
place of caricature as a psychologically primitive form,
and thought that modern artists ought to use carica-
tural form because it was basic and uncorrupted, a
kind of living fossil. Others thought that caricature was
useful to modern art because it was a model of sophis-
tication, the measure of our rueful knowledge of our
own absurdity. Translated into the practice of picture-
making, this ambivalence proved fruitful and form-
creating. In pictures like the Vision after the Sermon,
Gauguin could join Daumier’s outline to the hard, de-
terminate form of folk art, aligning Le Charivari with
the world of the Breton peasant. Caricature for Gau-
guin offered the distilled essence of all art-making:
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45. Honore Daumier. “M. d’Argo .. ,” from La Caricature, July 11, 1833

“Drawing honestly,” he wrote, “does not mean
affirming a thing which is true in nature, but, instead,
using pictorial idioms that do not disquise one’s
thoughts.”** Yet Degas could also use Daumier’s
anticlassical burlesque figures as inspiration for his
courtesan bathers. The intellectual quarrel between
Champfleury and Baudelaire took shape in art as a
fruitful tension that allowed artists to use popular form
both as a symbol of “primitive’’ honesty and as a way
of engaging modern life.

Yet if the figure style and draftsmanship of popular
imagery were allowed in art, their distortions of the
face on the whole were not. Funny faces in art were
still only good for a laugh, even though serious artists
loved to draw them. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, everybody drew portrait caricatures. Wonderful

| caricatures have come down to us from such unlikely
! academic artists as Frédéric Bartholdi, Thomas Cou- ;
' ture, and Horace Vernet (fig. 46).32 A flair for carica- —
’ ture was one of the marks of a genuinely distinguished
i
i
!
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artist; and, as the critic du Se|gn§ur s complaint ("' After 46. Horace Vernet. Desnoyer Reading a Report. n.d. Ink on paper,
120 Courbet, after Manet—the caricature!") reminds us, 8% x 31%¢" (22.5 x 10 cm). Bibliothéque de I'lnstitut de France, Paris




47. Pierre Puvis de Chavannes. Young Girls at the Edge of the Sea.
1879. Oil on canvas, 683" x 60%" (205 x 154 cm). Musée d'Orsay,
Paris. Gift of Robert Gérard

even shows of caricature by academic artists were part
of the landscape. Yet there were understood rules
about what was acceptable as game and what was ac-
ceptable as art, and artists adhered to these rules with
a fanaticism that seems to us in retrospect almost a
little schizophrenic. Puvis de Chavannes (fig. 47), for
instance, whose columnar figures and chaste sub-
Piero reticence inspired even Seurat, also drew carica-
tures of an intensity and meticulousness that would
have delighted Baudelaire (fig. 48). But no sign of his

48. Pierre Puvis de Chavannes. Expressive Head: Concierge. n.d.
Drawing. Present whereabouts unknown

caricatural flair was ever allowed to enliven the poised
balance of Puvis's tranquil pictures.®”

The art world in Paris, so far from being one where
all the rules were in the air, was more like the salons
described in Proust, where the rules of conduct, the
boundaries of the permissible and forbidden, were at
once infinitely subtle and perfectly plain. Of course,
some art in late nineteenth-century Paris—Lautrec’s is
an obvious example—was full of caricatural elements,
and even startling simplifications of faces (fig. 49). But
this art, like the subjects it most often depicts, be-
longed to a kind of demimonde, neither high nor low,
vanguard nor popular. The split between caricature
and serious painting, exemplified by Puvis, looks to us
now like a "crisis” that had to be "resolved.” Yet the
same split also forced the creation of a kind of “middle
kingdom'' for caricature, found in the caricature jour-
nals—L ‘Assiette au beurre, Le Journal amusant, and,
in Germany, Simplicissimus—that enriched city life at

-.J“.:__“’

49, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. Yvette Guilbert, from the Cafe-
concert series. 1893. Lithograph, 17152 % 121%" (44 x 31.7 cm). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Harris Brisbane Dick Fund,
1923 [23.30.3(2)]

the end of the last century. Artists who chose to live in
this demimonde created a tradition that was, by itself,
the progenitor of much that remained stirring in the
next century’s art.?®

The Daumier tradition went north. Passing from En
sor into German Expressionism, the multivalent ambi-
quity of those faces, divorced from their specific satiric
uses, was seen as a material for art. The foggy faces of
Daumier initiated a fine of imagery that runs beyond
Realism into Symbolism and Expressionism, and con-
nects the painterly indignation of Goya with the
graphic distortions of Munch and of Max Beckmann

Even well into the modern era, the tradition of the
caricature journal still could be enlivening. The politi-
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cized art of Berlin Dada depends on the already soured
and bitter satiric tradition present in the great German
caricature journal Simplicissimus, whose roster of art-
ists included the savage Olaf Gulbransson (fig. 50).
What gives the work of George Grosz and John Heart-
field its razor edge is the forceful combination of the
non sequiturs of Dada imagery with the emphatic
stresses of an already developed language of political
cartoons. In Grosz's early work, like the Republican Au-
tomatons (fig. 51), the reduction of a social class to a
mechanical type—bourgeois into robat—obviously
has its roots in the quick-cutting imagery of the politi-
cal cartoon, only now Grosz adapts the private lan-
guages of the School of Paris to popular satiric form:
the melancholy perspectives and wan streets of de
Chirico, the tubular men of Léger, the stencils of Cub-
ism, are parodied for satiric effect. It is no disrespect to
Grosz—just the opposite—to see that his most suc-
cessful work belongs to another and different (though
not lesser) history than that which descends from Ma-
net to Cézanne and beyond; his art belongs to the his-
tory of modernist invention rebounding back into
popular imagery. Grosz became the Gillray of Weimar,
parodying the high art of his time and finding in it a
cutting edge of political truth.?®

Other, less directly engaged art, too, could continue
to find energy and inspiration in the caricature journal.
Paul Klee's grotesque heads of the teens and twenties
(fig. 52), with their apparent throwaway inconse-

50. Olaf Gulbransson. “"How can we poke the fire any longer? We
have no more charcoal” (19157), reprinted in Arts et métiers graphi-
gues, 31 (September 15, 1932)

quence, are in part a self-conscious attempt to substi-
tute the humane tabletalk of the caricature journal for
the big declamatory stuff of either academic or sol-
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51. George Grosz. Republican Automatons. 1920. Watercolor on paper, 23% x 1834"
(60 x 47.3 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Advisory Committee Fund




52. Paul Klee. Charli. 1927. Ink on paper, mounted on cardboard,
3% x 474" (9.9 % 12.3 cm). Kunstmuseum Bern. Paul Klee Stiftung

emnly “advanced" art. The tradition in modern art that
runs from Klee to Alexander Calder to Saul Steinberg,
and has as its end a conversational directness and sim-
ple punning flair, begins in the middle kingdom of cari-
cature at the end of the last century.?’

One man's decorum is another man’s intolerable hier
archy. If it was possible to see the caste system of
French art—with the Beaux Arts in one place, the
avant-garde in another, and the caricature journals
someplace in between—as an essentially happy divi-
sion of labor, it was also possible to see it as a neurotic
segregation of the organic elements of art. For the full
potential of the comic tradition to be released into seri
ous painting, it was necessary for an artist to have a
natural gift for funny drawing, to have a deep emo-
tional dissatisfaction with the accepted decorum, and
finally to find some new and unexpected catalyst that
could unlock the repressed energies of satiric imagery
in a way that would allow them to enter, and even an-
nex, high art.

This was achieved in about eighteen months in the
middle of the first decade of this century by Pablo Pi-
casso. The transformation in Picasso's art from 1905 to

1907 is still perhaps the most astonishing transforma-
tion in art history, and it has often been described and
diagnosed, usually in terms of the impact of new in-
fluences or as the logical working out of possibilities
implicit in his earlier paintings. But it is also possible to
see this transformation as the resolution—happily, to
the Devil's advantage—of the entire late nineteenth-
century psychomachia between notebook jokes and
easel pieties.

Caricature was Picasso’s mother tongue.™ His first
recorded drawings are all caricatures. (In this case, the

codices are textbooks that he doodled in during dull
hours at school [fig. 53).) The notebooks of his early
years in Barcelona are filled, alive, with caricature. A
single sheet (fig. 54) chosen more or less at random
from a notebook of 1900 displays childlike scrawls,
hollow-eyed, emaciated, tonal heads (a kind of mock
Symbolist agony), crisp, quasi-quattrocento profiles,
and a kind of proto—Farmer Alfalfa figure, rendered in
one serpentine line complete with dialogue balloon
What is finally most impressive in these early note-
books is less the gift for likeness, remarkable as it is,
than the horror vacui that leads Picasso to crowd page
after page with every kind of distorted physiognomy
Picasso had an apparent compulsion not simply to re-
cord faces in a virtuoso shorthand but to reinvent
faces, and to push caricature toward new extremes of
simplification.*?

In Picasso's early work as a caricaturist, two clearly
distinct styles still stand out among all the variety. One
style is sophisticated, and descends from Lautrec. It in
volves an allusive reduction of features to a telegraphic
code of dots and dashes, suavely placed against blank
white faces (fig. 55). Another style involves changing
the relation of features to face, in an almost graffiti-like
distortion that enlarges the subject’s eyes and makes

them part of a geometric, simplified design—an origi
nal style someplace between Fayum funeral portraits
and Thomas Keane's moppets. In this second carica-

ture style, Picasso often uses the curious device of
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53. Pablo Picasso. Various Sketches. 1893-94. Lead pencil on print-
ed page, 10% x 5% (20.7 x 13 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona
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54. Pablo Picasso. Sketches with Pierrot Figures. 1900. Ink, conté crayon, and colored pencil on paper, 8% x 124" (22 x 31.8 cm). Museu
Picasso, Barcelona

55. Pablo Picasso. Caricatures and Portraits: Guillaume Apollinaire, Paul Fort, Jean Moreéas, Fernande Olivier, André Salmon, Henri Delormel.
124 1905. India ink on paper, 10 x 1274” (25.5 x 32,7 cm). Musée Picasso, Paris

P —




56. Pablo Picasso. Head of a Man. 1899—1900. Ink and red pencil on
paper, 2% x 32" (6.9 8.9 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona

treating an unnaturally enlarged eye as a circle within a
geometric lozenge (fig. 56). Some of Picasso’s Barcelo-
na caricatures in this second style have an aggressive
simplicity, an extreme insistence on symmetry and ab-
straction, that is still genuinely startling, as in a series
of studies he made of his friend Jaime Sabartés (figs.
57, 58).

In these early caricature pages, too, a couple of per-
sistent themes—obsessions—also appear. Picasso, like
Leonardo (whose grotesque heads he knew and ad-
mired),*® was fascinated by imagining the ravages of
time. His notebooks are filled with pages where old
age descends like a disease on odd little faces (fig. 59)
In one strange drawing, he seems to imagine his own
face as an old man (fig. 60); and a later group from
1906 shows Josep Fontdevila (fig. 61) suddenly under-
going the horrors of age in a series of animated draw
ings. Caricature for Picasso was a kind of cruel,
substitute magic, in which a few bags and sags and
lines around the mouth could conjure up in a scribble
all the horrors of mortality and time. Where old age
suggests a kind of wan bathos in Picasso’s painted pic
tures of this time, in his caricatures it is imagined as a
mocking rash, an unavoidable plague.

Another obsession of Picasso’s, evident in his note-
books long before it was evident in his finished pic-
tures, involved the possibilities for portraiture in
marginal and unfamiliar styles. On several occasions in
the years from 1895 until 1900, Picasso would first ab-
sorb an exotic new language of form and then imme
diately explore its possibilities as a new code of
identification. In one series of drawings from 1899
1900, he plays with the resemblances between pas-
sersby seen from a café and the El Greco portraits he
had recently come to admire (figs. 62, 63). On another
occasion, he assimilated a friend’s face to the forms of
an Egyptian figure he had just seen (figs. 64, 65). His
extraordinary virtuosity as a caricaturist seems to have
given Picasso a natural tendency to see an individual in
terms of a highly stylized manner, and to see in a high-
ly stylized manner the surprising possibility of defining
an individual

Throughout the first decade of his work, itis in these
notebook drawings alone that we see intimations of
the artist Picasso will become. They have the qualities

of the mature portraits— the scabrous insights, the ex-
travagant physiognomic rearrangements, the fearless
combinations and recombinations of borrowed
styles—in a way that Picasso’s painted portraits of the
same years, and even of the next decade, with their
calculated wistfulness and tepid Symbolist effects, do
not (fig. 66).

This split between Picasso’s notebook caricatures
and his easel portraits is, as we've seen, common at
the end of the nineteenth century. Yet for Picasso this
split seems to have been especially disturbing, in part
perhaps because in the context of the art of the Barce-
lona renaissance, with its heavy linear designs and sim-

57. Pablo Picasso. Caricatures. c. 1899-1900. Conteé crayon on pa-
per, 3% x 4% (8.9 x 11 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona

o

58. Pablo Picasso. Caricature. c. 1899-1900. Conte crayon on pa-
per, 32 x 434" (8.9 x 11 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona
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59. Pablo Picasso. Sketch: Heads (Pére Romeu). 1899. Ink on paper,
8 x5%" (20.5 % 13 cm). Musée Picasso, Paris
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60. Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrait. 1898. Lead pencil on paper,
7'6 % 4%" (19.5 x 12 ¢m). Museu Picasso, Barcelona

plified patterns, the space between caricature and
serious art must have seemed especially arbitrary.
Catalan art journals were full of caricature, which of
ten sat side by side with reproductions of French van
guard art; and that high art itself, when reproduced,
looked more graphic and linear than in fact it was. The
absolute division between what you were allowed to
do in a notebook and what you were allowed to do on
an easel must have seemed to Picasso genuinely pecu-
liar. What's more, the enforced decorum seems to

61. Pablo Picasso. Portrait of Josep Fontdevila and Sketch of a
Nude with Raised Arms. 1906. Conté crayon on paper, 10Vs x 77"
(25.7 % 20 cm). Musée Picasso, Paris

have left him blocked emotionally. It's as though he
could only draw his true, demonic, gleeful self in cari-
cature (fig. 67), while for portraiture he had to put on
the uneasy, self-conscious face of Romantic longing.
But these low strategies could not be released into
Picasso’s high art until a new and more dignified cos-
tume, a different mask, had been placed on them-
literally a mask, for it was Picasso's discovery of archaic
and primitive art that allowed him to release the ener-
gy of his notebooks into the world of his big finished
portraits. Picasso's deeply idiosyncratic use of primitive
art—for he alone turns the schematized codes of
primitive art into a language of likeness, a language
used to define particular individuals—was in one re-
spect a way of bringing the latent potential of the cari-
cature into vanguard art, The search for likeness in the
grotesque and unfamiliar that had long been embed-
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62. Pablo Picasso. Five Sketches of Greek Personages. c. 1899. 63. Pablo Picasso. Modernist. 1899—-1900. Conté crayon on paper,
Conté crayon and pencil on paper, 14 % 8%" (30.6 x 22 cm). Museu 8% x 64" (22 x 15.9 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona

Picasso, Barcelona

64. Pablo Picasso. Egyptian and Other Sketches. c. 1900. Ink on pa- 65. Pablo Picasso. Various Sketches. c. 1900. Ink on paper, 81 X 5%" =
per, 8% x 5%" (20.8 x 13.1 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona (20.6 x 13 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona 127
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66. Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrait. 1899—1900. Charcoal on paper, B%& x 612" (22.5 % 16.5 cm).

Museu Picasso, Barcelona

ded in the caricature tradition could be integrated into
Picasso’s finished portraits only after it had first been
reimagined as primitivism.

As William Rubin has written, “‘Not surprisingly, one
discovers that the ‘low art’ of Picasso’s caricature starts
fusing with his ‘high art’ at precisely the moment his
primitivism begins, with the repainting of Gertrude
Stein’s face in the Iberian manner on his return from
Gosol [in the fall of 1906]."4" Picasso’s portrait of Ger-
trude Stein (fig. 68) is one of the monuments of mod-
emn painting, yet its formal structure has never really
been sorted out. While the painting is accepted as an
extraordinary, magic likeness, the archaic forms of Ibe-
rian sculpture which the artist used to recast the sitter’s
face are consistently described as “monumental,”
“timeless,” and even “inexpressive.” That Picasso was
able to wrest likeness from such resistant material is
still seen as a formidable achievement; that the game
of wresting likeness from resistant material has a histo-
ry of its own within the Western tradition has been
largely overlooked. The unfamiliar vocabulary of form
blinded people to the familiar underlying grammar.

In the Stein portrait, a likeness that began as a study
in physiognomic ambiguity, in the grand manner, is
transformed through the use of primitive form into a

study in physiognomic identification through distor-
tion: the low went high in the disguise of the exotic.
Even the particular forms Picasso selects from the vo-
cabulary of Iberian art—the oversize eyes, the mag-

67. Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrait and Other Sketches. 1903. ink on
paper, 4% x 4%4" (11.8 x 10.7 cm). Museu Picasso, Barcelona




68. Pablo Picasso. Portrait of Gertrude Stein. 1906. Oil on canvas, 39
Bequest of Gertrude Stein

nified and thrust-out brows—are precisely those that,
ever since Bernini, artists had been taking from the lan-
guage of the grotesque and using to identify ind
uals. The key device that Picasso is suppo to have
" sculpt the eyes, which are
suddenly treated as a geometric, fe d
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s caricature sketches of the

¢32" (99.6 x 81.3 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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69. Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrait. 1907. Oil on canvas, 19% x 187" (50 x 46 cm). National Gallery, Prague

influence, so the Iberian eyes of Gertrude Stein are at
once an exotic “timeless” form and a familiar carica-
tural mannerism. The move from low to high, the vic-
tory of the sketchbook over the easel, is accomplished
through the Trojan horse of primitivism 2

For the next three years, we can recognize a steady
and recurring pattern of this kind in Picasso’s art. A vo-
cabulary of primitive form is first absorbed and then
transformed into a new language of likeness. In a mas-
terpiece like the self-portrait of 1907 (fig. 69), Picasso
created a new kind of monumental caricature in which
the firm contours and quick sure insights of the note-
book jokes are given a new weight and unforgettable
plastic intensity,

The caricatural element in Picasso’s "'primitivism’’
was racognized at once in his circle. The critic Félix Fé-
néon, looking at no less “primitivized"” a picture than

the Demoiselles, told Picasso that he probably had a
future as a caricaturist.* And Picasso himself saw
clearly the route he had traveled from caricature to
vanguard portraiture by way of primitivism; the path
from sketchbook to easel went by way of Africa. In a
group of drawings from late 1907, variations on a cari
cature of André Salmon, who had been the first writer
to associate Picasso with primitive art,* we can see Pi-
casso retracing his steps, unmistakably and purpose-
fully assimilating the vocabulary of primitive and
archaic art to the grammar of the caricature. Picasso
begins with a wonderfully jaunty full-length caricature
of Salmon (as William Rubin has pointed out, this is the
first Picasso caricature executed on large-scale drawing
paper):*> half-smiling, a folio volume held in his re-
laxed clasp-—the imperturbable evangelist of primitiv-
ism (fig. 70). But then Picasso turns the collection on




70. Pablo Picasso. Portrait of André Salmon. 1907. Charcoal on pa-
per, 23% x 15%" (60 % 40 am). Private collection, France

the collector; Salmon is caricatured as a primitive ob-
ject. In one extraordinary sheet—the art-historical
equivalent of the intermediate fossil which is the
dream and despair of the paleontologist—the carica-
ture of Salmon is caught forever in transition from cari-
cature to primitivized image (fig. 71). The passage
between primitive art and caricature is made the ex-
plicit subject of the image. First, in the upper left, Picas
so further simplifies the queer, fin-like, and already
somewhat Africanized arrangement of the clasped
hands from the original drawing. Then, in an inspired
visual pun, Picasso sees that the suave, cursive shading
of the original can, with only a slight change in rhythm
and direction, become a striated pattern that echoes
the scarification of African art: Salmon's body now
bears the scars of his own obsession. Once again, Pi
casso discovers a punning relationship between the
distant and exotic and the informal and near at
hand.*®

Next, the great jutting chin and lantern jaw put Pi-
casso in mind of Pharaonic art, and the head is
wrenched into full profile and distended into a likeness
of an old-dynasty Egyptian king. Salmon's high fore-
head is turned into a headdress, his spiffy middle part

eft of the sheet, the

into a bony ridge. On the far
figure (attitude carried over intact from the original
caricature) is inspected from the rear and then—the

71. Pablo Picasso. Studies for Portrait of André Salmon. 1907. Ink on paper, 12% x 15%" (32.5 x 40 cm). Private collection, France
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72. Pablo Picasso. Portrait of Andreé 5almon (final state). 1907—08. Indiaink on paper,
24% x 194" (63 % 48 cm). Private collection, France

climax of this parody rite of passage—the Pharaonic
profile is mounted on the scarified torso. Salmon has
been inducted into the hybrid tribe: the barbarian alli
ance of caricature and primitive art, of the lowbrow
and the alien, that will conquer the Western portrait.
Eventually, in a later drawing in this series (fig. 72),
Salmon becomes a flat-footed, hunched-over, and,
above all, aged nude—an old man—with the same
schematic face as Picasso’s other friends who had also
been maliciously “aged" in his caricatures.

In @ way, Picasso was just rejuvenating the tradition
that Braccelli had begun three hundred years before as
a joke. Through the examination of strange form, the
artist creates an image where the emblems of his
subject’s trade or preoccupation are made part of his
appearance.”’ Picasso’s Salmon is the great-great-
grandson of Braccelli's geometric geometers; here, the
primitive fetishist is made into a primitive fetish.

And in all of these portraits from 1906-07 —those
of Stein, of himself, and of Salmon—what Picasso was
doing was in one sense simply a brilliant extension of
the tradition that we have chronicled: searching an
unfamiliar vocabulary of seemingly non-mimetic form,
he found a new and startling kind of mimesis. What
Picasso found in his own notebooks wasn't a style so
much as a way of proceeding, an instruction to look at
stylized, exotic form and make it real. That instruction,

as we've seen again and again, that way of proceed-
Ing, is exactly what the caricature tradition has always
insisted on—that process, that injunction is, in a sense,
all that caricature is.

Yet Picasso’s achievement is larger and more power-
ful because it involves more than the creation of a new
subdialect. It involves uneasy alliances of existing idi-
oms as well as surprising puns between them. For,
once we have seen how much their structure depends
on the kinds of things Picasso was already doing in his
notebook jokes, the question still remains, Why aren't
any of these pictures funny? The answer at one level is
obvious: they don't Jook funny. The hulking monu
mental body of Gertrude Stein as she presses forward
to the picture plane, like a child pressing its nose
against a window; her set mouth and heavy, Michel-
angelesque hands—all of these elements are em-
ployed by Picasso to counterpoise the element of
charged portraiture, The play between bravura like-
ness and monumental weight in the Stein portrait is
matched in intensity by the tension between graphic
simplicity and illusionistic lighting in the 1907 self
portrait. That picture draws on the “big-eyed" carica-
ture style which had before been present only in
Picasso’s sketchbooks, now remade in the image of tri-
bal art, but adds to it a sobering overlay of a carefully
recorded screen of highlights and shadows, climaxing




in the odd, bright white circle that rests in the artist's
right eye.

It isn't, though, that these pictures are in any sense
failed or tentative. They are authoritative reorchestra
tions of many different codes of likeness, and they re
mind us of how much our sense of the comic depends
not on a fixed psychological structure, but on a muta-
ble context of expectations. Almost everyone who has
theorized about caricature, from Henri Bergson to
Freud to Rudolf Arnheim to the contemporary cogni-
tive psychologist David Perkins, has insisted that carica-
ture is funny because it is in some sense “economical”;
that its simplifications in some way satisfy the perma-
nently tendentious organization -of the mind. The ge-
stalt psychologist may theorize that caricatures work
because they represent an extreme, simple-to-grasp
demonstration of the deviations from the norms of
perception that make all expression possible;*® the
psychoanalyst may suggest that it works because
“the claims of instinctual life are satisfied by its con-
tent, the objections of the superego by the manner of
its disquise’’;* and the cognitive psychologist may
suggest that caricature mirrors the schematized im
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agery of cognition.”” But all of them agree that the
caricature is, in some sense, parsimonious, primitive,
elemental, a "saving of mental energy”; that the
“mind’s eye'" in some sense already sees caricatures,
prefers caricatures, and that the artist pleases the view-
er by satisfying this preference. The artist overcharges
his portrait so that the viewer doesn't have to over
charge his mind.

But of course maost kinds of serious learning and se-
rious art are, in this sense, “economical” too—they
help us to organize seemingly unconnected concepts
into a simpler pattern. What distinguishes jokes from
other kinds of surprising structures—from scientific
theories, for example—is that the jokes propose a
manifestly false economy. For a joke or a picture to be
funny, it has to propose a new way of organizing the
world that is completely logical and at the same time
obviously provisional. It isn't that the mind's eye sees
caricatures. It's that the mind’s eye can recognize in a
caricature a process of simplification and tendentious
classification similar to that which allows us to function
in the world at all; only now the process is used not to
posit an enduring, permanent category but instead to
draw our attention to a peculiar structural resem-
blance between two unrelated things—between a
pope and an insect, or a king and a pear, or an Ameri-
can writer and an Iberian mask. This coincidental like-
ness, for a moment, seems at once to parody all our
fixed anc “natural’” categories and (in a way that can
be maddening if you are the king who looks like the
pear), for a little while, anyway, to take on some of
their authority.>’

The apparent “economy’’ of caricature had in this
sense always depended not on its intrinsic structure
but on its fixed place within the secure decorum of art.
Here psychology, of whatever school, is subsumed in a
history of social order—of prejudices. The basic equiv-

alence between what the caricaturist did and what the
artist of the grand manner did had, after all, been ap-
parent since the first appearance of the comic form
both kinds of work used a conventional set of formu
lae to "see the lasting truth beneath the surface of
mere outward appearance,” as Annibale Carraca
put it, and in this sense the caricaturist’s task was, as
Annibale also said, candidly, “'exactly the same as the
classical artist's.”>? But before Picasso, one of those
practices of stylization had always been designated as
a norm, a true report about the world and the other,
caricature, as an exception, an extreme case, a peculiar
structural trick—a joke.

With Picasso’s portrait of Gertrude Stein and with
his own 1907 self-portrait, however, the decorum of
norms and exceptions is not just stood on its head (that
had been done before) but completely rearticulated, in
a way that denies any secure sense of hierarchy, and
therefore any simple, closed, response. By orchestrat-
ing a very complicated set of effects—by taking up to-
tally unfamiliar stylizations, like those of “Iberian” art,
that were exotic but also in some ways oddly classical;
by infusing graphic caricatural elements into otherwise
“painterly’” pictures——Picasso showed that you could
take up the strategies of caricature without being
forced into the “marginal case’ logic of humor. Are
these faces or masks? ““Platonic’" truths about the sit-
ters, or journalistic ones? Aggressive or generous ges-
tures? Caricature had in the past really been a two-
beat process: first, surprise at the strange equivalence,
then reintegrating laughter as we put it in its provision-
al place—the strange equivalences discovered on the
margins of art at once expanding our horizons and
reaffirming the normality of the center. “Laughter,”
Bergson once wrote, “appears to stand in need of an
echo....It can travel within as wide a circle as you
please; the circle nonetheless remains a closed one.'"”
For Picasso there is no fixed center; the circle never
closes, and the second beat is never struck.

In the high Cubist portraits of the following years
the dialogue of previously irreconcilable styles reaches
a climax of poetic intensity, Picasso’s ultimate achieve-
ment in the portraits of his high Analytic Cubist period
is the fusion of the two seemingly irreconcilable por
trait styles descended from the time of Leonardo. The
portraits of 1906—08 involved the reuse of the star
ing, big-eyed style present in Picasso's early caricature;
the language of simplification in the great high Cubist
portraits, on the other hand, appropriately for its
dandified milieu, involves instead an adaptation of
the elegant, dots-and-dashes style of the Parisian
caricatures.”

Yet the tiny set of physiognomic clues in each por
trait is merged into an envelope of light which is at
once beautifully specific—the silver and gray light of a
Paris winter—and resonantly metaphysical. In the high
Analytic Cubist portraits, and above all in the Kahn-
weiler portrait (fig. 73), the visual metaphor is much
like that of Leonardo or Rembrandt, perceptual uncer-
tainty made into a metaphor for the unresolvable mys-
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73. Pablo Picasso. Portrait of Daniel-Henry Kah iler. 1910. Oil on canvas, 39Y2 % 28%" (100.6 x 72.8 cm). The Art Institute of Chicago. Gift of
Mrs. Gilbert W. Chapman in memory of Charles B. Goodspeed
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74. Kees van Dongen. “Cocotte,” from L'Assiette au beurre, Octo- 75. Juan Gris. Cover of L'Assiette au beurre, May 29, 1909
ber 26, 1901

tery of human personality. At the same time, these  In the high Cubist portraits, Picasso combines the enig

likenesses retain the self-conscious wit and compres-  matic poetry of the Rembrandtesque portrait with the
sion of the caricature, the schematic likeness that re-  epigrammatic precision of the caricature.
calls the mind's constant search for provisional order. Picasso’s revolution in face-making blurred forever
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76. Miguel Covarrubias. Paul Whiteman. c1924. Watercolor and charcoal on cut paper, i
11% x 9% (29.2 X 24.4 cm). Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washing- 5
ton, D.C. Gift of Caroline and Erwin Swann 135
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the line between caricature and conventional portral-
ture. The most obvious evidence of the evaporation of
this distinction becomes apparent in catalogues of Pi-
casso's own work. Before 1907, “caricature” pages
appear again and again in his notebooks, as a distinct,
identifiable genre; after that, there is virtually not a sin
gle page in all the archives of the Musée Picasso in Pa-
ris that can be classified separately from the rest of
Picasso’s drawings as a caricature. The line between
caricature and portrait has been so thoroughly annihi
lated that the distinction has become meaningless.

In the wake of Picasso's revolutionary realignment
of face-making, a line of caricaturists emerged who
now had a new license to present the imagery of the

caricature journals as a form of vanguard art (fig. 74).
Many of the second generation of Cubist artists, from
Juan Gris (fig. 75) to Jules Pascin, who helped turn

77. Miguel Covarrubias. Clark Gable vs. Edward, Prince of Wales.
1932. Tempera on paper, 14 % 11" (35.6 % 27.9 cm). lconography Col-
lection, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University
of Texas at Austin

Cubism from a private, two-man code into a popular
language, had received their training not in the halls of

the Ecole des Beaux-Arts but as caricaturists in the

pages of L ‘Assiette au beurre.>”

Other artists who remained within the world of the
humor magazines took up the new language of carica-
ture as it had been invented by Picasso. Perhaps the
most gifted of these post-Cubist caricaturists was the
Mexican-born Miguel Covarrubias. His work relied on
reinterpreting faces into a system of interlocking
planes (fig. 76, 77) that depended obviously and self-
consciously on the style of Picasso’s Cubist portraits,
Covarrubias is the Gershwin to Picasso’s Stravinsky,
taking up new rhythms (whose not-so-distant origins
lay in “low" art) and making them brightly syncopat-
ed. His skill as a caricaturist seems to have led him to an
increasing fascination with a particular branch of art

history. He eventually gave up his career in New York
to return to Mexico City—where he spent the rest of
his life as the curator of the National Museum’s De
partment of Primitive Art.>®

Caricature died so that modern art might live. Just as it
becomes impossible, after the work of 1908-10, to
distinguish in Picasso’s own work between “carica
ture’” and high drawing, it soon became impossible to
distinguish between modern art that self-consciously
drew on the caricature tradition and modern art that
just looked like other modern art. The conceptual leap
that saw large-scale possibilities in the recycling of little
jokes simply became part of the modern tradition; art-
ists did it without thinking about where it came from.

Yet, as we have seen, the same process of rethink-
ing the possibilities for individual jokes in generic form
that had produced charged portraits had, since the
first exhortations of the satiric tradition in the seven-
teenth century, produced other kinds of visual jokes
and puns, too. Men remade in the shape of the em-
blems of their trade or preoccupation (a transforma
tion that Picasso had only hinted at in the private
drawing of Salmon), in the tradition of Arcmboldo
and Braccelli; punning, “rebus” portraits in the tradi-
tion of Dantan—the tradition of the composite body
was available to the modern imagination, too. The rev-
olution in portraiture that Picasso began just by paying
attention to his own notebooks also suggested other
revolutions that might result from paying attention to
the big, serious potentials latent in old, small jokes.
After 1912, part of the creative logic of modern art in-
volved taking a comic or satiric motif and using it in a
new context of ideas and associations. If caricature had
been born as a new way of looking at the grotesque, a
vein of modern art was rooted in a new way of looking
at caricature, in which distortion, stylization, and the
marriage of the demonic and the near at hand were
no longer seen as jokes but as mysterious, irrational vi-
sions. A tradition that passed from Baudelaire to Picas-
so and into Surrealism (like the parallel literary tradition
that passed from Baudelaire to Kafka) transformed vul-
gar comedy by turning its vision from the surface ab-
surdities of social life to the deeper irrationalities of
death and desire.

Consider the history of one peculiar motif in the tra-
dition of the composite body: the "body/face transfor-
mation.” Vanguard art between the two world wars is
full of such transformations, faces made in the shape
of human bodies, or in the form of phalluses and vagi-
nas. When we look at such transformations—at Picas-
so's head of Marie-Thérese Walter, from 1932 (fig.
88), or at Magritte's The Rape—we seem to be seeing
images that bypass the old order of art altogether to
come into direct contact with the primal, pre-rational,
symbalic vision of the unconscious. Yet although we
might expect this motif to have a long history in sacred
art—in Greek herms and "primitive’" art—in fact it ap-
pears most often in a stereotyped kind of graffitiand in
a rich, though narrow vein of the low tradition of
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78. “Rohan Soubise,” from Les Fouteries chantantes, ou les récréations priapi-
ques des aristocrates en vie par la muse libertine (A Couillardinos, 1791)
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. "Ah! ah! voila mon portrait,” from Les Fouteries chantantes

weird, composite bodies, Surprisingly, the erotic exten-
sion of this transformation first appears in popular im-
agery around the time of the French Revolution.®” In a
set of remarkable images, from the time of the Revolu-
tion, an anonymous artist had joined satiric depiction
of the circles of aristocratic and ecclesiastical power to
obsessive, intricately wrought obscenity (figs. 78-80).
A little later, such body/face transformations became
protest art, as when a German artist named Johann
Michael Voltz designed a grim protest caricature of
Napoleon with his face composed of naked corpses
(fig. 81).°® This kind of metamorphosis had by then
become a commonplace smutty joke of nineteenth-
century French postcards.”®

When similar imagery began to appear in vanguard
art, it was apparent to some observers that these trans
formations had their origins in popular caricatural im-
agery. In the 1933 Minotaure, for instance, Paul Eluard
reproduced old, pre-World War | comic postcards
showing this kind of erotic transformation (fig. 82) pre-
cisely in order to show that naughty postcards might
be the bearers of demonic visions; these images were,
Eluard said, only “the small change of art and of poet-
ry. But this small change sometimes gives an idea of
gold.”"*”

For Eluard, at least, the connection of these images
to the repressed and neglected language of comic
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B0. "Cazalés,” from Les Fouteries chantantes

drawings and smutty postcards was part of their
radicalism. In these images, the social and revolution-
ary aspects of Surrealism are allied, the inward- and
outward-turning sides come together. The repressed
image of the psyche turns out to be the devalued coin
of the social world.

In Surrealist pictures like Magritte’s The Rape (fig. 5),
or any number of early Dalis, however, the move from
low to high involves only the mechanical reversal of the
emotion that the motif is expected to evoke—dread
and wonder instead of a nudge and a wink. These pic-
tures are simply smutty postcards presented straight,
without the need of a rationalization. The tradition
that had begun with a mocking re-read of the other-
worldly became otherworldly again through a solemn
re-read of the satiric, and one may have the sense in
these images of a simple change in decorum trying to
do the work of original imagination.

More telling than these simple restatements of the
body/face pun by Magritte and Dali are the contempo-
rary restrikes of the same tradition by Picasso and Bran-
cusi. Although we are accustomed to seeing Brancusi
only in terms of a search for pure essences, a move
toward perfect surface and the ultimate reduction,
nonetheless it was Brancusi who, in his pre-World
War | sculpture, first made the conceptual leap which
allowed a structure that had always before been
confined to the most vulgar kind of humor to achieve
the complexity of high art. From 1913 on, Brancusi
took up the low tradition of dissolving a face into an
object or body and showed how it could be associated

81. Johann Michael Voltz. True Portrait of the Con-
queror. 1814. Engraving. Collection Arthur Brin-
combe, Exeter

with the perfect, streamlined forms of modern engi-
neering. (Indeed, the same issue of Minotaure in which
Eluard reproduced his obscene postcards includes an
article by Maurice Raynal on the emancipation of
sculpture, showing “how the plastic sensibility has
finally been liberated by a sort of freedom that permits
a lyricism of overflowing danger and necessity’™®'
and Raynal's article is accompanied by quotes from
Brancusi, and photographs of his atelier.)

This Surrealist attempt to annex Brancusi to itself
had its own politics. Nonetheless the sense that the
polished surface of his art is the outward shell of a wit-
ty, multireferential internal life—that his work sits be-
tween Cycladic sculpture and a dirty joke—provides a
real insight into the way Brancusi's art actually works.
The quasi-theosophical search for the underlying geo-
metric order of the universe is joined in Brancusi’s work
to a love of double and triple meanings, and it is this
that makes him more than merely pious. It isn’t that
Brancusi's works in any sense look like caricature in any
simple way—they don't—or that his formal language
can be reduced to a tradition found on latrine walls
and dirty postcards. It's that their aesthetic involves a
new freedom, and invites a particular kind of punning
scrutiny that had previously been allowed in art only
when the image was clearly designated as a joke.

His first mature plastic statement, The Kiss (fig. 83),
is, after all, a pun as direct and crude as anything in
Dantan or Philipon: the chunky block bodies of the
two fused lovers form into a single Cyclops face with
an absurd Al Jolson smile. This simple body/face trans-




82. Postcards, from Minotaure, nos. 3, 4 (1933)
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83. Constantin Brancusi. The Kiss. c. 1912. Limestone, 23 x 13 x 10"
(58.4 x 33 » 25.4 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art. Louise and Walter
Arensberg Collection

84. Constantin Brancusi. Torso of a Young Man. 1924. Polished
bronze on stone and wood base, 18 x 11 x 7" (45.7 x 27.9 x 17.8 cm).
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C. Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn

formation is given new life and a touching naiveté in
The Kiss because it is made part of a language of ap-
parently resistant, folk-art block form. Like Picasso's
Portrait of Gertrude Stein, Brancusi's Kiss joins archaic
form to a caricatural transformation.

Brancusi's plastic simplifications depend on meta-
phoric complications, on precisely the invitation to
“look into'’ that had been kept alive in the past by the
tradition of comic imagery. When we look at an appar-
ently “essential’” Brancusi like the forso of a Young
Man or The Beginning of the World (figs. 84, 85), our
response rests not on a passive acknowledgment of
wholeness and finality, but on our creative ability to
project into simplified form a whole tradition of illu
sion; the Torso of a Young Man is the stenographic
form of Rubens, and depends for its power on a “'con-
ceptual set' which makes us ready to see as, rather
than look at. In the Princess X (fig. 86), the elegant
swan-necked girl of Brancusi’s ideal doubles as a phal-

L

85. Constantin Brancusi. The Beginning of the World. c. 1924.
Bronze, 7%2 % 11%a x 674" (19 x 28.6 x 17.5 cm). Musée National d'Art
Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Bequest of the artist

lus, and the image of a dream girl, a dirty joke, and a
profound fertility symbol are all made inseparable as-
pects of a single streamlined form. Brancusi's reposi-
tories of polish and reduction are really echo chambers
of multiple reference: the exotic and the near at hand,
the conceptual and the accidental, the muse and Mlle
Pogany (fig. 87), streamlined Bugattis and Cycladic
sculpture, all brought together. His purity, his distilled
platonic abstraction, rests on a deeper life of playful
impurity beneath the perfect surface, the fetal heart-
beat within the egg.

Brancusi elevated the low tradition in his search for a
symbol of androgyny, fusing male and female into a
single erotic hieroglyph: fertility as a pansexual fact
Yet even the Princess X may seem to have something
chilly and deco about it; a touch of the eratic frigidaire.
When Picasso took up an apparently similar body/face
metamorphosis at the end of the 1920s, it expressed




86. Constantin Brancusi. Princess X. 1916, Bronze, 22V x 1672 x 974" (56.5 x 42 x 24 cm).
Musée National d'Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Bequest of the artist

not a dream but an appetite, a direct fact of projected
desire. Picasso's insistence on remaking the image of
his mistress of the twenties and thirties, Marie-Thérese
Walter, has about it the spirit of Pygmalion in reverse,
taking a real woman and forcing her back into an
artwork. Where Brancusi fuses multiple levels of refer-
ence into a seamless form, Picasso uses the old joke as
an image of sexual conquest. Picasso’s fantastic meta-
morphoses are entirely narcissistic; his own erection
projected onto his lover's body like an image on a
screen, her body re-formed in the shape of his lust
(figs. 88-90).

Where Brancusi's heads belong formally to the
world of submarines and deco objects, Picasso's Bois-
geloup heads are situated, at once parodically and ca
ressingly, within the classical, Mediterranean tradition;
surely Picasso, crowding his studio with these trans-
formed phalluses, was thinking in part of the antique
tradition of the herm. These are, in fact, herms for
modern times, dedicated to the cult of the folie a deux,
an Olympus populated by a single mutable goddess
and scaled by one’s self. As much as the contemporary
Vollard Suite, these heads are invocations of the classi-
cal past. That connection, at once longing and mock-
ing, provides the iconographic force of Picasso’s
helmeted warrior (fig. 91), who combines Etruscan

87. Constantin Brancusi. Mile Pogany. 1913 (after a marble of
1912). Bronze, 17Vax8%x 12" (43.8x20.5%30.5 cm), including
base. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Acquired through the
Lillie P. Bliss Bequest
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88. Pablo Picasso. Head of a Woman (Marie-Thérése Walter). 1932. Bronze, 50% x 21 x 24%" (128.5 x 54.5 X 62.5 em). Musée Picasso, Paris
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89. Pablo Picasso. Head of a Woman e Ly :
(Marie-Thérese Walter). 1932. Plaster, AT !
5215 % 25% % 28"(133.4 x65x 71.1 cm). 5 B«
The Museum of Modern Art, New  _ [ ’ﬂ%‘ Pl V8 4 3D
York. Gift of Jacqueline Picasso in hon- TSGR - e e :
or of the Museum’s continuous com- % : el W

mitment to Pablo Picasso's art 5,

¢élan and early Greek aplomb with erotic obscenity. The
theme of metamorphosis is, of course, a classical one,
the great Ovidian subject. Yet by taking up as the basis
for a classical art the low, comic, anticlassical tradition
of overloading double and triple and even quadruple
meanings in a single form— by seeing in a girlfriend’s
face the possibility of a mushroom, a classical profile,
an Etruscan warrior, and an erection—sexual meta
morphosis becomes a human fact rather than a
heightened process, psychology rather than myth.
There's no sense in which what Brancusi and Picasso
are doing can be reduced to a satiric or comic tradition.
But in these less immediately apparent cases, as much
as in Picasso’s earlier portraiture, the new language of
modern art expanded by taking advantage of the ex-
pressive possibilities latent in a transformation pre-
viously restricted to the precincts of low humor. "But
this small change sometimes gives an idea of gold.”
The specific precedents for Picasso’s and Brancusi's
sculpture all lie in low art, in graffiti, and in the devel
oped comic language of the rebus and the punningly
transformed body, of the kind one finds in Eluard's
postcard collection. Picasso's and Brancusi’s body/face
transformations reclaim the Mediterranean tradition
for us in the same way that Daumier had reclaimed it
for his time: the recuperation of classical form takes

90. Pablo Picasso. Bust of a Woman. 1931. Bronze, 28%x11x
163%" (62.5 x 28 x 41.5 cm). Musée Picasso, Paris
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91. Pablo Picasso. Head of a Warrior. 1933. Plaster, metal, and wood, 47V % 934 x 27" (120.7 x 24.9 X 68.8
cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Jacqueline Picasso in honor of the Museum'’s continuous

commitment to Pablo Picasso’s art

place through its apparent parody. Though Brancusi
seems to us to recapture the purity of Cycladic art, and
Picasso to rejuvenate the tradition of arcadian pleas-
ure, these ambitions were, after all, in themselves com-
monplaces of their time, and most often produced
dead, surface eclecticism. The genius came in seeing
that what had always before looked like the low alter-
native to classical purity could become the source of its
renewal.

If it was still possible to remake tradition through a
sculptural marriage of classical form and its parody, by
the end of the 1930s the reimagining of the caricatural
likeness had become so common that it had lost all
power to disturb. The funny face had become simply
the heraldic emblem of modernism. It required some
great crisis to make a mixed-up face seem again like

something more than syncopated décor, and that was
achieved just after World War Il by Jean Dubuffet. Du-
buffet’s aggressive, graffiti-style caricatural portraits of
1946-47 (figs. 92-96) are in part caricature in the
simplest sense, a mocking variant on the pantheons
of artists that had become sober clichés of even “radi-
cal” French art, as in Surrealist group portraits. But
Dubuffet's portraits manifest the revolt, and revulsion,
of intellectuals: mental energy and will are now
all that matter, and the body can (indeed, must, as a
Savonarola-style demonstration of adherence to a new
anti-faith) go to hell. His writers and intellectuals are
pathetic monsters, their features reduced to pop-eyed
scrawls, their aplomb prodded into jumping-jack
spasms. Yet, since grotesque harshness and imbal-
anced disturbance are in Dubuffet’s view tokens of au
thenticity, to be portrayed by him with scar-like




92. Jean Dubuffet. Monsieur Dhotel. 1947. Oil and sand on canvas,
46%; % 35%" (118 x 89.1 cm). Collection Hans Thulin, Stockholm

contours and inept anatomy is, perversely, to be made
glamorous. A rich and peculiar underlying conserva-
tism can be found in Dubuffet's portraits, one that is
expressed in their choice of subjects. Léautaud (fig.
97), for instance, was not an outsider of any kind. He
was a theater critic who set himself against the dying
traditions of the Comeédie-Francaise and the seven-
teenth-century tragic tradition, to insist on the su-
preme value, for modernity, of farce, music hall, and
boulevard comedy. Dubuffet’s portraits, far from pur
posely lying outside the realm of cultural debate,
choose up sides and manners from deep within it.>

Like Giacometti's gaunt walking figures, these por-
traits are, of course, self-conscious visual metaphors of
Existentialist man. But if for Giacometti that condition
was expressed in the play between leaden-footed
movement and immense solitude, for Dubuffet the
same angst could be captured through the play of the
spastic figure within compressed space. His intellectu-
als are like pinned insects, leaping and writhing as they
are pierced and labeled. Yet even these inadequate,
absurd, incongruous leaps and claps and bounds have
some baseline heroism about them: they are images
(in every sense) of survival, even if they show the will
reduced to a nervous spasm and the smile of reason
reduced to a reflexive grimace.

Where Picasso had integrated caricatural style into

93, Jean Dubuffet. Jules Supervielle, Large Myth Portrait (Supervielle, Large Banner Por-
trait). 1947, Oil on canvas, 51% x 38'%4" (130.8 x 97.8 cm). The Art Institute of Chicago. Gift of

Mr. and Mrs, Maurice E. Culberg
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94. Jean Dubuffet. Joé Bousquet in Bed. 1947. Oil emulsion in water on canvas, 57% x 4474"
(146.3 x 114 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Mrs. Simon Guggenheim Fund

poetic portraiture, and where the Surrealists had
found in jokes the stuff of dreams, Dubuffet's portraits
obstinately insist that caricatural wit (and the social life
it belongs to) is itself a kind of mania. As much as in his
transformation of the meaning of graffiti imagery in
art, in these portraits Dubuffet was also out to change
our sense of the role of wit in art. For Freud, jokes and
dreams had been complementary "‘primary pro-
cesses’’; wit and dreams were parallel because both
derived from the operation of unconscious associ
ations and connections, though one had to contrast
“wit as a consummately social product with dreams
as a consummately asocial one.”® The Surrealists
thought that the consummately unsocial product was
the thing to pay attention to, and they were interested
in low jokes only in as much as they could be made to
look like dreams. Dubuffet reversed this process. The
line between constructive, healthily “socialized” out-
ward life and dangerous (if arrestingly rich) mental
life—the line that had in the past been the distinction
between wit and dreams—was for Dubuffet an illu
sion. You didn't have to look past the caricature for the
craziness; the caricature itself showed you all the crazi-
ness you needed to see. Look into the caricature, the

Surrealists had suggested, and you may see there a lit-
tle piece of the intricate psyche of modern man; look
into the psyche of postwar man, Dubuffet's portraits
insist, and all that remains is a caricature. The change
from what Picasso did with caricature to what Dubuf-
fet does with it is, in a way, like the difference between
lames Joyce's and Samuel Beckett's reuse of low ver
bal comedy. In each case, the older artist finds in comic
form-—the caricature for Picasso, the pun for Joyce—
the possibility of a kind of pregnant reduction that, by
focusing down on what in the past had seemed merely
coincidental resemblances of form or language, simul-
taneously opens his art to a dazzling multiplicity of ref
erence. Graphic satire allows us to enter the mysteries
of African art; Irish wordplay revives the Greek epic.
For Dubuffet, however, as for Beckett or Antonin Ar
taud, comic form was made serious not by transform-
ing it but by insisting on it: by making caricatural
drawing and slapstick routines so intense and unre-
lenting that the emotion they provoked, from sheer
overload, would spill back over into the grotesque.
Dubuffet's portraits show the last gasp of the power
of caricature to create even a symbolic disturbance. At
the same time as Dubuffet’s portraits were being




95, Jean Dubuffet. Dhotel Shaded with Apricot. 1947. Oil on canvas, 45% x 35" (116 x 89). Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges
Pompidou, Paris
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96. Jean Dubuffet. Bertelé, Wildcat. 1946. Oil emulsion on canvas, 51Va x 387" (130 x 97 cm). Collection Stephen Hahn, New York




97. Jean Dubuffet. Léautaud, White Scratchings. 1946. Ink on pa-
per, 19% x 124" (50 x 31 cm). Present whereabouts unknown

painted, in the aftermath of war, the popular cartoon
shook off the last vestiges of its allegiance to the cari-
cature tradition. Saul Steinberg and James Thurber—
the one working from a surfeit of kitsch modernism,
the other working “naively” from a comic tension be-
tween sophisticated mind and awkward hand—be
gan to replace the old, mutable faces of Daumier with
cool, unvarying comic masks. The new humor of the
cartoon lay in watching unchanging masks confront
the perplexities of modern urban life. Caricature be-
came sophisticated again by returning to the purpose-
fully stereotyped and repetitive language of the
grotesque. If we look at an early Steinberg sheet of
“caricature” heads, for instance (fig. 98), though it
may seem at first to be a straightforward descendant
of the old, crowded sheets that passed, as an improvi-
satory laboratory of form, from Agostino Carracci to
Picasso, a closer look shows that where those draw-
ings were about the power of small changes to create
the illusion of individuality, Steinberg’s heads are
about the inability of cosmetic changes—the mous-
taches and inscriptions—to alter the essential mono-
tony of modern types. Like the mock-italic inscriptions
which accompany them, these heads provide the illu-
sion of meaningful difference only to reveal an abso
lute sameness. They are finally as unvarying as the
Gorgons of Greek art. Steinberg’s heads close a cycle;
caricature had begun by representing monsters as

98, Saul Steinberg. Page from an unpublished sketchbook. c. 1950. Collection the artist
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99. Pablo Picasso. Young Girl Seated. 1970. Oil on plywood,
51%a x 315" (130.3 x 80.3 cm). Musée Picasso, Paris

people, and ends by representing people as monsters:
the gargoyles’ revenge on Leonardo.

Kenneth Tynan wrote once that the central story of
modern expression was the “steady annexation by
comedy of territories that once belonged to the empire
of tragedy."®* The story of caricature and modern
painting was an episode—in many ways, the very first
chapter—in the story of how this tragic century has
revolted against the old forms of tragedy, and reas-
sembled new memorial styles from the language of in-
congruity, exaggeration, and extravagant conceit that
once belonged to comedy. These annexations of trag-
edy by comedy have a familiar double movement:
play, fantasy, and free invention enter high art, and at
the same time the predictable order that once made
the stable responses of comedy and tragedy possible
ends. Without that fixed order—without gods or fates
or moral principles or just an accepted decorum of
style—we may seem to lose the possibility of a hierar-
chy by which art can be measured and judged.

But from Leonardo on, the tradition of caricature
had always been to take the timeless and otherworldly
and make it enter time; and in this way the comic tra-
dition had always had implicit within it the beat of the
most basic kind of human order—it had, muffled in-
side it, an immutable clock. Not just Leonardo's simple
opposition of youth and age, but all the subsequent
strange translations of real people into abstract form
suggested a discrepancy between the ideals of invent-
ed order and the fact of human fragility. Perhaps turn-
ing the caricatural vision away from the ephemeral
absurdities of social life, and returning it to the deeper
absurdities of identity, desire, and mortality, allowed
modern art to amplify that beat, and find in it a new
kind of elegiac music.

Picasso ended his life as a caricaturist. After sixty
years of extravagant rearrangements of faces, at the
very end Picasso returned to his oldest manner. Instead
of the wild and seemingly unconstrained reinterpreta-
tions of the human face that had, with increasing
mannerism, dominated his painting for the previous
quarter century, he began to make images of himself
and his intimates that had a legible, pointed clarity, un-
cannily close to his first likenesses of all (fig. 99).5

In his last years, Picasso became obsessed with his
own image as an old man. He painted his bald head
and ravaged face, with a weak monkey jaw, and with
age expressed as a rash, a disease, a spreading conta-
gion (fig. 101). We have seen this face before; it is the
face out of his early Barcelona sketchbooks, the faces
of the old men whom Picasso mocked and into whose
form he liked to change the faces of his dependent
friends (fig. 100). The same sunken chest, the same in-
cised lines cutting the face apart from mouth to chin,
the same absurd slump, as though the old man's head
were presented on the platter of his shoulders. Picas-
s0’s last self-portrait is a double image; it is both the
truest of self-portraits, and the final presentation of a
lifelong symbolic image. The old man had been a sche-
ma, a token for aging, and then he became Picasso
himself. In his last self-portrait Picasso took the generic
form of a derisive fantasy—invented to show the pow-
er of the young artist to impose the processes of age
on his subjects, to make time itself subject to his will—
and discovered that in it he had, long ago, been shown
the image of his own last face.

100. Pablo Picasso. Josep Fontdevila (detail). 1906. (See fig. 61)
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t. 1972. Crayon on paper, 25' x 20" (65.7 x 50.5 cm). Collection Fuji Television Gallei

101. Pablo Picasso. Self-Portrai
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1. Ed Ruscha. OOF. 1962. Oil on canvas, 71%2 x 67" (181.5 x 170.2 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Agnes Gund, the Louis and
Bessie Adler Foundation, Inc., Robert and Meryl Meltzer, Jerry |. Speyer, Robert F. and Anna Marie Shapiro, Emily and Jerry Spiegel, an anony-
mous donor, and purchase




pen the funny pages of the New York
newspapers in the last decade of the
twentieth century and you see a coral reef
of modernity, a slowly accumulated de-
posit of the century’s styles and preoccu-
pations and properties. Here is the art-
deco duplex of a blonde flapper and her
wistful husband; the Depression-era man-
sion of a wide-eyed street waif and her
gleaming millionaire sugar daddy; the melodramatic
lighting and hatchet-faced detectives of a forties film
noir; the dusty expanses and two-story houses of a
suburban tract development after World War I, with
pensive children worrying on bare curbs. If the comics
page is a mirror of modern life, it is a mirror of a cur-
iously retentive kind, in which a reflection lingers in the
glass long after its original has vanished from the
world. Old comic strips, by now often in the hands of
second- and even third-generation makers, have per-
sisted long after their parallel forms in the other popu
lar arts have become small-
minority enthusiasms. It's
as though Mack Sennett
two-reelers and Warner
Brothers crime melodra-
mas and Paramount social
comedies were still being
turned out every day on a
discreet back lot in Los
Angeles. The comic strip
has endured by inventing
complete, self-sustaining
secondary worlds, where
evil and suffering are ei-
ther banished altogether
or else are represented in
an unambiguously sim-
plified and comprehensi-
ble form—so stylized and heightened that they tran-
scend the moral muddle of caricature to attain the
timeless clarity of myth or folk tale.

That satiric caricature might give birth to its own op-
posite, that from the stylizations of James Gillray a new
form might emerge—warm where caricature is cold,
and reconciling where caricature is divisive, and clear
where caricature is ambivalent—is an old and surpris-
ingly self-conscious dream. It begins not at the time of
the newspaper barons, at the turn of the last century,
but before then, in the Romantic dream of a rejuvenat-
ed folk culture. It is a dream that begins in the age of
Goethe, who, as an old man in Weimar, worried about
the disappearance of a collective popular culture in Eu-
rope.’ To Goethe, it seemed that the old, unifying cul-
ture of folk songs and folk tales had been replaced by a
culture of celebrity and contempt, produced by the
spread of the English tradition of political caricature,
Goethe thought that Napoleon, in particular, had been
reduced by caricature into what we would think of
now as the first truly Warholian celebrity. Political car-
tooning had made the Emperor familiar across Europe

not as a distant, fixed figure of authority but as a
household demon or household idol—the imp and the
Emperor, Bonaparte and Boney; it had robbed him of
his aura even as he was built up as a popular legend.
What seemed particularly chilling about political cari-
cature to Goethe was that it was so casually cruel, less
apt to crusade for an ideal than to represent social life
as a hysterical chorus of ambitions, lusts, and schemes.
It wasn't that Goethe thought that caricature was too
radical—the kind he objected to most was in its origins
profoundly reactionary—but that it had no respect for
anything. Caricature was the enemy of that sense of
community, with people united by a love of something
other than themselves, which the elderly Goethe had
come to feel was the real unifying force of civil society.
Could any new art form, Goethe wondered, emerge in
the cosmopolitan world and become an effective cul-
tural glue?

When he saw the picture novels of Rodolphe
Toppfer, Goethe decided that one of the few things
that might work to unify
modern culture was the
comic strip. The picture
novels that Toppfer, a
Swiss educator and art
theorist, drew from 1815
to 1834 (figs. 2, 3) seemed
to have begun an entirely
new popular form by mar-
rying the old folk form
of the broadsheet picture
story to the incandescent
style of English caricature.
As Friedrich Vischer, an-
other German critic, said
about Toppfer's hybrid
form: "“The malice, the
bitterness associated with
caricature is volatized in the light champagne of hu-
mor."” Goethe thought that Toppfer's invention
might spread out from the small circle of initiates it had
already charmed and become a new mode of cultural
reconciliation—a popular form that could make a big,
anonymous society feel like a family.

Caricature, as we have seen, takes place in time and,
in a sense is about time; it offers a relentless series of
mocking comparisons between grotesque, other-
worldly form and ephemeral events and faces. The
comic strip has, from its first appearance, been in
many ways outside time. It has at moments fulfilled in
low, commercial form Baudelaire’s vision of an inno-
cent or absolute comedy, constructing secondary
worlds that return us to common feelings.

The comic strip’s connection to a Romantic dream
of a universal language may remind us that the comic
strip is in many ways not a precursor of modern art but
another kind of modern art, and shares many of the
same motives, forms, and dreams. This is true in one
straightforward sense: the comics have been the cho-
sen medium of a handful of remarkable artists whose
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work, in its aggressive, individual stylization, its eccen-
tric graphic simplification—its entrance into worlds of
fantasy that are touched by an undertow of strange-
ness, disorder, or unease—seems to belong to the
modern tradition. In the same way that our sense of
the achievement of nineteenth-century art is incom-
plete without an appreciation of Honoré Daumier and
J. ). Grandville, our sense of the achievement of
twentieth-century art is incomplete without an appre-
ciation of the work of Winsor McCay, George Herri-
man, and Robert Crumb.

But the relationship between the comics and mod-
ern art transcends the presence of a few outstanding
figures who bridge both worlds, crucial and irreducible
though that presence is. For the dream of a universal
language of common form is the optimist’s dream in
modern art, checking and complementing the vision
of an art that would testify to modernity’s fragmenta-
tion, anxiety, and alienation. And just as the pessimist's
vision drew powerfully on the reservoir of caricature,
the optimist's vision has drawn regularly from the
comic strip for jokes, puns, and inspiration.

In Ed Ruscha’s OOF, for instance, the huge enlarge-
ment of a comic-strip exclamation (fig. 1) puns on the
resemblance between the hard-edge geometric Mini-
malism of Kenneth Noland and Frank Stella—in 1962,
the latest and most trumpeted installment of pure,
high, immediately communicative abstraction—and
the simplified, stereotyped properties of the comics.
The enormous, graphic O's and angles of Ruscha’s
QOF are at once an affectionate parody of the avant-
garde search for the dean, universal sign (touched in
this case by a certain cool, West Coast bemusement at
all the self-righteous “struggling’” and huffing—the
big, self-conscious "oofs’'—that emanated from New
York art as it arrived at this simple place) and a testa-
ment to the way that search can be seconded and en-
livened by the forms of popular culture.

Yet the optimist’s dream that art can be compre-
hensible and universal need not decay into the fatuous
notion that everything imagined in it is for the best.
Creating heightened and dramatically simplified
worlds, the stylizations of the comic strip have pro-
vided a model for many kinds of mythmaking in mod-
ern art; the low, popular form of the comic strip has
supplied for modern artists not only paradisiacal but
also infernal imagery, pictures of heaven and hell alike.
The comics have served sometimes as a meta-
language of modernism, a fixed point of reference
outside modern painting to which artists could refer in
order to make puns and ironic jokes. But the comics
have also served as a safe house for representational
schemas and symbolic imagery, in which simplified illu-
sionistic constructions and symbolic forms have been
kept alive, to be called on again as needed. If, by offer-
ing an unpretentious, ready-made tradition of styliza-
tion, caricature offered a shortcut into abstraction, the
comic strip eventually offered a shortcut back out
again.

The story of caricature and modern art is a story of

ambiguities recognized and embraced. The story of
the comic strip and modern painting, however, is a
story of convergent development rooted in a common
ambition: to make art a serious game. If you stood
back far enough from the history of modern visual ex-
pression, it might almost seem as if, sometime in the
Romantic era, two similar dreams of a new, universal
language for art came into existence, and each began
to work out its own possibilities. The low, popular form
of the comics tried to arrive at a unifying common lan-
guage by telling stories; the high form of what would
become modern art tried to get there by completely
eliminating storytelling. These two tracks, however—
narrative and antinarrative—turned out to be less like
two streets that lead off from a fork in the road, in
opposed directions, than like two paths that lead into a
maze from opposite sides. For long periods the two
parties of wayfarers on the paths are completely un-
aware of each other; then at times they become ob-
sessed with the noises they can just make out coming
from the other side of a hedge; and at times they
stumble right over each other. When we look back at
the history of these two journeys now, it may even
seem that they have finally ended up, if not together at
last in the center, then at least wandering around in
more or less the same corner of the labyrinth.

When did the comics begin? Some scholars, hoping to
attach the “low"’ twentieth-century commercial tradi-
tion to authentic folk traditions of protest and indigna-
tion, choose an early date, the Protestant propaganda
panel-narrative of the 1490s, for example. Others set-
tle for Toppfer's comic novels of the 1820s; still others,
for Wilhelm Busch's Max und Moritz illustrated chil-
dren’s books of the late 1880s. Most often, historians
of the American comic strip have insisted on a primary
date of 1896, the year of the first appearance of Rich-
ard Outcault's Yellow Kid, when new color-printing
technologies, unprecedentedly aggressive subscription
wars between Hearst and Pulitzer, and a new, im-
mense (and, it is often said, largely illiterate) urban au-
dience all came together to turn a bit of European
whimsy into an American mass phenomenon.®

Yet the comics emerged at the beginning of this
century not as the efflorescence of one coherent pop-
ular tradition, but as bits and pieces of a lot of popular
traditions. The art historian David Kunzle has shown
that the comic strip—a burlesque told in narrative pan-
els—so far from having been “invented” at the turn of
the century in the United States, existed as a popular
tradition throughout the nineteenth century in Europe,
although it was not often clearly differentiated from a
general soup of humorous illustration and caricature.
What seems genuinely new in the most interesting
early American comic strips, however, is not only their
extension of this storytelling tradition but also their si-
multaneous popularization of a refined form of illustra-
tion.” The early comics brought together at least three
separately nourished low manners: Toppfer's and
Busch’s literary experiments, the broadsheet folk tradi-
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2. Rodolphe Topffer. lllustration from Topffer, Voyages et aventures de Docteur Festus (Geneva, 1829)

tion of narrative panels, and a sophisticated tradition
of fantastic illustration—the tradition of “nonsense” in
the Carrollian sense—that had been the companion
and alternative to caricature throughout the nine-
teenth century.

From the point of view of style, therefore, and espe-
cially from the point of view of modernist style, a gen-
esis moment for the transformation of caricature into
comic strip occurred in 1834, when Jean-lgnace-
Isidore Gérard, under the pen name J. J. Grandville,
quit his job as the lead caricaturist of Philipon’s La Cari-
cature and began to draw picture stories that seemed
to make no sense at all. Grandville had been the pri-
mary caricaturist for La Caricature throughout its first

embattled yfears. He left it abrup.tl.y, D'i:fhaps because 3. Rodolphe Topffer. lllustration from Voyages et aventures de
he was afraid of violence from Philipon’s enemies. Yet Docteur Festus
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2 893 there must have been deeper currents at work, too;
: Grandville's portrait of his own political enemies, the
print called Oh! Les Vilaines Mouches!! (fig. 4), has an
edge of the maniacal, a desire not to mock or deflect
his own demons but to insist on their hallucinatory
power; it suggests an interest in pure nightmare form
more fundamental to his character than mere political
prudence alone could have produced.”

Whatever his motives, Grandville did not simply
abandon one form; he fled to invent another. In a se-
ries of remarkable books begun in the 1830s, Grand-
ville emancipated fantasy from folk art, and caricature
from satire, and began to construct parallel universes
out of parts of this one (figs. 5-7). His congresses of

_ _ animals are based on an almost improbably rigorous 2
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CONGERT A LA VARPEUR

5. J. ). Grandville. “Concert a la vapeur,” from Grandville, Un Autre
Monde (Paris, 1844)

ville begins with pure grotesque, free and unhindered
invention, and then leaves it to us to discover where
and how it fits familiar experience. In Grandville, as lat-
er in Lewis Carroll, we miss the meaning entirely if we
try to discover coded satire in individual scenes: the
point instead is that the apparent absurdity of the
scene or image will allow us later to recognize the
equivalent absurdity of common life when we en-
counter it. (It works, too. Just as there is hardly any phi-
losopher’s conceit that cannot be summed up by a
passage from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, there
is—as the editors of The New York Review of Books
have shown for many years—hardly any social issue or
intellectual debate of modern life so absurd that it can-
not be evoked by a scene from Grandville's fantasies.)

In some demonologies of popular imagery this
makes Grandville into a villain, and the tradition of fan-
tastic illustration he began into one merely of escape;
the larger transition from caricature to comic strip is
therefore imagined simply as a transition away from
courageous protest into craven collaboration, "harm-
less” whimsy. Yet this dismissive account oversimplifies
a complicated art and a complicated larger historical

6. J. ). Grandville. "Au jardin des plantes,” from Un Autre Monde

in a caricatural manner, or using them as symbolic im-
ages of virtues and vices, in the tradition that extends
from the Greeks to Goya, Grandville displays them as
autonomous, invented beings whose satiric commen-
tary on our experience is both disturbingly plain and
nightmarishly elliptical. What seemed haunting about
Grandbville's work even to his contemporaries was not
the way it dramatized explicit allegorical ideas, but in-
stead the way his fantastic bestiary reenacted the
clamor and fretfulness and hysteria and intellectual
preening of human life in the familiar world. It is satire
that works, so to speak, from the top down. Where a
Daumier caricature meditates on the relationship be-
tween temporal folly and timeless grotesque, Grand-

7. 1. ). Grandville. “Les Grands et les petits,” from Un Autre Monde

situation. The historical transformation of the tradition
of caricatural satire into one of humor rooted in imagi-
native fantasy is part of a larger transformation in com-
ic style in the 1840s, one that often led to more, not
less, “radical” comedy.® The fantasies of Grandville,
far from providing a mere template of meaningless-
ness, involved an imaginative interrogation of the logic
of representation itself: not a flight into mere fantasy
but an exploration of the dialogue between imagina-
tion and observation. Grandville’s art became a kind of
encyclopedia of alternative style, providing artists from
Odilon Redon on with a repertoire of fantastic form

a vehicle of revolution which proved at least as potent
for modern art as Daumier's noble humanism.”
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8. John Tenniel. “The Jabberwock,” from Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass (London.
1871)

9, (Above) Edouard Riou. “Skeleton of the Mammoth,” from Louis
Figuier, The World Before the Deluge (London, 1865)

10. (Right) George Du Maurier. "A Little Christmas Dream,” from
Punch, 26 (December 1868)

If Grandville's fantasies are one source for the styl-
izations of the early American comic strip, John Ten-
niel’s illustrations to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
and Through the Looking Glass are perhaps even more
influential. Where caricature had always taken fantas-
tic and unreal parts and molded them into a convinc-
ing whole, the new tradition of Tenniel or Grandville
took fanatically literal drawing and used it to illustrate
the extravagantly illogical. The terrifying Jabberwock,
for instance (fig. 8), a variation on a George Du
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A LITTLE GHRISTMAZ DREAM. Bira

Maurier parody of an engraving in a natural-history
book for children (figs. 9, 10), is a trophy of Victorian
order turned into a monster of disorder.® Tenniel and
Grandville together invented what is for us the way
dreams look: rigorously logical in all their parts, but
gibbering and disorienting as a whole.
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The insertion of this Grandville/Tenniel tradition of fan-
tastic illustration into the Toppfer and Busch tradition
of satiric comic narrative was the special accomplish-
ment and glory of the first genius of the modern comic
strip, Winsor McCay. McCay made his early reputation
as a virtuoso sign and décor painter in Cincinnati (he
made a living for a while by a kind of vaudeville, paint-
ing outdoors high above a paying crowd).?

While McCay was performing in the Midwest, a
new hybrid form was growing up on the two coasts of
the United States. Popular myth sees the comics as the
turn-of-the-century urban invention par excellence—
an expression of the world created by the great immi-
grations that changed American cities, and New York
in particular, before World War |. And this is not entire-
ly false, since the first high period of the comics would
center in New York. But the oddities of invention are
irreducible, and the comics in fact began in San Fran-
cisco, where William Randolph Hearst, who had
vague, happy, childhood memories of Wilhelm Busch's
Max und Moritz picture stories (fig. 11), found in Jim-
my Swinnerton an artist who he thought might do
something similar in the Hearst papers.'® As the new
form prospered, it became a key element in the sub-
scription wars between the Pulitzer and Hearst news-
papers (which came to be called “yellow journalism”
because of the presence of the amiable Yellow Kid in
Richard Outcault's first comic strip [fig. 12]). Winsor

Das Pusterohr

Pop—{rom his hand the crust is Und = witseh - getroffen ist die
flying, Brezen,
0ld Bartelmann of fright’s near Herrn Bartelmann erfalt Entsetzen.

dying.

Then at his eys Frank aimed a Und - witsoh - jetzt trifft die
dart; Kugel gar

Which made it sorely ache and Das Aug’, das sehr empfindlich
smart. war.

11. Wilhelm Busch. lllustrations from Busch, Max und Moritz (Mu-
nich, 1871)
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12. Hogan's Alley, October 18, 1896. Drawn by George B. Luks, continuing the comic strip

created by Richard Felton Outcault




McCay was soon called to New York, to draw cartoons
for the New York Herald.

McCay was a provincial, and the feeling of an out-
sider lost in the delirious metropolis is the emotion at
the heart of his sober poetic style. The real city he
found was itself delirious: he went to work every day
in a building on Herald Square modeled after the cam-
panile in the Piazza San Marco, only radically stretched
and flattened out; when he left to go home every
night, he looked up at the little stone owls which bor-
dered that same building's parapet. Their electric light-
bulb eyes blinked on and off all night.

His provincial origins affected his style in other and
more surprising ways, too. His early work in the Cincin-
nati newspapers had been single panels in the manner
of Grandville and Tenniel, but he was rooted as well in
the vaudeville house and world's fair (a world to which
he dreamed of returning even after his fame was
made as a comic-strip artist) and, perhaps most impor-
tant, he had early on been exposed to an academic
“high art”’ curriculum that, absorbed in debased form
out in the provinces, he alone practiced in the metrop-
olis with a stubborn, anachronistic faith. Although
McCay's snaking, hypnotic line has often and rightly
been compared to that of international art nouveau,
what separates McCay's style from that of all the other
gifted illustrators of his time was its use of art-nouveau
linearism within insistently wooden, rigorous, and, by
1908, totally outdated perspective constructions.
McCay's carefully elaborated architectural scenes are,
in their origins, a bit of Ohio art school showing off
that would have seemed embarrassingly backward to
anyone at the Yellow Book or Revue blanche. (McCay
had been taught true perspective at art school back

home, an experience so intense that years later, when
he was the most famous cartoonist in America, he still
incongruously insisted on "the cone, the sphere, the
oylinder and the cube” as the basis of his art.)'’

It is not much of an exaggeration to say that the
whole aim of the kind of academic art instruction that
shaped McCay's style was to teach you how not to
draw comic strips; the student was taught a set of for-
mulae, evolved over centuries, that would make a
single memorable image convey all the narrative infor-
mation you needed. Torn between the pleasures of
the new storytelling form and the demand for overall,
unified design, McCay's art brought high-art style
down into the comic strip just as the comic strip was
getting off the ground. The forward, storytelling pro-
pulsion of the comics was overthrown by McCay
before those storytelling conventions had quite crystal-
ized. He thought in terms of whole pages and overall
designs, and, in order to achieve that kind of graphic
unity, he had to inject an element of fantasy and disso-
ciation that upset the momentum of all those little
panels. Almost from its birth the comic strip started
sending up its own conventions even as they were be-
ing set down.

Instead of the slapstick movement and slang energy
most often associated with the early comic strip,
McCay's spectacular style barely concealed an atmo-
sphere of sexual disturbance. McCay's first, and in
some ways best, strip was the Dream of the Rarebit
Fiend, which ran in the Herald from 1904 to 1911. The
Dream was a Bintel Brief of twentieth-century hyste-
ria—an almanac of dreams sent in by McCay's read-
ers. It is almost always structured by a tension between
intricate patterning and incipient violence: ink blots

5 )(DREAM OF THE RAREBIT FEnp)( TP

13. Winsor McCay. Dream of the Rarebit Fiend, April 7, 1907. © Ray Moniz
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15. Winsor McCay. Dream of the Rarebit Fiend, August 14, 1908. © Ray Moniz
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16. Winsor McCay. Little Nemo in Slumberland, July 26, 1908, © Ray Moniz

that eat the world, or men who burst into art-nouveau
flames (figs. 13-15). Many of them are also explicitly
and almost frighteningly erotic, for instance the Dream
(fig. 14) in which a man fantasizes that small animals
stuff themselves into his mouth as he sleeps.

In 1905, McCay began what is still one of the most ~ climactic last chapters during which Alice totters on 5
completely successful works of pure fantasy in twenti-  thé edge of sleep, and the dream begins to collapse in =
eth-century art—the comic strip Littl