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The Museum of Modern Art has collected and exhibited illustrated books from its earliest
years. In addition, through the inspiration of its founding director, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., who
made the first of three visits to Russia in the winter of 1927-28, a year before the
Museum opened in 1929, this institution has built an extraordinary collection of Russian
avant-garde art in all mediums. It was, therefore, with excitement and gratitude that the
Museum accepted The Judith Rothschild Foundation gift of some 1,100 illustrated books
and 100 related works from this seminal period. Considered the finest of its kind in the
world, this collection will now be available for future generations to be exhibited and
studied in the context of nearly 400 Russian avant-garde works from the Museum's
Departments of Painting and Sculpture, Drawings, Photography, Film and Media,
Architecture and Design, Prints and Illustrated Books, and the Library. This publication,
and the accompanying exhibition, proudly celebrate this momentous gift and also
demonstrate to our audience the fundamental importance of the book medium in this
moment of historic creativity.

The idea for forming this collection of Russian avant-garde books came from
Harvey S. Shipley Miller, Trustee of The Judith Rothschild Foundation. Knowing of the
interest of Judith Rothschild, and that of her family, in this period, he set out to make a
definitive collection with the purpose of donating it to an institution. Formed in an aston-
ishing burst of activity with the help of Jared Ash, The Judith Rothschild Foundation
Curator, this collection is unique in its breadth and depth, and includes all the major
books by such masters as Kazimir Malevich, Olga Rozanova, El Lissitzky, and Aleksandr
Rodchenko, as well as publications in areas of special interest such as provincial mate-
rial, children’s literature, architecture, and Judaica.

In addition to the current exhibition and catalogue, the Museum'’s plans for this
unique collection include a variety of initiatives. The first will be a Web-based catalogue
raisonné with animations that display turning pages of the most important volumes. It is
further hoped that a program for scholars will be established for collection-based
research projects in art history, as well as related fields of literature and graphic design.
Seminars for college students and Museum members are also planned to allow for the
study of this material in the original rather than through slides.

This exhibition and catalogue would not have been possible without the dedication
and commitment of its co-organizers: Deborah Wye, Chief Curator of the Department of
Prints and Illustrated Books, an ardent proponent of Russian avant-garde printed art, and
Margit Rowell, former Chief Curator in the Department of Drawings and Guest Curator for
this project, a widely respected scholar of the period. They, along with the team of Jared Ash;
Nina Gurianova, primary consultant; Gerald Janecek, consultant; Harper Montgomery,
Assistant Curator; and the staff of the Department of Prints and lllustrated Books have
brought this project to fruition in a remarkably short time with superlative results.

On this occasion, | wish to convey my special thanks to Harvey S. Shipley Miller,
the originator and tireless supporter of this project and a devoted friend of The Museum
of Modern Art. A committed patron of the arts, Mr. Miller has shown his passion as a
collector and his infinite imagination and intelligence in compiling this superb collection.
This exhibition and publication are testament to his vision and creativity.

Foreword

Glenn D. Lowry
Director, The Museum of Modern Art




Donor’s Statement

What an adventure—a two and one-half year juggernaut of collecting! It was a revelation
when | first discovered Russian avant-garde books. These extraordinary works were pro-
duced in the revolutionary period between 1910 and 1934, after which Stalin’s great
terror effectively ended the last pure public expression of the avant-garde. Although |

had been a print collector for many years, | was unprepared for the radical originality and
variability of the Russian books themselves: their rough, handmade quality; the break
with the traditional book format; the fusion of images; the verbal content, including texts
that at times constituted scripts for performances. These were combined with the mar-
riage of many disparate mediums such as collage, hand-stamping with rubber letters and
even potatoes, hectography, gestural hand-coloring, and “found “objects—buttons, flower
seeds, wallpaper, and kitsch materials. Russian artists’ books, with their anarchic color
washes bursting through the text and into the margins, differed qualitatively from the
more conservative, typographic approach initiated by the Italian Futurists. These small,
sewn or stapled volumes, often issued in limited editions with great variations among
individual copies and frequently bearing mounted lithographs as well as drawn images,
were startling indeed. Some even demanded to be read aloud in the transrational lan-
guage of the Russian futurists called zaum with its syntactical innovations. In sum, most
of what we think of as modernist idioms—Primitivism, Surrealism, Minimalism,
Conceptual art, performance art—as well as folk art, Dada readymades, and even anti-art
had their roots in Russia in the early decades of the century.

To me the overriding mystery was, Why the book? Why did the book in Russia
become a primary aesthetic vehicle for mainstream artists, embodying many of their most
radical innovations? Weren't “illustrated” artists’ books common to many cultures and
periods, although they took more conventional forms? The answer to these questions
guided our search. Indeed, not only did we acquire multiple copies of a book, reflecting
artistic variation, but we also amassed complete runs of scarce journals, broadsides,
lubki (popular prints), and rarely seen provincial material.

No such effort—to assemble the most comprehensive and definitive single collec- |
tion of Russian avant-garde books in the world—could have been accomplished solely by
an autodidact, however passionate, in an astonishing two and one-half years. Many who
are mentioned below made major contributions to the success of this endeavor.

First and foremost among the inspirations for the collection were the Russian art
holdings of The Judith Rothschild Foundation, a legacy reflecting the profound interest in
the Russian avant-garde of Judith’s parents, the distinguished collectors Herbert and
Nannette Rothschild. The initial launch of this collection was a call to Tara Reddi of
Marlborough Gallery, from whom we hoped to acquire a Kazimir Malevich print for a trav-
eling show of the Foundation's European masterworks collection. Tara explained that one
didn’t collect Malevich prints individually but rather by buying the books which contained
the artist’s original prints. She showed us Russian books with such amusing and unfamil- |
iar titles as Piglets, Let's Grumble, Explodity, and Worldbackwards. We became increas-
ingly excited by the handmade quality of the works, their variability and unprecedented
formats. Tara was a touchstone and muse throughout. She took me to see the superb,
small, but choice collection of materials formed by Robert Rainwater, Curator of the |
Spencer Collection at the New York Public Library. Shortly thereafter, Peter Hellyer and i
Christine Thomas of the Slavonic and East European Collections at The British Library
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shared time and interest and gave me their second-to-last copy of the British Library's
bibliography of such works.

Critically important early on was the addition of Jared Ash, who became Curator of
Russian Art at The Judith Rothschild Foundation. Jared is not only brilliant, methodical,
a connoisseur, and proficient in Russian, but he shared the excitement of the chase as
well as a common aesthetic. He was our Palinurus, guiding me through uncharted
waters. | don't believe we ever disagreed on an acquisition during our collecting partner-
ship. At times we felt like mountain climbers roped at the waist—a feeling not unlike
what Picasso and Braque experienced when describing the development of Cubism.
Another fortunate “find” for us was Nina Gurianova, perhaps the most outstanding
younger scholar of modern Russian art and books in the world today, who not only gave
of her time and expertise but also became a true friend to the project.

A big mention must be made of my dear longtime friend, Margit Rowell, then
Chief Curator, Department of Drawings at The Museum of Modern Art, who had broad
experience with Russian art, having co-catalogued the Costakis Collection at the
Guggenheim Museum in the 1970s. It was Margit who catalyzed my own desire to find
an institutional home for the collection and made a compelling case for the Modern, for
which the Museum owes her a great deal for the gift of this collection. Deborah Wye,
Chief Curator, Department of Prints and |llustrated Books, shared Margit's enthusiasm for
Russian works, having long been involved in the medium of artist’s books.

An initial decision was made to hold the first comprehensive museum exhibition in
America devoted solely to the aesthetic dimension of Russian avant-garde books. Many
dealers donated generously to the collection, both singular works and their expertise.
These include Svetlana Aronov, Jack Banning, Adam Boxer, Rosa Esman, Krystyna
Gmurzynska, Alex Rabinovich, Mathias Rastdorfer, and the late Michael Sheehe. Tamar
Cohen, Gerald Janecek, Varvara Rodchenko, and David Slatoff deserve our deepest grati-
tude for their donations of works. Elaine Lustig Cohen, one of the grandes dames of the
field who, with her husband Arthur, was a pioneer through the Ex Libris bookstore and
is an outstanding artist and graphic designer herself, donated significant works to the
collection that she was never planning to part with, gave advice and encouragement from
an artist’s viewpoint, and was a stalwart friend.

The single most important donor and collector/scholar who made collecting this
material his life's work was the Russian-born Boris Kerdimun. Boris has been a legend in
bibliophilic circles. We purchased a part of his collection of unparalleled rarities, which
had been accumulated book by book on a scholar's wages over many years, now known
as the Boris Kerdimun Archive in the Foundation’s collection. To our total astonishment,
he then invited us to select whatever else we wanted as a gift. Several hundred more
items thus entered our holdings, including a definitive group of works by Viadimir
Mayakovsky. What extraordinary generosity, and what a great gift indeed to have Boris as
a resource and touchstone throughout.

Other dealers gave time, expertise, reduced prices, and spotted works in someone
else’s shop to help us along. These marvelous altruistic friends include Rachel Adler, Mary
Bartow, Anatoly Byzov, William English, Howard Garfinkel, Alex Lachmann, Barbara
Leibowits, Martin Muller, Poul Peterson, Elizabeth Phillips, Georges Rucki, Howard Schickler,
Cora H. van de Beek, John A. Vioemans, Michael R. Weintraub, and Larry Zeman.
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Others who generously assisted us in a wide variety of ways and to whom we owe
thanks include John E. Bowlt, Aliki Costakis, Jack Flam, Peter Galassi, Milan Hughston,
Annely Juda, Edward Kasinec, Vladimir Krichevskii, Alexander Lavrentiev, Oleg Loginov,
Rainer Michael Mason, Sheila Mintz, Barbara Piwowarska, Varvara Rodchenko, Sanford
Rothschild, Maria Shust, Zelfira Tregulova, and Thomas Whitney.

Further, Christa M. Gaehde carefully studied and brilliantly conserved our
Suprematizm: 34 risunka book by Malevich. David Case was also helpful in its acquisi-
tion. And, in particular, | want to acknowledge the singular assistance of Lydie Marshall
and members of her cooking school in Nyons, France, who formed a human chain in the
garden of Lydie's chateau to phone-link me in New York with Tara while bidding for us
from Nyons at the London auctions.

| am particularly delighted that the Foundation’s collection and our reference
library have found a home at The Museum of Modern Art. The institutional context and
holdings, its long involvement in things Russian, beginning in the days of Alfred H. Barr,
Jr., make this the perfect venue for this growing resource. Even Russian scholars are
pleased that there is one center in the West where the glorious achievements of Russian
art in book form in its full manifestation can be seen, studied, and appreciated.

The Modern’s visionary director, Glenn Lowry, was the final critical piece. Initially
a bit skeptical as to the works' inherent liveliness, Glenn was instantly converted on
visual inspection and championed the exhibition at the Museum. His brilliant take on the
works and what they had to say, and his infectious, enthusiastic commitment to the
catalogue, the exhibition, the establishment of a Russian center at the Museum, and an
on-line catalogue were intoxicating indeed. How lucky for us all that he was the steward
when the collection was offered.

Finally, | must thank one extended family in particular—that of Aleksandr
Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova in Moscow. Their moral support, generous assistance,
and, most importantly, true friendship spurred us to greater heights, and we are pro-
foundly indebted to them for their understanding of the importance of the enterprise.

In sum, | hope the collection does for the serious viewer what it has done for us,
what John Steinbeck is reported to have felt about his editor Pascal Covici: It has
demanded of us more than we had and has thereby caused us to be better than we
would have been without it.

Harvey S. Shipley Miller
Trustee, The Judith Rothschild Foundation
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An Overview
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For the initiated viewer, an illustrated book offers among
the most intimate of art experiences.! Holding such a
book in one's hand, perusing its pages, scrutinizing its
images and text, the viewer relates to this distinctive art
form in an altogether personal way. Unlike a painting,
which makes an initial immediate impact, a book reveals
itself only in a time-related sequence. To construct such
an experience, the artist may simply present images or
may assume the dual role of author and create text along
with them. He or she may also collaborate with authors,
sometimes generating ideas in tandem, or may join
groups to issue manifestoes, periodicals, and other docu-
ments in book form that spread the spirit of participation
in a particular movement, Yet, whatever shape a book
takes, it is clear that this creative medium has a unique
set of characteristics that influences one's perception
and experience of it as a work of art.

The focus of this study is the book format as
produced by Russian avant-garde artists and poets from
1910 to 1934. This period saw a remarkable prolifera-
tion of books in which artists were involved, and such
books played a fundamental role in the aesthetic think-
ing of the day. Radical new forms appearing in both
painting and poetry in the teens, offered by a close-knit
community of artists and poets, provided the impetus.
Despite the transformation of the cultural and political
climate after the 1917 Revolution, the momentum of the
earlier years continued into the 1920s with new book
concepts emerging in response to new goals for society.

But with Stalinist decrees, finalized by 1934 and forbid-
ding all but the practice of Socialist Realism in the arts,
this chapter of avant-garde experimentation and innova-
tion ended. These changing developments are explored
in detail in essays within this catalogue, while the pre-
sent overview provides a backdrop of issues relevant to
an understanding of the illustrated book medium itself,
on this singular occasion of its production.

AN ARTISTIC CONTEXT
The evolution of the book medium in Russia at this time
was inspired by certain broad artistic changes, particu-
larly the rise of modernist abstraction. A common
impulse in avant-garde circles throughout Europe in the
early years of the twentieth century was the desire to
reject stultifying academic conventions and to challenge
standard notions of representation. Artists sought new
and vital forms of expression, often looking for inspira-
tion outside their customary milieus, Some frequented
carnivals and cabarets, believing that those living at the
fringes of society embodied an emotional authenticity
lacking in polite society. Others looked to folk and chil-
dren’s art and that of tribal cultures. Such sources were
among the influences that led artists away from verisimili-
tude and toward an abstracted view of reality. A focus on
the basic elements of art like color, shape, and line, with-
out strict reference to motif, offered the possibility of more
direct communication between artist and viewer.

Literary figures were integral to these artistic
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circles, and innovation in literature existed side by side
with advances in the visual arts. The work of French poet
Stéphane Mallarmé, from the late nineteenth century, is
particularly relevant to this subject. In his poem Un
Coup de dés jamais n'abolira le hasard, he distributed
words across the page in an unconventional spatial
arrangement and employed varying font styles and sizes,
thereby adding a new dimension to poetic representa-
tion. In the first decades of the twentieth century, poet
and art critic Guillaume Apollinaire explored the visual
possibilities of poetry further, while at the same time
serving as spokesperson for new movements in French
painting. The verse he characterized as calligrammes
dispensed with punctuation and presented words in pic-
torial configurations. His poem // pleut places type verti-
cally down the page, flowing like raindrops. Such chal-
lenges to linearity in poetry coincided with a Cubist
splintering of two-dimensional space on canvas. In [taly,
as well, there was a break with the old order in art and
literature, as poet and theorist Tommaso Filippo
Marinetti called for an embrace of modern life with its
potential for speed, danger, and cacophony. His poetic
experiments with typographic design emphasized vivid
compositional expressiveness and were known as parole
in liberta (words-in-freedom). He proselytized on behalf
of the Italian Futurist movement even in Russia, travel-
ing there in 1914 and meeting many of the artists and
poets under consideration here.

Russian artists from Moscow and St. Petersburg
shared in this atmosphere of creative ferment in which
traditional conventions were overturned, Many visited
Western Europe and brought back provocative ideas
gleaned from Expressionism, Fauvism, Cubism, and
Futurism. For those who did not travel abroad, there
were exhibitions and private collections of Western art in
Russia that enabled them to be well informed about new
developments. But they also sought distinctly native
solutions to the current challenges. Looking to their own
rich history of icon painting and to such familiar vernac-
ular expressions as sign painting and the popular /ubki
(prints that sold for pennies to the general populace),
they established pictorial vocabularies that incorporated
elements from Western European art but enlarged upon
them. References to indigenous motifs, with bold, ener-
getic drawing and brushwork, characterized an artistic
style called Neo-primitivism; compositions depicting
lines of emanating light were known as Rayist; and spa-
tial investigations of fractured forms in motion con-
tributed to Cubo-Futurism.

Russian literary figures shared in this spirit of
experimentation. Many were versed in both art and liter-
ature, like the influential poets Aleksei Kruchenykh and
Vladimir Mayakovsky, who began their careers in art
school. Poets and artists also interacted socially, in spite
of rivalries among exhibiting groups. Many of the partici-
pants were close friends, spouses, or siblings and, work-
ing together, they constituted an empowering mass. As
painters sought new, abstracted forms of expression,
Russian poets scrutinized language to discover its rudi-
mentary components. To challenge representation, they
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dispensed with logic and took words out of their normal
contexts, often isolating word fragments and focusing on
their related sounds. Even the graphic identity of letters
was exploited for potential new meaning. The abstracted,
rebuilt, and revitalized poetic form that resulted was
called zaum, a word roughly translated as "beyond" or
“outside of" reason.? Numerous examples of zaum, and
other explorations of verse, can be found in book collab-
orations with such artists as Natalia Goncharova, Mikhail
Larionov, Kasimir Malevich, Olga Rozanova, and others.
(See “Futurist Poets and Painters”; p. 62.)

This period of literary and artistic activity
throughout Europe was slowed considerably by the sober-
ing effects of World War |. In Russia Goncharova
responded with her 1914 Mystical Images of War (pp.
95-97), in which she adopted a Primitivist drawing style
and Cubo-Futurist compositional structure, also inciud-
ing references to motifs of Russian history. Later, in
Germany, the artist Otto Dix reacted with vivid, literal
renderings in his series The War, comprised of fifty etch-
ings depicting horrors he had witnessed in the trenches
(fig. 1). Other poets and artists focused on the irrational-
ity of combat. A group from Switzerland and Germany
banded together in a movement designated by the non-
sense term “Dada.” Overtones of disillusionment,
despair, and nihilism permeated this group’s activities,
which often took the form of performances in cabarets.
The journal Cabaret Voltaire (1916) was one manifesta-
tion of these efforts. Dadaist artistic strategies also
included an emphasis on chance occurrences—the juxta-
positions of random materials in collage and merged
fragments of disparate images in photomontage. This
focus on systems to express irrationality can be com-
pared to earlier experiments with zaum poetry in Russia.
Kruchenykh, one of its leading practitioners, found new
uses for this creative strategy in his Universal War of 1916
(pp. 103-05). Playful collages of brightly colored abstract
shapes confound the viewer with titles like “Military
State,” “Betrayal,” “Heavy Artillery,” and “India’s Battle
with Eurape." The artist called this book an example of

Fig. 1. OTTO DIX. Shock Troop
Advancing Under Gas Attack from the
portfolio The War. Berlin: Karl
Nierendorf, 1924, Etching, aguatint,
and drypoint, 7%e x 11%e" (19.3 %
28.8 cm). Ed.: 70. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York, Gift of Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller




Fig. 2. LASZLO MOHOLY-NAGY.
Bauhausbiicher 8: Malerei,
Photographie, Film by Laszld Moholy-
MNagy. Munich: Albert Langen, 1925,
Letterpress, 9Vis x 748" (23 x 17.9
cm). Ed.: unknown. The Museum of

L MOHOLY-NABY!
DYNAMIK DER GROSS-STADT

MR U EINEM
LA ARLIS KT

Modern Art Library, New York

Fig. 3. PIET ZWART. NKF: N.V.

“poetic zaum shaking the hand of pictorial zaum."?
During the teens and 1920s, artists also experi-
mented with geometricized abstraction. Piet Mondrian in
Holland was a central figure in the search for a visual
language of essence and purity, In Russia, Malevich
exhibited paintings with a radically abstract vision he
called Suprematism. He disseminated his principles not
only through exhibitions but also through teaching, most
importantly at an art school in the city of Vitebsk. It was
there that his Suprematism: Thirty-Four Drawings
(pp. 148-50), a small book serving as a visual treatise

Nederlandsche Kabelfabriek Delft. |
1928. Letterpress, 16%% x 113" MEER :cerc |
(42 x 29.8 cm). Ed.: unknown, The 500 VOLT
Museum of Modern Art, New York.

- TRUCTIE
Jan Tschichold Collection, Gift of L:??:Z‘?"?H
Philip Jehnson
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of abstract imagery, was printed and published in 1920.

Later in the 1920s and 1930s, the irrational
impulses of the Dada movement evolved into Surrealism,
particularly in Paris. Poets and painters delved into the
subconscious to acknowledge the potent force of dreams
and nightmares. Such explorations, however, had little
impact in Russia, where the Soviet experiment had taken
hold. In a spirit of utopian idealism, many artists there
used principles of abstraction to embrace progressive
and utilitarian ends. The rationality of geometry merged
with functionality in a new artistic direction known as
Constructivism. Similar goals, without the stimulus of
revolutionary changes in government, were found in other
countries as well, as abstractionists sought practical out-
lets in typography, graphic design, weaving, furniture,
and architecture. In Germany such practice was formal-
ized in the workshops of the Bauhaus, a school estab-
lished with this utopian impulse as an underlying con-
cept. Industrial materials were favored for their evocation
of machine efficiency, while techniques like photography
prospered over painting. Book design achieved a highly
recognizable style there built on clarity and order in the
work of Laszld Moholy-Nagy and others (fig. 2). Similar
approaches emerged from the De Stijl movement in The
Netherlands. The Dutch designer Piet Zwart, for exam-
ple, favored layout and typography that incorporated geo-
metric abstraction in highly ordered yet dynamic compo-
sitions (fig. 3).

In Russia, artists also turned to practical com-
missions, designing ceramics, fashioning textiles and
clothing, devising installations for exhibitions and sets
for the theater, and also planning advertising posters and




packaging for manufacturing products. In this atmos-
phere, book covers became a primary vehicle for visual
experimentation. Aleksandr Rodchenko reaffirmed the
basic rectilinear and geometric volume of the book as
object by building cover compositions with interlocking
forms recalling architecture, grid structures that asserted
flatness, and designs wrapped around from front to back
(pp. 189-93). El Lissitzky, on the other hand, main-
tained a connection to the imaginary spaces of
Suprematist canvases with covers on which compositions
of letters and shapes often played against background
fields of white (pp. 196, 197). Vavara Stepanova's cover
and endpapers for Collected Poems by Nikolai Aseev

(p. 241) demonstrate how abstracted photography and
layout could conjure up new kinds of representation. The
reader almost has the sense of grasping a fragment of
machinery while holding this small volume. Yet, at about
this same time, photographic strategies would serve
other, targeted goals of representation in strident exam-
ples of propaganda in book form. Principles of abstrac-
tion, however, continued to function as basic composi-
tional underpinnings, not only for cover and page
designs, but also for overall structures (pp. 235-45).

A BOOK CONTEXT

Since illustrated books offer many possibilities of format,
it is not surprising that approaches to the medium have
varied and defining terms have arisen among special-
ists.* In the modern and contemporary period, there is a
particular division between two phenomena: the "artist’s
book" and the livre d'artiste (book of the artist). While
these terms seem precisely the same in meaning, a clear
distinction has emerged, and an exploration of the indi-
vidual characteristics of each genre helps provide a con-
ceptual framework for appreciating the complex achieve-
ment of the Russian avant-garde book.

The artist's book is the newer concept and gen-
erally embraces those works in which primary responsi
bility rests with the visual artist and in which a unified
conception results. Other defining factors are large edi-
tions and low cost to purchasers, both of which are
aimed at reaching broad audiences and are facilitated
by the use of inexpensive papers and commercial print-
ing processes. Ed Ruscha's Twentysix Gasoline Stations
(fig. 4) of 1962 is considered by many to be the first
example of the artist's book phenomenon, with the genre
flourishing in the idealistic period of the late sixties and
seventies. Incorporating a small format, Ruscha assem-
bled a series of black-and-white photographs of gasoline
stations, taken on the highway between Los Angeles and
Oklahoma City, where his parents lived. These shots are
arranged in a mostly geographical sequence, and there is
no text other than the name and location of each station.
Ruscha himself published this book, which first
appeared in an edition of 400 copies, selling for just a
few dollars. Second and third editions resulted in print-
ings of nearly 4,000 copies by 1969. Copies of the first
edition are now exceedingly rare and expensive, and
even later editions are well beyond the modest means of
the intended audience.

13 ART ISSUES/BOOK ISSUES
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The livre d'artiste, by contrast, is remarkable for
its hand-pulled etchings, lithographs, screenprints, or
woodcuts printed on specially chosen papers. With edi-
tions limited to prescribed numbers of copies, these
books are expensive and aimed at the serious collector.
From the point of view of concept and structure, the
livre d'artiste is rarely the vision of a single individual.
In addition to the artist, there are several other creative
forces at work: in particular the publisher, the author,
and sometimes even the fine art printer. Among the first
examples of this tradition, which flourished in the twen-
tieth century particularly in France (hence the French
term), is Pierre Bonnard’s Parallélement (fig. 5) of
1900, an illustrated book of Paul Verlaine’s poetry. Even
though this book was published by Ambroise Vollard and
includes lithographs printed by Auguste Clot, two of the

(’I

Fig. 4. EDWARD RUSCHA, Twentysix
Gasoline Stations by Edward Ruscha.
1962. Photolithograph, 7 x 5%"
(17.8B x 14 cm). Hollywood: National
Excelsior Publication (Edward
Ruscha), Ed.: 400. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York

Fig. 5. PIERRE BONNARD.
Paraliélement by Paul Verlaine.
Paris: Ambroise Vollard, 1900.
Lithograph, 11% x 9%" (29.5x
23.9 cm). Ed.: approx. 200. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York,
Louis E. Stern Collection
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Fig. 6. JEAN (HANS) ARP. Vingt-cing
poémes by Tristan Tzara, Zurich:
Collection Dada, 1918. Woodcut,
7% % 5%e" (19.7 x 13.5 cm).
Ed.: unknown. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Purchase

Fig. 7. MAX ERNST. Répétitions by
Paul Eluard. Paris: Au Sans pareil,
1922. Letterpress, 8% x 534"
(21.7 x 13.6 cm). Ed.: 350. The
Museum of Modern Art Library,
Mew York

Fig. 8. ANDRE MASSON. Simulacre by
Michel Leiris. Paris: Editions de la
Galerie Simon (Daniel-Henry
Kahnweiler), 1925. Lithograph, 9%
x 73" (24.5 x 19.1 cm). Ed.: 112,
The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. Gift of Walter P. Chrysler, Jr.

14 ART ISSUES/BOOK ISSUES

printemps

most distinguished practitioners in their fields, it pos-
sesses a remarkable unity in its conception, with illustra-
tions in pale sanguine ink surrounding the text. Pub-
lished in an edition of 200, this /ivre d'artiste includes
10 copies on China paper with a supplementary suite of
prints, 20 additional copies on China paper, and 170 on
Helland paper.

The fact that a unified vision is among the most
noteworthy attributes of an artist's book, and that it can
be found in Bonnard's livre d'artiste, demonstrates
immediately that these book genres are fluid notions.
The work of the Russian avant-garde shows characteris-
tics of both phenomena, as well as additional variations,
underlining the complexity and rich potential of the book
as a visual art medium. Something of this complexity is
reflected even in the way book arts are absorbed into
museum collections. At The Museum of Modern Art,
for example, the library's holdings include most artists'
books and artist-initiated periodicals, as well as
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occasional examples of livres d’artiste. The Photography
Department maintains those illustrated books in which
photography is the dominant technique. The Department
of Prints and |llustrated Books contains the primary
collection of livres d'artiste and also artist's book titles,
particularly if the artists are represented in the print
collection; it also houses a few periodicals with prints.
Finally, some books and periodicals featuring distinctive
graphic design and typography are kept in the Department
of Architecture and Design.

The Artist's Involvement

Among the variety of roles that artists assume in the pro-
duction of illustrated books is that of collaborator with
an author who shares aesthetic concerns. Such associa-
tions were common in the Russian avant-garde period as,
for example, painter Mikhail Larionov and poet Aleksei
Kruchenykh came together in 1912 and 1913 for such
books as Old-Time Love, Pomade, and Half-Alive (pp.
66, 67, 83). With inventive page designs combining
illustrations and poetry and printed in the same tech-
nigue of lithography, these books underscore a sense of
contact between the literary and the artistic. Similar
interaction is found as Kruchenykh works with his com-
panion, the artist Olga Rozanova, on the 1913 A Little
Duck’s Nest . . . of Bad Words (pp. 76, 77). After the
Revolution, among the most fruitful collaborative rela-
tionships was that between Rodchenko and Mayakovsky
(pp. 189-92, 210, 211, 213, 214), but this phenome-
non is also seen in the area of children's books with
artist Vladimir Lebedev joining forces with writer Samuil
Marshak (pp. 171, 172, 179).

Outside Russia, the Dada and Surrealist move-
ments stand out as fostering comparable interchanges.
Among the most active poets in this regard was Tristan
Tzara, who worked with Jean (Hans) Arp (fig. 6) and
many other artists. Another was Paul Eluard, who fre-
quently engaged in joint book ventures. One project with
Max Ernst, entitled Répétitions (fig. 7), begins with a
poem inspired by the artist and titled with his name.
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Poet Michel Leiris and painter André Masson also
demonstrate how artistic thinking can be intertwined in
Simulacre (fig. 8), with some poems, and the dreamlike
compositions that accompany them, devised while the
two friends were together, basing their creative efforts on
the Surrealist method of automatism.®

Another approach to the book finds artists
taking on the function of authors and providing texts
as well as illustrations. Lissitzky's Of Two Squares:

A Suprematist Tale in Six Constructions of 1922

(pp. 153-55) includes his own verbal fragments as inte-
gral components of the page compositions. As this tale
for children unfolds, however, the overall effect is one of
visual animation rather than narrative storytelling.
Similarly, the Viennese artist Oskar Kokoschka, who
wrote the text for Die trdumenden Knaben (fig. 9), put
emphasis on its visual aspects. Set in black type echoing
the outlines of his illustrations, the story is confined to
vertical bands at the far right of each page, focusing
communication primarily on the imagery. Kokoschka
called this work a “picture poem."® Other major figures
of modern art, such as Vasily Kandinsky, Fernand Léger,
Henri Matisse, and Pablo Picasso, employed other strate-
gies for combining their own words and images. In the
contemporary period, Louise Bourgeois continues this
tradition, finding a welcoming outlet for literary endeav-
ors in the medium of the illustrated book.

It is less common, however, for an established
writer to take responsibility for the visual elements of a
book. Most notable among the Russian practitioners of
this approach are Kruchenykh and Mayakovsky, who, as
has been noted, were adept in both modes, Kruchenykh
created a series of booklets in 1917-19 in which text
and design merge (pp. 112-15). In Universal War, cited
above, his collages were so accomplished that, for a
long time, they were attributed to the artist Rozanova
(pp. 103-05). Mayakovsky, for his part, contributed both
art and text to books of a popular nature after the
Revolution. His cartoonlike illustrations are clearly aimed
at a mass readership (pp. 162-65). Outside Russia, an
author who set an early precedent was Alfred Jarry, a
late-nineteenth-century figure whose books often con-
tained his own woodcut illustrations. Mare recently, the
Belgian conceptual artist Marcel Broodthaers, who began
his career as a poet, created a series of artist's books in
the 1960s and 1970s that is considered a vital aspect
of his work.

Group efforts are another category of artistic
involvement. In Russia, early anthologies of art and poet-
ry now seem like the incubating laboratories for the
emerging avant-garde (pp. 63-65). The small volume
Victory over the Sun (p. 74), documenting a 1913 per-
formance, shows yet another conception. As a kind of
souvenir of an event that included a musical score by
Mikhail Matiushin, text by Kruchenykh, and sets by
Malevich, it continues to evoke an air of excitement as
one recalls this seminal event. Likewise, one can grasp
something of the energy and volatility of the Dada move-
ment by perusing the ephemeral pamphlets and periodi-
cals its members produced. Kurt Schwitters's publica-
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tions, under the umbrella term “Merz" (figs 10, 11), are
important examples. Similarly, the Surrealists took full
advantage of the periodical format with Le Surréalisme
au Service de la Révolution, Documents, and other titles
providing platforms for their rival agendas.” Meanwhile,
Constructivist artists from various countries were issuing
journals espousing their positions. In Czechoslovakia,
Red (fig. 12) reflects the utopian world views of artists
there, while in Russia, issues of LEF (pp. 190, 209) and
New LEF (p. 236) capture the avant-garde’s attempts to
adapt artistic practice to new Revolutionary ideals.

The Role of the Publisher

Following collaborations of artists and writers, the signif-
icance of another contributor—the publisher—must be
noted, since the production of an editioned book
requires many decisions that are routinely handled by
such a person or entity. Questions regarding the number

Fig. 9. OSKAR KOKOSCHKA. Die triu-
menden Knaben by Oskar Kokoschka.
Vienna: Wiener Werkstatte, 1908
(distributed by Kurt Wolff, Leipzig,
1917). Lithograph, 9%s x 101%s"
(24 x 27.5 cm). Ed.: 275. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Louis E. Stern Collection

Fig. 10. KURT SCHWITTERS. Merz,

no. 11. Kurt Schwitters, ed.
Hannover: Merzverlag, 1924.
Letterpress, 111%4s x 856" (30.4 %
22 cm). Ed.: unknown. The Museum
of Modern Art Library, New York

Fig. 11. KURT SCHWITTERS. Die
Kathedrale by Kurt Schwitters.
Hannover; Paul Steegemann, 1920.
Lithograph and collage, 8 '¥s x
5%" (22.4 x 14.3 cm). Ed.: approx.
3,000, The Museum of Modern Art,

MNew York. Gift of Edgar Kaufmann, Jr.




Fig. 12. KAREL TEIGE. Red, no. 1.
Karel Teige, ed. Prague: Odeon,
1927, Letterpress, 9% x 714"
(23.3 x 18.2 cm). Ed.: unknown.
The Museum of Modern Art Library,
New York

Fig. 13. PABLO PICASSD. Le Chef-
d'oeuvre inconnu by Honoré de
Balzac, Paris: Ambroise Vollard,
Editeur, 1931. Etching and wood
engraving, 12'%s x 996" (33 x
25.2 cm). Ed.: 340. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Louis E.
Stern Collection

Fig. 14. ANDRE DERAIN, L'Enchanteur
pourrissant by Guillaume Apollinaire,
Paris; Henry Kahnweiler, 1909,
Woodcut, 10%e x 77" (26.5 x 20.0
cm). Ed.;: 106, The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Louis E.
Stern Collection
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of copies, the costs and means of production, and the
ultimate distribution of the book, for instance, are often
decided by the publisher, who provides initial funding for
the project and shares in profits from sales. Given the
fundamental nature of these questions, it is not surpris-
ing that this decision-maker may have substantial influ-
ence over a book's concept. Such a mediating role for
the publisher should be kept in mind, since the artwork
that results no longer constitutes the direct communica-
tion between artist and viewer that one expects in paint-
ing and other mediums.

Within the tradition of the artist's book genre, if
a publisher other than the artist is involved, this person
or organization usually remains in the background. Since
such books are often produced in the most inexpensive
way possible, funding is not a major impediment.
Financial support may come from museums, alternative
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spaces, and other non-profit organizations, or from gen-
eral art book publishers who encourage this kind of cre-
ative work as a sideline. Such supporters hope to facili-
tate rather than influence the artist in the realization of
his or her concept, and they rarely expect financial
remuneration.

For the livre d'artiste, the domain of publisher
has been more complicated. Working with many of the
most important artists of the modern period, these pub-
lishers have initiated projects that might never have
come into being without their daring and imagination
and that have since become essential to an understand-
ing of the artists’ oeuvres. In view of the fact that sales
of such relatively luxurious books are to a small and
rarified market, publishers have made this effort primari-
ly as a labor of love and not as a significant business
investment. Usually connected to the art world in one
way or another—many as gallery owners or print publish-
ers—these creative individuals have harbored visions of
their own for this medium, and their biases show through
in the books that have resulted.

In the distinguished twentieth-century French
tradition of this medium, the art dealer Ambroise Vollard
is perhaps the most celebrated publisher. He spared
nothing for the sumptuous volumes he issued, Often
choosing texts by historic figures rather than contempo-
raries, Vollard usually invited artists to respond with full-
page, handpulled prints, as well as additional, small-
scale illustrations that enlivened text pages. Le Chef-
d’'oeuvre inconnu by Honoré de Balzac, with illustrations
by Picasso (fig. 13), is a typical example of this model.
Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, like Vollard a gallery owner,
was closely linked to both artistic and literary figures of
his day and relished bringing them together for book pro-
jects. An example from the Fauve and Cubist circles is
L'Enchanteur pourrissant (fig. 14), with the first pub-
lished text of Guillaume Apollinaire and woodcuts by




André Derain: a Surrealist volume of note is Soleils bas
(fig. 15), with the first published poems of Georges
Limbour and etchings by André Masson, The eminent
publisher Efstratios Tériade, known simply as Teériade,
was initially associated with periodicals such as Cahiers
d'art and Minotaure. For illustrated book projects, he
gave artists primary responsibility, even fostering the
uses of their handwritten texts. Matisse's Jazz (fig. 16) is
a remarkable example of this approach to the medium.

In Russia, the publishing tradition of the /ivre
d’artiste did not take hold among avant-garde artists,
even though ornate art books had filled a market position
in the earlier years of the century and continued to be
produced into the 1920s.2 In fact, it was in part a reac-
tion against such deluxe productions that the artists of
the early teens created their small handmade books.
Most of these were published by the artists themselves
or by friendly patrons in their immediate circle, in edi-
tions of about 300 to 400. Under such circumstances,
the conception of the book stayed firmly in the hands of
the artists and authors, and the resulting communication
with viewers was direct and without the mediating sensi-
bility of an opinionated publisher.

The poet Kruchenykh, who had a consuming
interest in books throughout his life as author, illustrator,
collector, and bibliographer, was a driving force in pro-
duction. Choosing the publishing imprint EUY, which
derives from the word for lily,” he was responsible for
such early examples as Forestly Rapid (p. 72), The
Poetry of V. Mayakovsky (p. 75), and other titles. Another
active participant in artistic circles at that time who
helped ensure that such publications appeared was the
musician Mikhail Matiushin. His imprint Zhuravl® (crane)
can be found on several anthologies of poetry and art,
including Roaring Parnassus, The Three, and A Trap for
Judges (pp, 71, 75, 63). Although not contributing
members in these artistic undertakings, Georgii Kuz'min
and Sergei Dolinskii also served as patrons when they
agreed to publish A Slap in the Face of Public Taste,
Pomade, Half-Alive, and Hermit, Hermitess: Two Poems
(pp. 63, 67, 83, 78). This was a friendly gesture rather
than a business venture, and the two men were only
guaranteed, in the words of historian Vladimir Markov,
“the gratitude of posterity” for their efforts.*"

After the 1917 Revolution, such artist-initiated
books continued to appear in the outpost of Tiflis, the
capital of Georgia, where many members of the avant-
garde sought refuge from the upheavals of civil war.
Kruchenykh was among this group, and it is not surpris-
ing that he continued to issue books on his own and also
joined in publishing activities with artists and poets who
formed the 41° group.'! Their imprint appears on publi-
cations that were often noteworthy for typographic ele-
ments, due in part to the influence of one of the group's
leaders, |l'ia Zdanevich, who had apprenticed in a print-
er's shop. Some examples from 1919 are Fact, which
displays the 41° publishing logo (p. 119); Lacquered
Tlights and Milliork (p. 125), with distinctive cover
designs; and the elaborately conceived volume, To Sofia
Georgievna Melnikova: The Fantastic Tavern (p. 122).
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During the period just before and immediately
following the Revolution, illustrated books also appeared
from publishers of specialized subjects. Raduga in
Moscow and Leningrad was among those that issued
children's books, while several others, such as Kultur
Lige and Idisher Folks Farlag in Kiev, published Judaica.
Since these publishers, some arising from artists’
groups, had specific content and markets, they obviously
influenced the conception of books under their imprints.
Books of Judaica were sometimes published in editions
of several thousand, while children's books routinely
found as many as 10,000 readers. This is a dramatic
turn of events for illustrated books now considered
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Fig. 15. ANDRE MASSON. Soleils bas
by Georges Limbour. Paris: Editions
de la Galerie Simon (Daniel-Henry
Kahnweiler), 1924, Drypoint, 9% x
74" (24.2 x 19 cm). Ed.: 112.
The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. Gift of Walter P. Chrysler, Jr.

Fig. 16. HENRI MATISSE. Jazz by
Henri Matisse, Paris: Teriade, 1947.
Pochoir. 16%2 x 12%4s" (42 x 32.2
cm), Ed.: 270. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Louis E.
Stern Collection




Fig. 17. SOL LEWITT. Geometric
Figures & Color by Sol LeWitt. New
York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1979,
Letterpress, 7% x 7 %" (20.3 x
20.3 em). Ed.: unlimited. The
Museum of Modern Art Library,
New York

Fig. 18. DIETER ROTH. bok 3b und hok
3d (gesammelte werke, no. 7).
Stuttgart: hansjorg mayer, 1974,
Letterpress, 9Y%is x 614" (23.1 x
17 cm). Ed.: 1,000. The Museum of
Maodern Art Library, New York

Fig. 19, JOAN MIRO. A toute épreuve
by Paul Eluard. Geneva: Gérald
Cramer, 1958. Woodcut, 12%s x
913" (32 x 25 cm). Ed.; 130. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Louis E. Stern Collection
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modernist works of art, and a broad outreach continued
when the official apparatus of the government took over
most publishing activity.'2

Even though the arts were not a high priority for
Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, the state publisher, the
work of avant-garde artists and poets found a vast audi-
ence through its sponsorship when compared to the self-
publishing ventures of the earlier period. The collabora-
tive work of Mayakovsky and Rodchenko for About This:
To Her and to Me in 1923 (p. 210), as well as that of
Semen Kirsanov and Solomon Telingater for Kirsanov has
the ‘Right of Word' in 1930 (p. 217), for example, were
issued in editions of 3,000 copies. The scope of pulp
novels like those in the Mess Mend or Yankees in Petro-
grad series by author Jim Dollar [Marietta Shaginian] in
1924, with covers by Rodchenko (p. 212), was 25,000

=
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readers. Broader yet was the purview of the government's
propaganda magazines, which appeared in several lan-
guages primarily for distribution beyond the country’s
borders. In the 1930s, accomplishments of the Soviet
regime were touted in issues of USSR in Construction
(pp. 242, 243) designed by Lissitzky and Rodchenko,
and published in combined foreign-language editions
that grew to over 100,000 copies. By this late period,
the influence of the government publisher over content
was absolute, providing a highly unusual level of outside
mediation over the resulting artworks.

The Concept of Unity

Among the most visually and conceptually satisfying
illustrated books are those in which the viewer experi-
ences a sense of wholeness from start to finish. For
many of the reasons cited above, this has been central to
the definition of the artist's book and sometimes more
difficult to achieve in the livre d'artiste. Ruscha's work
has been previously singled out, but others who work in
the artist's book medium also demonstrate this singu-
larity of vision because they alone shape the overall con-
cepts involved. Sol LeWitt and Dieter Roth, each of
whom has created a major corpus of artist's books, have
taken full advantage of the unigue nature of this format
to create sustained dialogues with their viewers (figs. 17,
18). For the livre d'artiste, on the other hand, the model
that most often provides a unified vision is one in which
author’s text and artist's illustrations are integrated.
Outstanding examples are A toute épreuve (fig. 19), with
Joan Mird's woodcuts encircling the poems of his friend
Paul Eluard, and Le Chant des morts, with Picasso’s illu-
minations serving as a dual form of writing as they inter-
act with Paul Reverdy's manuscript text (fig. 20).

One book of a hybrid form which succeeds in
creating a remarkably unified statement is La Prose du
Transsibérien et de la petite Jehanne de France of 1913,
with text by Blaise Cendrars and illustrations by Sonia
Delaunay-Terk (fig. 21). Delaunay-Terk was a Russian liv-
ing in Paris, and this book, self-published there by
Cendrars, was immediately made known to fellow artists




Y,
4

o e o ..L,mz’e 2L Ay e M

HieForien ouvende a s >{M—f.£,

1 /E g:ié;f}_ V_&;w/mxﬂwd‘ JM' o A5 J"“’ﬂ%
bnie
bt ?%wf&-»f" oy ye 2 fm » Dans Al plive TedZsccs
i fo thotne

ks ﬂﬁ?/ ol el
/?WVO Lo pteng
Tk st o
,;‘é‘z,{. AL /J; Y‘,/ﬂ/é;’_, Ao 624&’4:,
éb( "'—'f"nA‘- .7()) s "nwéifr/(‘
R w,m,, Jolows Clome g/,_ lom. sl
Condie T fod/(fﬂzw{c abidtue

ol o m;.ﬁd&_ de Atir, e

%\ww

"

a5

'; "'_"’Jff.-:

%4/.»"_,0 s ,75 s PP LS

ufuﬁf.u IR 7 o A

Jucte olo 'éwfwt erg

Uit 48

in Russia when they also were beginning to create books
in earnest. While the abstract designs, lively colors, and
fusion of text and imagery of this book can be compared
to Russian examples like A Little Duck's Nest . . . of Bad
Words of 1913 (pp. 76, 77) and Te /i le of 1914 (pp.
84, 8b), its structure actually defies the sequential read-
ing and viewing that is so central to the book experience.
The artist's and author's goal of simultaneity is fully
attained only when the book is unfolded vertically to
dimensions of 78516 x 14'/4 inches and becomes, in
effect, a wall piece. The level of refinement in the pro-
duction of its edition further separates this book from
Russian examples. Its creators planned for copies on
parchment, Japanese paper, and imitation Japanese
paper, all enclosed in painted, handmade covers of
goatskin or parchment.!?

Using strategies of their own, Russian avant
garde artists also created books that are noteworthy for
their evocation of conceptual unity. Such unity persisted
from the early period, when artists and poets were en
tirely in control of production; it continued when some
specialized publishers were involved; and it was still in
evidence even in the late stage of government contral. In
all these instances, visual aspects of the book remained
firmly in the hands of the artists, and this was the
underlying factor in their cohesiveness.

In early examples such as A Game in Hell of
1912 (p. 70) by Khlebnikov and Kruchenykh, Natalia
Goncharova's illustrations invade the manuscript text
pages, asserting their presence and adding an artistic
voice seamlessly to the poetic one. Efforts by groups of
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artists, such as Explodity (p. 72) of 1913, achieve an
effect of wholeness through a sense of spontaneous
interaction among individual contributors. In Futurist
Sergei Podgaevskii's Easter Egg of 1914 (p. 79), unity is
derived by appropriating the model of the personal
scrapbook, with snippets of text, odd bits of collage, and
potato cuts creating a sense of immediacy throughout.

Later, Lissitzky demonstrated a unified
approach to the book in two distinctly different projects:
The Tale of a Goat (pp. 138-40), issued in 1919 by a
publisher of Judaica and illustrating a Passover tale; and
For the Voice (pp. 194-95), issued in 1923 by a branch
of the state publishing house and presenting poems by
his contemparary, Mayakovsky. An unfolding wrapper
immediately engages the reader in The Tale of a Goat by
means of an interior design of abstract forms that sug-
gest the otherworldly and find echoes in abstracted fig-
ural compositions on individual pages. |n addition, texts
are placed in arches integral to the compositions, with a
color-coding system that links characters to their places
in the story.'* A few years later, Lissitzky depended on
physical structure, typographic design, and color to serve
as organizing forces in For the Voice. An ingenious
thumb-index allows readers to quickly find favorite
poems, while signs and symbols constitute an accompa-
nying visual "conversation” as texts are read aloud.
Lissitzky would characterize such a concept as “a unity
of acoustics and optics."'®

As the effects of the Revaolution evolved into
more defined social practice, artists began using new
methods invelving photography and graphic design to

Fig. 20. PABLD PICASSO. Le Chant des
morts by Pierre Reverdy. Paris:
Tériade, 1948. Lithograph, 16%: x
12 ' (42 x 32 em). Ed.: 270, The
Museum of Modern Art, New York
Louis E. Stern Collection




Fig. 21. SONIA DELAUNAY-TERK.

La Prose du Transsibérien et de la
petite Jehanne de France by Blaise
Cendrars. Paris: Editions des
Hommes Mouveaux (Blaise
Cendrars), 1913. Pochoir, 78%s x
14%" (199 x 36.2 cm), Ed.:
approx. 60-100. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Purchase
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create a sense of wholeness in their book formats. In the
service of propaganda, USSR in Construction (pp. 242,
243) has been cited by some specialists as “the most
highly developed and consistent achievement of Soviet
graphic design.”!® Both Rodchenko and Lissitzky pro-
duced extraordinary issues of this magazine by exploiting
close-up and angled photography and dramatic layouts to
achieve a cinematic effect as pages are turned. Lissitzky
said of the project: “We are approaching the book con-
structed like a film: plot, development, highpoint,
dénouement."?

The Position of Text
The fundamental role of literature in the avant-garde
book cannot be adequately addressed in this essay, but
should be more fully acknowledged here. The aesthetic
thinking of writers and artists is related in movements
throughout the modern period, with important examples
from the time of the Symbaolists in Paris in the late-nine-
teenth century to the more recent New York School of
the 1950s. Such bonds were particularly strong in the
first half of the twentieth century, as sympathetic figures
joined together to issue manifestoes or edit periodicals
that proclaimed their beliefs. As has been noted,
Surrealist poets and painters, in particular, shared con-
cerns and methods, as they plumbed the unconscious as
a source for art. Mird, for one, has said that he learned
more from the poets with whom he was acquainted than
from the artists, and other examples of such rapport are
manifested in the many illustrated book collaborations
from that time.'® The Russian avant-garde period, as
well, was striking in this regard even though the artistic
milieu of Moscow or St. Petersburg was very different
from that of Paris, a city where art galleries, a publishing
apparatus, and a ready audience encouraged the devel-
opment of the livre d'artiste among leading painters.
Still, the role of literature in the development of
modern art, generally, and the role of the illustrated book
in particular, have not received the attention they merit.
Academic specialization in one or the other fields of art
history or literature, for example, has proved a hindrance
for most scholars and curators. Books have also been an
anomaly in art museums that have traditional collection
departments and audiences expecting painting and
sculpture to be on display. And, while literary interpreta-
tion is not the expertise of curators, even standard cata-
loguing procedures need to be stretched to accommo-
date the requirements of books. For the Russian materi-
al, additional issues arise. Knowledge of the Russian lan-
guage is rare, making even basic information regarding
titles and authors difficult to transcribe in records. But,
most importantly, the extraordinary visual distinctiveness
that artists and authors brought to bear on the textual
portions of these books requires special attention. Going
well beyond standard design formats and font choices,
their inventive effects are accomplished through the use
of printed manuscript texts, printed manuscript designs,
typographic designs, and lettering that contribute as
much to the definition of these books as artworks as do
their illustrations.'?




In Half-Alive (p. 83), for example, the printed
manuscript text is aligned closely to illustrations in the
margins, with the reader responding to both almost
simultaneously. The use of lithography throughout con-
tributes to this integration. When Rozanova splashes
watercolor additions over the printed manuscript text of
A Little Duck's Nest . . . of Bad Words (pp. 76, 77), one
critic calls the achievement “a unigue colorpoetry, analo-
gous to colormusic.”2® With similar distinctiveness, the
text of The Adventures of Chuch-lo (p. 168), a children’s
book, seems painted with the same brush as that used
for the illustrations, and its distribution across facing
pages provides a sense of visual equality with them.

In the remarkable pamphlets Kruchenykh pub-
lished in Tiflis, printed manuscript designs occupy every
page and there is no standard text or illustrations (pp.
112-15). The blurry purple achieved with the hecto-
graphic technique, the soft blue of carbon paper print-
ing, and the occasional irregularity of rubber stamp, are
used to depict letters, numbers, and signs that stand in
stark contrast to the rationally organized words one
expects in books; even those fluent in Russian are not
meant to decipher conventional meanings here. Con-
flating poetry and visual art, Kruchenykh utilizes the
page as a backdrop for abstract compositions arranged
by inner laws and rhythms issuing from both literary and
artistic realms.

Typographic elements available in a printer's
shop offer other artistic possibilities for texts. In
Kamenskii's “ferro-concrete” poems (pp. 92, 93), seg-
ments of verse are portioned off into irregularly shaped
and delineated areas of the page, in reference to struc-
tural molds for poured concrete. Created in 1914, these
visual poems serve as precursors of the extraordinary
range of typographic designs found in later years. In
1919-20 in Tiflis, for example, treatises published by
members of the 41° group include letters of various
sizes and shapes that take on characteristics of individ-
ual personalities and hint at the pitch of voice in the
spoken word (pp. 118, 120). Still later, in the
Constructivist period, lettering and typographic design
were employed to stress the clear and functional delivery
of information. Geometry served as a tool with boxes,
underlines, and arrows to direct the reader. October: The
Struggle for a Proletarian Class Position on the Visual
Arts Front (p. 232), a publication of 1931 that sought to
adapt artistic goals to proletarian concerns, is one exam-
ple. Yet avant-garde uses of typography and design were
also employed in official reports on Soviet industry and
for state-run architectural competitions (pp. 230, 231).

The Question of Function

In addition to comprising noteworthy conceptual struc-
tures and visual attributes, the Russian avant-garde book
also fulfilled distinctive roles for its audiences. From the
period of the early teens to the time of the Revolution
and after, there is an abrupt shift in emphasis from goals
aimed at private aesthetic experience to those geared to
public consumption. The audience for the early works
was a small intellectual elite, consisting of those with a
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keen interest in the visual arts and poetry that is typical
for illustrated books elsewhere. The audience after the
Revolution continued to include those interested in artis-
tic endeavors, but the focus shifted to a much wider
readership. Later, when the government had a specific
message to deliver to its citizenry, or wanted to reach out
beyond the boundaries of the country to propagandize, it
chose as a vehicle the illustrated book or magazine, con-
ceived by means of avant-garde visual principles.

Small format books from the early period now
seem like personal offerings from the artists and writers
to their readers. Their homemade qualities communicate
the idea that each volume is in some way unigue, aimed
at a coterie of friends, and created simply for the sake of
one's imagination and in the spirit of contemplation.
Since these small books can be held in one's hand and
perused in a matter of minutes, absorbing their illustra-
tions and texts is an intense and intimate experience.
Upon finishing, the reader feels included in a private
world made up only of initiates.

This desire to communicate a private aesthetic
experience remains in literary works of the later period,
as poets and artists continued to collaborate. Maya-
kovsky and Rodchenko's work on joint projects during
these years, for instance, recalls the personal relation-
ships of the earlier period. However, a larger proportion
of the material after the Revolution reflects a turnabout
in the function of the book. Artists and writers con-
tributed to volumes that contained educational materials,
practical information, and, finally, propaganda. Lissitzky's
cover for the Committee to Combat Unemployment
(p. 151}, a report to an official congress in 1919,
reflects the optimism of the early years. It makes use of
compositional devices that thrust upward and carry a
message of progress and hope for a society based on
rational ideals. The placards of Vladimir Lebedey,
designed for windows of the telegraph office and meant
to communicate even to the illiterate through colorful
abstract shapes, are brought together in a charming book
designed for export (pp. 160, 161).

Such hope and enthusiasm are also conveyed in
books for children, which depend on visual signs rather
than conventional representation. Many had social agen-
das, such as Lissitzky's Of Two Squares: A Suprematist
Tale in Six Constructions (pp. 153-55), which tells the
tale of a victorious red square over black chaos, and
Lebedev's Yesterday and Today (p. 171), which shows
technical advances in everyday products. /ce Cream
(p. 172), seemingly purely for pleasure, has social and
satirical dimensions as well, yet its illustrations refiect
the pure geometry of Suprematism.

Abstract design principles spread to the struc-
tures of architectural journals and also to those aimed at
the trades. An easy-to-reference thumb index was includ-
ed in the 1927 catalogue All-Union Printing Trades
Exhibition: Guidebook (p. 228) and wraparound covers
with a bold photograph of a plentiful field of wheat pro-
vide inspiration in the journal Let'’s Produce of 1929
(p. 237). Interior page layouts, purposeful sequencing of
pages, and devices like foldouts and cover flaps also
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became tools for avant-garde artists to create myth and
assert power in book formats. While such visual concepts
and structures are typically exploited by artists to manip-
ulate the viewer's experience, they were used here
expressly for government directives. Through the concep-
tual potential of photography and the principles of
abstraction, artists succeeded in creating enhanced
forms of representation that aggrandized Soviet power
and accomplishments (pp. 238-45). While in the early
teens artists had struggled to create a visual language
that dispensed with conventional motifs and focused
instead on a vital, new language of abstraction, artists in
the 1930s used these abstract principles to create yet a
new form of fictive representation.

A Trajectory of Experience

All the Russian books discussed and illustrated in this
catalogue can be spread out together in an area the size
of a classroom. By studying them, preferably in chrono-
logical order, one can begin to grasp some sense of this
highly significant chapter in the art of the twentieth cen-
tury. The excitement of early avant-garde experimenta-
tion in the teens, the utopian idealism of the post-revolu-
tionary years, and finally the militant power and oppres-
sion of the Stalinist regime, are all captured in these
pages as a potent historical record. Through these books
one has an intimate glimpse of an extraordinary trajec-
tory of artistic innovation and human experience.

Books of all kinds have this power to offer one-
to-one communication, but illustrated books offer the
additional insights of the visual artist. Using the possibil-
ities inherent in printed pages bound together and
issued in editions, artists have contributed a further
dimension to the multifaceted story of modern art. Since
these books are not as widely known and appreciated as
other mediums of the visual arts, gathering them togeth-
er here not only offers a unique opportunity to broaden
our understanding of the Russian avant-garde, but also
underlines the fact that by breaking down hierarchies
and seriously considering so-called minor art forms like
illustrated books, unique insights can be drawn. The
complexity of an historical period is truly revealed when
as many as possible of its cultural artifacts are examined.
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A Game in Hell,

hard waork in heaven:
Deconstructing the
Canon in Russian
Futurist Books

Niﬂa G u I’I anova A Game in Hell, hard work in heaven

our first lessons were pretty good ones
together, remember?

We nibbled like mice at turbid time
In hoc signo vinces!!

This poem, whose first line has, in retrospect, acquired
symbolic importance, may be a key to understanding the
major quest behind the poetics of the early Russian
avant-garde. Written in 1920 by Velimir Khlebnikov and
dedicated "To Alesha Kruchenykh," it refers to the first
lithographed Futurist book, A Game in Hell, that
Khlebnikov co-authored with Kruchenykh and published
in 1912 (p. 70). In it the proverbial “Futurist devil,"
seen through the lens of dark irony and the grotesquerie
of lubki (cheap popular prints of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries), appears for the first time, playing
with a sinner who has bet his soul in a card game.

“A Game in Hell" and “hard work in heaven”
are phrases that describe the first creative lessons for all
Russian “Futurians,” poets and painters alike, who
learned to prefer riddles and paradoxes and ignore deter-
minism in life and art. They refrained from sinking into
predictability, and although they existed in the “hell” of
the quotidian, they refused to belong to it. Early Russian
Futurism was one of the most resistant movements of
the avant-garde: resistant to tradition and to any ideolog-
ical or aesthetic compromise. An awareness of history
allowed the Russian Futurists, especially Khlebnikov, to
perceive the rhythms of “turbid time" that exists beyond
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any defined goal or purpose, “without why," according to
its own laws. They believed that one can break through
to this experience only by means of “work” and “a
game": in other words, by making art as if it were a
game. The open space for this game was a new kind of
art, and the fundamental condition for its existence was
the maximal union of creativity and unbounded joy in
the element of play (accidentally, there is one and the
same word—igra—for “play” and "game” in Russian},
with its vital energy and spontaneity. The poetics of play
and chance manifested themselves in the aesthetics of
the early Russian avant-garde as an anarchic method of
making art without rules, not just a technique.

The concept of the Futurist book emerged as a
strong reaction against the creation of any absolute
model, against any perception of art as an ordered, ra-
tional structure. It represents a constant deconstruction
(or dis-konstruktsiia, as the Russian Futurist poet, artist,
and theoretician David Burliuk put it in 1913) of the
established canon, rather than a pure demolition of it.

deconstruction is the opposite of construction.
a canon can be constructive.

a canon can be deconstructive.

construction can be shifted or displaced.

The canon of displaced construction.?

This sequence of binary oppositions leads to
affirmation through negation, and makes it clear to the
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reader that Burliuk's “deconstruction” (or rather, in the
most precise translation, “disconstruction”) does not yet
exist on its own, but follows “construction™ and is ety-
mologically and semantically secondary to it. Burliuk’s
notion of deconstruction, which he applied to aesthetics,
differs from the modern philosophical concept. However,
there are some points where they overlap in a very gener-
al way, e.g., the deconstruction of the origin, or canon.

When inviting the artist, poet, and author Elena
Guro, for example, to design one of his books,
Kruchenykh emphasized her ability to bring forth the
presence of life, as a unique quality of her talent:
“Technique and artificiality are not important, but life
is."# The Russian Futurists explored the irrational
mechanics of the creation of images and associations
irrespective of craftsmanship. They gave priority to
chance over choice, intuition over skill, and intensity of
life over the lifeless structure of “isms."”

This was a very intoxicating moment in Russian
cultural history; artists and writers were searching for a
new philosophy of artistic practice. Unlike the post-revo-
lutionary avant-garde, which dedicated itself to seeking
what the role of the artist in the new society should be,
they were struggling to overcome whatever boundaries
had been thought to define art. Their notion of “art for
life" and “life for art” developed into the theoretical con-
cept.* This concept is very far removed from the later
constructivist and productionist utilitarian slogans of "art
into life" as well as the decadent and aestheticist idea of
“art for art's sake.” In some respects, the early Russian
avant-garde was like Zurich Dada or the American avant-
garde of the 1950s, when one after another all the rules
were challenged and the creation of any absolute model
or canon was rigorously opposed. This was not so much
a history of schools and movements as of personalities.

The theoretician, linguist, and co-author of one
of Kruchenykh's books, Roman Jakobson, precisely
points out the major achievement and innovation of
Russian Futurism in its challenge to all the rules: “It is
the Russian Futurists who invented a poetry of the ‘self-
developing, self-valuing word,' as the established and
clearly visible material of poetry.”® In Futurist books, the
word becomes the main “event of art," serving as an
object of creation more than a means of communication.
This notion of the autonomous and self-sufficient word—
“the word as such”—was the foundation upon which all
of Russian poetic Futurism lay, This is what defined its
original texture and gave it a distinct national coloring.
In his “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature”
(1912), the Italian Futurist leader Filippo Tommaso
Marinetti proclaimed the dawning of a new age that
must then be expressed in a new language. Despite all
his innovations, however, novelty of theme still predomi-
nated over novelty of method, for Marinetti did not go
beyond introducing unexpected analogies and grammati-
cal irregularities. The Russian Futurists' goal was to
effect a profound renewal of language on the leve! of
structure. Khlebnikov's and Kruchenykh's principal idea
was that "the work of art is the art of the word."”

The means for disseminating words are books,
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The Russian Futurists were faced with the necessity of
creating a new model of the book that could accommo-
date their poetic and visual aspirations, by projecting
their idea of “the word as such” onto the notion of the
book. They conceived of the book as an art object, which
possesses the wholeness of a living entity. The experi-
ence of visual arts was an important ingredient in the
activity of the Futurist poets, many of whom were trained
as artists: Kruchenykh, Vladimir Mayakovsky, and David
Burliuk to name a few. The Futurist books of 1912-17
exist outside of any established genre, at the crossroads
of painting and poetry. They contain in embryo an enor-
mous potential for breaking down any aesthetic stereo-
types. And if we follow Jakobson's notion of poetry as
language in its aesthetic function, then we can define
the Futurist book as nothing less than a book in its aes-
thetic function: a book which loses its usefulness—its
communicative function—and acquires the self-suffi-
ciency of an autonomous work of art.

It was Kruchenykh who in 1912 inspired and
produced the first lithographic books (fig. 1) that served
as a creative laboratory for the avant-garde. This book
production worked as an experimental field in which, as
David Burliuk noted in 1920, “entire models of the new
style"® were made. Kruchenykh returned artists to the
book by placing them on the same footing as authors
and making them not Iintermediaries, or just illustrators,
but literally co-authors and co-creators. In this collabora-
tion Kruchenykh enlisted the artists Mikhail Larionov,
Natalia Goncharova, Kazimir Malevich, Olga Rozanova,
Nikolai Kul'bin, Pavel Filonov, and others who shaped
the visual image of the Futurist poetry of Khlebnikov,
Kruchenykh, Vasilii Kamenskii, David Burliuk, and
Mayakovsky (fig. 2), These artists and poets formed a

Fig. 1. IVAN KLIUN. Kruchenykh and
his Books. 1920s. Watercolor and

paper. Courtesy of the Mayakovsky
Museum, Moscow. @ Mayakovsky

Museum




Fig. 2. Aleksei Kruchenykh, David
Burliuk, Viadimir Mayakovsky,
Mikolai Burliuk, and Benedikt
Livshits. 1913. Private archive,
Moscow

Fig. 3. Sergei Dolinskii and Georgii
Kuz'min. 1914. Courtesy of A,
Vasiliev, Paris. @ A. Vasiliev
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group called Gileia; they were also known as Cubo-
Futurists. Together they not only devised an absolutely
new aesthetic concept of the artist's book, but in so
doing they broke all ties with traditional book production.

First of all, the Russian Futurists did not have
publishers in the strict sense of the word; most of the
books were produced by the artists and poets them-
selves, sometimes with the modest financial support of
friends who did not censor or control the work, or expect
any profits. Several lithographed books were published in
this way with monetary assistance from Sergei Dolinskii
and Georgii Kuz'min (fig. 3), young aviators and friends
of Mayakovsky. Kruchenykh's albums War (with linocuts
by Rozanova; 1916; pp. 100-102) and Universal War
(1916; pp. 103-05) were fully sponsored by Andrei
Shemshurin, a scholar of Old Russian manuscripts. Of
course, the production costs were extremely low.” By
working in the most economical way possible, the
Futurists achieved total artistic control over the final
product, which allowed them to create a book as an
artistic form that was independent of the whims of the
publishing enterprise or the art world. It also enabled
them to avoid dealing with expensive and often imper-
fect reproduction machinery. lronically, in the age of
mechanical reproduction, the most extreme innovators,
Kruchenykh and Rozanova, freed themselves from any
technological process involving expensive machinery.

What should be emphasized in this regard, how-
ever, is the primacy of the visual element over the liter-
ary and poetic one in the development of the tendency
toward zaum, often translated into English as “trans-
rational” or “beyonsense."® The concept of zaum was
conceived by poets through their direct contact with
visual abstraction, and the transformation of the written
(not yet transrational) word into an autonomous visual
form in the early Futurist books.? One cannot just read a
Futurist book: as the Russian modernist writer Aleksei
Remizov put it, to experience a Futurist book, one
should “see, listen to, and feel it."1° When Kruchenykh
reworked his 1913 manifesto “Declaration of the Word
as Such” in 1917, he attempted to illustrate the process
of the creative poetic act, concluding with the formula
"in music—the sound, in painting—color, in poetry—the
letter (thought = vision + sound + line + color)."!!

A crucial part of the aesthetic of Futurist books
is their tactile, physical quality: they are small, almost
palm-size, and made of cheap, rough paper but of rich
texture and particular color tones (sometimes they used
flashy wallpaper). Since the Futurist book still remained
an object, its authenticity was closely related to its
“thingly” nature, its texture. The Russian Futurists
assigned particular importance to handwriting and the
handcrafted quality of their books; they believed that
only an original manuscript in the poet's or artist's own
hand is capable of fully conveying the music, texture,
and rhythm of the verse.

It is a generic feature of Russian Futurism that
a letter must be perceived as a visual sign, a word as an
object. What the [talian Futurists wanted to achieve in
dramatic phonic declamations of their poetry the

-

Russians sought to achieve in inimitable visual images of
the word: “The letter is not a means but a goal in itself,
Those who realize this cannot reconcile themselves with
the factory letter-label (script) . . . to give verbal art com-
plete freedom, we use arbitrary words to liberate our-
selves from the subject and study the color, the music of
the word, syllables, sounds.”'? If words can be perceived
as objects, they can become painterly themes. The unity
of the page, produced by lithography, approaches an
organic synthesis of design and text in which one flows
out of the other, and the “pictorial” nature of the letter
and handwritten text is inseparably connected with the
lines of the drawing.

In all of the Futurists' poetic declarations, this
visual image of the word is accorded definitive signifi-
cance, and the concept of the "word-image" became a
kind of symbol of the synthesis of poetry and painting to
which the Russian avant-garde aspired. The specific
essence of this notion in the "“auto-writing” (Kruchenykh's
term) of Futurist books becomes apparent when it is com-
pared with the Italian favole parolibere (free-word pictures).

The first experiments in this direction appeared
in 1912, in Marinetti's parole in liberta (words-in-
freedom) in Italy (see fig. 4) and in Kruchenykh's first
lithographed books in Russia. They were followed the
next year by Marinetti's manifesto L'immaginazione
senza fili e le parole in liberta (Unbound Imagination
and Free Words) and Kruchenykh and Khlebnikov's book-
let The Word as Such (1913; p. 74). Marinetti declared
that the Italian Futurists had liberated not only meter
and rhythm but also syntax, and introduced .a new
orthography and means of deforming words, attaining a
new level of graphic “plurality.” In parole in liberta he
generally took the machine as his ally—a "typographic
revolution,” which produced a suprapersonal, extraindi-
vidual result. By contrast, Kruchenykh entrusted “the
word as such” not to the typographer but to the individu-
ality of the artist, who restores to it the uniqueness of
the pictorial quality of writing, thus transforming the
written or printed “word” into an artwork. This presence
of the artist’s hand is what erases the boundary between
poetry and visual art, two forms of creative activity.

Even in the handwritten Italian favole parolibere
of 1914 and 1915 and later, none of the authors permit-
ted themselves such a bold fusion of the poetic and
painterly canons. After all, the manuscript of the poet—
even if he is experimenting with the potential of the
graphic shape of the word—still belongs first of all to the
autonomous poetical tradition rather than to the painterly
one. Also belonging in equal measure to this tradition are
Khlebnikov's and Kruchenykh's original manuscripts, but
not their Futurist books.

In Rozanova's 1914 composition dedicated to
the memory of the poet Ivan lgnatiev and executed to
verses by Khlebnikov, there is a reverse metamorphosis in
which the poetic “text” appears with the immediacy of an
image, initially perceived as a drawing and subject to the
laws of painting. This graphic sheet, executed using a two-
tone (black and blue) hectographic printing technigue,'®
which gives each impression a very individual texture sim-




ilar to watercolor, creates a painterly impression.

The synthesis of color and sound, the painterly
and the poetic, became complete in Khiebnikov and
Kruchenykh's Te /i le (1914; pp. 84, 85), created with
the same hectographic technique using seven colors. [t
was in this edition that Rozanova (Kul'bin was her co-
illustrator of Khlebnikov's verses) brought her art to a
culmination. Kruchenykh wrote of this work:

The word (letter), of course, has undergone a
great change here; perhaps it has even been
replaced by painting, but what does a “drunk-
ard of paradise” care about all this prose? And
| have already met persons who bought Te /i le
without understanding anything about dyr-bul-
shehyl [Kruchenykh's first transrational poem]
but who admired its painting . . .

On the matter of instantaneous writing:

1. The first impression (by correcting it 10
times we lose it and perhaps therefore lose
everything).

2. By correcting, thinking over, polishing, we
banish chance from art that in momentary art
of course occupies an honored place; by ban-
ishing chance we deprive our works of that
which is most valuable, for we leave only that
which has been experienced and thoroughly
acquired, and all of the life of the unconscious
goes to pot!!*

In Te /i le (published in an edition of fifty)
Kruchenykh included his own and Khlebnikov's poetry
from their earlier books, where they had widely exploited
the potential of the “irregularities” of zaum and the rich
possibilities they offer for creating that laconicism of
“implied meaning” that Guro claimed “forces one to
decode the book and ask of it a new, partially revealed
potential."!® In some respects Kruchenykh's instanta-
neous auto-writing anticipates the method of automatic
writing developed by the French Surrealists.

The hieroglyphic quality or visual image of the
word is intensified, and its ornamental nature eclipses
the concrete, everyday meaning contained in it. At some
moment the poetic word is completely transformed into
image and is primarily perceived visually as an inim-
itable, enigmatic picture. The word is viewed rather than
read, and what is comprehended above all is not its
semantic meaning but its graphic, visual sense, which is
apprehended momentarily (as though its meaning is
unintelligible or unknown). “Writing and reading must be
instantaneous!"1®

In advertisements for new Futurist editions,
often printed on the back covers or the last pages of the
preceding publications, books do not “come out” or get
“published”; instead, they “take off" and "fly out.” A
dynamic aspiration to overcome the laws of gravity is
expressed in this airborne metaphor, a striving for new
dimensions, for metaphysical “victory over the earth”
that the poet Il'ia Zdanevich cited, a symbolic “earth”
which Malevich called an all-too-human “green world of
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flesh and bone."” This trope of “flying books" with pages
as wings had been envisioned by Stéphane Mallarme,
but it could have been introduced into the poetics of
Russian Futurism from yet another source. There is a
peculiar commentary on the Russian word for “book"—
kniga —in the most authoritative Russian dictionary,
edited by Vladimir Dal' in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Among other meanings of this word, Dal’
mentioned that in a certain dialect of the Czech lan-
guage, the word kniga is a name for a bird. The etymo-:
logy of the word kniga remains ambiguous, and there are
several versions of its origin. Futurists, with their cult of
the word, did not miss an opportunity to flirt with this
ambiguity: their playful imagination created one meta-
morphosis after another, and in their provocative artistic
space, including their book titles, a book becomes a bird
(“new books fly out" from a Futurist advertisement), a
bomb (Explodity), a nest (A Little Duck's Nest . . . of
Bad Words), and a parasite (Transrational Boog; in
Russian the title is Zaumnaia gniga, with its contamina-
tion of the words kniga and gnida [nit]).

In the very title of his book Explodity (1913;
fig. 5), Kruchenykh insinuates a break or abrupt shift. In
a letter to her sister, Rozanova discloses that the Futurist
neologism “explodity” means a bomb. In the beginning
of the twentieth century, following Friedrich Nietzsche
and Mallarmeé, the book as a simile for a bomb used to
be a key metaphor in modernist discourse. It stood for
the strife produced by art, the aggressive collision of two
realities: art and life.t”

In his wordplay, Kruchenykh goes one step fur-
ther, and intentionally arrives at a realization of the mod-
ernist trope, the projection of a rhetorical device into
artistic reality, the turning of a poetic metaphor into a

Fig. 4. FILIPPO TOMMASD MARINETTL
Zang Tumb Tumb: Adrianopoli Ottobre
1912: Parole in Liberta by Marinetti,
1914, Letterpress, 8 x 5%e" (20.4 x
13.5 cm). Ed: unknown. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Gift of The Judith Rothschild
Foundation (Boris Kerdimun Archive)




Fig. 5. NATAN ALTMAN, NATALIA GON-
CHAROVA, NIKOLAI KUL'BIN, KAZIMIR
MALEVICH, AND OLGA ROZANOVA,
Explodity by Aleksei Kruchenykh.
1913. Lithographed cover by
Kul'bin, 6% x 4%" (17.5 x

11.8 ecm). Ed.: 350. The Museum
of Modern Art, New York. Gift of
The Judith Rothschild Foundation
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Fig. 6. OLGA ROZANOVA AND ALEKSEI
KRUCHENYKH. Visual Poetry. 1916.
India ink and watercolor, 3% x
2'%e" (8.6 x 7 cm). Courtesy of the
Manuscript Division, ©® Russian
State Library, Moscow
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fact, a real object, which takes the shape of a book. To
name something is an intentional act of creation that in
Futurist poetics becomes a “magical” act. As Kru-
chenykh proclaimed in "Declaration of the Word as
Such”: “The artist has seen the world in a new way and,
like Adam, proceeds to give things his own names."!8 |n
this respect the avant-gardists are rather like savages
who know how to invoke, worship, and play with objects.
For them, to name or to draw something means to pos-
sess and control it and create it anew.

One of the main poetic principles in Explodify—
the composing of verse using disharmonious, alliterative
cacophony—merges with the split visual appearance of
the book. Sheets with words printed by rubber stamps
are mixed with pages handwritten in lithograph crayon
and interspersed with equally intense lithographs in
which, as in a dream, recognizable details disappear into
an infinity of splitting, shifting, and even “exploding”
forms. Later, in the 1920s, Kruchenykh recalled that in
his two books, Explodity and Worldbackwards (1912),
“Very significantly . . . there was a tremor, an explosion,
that was expressed not only in the structure of phrases
and lines, but in the exploded script as well."1?

Following this technique, initially used by
Larionov in Pomade (1913; p. 67), Rozanova and
Kruchenykh painted some of the copies of Explodity by
hand in watercolor over lithographs. As a result, the rich
visual texture mirrors various poetic devices—deforma-
tions, shifts, plays on the non-coincidence of a unit of
meaning and a word—paralleling deliberate coloration in
painting (free-flowing color, as seen in /ubok or in chil-
dren’s drawings) that ignores and goes beyond the out-
line of the depicted object. The artist has the same
recourse as the poet to devices of deformation of the
object and realized metaphor to convey dissonance and
an intonation that the Futurists called zloglas (cacoph-
ony). The increasing tempo of Kruchenykh's poetic
speech is impetuous, structured on his principle of
“incorrectness” in which his abstract zaum is interjected
into traditional narration.

This brings to mind an oral tradition that con-
trasted with the written canon, namely, the ritual lan-
guage of the Khlyst flagellant sect.? In this discourse all
the usual coordinates of “practical speech” have been
lost, and the logical intellect does not have time to grasp
a word it has recognized submerged in the alogical con-
text.?! The result is that the texture, color, and rhythm of
each page convey more than an “exploded” logical
meaning. The entire book reads like a single poetic
theme, played out with a vital, indomitable, irrational
energy of creation—that very “joy of creation” that pro-
duces art,

There is a strong element of artistic aggression
in such an approach. In the early Russian avant-garde,
as opposed to Italian Futurism, the anarchist concept of
“creative destruction” was linked not so much to the
notion of destruction as to resistance, the fight not with,
but for. Destruction, but always for the sake of new cre-
ation. This approach was almost deconstructive in shat-
tering old poetic and artistic canons into pieces to be

recycled as building materials for the creation of the new
designs from fragments.?* With the publication of
Worldbackwards (pp. 68, 69) this became one of the
main aesthetic devices in Futurist books.

The dynamics of the Futurist shift—temporal,
spatial, and semantic displacement, the dislocation of
form, rhythm, and time—shape the unique image of this
book. Its title, Worldbackwards, expresses the refutation
of linear physical time. In appearance the book was no
less innovative than its title. Its design united the tradi-
tional Neo-primitivist style with the early abstractions of
Rayism invented by Larionov: a scattering of laconic
lines seem only to suggest a drawing, and are ready to
rearrange themselves in ever-new patterns in the specta-
tor's eye, like the shapes in a kaleidoscope.

Later a similar perception inspired Kruchenykh's
notion of “swirling letters” in his minimalist reduction in
the editions of 1917-19 published in Tiflis. He
explained the orchestration of the visual appearance of
his poetry (fig. 6) in his letter to Kirill Zdanevich, who
designed Kruchenykh's book Learn, Artists! Poems
(1917; p. 111): “Please do not alter (out of artistic
absentmindedness) the verses I'm sending when you
copy them; | want the letters and words to follow the
attached model-swirling letters—i. e., the drawing inside
the letters, the letters in the frame of the drawing and
intersected by the drawing, but in general I'm relying on
your taste and imagination.”2?

In their transrational poetry, or zaum,
Khlebnikav and Kruchenykh appealed not to logic but to
intuition, the irrational, unconscious knowledge that
exists beyond any linguistic structures. This emphasis on
the difference between notion and experience sheds
some light on the epistemology of the early avant-garde.
The process of creation becomes the final goal and
result, more important than the accomplished work of art
itself. The subject of transrational speech becomes
speech itself, and in this art the creative process takes
precedence over end results. In this case the Futurist
principle of the world reversed, the “world backwards,"
becomes an anarchic principle: the deconstruction of
teleological tradition and of the "World as a Book”
archetype which perceives the whole universe as a text,
a structure, an arche, in its unalterable monumentality.

For the Futurists, first and foremost, a book rep-
resented a perfect laboratory for their formal experiments.
However, it also paved the way for their independent
place in the art world, and played a very important role
in Futurist politics at a moment when the shocking chal-
lenge of aesthetic message was being substituted for the
criterion of quality. From the very start, Futurist books
were intentionally turned against everything in the
Symbolist’s livre d'artiste; in a sense, they were conceived
and advertised by their authors as anti-fivre d'artiste.
Kruchenykh wrote in The Three (1913; p. 75): “I really
don't like endless works and big books—they can't be
read at a single sitting, and they do not give you any
sense af wholeness. Books should be small, but contain
no lies; everything is its own, belangs to that book, down
to the last ink stain,”?4




Unlike the expensive and refined art books (see
fig, 7), Futurist books were small, rough, loud inside and
out, and cheap (see fig. 8). Most of the lithographed edi-
tions cost 30 to 70 kopecks. The only cheaper books
were those in popular series aimed at the lowest social
classes.”® By putting such prices on their work, Futurists
were able to create an audience, mostly of students.
“Aleksei Kruchenykh and | have illustrated some books
together which are selling very well, so we should clear
quite a bit on them,” Rozanova informed her sister in
1913.25 But the situation was not always the same. “In
Moscow no one knows of the existence of your new
books," wrote Jakobson to Kruchenykh in February
1914. "I pointed this out to the clerk at [the bookstore],
asked him to put them in the window, He answers:
‘Thank God no one knows!'"?7

The reaction of the bewildered clerk marks an
important aspect of the Futurist book: its provocative
nature. It was an intense, aggressive, artistic gesture.
Retrospectively, Kruchenykh stressed that “Futurist scan-
dals” had nothing to do with common “hooliganism” or
refusals to follow societal rules, They were, instead, a
super-tactic, the most effective advertising strategy, the
fastest way to market a new aesthetic ideology and
enable the movement to succeed. The history of Russian
Futurism as a literary movement started with such a
strategic episode. Mikhail Matiushin relates in his mem-
oirs a case of artistic provocation involving the first edi-
tion of A Trap for Judges (1910; p. 63) that was aimed
against Symbolists, in this case members of the poet
and writer Viacheslav Ivanov's inner circle: “This book
fell like a bomb among the mystics at Viacheslav
lvanov's. The Burliuks came to him very piously, and
Ivanov welcomed them cordially. Then, as they were
leaving, these 'scoundrels’ stuffed every pocket of all the
coats and cloaks of those present with a copy of Trap."?8

By spreading their most extreme aesthetic ideas
in book form, avant-gardists broke into the reality of
ambivalent social space, and dictated their own condi-
tions:

Not so long ago the artists fled the crowd and
locked themselves up in a secluded place. This
was known as art for art's sake. It is time to
come out, time to dictate the conditions, time
to take over . .
activity apart from endless oppression of the
crowd and forcing upon it that which we think
necessary. To be an artist is to be an aggres-
sor—we gladly accept this epithet. Only when
you have understood this will you understand
us and our goal.*®

. We do not conceive of artistic

In a sense, Russian Futurists were anarchists in
their art, but anarchists throwing books as if they were
bombs. They saw themselves engaged in the radical
liberation of the human spirit. As realized in Futurist
books, this anarchic anti-canonicity of the early Russian
avant-garde was not so much an attempt just to épater le
bourgeois, but a method of cognition, or new epistemo-
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logy, a conscious expansion of artistic space through the
deconstructing of aesthetic cliche. It was an attempt to
explode traditional, academic, symbolist, and other
established models of rational perception based on book
learning (even inside the avant-garde movement itself):
“They ask us about the ideal, about pathos? It's not a
question of hooliganism, or of heroic deeds, or of being a
fanatic or a monk. All Talmuds are equally destructive to
the wordwright, what constantly remains with him is only
the word as (such) itself,"2"

Alexander Benois, who sarcastically called the
first Futurist books “buffoonish little albums,” was actu-

Fig. 7. ALEXANDER BENOIS Queen of
Spades by Aleksandr Pushkin,
Letterpress, 11%: x 9" (259.5x 22.9
cm). St. Petersburg: R. Golike and
A. Vil'borg, 1911

Fig. 8. Russian Futurist books by
OLGA ROZANOVA. 1913-16
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Fig. 9. DAVID BURLIUK, VLADIMIR
BURLIUK, AND VASILII KAMENSKII.
Tango with Cows: Ferre-concrete
Poems by Vasilil Kamenskii, 1914,
Letterpress on wallpaper by
Kamenskii, 7 %e x 7%s" (18.9 x
19.2 cm). Ed.: 300, The Museum
of Modern Art, New York. Gift of
The Judith Rothschild Foundation
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Fig. 10. LADD GUDIASHVILI, ALEKSEI
KRUCHENYKH, SER-GEI, IGOR'
TERENT'EV, AND IL'IA ZDANEVICH.
Salon album of Leonid Baushev.
1915-25, Pen and ink by
Zdanevich, 64 x 104" (17 x
26 cm). The Museum of Modern
Art, New York, Gift of The Judith
Rothschild Foundation
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ally not so wrong. He was responding to the provocative,
performance-like nature of these Futurist creations, with
their ambivalence toward genre and canon, their vitality
of farce and spectacle, where boundaries between “the
stage" and the audience do not exist, reality and play
merge, and art is made without rules. The infamous
opening line of Alfred Jarry's performance of Ubu Roi
(1896), consisting of a single word—merdre (for
“shit")—is of the same nature as the aggressively ironic
gesture in Kruchenykh's Explodity, with its final word—
shish ({taboo equivalent of the English “prick” in
slang)—spread all over the last page.

The Futurist aspiration to broaden the limits of
the book by driving it toward performance is reflected in
the expanding notion of the book, in the “explosure” and
annihilation of its canonic form. “Destroy completely the
book in art (an inert form of conveying words by means
of paper and typeface), and turn directly to the art of
life, putting poetry and thoughts on fences, walls,
houses, factories, roofs, on the wings of airplanes, on the
decks of ships, on sails, with electric projectors in the
sky, on clothing."3! So Kamenskii urged his fellow
Futurists. In Tango with Cows (1914: p. 92), he started
by mapping his visual “ferro-concrete poems,” printed
on bright wallpaper. Being an airplane pilot himself, fas-
cinated with technology, Kamenskii was practically the
only Futurist of this early period who experimented
exclusively with typography and letterpress. Most of the
poems in his book are conceived as a blueprint, describ-
ing and visually depicting a fragmented space with an
“entrance” and "exit" to the text, in which scattered
events of poetic memory—the excursion to the Shchukin
art gallery, a walk in Constantinopole, even the flight of
an airplane—are precisely recorded in spatial succession
each on a single page.

Thus the visual construction of the poem
“Shchukin Museum” (fig. 9) consisted of a big square
divided into several segments, separated by line, with
words and names of artists inside of each: one had
Matisse, and word associations with his paintings; anoth-
er Monet and the exclamation "No!” next to it; another
Picasso, etc. The arrangement exactly follows the display
of paintings in the museum, room by room. Kamenskii
energetically involves his reader in a dialogue, an inter-
action, as if inviting him to come along. What is interest-
ing, however, is that the author does not force his reader-
spectator to take a certain route, does not lead him anly
in one direction; instead, Kamenskii allows his reader-
companion to wander, to get through the poem and make
sense of it in his own way, A Futurist author always
avoids closure, leaving an open space for endless inter-
pretations, re-readings, and re-writings, enabling his
reader-spectator to become a co-author, a co-creator.

During the same years that Khlebnikov,
Kruchenykh, and Kamenskii were concentrating on the
visual texture of their books, |l'ia Zdanevich was develop-
ing, in his words, “polyphonic, polycorporeal creation” of
“multi-poetry” to convey “our many faced and split exis-
tence.” In his search, Zdanevich concentrated on the
category of sound, but later, during his Tiflis period (see
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fig. 10), found a unique visual form, structured almost
like a musical score, to reflect the polysemous chords of
the truly "symphonic” sound of his poetry: “Correcting
our defective mouths, we have come to orchestral poetry,
speaking in crowds and everything different . . . And
multi-poetry, which you cannot read silently, runs flushed
onto the stage to take the trenches by storm.”32

lvan Ignatiev, a member of another Futurist
group competing with Gileia and called Ego-Futurists,
attempts a synthesis of the arts in his poem “The Third
Entrance": verbal fragments are accompanied by musical
notes, and the poet explains that "'to the reader’ (this
term sounds strange here, for the reader must also be a
viewer, and a listener, and most of all, an intuitive) is
given: word, color, melody, and a schema of rhythm
(movements) noted down at the left."3* The most radical
poetic performance of the era was accomplished by
another Ego-Futurist Vasilisk Gnedov, who often took part
in Futurist evenings and debates together with the
Gileias. His collection Death to Art contains fifteen
poems. The final work, “Poem of the End," consists only
of the title and a blank page. Here Gnedov, anticipating
the theoretical positions of Conceptual art in the latter
half of the twentieth century, seems to be pointing to the
limits of traditional literature: “Poem of the End" existed
not only as a minimalist visual text—reduced to its zero
form—but also as a gesture, as a pure performance.
Markov mentions that lgnatiev gave a description of
Gnedov's recitation of the poem: "He read with a rhyth-
mic movement. The hand was drawing a line: from left
to right and vice versa (the second one cancelled the
first, as plus and minus result in minus). ‘Poem of the
End' is actually ‘Poem of Nothing," a zero, as it is drawn
graphically."3*

No less provocative was a book that Kruchenykh
prepared in 1914, Transrational Boog (p. 82), which was
mentioned earlier. His co-author this time was the young
Roman Jakobson, using the pseudonym Aliagrov.
Although the cover reads 1916, the work was done in
1914 and appeared in 1915.%% The imperative "/ forbid
you to read this in a sound mind!" that stands as the
book’s introduction refutes rationality and the logic of
communicative function, and rejects any intellectual
values, thus implying complete freedom from words as
means of communication. Through “words as such” the
to its organic,
irrational essence existing outside all canons. In his
zaum, Kruchenykh is not appealing to his readers’ logic
and their ability to solve verbal rebuses, or their book
knowledge. Instead, he is manipulating spellbound read-
ers to look into the depths of their unconscious, of their
irrational visions, their sensuality, to produce allusions
and associations beyond the boundaries of the intellect.
In some sense, transrational poetry could be compared
with the unconscious of the soul, the core hidden behind
the “poker face” of the poet—who is the bluffer, the cre-
ator of the unspoken enigma: “The enigma . . . A reader,
who is first of all curious, is sure that the transrational
has some meaning, some logical sense. So that he is
caught by a 'bait'—on the enigma, mystery . . . Whether

reader is forced to turn to “life as such,”
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an artist is hiding in the soul of the transrational inten-
tionally—I do not know."?®

The object of transrational discourse here
becomes the discourse itself, and the creative process is
abstracted and ritualized so it acquires the meaning of
both the object and the result of creation. This discourse
is self-sufficient. Present in this extreme broadening of
the space of poetry is the danger that poetry will self-
destruct and “dissolve” its own structure.

As a visual counterpart to the poetry in
Transrational Boog, which was printed in ink with rubber
stamps, Rozanova used color linocuts from her playing
cards series of 1914 that were in no way connected with
the verses. The forms of card signs appear here in a col-
lage in the draft version of the cover (1915; Mayakovsky
Museum, Moscow). Rozanova dramatically modified this
for the final version of the cover. The blazing heart cut
from glossy red paper, as if tattooed on the cover, was
actually pinned to it by a button from a man's underwear,
pasted on the very heart. The irony and alogism of this
collage with a real button—it now seems a timid parallel
to Marcel Duchamp's Readymades— were ideal visual
counterparts to Kruchenykh's and Aliagrov's “shocking”
transrational poetry (zaum) of 1914,

One of the first theoreticians of transrational lan-
guage, Viktor Shklovskii, reminisced about this in the
1980s: "Above all, it is not meaningless language. Even
when It was deliberately stripped of meaning, it was a
form of negating the world. In this sense it is somehow
close to the theater of the absurd. Transrational language
is a language of pre-inspiration, the rustling chaos of
poetry, pre-book, pre-word chaos out of which everything
is born and into which everything disappears.”"*’

In the syncretic spectacle of the Futurist book,
the visual reality of transrational words, like that of play,
is deprived of any communicative, utilitarian function and
becomes not only dominant but self-sufficient. Sprinkling
“correct” language with zaum and phonetic sounds is
shocking because it is unexpected and puts the readers
(or spectators) in the desired state of “weightlessness,”
calling into question their notions of reality. A Futurist
book became a form to capture chaotic flux, immediacy,
spontaneity— all the ephemeral elements of life.

The poetics of Alogism, of dissanance, of the
absurd is at the core of Russian Futurist aesthetics,
where boundaries of balanced harmony are dismissed. In
the realm of Futurist books, as in the theater of the
absurd, the imagined and the real are melded, and fan-
tastic details merge with an everyday context, creating a
new, irrational projection: “Our verbal creativity is gener-
ated by a new deepening of the spirit, and it throws new
light on everything. Its genuine novelty does not depend
on new themes (objects)."** Two decades later, in the first
manifesto of Antonin Artaud's Theatre of Cruelty, a simi-
lar magic of creation found its full realization,

The "theater of Alogism" of Russian Futurist
books is not so much a total theatricalization of life, “the-
ater as such,” as it is a model of the free and sponta-
neous “game as such."” Hans-Georg Gadamer argues that
the principle of the experience of play is similar to the
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experience of art: it is the process of the game, with its
temporality, its unpredictable yet repetitive rhythm, that
rules the player.®?

In the early Russian avant-garde, the rhythm of
the game, of art and of life itself, overlapped and inter-
twined, fast and intense as a heartbeat, as irregular and
repetitive as Mayakovsky's “ladder” verse (lesenka). The
avant-garde expressed a fascination with temporality,
reflected in the physical movement of human beings, in
their “live" rhythm: “We shattered rhythms. Khlebnikov
gave status to the poetic meter of the living conversation-
al word. We stopped looking for meters in textbooks;
every motion generates for the poet a new free rhythm."49

The motif of the game in Futurist books became
not only a representational motif, but a means of self-
cognizance, self-presentation. On this stage it grows into
a dynamic and unpredictable model of esoteric being, a
way of life. “Despite its ‘senselessness,' the world of the
artist is more sane and real than the world of the bour-
geoisie, even in a bourgeois sense of the word,” wrote
Kruchenykh.*! One cannot explain the unexplained, trans-
form the unconscious into the world of consciousness. It
is impossible to explain the irony and anarchic humaor of
the game by everyday logic, from the perspective of com-
mon sense. The very logic of the game—as well as of the
creative process—is different: it is the logic of the
absurd, of the dream, of the unconscious.

Indeed, If we consider any creative process as
desire (the desire to materialize one's own unconscious,
to liberate oneself from the heaviness of those repressed
“demons” of one’s own, and to exorcise, spit it out) then
this creative process can be considered as ritual, and lit-
erary or artistic work as the creation of “the kinship
between writing and death.”*? | interpret this famous
expression by Michel Foucault as referring to partial
death in an initiation. The physical process of painting or
writing can be compared with the ritual performance of
initiation in which the writer exiles a part of his uncon-
scious, inevitably “killing" that part of his “self,” hidden
in the unconscious: “Writing is now linked to sacrifice
and to the sacrifice of life itself.”*® This partial “death,”
however, is necessary and becomes the origin of a new
spring for the author's creative unconscious.

The process of creating a work of art, like the
process of creating a game, is a physical one. In the
poetics of Russian Futurist books the process and the
experience are, in the end, more important than the
result or the experiment: “Wordwrights should write on
tear it
up!"* In creative practice, the artist attunes himself to

the cover of their books: once you've read it

the very flow of being, with its changeable, elusive
motion. The open acceptance of chance, of the moment,
creates the essence of “being present,” the essence of
bringing forth the moment of truth. This is the most
important moment in the poetics of initiation and play, as
it is in the poetics of artistic creation within the early
Russian avant-garde.
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In the introduction to his book “Primitivism” in 20th
Century Art, William Rubin notes the relative paucity of
scholarly works devoted to “primitivism—the interest of
modern artists in tribal art and culture, as revealed in
their thought and work."! While considerable attention
has been paid to primitivism in early-twentieth-century
French and German art in the time since Rubin's 1984
publication, Western awareness of a parallel trend in
Russia remains relatively limited to scholars and special-
ists. Yet, the primary characteristics that Russian artists’
recognized and revered in primitive art forms played as
profound a role in shaping the path of modern art and
literature in Russia as they did in the artistic expressions
of Western Europe. “Primitive” and “primitivism,” as
they are used in this text, are defined as art or an art
style that reveals a primacy and purity of expression.
There is little or no regard for laws dictated or imposed
by nature, science, academic instruction, or convention.
In no sense are these terms meant to be derogatory or
pejorative, however. Indeed, so-called primitive artists
bore with pride the names that their critics called
them—barbarians or savages—and they were not offend-
ed by accusations that they were "uncivilized.”

The primitivist movement in Russia (1909-14)
bridged the period between Symbolism (1904-08) and
the styles that most distinguish the early Russian avant-
garde—Cubo-Futurism, Alogism, and Rayism (1912-14),
and Suprematism (1915-20). Embracing primitivism
and Neo-primitivism (the latter was so named by its pro-
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Primitivism in
Russian Futurist
Book Design 1910-14

ponents in 1913), Russian artists such as Mikhail
Larionov, Natalia Goncharova, Kazimir Malevich, and
Olga Rozanova espoused the fundamental aesthetic prin-
ciples and theories, set the priorities, and developed the
courage to abandon naturalism in art in favor of free cre-
ation, pure expression, and, ultimately, abstraction.

The present work focuses on the illustrated
book as the ideal framework in which to examine primi-
tivism in Russia. Through this medium, artists and writ-

Jared Ash

ers of the emerging avant-garde achieved one of the
most original responses to, and modern adaptations of,
primitivism, and realized the primary goals and aesthetic
credos set forth in their statements and group mani-
festos. These artists drew on a wide range of primitive
art forms from their own country: Old Russian illumin-
ated manuscripts, miniatures, wood carvings, icons, and
hand-painted religious woodcuts; antiquities and works
dating from pre-Christianized Russia (particularly those
of the Scythians and other Asiatic peoples); folk art,
such as lubki (popular prints, usually hand-colored),
blockbooks, toys, shop signs, distaffs, and embroidery;
and the work of “modern” primitives (children, self-
taught artists, commercial sign painters, and the
nomadic tribes of Siberia and Central Asia).

The book form allowed Russian artists to
explore new materials and techniques. Images could be
reduced to their essentials, and elements of color could
be embraced in their primacy. Collaborations between
artists and poets increased the expressive potential of




Fig. 1. Letter V (detail} from
Archangelic Evangelists. Early 13th-
century manuscript. State Historical
Museum, Moscow
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Fig, 2. "Ladder of St. John," from a
1 6th-century manuscript. The Paul
M. Fekula Collection
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the written word and letter forms. This collective effort
challenged the established practices in book design, art,
and poetry, and advanced a shared political and ideologi-
cal platform. Russian art and poetry were revitalized,
making them more reflective of the Russian people, their
spirit and traditions. Blurring the lines between “high”
and “low"” art, these books showed an equal reverence
for the images of everyday and those of the sacred.
These innovative approaches to the concept of the book
meant that Russian artists could claim their own
achievements, outside of Western influences.

The characteristics most commonly associated
with Western primitivism? were already evident in Russian
art by 1907-08. Reviews of exhibitions and articles on
artistic developments and trends in Russia document an
awareness on the part of both artists and their audience
of “that primitivism to which contemporary painting has
come."® Works shown in 1908 at the Wreath-Stephanos
exhibition in Moscow and at the Contemporary Trends in
Art exhibition in St. Petersburg were noted by critics for
their distortion, “'simplification of form' taken to
‘absolute naiveté,”* and the bold and expressive use of
bright colors and “nervous brushstrokes."®

Like the Fauves, Cubists, and German
Expressionists, Russian artists who embraced primitivism
aspired toward “realism"” in painting (the depiction of
“the essence of objects") as opposed to “naturalism”
(“the outward imitation of their form").® As the writer
Aleksandr Shevchenko explains in his 1913 essay Neo-
Primitivism: Its Theory, Its Potentials, Its Achievements:
“We can no longer be satisfied with a simple organic
copy of nature. We have grown used to seeing it around
us altered and improved by the hand of man the creator,
and we cannot but demand the same of Art."’

Heightened awareness of contemporary trends
and developments in Western art affirmed, encouraged,
and further fueled non-naturalistic tendencies. Russian
artists themselves cite their introduction to Post-
Impressionism as having provided the initial impetus for
Russian Neo-primitivism. Western artists whose influ-
ences are most clearly seen in early Russian primitivism
(1907-09) are Paul Cézanne, Vincent van Gogh, and
Paul Gauguin, in whose works, suggested David Burliuk
in 1908, could be found “hopes for the rebirth of
Russian painting."® Several years later, Burliuk hailed
these three artists' rediscovery of “works of ‘barbaric' art
(the Egyptians, the Assyrians, Scythians, etc.)” as “the
sword that smashed the chains of conventional academi-
cism . . . so that in color and design (form) it [art] could
move from the darkness of slavery toward the path of
bright springtime and freedom.”? By extension, Russian
artists also admired French contemporaries in whose
works they recognized a furthering of the aesthetic prin-
ciples espoused by Cézanne, van Gogh, and Gauguin.
Most notably, these were Henri Matisse, Georges Braque,
Pablo Picasso, and Kees van Dongen, to whose works
and writings Russian artists had been introduced through
reproductions in art journals, exhibitions, private collec-
tions, and independent travel and study abroad.

As Shevchenko explains in Neo-Primitivism,

“The word neoprimitivism on the one hand testifies to
our point of departure, and on the other—with its prefix,
neo—reminds us also of its involvement in the painterly
traditions of our age."'? Like Matisse and Picasso,
Russians such as Larionov, Goncharova, and Malevich
based their work on a synthesis of the principles found
in primitive art forms and Post-Impressionist paintings.

Of the primitive art forms that were of greatest
interest to their Western counterparts, those for which
Russian artists shared an enthusiasm include Japanese
and Chinese woodcuts, Persian and Indian miniatures
and manuscripts, Egyptian and Byzantine art, children’s
drawings, and decorated ritual objects. In his essay
“Principles of the New Art” (1912), Viadimir Markov
notes: "The ancient peoples and the East did not know
our scientific rationality. These were children whose feel-
ings and Iimagination dominated logic . . . naive, uncor-
rupted children who intuitively penetrated the world of
beauty and who could not be bribed by realism or by sci-
entific investigations into nature."!!

While Russian artists were familiar with, and
had access to, many of the same foreign art forms as
their European contemporaries,'? works to which Russian
artists were most drawn and are most reflected in their
own art are those that they encountered outside the
walls of collections and institutions, in the villages and
cities of Russia, Ukraine, and Central Asia. As Evgenii
Kovtun notes, Russian artists “had on their very own
doorstep an active deposit of peasant art from which
their art drew direct stimulus. There was no need to sail to
Tahiti, as Gauguin had done; an artist need only head for
Viatka or Tula province in order to come across remote,
sometimes even archaic, traditions of popular art.”!?

In 1912, when Aleksei Kruchenykh introduced
the practice of using handwritten texts for Old-Time Love
(p. 66) and A Game in Hell (p. 70), he was motivated by
more than merely the desire to perpetuate the assault on
accepted trends and traditional aesthetics of book design
that had been launched with the pages printed on wall-
paper in A Trap for Judges (1910; p. 63) and the sack-
cloth covers of A Slap in the Face of Public Taste: In
Defense of Free Art, Verse, Prose, Essays (1912; p. 63).
Recognizing the expressive potential of handwritten
words and letters, and the attention paid to the visual
form of the text in traditional Russian art, Kruchenykh
and others devoted themselves to restoring the impor-
tance assigned to the written word found in ancient
texts, ideographic writing, and hieroglyphics, and urged
“wordwrights" “to entrust their children to an artist, not
a typesetter."!* As the collective introduction to A Trap
for Judges /1 (1913, p. 63) proclaims, "We began to
endow words with content on the basis of their graphic
and phonic characteristics,”' and in doing so, recap-
tured the cohesion of text and imagery found in tradi-
tional forms of the past.

Artists and authors recognized religious manu-
scripts as works in which “the life of letters” is well under-
stood, noting the love with which “the illuminations [and]
the letters are embellished.”!® Using words such as
Trebnikh (Missal) ar lzbornik (Verse) in their book titles,
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Futurists referred to religious texts, thereby creating a link
between their works and manuscripts.’” The link is fur-
ther established by the use of archaic lettering and hand-
written transcriptions in books such as Explodity by
Kruchenykh (1913; pp. 72, 73), and /! by Viadimir
Maya-kovsky (1913; p. 89). In Pavel Filonov's transcrip-
tion of two poems in Velimir Khlebnikov's A Selection of
Poems with an Afterword by the Wordsmith: 1907-1914
(1914; p. 90), the ornamentation and anthropomorphism
of letters present a particularly rich example of a modern
adaptation of the traditional treatment of text in manu-
scripts (see fig. 1). Here the arrangement of text and
illustrations also resembles Old Russian manuscripts.'8

Rozanova and Goncharova also adopted manu-
script-like layouts in their respective editions of A Game
in Hell (pp. 70, 80, 81), such as that of the early-six-
teenth-century example shown here (fig. 2). Rozanova's
devils show a similar correspondence to those in the
manuscript; in Goncharova's edition, the vertical, narrow-
ly compressed, single-figure portraits suggest a parody of
her own monumental series of paintings titled
Evangelists,'® and reveal additional connections to icons
and miniatures.

Futurist artists’ interpretations of religious
images and sacred subjects were often out of favor with
the general public and the authorities, and occasionally,
unacceptable. A depiction of St. George by Vladimir
Burliuk in the anthology Roaring Parnassus (1914; p. 71)
played a central part in the book's confiscation and
censorship, perceived by the Petersburg Commission on
Printing Affairs as a clear “desecration of a sacred
image, and an obscene affront to holy subjects and sanc-
tity."?9 In addition to the artist's trademark dislocation of
the subject's eye, Vladimir's publication of the image in
the company of his brother David's three-breasted nude
women and pelvic-centric "sacks of lard” (as Burliuk
himself referred to them)®! added an extra element of
offense. Similar subversions of sacred images and art
forms were created by Sergei Podgaevskii in Futurist
Sergei Podgaevskii's Easter Egg,?* in which the artist's
illustration “Resurrection” is an abstract, petroglyph-like
potato cut (1914, p. 79), and in Khlebnikov's collection
of verse, in which Filonov's tribute to the Old Russian
manuscript tradition becomes slightly less orthodox, con-
sidering that the figure to whom the poem is devoted,
Perun, the God of Lightning and Thunder, is the chief
deity of Russian paganism.

Another source to which books such as
Goncharova's A Game in Hell show clear reference are
blockbooks of the nineteenth century—illustrated stories
cheaply printed on a single sheet of paper, then folded
into book form. Blockbooks are an extension of lubki, or
popular prints, both of which are generally considered to
be “low" art. Aesthetic elements of Jubki that are most
evident in book illustrations include: the inseparability
and arrangement of text and image on the page; flat-
tened or inverse perspective and non-scientific propor-
tions; an economy of means defined by simplicity of
drawing, flowing lines, and a lack of superfluous detail;
and a bold, non-naturalistic, unbounded use of color.
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Lubki depict subjects ranging from saints and
apostles to historical battles and heroes and images of
everyday village life. Relying heavily upon folk epic,
satire, puns, and anecdotes, the lubok is recognized for
the degree to which it “‘retains its primitive character
and . . . ancient crudeness of taste,' in contrast to the
Western orientation of professional Russian art to which
Peter the Great had directed it."2® It was precisely the
vulgarity, sincerity, and popular spirit of these models to
which Futurists were drawn, while artists against whom
they were reacting, those associated with the World of
Art, “tended to ‘aestheticize’ popular culture, remove
‘vulgarity,” and streamline it for consumption by an ele-
gant, educated, and sophisticated clientele,”?*

In some instances, artists presented their own
interpretations of popular /ubki, such as lvan Puni's
childlike rendering of “Susanna and the Elders"*® for
Roaring Parnassus and Rozanova and Malevich's edition
of A Game in Hell (p. 80), a poem that Kruchenykh
admits having conceived of as “an ironic, (ubok-inspired,
parady of the archaic devil"?® (fig. 3). The text in
Futurist books also mirrars that of fubki, in which mis-
spellings and manual corrections, such as superscript and
subscript letter insertions and crossed-out words, add an
extra degree of crudeness, purity, and non-refinement.

Hand-painted copies are among the most dis-
tinctive, cherished, and celebrated examples of Russian
Futurist book design, and offer the clearest connection
to the Jubok. In Neo-Primitivism, Shevchenko identifies
the “running color, i. e., color passing beyond the con-
tour of an object,” found in Old Believers' [ubki and
Russian icons as exemplary representations of movement
and vitality.?”

Rozanova's hand-painted editions stand out as
especially dynamic, innovative achievements. In her
hand-colored copies of A Little Duck's Nest . . . of Bad
Words by Kruchenykh (1913; pp. 76, 77), Rozanova
“imitates no one and tackles problems which no one
before her had confronted. . . . She gives the illustrations,

Fig. 3. The Tale of How the Workman
Fooled the Devil. Moscow, 1882,
Lithograph with watercolor and
gouache additions, 6% x 14 %"
(17.7 x 37 ecm). The Russian
Museum, St. Petersburg




Fig. 4. Shaman's drum. 19th cen-
tury. Leather, wood, and metal,
224" (56 cm) diam. Peter the
Great Museum of Anthropology and
Ethnography, St. Petersburg

Fig. 5. Recumbent deer with bird-
headed antler tines. Scythian. 5th
century B.C. Gold. From Ak-Mechet,
Crimea. Rendering by Lynn-Marie
Kara. Original in the Hermitage, St.
Petersburg

Fig. 6. Poletop in the shape of a
bird’s head with superimposed
imagery and hanging bells. 6th
century B.C. Bronze. Rendering by
Lynn-Marie Kara. Original in the
Hermitage, 5t. Petersburg
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or rather the color treatment of the book, a particular

rale. . . . Not only the illustrations but the pages of text,
too, are colored. . . . Rozanova looks for the inner, emo-
tional interaction between color and word. . . . The

‘action’ of color invading the figurative fabric of the
verse reconstructs the whole book ‘organism’ along new
lines."?® Rozanova further exploits color to achieve an
even greater cohesion of text and illustration in Te /i le
(1914; pp. 84, 85), one of the crowning achievements
of Russian Futurist book design, with its paradigmatic
synthesis of painting and poetry.

In their essay “Poetic Principles,” Nikolai and
David Burliuk note: “In the transition from iconographic
to symbolic to phonetic script we lost the skeleton of the
language and ended up with verbal rickets. Only a deep-
rooted good taste saved our copyists and painters, who
embellished capital letters and inscriptions on sign-
boards. Often, only barbarism can save art."?? Painted
shop signs, directed at a population defined by “total
(with no exaggeration) illiteracy,” were considered by
artists like David Burliuk to be works in which “the
people's genius for painting found its only realization"
with “no analogies” in Western culture.®® These signs
appealed to Russian Futurists for many of the same rea-
sons that /ubki did. Both offered a boldness of color and
easily recognizable and often amusing iconography; there
was a naiveté to the renderings and an imaginative rela-
tionship of text to illustration.

Artists also found inspiration in the work of chil-
dren. For the cover of Elena Guro's posthumously pub-
lished Baby Camels of the Sky (1914; p. 71), Mikhail
Matiushin used a drawing by Guro's seven-year-old
niece.® Kruchenykh listed Zina V., a fourteen-year-old
girl, as his co-author for Piglets (1913; p. 74); he also
compiled and published a collection entitled Actual
Stories and Drawings by Children (1914; p. 71). Il'ia
Rogovin's illustrated transcription of Khlebnikov's poem
“About Dostoevsky"” in Worldbackwards (1912; pp. 68,
69), and drawings by David Burliuk, Mayakovsky, and
Puni for Roaring Parnassus (1914; p. 71) and Missal of
the Three: A Collection of Poems and Drawings show a
clear affinity for children's art, Deliberate attempts to
achieve “infantile” truth and purity were made by using
a variety of unsophisticated printing methods, including
a child's handheld type set,*? and printing texts replete
with crossed-out words, manual corrections, mis-
spellings, backward letters, and arbitrary capitalization.??

Shamanic rituals and decorated objects of
nomadic peoples scattered across Siberia and Central
Asia provided Futurist artists with an indigenous reposi-
tory of “tribal" art. The Dashkov Ethnographic Collection
in Moscow was an exceptional repository of shamanic
costumes, ritual objects, and documentary materials,3*
and shamanic dances were performed at the Union of
Youth in St. Petersburg and at the Polytechnic Museum
in Moscow in 1911.%% Khiebnikov's “Shaman and
Venus," first published in A Trap for Judges [/, and
poems by Kruchenykh influenced by shamanic chants
find visual parallels in illustrations by Nikolai Kul'bin
for Explodity (1913; pp. 72, 73), and Larionov for
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Worldbackwards (1912; pp. 68, 69) and Half-Alive
(1913; p. 83). These drawings suggest that their artists
have borrowed symbols and stylistic devices from ritual-
related art and decorated objects, most notably shaman-
ic drums (fig. 4), and horse sticks, which are central cer-
emonial implements in making spiritual journeys to other
worlds.?¢

Whereas primitivism in early-twentieth-century
Western art manifested itself predominantly in the con-
ventional art forms of painting, sculpture, and prints,
primitivism in Russia extended nearly simultaneously
into poetry and literature. The aim of Russian artists to
free art from the restrictions of naturalism and commeon
sense, and to create distinctly Russian art forms was
paralleled in poetry by the efforts and aspirations of
Kruchenykh and Khlebnikov. Just as Goncharova,
Larionov, Rozanova, and the Burliuks seized upon the
simplicity, innocence, and purity of fubki, icons, manu-
scripts, and Russian folklore, poets, too, turned to these
forms, as well as to ritual language and prayers of
Russian religious sectarians.

These poets and other writers sought a renewal
of language from its very roots, and proclaimed their
inalienable right to word creation, in “an attempt to give
back to the word and image the primordial purity and
immediacy they had lost. What had once been a poetic
image, with time had become transformed into a verbal
cliché, depleted from overuse and stripped of emotional
impulses.”*” Their pursuit of a primeval Russian lan-
guage led them to expand the scope of their retrospec-
tion to antiquity, mythology, and prehistory. As Anna
Lawton notes, “Their search for the ‘word as such'” pro-
pelled the Russian Futurists on a “voyage backward to a
prehistoric age, where words sprouted like fragrant flow-
ers in the virgin human soul, . . . where the word in its
pristine purity created myth; and where the human
being, in a prelogical state of mind, through the word
discovered the universe."38

In his poem “The Burial Mound of Sviatogur”
(1908), Khlebnikov posed the question: "Will we forever
remain mockingbirds, imitating Western songs?"3° He
advocated purging the Russian language of Western
words, and finding replacements for them in the vocabu-
laries of other Slavic peoples.*® In a letter to Kruchenykh
dated August 13, 1913, he wrote: “For me, the impor-
tant thing is to remember that the elements of poetry are
elemental forces. . . . The life of Pushkin's time and cir-
cle thought and spoke a foreign tongue, translating into
Russian. As a result lots of words are missing, Others
languish in the captivity of Slavic dialects.”*!

Kruchenykh shared Khlebnikov's dismay about
the languid state of Russian language and poetry. It was
precisely the desire to recover the primordialness of
Russian and the elemental forces of poetry that led to
Kruchenykh's landmark poem “Dyr bul shchyl," com-
posed entirely of unknown words and formed from
sounds unique to the Russian language.*® First pub-
lished in Pormade (1913; p. 67), the poem was hailed by
Kruchenykh for possessing “more of the Russian national
spirit than in all of Pushkin,"*3




In their denunciation and renouncement of
Western trends and culture, Russian Futurists saw paral-
lels between themselves and legendary figures and peo-
ples from their country's glorious, barbaric past: Stenka
[Stepan] Razin, “a renegade Cossack,” who, in 1670,
“summoned the masses to seize their freedom, take the
land, destroy the nobility and establish self-
government,"** and was executed for acts against the
Church and for fostering a revival of paganism; and,
most notably, the Scythians, indefatigable warriors on
horseback cited by Herodotus for their intolerant rejec-
tion of foreign practices and beliefs.*®

In 1913 the Burliuks and their associates
(Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, Kruchenykh, and Benedikt
Livshits) adopted the name Gileia for their circle. In
classical history Gileia is the setting of some of the
deeds of Hercules and is the name by which the ancient
Greeks referred to Chernianka, an area in the Ukraine
near Kherson, the Dnieper River, and the Black Sea,
inhabited by Scythians in the time of antiguity and by
the Burliuk family from 1907 to 1914. Larionov,
Khlebnikov, Kruchenykh, and Livshits all visited the
Burliuks during this time, and in Livshits's opinion, it is
Gileia that provided “the intersection of those co-ordi-
nates which brought forth the movement in Russian
poetry and painting called Futurism.”#®

The Burliuks' home was surrounded by vast
expanses of the steppes and Scythian burial mounds,
ongoing excavations of which enabled the Burliuks and
their guests to view Scythian art forms in situ, as well as
in the archaeological museum of Kherson. Livshits
recalls that the Burliuks worked in their studio surround-
ed by “Scythian jugs of bristling brushes, planes and
palette-knives and brass Turkestan vessels of unknown
use."*” Since the year of their move to Chernianka in
1907, Vladimir and the Burliuks' father were involved in
activities related to the study of Scythian culture.*®

The references to Scythian art, most prominent
in the drawings of the Burliuks, range from the superfi
cial and iconographic to profoundly sophisticated and
informed adaptations of the central principles and
devices of Scythian expression. In some instances, the
illustrations are presented in the form of Scythian arti-
facts themselves. In drawings by Vladimir Burliuk for
Works, 1906-1908 (1914) and other publications of the
period, the artist decorated the borders with a row of
holes, which give the images the appearance of decora-
tive plaques, similar to those the Scythians affixed to
their clothing or their bow and arrow quivers and other
objects (see fig. 5).

The depiction of forms and figures with differ-
ent orientations is one of the most common devices used
by Scythian artists to portray movement, a distinctive
and fundamental principle of Scythian art.*® Just as the
example in fig. 5 reveals new subjects as it is rotated
and viewed at different angles, the Burliuks' illustrations
emplay a similar lack of fixed orientation: animals and
other figures are depicted upside down, at ninety-degree
rotations, and running in various directions along the
borders of an image.
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The isolation of the animal and the depiction
of only its most essential parts are other devices adopted
by the Burliuks from Scythian art (see fig. 6).%% In
“Peasant and Horses" (fig. 7), an illustration for The
Croaked Moon (1913; p. 64), David Burliuk combines
the principle of rotation with the Scythians' tendency to
place disparate images in dense arrangements. A draw
ing by Vladimir for Milk of Mares (1914; fig. 8), whose
title itself refers to one of the most distinguishing fea-
tures of Scythian culture,®! shows that he possesses not
only an understanding of the prominence of the bird
motif in Scythian imagery, but also an awareness of this
tendency toward isolation,

Transformation and evolution represented by the
emergence of one form or figure from another are
Scythian principles that the Burliuks transferred to their
own works. In an illustration by David for the First
Journal of the Russian Futurists (1914), a human face
emerges from a horse's rump. In another illustration by
Vladimir for the same journal (fig. 9), he adapts the
Scythian practice of using one form or figure as a con-
tainer for others; in this instance, when the image is
turned ninety degrees clockwise, the chariotlike form
becomes the eye and beak of a bird of prey. The horse's
ears are transformed into the head of another animal,
shown in profile.

Other artists were inspired by the structural and
aesthetic properties of stone statues that stood atop
Scythian burial mounds in the Ukraine. The true origins
and purposes of these statues remain unknown, thereby
presenting ideal models for artists and poets seeking
subject matter without fixed meanings or concrete asso-
ciations.®* “Stone maidens,” found in the fields of
Eurasia and Siberia and in the ethnographic museums of

Fig. 7. DAVID BURLIUK AND
VLADIMIR BURLIUK. “Peasant
and Horses,” The Croaked Moon
by David Burliuk, Nikolai
Burliuk, Velimir Khlebnikov, et
al. 1913, Lithograph by D.
Burliuk, 7'%s x 5'%s" (19.5 X
15.1 cm). Ed.: 1.000.

The Mussum of Modern Art,
New York. Gift of The Judith
Rothschild Foundation

Fig. 8. DAVID BURLIUK AND VLADIMIR
BURLIUK. Milk of Mares: Drawings,
Verse, Prose by David Burliuk,
Nikolai Burliuk, Vasilii Kamenskii,
et al. 1914. Lithograph by V.,
Burliuk, 7Wie x 4 946" (19.5 X
12.5 cm). Ed.: 400. The Museum
of Modern Art, New York. Gift of
The Judith Rothschild Foundation




Fig. 9. DAVID BURLIUK, VLADIMIR
BURLIUK, ALEXANDRA EXTER, AND
VASILII KAMENSKIL. Futurists: First
Journal of the Russian Futurists.
1914, Lithograph (detail) by V.
Burliuk, 97 x 74" (25.1 x

18.5 cmy), Ed.: unknown. The
Museum of Madern Art, New York,
Gift of The Judith Rothschild
Foundation

Fig. 10. ldol from an excavation
near Dolmatov and Akulinino,
Moscow region. N.d. Stone, height
approx. 12" (30.5 cm). State
Historical Museum, Moscow
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St. Petersburg and Moscow, also served as models (fig.
10). These maidens, prominent subjects in Goncharova's
early Neo-primitive paintings, also appear in the artist's
illustrations for Gardeners over the Vines (1913; p. 87)
and in Worldbackwards. Larionov borrowed aesthetic and
structural elements from archaic sculptural forms for his
drawings as well. His totemlike illustrations for Half-Alive
and Pomade resemble wooden and stone idols from a
range of prehistoric periods, discovered in archaeological
excavations in Russia and the Ukraine in the second half
of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the
twentieth century.5?

The variety of primitive forms and images to
which Russian Futurists were drawn, despite their appar-
ent differences in temporal origin or outward appear-
ance, share two fundamental distinctions: stylistically, all
are examples of pure, direct expression of the spirit and
inner soul, unimpeded by academicism, scientific knowl-
edge, or common sense; and thematically, all are images
that in themselves, or in their renderings by modern
artists, defy the conventions, accepted trends, and estab-
lished norms of the traditional livre d'artiste. Although the
forms were familiar to the educated observer as well as to
the general public, the Futurists threw a new light on
them by placing them in unconventional contexts and thus
suggesting uncommeon interpretations.

While rooted in tradition, Russian Futurists were
not mired in it; national art forms merely provided
Russian Futurists with a point of departure toward undis-
covered and unexploited creative experiments. The nov-
elty, dynamism, and monumentality of tradition-inspired
achievements made by Rozanova and others within the
medium of the illustrated book are perhaps best evi-
denced by the fact that A Little Duck's Nest and
Te li le—both with clear and deliberate references to tra-
ditional art forms—were included in the International
Futurist Free Exhibition at the Sprovieri Gallery in Rome
in 191455 by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the founder of
Italian Futurism, a devoted champion of modern technol-
ogy and the epitome of anti-traditionalism.

As Kruchenykh recalls in his memoirs, *With
the wrapping and wallpaper of our first anthologies,
books and declarations, we launched an attack on the
extravagant tastelessness of the bourgeoislie’s] verges
and gilded bindings, stuffed with the diseased pearls
and drunken lilies of gentle little boys."*® With pages of
poor-quality paper of various sizes, weights, and colors,
and text printed by lithographed handwriting, handheld
type, and rubber stamps, Futurist collaborations further
expressed the anti-academicism and anti-conventional-
ism of their creators, and issued a direct challenge to
the exaggerated elegance, lavish illustrations, and pre-
mium papers of the traditional /ivre d'artiste. The book
became another means by which artists and poets
reclaimed art and literature from their esteemed posi-
tions and blurred the lines between "high" and “low” by
re-interpreting, and expanding upon, the iconography
and aesthetic principles of popular, indigenous art forms.

The extent to which Russian Futurists explored
primitivism within the medium of the illustrated book,
and the degree to which Futurist book design is indebted
to primitivism are unparalleled among Western contem-
poraries of the same period. The celebration of the pri-
macy of the primary artistic elements (color, texture, and
form), the spirituality and experience of the creative
process, and the tradition-inspired innovation that
Russian Futurist artists and writers realized in their first
five years of book design held significant implications for
publications in subseqguent years. Elements of traditional
Russian art forms, particularly lubki, prevail in works of
Judaica, children’s books, and printed propaganda of the
post-revolutionary years. Even certain books published in
the 1920s and 1930s reflect the chief characteristics
and creative spirit of early Futurist publications.
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Aleksei Kruchenykh (1886-1968) still retains the repu-
tation given him in the 1920s by his Futurist colleagues
and the general public as the “wild man of Russian liter-
ature.”! The main reason for this is his creation of the
most radical form of so-called transrational language
(zaum), which involved the production of poetry using
invented or distorted words of indeterminate meaning.
His first and to this day most famous poem in trans-
rational language, "Dyr bul shchyl," was published in
March 1913, and remains the focal point of controversy
about the excesses (or achievements) of Russian Futurist
verbal experimentation. The poem and similar ones by
Kruchenykh and other zaumniks confront the boundary
between meaning and meaninglessness and address the
question of whether words can ever be totally meaning-
less or abstract. In this case, there seems to be a sub-
liminal erotic message.? Kruchenykh was one of the
most extreme and persistent practitioners of transrational
language, outpacing even Velimir Khlebnikov, his co-
inventor of the term and concept, who intended that his
coinages at least eventually have a clear meaning.
Certainly zaum was one of the things that drew
attention to the Russian Futurists. In fact it put them
ahead of the Italian Futurists in radicalness and was a
feature Filippo Tommaso Marinetti found hard to under-
stand when he encountered it during his visit to Russia
in February 1914. But at least as important and notable
in the public’s perception of the Russian Futurists' radi-
calism was the nature of their book production. Here,
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Kruchenykh cantra

Gutenberg

too, Kruchenykh emerged as one of the most inventive
and extreme members of the Russian avant-garde.

If Kruchenykh had consciously set out to dis-
mantle (nowadays we might say “deconstruct”) the lega-
cy of Johannes Gutenberg (c. 1397-1468), it is unlikely
that he could have done it more completely. Gutenberg's
legacy of linear movable type and mass-produced books
is such an innate part of modern Western culture that we
are almost blind to its effects on our thought patterns
and cultural assumptions. Yet these effects are arguably
profound, As Marshall McLuhan has speculated, "A child
in any Western milieu is surrounded by an abstract
explicit visual technology of uniform time and uniform
continuous space in which ‘cause’ is efficient and
sequential, and things move and happen on single
planes and in successive order.” Print culture created a
soctety of silent, isolated readers having their own “inner
direction.” “Manuscripts were altogether too slow and
uneven a matter to provide either a fixed point of view or
the habit of gliding steadily on single planes of thought
and information. . . . [Blalanced interplay of the senses
became extremely difficult after print stepped up the
visual component in Western experience to extreme
intensity.”® In a series of remarkable book works of 1912
to 1920, Kruchenykh and his collaborators challenged
this legacy in an unprecedentedly complete way, step-by-
step departing from our European expectations about
what a twentieth-century book should be.®

This was a time when the basic parameters for

Gerald Janecek
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Fig. 1. MIKHAIL LARIONOV. O/d-Time
Love by Aleksel Kruchenykh, 1912,
Lithograph, 5% x 3'¥e" (14.3 x
| 9.2 cm). Ed.: 300. The Museum of
| Modern Art, New York, Gift of The
Judith Rothschild Foundation

Fig. 2. NATALIA GONCHAROVA. A Game
in Hell by Velimir Khlebnikov and
Aleksei Kruchenykh, 1912,
Lithograph, 7 ¥ x 534" (18.3 x
14.6 cm). Ed.: 300. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Gift of The
Judith Rothschild Foundation
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the various arts were being questioned and reformulated
by many innovators. If it was prebably not quite true
that, as Virginia Woolf put it, "in or about December,
1910, human character changed,"® nevertheless some-
thing happened to change the situation, whether this
was an accumulation of technological advances or an
increase in international contacts and tensions. Rather
suddenly the trend in all the arts was to interrogate the
nature of every art form and to establish and maximally
focus on the most basic traits, goals, and means in each
of them. If, for example, the essence of painting was
color and shape on a surface (photography had replaced
painting’s purely reproductive, depictive function), then
how could the artist make the best expressive use of
those elements? Correspondingly, what was the essence
of literature? Quite literally it was the letters of a text on
a page. How can they best be made maximally expres-
sive? Surely the traditionally printed book did not do that
very well,

Kruchenykh was certainly not the only one
experimenting with new or rediscovered ways of present-
ing texts. We can point to Stéphane Mallarmé's Un Coup
de dés (1897), Blaise Cendrars's and Sonia Delaunay-
Terk's La Prose du Transsibérien (1913), Guillaume
Apollinaire's calligrammes (1918), and the florid typog-
raphy of Italian Futurism as other examples of how to
escape at least in part the straitjacket of Gutenbergian
printing. But Kruchenykh attacked the problem from
more sides than anyone else at the time.

To begin with, let's enumerate the features of
the Gutenberg legacy that were going to be challenged.
The intent and result of movable type printing were to
efficiently produce numerous identical copies of a given
text. This technology supplanted certain features of the
manuscript book: typesetting produced a rigidly linear
text and did not easily permit departures from it, such as
multidirectional (non-horizontal) writing or insertions;
uniform typefaces resulted in uniformity of letterforms
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and general visual texture, and often a single typeface
and point size were used throughout a large text; no
handwork was possible, except as implicit in the invisi-
ble type composition process with its hidden decisions
about spacing, hyphenation, etc.; there was little or no
variation from copy to copy, except in the form of defects
in manufacturing, and all typographical errors appeared
in all copies; technically there was a problem in trying to
include non-typeset materials, such as illustrations,
which require separate treatment, must be isolated from
the typeset text, and employ a different technology. A
corollary to the uniformity of copies was that each copy
in the print run of a book would have the same cover,
paper, page size, typeface, and editing style. Departures
from these basic format components would be consid
ered to be defects, to be failures in quality control.

We can now examine how Kruchenykh went
about challenging these expectations. His very first pub-
lications show significant departures from the norm.
Even his first, non-Futurist book, All Kherson in
Cartoons, Caricatures, and Fortraits (1910), was a set of
unlabeled sketches of the leading figures of Kherson
society (Kruchenykh came from the seaport city of
Kherson, in Ukraine), and reflected his art-school train-
ing rather than his abilities as a writer, But it is his first
Futurist books of 1912 that draw our attention for their
shocking originality. Old-Time Love, done with Mikhail
Larionov (fig. 1; p. 66), and A Game in Hell, with
Khlebnikov (the first edition was illustrated by Natalia
Goncharova; fig. 2; p. 70), are remarkable less for their
poetic innovations than for their being presented in litho-
graphed manuscript. In one fell swoop, Kruchenykh
eliminated typeset printing from the picture, replacing it
with manuscript culture, if employing a duplication tech-
nology—Ilithography—that post-dated printing, having
been discovered by Alois Senefelder in 1798. In the
case of Old-Time Love, the text and illustrations were
inscribed in lithographic crayon together, and in places
the pictorial components even penetrated the poem, pro-
viding a somewhat crude look with the spatial freedom of
a genuine illuminated manuscript. The handwork was
fully visible, and the only difference here from a true
manusecript was that lithography permitted the printing
of several hundred copies.

A Game in Hell looked even more like a tradi-
tional illuminated manuscript with a profusion of striking
illustrations, but these were prepared independently by
Goncharova and are distinctly separate from the text. If
Old-Time Love is in a crude semi-cursive that matches
the intentionally clumsy semi-literate love-note style of
the poetic text, the script style here is more formal and
blocky, and resembles the early typefaces used in
Russian printing-press publications, which were never-
theless closely modeled on manuscript letterforms (fig.
3). In Kruchenykh's day this font style was still used for
Russian Orthodox Church publications, and so its pres-
ence in this parodically irreverent work has a blasphe-
mous element to it. The second edition of A Game in
Hell (1914), with illustrations by Olga Rozanova and
Kazimir Malevich, demonstrates yet another possible




relationship of text to illustration. In this case the text
on many pages is made to fill the irregular space left by
the illustration (pp. 80, 81). The script style itself is
also rather irregular, somewhere between the more cur-
sive letterforms of Old-Time Love and the block style of
the first edition of A Game in Hell.

In these three works, Kruchenykh has demon-
strated a range of possible relationships between text
and illustration that are readily available when one is
released from the constraints of letterpress. He also
demonstrates the expressive potential of manuscript text,
which was the subject of his manifesto with Khiebnikov,
“The Letter as Such” (1913). There, in hyperbolic form,
the main point is that the script matters: “A word written
in individual longhand or composed with a particular
typeface bears no resemblance at all to the same word in
a different inscription.”” In letterpress, while some
recognition may be given to the effect of a particular
typeface, once it is chosen, as a rule the entire text is
set uniformly and each individual word looks exactly the
same in every instance. In a handwritten manuscript,
however, each word would be at least slightly different,
and the expressive element would be maintained.

"There are two propositions:

1. That mood changes one's longhand during
the process of writing.

2. That the longhand peculiarly modified by
one's mood conveys that mood to the reader, indepen-
dently of the words."®

As is well known in modern advertising, the
script used in logos and other contexts has an effect,
perhaps only subconsciously, and must be carefully cho-
sen to create the desired image of a company (think of
the very different impressions created by the simple
block letters of Kmart and the elegant cursive of Lord
and Taylor). Whether one's own handwriting reveals pro-
found and complex facets of one's personality, as graph-
ologists plausibly maintain,® it nevertheless produces a
certain impression on the reader. A neatly articulated
small script says one thing, and a broad illegible scrawl
says something quite different, It is a metonymic factor
of personality that characterizes one as much as the way
we speak and the kinds of books we read. It is a factor
eliminated by Gutenberg and restored by Kruchenykh.®

Kruchenykh continued to produce manuscripted
books throughout his career, adding some further varia-
tions, such as change of page orientation, hand-coloring,
and compositions of letters and shapes in which it was
sometimes difficult to say what was a |etter and what
was a shape, but the essential parameters were estab-
lished in 1912.1! It should be noted, though, that what-
ever flexibilities of manuscript production were involved
in these initial examples, they were fixed on the litho-
graphic stone and became an invariable part of each of
the copies produced. The prints of each copy of the
given book were more or less unvaried, and each copy
was essentially the same, except in some instances
where the kind of paper it was printed on was not uni-
form or hand-coloring was occasionally added.

However, also in 1912, Kruchenykh introduced
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yet another challenge to the Gutenberg legacy: the book
with variations in page order. Worldbackwards is a mis-
cellany that is more than usually miscellaneous. The
Russian scholar of Futurism, Evgenii Kovtun, described
it like this: "From page to page the shape of the script,
its graphics and rhythm change: now it is calmly round-
ed, now angular, broken, nervous, now precipitously fly-
ing, as if weightless, now heavily printing the words. The
lines are now bunched together, filling the whole page,
now are freely spaced on the page, forming harmonious
relationships between black and white. Pages of text are
interspersed with full-page illustrations, drawings inter-
weave themselves into the manuscript text, now inter-
rupting it, now positioning themselves on the margins.
Every time there is a new harmony, a new plastic organi-
zation of the page. As a whole the collection is built on
the alternation of contrasts which do not permit the :
reader's attention to wane,"!?
In this context, it is a great boan to scholarship
on this subject that The Judith Rothschild Foundation
was able to assemble five copies of Worldbackwards
(pp. 68, 69), and, in so doing, permitted the direct com-
parison of these copies and led to a clearer impression
of the extent to which each copy is different.'” As
Kovtun and cthers have noted, the miscellany is remark-
ably heterogeneous in its general contents. There are
completely independent lithographed illustrations in vari-
ous styles by various artists not linked to any text; litho-
graphed pages that combine manuscript text by either
Kruchenykh or Khlebnikov in varying scripts with illustra-
tions by various artists (Larionov, Goncharova, Nikolai
Rogovin) similar to the previous examples; pages of rub-
ber-stamped text that mix typefaces and upper and lower
case letters in the same words and lines, with or without
additional handwork; pages that are oriented sometimes
vertically, sometimes horizonally; various weights and
colors of paper; and pages not trimmed uniformly. To
these features have been added a cover consisting of two
main collaged elements, a lithographed title-authors
panel and a generally leaf-shaped cutout.
The leaf-shaped cutout varies considerably in
form, color, and type of paper, and the title sometimes
appears above the leaf, sometimes below. This alone
guarantees that each copy is unique. However, a compar-
ison of the five Rothschild copies and individual copies
in various other collections reveals that the order of
pages in the miscellany also differs from copy to copy,
and copies of individual pages may also differ. Even the
lithographed pages may vary in paper color or weight.
Some have been run through the printing press twice.
But the most surprising differences relate to the rubber-
stamped pages. Given the number of copies produced
(220), one would have expected that the pages created
by a rubber stamp kit would have been turned out rapid-
ly by stamping each with the same stamp or set of
stamps. If the text consisted of a number of lines and
would not fit on the same stamp holder, then the
spacing and orientation might be expected to differ as
they do. And the ink color and letters added by potato
cut (a piece of potato carved into a letter or shape,
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Figs. 4-&. NATALIA GONCHARDVA,
MIKHAIL LARIONOV, NIKOLAI ROGOVIN,
AND VLADIMIR TATLIN. Pages from
three different copies of
Worldbackwards by Velimir
Khlebnikov and Aleksei Kruchenykh.
1912. Rubber stamp and potato cut
by Kruchenykh, approx. 7 % x 5 %"
(19 % 14 cm). Ed.: 220. The Museum
of Modern Art, New York. Gift of The
Judith Rothschild Foundation

inked, and used like a stamp) might also vary. But most
unexpectedly, even a simple, short text, such as the page
"Stikhi A. Kruchenykh” (Poems by A. Kruchenykh),!*
varies widely in the Rothschild copies (figs. 4-6). Not
only is the potato-cut T not always present,!® but the
stamps themselves have been composed with various
upper and lower case letter combinations plus stars and
other decorations, a time-consuming, unanticipated move
away from mass production. And in one copy, the page is
absent altogether. In other words, one must be careful
about making any generalizations on the basis of a single
copy of this work, since Kruchenykh has reintroduced the
concept that each copy of a book will be unique.

A somewhat similar situation is present in the
two editions of Explodity (the first and second editions
appeared in the spring and fall, respectively, of 1913;
pp. 72, 73). While the differences between copies of
each edition are evidently fewer (however, fewer copies
of each were available for comparison), differences
between the two editions are of significance. The second
edition is billed as “expanded,” leading one to believe
that the original contents remain, while additions have
been made. In fact, a number of rubber-stamped texts
have been dropped or replaced by others, either with dif-
ferent poems in the same medium or the same text in
new lithographed versions by Rozanova.'® Figs. 7 (first
edition) and 8 (second edition) show corresponding rub-
ber-stamped and lithographed pages, allowing one to test
the hypothesis from “The Letter as Such" about words in
two different scripts or typefaces having no resemblance
to each other.!” Heterogeneity is clearly the hallmark of
these productions.

On the other hand, Pomade (1913; p. 67),
while completely lithographed, adds another dimension

KRUCHENYKH CONTRA GUTENBERG

L
s CrPxw 1
A - !
YKPy YR AR f
t
.
| {
' l'
)
1
|
’ - 2 —ry =
— s

of manual production by having its texts and illustrations
(in some copies hand-colored by the artist) mounted on
gold-leafed paper, making each page a framed print and
creating an ironic contrast between the primitiveness of
the script and drawing and the elegance of the presenta-
tion. It also allows us to examine another challenge to
the Gutenberg legacy, namely, the matter of uniformity of
letterforms. As noted above and illustrated in figs. 4-7,
rubber-stamped pages had used a deliberately chaotic
mix of letters and spacings.'® Pomade demonstrates a
similar effect in manuscript form. If Old-Time Love and
A Game in Hell had been rather consistent in using
either cursive or block letter forms, respectively,'® the
poems in Pomade freely mix the two in alternating lines
and even within the same line. In fig. 9, for example, in
the first line the first and third words are written in cur-
sive, while the second word is all in block letters.
Throughout the page, words in cursive alternate with
words in block script in no observable pattern. There are
even words in which the two scripts are mixed within the
same word (e.g., serdets at the end of line eight, which
changes scripts in the middle). A similar mixture of
scripts was also used in Half-Alive (1913; p. 83). Such
inconsistency would likely prompt a psychographologist
to suggest that the writer was psychologically disturbed.
And, in fact, several Russian commentators at the time
indeed thought this was the case.?%

As has been suggested in regard to several pre-
vious examples, Kruchenykh and his collaborators were
continually exploring various possible relationships
between text and drawing (“illustration” is perhaps too
restrictive a term for what is going on here). On the one
extreme, there might be no connection whatsoever
between a given poem and the drawings that precede or




follow it in a book (we have seen that the order of pages
can even vary); on the other end of the spectrum, as
above examples have shown, text and drawing might
share the same visual space, interpenetrate, or be
shaped to each other, creating a closer bond between
the two elements than is possible in letterpress printing
combined with illustrations. Kovtun also points out that
in many cases in the lithographed books the drawings
are an integral part of the text: “One can see a new
approach to illustration which consists in the fact that
the artist has ceased to retell the text by means of draw-
ing. The illustrations are not merely tied to the text—
they develop and complete the poetic images or contrast
with them. Therefore there is no illustrator in the usual
sense in these collections: the artist has become the
coauthor of the poet or prosaist.”2!

Pomade provides at least one example in which
the drawing holds a hidden key to an interpretation of
the poem, namely, the famous zaum poem “Dyr bul
shchyl" and its accompanying Rayist drawing by
Larionov (p. 67). The drawing conceals the figure of a
nude woman with her legs spread out, and this substan-
tiates an erotic decoding of the poem-triptych.?

In the years 1915-17 Kruchenykh, often in
close collaboration with Olga Rozanova, explored several
other options. In A Little Duck’s Nest . . . of Bad Words
(1913; pp. 76, 77) and Te Ii le (1914: pp. 84, 85)
color came to the fore. In A Little Duck's Nest, Rozanova
provided hand-coloring not only for the drawings, but
also for the purely textual pages, creating a more harmo-
nious and organic effect than the Cendrars and
Delaunay-Terk Transsibérien. In Te Ii le even the words
were produced in varicolored hectography (a process
similar to mimeography). In Transrational Boog (1915;
p. 82) a consistent and brilliant series of Cubist-style
linocuts with a playing-card theme is interspersed with
Kruchenykh's rubber-stamped texts, mostly in zaum and
having no notable connection with the Rozanova works.
This reverses the traditional pattern in which the text
provides the coherent thread and the illustrations give
visual realization to individual moments in a narration.

In War (1916; pp. 100-102), a letterpress
table of contents lists not only the titles to Rozanova's
woodcuts, but also provides zaum texts to go along with
some of the Rozanova works. In other words, some of the
poems appear only in the table of contents. Other
poems, however, appear as separate woodcut text pages
in the body of the book, and are listed in the table of
contents only as “Poem by A. Kruchenykh.” In addition,
some of Rozanova's pictures include related texts intro-
duced as “Excerpt from a Newspaper Bulletin,” for
which the picture is an illustration. Thus we have multi-
ple forms of text-illustration combination and separation.
In Universal War (1916; pp. 103-05), on the other
hand, we have complete separation between text and
Illustration, a move within a single work from literature
to the purely visual. The letterpress table of contents

provides both titles and zaum texts for Kruchenykh’s bril-

liant collages, which are totally textless and abstract. At
the same time, we have a maximum contrast between
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typographic reproduction and handmade original col-
lages, each of which is thereby slightly different.23

The book 1918 (1917; pp. 107-110), done in
collaboration with Kirill Zdanevich, provides yet another
variant. Its broad-page format allows the juxtaposition of
what might be a full-page text with a full-page illustra-
tion (p. 109). Though the two are separated by the
brown wrapping-paper background on which they are
mounted, one can view them at the same time. The
Cubist drawings and the angular script harmonize well,
the thin lines of both seeming to be at once letters and
abstract shapes. In a similar vein, pages in Learn,
Artists! Poems (1917; p. 111) obliterate the distinction
between writing and drawing. In fig. 10, individual let-
ters become part of an abstract composition, while in
fig. 11, the title and artist's signature become part of
the rhythmic strokes of the drawing.

Kruchenykh's final assault on Gutenberg may
have been particularly motivated by economic and physi-
cal necessity. The method of production that went into
the works that Kruchenykh labeled “Autographic Books
(Hectograph),”" 1917-202* must have been dictated in
large part by lack of both money and available printing
resources. Essentially each was a booklet or chapbook
consisting of a small set of pages (typically ten to twenty
leaves) produced in various ways not requiring a printing
press or lithography. Most often they are hectography,
but there is also carbon copy, rubber stamp, typescript,
and simple penciled manuscript. The paper used was
whatever was at hand, ranging from stationery to lined
school-notebook paper and graph paper. In other words,
Kruchenykh basically made use of office supplies avail-
able to someone working as a draftsman for the Erzrum
Railway, as he was at the time. Since hectography could
create a goodly number of copies from a single original
before the stencil wore out and the copies became too
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Figs. 7, B. NATAN ALTMAN, NATALIA
GONCHAROVA, NIKOLAI KUL'BIN, KAZIMIR
MALEVICH, AND OLGA RDZANOVA.

Pages from two different copies of
Explodity by Aleksel Kruchenykh,
1913, Rubber stamp by Kruchenykh
(fig. 7); lithograph by Rozanova
(fig. 8), 66 x4%" (17.4x11.8em)
(irreg.). Ed.: 350 and 450 (2nd ed.).
The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. Gift of The Judith Rothschild
Foundation.
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Fig. 9. MIKHAIL LARIONOV. Pomade by
Aleksei Kruchenykh. 1913,
Lithograph, 53 x 374" (14.7 x

9.9 cm). Ed.: 480. The Museum of
Maodern Art, New York. Gift of The
Judith Rothschild Foundation




Figs. 10, 11. ALEKSEI KRUCHENYKH
AND KIRILL ZDANEVICH. Learn, Artists!
Poems by Aleksei Kruchenykh.
1917. Lithograph by Kruchenykh
(fig. 10) and Zdanevich (fig. 11),
9% % 7" (23.6 x 18.5 cm).

Ed.: approx, 250. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Gift of The
Judith Rothschild Foundation
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light to be usable, pages produced this way turn up con-
stantly. Carbon copies, of course, are limited to five to
ten copies at most, the top one of which is the original
manuscript and the backmost copies of which are faint
and fuzzy to the point of illegibility.

Some of the items have printed covers evidently
produced in Tiflis (Thilisi) by 417 with the help of Il'ia
Zdanevich and showing the influence of his typographic
styling (Melancholy in a Robe [1919; p. 1181, and the
series Zamaul [1919; pp. 112, 113], numbered 1-4,
and Mutiny [1920], numbered 1-10); but most have
covers that are handmade. A complete set of the entire
hectographic series has yet to be assembled, but analy-
sis of a number of them has revealed that they have
been organized in a unique way. The principle of some-
what haphazard assembly had been established already
in Worldbackwards, but here it is taken much farther. In
the Gutenberg context, one tends to assume that there is
a distinction to be made between a book and a manu-
script, that is, a manuscript exists in a single handwrit-
ten copy while a book exists in multiple (numerous)
identical copies, and one copy of a work with a given
title will have the same contents as another. What if a
title was merely the rubric for an ad-hoc assemblage of
miscellaneous pages from an available stock? What if
many different titles contained a similar assemblage of
pages from the same stock? What if only a single copy of
a given title was made?

Another factor is that these essentially hand-
made booklets were most often composed of a set of
leaves folded in half and bound in the middle by a
thread. If the given leaf was hectographed to have two
pages of text on it (left and right halves on one side of
the leaf), then, depending on its position in the booklet,
the right page might appear in recto followed by a blank

R —

page, while the left page would appear in verso preceded
by a blank page in recto, or vice versa. Moreover, the
second page would have to appear in the sequence in
the book dictated by the position of the first in the given
assemblage. In addition, the kinds of texts so arranged
might be quite various, from prose statements to
abstract compositions. Rarely, however, was there any-
thing we might be inclined to call an illustration.
Whatever purely graphic elements there might be were
usually limited to simple lines added to a composition of
words or letters, Thus, as book productions these works
are quite minimalist in essence. The result is an
unprecedented degree of unpredictability in which pages
of text, blank pages, manuscript, hectographs, carbons,
etc., appear in haphazard order. Copies of some pages
appear under many titles, while other pages are unigue
handwritten originals.

Let's briefly look at some examples. The Judith
Rothschild Foundation collection contains three copies
of Melancholy in a Robe, each of which is different. Two
of the copies are nearly identical, except for a few pages
that are hectographed in one, typewritten carbon in the
other, and the pages are assembled in a slightly different
order. The third copy (p. 118) is quite different and is
mostly done in original pencil. It also includes a series of
seven additional pages of quotes illustrating the hidden
“anal eroticism™ of Russian literature in various famous
authors. These additional pages toward the beginning of
the book provide page space for a similar number of
additional texts symmetrically positioned later in the
book, making this copy almost twice the size of the other
two copies. This third copy is a second edition, made in
1919,% when Kruchenykh had gathered more guotes but
evidently had run out of copies of many of the original
pages and had to create new ones by hand.

With Zamaul 11 (1919) we have a more extreme
example. As has been previously discussed and illustrat-
ed,*® whole other books can appear as components of a
given item. The case discussed was a copy of
Transrational Language (1921) from the Institute of
Russian Literature in St. Peterburg, which contained, in
matreshka-like form (that is, in a form reminiscent of
Russian wooden dolls nesting one inside the other) From
All Books (1918), inside of which was F/nagf (1918),
inside of which, at the center sideways and folded in
half, was a typeset copy of the flyer “Declaration of
Transrational Language.” Again, given the nature of the
situation we have discovered in these works, one must
always be sure to specify precisely which copy of a title
one is referring to, since other copies are likely to differ
significantly.?” Such is the case with Zamau/ Il. Like the
copy of Transrational Language just described, the copy
of Zamaul I1 in the Rothschild Foundation collection
opens with the title page of From All Books, but there-
after follow pages entirely different from those in the
Zaum copy. And the next layer of the matreshka is not
F/nagt, but a complete copy of Kachildaz (1918;
pp. 114, 115), an entirely different work,2® but there is
no printed “Declaration.”" On the other hand, a second
copy?® of Zamaul Il (both have the same typeset cover™
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so one would expect them to have the same contents)
has no reference to From All Books but some of the
same pages as the first copy, though each copy also has
pages the other one does not have. However, the core is
once again a complete copy of F/nagt (with the one rub-
ber-stamped page replaced by a handwritten carbon
copy), in the middle of which is a page with the hec-
tographed text “Chardzhuinyi/A. Kruchenykh" (From
Chardzhui/A. Kruchenykh), something none of the other
copies have.

If all this sounds confusing and hard to keep
track of, it is. Gone is the sense that any of these assem
blages form anything like an intentionally organized
unity. One would be on very shaky ground indeed, if one
were to attempt an interpretation based on the order or
content of the pages gathered under a given title. At
best, one might comment on individual pages as units.
Admittedly, many of the pages are similar, consisting of
a few letters ar zaum words variously positioned in com-
bination with a few straight or curved lines. Some pages
have only lines, some only words. In any case, this
reduces the nature of the book in Kruchenykh's hands to
a minimal level: a group of pages bound together on the
left and given a title.

Further than this Kruchenykh did not go, how-
ever. He did not challenge the codex format (though he
roughed its edges a bit), and he did not turn the book
into a book object, as has happened in more recent
decades in the West and in Russia.?! For Kruchenykh
the book remained an object one could hold, turn the
pages of, and read at least on an elementary level.
Nevertheless he challenged nearly all the other expecta-
tions we have about the nature of books.

In the context of a conceptual framework set
up by Walter Benjamin in 1936, we can say that
Kruchenykh confronted the issue of “art in the age of

mechanical reproduction”®? in an original way.
Kruchenykh attempted to dismantle a legacy that had
been in place for a lot longer than photography and film,
which were Benjamin's chief concern. But some of the
same rules apply: “That which withers in the age of
mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of
art. . , . the technique of reproduction detaches the
reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By mak-
Ing many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of
copies for a unique existence."33 Kruchenykh instead
exploded the Gutenberg tradition from within. In the dis-
guise of a profoundly reproductive medium, he created
books that were in fact unique. In contrast to obviously
and intentionally unique book works, Kruchenykh's works
have the appearance of multiplicity; and in contrast to
elegant livres d'artistes with hand-coloring, etc.,
Kruchenykh's works have the appearance of sloppiness
and disorder. Their aura as artworks is paradoxically hid-
den in an overtly anti-market stance that makes them all
the more valuable today.™

At the same time, Kruchenykh was one of the
early pioneers in returning to us the physicality and
activeness of the book and of writing: “Writing can't be
an object because the world is a world of verbs and to
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write is a thing that someone does. Writing is an action
in the world. Writing is the mind, any mind with lan-
guage in its mind, and active in the world."3* Writing is
action, drawing is action, writing is drawing. Restoration
of the physical presence of the book and the text is a
major aspect of European modernism, as Jerome
McGann's Black Riders and others have argued in recent
years.?® Kruchenykh shared "the view that meaning
invests a work at the level of its physical appearance and
linguistic signifiers."37

In a discussion of Emily Dickinson's manuscript
fascicles with their lineation, various scripts, and variant
readings, McGann notes: “In a poetry that has imagined
and executed itself as a scriptural rather than a typo-
graphical event, all these matters fall under the work’s
initial horizon of finality.”*® Hence the argument applied
to Dickinson and others applies to Kruchenykh as well:
the scripted and hectographed (or lithographed or rub-
ber-stamped or whatever) ariginal version of a poem is its
true embodiment, and facsimile reproduction, rather
than typographic presentation, is what is required.?® If,
as Ronald Silliman puts it, “Gutenberg’s moveable type
erased gesturality from the graphemic dimension of
books,"*° then Kruchenykh was one of the modernists
who restored gesture to the text.

By dismantling the Gutenberg legacy, by open-
ing the space of the page and the space of the book, by
returning to the book its gestural physicality, by decon-
structing its rigid linearity, Kruchenykh opened the mind
to the post-Gutenberg era that is upon us.
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This is the title of a collection
of articles about him, Buka
russkoi literatury, edited by
Sergei Tret'iakov in 1923.

For a discussion of zaum in
general and of this poem in
greater detail see Gerald
Janecek, Zaum: The
Transrational Poetry of Russian
Futurism (San Diego: San
Diego State University Press,
1996).

Marshall McLuhan, The
Gutenberg Galaxy (New York:
Signet, 1969), p. 28.

Ibid., p. 39.

Perhaps this occurred in Russia
because, as McLuhan points
out (ibid., pp. 30-31), at the
time it was still a "profoundly
oral” society where eighty per-
cent of the population was illit-
erate. As he further observes:
“Just in the degree to which
we penetrate the lowest layers
of non-literate awareness we
encounter the most advanced
and sophisticated ideas of
twentieth-century art and sci-
ence” (p. 37).

Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett
and Mrs, Brown" [1924], in
Collected Essays (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World,
1967), vol, 1, p. 320,

V. Khilebnikov and A,
Kruchenykh, “The Letter as
Such,” in Anna Lawton and
Herbert Eagle, eds., Russian
Futurism through Its
Manifestoes, 1912-1928
(Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1988), p. 63.

Ibid.

For instance, Dr. Herry O,
Teltscher on the first page of
his book Handwriting—
Revelation of Self: A Source
Book of Psychographology
{New York: Hawthorn Books,
1971), makes the following
statements: “Handwriting is a
permanent record of person
ality, a mirror in which are
reflected character traits, abili-
ties, emotions; orientation
toward the environment and
people in general; intellect;
approach to tasks; values;
strong points and weak ones;
even past experiences and pre-
sent state of development; the
amount of physical strength
and resilience—all are set
down by the stroke of the

pen, . .. Samples from school
days bear little resemblance to

present-day writing. Similarly,
a letter during a happy, healthy
period looks quite different
from one that was penned
when the writer was sad,
depressed, or ill. ... The hand
merely holds the pen or the
pencil; it is the brain that
directs the movements of the
hand, which is responsible for
the manner in which the letters
are formed or the lines are
spaced.”

10 While it is clear that

1

Kruchenykh was the main mov-
ing force behind these litho-
graphed books, there is good
evidence that often the artists,
rather than Kruchenykh him-
self, were responsible for
scripting the texts. This
accounts for a certain consis-
tency in the look of texts illus-
trated by Larionov (O/d-Time
Love, Pomade, Half-Alive), as
contrasted to those illustrated
by Goncharova (A Game in Hell
[1st ed.], Desert Dwellers),
Mikolai Kul'bin (Explodity,

Te Ii le), or Rozanova (A Little
Duck's Nest . . . of Bad Words,
Te Ii l8). The manifesto “The
Letter as Such” allows for,
even encourages, this: “Of
course, it is not mandatory that
the wordwright be also the
copyist of a handwritten book:
indeed, it would be better if
the wordwright entrusted this
job to an artist” (Lawton and
Eagle, eds., Russian Futurism,
p. 64).

A set of facsimile reproduc-
tions of six manuscript books
produced by Kruchenykh
(Worldbackwards, Hermils,
Haif-Alive, Explodity, A Game
in Hell [2nd ed.], and Selected
Foemns, with Khlebnikov) was
issued by La Hune (Paris) and
Avant-Garde (Mascow) in
1993, edited by Nina
Gurianova, using copies of the
books in the Central State
Archive of Literature and Art,
Moscow. For further discussion
and illustrations of
Kruchenykh's manuscript
books see Vladimir Poliakov,
Knigi russkogo futurizma
(Moscow: Gileia, 1998), esp.
pp. 200-27.

12 E. F. Kovtun, Russkaia futuris-

ticheskaia kniga (Moscow: lzd.
Kniga, 1989), p. 79.

13 These differences had been

mentioned already in 1928 by
Kruchenykh's friend and sup-

porter Andrei Shemshurin: "It
often happened that one and
the same publication had all
the copies completely varied.
Shemshurin explained that
Kruchenykh resorted to pub-
lishing by hand in part for lack
of financial means to produce
printed books, in part because
printers refused to publish such
“rubbish.” A. Shemshurin,
“Slishkom zemnoi chelovek,”

in 5. Sukhoparov, ed., Aleksei
Kruchenykh v svidetel'stvakh
sovremennikov (Munich: Verlag
Otto Sagner, 19594), p. 62.

14 In some copies these intro-
ductory pages are misplaced
and what follows is someone
else's work, or there are two
such pages in a row.

15 The copy reproduced in the
Gurianova set (see note 11)
has a potato cut T, as does one
of the copies in the Rothschild
Foundatian.

16 For more details see Gerald
Janecek, The Look of Russian
Literature: Avant-Garde Visual
Experiments, 1900-1930
(Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1984}, pp.
94-96; and Poliakov, Knigi
russkogo futurizma, pp.
254-55.

17 See a similar juxtaposition in
Susan P. Compton, The World
Backwards: Russian Futurist
Books 1912-16 (London:
British Museum Publications,
1978), p. 77, with accompa-
nying discussion.

18 One detail to note is that let-
ters that were positioned above
the baseline of the given word
are only those Cyrillic letters
that are invertible (o, /, n) and
that this effect was easy to
produce in a rubber-stamp kit.

It merely involved inverting a
lower-case letter in the com-
posing stick; no special spac-
ing devices were needed, as
they would have been for other
letters.

19 It should be noted that a few
pages in the first edition of A
Game in Hell use cursive script
instead of its prevailing block
lettering.

20 On this see Janecek, Zaum,
pp. 153-61.

21 Kovtun, Russkaia futuristich-
eskaia kniga, pp. 127, 130,

22 For a detailed interpretation
of the poem see Janecek,
Zaum, pp. 49-69.

23 For a detailed interpretation
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Constructivist Book
Design: Shaping the
Proletarian Conscience

Margit Rowell

CONSTRUCTIVIST BOOK DESIGN

We . . . are satisfied if in our book the lyric and epic
evolution of our times is given shape. —E| Lissitzky!

One of the revelations of this exhibition and its catalogue
is that the art of the avant-garde book in Russia, in the
early decades of this century, was unlike that found any-
where else in the world. Another observation, no less sur-
prising, is that the book as it was conceived and pro-
duced in the period 1910-19 (in essentially what is
known as the Futurist period) is radically different from
its conception and production in the 1920s, during the
decade of Soviet Constructivism. These books represent
two political and cultural moments as distinct from one
another as any in the history of modern Europe. The
turning point is of course the years immediately follow-
ing the October 1917 Revolution.

The Russian Futurist movement of poets and
painters is often compared to the better known Futurist
movement in Italy. Yet Russian Futurism, as discussed
elsewhere in this catalogue, emerged in a different con-
text, corresponded to other objectives, and was broader
in its sources and scope than its Italian counterpart. In
the context of poetry or the printed text, both movements
endeavored to free the written word from the Gutenberg
legacy,” often replacing traditional linear syntax by
dynamic clusters of verbal and visual signs (fig. 1).
However, Russian Futurist books were anti-orthodox in a
manner that goes far beyond the limited production of
Futurist books in Italy. As a brief reminder, Russian

Futurist books were unconventionally small, and whether
or not they were made by hand, they deliberately empha-
sized a handmade quality. The pages are unevenly cut
and assembled. The typed, rubber- or potato-stamped
printing or else the hectographic, or carbon-copied,
manuscript letters and ciphers are crude and topsy-turvy
on the page. The figurative illustrations, usually litho-
graphed in black and white, sometimes hand-colored,
show the folk primitivism (in both image and technique)
of the early lubok, or popular woodblock print, as well as
other archaic sources,® and are integrated into and inte-
gral to, as opposed to separate from, the pages of poetic
verse. The cheap paper (sometimes wallpaper), collaged
covers, and stapled spines reinforce the sense of a hand-
crafted book. The nature of these books, printed, with
few exceptions, in editions of several hundred copies,
was furthermore determined by a penury of paper and of
technical resources.

These books, created by Futurist poets and
painters living in the same communities and sharing the
same ideals, show the exuberant and irrational vitality
and improvisation that characterized all their activities,
from their Futurist “soirées” or poetry readings, to their
street demonstrations to their easel paintings and trans-
rational poetry. Produced in multiple copies, these small
volumes were also designed to transmit a subversive
message to the world at large. Yet in view of the limited
means of production, it was a small world at best.
Notwithstanding this fact, through all their mediums and
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manifestations, the Russian Futurists attempted to trans-
form the definition, perception, and function of art,

The many faces of the Futurist book, as it
emerged and flourished in St, Petersburg, Moscow, Tiflis,
and elsewhere in Russia, are brilliantly illustrated in the
Judith Rothschild Foundation collection exhibited here.
These collaborations between artists and poets are unigue
in the history of the designed or illustrated book. Yet
starting about 1919-20, these unequaled experiments
and individual voices would be virtually stilled, and the
book, as well as all other manifestations of artistic activi-
ty, would be redefined as a vehicle of a collective ideology,
to be anonymous in style and societal in purpose.

One cannot insist enough on this distinction
between Russian Futurism and Soviet Constructivism.
Whereas the first sprang spontaneously from the intensely
irrational, deliberately eccentric, and indeed anarchistic
life of the poets and painters, the second was determined
by a political and social ideology dictated by official
sources, and a normative production program, Despite
the fact that the original leaders of Constructivism were
initially painters, they turned their backs on easel paint-
ing, something the Futurist painters did not do. Indeed
the Futurist painters’ manner and imagery remained
intact in their books, which were simply another vehicle
for diffusing their message. Conversely, Constructivist
books show an attempt to establish and propagate a
standardized, rational, visual language, considered more
appropriate to the sociopolitical preoccupations and
industrial production techniques that would represent
the Communist world. In this context, the role of the
artist would also be recast as a catalyst for social
change, conceived first as a “worker,” comparable to the
proletarian worker, and eventually as a “constructor” or
“engineer.” The notion of art as the expression of indi-
vidual genius was officially proscribed, and replaced by
an art that would be politically effective, socially useful,
and mass-produced.

With a view to developing a new aesthetic and
training artists to serve art's new societal function, two
important institutions were set up by official decree in
1920: the INKhUK (Institute of Artistic Culture), within
which the scientific and theoretical bases of Con-
structivism were formulated; and the VKhUTEMAS
(Higher State Artistic and Technical Workshops), which
consisted of studios for training “highly qualified master
artists for industry.”* The faculty of both institutions
included at one time or another most of the avant-garde
painters and architects of the period. Among them were
Liubov' Popova, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Varvara Stepa-
nova, and the architect Aleksandr Vesnin who, at their
1921 exhibition 5 x 5 = 25 (pp. 184, 185), proclaimed
the death of painting. Others, who came and went at one
or the other institution, included Vasily Kandinsky,
Aleksei Gan, Vladimir Tatlin, E| Lissitzky, Kazimir
Malevich, Gustav Klutsis, to mention only these.3
Although the debates and instruction in the early years
reflected the participants' original vocations, these would
be distilled into a theory and practice intended to sup
port the needs and purpose of Communist society. The
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underlying doctrine was that of the effective "organiza-
tion of materials,” a premise that extended to society in
general and indeed to all aspects of human life. The pro-
posed curriculum consisted of a systematic investigation
of the fundamental constituents of visual expression,
from line, color, and form, to space, light, texture, and
volume, This program was implemented in the
VKhUTEMAS workshops through the analysis of specific
materials and the study and application of production
techniques. In retrospect, the VKhUTEMAS has often
been seen as a Soviet Bauhaus. lronically, the projects
realized by its students rarely achieved the ultimate
phase of industrial production, due to a lack of materials
and advanced technology.

Theoretically and practically, Constructivist
goals went through many modifications as both of these
institutions underwent transitions and upheavals, and
the major players changed.® Nonetheless, the overriding
aim remained constant: to generate objective methods
for the rational ordering of materials so as to create prac-
tical, economical, and mass-produced objects of every-
day use. Such a program, based on a political ideology
and elementary formal, structural, and technical codes,
engendered a methodology that could be easily taught,
and, although it could be variously interpreted (a kind of
ars combinatoria), it was not to be transgressed.

This background is useful to the understanding
of Constructivist book and poster design, which, in the
early 1920s, was governed by principles of material
integrity, functional expediency, and societal purpose.
These priorities, conceived according to rigorous political
directives, and addressing a vast and largely illiterate
audience, could only be realized through the use of a
standardized visual vocabulary. The end result was a rev-
olution in graphic design that was among the earliest
and most radical in the Western world. However, it is
important to stress that this expression of modernism
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Fig. 1. FILIPPO TOMMASO MARINETTI,
Les Mots en liberté futuristes. 1915,
printed 1919, Letterpress, 10%s x
9%4" (25.9 x 23.5.¢cm), The
Museumn of Modern Art, New York.
Jan Tschichold Collection, Gift of
Philip Johnson.
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Fig. 2. JAN TSCHICHOLD. “Lindauers
Bellisana.” c. 1920s. Advertisement
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may be seen virtually as a by-product of the Soviet pur-
pose. The primary objective was the dissemination of the
utopian promise of social transformation and a collective
culture. A comparison of Soviet graphic design with con-
temporaneous movements emerging in Europe and the
United States shows that whereas the basic vocabulary—
space, color, typography—and a will to rationalize visual
culture were identical, the context was entirely different.
Western European graphic design was internationalist,

as opposed to nationalist, and reflected the values of
capitalism (fig. 2). Free expression and democratic egali-
tarianism, individual experience, material comfort and
prosperity, as well as the reality of advanced technology
were the motivating factors for social, economic, and
stylistic change. In other words, the capitalist dream was
different, as was its targeted audience. Consequently
Western European graphic design developed in the arena
of commercial advertising for a consumer market, where-
as Soviet design was based on an ideological commit-
ment to reshape the proletarian conscience.

Despite the Soviet program that sought to
replace individual expression with a collective, anony-
mous idiom, as this exhibition shows, artists managed to
interpret the system in a variety of manners, either by
honoring its abjectives, or by stretching or transgressing
its boundaries. In this context, Rodchenko and Lissitzky
are exemplary of two distinct approaches: one that
attempts to work within the system, the other that
appears to work around it. Both artists invented a dis-
tinctly personal and original style that in each case
reflects a Soviet adaptation of the basic tenets of
twentieth-century graphic design.

Rodchenke began his career as an “Art nou-
veau” painter, showing a predominant interest in the
abstract decorative patterning of that genre, His late
exposure to Futurism, in 1914, precluded his participa-
tion in Futurist activities. That same year he moved to
Moscow and, by 1915, he was already experimenting
with a purely abstract vocabulary, producing works with
compass and ruler, and emphasizing flatness and mono-
chromatic color fields (fig. 3). Simultaneously, he
encountered Tatlin and Vesnin, who aroused his interest
in materials and architecture. Between 1915 and 1917,
Rodchenko pursued not only his painterly experiments
but applied the same abstract principles to utilitarian
objects and, in 1918, to geometric spatial constructions.

Rodchenko's early and radical departure from
the spatial illusionism intrinsic te conventional painting
practice and his precocious invention of an abstract for-
mal language help to explain his seamless transition to
Constructivism. Indeed, as one of the founding members
of INKhUK, he contributed to the elaboration of the
theoretical tenets of Constructivism. His early (1921 and
1922) covers for the proto-Constructivist books, Trans-
rational Language and Transrationalists (pp. 186, 187),
show his rigorous commitment to flatness, linear con-
structions, and experiments with texture, through
linoleum cut and collage. His later work in graphic
design may be seen as one of the purest applications
of Constructivist theory and methodology.

Rodchenko's approach to ordering materials so
as to obtain a maximum visual impact through an econ-
omy of means is visible in his earliest printed book cov-
ers from the period 1923-25. His designs are straight-
forward and concise. His palette is deliberately restricted
to two (or occasionally three) flatly applied hues, chosen
for contrast and legibility. The titles were set in large
block characters, printed either from existing wood or
metal typefaces or, more often, from letters he drew or
made himself. The sans-serif characters, printed in
either a positive (dark on light) or a negative (light on
dark) mode, are uniform (without expressive modula
tions) and evenly spaced, according to a horizontal,
vertical, or perpendicular grid. In his most representative
style, Rodchenko left little in the way of an empty ground,
and never conceived it as an active void, as would
Lissitzky or some Western European graphic designers.
His surfaces are generally densely filled with colored
panels and/or a bold lettering, orthogonally organized in a
flat, compartmented, and well-balanced whole.

A few examples serve to illustrate Rodchenko's
method and the resulting aesthetic. His cover for Nikolai
Aseev's Selected Verse of 1923 (p. 189) shows the
author's name in black, spelled out from top to bottom
on a vertical medial axis, and overlaid on the book’s title,
printed in large orange block letters. Although the title’s
lettering (/zbran) is turned ninety degrees (reading from
bottom to top), it is also aligned on a central axis and
virtually fills the surface plane. The choice of orange for
the book's title sets off the author's name in relief, and
contributes to the legibility of each. The unusual intro-
duction of lower-case characters within the author's
name transforms the angularity of the upper-case letter-
forms into a softened poetic flow, suggestive of the
book's poetic content. The period after the author's
patronymic, echoing the period after the first initial, sug-
gests a break between author and title, and contributes
to the symmetry and stability of the design.”

In Mayakovsky Smiles, Mayakovsky Laughs,
Mayakovsky Jeers (1923; p. 189), Rodchenko divided
the whole surface of the cover into six roughly equal hor-
izontal bands, The absence of black, the alternating col-
ors of green and red, and the negative printing (in white)
of the handmade letters, create a sense of levity such as
that proposed by the title. The equal space allotted to
each word produces an even rhythm which is fortuitously
broken by the shorter word “laughs" (smeetsia, in the
fourth line) in which the letters must be expanded to fill
the frame, and in so doing “dilate” the overall design.

Other examples of Rodchenko's pure Con-
structivist style may be seen in the catalogue covers for
L. S. Popova's 1924 posthumous exhibition and for the
two catalogues for the USSR section of the Paris
International Exposition of Decorative and Modern
Industrial Arts of 1925 (p. 191). In all three cases, the
large sans-serif characters are evenly sized and spaced,
and set predominantly in the negative, a device that
“highlights" the closely set flat planes of color. These
works show more clearly than did the earlier ones how
Rodchenko generally framed out (and thereby contained)
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his design, never running his color to the edges. Sym- ferent. Lissitzky's Jewish background and his association
metry, balance, and a vertical medial axis, strongly con- with Suprematism propagated a metaphysical dimension
trasted saturated planes separated by linear reserves of that his Constructivist colleagues denied. Moreover, the
white, as well as a symbolic reference to content define many years he spent abroad put him in a more distant
Rodchenka's classic style. relationship to orthodox Constructivism.
Although revolutionary codes and a desire for In formal or visual terms, Lissitzky's early
visual and emotional impact privileged the colors red, experience with Jewish book design (see fig. 5 and
white, and black® occasionally in |ater years, when con- pp. 136-39) initiated him to the expressive potential of
tent seemed to require it, Rodchenko experimented with a modulated pen-and-ink line, or (in this case Hebrew)
other palettes. The turquoise and terra-cotta used in script, something he would capitalize on in his later
Spain, the Ocean, Havana, Mexico, America (1926; typographic experiments. His encounter with Malevich in
p. 191) are traditional for evoking Spanish and “new 1919 in Vitebsk would be decisive for his subsequent
world” cultures.? The rhythmic asymmetry within the grid artistic development, both as concerns his Proun paint-
echoes the skewed geometry of archaic forms, reinforced ings (1919-23) and his book and poster design. The
by the slightly stilted, splayed lettering that Rodchenko influence of Suprematism is seen not only in his formal
drew himself. The cover for The Chinese Girl Sume-Cheng motifs, but in his spatial configurations, which show
of 1929 (p. 193) is another case in point. Its exotic superterrestrial abstract forms floating in an active and
palette (turquoise and purple), stick-form lettering, and infinite void. A trained architect, Lissitzky had a sure
“chopstick™ motifs suggest an oriental context and con- understanding of three-dimensional space, which gener-
tent. The empty white ground, unusual for Rodchenko, ated his axiometric depictions of interlocking volumes.
sets off the idea and effect of a spare calligraphy. This training is also evident in the draftsman’s precision
Indeed, in the late twenties, Rodchenko loos- (and precision instruments) with which he organized his
ened his palette and experimented more freely with two-dimensional surfaces.
structure and texture, in manners he had not exploited The two earliest examples of Lissitzky's mature gfd 2{'3:E:s?ﬁt?f;c?;Tgu'Ptﬁe
earlier. This may be seen in the "trembling" letterforms, graphic work included here, the covers for Malevich's On and ink on paper, 10Y1s x 815"
choice of colors (turquoise and brown), and flocking New Systems in Art: Statics and Speed, and for a L?;F;;IZVZ i‘\?ﬁie ﬁmi’;g:’w and
technigue on the cover for Vladimir Mayakovsky's The brochure Committee to Combat Unemployment, were
Bedbug of 1929 (fig. 4). In general, the works from the both executed in 1919 in Vitebsk. Quite different from
late twenties and early thirties appear less static and each other in conception and objectives, both nonethe-
austere, The integration of ideogrammatic symbols, such less propose a new visual and spiritual vocabulary.
as arraws, or the splaying of letterforms, as seen in the It is useful to compare On New Systems in Art - =
letter “I" or “and” in There and Back (1930: p. 190), or to Malevich's earlier book From Cubism and Futurism to %. MRHHOBCHHﬁ
the optically vibrating diagonals and “telescoped” title Suprematism: New Painterly Realism of 1916 (p. 147).
(suggesting an amplified voice) of Orator (1929; p. 193) Although Malevich placed a black square on the cover of
are dynamically effective and appealing. By this time, the earlier book, it has none of the inherent energy of
Rodchenko had several years of magazine (LEF, New Lissitzky's later design. Malevich's cover shows the typi-
LEF; pp. 209, 236) and advertising work behind him,1© cal layout and mechanical type of a conventional publi-
in which bold graphics, pictograms, and ideograms cation. Conversely, Lissitzky's circle and square motifs
addressing a targeted audience were essential. These are unevenly silhouetted and framed, and positioned
experiences surely heightened his understanding of the slightly off center. The tension set up by this subtle
psychological manipulation of audience response through asymmetry is heightened by the eccentric placement of
the ordering of graphic materials. the small horizontal, vertical, and diagonal handwritten
As we can see, Rodchenko's graphic work was inscriptions. This combination of a deliberately crude
governed by the Constructivist program: to organize drawing style and an expressive handwriting, with none
material, reflect content, produce a visual impact, and of the traditional focus on title or author, appears at first '“’ﬂ""“"':::.“““““""
be economically and mechanically mass-produced. glance to echo the poetic anarchy of early Futurist i sl s ol
Theoretically and practically, the relatively uniform grids, books. However, this was the cover of a pedagogical trea- — :
letterforms, and color codes could be easily applied and tise, and Lissitzky's design had a didactic purpose: to jar Fig. 4. ALEKSANDR RODCHENKD,
generally understood. Ironically, despite the Construc- the reader’s ingrained perceptual habits and initiate him The Bedbug by Vladimir Mayakovsky.
tivist ethos to produce a collective and anonymous aes- or her to a formal language that expressed an indetermi- ,]}}rtllzt;':rp::c'r]erEz; 000
thetic, a fully mechanized technology was not available nate and dematerialized world view. The Museum of Modern Art, New
to totally erase the artist's individual interpretation and In Lissitzky's brochure cover for Committee to York. Gift of The Judith Rothschild
: i B Foundation (Boris Kerdimun Archive)
his or her hand, so that although Rodchenko excelled in Combat Unemployment (p. 151), the artist creates a
his implementation of the methodology, his designs are more pictorial dynamic field in which the floating two-
Immediately recognizable as his own. In other words, his dimensional and three-dimensional motifs suggest a
adherence to the visual strategies of Constructivism utopian architecture. The vertical thrust of the composi-
nonetheless gave birth to a personal style. tion 1s reinforced by the diagonal and curved handwritten
Lissitzky's approach to abstract graphic design notations. Although there is no explicit reference to a
is quite distinct from that of Rodchenko. This is logical, subject or content, the message is ideologically precise.
in that his origins and his experience were singularly dif- We are in the presence of a new world in construction, a
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Fig. 5. NATAN ALTMAN AND EL
LISSITZKY. Catalogue of the Exhibition
of Paintings and Sculptures by Jewish
Artists, 1917, Letterpress by
Lissitzky, 64 x 4 12" (159 x

11.4 em). Ed.: unknown. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York,
Gift of The Judith Rothschild
Foundation
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world of spiritual renewal, with the vector of upward
motion stretching beyond the curve of the globe.

Lissitzky's later graphic work, while it shares
certain ideals and visual premises of orthodox
Constructivism, developed mostly outside the Soviet
Union. Although he taught architecture on two occasions
at the VKhUTEMAS, much of his time, between 1921
and 1926, was spent in Western Europe. Aside from his
sojourns in Western sanatoriums (for tuberculosis), he
was allowed to travel freely, his fluency in German mak-
ing him an apt spokesman for modern Russian art
abroad. During his travels, Lissitzky met most of the
major non-objective artists and graphic designers active
at the time, including members of the Bauhaus. Whereas
it has sometimes been suggested that Lissitzky's mature
graphic style may have been influenced by his Western
colleagues, it is now generally accepted that it was the
opposite that transpired. In fact, the radical transforma-
tion of Bauhaus graphic design under Laszlé Moholy-
Nagy in 1923 (introducing greater clarity but also
emphasizing dynamic asymmetry) is attributed to
Lissitzky's influence.

Lissitzky was also friendly with members of the
Dada group, in particular Kurt Schwitters and Hans Arp.
Although their “revolutionary” stance was quite different
from his own (theirs being more sociocultural than ideo-
logical), he was sensitive to their freedom, iconoclasm,
and sense of play, their interest in organic processes and
biological systems, and their general rejection of social
and artistic conventions. The German Dadaists’ free-
wheeling use of typography was already advanced by this
time (Lissitzky's close contacts with the Dada group
began in 1922), and it has been argued that his collabo-
rations with Schwitters on the journal Merz produced a
cross-fertilization or mutual exchange of fantasy and
more rigorous geometric design. Finally, Lissitzky found
production facilities and techniques in Germany that
were far superior to those in Russia.

Lissitzky's book cover designs between 1922
and 1923 are noteworthy for a graphic design based
essentially on typographic invention. Whether the cover
surface shows a fluidly deployed line of energy (Bird
without a Name: Collected Verse 1917-1921; p. 197),
or an asymmetric yet balanced construction (Viadimir
Mayakovsky, “Mystery"” or “Bouffe"; p, 197), or a combi-
nation of both (Object; p. 196), it is the typography that
determines, shapes, and orders the layout of the compo-
sition, His type fonts of immensely varied sizes, shapes,
and weights produce an optical, phonetic, and semantic
resonance. For Lissitzky, a text should be “optically”
expressive, a visual carrier of the “strains and stresses”
of the phonetic voice.!! This typographic representation
of verbal and emotional content is what defined the
book, in Lissitzky's eyes, as a highly “functional” object.

Despite the diversity of Lissitzky's book covers
from 1922-23, consistent elements make them recog-
nizable as a personal style. The first is that the whole
surface/cover exists as an empty ground, extending to
the edges and suggesting an infinite extension in space.
The lettering and geometric motifs appear to float in

front of this spatially undetermined plane. The dynamic
asymmetry of each composition, whether organic or tec-
tonic, is nonetheless balanced or resolved. In almost
every case, the typeface is different, selected for each
specific book. The combination of varied shapes, sizes,
and weights of typeface creates a rhythmic effect that is
heightened by the use of positive, filled (dark on light)
characters in unbroken seguence with negative, transpar-
ent (light on dark) characters. Often the lettering is
accompanied by a single colored or shaded geometric
motif. His palette during this period is usually (but not
always) limited to black, white, and a half-tone, as
opposed to contrasting hues.

Although it may seem fastidious to try to deter-
mine the common denominators in such a variety of
designs, this exercise helps fo clarify Lissitzky's funda-
mental differences with orthodox Constructivist practice.
Constructivist design, as we have suggested, correspond-
ed to a rational method and a reductive formal vocabu-
lary adapted to produce a standardized aesthetic for
mass communication. Conversely, Lissitzky's manner of
working corresponded to a looser system, based on the
optically expressive potential of the printed word, and in
which he freely manipulated typefaces and accents in
relation to the content of each book. To take a few exam-
ples at random, all published in 1922: the block letter-
ing and planar elements on the cover of Object (p. 196)
project a pronounced objectlike quality; the cover of
Rabbi (p. 197) elicits a resonance to Jewish culture, not
only through the shape of the letters but also in the stark
patterning in black and white,'? whereas the hairline
graphics and delicate Iyricism of Bird without a Name:
Collected Verse 1917-1921 (p. 197) suggest the dema-
terialized movement of a bird taking flight.

These books, like most of the others from the
early 1920s exhibited here, were published outside the
Soviet Union, and in particular in Berlin, where the tech-
nical resources were rich and varied. The sophisticated
type fonts and printing techniques available there meant
that Lissitzky, unlike Rodchenko (with a few exceptions),
did not have to draw or handcraft his letterforms himself,
His most famous typographically functional book is, of
course, his 1923 conception for Mayakovsky's volume of
poetry, For the Voice (p. 194), it too produced in Berlin.
Whereas the cover is a superb example of Lissitzky's
familiar system, using a typographic structure accompa-
nied by expressively evocative graphic motifs, it is on the
inner pages, and in particular, the opening page of each
poem, that one discovers Lissitzky's extraordinary inven-
tiveness in the use of letterpress typography. From the
exclusive resources of the compositor’s typecase (fonts,
rules, curves, circles, wavy lines, symbols), he invented
bold red and black pictograms, mixing letters and
abstract motifs, to visually project the exuberant and
exclamatory nature of Mayakovsky's poems. Furthermore,
since Mayakovsky's volume of poetry was meant for
recitation,'® Lissitzky's invention of a thumb-tab index
for ease in finding each poem epitomizes the notion of
the book as a functional object.!®

The Lissitzky-Mayakovsky collaboration on
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For the Voice provides insights into their personal rela-
tionship to Soviet culture and ideclogy. Both men were
intensely committed to the Soviet renewal of society, but
they did not adhere to a literally political, methodical, or
utilitarian art. Although they believed in “functionalism”
and mechanical production, they rejected the Con-
structivists' programmatic rationalization of the creative
process and defended the importance of creative intu-
ition. Their art would revolutionize the collective con-
science through its break with past traditions, and it
would be functional through the invention of accessible
and mass-produced forms. For example, in For the Voice,
Mayakovsky's poem dedicated to the “Third International,”
accompanied by Lissitzky's geometrically abstract design
of a hammer, sickle, and the roman numeral 111,12 illus-
trates the approach of each: the optical and phonetic
impact of the artistic form and poetic verse is primary;
nonetheless the underlying political message is explicit
and perfectly clear.

Needless to say, the story of Constructivist
graphics cannot be told exclusively through the examples
of these two artists. As we have seen, Rodchenko and
Lissitzky, each according to his beliefs and resources,
pioneered the revolution in abstract graphic design that
took place in the Soviet Union in the 1920s. Yet, as this
collection shows, many other artists working during this
period invented their own graphic idioms in relation to
the historical and cultural circumstances of the time.
The diverse manners of implementing or transgressing an
aesthetic system engendered by a unique political situa-
tion provide the texture and content of Soviet book design
during this period. They further demonstrate its specificity
in contrast to its Western European counterpart.

Although abstract graphic metaphors would
continue to be explored throughout the decade of the
twenties, in approximately 1923-24, this extraordinary
activity, conceived to “reorganize” a collective sensibility,
came under criticism, as being too abstract and esoteric
for mass consumption. It was thought that a more “fac-
tual” expression would better serve the cause. This led
to the promotion of film, photography, and photomon-
tage, seen as more truthful mediums for disseminating
the social and political realities of contemporary Soviet
life. A study of the catalyzing role of film in the develop-
ment of photography and photomontage goes beyond the
scope of this essay. Nonetheless, it is important to con-
sider that the film industry was nationalized in 1919,
and gained immediate and widespread popularity. More
specifically, the technical innovations in film construc
tion (for example, montage) and the ideological synthe-
ses that films proposed were fundamental to the devel
opment and acceptance of the mediums of photography
and photomontage.

The Constructivist artist Gustav Klutsis was the
earliest theorist of photomontage. In an anonymous
essay published in LEF in 1924'¢ entitled “|llustration
and Photomontage," he wrote:

By photormontage, we mean the exploitation of
photography as a visual medium. The combina-
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tion of isolated photographs is to be substi-
tuted for the composition of graphic images.
The rationale for this substitution is based on
the fact that photography is the exact retention
of visible facts and not their illustration. For
the viewer, this precision and documentary
fidelity endow the photograph with such a
force of persuasion that no type of graphic rep-
resentation can ever equal it. A poster on
hunger composed of photographs of people
suffering from hunger provokes a far greater
impact than a drawing on the same theme . . .
Photographs of cities, landscapes or faces
move the viewer much more than paintings.'”

In a later text of 1931, Klutsis further devel-
oped these ideas:

Photomontage . . . is closely related to the
development of industrial culture and forms of
art for mass propagation. . . . In the evolution
of photomontage one may distinguish two
directions. One emerged from American adver-
tising. It is called advertising photomontage, is
formalist in character, and has been particular-
ly used by Western Dadaists and Expression-
ists. The second developed autonomously in
the Soviet Union. . . . In its own right, it repre-
sents a new art of the masses, because it rep-
resents the art of Socialist Construction. . . .
The old disciplines in the visual arts (draw-
ing, painting, graphic art), with their obsolete
techniques and working methods, are insuffi-
cient to satisfy the demands of the Revolution as
concerns the tasks of agitation and propaganda
on a massive scale. Essential to photomontage is
the exploitation of the physicomechanical forces
of the camera (optics) and of chemistry, put to
the service of agitation and propaganda. .
Art must be at the same high level as socialist
industry.'®

Thus photomontage was heralded by Klutsis as
the new artistic medium, both for its documentary truth
and for its exploitation of advanced science and industry,
two key themes of Socialist reconstruction. In Klutsis's
first article of 1924, he singled out Rodchenko as a
model, for his covers, posters, and works of propaganda
and illustrations, citing, in particular, his collaboration
with Mayakovsky on About This: To Her and to Me of
1923 (pp. 210, 211). This appears somewhat paradoxi-
cal in that Rodchenko's photomontage work prior to
1924 was focused on popularizing culture as opposed to
directly serving propaganda. Rodchenko's photomontages
for About This, Mayakovsky's love poem to Lily Brik,
were poetic and content-driven, and totally unrelated to
the “agitational” priorities described above. His 1924
photomontages for the covers of the small-format popular
mystery series Mess Mend or Yankees in Petrograd
(p. 212) provide a better sense of his use of the medium




Fig. 6. ALEKSANDR RODCHENKO.
Poster for the film Cinema-Eye by
Dziga Vertov, 1924, Lithograph,
35% x 26%4" (90.8 x 68 cm).
The Museum of Madern Art,
New York. Given anonymously

Fig. 7. GUSTAV KLUTSIS. The Dynamic
City. 1919. Photomontage, 1434 x
10Ya" (37.5 x 25.8 cm). State
Museum of Latvia, Riga
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between 1924 and 1926. The cutout photographic fig-
ures and motifs distributed in a fragmented and surpris-
ingly expressionist narrative over a colorful geometric
ground give the impression of simultaneous cinemato-
graphic scenes “montaged"” over an abstract Con-
structivist décor. The cinematographic reference is of
course not arbitrary in that during the same period,
Rodchenko was designing film titles for Dziga Vertov's
newsreel films Kino-Pravda (Cinema-Truth; 1922) and
“montaged” posters for his short-film series Cinema-Eye
(1924; fig. 6).

Rodchenko's best photomontage work was real-
ized after 1924, when he began to take his own pho-
tographs, which became a highly personal, expressive
medium. The dramatic camera angles for which he
became famous are closely related to contemporaneous
cinematographic experiments. Although his adherence to
Constructivist codes and a shortage of technology may
be seen to have somewhat inhibited his purely abstract
designs, the combination of this training, his exposure to
the cinema, and his personal mastery of photography
produced some of his finest works, The integration or
overlay of his expressive black-and-white photographs
with dynamic and boldly colored patterns is unegualed
in the book covers of the early to mid-1920s (see pp.
214, 215). One could argue that it was here, as nowhere
else, that Rodchenko found his true voice.

The 1927-28 covers of the magazine New LEF
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(p. 236) are more orthodox illustrations of Constructivist
goals, their effectively organized formal language project-
ing a synthesis of aesthetic clarity and innovation and
political/cultural meaning. The layout of the covers is
characterized by a rigorous grid, flat bright colors, and
distinctly lettered titles. The photographic elements are
straightforward details of Soviet life, isolated, silhouet-
ted, and enlarged for maximum visual and psychological
impact. These dynamic black-and-white images, often
details or fragments and sometimes diagonally tipped,
set up a subtle tension in relation to the overall design.

Rodchenko'’s layouts for the magazine Let’s
Produce in 1929 (p. 237) show an increased emphasis
on the photographic image as a vehicle of propaganda.
The enlarged yet cropped close-up shots fill the frame,
and at the same time fill the viewer's perceptual field,
mesmerizing his or her attention by these powerful evo-
cations of Soviet industrial or agricultural reality.

Two book covers of 1926 and 1927, Syphilis
(p. 214) and Materialization of the Fantastic (p. 215),
works of literature as opposed to propaganda, manifest
more purely aesthetic experiments. The portrait-subject
in each is modeled by a play of light and shadow, the
first produced by underexposure, the second by a seem-
ingly cinematic splicing technique. The ambiguous sta-
tus of these human faces—reality or fantasy?—is rein-
forced by the colorful graphic incident in each, suggest-
ing a lunar haze or sharp beams of light. These examples
serve to confirm that the photographic medium liberated
Rodchenko's creative voice.

Lissitzky's interest in photography during this
period again shows a different orientation, and is closer
to the concepts developing simultaneously in Germany
(at the Bauhaus, for example). In his early work with
photography, Lissitzky was less politically motivated
(even in terms of seeking popular appeal) than was
Rodchenko. Whereas in most of Rodchenke's photomon-
tage work the photograph is focused, cut, and collaged
in an image that represents primary content, Lissitzky
was more intrigued by the mechanics of photography and
the mysterious metaphors produced by dark-room experi-
ments. Closer to Man Ray, whose photograms he
admired, he was not interested in photography for its
documentary truth, or as an index of reality, but explored
it as an artistic technique for producing a “new vision,”
based on the texture, symbolism, and ambiguity it
allowed. The cover of Architecture of VKhUTEMAS: The
Works of the Department of Architecture, 1920-1927,
(1927; p. 216), as that of Notes of a Poet (1928;

p. 215) and again his layered self-portrait used by Jan
Tschichold on the cover of Photo-Eye (1929; p. 216)
bear this out. Each of these examples shows a veiled
image, made from superimposed negatives, that is more
textural than “truthful,” more symbolic than factual,
more ambivalent than clear. Lissitzky's use of photogra-
phy as a design element is seen in his three architecture
books—France, America, and Russia of 1930 (pp. 228,
229)—in which the photomontaged images are blurred
and transformed into generic schematic structures. An
emphasis on the curvilinear, the vertical, and the diago-




nal, respectively, creates symbolically eloguent abstract
fields and shifting textured grounds.

The above descriptions make patently clear that
photomontage was not a language of truth but a lan-
guage of fiction. As an art form based on fragmentation,
isolation, and the displacement of photographic images
from their original “factual” function and context, it
could not be truly expected to document reality. At the
same time, it is this that would make it singularly appro-
priate to the needs of propaganda. Both photomontage
and propaganda, by their very process and purpose,
deform factual reality, deleting significant details in
order to highlight others. The more successful artistically
the photomontage, which is to say the more constructed
its image, the farther removed it is from factual truth.
Similarly, propaganda is a reconstructed relation of
events that deliberately fabricates a mythology.

Whether conceived for popular cultural appeal
or an agitational purpose, the aesthetic "untruths" of
photomontage were sublimated into new truths during
the early Constructivist period. Heralded as the new
visual language, photomontage had many adepts, among
them Sergei Sen'kin, Stepanova, Solomon Telingater,
and others represented here. Unsurprisingly, perhaps,
the artist who believed the most unconditionally in the
medium as a political instrument was Klutsis. A disciple
of Malevich and colleague of Lissitzky, Klutsis was prob-
ably the first to introduce collaged photographic ele-
ments into a (in this case Suprematist) composition
(fig. 7).'% He was also photomontage’s first theorist,
proclaiming it as the medium of the new Soviet society.

Starting in the mid-1920s, Klutsis's photomon-
tage work already shows a powerful and distinctive agita-
tional style. Despite his defense of photography and
photomontage for their “exact retention of visible facts,”
in most of these works the relationship to factual reality
s tenuous at best, Klutsis's silhouetted photographic
images, cut and displaced from their original context,
are subsequently reorganized and recontextualized within
an invented “tableau.” The special issue of The Young
Guard: For Lenin, dedicated to Lenin in 1924 (p. 235),
shows prime examples of Klutsis's photomontage tech-
nigue, complemented by an elaborate graphic style. The
figure of Lenin in different guises is present in every
plate, each time situated at an imaginary political event.
An interesting aspect of these early propaganda works is
that they depict Lenin not only as an emblematic leader
exhorting the masses, but also as an ordinary citizen, in
baggy suit, without heroic features. It is not Lenin as a
unique, authoritarian, and concrete personality (as in
later years Stalin would wish to be represented), but
Lenin as a romantic, energetic force of everyman's revo-
lution.?® The inscribed slogans were “street” slogans,
familiar but anonymous.

The use of photographic panels or strips fram-
ing a nameless but not faceless mass of Soviet citizens
1s another of Klutsis's inventions that is extremely effec-
tive. A sea of faces integrated into geometric planes and
ideograms creates a potent social and visual texture.
Finally, Klutsis's use of abstract motifs, framing devices,
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and ideograms in red and black organize and energize
the ideological content. Among them, his arrows pointing
up and down or in a rotational movement, his abstract
schemas echoing his own projects for podiums and loud-
speakers (fig. 8), and his diagonal bands that zigzag
across a heterogeneous population, are visually and ideo-
logically powerful and personal.

Klutsis, like Rodchenko, worked closely with the
cinema in the late 1920s. He was a member of ARK
(Revolutionary Association of Cinematographers) and
ODSK (Society of the Friends of Soviet Cinema), and
produced designs for film magazines and catalogues
(p. 232). He had an intimate knowledge of Sergei
Eisenstein's and Vertov's montage work and adapted mon-
tage techniques fo his photomontages. In the late 1920s,
he began shooting his own photographs, creating “revolu-
tionary" mise-en-scénes with his friends that would serve
as his raw material. Although his photomontages dealt
exclusively with agitation or propaganda content up until
1930, his interpretations are sensitive and original.

It is interesting to note that one of Klutsis's
models in the West was the German photomontage artist
John Heartfield, and in this he was not alone (p. 238).
A comparison of Heartfield's and Klutsis's works is use-
ful to understanding the difference between German
Dada photomontage (and Heartfield in particular) and its
Soviet counterpart. Heartfield chose photomontage as a
democratic "machine art” with which to wage an aggres-
sive ideological war against the existing political and
social capitalist values of Germany after World War |. His
montaged posters and magazine illustrations project a
brutally satirical and caustic attack on all forms of
authority, targeting the hypocrisy and flawed leadership
of modern society (fig. 9). The power and complexity of
his images lay in a subtle dialectic of contradictions
which it was left to the viewer to decipher.

Heartfield would state, in the pages of the mag-
azine Gefesselter Blick in 1930: “New political problems
require new means of propaganda. For this, photography
has the greatest power of persuasion."?! This statement
rings strikingly close to that of Klutsis, quoted earlier.
Yet the context and the solutions of the two artists could
not have been more different. Soviet practitioners of agi-
tational-political photomontage used their medium to
glorify authority, its leaders, and its values. They could
not afford to be critical, satirical, or negative. And, since
the objective was to organize the “materials” of the
Revolution and shape the proletarian conscience, only
one level of reading/meaning was acceptable.

The October group, founded in 1928, was an
association of artists committed to raising the cultural
level of the working class and to organizing the collective
way of life through the new technological means of the
mass media.?* Rodchenko, Lissitzky, and Klutsis were
among its members. Despite their ambitions to serve the
official cultural program, as we have seen, the photo-
montage works of these three artists could hardly be
perceived as anonymous vehicles of sociopolitical propa-
ganda. On the contrary, each of them showed a sensitive
and personal vision in the use of technology as a medium

|\

Fig. 8. GUSTAV KLUTSIS. Maqguette for
Radio-Announcer. 1922 . Construction
of painted cardboard, paper, wood,
thread, and metal brads, 4534 %
147 x 14Y:" (116.2 x 36.B x

36.8 cm). The Museum of Modern
Art, New York. Sidney and Harriet
Janis Collection Fund




DER SINN DES
HITLERGRUSSES:

Kleiner Mann bittet um grolle Gaben

Fig. 9. JOHN HEARTFIELD. The Meaning of
the Hitler Salute; Little Man ask for Big
Gifts. 1932. Advertising poster, 18%s x
13" (46.7 x 33 cm). Akademie der
Kinste, Berlin

Fig. 10. GUSTAV KLUTSIS. The Reality
of Our Program. 1931. Lithograph,
5638 x 407" (143.2 x 103.5 cm).
The Merrill C. Berman Coilection
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for addressing the collective conscience. None-

theless, in 1930, the October group artists were
attacked by other more Realist schools (in particular, the
AkhRR, or Association of Artists of Revolutionary Russia,
founded in 1922) as being impersonal and mechanistic
in their vision, and formalist, foreign, and arcane in their
results.?® From that time on, the Communist Party would
determine the form and content of all published graphic
work, and posters and book covers were subjected to
rigid censorship at every phase of production. Enlarged
portrait photographs of Stalin dominated virtually every
image, representing him as a heroic figure of authority,
as opposed to an abstract, energetic force and, ironically,
one might say, as a czarist presence, as opposed to a
“comrade” (fig. 10). The earlier collective slogans were
eliminated, replaced by quotations from Stalin’s speech-
es and tracts.** And the size and layout of the textual
material overwhelmed what remained in the way of rigor-
ously controlled and stereotyped images. Finally, in
1931, Stalin proclaimed that photography and photo-
montage were too cold, but more than that, too truthful in
relation to a reality become problematic. Even straightfor-
ward documentary photography and the monumental “fac-
tographic"?® photofriezes used in the streets and for trade
exhibitions (p. 228) would become suspicious. It was
decreed that photographic images be replaced by a
“humanist realism" based on the reintegration of painting
and drawing, in order to “soften” and retouch the reality of
events and better serve the sociopolitical circumstances.

- - —_—

This brief discussion of the context and strategies that
generated and governed Constructivist graphic design is
admittedly vastly incomplete. It does not pretend to
cover all the artists working at the time, nor to examine
in depth their formal and technical achievements. The
objective has been to try, through the study of specific
examples in this exhibition, to clarify the distinctive
traits of Soviet graphics and photomontage in the
1920s. It has also been to elucidate how Soviet artists
worked within or around the conditions imparted to
them. And finally, but in fact primarily, this collection
and its exhibition draw attention to the extraordinary
sociocultural role of the book.

It goes without saying that the printed book,
ever since its invention, has been seen as a prime vehi-
cle for diffusing information to the broadest possible
audience. For this reason, both in its visual presentation
and in its content, it represents an ideal index of
sociopolitical and cultural circumstances. If we may
allow ourselves a bold comparison, the Soviet emphasis
on literacy may be compared to that of the sixteenth-
century Reformation in Northern Europe. In both cases,
literacy was not promoted as an end in itself, but as a
means: to eradicate the oral traditions, irrational beliefs,
and popular superstitions of a basically illiterate popula-
tion, and replace them by a focused corpus of rules and
ideas transmitted through the written word. Of course,
aside from the historical contexts, which were vastly dif-
ferent, one essential distinction between these two cul-
tural moments was the supreme authority being served:
on the one hand, God and the Church, and, on the other,
a secular State. But in both instances, the objective was
to convert and subjugate a vast, undifferentiated society.

The books and periodicals produced in the years
following the Soviet Revolution were oriented toward
transforming the cultural sensibility of the masses. And
to say that the artists and poets who produced them
were inspired and energized by the perspective of creat-
ing a new collective culture would be an understatement,
so great was their enthusiasm and belief. In this context,
many of the books that appeared in the early post-revolu-
tionary period (the poetry of Mayakovsky and Aleksei
Kruchenykh, for example) were radically revolutionary in
poetic form and content but largely hermetic to an untu-
tored audience. Consequently, the idea of engaging
artists to create a new—simple and direct—visual lan-
guage for these book covers and layoutls was in theory a
logical initiative. Who but the most “revolutionary”
artists of the period were better equipped to attract and
shape the proletarian conscience through the unmedi-
ated impact of visual experierice? However, this is where
the story becomes more complex.

The remarkable publications brought together
here were conceived and produced by some of the great-
est artists and poets of the twentieth century. What they
demonstrate is that art, by definition, cannot serve other
truths than its own. Despite the engagement of these
artists and poets in the service of an ideological system,
despite their professed loyalty to its aims, values, and
strategies, the only revolution they could honor and
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express was artistic, as opposed to political. Whereas the
historical situation required rhetorical statements of an
explicit message addressed to a collective audience and
ultimately to a passive viewer, the best of the artists and
poets working during this period developed a visual and
poetic language in which the political message was sub-
merged or sublimated, and which demanded an active
intellectual involvement to be understood.

Nonetheless, this utopian dream to propose
artistic truths as political truths is what produces the
dialectical tensions that define Soviet graphic design.
The inherent contradiction between a populist purpose
and a modernist aesthetic, a contradiction that could not
and would not be resolved, creates the force and singu-
larity of the Soviet style, and distinguishes it from the
ideals and formal language of its counterparts in the
Western capitalist world. The sad coda of this story is
that with the advent of Stalinism in the early 1930s,
these revolutionary metaphors of abstraction and pho-
tomontage would be totally suppressed, and replaced,
first, by a photo-journalism or “factography,” and then by
the painterly illusionism of Socialist Realism. A political
prosaism would be substituted for individual poesis, and
the ideal of mass communication would be unequivocally
fulfilled, as is seen in the final works in this exhibition.
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NOTES
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(3]

El Lissitzky, Gutenberg-
Jahrbuch, Mainz, 1926/27,
quoted in Sophie Lissitzky
Kippers, El Lissitzky: Life,
Letters, Text (London and New
York: Thames and Hudson,
1992), p. 363.

See lanecek essay, pp. 41-49
See Ash essay, pp. 33-40.
Christina Lodder, Russian
Constructivism (New Haven
and London: Yale University
Press, 1983), p. 112.

All of these artists are repre-
sented in this exhibition.

The history of these institutions
and the changes in orientation
under different directors may
be loosely compared to those
of the Bauhaus

It is interesting to note that in
Rodchenko's original maguette,
the period after the patronymic
is missing, and therefore was
added later. See Magdalena
Dabrowski, Leah Dickerman,
and Peter Galassi, Aleksandr
Rodchenko (New York: The
Museum of Modern Art, 1998),
p. 206, pl. 129

According to Darra Goldstein,
“These colors had become
symbolic of the Revolution's
black night, white snows and
red blood" (Goldstein, "Selling
an Idea: Modernism and
Consumer Culture” in Deborah
Rothschild et al., Graphic
Design in the Mechanical Age:
Selections from the Merrill C.
Berman Collection [New Haven
and London: Yale University
Press, 1998], p. 103).

This title traces Mayakovsky's
1925 trip to America on the
ocean liner Espagne that
crossed the “ocean," made a
port call in Havana, and
docked in Mexico, from where
he traveled overland to New
York City.

10 Between 1923 and 1925,

after the founding of NEP
(Lenin's New Economic Palicy)
in 1921, Rodchenko collabo-
rated with Mayakovsky on
advertising campaigns to pro-
mote the products of state-
supported enterprises.

See EI Lissitzky, "Typography
of Typography,” in Lissitzky-
Kippers, Ef Lissitzky, p. 359,

12 This pattern echoes the rhyth-
mic black stripes on the bor-
ders of the white taflith, the

traditional Jewish prayer shawl.

13 The Russian title has also

been translated as For Reading

Out Loud.
14 Lissitzky would use this

device again in 1927 for a cat

alogue of the All-Union
Printing Trades Exhibition,
designed in collaboration with
Solomon Telingater (p. 228)
15 This illustration show

n

S @ rare,
if not unique, instance in this
book in which Lissitzky hand-

made a motif (that of the

curved C-shaped sickle) rather

than using existing fonts.

6 First attributed to Rodchenko,
it has since been argued that
the text is by Klutsis. See
Hubertus Gassner et al.,

et

Gustav Klucis,
(Stuttgart: Gert Hatje, 1991},
Spanish ed., p. 307

Refrospectiva

Translation mine
Ibid.
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Ibid., p. 308. Translation
mine.

3 Klutsis's photomontage, The
Dynamic City, dated 1919, is

considered the first example of

Soviet photomontage, and
shows a dynamically abstract
Suprematist compasition into
which have been integrated
photographic fragments of

buildings and workers' figures.

It is parallel in date with the
earliest photomontages of the
Berlin Dada group—John

Heartfield, George Grosz, Raoul

Hausmann, and Hannah
Hoch—but of course it is very
different in spirit. See Gustav
Kiucis, Retrospectiva, pl. 50
20 See Hubertus Gassner,
“Aspectos del fotomontaje,”
in Gustav Klucis,
Retrospectiva, pp. 190-91.
Quoted in Jeremy Aynsley,
Graphic Design in Germany
18801945 (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 2000),
p. 167.
22 See Leah Dickerman, ed.,

Z

Building the Collective: Soviet

Graphic Design, 1917-1837
Selections from the Merrill C.
Berman Collection (New York:
Princeton Architectural Press,
1996), p. 32

23 \bid.
24 See Margarita Tupitsyn,

M
o

“Escenarios de autoria,” in
Glassner et al., Gustav Klucis,
Retrospectiva, pp. 261,
264-65

See Benjamin Buchloh's
remarkable essay, “From
Faktura to Factography,”
October 30 (fall 1984):
83-118, for the definition and
discussion of “factography"
and Lissitzky's use of this
photojournalistic medium at
the 1928 Pressa trade fair in
Cologne.




Note to the Reader

In the plate captions, all of the artists who worked on a book or other publication are listed
first, in alphabetical order. Titles are sometimes given in shortened form; full titles can

be found in the Checklist. The corresponding number of the Checklist appears in brackets at
the end of each caption. When titles of individual images are known, they have been
included either under the image or in a listing below the main caption. All titles have been
translated by The Museum of Modern Art's research team, except for El Lissitzky's Of Two
Squares: A Suprematist Tale in Six Constructions (pp. 153-55), for which we depended on
Patricia Railing (see Bibliography). Interior pages of some volumes are illustrated. If all
interior pages appear, the caption includes the phrase, "shown in entirety." All measurements

reflect page sizes, height preceding width.
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FUTURIST POETS AND
PAINTERS
1910-16

The first collection of Futurist poetry, A Trap for Judges (1910; p. 63), marked the initial
collaboration of David and Nikolai Burliuk, Elena Guro, Vasilii Kamenskii, and Velimir
Khlebnikov. These poets became known as the Gileia group. A Trap for Judges was followed
by the well-known collaborative publication, A Slap in the Face of Public Taste (1912;

p. 63), which advocates the overthrow of the “classics of the past,” attacks the “idols of the
present,” and orders that poets' rights “be revered.” A Slap was the first in a series of
Futurist books of 1910-16 that produced an effect analogous to the succés de scandale of
the exhibitions of the avant-garde painters.

The interconnection between poetry and art in Russia was reflected in the articles
and manifestoes of the avant-garde, the result being daring experiments in the creation of
unique genres such as the Futurist theater and the Futurist book. This interconnection was
expressed in the “linguistic” consciousness of the early avant-garde, manifest in a tendency
to expand the domains of the poetic and visual languages and in the gravitation of painters
toward poetic forms and of poets toward visual categories.

The Futurist poets, many of whom began their careers as painters (the Burliuks,
Guro, Aleksei Kruchenykh, and Vladimir Mayakovsky), were in constant collaboration with
avant-garde artists from the Union of Youth group (among them Pavel Filonov, Nikolai
Kul'bin, and Olga Rozanova) in St. Petersburg and Mikhail Larionov's group of Neo-
primitivists in Moscow (Natalia Goncharova, |l'ia Zdanevich, and others). Larionov and
Goncharova—the first collaborators on Kruchenykh's and Khlebnikov's texts—created the
visual conception of lithographic publications from which all subsequent ones derived. From
1913 on, most of Kruchenykh's and Khlebnikov's books were designed by Rozanova, whose
major contributions included a strong injection of color, the introduction of the rare printing
technigue of hectography, and the innovative use of linoleum cut. In 1913-14 Kasimir
Malevich introduced the theory of Alogism in art, which had an enormous impact on the
development toward abstraction in visual terms as well as in poetry. The poet Kamenskii was
also a daring experimenter in the visual mode, combating the monotony of ordinary typogra-
phy by unconventional distributions of words on a page and the mixing of different fonts.

The improvisations that these artists and poets brought to the book form drew from
the most disparate of sources: from neolithic sculptures, cliff drawings, and Chinese calligra-
phy, to medieval illuminated manuscripts, and the richly visual lubki (popular, inexpensive
prints). They found inspiration in the shocking minimalist “fence graffiti,” copied from the
walls of soldiers barracks, as well as in the refined poetic manuscript style evident in the
works of the French Symbolists. While they expressed a knowledge of purely Western mod-
els, by and large, they rejected them. |n Russian Futurist books a letter or a word was to be
perceived as a painterly theme (word-image), and individual pages were accorded the status
of unique artworks. The Futurist poets’ principle of incompleteness or implication imparted
ambiguity to the work and afforded the viewer the possibility of various interpretations.
Nikolai Burliuk once compared a word to a “living organism,” and the same may be said of

these lithographed books. N. G.




Right and below:
VLADIMIR BURLIUK. A Trap for Judges
by David Burliuk, Mikolai Burliuk,

Elena Guro, Vasilii Kamenskii, et al,

1910. Ed.: 300. Letterpress on
wallpaper, 4% x 31%4s" (12.4 x
10 c¢m) [1]

BURLIUK. "Portrait of Sergel
Miasoedov.” Letterprass
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Below:

DAVID BURLIUK, VLADIMIR BURLIUK,
NATALIA GONCHAROVA, ELENA GURD,
AND MIKHAIL LARIONOV. A Trap for

- v Judges Il by David Burliuk, Nikolai
r Elnou EynEa Burliuk, Elena Guro, Velimir
e Khiebnikov, et al. 1913, Ed.: 800,
3 Letterpress on wallpaper, 7 %s x
6" (19.5 x 16.5 cm) [53]
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A Slap in the Face of Public Taste: In
Defense of Free Art, Verse, Prose,
Essays by David Burliuk, Nikolai
Burliuk, Vasily Kandinsky, Velimir
Khiebnikov, et al. 1912. Ed.: 600.
Letterpress on burlap, 9Vis x 6'%1s"
(23 x 17 cm) [12]




DAVID BURLIUK AND VLADIMIR
BURLIUK. The Bung, A Collection:
Velimir Khiebnikov; David, Viadimir,
and Nikelai Burliuk; Drawings, Verse
by David Burliuk, Nikolai Burliuk,
and Velimir Khlebnikov, 1913.
Ed.: 450, Lithegraph with =
color by V. Burliuk, 9% x 71"
(23.3x 18 ecm) [20]

DAVID BURLIUK AND VLADIMIR S - y
BURLIUK. The Croaked Moon: s - ;

Collection of the Sole Futurists of the
! World!! by David Burliuk, Nikolai
Burliuk, Velimir Khlebnikov, Aleksei
Kruchenykh, et al. 1913.

Ed.: 1,000. Lithograph by

V. Burliuk, 7% x 5154s"

(19.5x 15.2 em) [19]
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DAVID BURLIUK AND VLADIMIR
BURLIUK. Milk of Mares: Drawings,
Verse, Prase by David Burliuk,
Nikolai Burliuk, Vasilii Kamenskii,
Velimir Khlebnikov, et al. 1914,
Ed.: 400. Watercolor by V. Burliuk
(top), lithograph by D. Burliuk (bot
tom}, 7 1¥1e
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MIKHAIL LARIONOV. Oid-Time Love by

Aleksei Kruchenykh. 1912, Ed.: 300.
Lithograph, 5% x 348" (14.3 x
9.2 ¢cm) [9]
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MIKHAIL LARIONDV. Pomade by Aleksei
Kruchenykh, 1913, Ed.: 480.

Lithograph, 5¥%s % 44" (156.2 x |
10.5 cm) [35] |
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Below:

Pomade. Example with watercolor
additions, 5% x 378" (14.7 x
9.9 cm) [34]
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MNATALIA GONCHAROVA, MIKHAIL
LARIONOV, NIKOLAI ROGOVIN, AND
VLADIMIR TATLI