
Press Art: Poets and Their Printing Machines 

Judith Preckshot 

ABSTRACT. Inspired by technology, twentieth-century poets have 
exploited its instruments through a medium which may be called 
"press art." They have circumvented what Marshall McLuhen per­
ceives to be the inimical influence of the printing press, to retransform 
mechanical operations into artisanal handwork and thus to restore 
originality to products of the press. Language, and the process of its 
use, has been rendered visible through their innovations. This is 
shown through an examination of esthetic predispositions and pro­
cedures that have entered into the creation of the visual poetry of 
Guillaume Apollinaire, Pierre Albert-Birot, Pierre Garnier, and John 
Furnival, and through an assessment of these artists' roles with respect 
to the secondary production level involving printers or printing 
machines that enabled the creation and their works' status as "ori­
ginal" within this context of collaboration and mechanical reproduction. 

"Typographic Man": classified, columnarized, paginated being 
deprived of his capacity for direct and natural (i.e. oral) expression; victim 
of the increasingly standardized, rationalized and depersonalized language 
of print. Such is Marshall McLuhan's depiction of the catastrophe 
wrought by the invention of moveable type. But the electronic age, pro­
phesies McLuhan, will bring salvation in the form of a reconstituted, 
"full" language, which will draw not just on graphic, but also oral and 
other visual media, to retrieve exactly that mythic dimension which 
McLuhan associates with the traditions of oral cultures and an idealized 
past missing in societies dominated by the single dimension of the printed 
page. 1 That an evolution in technology can rectify the perceived alienation 
of man from his means of self-expression and inter-communication, which 
technology has itself brought about, is debatable; nonetheless, such visions 
of technologically-inspired millennia hold an undeniable fascination for 
philosophers and poets, particularly those who encounter in the printed 
word both muse and obstacle to creative activity. A similar rhetoric was 
heard in Guillaume Apollinaire's 1918 speech, "L'Esprit Nouveau et les 
poetes,'' in which he predicted that the technological advances of his day­
telegraph and telephone, airplanes, the phonograph and cinema- would 
be the source of a new lyricism wedding art to technology. This marriage 
would bring poets, seen to lag behind the inventors of these machines, out 
of the "incunabula stage." They would be moved by the "New Spirit" to 
emulate scientist-technicians, the real prophets of the twentieth century, to 
" ... master prophecy[ ... ] in short, to mechanize poetry as the world has 
been mechanized. "2 
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Despite Apollinaire's invocations of diverse modes of mechanical or 
electrified communication, he did not specifically envision areas of inno­
vation for his new Prometheans beyond "typographic artifices" such as the 
visual onomatopoeias and typefaces of commercial adv-ertising with which 
Futurist and Dada poets were already experimenting. By and large, for 
Apollinaire and those of his followers chosen for this study of what I have 
baptized "press art," print mechanisms have remained the focus of the 
poetic revolution.3 The consequences of serious and systematic attention 
to the typographic detail are multiple: it has awakened a consciousness 
that the printed text can be more than the transcription of a manuscript; it 
also altered radically the poet's relation to his means and/ or agent of pro­
duction; not unimportantly, it has prepared a return to the forgotten 
simplicity of artisanal acivity in which creation and production, too often 
viewed as the separate provinces of author and printer, are indivisible; and 
it has helped to foster the myth of a modern "author-scribe" who will once 
again be master of his own writ by controlling both theoretical and prac­
tical aspects of textual production. 

It is a common perception that the sort of collaboration generally 
accepted for performance artists inappropriate for painters, whose work is 
usually associated with the concepts of individual expression and origin­
ality of style.4 If this perception is true for visual artists, it is doubly so for 
poets, who, since the romantic era privileging private communion with 
nature, are seen to be engaged in solitary artistic endeavor. Yet both these 
collabm:ations have occurred, from the time of Cubist and Dada artists to 
the Concrete poetry of the fifties and sixties, with the most dramatic experi­
ments being, perhaps, the Surrealists' joint creaticms of the cadavre exquis 
and automatic writing. Artistic collaboration seemed a natural conse­
quence of the many -isms of the 20th century, artists' collectives dedicated 
to the dissemination of a common esthetic transgressing boundaries of 
genre as the artists did the rules of the socio-political establishment. Their 
works are penetrated by the double and paradoxical notion that the work of 
art is the result of both an individual creative flash and a communal effort, 
be that only at the level of dialog, inspiration, or shared discovery. What 
poets, in particular, have learned from their painter-coinspirers is not just 
a heightened awareness of the visual in language, but an appreciation for 
manual labor, for techniques of manipulation that could be applied to 
their poetic texts - to the hand-working of words and verbal concepts. 

In the pages that follow, I would like to examine twentieth-century 
poets' inspiration in technology, their exploitation of it to render language 
visible, and the various sorts of collaboration it invites. It is a modern 
phenomenon that poets conceive of machines designed for mass produc­
tion as instruments for authentic, artistic creations- machines that either 
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require the intervention of a technician to operate them or enter into the 
creative process themselves as mechanical "collaborators." And it is par­
ticularly with visual texts requiring mechanical support to produce them 
that the collaborative relationship takes on greater importance. In these 
texts, the typesetter's role is analogous to that played by the cutter of a 
wood-block with respect to the woodcut designer. It may involve the 
modest task of reproducing a manuscript or the greater creative responsi­
bility for re-interpretation, i.e. for giving material reality to visual concepts 
provisionally drafted in the author's hand. As will be seen in Apollinaire's 
collaboration with Pierre Albert-Birot, the function of word- and print­
manipulation case become enmeshed to the degree that the relationship 
between the poet-artist and printer-artisan tends towards identity, as the 
one threatens to eclipse the other. Collaboration in Pierre Garnier's 
machine-assisted "typewriter poems" entails a matching of the human 
with mechanical capabilities in a direct interaction with the instrument of 
production, resulting in the spontaneous creation in the poet's print "idio­
lect." In the can of John Furnival's news papered surfaces, collaboration 
occurs at one remove from the original time and place of the production. 
Although his persistent recourse to quotation suggests an impoverished 
imagination, Furnival's hand reprints of newspaper articles does just the 
opposite, reaffirming in an ironic mode the existence of the hand-made 
artifact in a mechanized world. 

I. The Poet-painter and the Typographer 

Guillaume Apollinaire, born Kostrowitzky, alias Croniamantal, the 
"assasinated poet," was haunted by the desire to be other. But the persona 
C>f the other projected in his ideogrammatical poetry cannot be found in 
either a fictional personage or Rimbaldian visionary; it surfaces, rather, in 
an image of self beyond fiction or poetry: the painter. Spokesman and 
elucidator for the Cubist painters, Apollinaire gravitated naturally 
towards creators of polychrome visions such as Pablo Picasso and Robert 
Delaunay. The poem "Les Fenetres," written to accompany the catalog for 
Delaunay's 1913 Berlin exposition, celebrated Delaunay's series of paint­
ings depicting "Simultaneous windows." In the word-pictures of Calli­
grammes, Apollinaire pushed his relationship with painters beyond asso­
ciation into identity, writing as if he were painting. The title under which 
he originally intended to publish five of the early calligrammes says as 
much: "Et moi aussi je suis peintre."5 The title proved to be unnecessary, 
for the representational quality and visually figurative power of thesecalli­
grammes clearly express his penchant for painting. One of the five ideo-
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grams, "Lettre-Ocean," first appeared in Soirees de Paris (June 1914), 
alongside the essay '-'Simultanisme-Librettisme," Apollinaire's contri­
bution to the polemic surrounding the concept of simultanism and multi­
media approaches to verbal art. In this word picture, perhaps his most 
ambitious, Apollinaire performed functions of both poet and painter. This 

Figure I. Guillaume Apollinaire, "II Pleut," in Oeuvres completes 
(Ps.: Gallimard, 1956), 203. 
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was not the case in what was touted as the "First Simultaneous Book," La 
Prose du Transsiberien et la petite ]ehanne de France (1913), which had 
required the collaboration of the poet Blaise Cendrars and the painter 
Sonia Delaunay to effect a poem that could be read and seen simultaneously. 

According to Pierre Albert-Birot, in whose literary review SIC "11 Pleut" 
and other calligrams were first published, Apollinaire showed little inter­
est in typographical interpretation. For "11 Pleut," Apollinaire apparently 
furnished only a manuscript, hastily penned on notebook paper in red ink, 
with words sometimes retraced in black for clarity. It was left to the typo­
grapher to give typographic representation to the text miming the action 
of falling rain as it was traced out on the manuscript and evoked in the lan­
guage of the poem (Figure 1 ).6 Apollinaire's visual artistry should not be in 
dispute; however, his ability to pre-view his calligrammes in terms of the 
typographer's spatial economy or "color" palette of type fonts might be. 
His calligrams do not reveal the visual geometry of Dada poems (Tzara's 
"Bilan," for example), informed by the newspaper advertising formats 
which inspired them; nor do they openly proclaim "le pr6jet typo­
graphique au travail dans l'ecriture" in the way that Francis Ponge's "Le 
Pre" does.? There, the typographic concept is clearly a forethought, 
embedded in the text. Ponge actually instructs the typographer, in the spe­
cialized vocabulary of the metier, how (in the lower-case letters) and where 
(at the end of the text) to set his name: 

Messieurs les typographes, 
Placez done ici, je vous prie, le trait final. 

Puis, dessous, sans le moindre interligne, couchez mon nom, 
Pris dans le bas-de-casse, naturellement,8 

[Typographers, Sirs: / Put here, accordingly, I beg of you, the final 
mark 

Then, without the slightest space, place my name below/ Set in the 
lower case, natural.] 

While Ponge may conceive of writing as expression, a process of giving 
material form to verbal structures ultimately destined for print, 
Apollinaire might have defined writing in Roland Barthes's terms, as 
scription, a manual tracing of intellectual and sensual impulses combined: 
"Writing is the hand; it's therefore the body: its impulses, its checks, its 
rhythms, its weight, its glide, its complexities, its flights- in short, not the 
soul (graphology matters little), but the subject ballasted by his desire and 
his unconscious."9 The breadth of the stroke, the letters of unequal dimen-
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sions, the uneven or curving lines of the five hand-scripted ideograms pub­
lished in the 1918 edition of Calligrammes betray Apollinaire's painterly 
aspirations executed through the calligraphic project, or "beautiful writ­
ing," implied in the title. Words shrink or expand in dimension to fit the 
contours of the figures; graceful traces of ink or brashly expressive brush 
strokes paint a picture stamped indelibly with the character- signature­
of their author-cum-painter. The supple plasticity of the handworked 
calligrammes contrasts dramatically with the orderly linearity of those 
recast in print. A comparison of the typeset versions of other calligrammes 
with their manuscript originals shows that Apollinaire's conception was 
pictorial, and not specifically typographic. In his manuscripts, letters 
mold themselves into contoured objects, into distinctly repre,sentational 
forms, which often lose their identity when set in type. For instance, what 
is immediately recognized as a pistol in the manuscript version of "Aussi 
bien que les cigales" only vaguely evokes a firearm in the typographic revi­
sion, where letters line up horizontally, and with consistent regularity­
more legible, readable, and textual. Credit for this printed page belongs at 
least in part to the typographer.Io 

If Apollinaire is an example of a visual poet without the typographer's 
vision, Pierre Albert-Birot exemplifies the poet whose inspiration proceeds 
from the graphic designer's sense of the page as decorative space, framed by 
fanciful borders, and within which letters generally respect the usual 
geometry of printed matters. The model that bespeaks Albert-Birot's par­
ticular originality is the "poeme-affiche" or "poeme-pancarte," rubrics 
that identify certain of his whimsical visual poems as public announce­
ments. These poetic placards bear cryptic inscriptions of "public interest," 
sometimes exhorting automobilized readers to exercise caution ("Slow 
down; don't destroy the countryside") or announcing to sun-worshippers 
that "The sun is in the stairwell; for information, enquire further on at the 
wine merchant's. " 11 Reminiscent of the yet-to-come surrealist calling 
cards, Albert-Birot's work is distinguished by its visual cleverness, often to 
the detriment of verbal creativeness. Indeed, if there is a constant that givers 
stylistic unity to his heterogeneous collection of poems (Poesie, 1916-1924), 
it is the subordination of the text as a semantic unit to visual patterns. 
Some sketch out rebuses, labyrinthine structures that force reading along 
tortuous paths, frustrating the reader's desire to make sense. In his phonic 
poems composed in Dada style ("Poemes a crier eta danser"), prolonged 
vowel sounds and nonsense syllables are orchestrated with verbal chains 
which are rendered almost unreadable by the absence of spaces between 
words. Other texts simply frustrate the desire to read: the non­
ideogrammatic texts originally published under the title "La Joie des 7 
couleurs" are printed in upper-case letters, their lines monolithic in 
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appearance, many right- and left-justified, the words separated by uni­
formly equal spaces. No indentations create openings into the text; no 
visual pauses give respite to the eye; no variations invite the reader to 
penetrate the wall of words. A justification of a creative plan which privi­
leges form over linguistic substance and ultimately releases the poem from 
any obligation to be intelligible can be read in Albert-Birot's explanation 
of the emblem adorning the cover of his literary review Sic. Having 
centered the affirmative sign SIC (lat.: "yes"), also the acronym for the for­
mula Sounds, Ideas, and Colors, he then thought to frame the core emblem 
with a capital F on the left side and its mirror image on the right side, so 
that the whole would thus be "contained by the form."12 

Albert-Birot's "Promethean poem" of the same volume (p. 348) illus­
trates just how the disposition of lines and stanzas, that is the visual struc­
ture of the poem, can take precedence over verbal metaphors (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Pierre A1bert-Birot, "Poeme promethee," in Poesie, 1916-1924 
(Ps.: Gallimard, 1967), 348. 
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Figure 3. Pierre A1bert-Birot, "L'Heure," in Poesie, 1916-1924 
(Ps.: Gallimard, 1967), 165. 

The title, "Poeme-Promethee," must be taken as a sort of classification, 
like the term sonnet, rondeau, or calligramme. It designates a more or less 
standard four-quatrain poem in which the visible aspects qf lines and 
stanzas have been interchanged: the heterometric lines are condensed into 
blocks four-lines deep and just as wide; the stanza, which customarily 
appears as a rectangle surrounded by white margins, is here composed of 
four mini-blocks arranged in a line, to be read in either the horizontal or 
vertical dimensions, depending on the reading axis selected. The enjambe­
ment of the "Cloches d'argent'' in the first set of squares and "notre Jeanne 
est morte" in the last suggest a horizontal reading orientation, from left to 
right, one mini-block to the next; but other semantic or syntactic discon­
tinuities in this proto-Rubick's cube indicate that multiple readings are 
possible - along a diagonal, or in hop-scotch fashion. Indeed, the word 
groupings appear to be little more than random associations, and the title 
in the interrogative, "Les Mots qui courent ou vont-ils?" vincidates that 
interpretation; the title also forms, with the author's name imprinted 
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below, a semi-frame around an inner textual square whose ostensible 
shape simply reflects the essential structuring principle of multiple blocks. 
The text thus squared (4 cubes x 4 cubes) is blocked out according to a grid 
that magnifies and repeats the mini-checkerboard of alternating s's andz's 
at its center. If there is any synonymy between this and other cubes, it has to 
do with garbled - "blocked out" - messages. Or, as it might be inferred 
from the evident z's, the repetitive pattern of squares may act as a visual 
soporific, putting interpretative faculties to sleep. 

A second example shows the application of the typographic grid to a 
picture-poem of more pictorial inspiration. Although the letters of Albert­
Birot's "L'Heure" (Figure 3) are hand-done, they have been executed with 
such precision - the letters uniform in height and style and perfectly 
aligned- that it gives the impression of type. Script tracing the outlines of 
a train, so inexpressive in its regularity, does nothing to dispel that impres­
sion of print, however ornamental it might be. One is immediately struck 
by the decorative value of "L'Heure": its visual literalness has that whim­
sical charm of embroidery patterns destined for the nursery, and the senti­
ment expressed in the text is one to match with its series of vulgarized 
symbolist oppositions (day/ night, hope/ despair, laughter/ tears, joy/ sad­
ness) and the over-used euphemisms of the voyage to dress up death in 
brighter colors ( "les couleurs cia ires"). 

The impoverished verbal lyricism does not necessarily detract from the 
interest or artistry of the piece, for the coordination of text and .image 
presents certain complexities which engage the attention of the reader. The 
picture seems to be organized into distinct spaces: the top and bottom 
correspond to the positions of text-signs and image-object (the train); the 
left and right sides are identified with areas designated for departures and 
arrivals in a train station. But these separations are not categorical, and 
terms of sadness and joy, hope and despair appear in both sectors, as if to 
show that such sentimental associations are really a question of 
perspective. The train is itself not decisive, both coming and going. The 
slant of the script propels it off to the right, but the empty space at that edge 
suggests that it might be travelling in the opposite direction. This 
indecision affects the substance of the text, for the graphic elements work to 
discredit the words by rendering them ambiguous or by disrupting 
sentence continuity. Words trace out the shape of the train, only to 
complete the picture without completing the sentence; the sentence may 
continue, cut off, in another space not necessarily contiguous. For 
instance, the fragment forming the left box-car wheel is left hanging; 
although the upward curve sends the reader's eye first to the group of words 
sketching out the door, he must jump to the second wheel to complete the 
verb and to continue a reading following a visual analogic which links 

507 Visible Language XIX 4 (Autumn 1985): Preckshot 



round forms to round forms. A glance back to the box car door, 
significantly the symbol of openings and closings, permits the reader to 
finally complete the sentence. The elements of the text are displaced to 
create an esthetically correct image, a puzzle which is visually complete but 
whose units of meaning must first be recognized and then reconnected into 
a comprehensible verbal whole. It is not inappropriate that this picture­
poem foregrounds the image of a train with its boxcar-container- thus 
emphasizing the importance of the visual vehicle over its linguistic load 
and Albert-Birot's greater sensitivity to the language of print. 

II. The Poet and the Type-Writer 

Heavily inked-.over author's manuscripts have a fascination for critics 
because it is believed that the nuances revealed by erasures and insertions 
furnish clues to authorial intentions not found in pristine published texts. 
If the manuscript has, in Walter Benjamin's terms, an "aura" that repro­
ductions do not, it is precisely because it can be authenticated as an "origi­
nal," drafted by the very hand of its creator. In his essay "The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," Benjamin suggests that new 
instruments of multiple reproduction may pose a challenge to that gener­
ally accepted concept of authenticity embodied in the "one-of-a-kind" 
creation, reproducible yet inimitable. "The presence of the original is the 
prerequisite to the concept of authenticity. Chemical analyses of the patina 
of a bronze can help to establish this, as does the proof that a given 
manuscript of the Middle Ages stems from an archive of the fifteenth cen­
tury. The whole sphere of authenticity is outside technical - and, of 
course, not only technical- reproducibility. Confronted with its manual 
reproduction, which was usually branded as a forgery, the original pre­
served all its authority; not so vis a vis technical reproduction."t3 He goes 
on to explain that technical reproductions, such as photographs, duplicate 
the artwork without counterfeiting it. Indeed, the camera lens can trans­
form a painting by focussing on a detail with such a degree of magnifica­
tion that it reveals elements hitherto unseen by the naked eye; its colors are 
often altered through the chemical processing of the film. There is thus 
never danger of confusion between the original still hanging on the 
museum wall and the reproduction on a poster, postcard, or art-book. 

A crucial distinction must be made between the original in the visual arts 
and that in literature, for the manuscript is more comparable to the artist's 
preliminary sketch than it is to the finished painting. The post-Gutenberg 
manuscript does not have the same status as a work of art- that is, unless 
the manuscript is conceived as a painting and as a sort of reproduction, 
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executed by means of the very instruments of duplication which normally 
threaten claims to originality. Such would be Pierre Garnier's 
"mechanical" poems, composed free-hand at the keyboard of a typewriter 
and destined to be multicopied photographically without, however, any 
alteration of the original. Like printing presses, the typewriter transforms 
manuscripts from documents bearing a personal imprint into papers 
"written" by a foreign hand, neutralized in the impersonal script of a 
mechanical scribe. Michel Butor notes that the first sight of their texts in 
print encourages in authors "un travail intense de reappropriation," and 
he cites Balzac's heavily rewritten galleys as proof of this need to repossess 
them. Butor sees typescript as a "pre-printing': the typewriter simply 
speeds up the dialog between author and a text perceived to be already slip­
ping out of his hands. The purpose of the dialog is the reimposition of the 
author's idiom. Because it retains the ambiguity of type and writing, Butor 
prefers the English typewriter to the French "machine a ecrire" _14 

Spatialism, defined as "the poetic animation of linguistic elements 
without exception, " 15 is Pierre Garnier's contribution to the Concrete 
Poetry movement's efforts to break the dominance of semantic and syn­
tactic structures in the perception of words. Garnier seconds Max Bense's 
perception of a visual text as an "esthetic communication scheme," rather 
than a text, stating that it is not read: the "reader" receives first a general 
impression of the whole picture before taking into account individual 
words; he then proceeds to analysis of the "microelements" (as opposed to 
more visible macrostructures), that is, the word broken up into its 
individual letters, or fortuitous combinations of vocalic and consonantal 
components, which support the initial impression received. (136) The 
matter of these poems, conceived and produced on a typewriter, is realtive­
ly simple: one or two words broken down intc;> their compositional 
elements - syllables and homophonic variants, letters, punctuation 
marks - recomposed according to a visual plan, abstracted from 
extraneous - semantic, syntactic or symbolic - influences that would 
lessen the visual impact of characters typed in space. 

Garnier does not treat typewriting as an alien script; in his usage "origi­
nality" is guaranteed by the human type-writer's idosyncratic touch on-the 
keys. Furthermore, typescript represents more than a reproduction; photo­
graphically copied as is, with errors intact, the machined poem is the 
original and final product of a process of synthesizing both mechanical 
and organic forces of expression: "In the mechanical poem this unity 
enters into the very conception of the work: since the poem is only repro­
duced by means of snapshots, the poet himself becomes a typographer, 
uniting the two crafts." (98) Garnier likens writing to what he calls 
"digital poetry" to the work of other artisans - needleworkers, 
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woodcutters, or calligraphers- because it is above all "an art of the hands 
and fingers," (22) and a question of manual dexterity. Unlike pens or 
brushes, however, the typewriting machine is not merely an extension of 
the writer's hand; it acts as a collaboration, sensitive to the author's touch 
and guided by his eyes, but responding in its own language: the "eye 
perceives in these poems a movement, or rather a series, of pulsations 
transmitted by the typewriter and by the slender personality retained by the 
letters. The author strikes his own impulses on the machine's keyboard; 
the eye serves as a regulator. There, too, dense zones appear, bright 
pathways, forms brought forth by the intensity of the touch, geologies, 
strata and concretions." (65) 

Garnier's digital poetry could not be executed on any of this decade's 
sophisticated electronic typewriters or -worse yet! -printers attached to 
computers designed to eliminate imperfections. Garnier requires a manual 
model which not only transcribes the variable personal energies of the 
individual typist in the lightness or heaviness of the character imprint, but 
allows for machine-inspired improvisation: it leaves room for creative 
typos and provocative misalignments. In Figure 4, "Blason du solei!," 
what would normally be classified as bad typing- "irregularity of impres­
sion, irregularity of spacing, unevenness at the beginning of paragraphs, 
lines of typing not parallel with the top edge of the paper, uneven spacing 
between the lines, misuses of certain characters, ... " 16 takes on poetic attri­
butes, and serves to generate the visible text much in the way "ungram­
matical" features generate poetic texts for Michael RiffaterreP The disin­
tegration of the word soleil, evoking the solar life-source and universal 
figure of cosmic progenitor, tells the story of mistaken alliances, of illegiti­
mate associations, that call heraldic integrity into question. One sees the 
major outlines of an escutcheon formed by a horizontal band of soleils 
under which descend four vertical bands of the vowels o and ei, which seem 
to have lost the consonants that would allow the world soleil to be recon­
structed. The lower two-thirds of the escutcheon is divided vertically into 
three parts: on the left and right the parenthetical symbols- half-moons 
-are reversed, as if to portray the sun broken up into disconnected halves, 
while in the middle a repeated series of strident SOS's stand out among 
half-obliterated letters like a garbled call for help. The escutcheon loses its 
visual and symbolic point towards the bottom, as serpentine squiggles 
spread out laterally, their hisses warning of the dangers of misalliance. The 
circular forms associated with orbs, orbits and unions are ubiquitous and 
varied: the innocuous lower case o which is part of soleil; the upper case 0 
of the distress signal; and a much smaller 0 , suggestive of the intense solar 
heat and/ or passion, cause for the blot on ancestral purity. 

The terms bastardization and adulteration immediately spring to mind 
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when it comes time to speak of metatechnical considerations, for "Blason 
du solei!" does evoke a more ancient poetic form that has, by the imperfect 
nature of the poem "dashed off" on the typewriter, been debased as it has 
been ennobled. More than a figure of heraldry, a b las on is also a short versi­
fied piece of rhyming couplets either extolling the virtues or lamenting the 
faults of a person or object. It reflects the passing of a certain order- of 
expression rationalized in poetic syntax and figurative formulae and as a 
production hierarchy- and the establishment of a new one: "In the new 
poetry, the subject, verb, and object are no longer articulated. The word 
reclaims its solar position." (134) Concision, speed and spontaneity are the 
distinctive traits of the mechanical poem whose play of morphemes, 
phonemes, and lexemes by-pass verbal receptors to create an immediate 
visual link between typed figures and concepts. No pedigree is required for 
the composers of such readily (re)produced works, for their substance is the 
commonplace of typewritten characters; all the originality lies in touch 
and arrangement. 

Figure 4. Pierre Garnier, "Blason du soleil," in Spatialisme et poesie concrete 
(Ps.: Gallimard, 1968), 167. 



III. The Poet as Reprinter, or Second-hf!nd News 

In John Furnival's expansive visual poems, words step off the page into 
the environment, invading living space. His Tours de Babel changees en 
point (Figure 5) was drawn or stamped on wooden doors each six and one­
half feet high and two feet wide; the six panels are usually displayed in a 
semi-circle to create an environement papered with print, which surrounds 
the reader/ viewer. 18 The doors imprinted with word-bridges - both 
symbolic points of passage- let in an outer world which has already been 
transformed by posters, newspapers, or billboards into a typographic 
space, seemingly realizing Apollinaire's vision in Zone, that the literature 
of the 20th century would reflect the printed matter of lived reality: 

... les prospectus les catalogues les affiches qui chantent tout 
haut 

Voila la poesie ce matin et pour la prose il y a les journaux 

[ ... Handbills catalogs posters singing out loud/ That's poetry 
this morning and for prose there are newspapers] 

The dimensions of the Tours de Babel are such that it is impossible to read 
it like a book- comfortably, one page at a time. It is a sort of verbal archi­
tecture whose six connecting towers have visual clarity when seen at a dis­
tance but whose text is only legible, close-up, to the perambulating reader 
who takes in the printed matter forming the towers in serial fashion, more 
or less like a book projected, and enlarged, on a wall. The barrage of visual 
information creates a sense of confusion, and the overwhelming scale of 
this text reinforces the perception of babble made visible. 

A collage of texts, sayings, influences that have entered into the public 
domain, Furnival's Tours de Babel constitutes a collaboration with past 
authors, identifiable or anonymous. The use of quotation and borrowed 
phrases is consistent with Furnival's reinterpretation of the history of 
letters as founded in babble, that is handed-down and overlapping 
tongues. The very title of Furnival's work is borrowed: the line taken from 
Apollinaire's "Liens," the opening poem of Calligrammes, is a reflection 
on how men are "linked" to each other and to history by their languages. 
Furnival's subject is the evolution of language: the "seminal" words ejacu­
lated through the first phallic tower ("In the beginning was the word and 

Figure 5. John Furnival, Tours de Babel changees en pont (1964). 

512 





the word was with God and the word was God ..... ") invoke a time before 
language; out of the chaos of noises, loose letters and half-formed phrases 
trying to get into a shape, a word-bridge coalesces which will connect these 
first two towers to the other four, constructed from quotations, newspaper 
clippings and polyglot punning. As the very first decipherable words indi­
cate, quotations play a significant role; the reference to the Book of Genesis 
alerts the reader immediately to Furnival's preoccupation with the essen­
tial unorigniality of verbal creations. The texts that follow Furnival's 
salute to Biblical creation- popular songs, news items, idiomatic expres­
sions- are but a copying of things said or written before. Originality must 
thus be expressed in the manner of reproduction. Contrary to computer 
printouts, electronic typescripts or photocopies, Furnival's reproductions 
are not limited by machine parameters governing the dimensions of the 
page, typeface or format. Hand-stamped or hand-scripted to look like a 
printed text, only magnified, Tours de Babel is a throwback to another, 
pre-electronic age, to the era of the public scribe. Described in 20th-century 
terms, the originating author would be a human duplicating machine, 
whose function is to reproduce an already existing text. 

The third tower dubbed "EBONYTOWER," is supported by columns 
of text, facsimiles of newspaper articles, either real or imagined. There 
Furnival counterfeits the newspaper's look and its non-directed reading 
format: "Like a modern newspaper, Tours de Babel breaks strictly linear 
reading habits, as it must be scanned form top to bottom and bottom to top, 
as well as right to left. All this communication is realized with an originali­
ty and economy that is continually impressive."19 Also like a newspaper, 
the various items reported deal simultaneously with timeless human 
questions and with topical problems of the latter 20th century. From a 
moral standpoint, these are subjects that bear repeating; creative principles 
also dictate continual reiteration, if one can judge from the stuttering effect 
of the type constrained to repeat itself, forced into the justified margins of a 
newspaper column as unyielding as the racism recounted in the story, 
"Black Chauffeurs for White Women 'unseemly'." (Figure 6) 

The black/ white opposition evident in the racial issues presentedis but 
one manifestation of a newsprint motif, which surfaces as correct or incor­
rect spelling ("I must not spell there their"), or as right and wrong, some­
times mistakenly assimilated: the black magic associated with the pentacle 
can be confused with the "white" thaumaturgy implied in the word 
Pentecost. It is kept alive in a parody of the ditty "Bah Bah Black Sheep, 

Figure 6. John Furnival, Tours de Babel changees en pont (detail). 
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Have you any wool?", whose words suffer material and chromatic altera­
tion ("Have you any cotton,"); the song further degenerates into "Ba Ba 
Blue Sheep, Have you any Policy," or simply BAB/ BLA, or "blah-blah", 
an ironic commentary on politicos' babble reported by the press. The 
whole text is permeated with a black humor that explodes into a multitude 
of HA HA's which black out the desperate call ("Hey Fellas, cut it out!") 
for silence and white spaces. 

A certain critical tradition would dispute the poetic inspiration in news­
papers designed, for economic reasons, to appeal to a mass audience and 
for readers with a short attention span. Indeed, the newspaper is the pejora­
tive term of comparison that has been used to depreciate Apollinaire's 
poem "11 Pleut." Leon Roudiez criticizes the too mimetic quality of that 
calligram, which gives an excessively literal visual interpretation of rain 
dripping down the· page in liquid lines. He notes, in contradistinction, 
that in Michel Butor's Mobile "lists of birds are disposed ( ... ) in such a 
manner as to suggest a flight rather than picture it"; he suggests that the 
more subtle use of typography imbues Butor's text with a "visual evocative 
power" and confers on it a poeticity that would vanish, along with seman­
tic features, should the words become pictures.20 In "11 Pleut," too overtly 
mimetic factors cause the text to disappear in the image, thus interfering 
with a multi-levelled reading of the text: Roudiez sees "a representation of 
rainfall while the language of the poem disappears from [his] sight as 
readily as that of a newspaper item." (234) 

As for vertical letters and worded columns - Mallarme had already 
given a pejorative slant to the vertical line, associating it with newspapers 
and the banality of that discourse. In John Furnival's press art, the news­
paper does not serve as a point of stylistic comparison, but is the actual 
model imitated, and transformed. Larger than life, his monolitho-graphic 
visual text doubles its referent in the mass-produced printed text with the 
manuscript original, and newsprint becomes the equivalent of Scripture. 
Thus is (hand)writing repersonalized through the detour of machine­
assisted or -inspired creation. The selection of newspaper clippings that 
find their way into Furnival's towers are used to undermine the political 
stances they reflect; his imitation of the newspaper format is also 
subversive and is perhaps an even more effective weapon against the 
printing press than Marshall McLuhan's head-on attack. Imitation -
mimicry, rather- is the stuff of art and the gesture by which this "typo­
graphic man" reclaims mastery over the machine. He does not seek to 
shake off the chains of his literate past; he is exuberantly linked to it. 
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