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The avant-garde describes a particular position in modern­
ism which, although constituting a common strand of all 
modernisms, gives to each of its manifestations the great­
est relief and clearest articulation. That position is the 
shared conviction that art and literature are capable of re­
shaping, altering, or even revolutionizing individual human 
behavior, social consciousness or cultural institutions; in a 
word, "utopianism." Having stated such a general propos­
tion, however, one immediately encounters a problem key 
to all work in this area; namely the absence of any impera­
tive stated in the general proposition for how specific ap­
proaches to utopianism are to be achieved. The historical 
breakdown of twentieth century modernism into move­
ments and "isms," while often mistakenly attributed to for­
mal evolution, rests primarily on the different contexts out 
of which perspectives taken to utopian approaches are for­
mulated. Put simply, there is nothing in the stating of uto­
pian goals that requires, independently of the settings from 
which they emerge, that one approach be favored over an­
other. Any approach, if it is aware, or even attempts to be 
aware of the internal possibilities of its "situation" in cul­
ture is, willy-nilly, avant-garde. This is important to note 
here because of scholars' temptation to confuse differences 
in approaches to a problem with differences internal to the 
problem itself; that is, with crude idealistic models in hand, 
to impute differences to goals where they should be attrib­
uted to sociological and psychological circumstances. Put-

313 VISIBLE LANGUAGE XXI NUMBER 3/4 1987 



* 125. First Papers of Surrealism 

.314 

New York, Coordinating Council of French Relief Societies, 1942 

Exhibition catalogue, 27 x 18.5 em., 52 pp. 

(} 
,,._.,...,., .•. ,, ~ .lf-f'-·•W.f-•"·•··•·1"•··"' _,.•h•··· t . ....... , .. ,.,.;.,, ..... , ......... ,. . .. , ... , •. , 

r i.. h}'.ttll-·• llonoo••c_,.: ,..,,._ ,, ... ,.. IJ.I 

·~· \l ,.:•ol>o ,,..., M,..,. u n4J. I· - / ,.,,,.. 

-~ _'_' .. r ;::"';~~~·•r'u'!.!~~~::. ~::::·:··~::~~ 
''"' .... ..., 

The Avant·Garde and the Text Exhibition Catalogue 



FOSTER 

ting it this way allows us to dismiss immediately whole cat­
egories of tiresome, unrewarding and basically unintelligi­
ble metaphysical analyses concerned with the wholeness of 
life and existence, the innate morality or immorality of man 
and, more specific to the questions surrounding the avant­
garde and the text, the historically boring and patently ab­
surd proposition that the avant-garde was somehow privi­
leged in recognizing the need for a better world. 

It can nevertheless be maintained that the thing that 
most distinguishes the artistic and literary avant-garde is 
the goals it sets itself. The forms employed in achieving 
these goals are secondary, which is not to say unimport­
ant. Sometimes valued and sometimes devalued as achieve­
ments in their own right, sometimes intended and some­
times unintended to stand in dependence or independence 
of their service to further ends, their role is always situa­
ted around their effectiveness in shaping (which is not the 
same as establishing) the consequences of an intentionality. 
Their value is ultimately measured by the consequences of 
their "use," where the use may frequently supersede the 
questions surrounding the thing used. 

The forms employed in achieving avant-garde intentions 
depend, in their turn, on the nature of available communica­
tion structures which are deemed capable of achieving pub­
lic consequentiality. But this, in itself, is a difficult matter 
since there is no single, monolithic public for which the 
avant-garde can serve consequentially. The complexity of 
these questions can be appreciated when it is recalled that 
the very concept of "public consequentiality," as we under­
stand it applied to politics, the mass media, etc., is the con­
struct of an historical ideology adopted by aspects of the 
avant-garde, depending on their purposes, for either their 
use or abuse. However, having once identified a public, it 
is true that the avant-garde at any particular historical mo­
ment has more than one option normally available. Predict­
ably enough, the avant-garde can be expected to explore the 
full range of options available to it. 

Thus, the avant-garde has simultaneously pursued paint­
ing, sculpture, printmaking, poetry, performance and thea­
ter, the manifesto and a host of literary genre as well as a 
variety of media formats as vehicles for their programs' con­
tent, for the statements of their intentions, and as instru-
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ments designed to facilitate their reali­
zation. Certain works may emphasize 
the program's content. Other works 
may largely constitute a statement of in 
tent, while others may stress their in 
strumentality. This essay is primarily 
concerned with the latter. 

Historically, the text has functioned a._ .AJ ~~ in all these ways. The fold-outs in F.T. 

8 
J. ~ :::=:· ~· ~ Marinetti's Words in Liberty (Les mots en 
...,.,. ~;:::-:~:~" liberte juturistes) (1919) (figure 1, cat. 
~ ,......., \ / # 8) provide the concrete substance, or 
/ J!(. · \\ \;i{_A~. content of a rehabilitated language.They 

~ . : \,~ ...~\. serve as examples or products of the Fu-
u aw z" \ r ~! ·1 ~ :l turists' language activities. The body of 

can.puur '""'tr.,..._ tflh. _.. ~ (} -··· ~ .. -....... ... 11f-,.~-~~~JrL" the book, however, is committed to an 
~ ~08'011t explanation of what these experiments 

, ~\ ~~~ ~ ' seek to do. Here, conventional, albeit 

-'!.. ~~~· t"' · ~'" aggressive prose instructs (for the most 
S;:;~',~;"" ~-1 \ ~ part, those already initiated) in the val-

(• ... {\~'-'~- t (tL c-"l'jJji/Jt ue and instrumentality of the "pieces" 
(J~rt.~ '#-,..,. 

{j'1"11f'"a r-u which await their use, or deployment as 
verdi '~l 

• instruments, in the kinds of contexts, 
Figure 1 normally event-based, that permit and 

facilitate change. Hence, the various uses of the text in the 
futurists' street demonstrations, political propaganda, and 
public relations rallies; for example, the group's descent on 
Berlin, in April, 1912, with the purpose of proselytizing for 
the movement. Although latently a political position, it is 
within the realms of art and literature that the avant-garde 
became, or attempted to become a social force , and not in 
politics, per se. Frequently criticized on these grounds as 
ineffective and incapable of real action (as understood by 
"political realists") , the avant-garde is dismissed as a well­
meaning but naive endeavor organized mainly, for lack of 
a better purpose, to serve itself. Such a point of view, how­
ever, is limited to its concept, as opposed to the reality, of 
politics; a concept that sits squarely within the history of 
ideas awaiting use like any other idea. The concept of pub­
lic consequentiality is of the utmost public consequence. 
And it was precisely in the use, rather than in the enjoin­
ment or application, of political concepts that the avant-
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garde sought to enter the political process. The avant­
garde was political to the degree that modernism employ­
ed politics as part of its creative "strategy" in the case of 
Futurism, as part of its "logistics." 

The historical examples one could cite for this are as 
numerous as are the movements of the early twentieth cen­
tury; they are commonplace among Futurism, Expression­
ism, Dada, De Stijl, Constructivism, et al. They are so com­
mon, in fact, that it is worth examining the proposition that 
the text is, in one or usually more respects, a prerequisite 
for the very concept of the avant-garde as we have come to 
know it in the early twentieth century. 

The text was definitionally present (at least implicitly) 
in the avant-garde because of its capabilities of addressing 
questions across concepts and operational dimensions of 
culture. For a point of view historically based in its contri­
bution to a synthesis of philosophy, science, politics, the 
arts, etc., its operationalism required finding a common 
ground for formulating the avant-garde's content, stating 
its intentions, and instrumenting its changes. The text was 
preeminently suited to such a task. 

Although picture making, for example, could intend, 
and state as its purpose, the accomplishment of all this 
(or even by virtue of the strength of images, to surpass the 
text in its capabilities), it is no accident that Dada, for ex­
ample, was so heavily language based. It is not necessari­
ly that texts constituted the period's, or even the move­
ment's, most lasting or enduring works. There are, in fact, 
few texts, or even literary works, that possess the inherent 
value or stature of the best visual works by Ernst, Arp, 
Schwitters, Hausmann or a host of others. But, the closer 
Dada coincided with serious avant-garde intentions, the 
more critical the use of the text became; hence, Berlin was 
more textually based than Cologne, etc. Furthermore, the 
closer the mission could be characterized as avant-garde, 
the more that explicit partnerships, such as that. between 
Grosz and Carl Einstein in Der Blutige Ernst, were sought 
between the artist and poet, or artist/poet, and the wider 
"culture of the text" (figure 2, Cat. # 49). 

The problem, as conventionally approached, may be 
more usefully framed as follows: the avant-garde was 
not so concerned with the text of the culture (with whom 
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they are often and wrongly assumed to be in competition) 
as they were "the culture of the text." Their ambitions were 
aimed not at substituting one text with another, but at reex­
ploring the "culture" in the "culture of the text." The avant­
garde must be given credit for understanding that it was the 
text that carried with it theconcept of culture; indeed, its very 
prerequisite conditions, and not the "things" and "events" 
that the text addressed as its subjects. 

The priority of the text then can be traced, for lack of a 
better way of putting it, in its "life cycle," a life cycle impos­
sible to impute to either the pictorial or literary arts. The 
logic of its historical evolution, from its initial inception in 
a given context to its final communication to an audience, 
proceeds through wider cultural levels of the very textual 
stuff of which it is made. That is, knowledge of the events 
to which it responds is normally carried and given signif­
icance by texts (the printed media). If witnessed, events 
are normally and most completely reported by the text (al­
though it might be otherwise today with television and 
other communication technologies not available to the ear­
ly twentieth century). Indeed, the very perception of the 
things reported, as events, is the conceptual apparatus of a 
popularized understanding of written history. Furthermore, 
the ability of things to fit into the schemes of other events 
relies on their configuration into workable, or workable­
looking, processes such as causal chains of incidents. It is 
the configurative capabilities of the text and its social em­
powerment of events that provides significant reperception 
of culture. The avant-garde text, as the mechanism of re­
laying the event to the audience (photography becomes a 
partner with the text in these matters by the turn of the cen­
tury) coincides, in its structure and emphasis with the "offi­
cial" culture's means of transmitting and giving cultural 
status to events for its audiences. 

If the textual instruments of the avant-garde were to 
be useful as means to ends, they had to effectively contend 
with the larger culture's textual means. Just as the larger 
culture had to work out the formal requirements of the text, 
so did the avant-garde. As the former had to construe its 
communication formats in a way that shaped and communi­
cated ideology, so did the avant-garde. As the larger cul­
ture had to find a workable mechanism for both sending 
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and receiving texts, so too did the avant-garde. Yet, at the 
same time, the avant-garde text required the ability to cri­
tique and level what it perceived as the larger society's 
abuses of the cultural power of the text. This trajectory is 
the common property of all the World War I avant-gardes. 
The texts are initiated out of the occasions or events par­
ticular to the larger social setting. They are subsequently 
formulated into working, effective cultural instruments and 
aestheticized into compelling objects capable of configur­
ing ideology. Finally, they are presented to an audience as 
nothing less than a "new culture." 

In spite of apparent similarities, the avant-garde was 
not, nor did it aspire to be a replacement for "official" cul­
ture. Indeed, it took its purpose from its adversarial po­
sition. Although working parallel to culture at large, the o­
verriding mission of the avant-garde was change, or move­
ment into the future. Yet, its mandate seemed to involve 
not so much defeating culture by interrupting the flow of 
its events as already set in motion, as it did a change in 
patterns of social consciousness through the text, as pro­
jected by the artist and as received by the reader. It was 
natural that the artist sought s~periority precisely in the 
visual understanding and manipulation of the text. What 
the artist tried to guarantee was the observer's perception 
of the visible and combinative basis of texts - the relation­
ships taken between texts and between texts and other 
dimensions of culture - how they "added up" - how they 
created a world; in a word, how they composed culture. 
The aestheticization of the text no longer meant the pictur­
ing of the Eiffel Tower with letters (as it had been earlier 
for Apollinaire), but its composition into perspectives, over­
views, etc. The aesthetics of the text became a design 
question operating within the boundaries of textual ob­
jects such as magazines, newspapers, or whatever, or be­
tween these objects and the balance of culture (a picture 
within a picture). 

Any such superiority in the understanding or manipu­
lation of the text frequently centered on questions of com­
position. Although by no means single-minded in this re­
spect, Wieland Herzfelde and 1 ohn Heartfield surely were 
aware of this when they produced the oversized issues 
(nos. 13 and 14, May and June, 1917, respectively) of Neue 
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]ugend (figure 3, cat. # 20). Measuring 51.5 x 64 em., and 
full of engaging, experimental typography, they made a 
considerable visual impact despite, or perhaps because of, 
their mere four pages. Their large format, although ad­
justed toward the New York dailies, basically distinguished 
itself by such features as the quality of the paper stock, the 
aesthetic distinction of layout and typography, the judi­
cious use of color and the lean, but elegant use of visuals. 
But more importantly, for Herzfelde and Heartfield (in 
close collaboration with George Grosz), a text could only 
say what it was designed to say. Saying something new re­
quired a new design. For Herzfelde, Heartfield, and the 
Dadaists, in general, being truly modern required saying 
something new, something which the conventional media, 
because of the very impoverishment of its conventions, 
could not say. If the avant-garde could innovate, redesign 
and expand its configurative capabilities, the specific lan­
guage of the text could communicate new ideas in a fresh 
manner. Along with innovation, the avant-garde sought, 
although more in principle than in fact, a flexibility capable 
of keeping pace with important and changing cultural im­
peratives; that is, the design had to respond to something, 
normally the very things designated as important in the 
conventional media. There was, nevertheless, an attempt 
to renew the communicative basis of the text, as object, 
since the communication of different ideas was deemed to 
require its altered object qualities. 

A basic assumption in all of this was that the spectator 
would receive (and perceive) the text through a substan­
tially aestheticized and, hence, more compelling mode. It 
is an assumption that lands the avant-garde curiously close 
to idealistic aesthetics. But this was not the only assump­
tion. The avant-garde sought to reactivate the role of the 
receiver, to make his experience of the text participatory, 
critical and even creative. The audience was recruited into 
the revolution of the text as would be the followers or par­
ticipants in any cultural revolution. 

The avant-garde employed the text and, less so, other 
aspects of the media as instruments of their revisionism 
specifically because it was the text that was most effective 
in communication to large audiences. The audience re­
sponded fluently to the text. This in itself goes far in ac-
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counting for the avant-garde's use of the text as a way of es­
tablishing how, and in what light the artist/poet was to be 
perceived; that is, as a revisionist communicating to a large 
audience whose capability for response was assumed . The 
avant-garde considered their use of language and the text 
to be of overriding importance because no other dimension 
of culture could be fully accounted for without them. There 
was, presumably, an historical gravity and moral responsi­
bility on both sides of the transaction to achieve cultural lib­
erty and cultural literacy; they were considered more or 
less the same thing. 

However, intentions do not necessarily guarantee re­
sults. To what degree the text was operative on these 
terms is highly arguable. Many scholars' assessments of­
fer us little reassurance that their impact was even meas­
urable, to say nothing of crucial. The avant-gardists, them­
selves, perceived (perhaps they had from the beginning) 
that they were basically reflecting on themselves; that is, 
on other texts coming from within the orbit of the arts and 
literature. The audience, or what there was of an audience, 
remained basically undisturbed. 

What was required was nothing short of a complete 
change of consciousness in the receiver, or a complete 
change of the context into which the avant-garde text was 
offered or presented. The text became second in an order 
of events (the means by which change is perceived to oc­
cur historically) for which it served as "text." The event, 
in its turn, served as a hand-made, specific vehicle for giv­
ing texts the historical context that they might otherwise 
lack. 

The Weimar Republic's February, 1919 National Assem­
bly provided an unequaled opportunity for Berlin's "Ober­
dada," Johannes Baader, to perform in precisely such a ca­
pacity. Baader carefully managed perception of the event 
(he did not significantly change the event itself) in a way 
that adjusted the designs of this founding cele-bration to 
give added point, and significant context, to his own per­
spective as presented in a little broadside entitled Grune Le­
iche (figure 4, cat. # 48). Initially quiet, Baader took advan­
tage of a lull in the proceedings to present his own, rather 
eccentric, point of view. Before his almost immediate ar­
rest, Baader threw the broadsides into the press boxes di-
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rectly below him. He was exonerated on grounds of his le­
gal certification as insane, and because of evidence of his 
previous correspondence with the Republican constituents 
involved. The incident provided Dada with one of its great 
successes of the season. 

The significance of this event relates primarily to 
Baader's manipulation of the public press, by the agency of 
his text as given relevance through the event, to assure wide 
coverage of his program. Baader had long been a favorite 
of the newspapers based on his extreme and outrageous 
actions. For example, Baader's nomination of himself for 
the Nobel Prize, published in an open letter to poet Paul 
Ernst (Weltbiihne, July, 1918), which advocated his theo­
ries of Monism, was also event based; the event being, in 
this case-, the slightly earlier parliamentary debates (!) on 
the dangers and destructive effects of Monism (and the 
monistenbund) on respectable German intellectual life. In 
the case of the Weimar National Assembly, we are looking 
at one of the most newsworthy, media-centered events of 
the decade. Giving the press a sensational incident to re­
port, strengthened by a short and interesting text to quote, 
the assembly served beautifully as the context out of which 
Baade(s adversarial position could find a meaningful re­
ception. 

Over and above all this, other aspects of Baader's stra­
tegies threw the whole affair into a rather odd light. The 
government was certainly no less aware than Baader of the 
historical importance of the event and promoted its pro­
ceedings in a way that would be perceived, by the public, 
as an historical event of the kind through which changes in 
history are made. Conducted in Weimar's Hoftheater, an 
appropriate setting for such a theatrical event, serenely 
nested into a venerable seat of old German culture (city 
of Goethe and Schiller), and comfortably distanced from 
the political turmoil of Berlin, the proceedings gave the 
appearance of sanity and stability. Baader, not unexpect­
edly, pronounced the event a piece of theater, with little 
or no consequence for the real dilemmas of modern post­
War Germany. Thus, he asserted his own superior, non­
theatrical reality, proclaimed his mock jurisdiction over 
the Weimar authorities and justly, from his point of view, 
reiterated his claim to being "President of the World." 
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Lille, February 1920 

Little review, 32.5 x 25 em., 8 pp. 
1 07 . E. Donce-Brisy and Del Marie, editors 

Vouloir: Organ constructif des litterature 

et d'art moderne (no. 19) 

Lille, March 1926 

Little review, 32.5 x 25 em ., 8 pp . 
*108.H. Th. Wijdeveld ed., Wendingen (Vol. 4, no. 11) 

.330 
The Avant-Garde and the Text Exhibition Catalogue 

Amsterdam, 

1921 - 1922 

Book, 33 x 33 em., 

20 pp. 

Special Frank Lloyd Wright volume, 

cover by El Lissitzky with an introductory text in Dutch, 

by architect H.P. Berlage. 
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FOSTER 

For Baader, his page or text was not sufficient, not­
withstanding its authentically radical content (a program 
of Ernst Haeckel's Monism) and exciting typographical 
devices. The formal innovation and the content were 
scarcely meaningful at all independent of the event in 
which it found its context. 

Baader's activities, almost all of them employing the 
text, are marked by his interception of "real world" events 
in ways that deflected their development in behalf of the 
reception of his texts, not least of all by the newspapers! 

Although more typical of Baader's particular work 
than that of most avant-gardists, such uses of the text are, 
nevertheless, symptomatic of the avant-garde's strategies 
in general; strategies also traceable in the development 
of their little magazines. The problematics implied here 
are illustrated by the divergence of Raoul Hausmann's 
Der Dada (cat. #s 59-61) (especially nos. 1 and 2) from 
pub-lications such as Die Pleite (cat. #s 54-58) orDer 
Blutige Ernst (cat. #s 50-53) .In contrast to the latter two, 
Der Dada, no. 2, based most of its texts in events ("Re­
clame fiir mich, by Baader, is an excellent case in point), 
real or imagined, which themselves became part of the 
instruments of change, for which the texts served as 
"texts" and from which they in turn derived their contexts 
(figure 5, cat. # 60). Critical of Herzfelde's, Grosz's and 
the Malik-Verlag's concessions to establishment "radical" 
conventions, Hausmann, in almost equal collaboration 
with Baader, sought nothing less than a changed world 
consciousness. The magazine and its pictorial and photo 

graphic contents reflect, 
however idiosyncratically, 
this new order of con­
sciousness . 

All the preceding per­
spectives must ultimately 
be examined in the con­
text of the avant-garde's 
own history. That history 
describes a trajectory be­
tween the avant-garde's ear­
lier dissolving of lines be-
tween the visual and liter 
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104. Wassily Kandinsky's Punkt und zu 

linie Flache is a visual exposition of the 

theories and principles that he had set 

out in his 1912 work, Uber das Geistige 

in der Kunst (see catalogue #9). 

105. Die gegenstandslose Welt is an 

attempt to derive a complete plastic 

theory of modern art. The book traces 

the development of this theory from 

the works of early modernists like 

Cezanne through the developments of 

the Cubists and culminates in Kasimir 

Malevitsch 's own Suprematist works. 

1 04. Wassily Kandinsky 

Punkt und zu linie Flache 

Munich, Albert Langen Verlag, 1928 (second printing) 

Book, 23.5 x 18.5 em., 198 pp. 

Bauhausbucher (no. 9), Walter Gropius and Laslo Moholy-Nagy, editors 

*1 05. Kasimir Malewitsch 

Die gegenstandslose Welt, 

Munich, 

Albert Langen Verlag, 1927 

Book, 23.5 x 18.5 em ., 104 pp. 

Bauhausbucher (no. 11), 

Walter Gropius and 

Laslo Moholy-Nagy, editors. 

The Avant·Garde and the Text Exhibition Catalogue 
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Stephen C. Foster is Professor 
of the History of Art at 
The University of Iowa and 
Director of the Fine Arts Dada 
Archive and Research Center. 
His past publications include: 
The Critics of Abstract 

Expressionism ([980), 
Dada/Dimensions (l985), 

'Event' Arts & Art Events 

FOSTER 

ary arts and other dimensions of culture, and their subse­
quent attempts to reestablish them. In either case it is 
doubtful that the avant-garde, despite all appearances, ev­
er went "outside" itself. Rather, their corridor of vision 
was limited and their intentions were actually confined to 
restoring the avant-garde to its former place in history. In 
this light, the etymological sources of "revolution" in "res­
toration" make perfect sense. We may, in fact, be looking 
at a case of historicistic narcissism that predicated the 
death of their pragmatics and new myth as much as had 
their idealism and formalism. Their texts, no matter how 
radical their intended social ramifications, were fundamen­
tally conservative in their historical modus operandi. This 
essay indicC!tes the nature of the questions raised by the 
avant-garde's creative use of the text and the kind of his­
torical interrogation to which it might profitably submit. 
The following essays raise similar, further, and equally im­
portant issues which, taken altogether, will give the reader 
a valid, secure, and soundly critical footing for examining 
one of the twentieth century's most heroic gestures ... the 
championship of a humane* text. 

([988), and The World *hu-mane (human), aJii.. [L. humanus.] 
According to Dada (l988). 1. Having feelings and inclinations creditable to man. 

333 VISIBLE LANGUAGE XXI NUMBER 3/ 4 1987 



702. Walter Gropius' lnternationale Architektur is a critique of major expo­

nents of modern architecture from the turn of the century until the time of 

its publication. That it was presented as Bauhausbucherr no. 7 is a good re­

flection of the predominant role that architecture maintained in the establish­

ment of Bauhaus principles, a covering theory, as it were, under which the 

other arts took their place. 

102. Walter Gropius, lnternationale Architektur 

Munich, Albert Langen Verlag, 1925 (second printing) 

Book, 23.5 x 18.5 em ., 52 pp. 

BauhausbtJcher (no. 1 ), Walter Gropius and Laslo Moholy-Nagy, editors . 

* 103. Paul Klee, Padogogisches Skizzenbuch 

Munich, Albert Langen Verlag, 1925 

Book, 23 .5 x 18.5 em., 52 pp. 
703. Paul Klee's Pedagogical Sketchbook 

is a visual abstract of his teaching 
methods. BauhausbtJcher (no. 2). 

Walter Gropius and Laslo Moholy-Nagy, editors. 

The Avant-Garde and the Text Exhibition Catalogue 
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