A SLAP IN THE FACE
OF PUBLIC TASTE:

THE ART OF THE BOOK AND THE
RUSSIAN AVANT-GARDE

John E. Bowl#t

To write about the books compiled and illustrated by the Russian avant-garde-
that constellation of artists and ideas that transformed the evolution of Russian
artinthe 1910s and 1920s-is not an easy task. Practically all the primary and
secondary members of that group of movements such as David and Viadimir
Burliuk, Natalia Goncharova, Vasilii Kandinsky, Mikhail Larionoy, El Lissitzky, Kazimir
Malevich, Alexander Rodchenko, Olga Rozanova, Varvara Stepanova, Viadimir
Tatlin-were involved in book design and/or illustration and, thereby, moved in
close contact with the radical poets of that time such as Elena Guro, Velimir
Khlebnikov, Alexei Kruchenykh and Viadimir Mayakovsky. Although some
scholarly research has been undertaken in the documentation and assess-
ment of this discipline,' many avenues of enquiry have yet to be pursued: for
example, a comprehensive directory to the Cubo-Futurist, Suprematist and
Constructivist booklets is still lacking, and information on the materials pub-
lished outside of Moscow and St. Petersburg/Leningrad, eg. in the Ukraine and
Georgiaq, is still hard to come by.2 Appreciation is hampered still further by the
inadequacy of the terminology used in such analyses, by the indistinct notion
of what exactly constituted a book during the avant-garde period and by the
relative scarcity of works owing to their limited editions (eg. 300 copies) and
also to the frequent differences and discrepancies between one copy and
the next.?




In spite of these difficulties, the illustrated booklets of the Cubo-Futurists
are alluring, not just because they entertain through shock and jocularity in their
words and images, but also because they can be viewed as an intimate
gallery of modern Russian art-containing all the isms (and more) that Hans Arp
and El Lissitzky described in 1924. Not only do the same stylistic principles
appear concurrently in the paintings and book illustrations of, for example,
D. Burliuk, Larionov and Malevich, but also the book illustrations themselves are
sometimes paraphrases or “miniaturizations” of major paintings (as in the case
of some of Malevich's graphic contributions of 1913-14). In the latter case, these
representations often have no direct reference to the text and are to be viewed
as visual accompaniments rather than as illustrations in the conventional sense
(cf. Malevich’s lithograph of a woman, reaping inside the first edition of Troe[The
Three/by Khlebnikoy, Kruchenykh and Guro/St. Petersburg, 1913). Such prints may
be “irrelevant”, but, then, alogicality was an active ingredient of avant-garde
literature and art, and the deliberate insertion of the non-sequitur constituted
a direct affront to the reading public-nurtured on the Victorian cultural and
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Group photograph of (left to right) Mikhail Matiushin, Alexei Kruchenykh, Pavel
Filonov, losif Shkolnik, and Kazimir Malevich.



social tradition of order, sequence and explicability.

Even a cursory glance at the key publications of the Russian Cubo-
Futurists (eg. Vzorval/Explodity/by Kruchenykh with illustrations by Goncharova,
Nikolai Kulbin, Malevich and Rozanova/St. P, 1913/Slovo kak takovoe/The Word
as Such/by Kruchenykh and Khlebnikov with illustrations by Malevich and
Rozanova/M., 1913/, and Porosiata/Piglets/by Zina V. and Kruchenykh with cover
by Malevich/St. P, 1913) demonstrates immediately sharp contrasts with
preceding artistic and typographical methods.® Generally speaking, it might
be asserted that, in the 19th century, the prose and poetry illustration had been
little more than that, ie. a handmaiden to the text, desirable, but not indispen-
sable. The avant-garde book, however, used the “illustration” as a component
part of the text and often the work could not function without the image and
vice versa. Of course, this proximity and frequent interpenetration of the two
media was not altogether new in the tradition of book design, for we can trace
similar harmonies and disharmonies in medieval illuminated manuscripts and
in the 18th and 19th century broadsheet (American and Russian). Indeed, the

Kazimir Malevich: Porfrai? of a Builder Completed, 1913. Lithograph inserted
between pp. 2 and 3 of the first edition of Porosiata [Piglets] by Alexei Kruchenykh
and Zina V., St. Petersburg: EUY, 1913.

Kazimir Malevich: Portrait of Ivan Klivn, 1911. Oil. Russian Museum, Leningrad.
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convention of the Russian lubok (the cheap, handcolored broadsheet) is of
particularimportance to the context of the Cubo-Futurist book and, for exam-
ple, both editions of the Kruchenykh/Khlebnikov Igra v adu (A Game in Hell, M,
1912, 1913)¢ owe much to the devices of the lubok.

Furthermore, and paradoxically, even though the Cubo-Futurists wished
to desanctify art (hence the pigs and bad words in some of Larionov's paint-
ings or the Jewish in-jokes in Chagall’s),” they were no less elitist, no less
sophisticated, no less esoteric than their immediate literary and artistic
forebears, the Symbolists: their books, too, were published in miniscule editions,
they were often incomprehensible, and decipherment of their messages relied
on a keen understanding of contemporary cultural developments in Russia and
the West. The Cubo-Futurists may have condemned the Decadent poets
Konstantin Balmont and Valerii Briusov for their “perfumed lechery” and “paper
armor” (although Briusov was an avid collector of their books)® and have
derided Mikhail Vrubel’s "vain attempts at genius,’® but, in actual fact, they
were much obliged to the heritage of the fin de siecle. As the critic Genrikh
Tasteven once wrote, the Futurists were simply the “maximalists” of the
Symbolists.'®

Kazimir Malevich: Illustration for the second edition of Igra v adv [A Game in Hell]
by Alexei Kruchenykh and Velimir Khilebnikov, Moscow: Kuxmin and Dolinsky, 1914.



There were many philosophical and esthetic ideas that linked the avant-
garde with the Symbolists-interest in artistic synthesis (the illustrated book is
a clear example of this), the awareness of abstract art as a potential, subse-
quent development, the realization that Russian culture was undergoing a
renaissance and that this, in turn, perhaps signified and anticipated a transfor-
mation of a broader, social kind. Both camps subscribed to these positions and
in this sense Tasteven's rhetorical assertion is justifiable. But the Cubo-Futurists
also entertained ideas and experiences that were foreign to the Symbolists:
they did not support moderation and elegance, they did not, by and large, sym-
pathize with the Symbolists' mystical impulses, they no longer respected the
reader, and they certainly did not possess the encyclopedic knowledge and
worldly wisdom of writers such as Andrei Bely and Briusov.

As far as the look of the book is concerned, the Cubo-Futurists can rarely
be confused with the Symbolists. Their raucous titles (e.g. Moloko kobylets [Milk
of Mares/ by Knlebnikov with illustrations by the Burliuks and Alexandra Exter /M.,
1914/, Tango s korovami [Tango with Cows/ by Vasilil Kamensky with illustrations
by the Burliuks /M., 1914/, Futuristy. Rykaiushchii parnas [The Futurists. Roaring Par-
nasus/ by D. Burliuk and others with illustrations by D. Burliuk, Pavel Filonov and
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Lubok [cheap, handcolored print] of ca. 1850 entitled Punishments Inflicted on a
Wicked Rich Man. Lithograph.




Ivan Puni: Relief with a Plate, 1919. 0il, plate, board. Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart.

Ivan Puni /St. P, 1914/), their reliance on accident and the spontaneous gesture
(eg.the "nonsensical” mutation of the word kniga /book/ into gniga /gook/in
Kruchenykh's Zaumnaia gniga [Transrational Gook, M., 1916, with illustrations by
Rozanova/ which, with its absurd button sewn on to the cover reminds us of Puni's
Dada painting with a plate of 1919),'! the eccentric distribution of characters
on the page as in Kruchenykh's Vzorval, and the deliberate interchanges of
roles (for example, D. Burliuk signed his two articles on Cubism and texture in
Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu [A Slap in the Face of Public Taste /M.,
1913/N/ikolai/Burliuk)-such activities differimmediately from the staid sobrie-
ty of the fin de siecle stylists such as Alexandre Benois and Konstantin Somov. But
let us digress for a moment and dwell on this particular tradition which, while
alien to the experimentation of the avant-garde, actually provided it with much
vitality and continued to develop with it right until the 1930s. We have to be
familiar with this fradition in order to better understand the Cubo-Futurist book.

The “un-Futurist” book, i.e. the fine edition, reached its apogee in Russia
just before and after 1917, when designers such as Benois, Sergei Chekhonin,

Olga Roxanova: cover for the book Zaumnaia gniga [Transrational Gook] by Alexei »

Kruchenykh and Aliagrov, Moscow, 1915 (1916 on cover). Collage.
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Page from the magazine Mir iskusstva [The World of Art], St. Petersburg, 1902,
Vol. 8. The text is part of Vasilii Roxanov’s article entitled “Florence’; the ornament
is by Alexandre Benois.

Leon Bakst: cover for a brochure advertizing the magazine Mir iskussfva, St.
Petersburg, 1903.

Mstislav Dobujinsky, Dmitrii Mitrokhin, Georgii (Yurii) Narbut and Somov replaced
the often excessive ornamentation of the Victorian book with restrained and
elegant filigrees. This trend was encouraged by a number of collectors and
patrons’ societies in St. Petersburg, particularly by the St. Eugenia Society and
Vasilii A. Vereshchagin's Circle of Lovers of Russian Fine Editions. The latter was
responsible, forexample, for I |. Leman’s impressive Graviura i litografiia. Ocherki
Istroii i tekhniki (Engraving and Lithography. Outlines of their History and Techni-
que, $t.P, 1913). The increased interest in the limited, deluxe book parallelled the
general refurbishment of the Russian decorative arts, and often the book
designers of this period were also active as stage, fashion, and porcelain
designers. For example, Benois, who was responsible for many illustrations and
vignettes in the journals Mir iskusstva (The World of Art, St.P, 1898-1904), Zolotoe



runo (The Golden Fleece, M., 1906-09), Starye gody (Bygone Years, St. P,
1907-16) and Apollon (Apollo, St. P, 1909-17)'2, also created sets and
costumes for Sergei Diaghilev's Ballets Russes, and Chekhonin, who produced
many charming illustrations and covers for children's stories, became head of
the Lomonosov Porcelain Factory in 1918.

The reassessment of the book as an artifact, and the rapid evolution of
the art of fine design were occasioned in part by the rediscovery of 18th and 19th
century Russian engravers, draftsmen, architects, and decorators. Even though
the technical level was uneven, it did constitute a tradition that was developed
and enriched by artists such as Benois, lvan Bilibin and Dobujinsky during the
early 20th century.” They excelled in all print media-engraving, etching,
xylography, zincography, linocut, they organized special exhibitions to propa-
gate their achievements and published specialist journals on the graphic arts.
During the 1900s through the 1920s, many collections of original engravings

Konstantin Somov: illustration for Le Livre de la Marquise, Petrograd: Golike and
Vilborg, 1918, p. 157.

Konstantin Somov: illustration for Le Livre de la Marquise. Planned luxury edition,
Moscow, 1916. Formerly in the collection of Vladimir Girshman, Moscow.



by “elegant” artists appeared in the two capitals. Published for the most partin
very small, exquisite editions, these books and folios were collectors' items, in-
tended for a limited clientele and covering themes that tended to elicit a
nostalgia for the past, a curiosity about exotic countries or a strong erotic
response. Typical of this vogue was Somov's cycle of illustrations for Le Livre de
la Marquise (first published in 1908)'* and the album of linocuts by Sergei
Kolesnikov called Mongoliia (Mongolia, M., 1922), and Ivan Pavlov’s Ugolki
Moskvy (Corners of Moscow, M., nd.). The culmination of this unprecedented in-
terest in the fine edition was the exhibition “The Graphic Arts in the USSR
1917-1927" at the Academy of Arts, Leningrad in 1927 (catalog by Erik Goller-
bakh and Vsevolod Voinov) and Viacheslav Polonsky's solid monograph
Mastera sovremennoi graviury i grafiki (Masters of Contemporary Engraving and
Graphics, L., 1928). However, neither of these sources referred to avant-garde
book design, i.e. o such extraordinary typographical constructions as Pomada
(Pomade by Kruchenykh with illustrations by Larionov, M., 1913), Dokhlaia luna
(Croaked Moon by D. Burliuk et al. with illustrations by D. Burliuk et al., M., 1913),
and Viadimir Mayakovsky’s Viadimir Mayakovsky: Tragediia (Viadimir Mayakov-
sky: A Tragedy with illustrations by D. and V. Burliuk, M., 1914). It was as if this alter-
native tradition had not existed, as if, by tacit agreement, the impropriety,
disorderliness and vulgarity of the avant-garde book were considered unworthy
of scholarly investigation. The conspiracy of silence that removed discussion of
the avant-garde from Soviet culture was, therefore, inaugurated by intelligent,
academic critics of the time and not necessarily by pen-pushers from Stalin's
cultural bureaucracy.

The graphic attainments of Benois, Chekhonin, Somov may delight the
eye and titillate the senses, but their moderation and good taste were foreign
to the avant-garde. True, artists such as the Burliuks, Goncharova, Larionov and
Malevich used and abused the preceding conventions, but they did not
espouse a Realist, illusionistic style and reacted immediately to the standard
kind of book illustration whether satirical (as, for example, Alexander Agin's 1846
caricatures for Nikolai Gogol's Dead Souls) or documentary (as, for example,
llia Repin's pieces for Scribner’s Magazine in 1892). On the other hand, these
angry young men took full advantage of the Tsar's proclamation of civil liber-
ties, including freeedom of the press, issued in 1905. Before that time,
jurisprudentially, the book designs and other antics of the Cubo-Futurists would
have been unthinkable in a society that, in 1890, proscribed a picture of Cupid
“because the genitals can be seen” and in 1902 forbade newspapers to
reproduce portraits of Tolstoi 'forever.'* The Cubo-Futurists also exploited the
Russian book market and publishing world which, from the late 19th century on-
wards, had expanded and advanced by leaps and bounds: with the advent
of Symbolism came the little magazine, the professional reviewer, the intimate
edition and the vanity press. In other words, by ca. 1200 Russia already possess-
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David Burliuk: “The ©ld Man with Cats’. Page for Viadimir Mayakovsky: Viadimir
Mayakovsky. Tragediia, Moscow: Gilela, 1914.

ed the literary apparatus that, whether amicable or hostile, played a key role
in the Cubo-Futurist endeavor. After all, it was precisely this community that D.
Burliuk and his colleagues had in mind when they issued their Slap in the Face
of Public Taste in December, 1912, declaring that “The Academy and Pushkin
are more incomprehensible than hieroglyphics:''®

Within the rhetoric and sensationalism of the Russian avant-garde there
were many serious artistic ideas that were to have particularimportance for the
development of 20th century art in general, but there were also vulgar gestures,
shock tactics and much foul language that were used to shake the foundations
of the Russian establishment. For example, Malevich and his friends once pos-
ed for a group photograph beneath a grand piano suspended from the ceil-
ing upside down; Kamensky showed a mousetrap at an art exhibition in
Moscow in 1915; Goncharova, Larionov and others walked about Moscow with
their faces decorated with Rayonist designs; Mayakovsky donned his famous
yellow vest and paraded through downtown Moscow; Kruchenykh threw hot tea
into the laps of his audience. Such highjinks formed the charged, emoticnal at-
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Zinovii Grxhebin: Eagle-Werewolf or Domestic and Foreign Policy. This satirical
drawing (the meaning becomes clear when the “eagle’’ is turned upside down) was
published in the journal Zhupel [Bugbear], $t. Petersburg, 1905, No. 1.

Nikolai Kulbin: illustration for Nikolai Evreinov’s study of the modeirn theater, Teafr
dlia sebia (The Theater for Itself), Petrograd: Pervaya xhenskaia tipograpfiia,
1915, Vol. 1, p. 65

mosphere in which the Cubo-Futurist booklets were published.

But once again we may question the apparent iconoclastic novelty of
these publications. Hadn't the radical, revolutionary magazines of 1905-06,
illustrated by artists such as Bilibin, Dobujinsky and Zinovii Grzhebin been just as
scandalous? What could have been a sharper rebuttal of public taste than
Grzhebin's depiction of the Tsar's hind quarters called Eagle-Werewolfin 1905?
Suchillustrations and the titles of the journals themselves (eg. Zhupe! |Bugbear),
StP, 1905-06 or Adskaia Bomba [Hellish Bomb, Stavropol, 1907) served asim-
portant precedents to the often shocking pieces by the Burliuks and their col-
leagues, even though their emphasis was on esthetic innovation and not on
political commitment. During the period of social reaction (1908-14) caricature
and parody of this kind did not disappear, although the focus of attention
changed from the government structure to the bourgeois household or to the
world of artists and literati. Among the journals that favored this inclination were
Satirikon (Satyricon, St.P, 1908-13) and its successor Novyi Satirikon (New
Satyricon, St.P, 1914-18), and some of the artists who worked for them such as
Viadimir Lebedeyv, Re-mi (pseudonym of Nikolai Remizov) and Mayakovsky



quickly gained a reputation for their comic, if sometimes grotesque, caricatures
of contemporaries and cartoons of conventional values. A very amusing exam-
ple of this kind of production is the set of parodies of famous paintings published
in St. Petersburg in 1912 which includes Remizov's bizarre rendering of the Mona
Lisa.'” Surely, this kind of image was just as provocative as throwing “Pushkin,
Dostoevsky, Tolstoi, et al., et al., overboard from the Ship of Modernity;"'® or
Malevich's own interpretation of the Mona Lisa in 1914.17
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Ivan Grabovsky and N.G. Shebuev: parody on the Tsar’s Proclamation of Civil
Liberties, 1905. The piece was published in the journal Pulemet [Machine-Gun], St.
Petersburg, 1905, No. 1.
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Re-mi (Nikolai Remizov): Mona Lisa. Ths caricature was published in Alexei Radakov
et al.: Sokrovishcha iskusstv, St. Petershurg: Kornfeld, 1912, unpaginated.

Kazimir Malevich: Composition with Mona Lisa, 1914, Qil. Private collection,
Leningrad.

Just as the new artists parodied the hallowed image of the Mona Lisa
and, thereby, the entire esthetic of high art, so they desecrated the book. Their
publications were intended not only to shock the bourgeoisie by their scan-
dalous and often erotic allusions, but also to undermine the conventional no-
tion of the book as a fine edition, expensive, scholarly, prestigious. The Burliuks,
Goncharova, Larionov, Malevich, Rozanova and their fellow illustrators rejected
the esthetic of the fin de siecle book with its leather Art Nouveau covers, its
serpentine illustrations and parchment paper, and returned the book to the
status of the lubok. Instead of being an object of discernment and esteem, the
book now became a joke, instead of being a symbol of truth and permanence,
it was now a throwaway item, a piece of ephemera. Instead of being a logical,
readable experience, "its words,” as Kruchenykh wrote in e i le (illustrated by
Rozanova and Kulbin, $t.P, 1914), “have no definite meaning’i?° instead of be-
ing a source of solace, it now attacked the reader’s peace of mind and
demanded an active, creative involvement. Just as the old lubki parodied im-



portant personages and social foibles of the time, interpreting them for an il-
literate or semi-literate consumer, so the Cubo-Futurist booklets followed similar
aims, relying on handwritten script and rude illustrations, incorporating mistakes
in spelling and grammar and other typographical “mistakes;’ and using cheap
paper (the first issue of Sadok sudei |A Trap for Judges, St.P, 1910/ was actually
printed on wallpaper). As a matter of fact, Malevich's theoretical fract on
Suprematism, © novykh sistemakh v iskusstve (On New Systems in Art), published
in Vitebsk in 1919, relates directly to this Cubo-Futurist esthetic of book produc-
tion: its lithographed clumsy script, its crossings-out and slips of the pen, itsincon-
gruous “illustrations” of geometric shapes recall the graphic devices of
Poluzhivoi (Half-Alive by Kruchenykh with illustrations by Larionoy, M., 1913) and
Vozropshchem (Let's Grumble by Kruchenykh with illustrations by Malevich and
Rozanova, St.P, 1913).

The methods mentioned above were employed by the avant-garde not
only to ruffle the complacency of Russian society. They also reflected asincere
wish on the part of the Cubo-Futurists to combine the literary and the visual arts.
If the French Cubists attempted this in theirincorporation of letter and word col-
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Michael Larionov: cover and illustration for Poluxzhivei (Half-Alive) by Alexei
Kruchenykh, Moscow: Kuxmin and Dolinsky, 1913. Lithograph.
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Natalia Goncharova: illustration for Verfogradari nad loxami [Gardeners over the
Vines] by Sergei Bobrov, Moscow: Lirika, 1913. Lithographs in color.




lages into their paintings or if Apollinaire achieved a successful marriage of
poetry and visual design in his Calligrammes of 1914-17, the Russians resolved
the issue in their own way. First of all, it is worth remembering that many of the
Cubo-Futurist poets-Kamensky, Khlebnikov, Kruchenykh, Mayakovsky, D. Burliuk—
were also painters and, in some cases, attended art school. Conversely, a
number of the artists, including Filonov, Malevich, Rozanova and Stepanova
tried their hand at poetry. Not surprisingly, therefore, the creators of the Cubo-
Futurist booklets gave simultaneous attention to the aural and the visual
perceptions of the word. For example, Malevich designed his devils for Igra v
adu as a vertical accompaniment to the downward reading of the poetry.
Filonov also achieved a remarkable conjunction of artistic and literary devices
in his designs for Knlebnikov's lzbornik stikhov (Selection of Poetry also illustrated
by N. Burliuk and Malevich, St.P, 1914). This includes not only two illustrations by
Filonov, but also his own calligraphy whereby he tried to match Khlebnikov's
often abstruse and archaic vocabulary by a more accessible visual entertain-
ment in the form of ideograms; for example, he drew the first letter of the word
rusalka as a barebreasted mermaid and suspended the middle letter of the
verb “fly away"” above the rest of the word. Consequently, Filonov (and
Malevich) is playing a calculated game with the viewer, inviting us to par-
ticipate dynamically in the perception of the artifact-something that Lissitzky
developed with his “architecture of the book” in the 1920s.

At this juncture it might be appropriate to concentrate on key contribu-
tions by two or three of the leading book illustrators of the avant-garde in order
to discover how they interpreted and applied particular principles of design:
Goncharova, Larionov, Malevich, Rozanova and Lissitzky are of primary rele-
vance to the issue at hand.

In no small degree, Goncharova and Larionov were responsible for the
‘coming of age” of Russian art in ca. 1910, and their blending of Western influ-
ences (especially from Gauguin and Matisse) with domestic stimuli (especially
folk art) is one of the most remarkable attainments in early 20th century Russian
culture. In challenging Parisian supremacy, they focused attention on what they
argued were esthetic concepts and objects of no less a value than those of
Post-Impressionism and Cubism. They maintained that their exuberance and
vitality derived in part, at least, from indigenous and also from Eastern sources:
“Primitive art forms—icons, lubki, trays, signboards, fabrics of the East, etc.,’ they
asserted, “these are specimens of genuine value and painterly beauty:'?!
Goncharova and Larionoy, in particular, began to give attention to such art
forms as early as 1907-0O8 and injected new energy into Russian painting just
as the previous dominant trend, Symbolism, was entering a state of decline.
Perhaps their concentration on folk art was also, in part, a result of the
democratic impulse of the 1905-06 revolution, although, by and large, the
pioneers of the Russian avant-garde were apolitical, at least before the Oc-




tober Revolution, and they gave little thought to ideological social systems,

As the Neo-Primitivist movement developed after 1908, so its proponents
looked ever more intently at their domestic roofs, flaunted their derision of the
West and issued xenophobic claims to the effect that “Neo-Primitivism is a pro-
foundly national phenomenon” or “The lubok presents other constructions that
are much more complicated than the visions of Picasso and Braque!'22 This
esthetic Slavophilism found dramatic visual extensions in the paintings, draw-
ings and book illustrations of 1910-13 and in the propagation through societies
and exhibitions organized by Larionov and his colleagues (such as the 1910-11
showings of the 'Jack of Diamonds" in Moscow). Moreover, as this enthusiasm
for “things Russian” increased, so the awareness of Russia’s alleged derivation
from Oriental culture also became attractive. That is why Goncharovaq, in the
preface to the catalog of her one woman exhibition in Moscow in 1913 could
affirm that:

The Impressionists are from the Japanese. The Synthetists, Gauguin, from
India spoiled by its early renaissance. From the islands of Tahiti, he ap-
prehended nothing, apart from a tangible type of woman. Matisse-
Chinese painting. The Cubists-Blacks (Madagascar), Aztecs. As for the
past-certain historians are sadly mistaken in deducing a Romanesque in-
fluence, even a German influence, on ouricons.?3

Goncharova and Larionov tried to prove their assumption by categoriz-
ing certain Russian artifacts, especially lubki, along with Japanese, Chinese, Per-
sian, Hindu and Tartar werks, as they did, for example, at the “Exhibition of Icons
and Lubki" in Moscow in 1913. We should not be surprised, therefore, to see direct
paraphrases of Russian lubki and other pieces of folk art in Goncharova’s and
Larionov’s book illustrations of 1912-13. Goncharova's pieces inigra v adu (1912),
for example, including the cover, derive immediately from 19th-century
lithographic broadsides such as Punishments Inflicted on a Wicked Rich Man of
the 1850s. At the same time, both artists were acutely aware of Western
developments, especially Italian Futurism, and not only did Larionov repeat
panegyrical statements about the modern city, but he also expanded the
Futurists' interests in energy, speed, and the cinemainto his theory of Rayonism
(1912-13) dependent on only the “laws germane to painting: colored line and
texture!'24 Even though Goncharova and Larionov were skeptical of their Italian
colleagues, they were surely paraphrasing Carra and Severini in their Rayonist
illustrations to Sergei Bobrov's Vertogradari nad lozami (Gardeners over the
Vines, M., 1913, illustrated by Goncharova) and Kruchenykh'’s Starinnaia liubov
(Old-time Love, M., 1912, illustrated by Larionov). Indeed, Larionov, at least, had
no qualms about borrowing from the Italians-as he did in his designs for Sergei
Diaghilev’s projected production of Histoires Naturelles in 1916. Quite justifiably,
Fortunato Depero accused Larionov of “arranging my designs in his own man-



ner . . plagiarizing them completely:'?®
Goncharova and Larionov were pioneers in the development of avant-
garde design, although their concentration on the Cubo-Futurist book lasted
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Natalia Goncharova: collage cover for Mirskontsa [Worldbackwards] by Velimir
Khilebnikov and Alexei Kruchenykh, Moscow: Kuxmin and Dolinsky, 1913.




only two years, since, beginning in 1914, they gave increasing attention to the
stage. The books that they chose to illustrate later such as Tsar Saltan (Paris, 1922,
illustrated by Goncharova), while vivid and charming, had none of the pro-
vocative elan identifiable with Mirskontsa (Worldbackwards, M., 1912 by
Kruchenykh and Khlebnikov with illustrations by Gonacharova, Larionov, Tatlin
and . Rogovin), Pustynniki (Hermits, M., 1913, by Kruchenykh with illustrations by
Goncharova), and, of course, igra v adu. On the other hand, Goncharova and
Larionov prepared the way for other talented designers, especially Malevich
who, in his paintings and designs, owed an appreciable debt to Neo-Primitivism.

Through Goncharova, Malevich reached his sculptural sturdy rendering
of the human body present in works such as the costumes for Victory over the
Sun (1913) or the peasant woman on the cover of roe (The Three, St. 1913, by
Khlebnikov, Kruchenykh and Guro). Malevich even repeated certain subjects
favored by Goncharova. His lithograph called Death of a Man Simultaneous-
ly in an Airplane and af the Railroad (1913), for example, which appeared in
Vzorval, matches Goncharova'’s painting Airplane above a Train of the same
year,2¢ and his untitled lithograph of a carriage in motion in Troe brings to mind
Goncharova's Cyclist of 1912-13 (Russian Museum, Leningrad). Both works, of
course, find acommon counterpart in Italian Futurism (cf. Boccioni's Dynamism
of a Cyclist of 1913 in the Mattioli Collection, Milan).

It is relevant to mention here that Rozanova, too, was deeply impressed
by Goncharova, and her designs for the second edition of Igra v adu (1914) are
clearly inspired by Goncharova’s drawings for the first edition. Similarly,
Rozanova experienced the effect of Italian Futurism, extending the cult of the
machine to her industrial paintings and prints of 1913-14. Rozanova's cover for
Vzorval of 1913 brings to mind her contemporary paintings such as The Factory
and the Bridge (Museum of Modern Art, New York; Gift of the McCrory Corpora-
tion, New York). It was a short move from these works to Rozanova's own formu-
lation of abstract art dependent upon the mechanical, functional components
of the material itself. Rozanova was one of the first avant-garde artists to ad-
vocate an art form based only on the interplay of its intrinsic elements, and her
illustrations (with Kruchenykh) of Vselenskaia voina (Universal War, Petrograd,
1916) mark the highpoint of this “era of purely artistic achievements!’?? Using a
sequence of twelve non-figurative, colored collages, Rozanova and
Kruchenykh “illustrated” a bock that had no text. These floating cutouts appear
as pictures in miniature, extensions of Rozanova'’s own experimental painting
and drawing, especially her Suprematist work such as Non-Objective Composi-
tion (ca. 1916, Russian Museum, Leningrad). Viselenskaia voina was one of two
portfolios that Rozanova and Kruchenykh worked on in 1916, the other being
War. The latter, carrying concrete references to the miliary events, was in the
same vein as Goncharova's Voina: Misticheskie obrazy voiny (War: Mystical Im-
ages of the War, M., 1914) and Filonov's Propeven o prorosli mirovoi (Chant of
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Olga Rozanova: collage illustration for Vselenskaia voina [Universal War] by Alexei
Kruchenykh and Olga Rozanova, Petrograd, 1916.

El Lissitzky: Proun from 1 Kesfnermappe,Hannover: Ludwig Ey, 1923, Lithograph
with collage.

Universal Flowering, Petrograd, 1915), whereas Vselenskaia voina was an
“abstract” interpretation. True, in their dadaistic shifts and asymmetries, these
paper collages sometimes suggest particular objects, but they can hardly be
construed as guns, soldiers or angels of war. By the time she had arrived at this
remarkable resolution, Rozanova had had considerable experience of avant-
garde book design, making her debut in the March, 1913 issue of Soiuz
molodezhi (Union of Youth, $t.P) and in the second edition of Igra v adu-in which
her dynamic compositions are remarkably close to those of the Ukrainian ar-
tist Alexander Bogomazov. In 1914 she also contributed to the
Kruchenykh/Khlebnikov Te li le and then, in 1915, to the Zaumnaia gniga.
Perhaps the real fascination of the Rozanova/Kruchenykh Vselenskaia
voina lies in the fact that it both drew upon Malevich's Suprematist system and
also pointed forward to other developments in the concept of the book: for ex-
ample, as a cycle of abstract compositions, Vselenskaia voina reminds us of
other abstract sequences such as Malevich's 34 risunka (34 Drawings, Vitebsk,
1921) and Lissitzky’s Proun folio of 1920-22.28 The exciting album 34 risunka pro-




vides a survey and graphic paraphrase of Malevich’'s major Suprematist paint-
ings of 1915 onwards. Each image in this collection relates, therefore, to a similar
painting.?° But these black and white images are more than just graphic
reproductions of particular canvasses-they are experiments in the art of
abstract lithography. If the Suprematist paintings use the intrinsic elements of
painting, these lithographed forms also exploit the essential ingredients of the
lithographic art-black and white contrast, tonal gradation, textures. Indeed,
what D, Burliuk once categorized as basic painterly textures can almost be ap-
plied to the diverse surfaces of 34 risunka:

The Plane of a picture can be:

A.Even,andB.Uneven . . .

Structure of a picture's surface:

|. Granular.

Il. Fibrous.

IIl. Lamellar.2©
One probable reason for the artistic success of 34 risunka (and of Malevich's O
novykh sistemakh v iskusstve) is that Lissitzky, then a follower of Malevich, wasin
charge of the lithograph workshop at the Vitebsk Popular Art Institute where
Malevich was director from 1919 to 1922; and it is rumored that Lissitzky himself
lithographed these sheets. The Vitebsk lithography workshop was responsible
for a number of interesting lithographic and hectographic publications, allin-
spired by Malevich and all now exceedingly rare. Mention should be made of
the journals AERO and Puf Unovisa (Path of Unovis), and Vera Ermolaeva’s wood-
cut design for the February, 1920 production of Victory over the Sun in
Vitebsk.3!

That Lissitzky was deeply influenced by his proximity to Malevich in
Vitebskin 1919-20 can be seen when we compare his designs for Yiddish tales
such as The Bear (Kiev, 1918) and his cover for Jewish Folk Tales for Children (Kiev,
1919)32 with his Pro dva kvadrata (About Two Squares), conceived in Vitebsk in
1920 and published in Berlin in 1922-a Constructivist masterpiece. This extra-
ordinary “biblio-construction,” which contains the blatant paradox “Don't
read-Take bits of paper, matchsticks, bits of wood, compose, paint, build,” must
be experienced as a poster or billboard or even as a movie rather than as a
book. Instead of laboriously assimilating lines of letters in sequence, the eyeim-
mediately grasps the semantic value of each frame through the simple con-
trasts of “black and white (with flashes of red)” within the space of the page. The
principles of the Proun33-the rejection of the axis, the convenience of entering
the work at any junction-are equally active here. Each page can be accepted
as a separate unit,independent of the story; typography is as much a complex
of geometric forms as a sequence of linguistic signs; there is no ending-further"
is the last word.

The notion of the book as an artistic totality, catering equally to the senses



of sight and hearing was, of course, not altogether new. Sonia Delaunay and
Blaise Cendrars had experimented with it in their collective publication La Prose
au frans-siberien et de Ia Petite Jehanne de France (Paris, 1913) which, as a mat-
ter of fact, was well known in St. Petersburg; Filonov, Rozanova and Stepanova
approached the concept in their works (cf. Stepanova's transrational book of
verse and collages, Gaust chaba, M., 1219). But as in the case of his Prouns, Lissit-
zky reprocessed the sometimes tentative, imprecise ideas of his colleagues and
took them to a new level of artistry. His several book and magazine covers of the
early 1920s such as Veshch/Gegenstand/Objet (Berlin, 1922) and Olga Forsh's
play Ravvi (The Rabbi, Berlin, 1922) are constructed on the same principles as
Pro dva kvadrata, although less exuberantly. As in the title-page to the children's
tale, a strong diagonal is used to connect statements on the cover of Veshch;
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Kazimir Malevich: Dynamic Suprematism, 1915. Oil. Ludwig Museum, Cologne.

Kaxzimir Malevich: image from Suprematizm. 34 risunka [Suprematism. 34 Draw-
ings] by Kazimir Malevich, Vitebsk, 1921 (1920 on cover). Lithograph.




the P (surely, Lissitzky's favorite letter) and the exaggerated A of Ravvi are bor-
rowings from the captions to Pro dva kvadrata.
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Varvara Stepanova: four examples of graphic poetry, 1918-19. Watercolor and ink.
Collection of Varvara Rodchenko, Moscow.




Such resolutions anticipated Lissitzky’s most impressive book design, i.e.
Viadimir Mayakovsky'’s Diia golosa (For the Voice, Berlin, 1923). As an aural-visual
construction, this book of poetry is a unique assemblage built on definite, “scien-
tific” principles. For Lissitzky, the visual element here was not meant simply fo
ilustrate-to accompany or even describe the text-but to serve as a directory
to the poems. Furthermore, Lissitzky, paying homage to the ethos of efficiency
and speed, infroduced the thumb index as a quick reference tool just asinan
office ledger or catalog. Finally, Lissitzky wished to correlate the emotional
charge of the poems with that of the images: just as he modulated the interior
space of his exhibition rooms from Dresden and Hanover in 1926 and 1927-28
by applying reliefs to the walls and just as he then led the visitor through this
space by the “"geographical” layout of the reliefs, so he incorporated the visual
signs in the Mayakovsky book as guides to the reader's psychological response.
Dlia golosa was Lissitzky's most extraordinary attainment in book design,
although he continued to experiment in this field. For example, he made exten-
sive use of photomontage in several catalogs and pamphlets of ca. 1930, and,
like Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy, he hoped that the next stage would be “photo-
writing!' Together with Gustav Klutsis, Rodchenko, Sergei Senkin, Stepanova, and
Solomon Telingater, Lissitzky tried to use photography as a dynamic, creative
discipline as a member of the group October in 1928-32-one of the last
manifestations of experimental design in the Soviet Union. Evenin the 1930s, in
spite of weak health and increasing political pressures, Lissitzky continued to
apply photomontage in new and refreshing ways, and with Rodchenko,
Stepanova, Nikolai Suetin and others, he made a vital contribution to the issues
of the propaganda magazine USSR in Consfruction (Moscow, 1932-38). In many
cases, the subtle integration ofimage and word, the sophisticated treatment
of the documentary photograph, and the often unexpected resolutions of com-
position remind us of Lissitzky's audacious book designs of the earlier period.

The “visualization” of the Russian book in the 1910s and 1920s produced
many exciting results, only a few of which can be mentioned here. A longer
assessment would take into account Kamensky's so-called “ferro-concrete”
poems of 1914-16 with their mixed typographies and universal accessibility,
Stepanova'’s graphic poetry of 1919-20,3%* and Telingater's “voicegrams" for
Semen Kirsanov's poetry of the mid-1920s.3° But one conclusion that should be
made is that the Constructivist achievements of the 1920s, especially in book
design, were essentially the culmination of the pre-Revolutionary experiments
and did not necessarily derive from the socio-political commitments of the
Revolution. For example, Rodchenko's famous cycle of photo-collages for
Mayakovsky's Pro eto (About It, M. 1923) can be viewed as extensions of
Malevich's photo-collages in his transrational paintings (eg. Woman at an
Advertisement Kiosk, 1914, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam). True, in the
post-Revolutionary avant-garde book, the medium may no longer be the on-
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El Lissitzky (?): cover for the magazine USSR in Consfruction, Moscow, 1937, No. 3.




ly message, but the basic formal components remained similar to those
espoused by the Burliuks, Goncharova, Larionoyv, etc.: asymmetry, shift, in-
terpenetration of word and image, cheap paper (dictated by economic rather
than by esthetic concerns just after 1917), desecration of “high” subjects, use of
shock tactics.?® The Constructivists smoothed and refined the rough gestures of
the Cubo-Futurists, but they did not necessarily improve upon them.

Alexander Rodchenko: photomontage for Pro efo [About It] by Viadimir Mayakov-
sky, Moscow: Gosudarsivennoe ixdatelstvo, 1923, between pp. 30 and 31.

Kazimir Malevich: Woman af an Advertisement Kiosk, 1914. Oil. Stedelijk Museum,
Amsterdam.

One direct consequence of Russia’s political transformation was a rapid,
increased reliance on the decree, the declaration, the tract, the debate, the
polemic, i.e. a restoration of the word in its accessible, meaningful context.
Perhaps of all the Soviet arts in the late 1920s and 1930s rhetoric was the most
advanced, the most manifest, and the most creative, and the evolution of the
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book in Stalin's Russia reflects this renewed power of the word as social commu-
nication. As in the 19th century, the image, once again, became a mere
accompaniment to the text, an illustration of the fantastic messages delivered
by an enormous propaganda machine. Book illustration thrived-and many
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Vasilii Kamensky: Ferro-Concrete Poem, 1914. Reproduced in Tango s korovami
[A Tango with Cows], by Vasilii Kamensky, Moscow: Pervyl zhurnal russkikh
futuristov, 1914.

4 Alexander Rodchenko and Yarvara Stepanova: frontispiece for the album Krasnaia
armiia [The Red Army] edited by V.G. Sokolov, Moscow: Ogiz-Izogix, 1938.




unorthodox artists worked as designers and illustrators at that time-but it was,
precisely, illustration, a handmaiden to the story, demoted once again to an
auxiliary position.®” Moreover, the Soviet book itself, commissioned, printed
and published exclusively by the state, could no longer accommodate in-
dividual deviance and eccentric interpretation. But perhaps there is another,
more universal reason for the rapid decline of book design after ca. 1930-and
not just in the Soviet Union. By then other communication systems presented
themselves to the human imagination-the radio, the long-distance telephone,
and the talkies. The fact that the Cubo-Futurists had given such careful atten-
tion to the book, that they had used it consciously as a primary means of com-
munication indicates that, for all their “vulgarity,’ they respected the book asa
special, inimitable artifact. **



