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“The future,” wrote Mallarmé, “is never more than the
bursting forth of what ought to have occurred earlier, or
near the origin.” Now, while it is generally agreed that it
is not possible to determine the origin of writing, there are
many who will accept the Bible as the first expression of
literature, the first book. This idea, which dates only from
the Middle Ages, limits language to a conception of the
world that is no longer at all adapted to the contemporary
period. This concept of writing, which is still prevalent,
goes back to the time when, as Garnier puts it, “Hypo-
thetical Indo-European shepherds were tending their flocks
and dividing the world into three elements: themselves (the
ego, the subject), the flock (the universe, the object), and
action (the verb necessary for the exploitation of the flock).

The writer, in spite of his will to independence, con-
stantly places himself in a mental universe, in a civilization,
that can only be that of the past.

The crisis of language, the re-examination of its nature
that has taken place since the beginning of this century,
seems to have been only a constant struggle, from Joyce to
Robbe-Grillet, doomed to failure from the outset, in the
problem that it debated of the writer in relation to the act
of writing. In other words, the observer, while realizing that
he could not succeed in approaching reality with his eyes
free of preconceptions, nevertheless sought the approach to
that reality through a tool (writing), never suspecting that
this tool was in itself a reality, one thing among other things.

The constant, unconscious oppression of the entire ex-
isting literary apparatus, from publishing to the bookshop

3



and right down to the most distracted reader, is in this re-
spect of great significance. It confines literature to belles-
lettres, thereby cancelling out a whole area of writing. We
are surrounded not only by signs, but by a multitude of
optical signals, signs that are independent of the usual de-
velopment of a story.

In taking its roots and in developing itself from ele-
ments that until then had not been considered to be part of
literature (posters, signs, milestones), Concrete Poetry has
only gone back to the origins of literature, picking up a thin
thread which, in spite of the crushing weight of the Judaeo-
Christian tradition, has always been maintained, from the

code of Hammurabi through the manuscripts of the master










calligraphers of the Middle Ages and on down to the “Fol-
lies” of Nicolas Cirier. The examples can be multiplied
ad infinitum. The fact that this phenomenon has manifested
itself through the ages and that examples of it can be found
in the writings of Lewis Carroll, Mallarmé, Jarry, Apol-
linaire, Chlebnikov, Ilya Zdanevitch, Schwitters, Cummings,
and even in the work of one of the most representative
writers of narrative realism, William Faulkner (the eye
drawn between two words in The Sound and the Fury)
proves the need and the importance of the ideogrammic con-
cept, in its general sense of spatial or visual syntax as well

7



as in its “specific sense (Fenollosa/Pound) of method of
composition based on the direct juxtaposition of elements”
(D. Pignatari and E. de Campos).

Developing from objective elements, within a few
years’ time Concrete Poetry has been able to attain a rigor,
an absolutely remarkable expression. So much so that it may
be asked if we are not in the presence of a new esthetic
which could bring a revolution, particularly in the relations
between language and consciousness.

In 1952, in Sao Paulo, Brazil, three poets, D. Pig-
natari, Haroldo and Augusto de Campos, translators in par-
ticular of Pound and Mayakovsky, founded the review
Noigandres, named after the unknown word of the Provengal
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poet, Arnaut Daniel (“Noigandres, eh, noigandres / Now
what the DEFFIL can that mean”—Pound, Canto XX), pre-
senting a functional poetry, capable of being extended to
the art of the slogan, the poster.

Their program (in the meantime new members had
joined the group—Jose Lino Grunwald, Ronaldo Azeredo)
was based on the esthetic information of the language, on
the similarity of forms (isomorphism), which they defined
as follows in their “Pilot Plan.” “Concrete Poetry: tension
of object-words in the time-space continuum; dynamic struc-
tures; multiplicity of concomitant movements.”

The temptation to make writing visual < material and
to transform the national languages into an international

9



language by a fundamental return to elementary articula-
tions is not peculiar to a few isolated creators.

Here and there throughout the world similar work has
been undertaken, which will form the foundation of a new
form of communication. “Man, who is henceforth a cosmic
being, will have a poetry on the scale of the universe.”
(Pierre Garnier)

These pursuits have now gained in scope. Magazines
devoted to Concrete Poetry have been born here and there
all over the world. In Argentina there is E. A. Vigo, who
by the holes he makes in his texts allows an interplay to
develop between the words or signs, superimposing several
structural realities. In England we find the work of Finlay,

Furnival, Thomas Clark; in Italy, Lora-Totino, Spatola; in
Japan, Kitasono Katue and his plastic poems; in Austria
Heinz Gappmayr; in Germany, Franz Mon, the magazine
Rot, and the Stuttgart Group; in Czechoslovakia, the Prague
Group and the magazine Obraz a Pismo; in America, Jeff
Berner and the review Stolen Paper, Jonathan Williams who
publishes “Jargon Books,” ete. . . .

The layout of a text determines its informational ra-
pidity. We have long been accustomed to reading news-
papers by reading not from left to right, but from the largest
word—headlines, etc.—(the most channelized information),
to the smallest (the most diffuse information).

Three tendencies can already be distinguished in visual
poetry:

a) the school of what are called the “type writers,”
largely Anglo-Saxon, who by using most often the sliding
of one word into another make possible the discovery and the
manifestation of a much richer and multiple information,
the language splitting up within the same poem to become a
commentary upon itself. These texts are usually intended for
posters or signs.
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b) the machine-poems. Still not very widely used, by
multiplying the virtual possibilities of a text or message ad
infinitum, the poet obliges the reader-spectator to sort things
out, to make a choice. The text that is read is never the
same for anyone, this also has the advantage of giving the
spectator an actual participation.

c) the book. Up until the present time, the book had
only been used as a support, a base. Writing was presented
as a line that could be extended for several miles. The fact
that literature had passed from the scroll to the book had
not been a sign of progress. The rational utilization of
paperbacks creates the desire to see other books, books
whose interest is as much visual as literary. “The age of
the book has yet to come. The book is not a sinking ship,
but one that needs a new course, and is waiting for the cap-
tain who will chart this new direction for it. Authors who
do not take an interest in it denounce it as being simply a
lumber room of compositional incapability.” (Kriwet)

Through force of habit the book has remained an ob-
ject independent of the writer, a dead object. The rational
use of the book remains to be achieved. The texts will be
made to function as the book, each page being a fragment
linked by a progression to another fragment, a cut-out.

The page itself can become a material, a statement, the
information, the text, progressing or diminishing from page
to page. The writer, thus becoming the layout artist of his
book, will no longer write stories (or moments), but books.
This is the case presented here, with the texts of Pignatari,
Blaine, Gerz and Bory.

That is how this book has been composed, so that each
page is constantly expanded by the next, that is, by forming
a moving graph which attempts to situate itself on this side
of reality. The graphic reality becomes a book which the
mere fact of perusal can bring forth, cause to appear, and
continue. . . .
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Today new social structures are crystallizing, and they
themselves imply the formation of means of communication
derived from these formations through an appropriate cod-
ing (Frank, Moles, Bresson, Couffignal) on the feeling level
of perception.

In all of these realizations it is psychic energy + driv-
ing forces that tend to accelerate the movement (linguistic
development, a verbal mechanism which by its composition
—syllables, syntactical acceleration—makes it possible for
language to create itself).

The historical, concrete phase of the letter become con-
vention rises (passes) to the level of the real.
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“It is not necessary for
words to rest for ever on
the linear traces of na-
mes which do not claim
any association. They
could very well take ad-
vantage of their aleato-
ric or topologic, obscure
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crick
cric
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crickets

Through the separation of the letters due to the typography,
the typewriter makes possible an immediate objectifica-
tion of the author with respect to what he is writing, thus
allowing him to play on two zones of language: the visual
(mechanical progression) and the accoustical (tension,
noise). “I beg of you, seek nothing behind the phenomena.

They constitute their own lesson.” (Goethe)
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i find man amazing (and sometimes

quite wonderful)

this

this
clomping
clomping
animal
animal

this
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animal
animal
clomping
animal
this
animal
this
clomping

21

this
clomping
animal
clomping
animal
this
animal
this
clomping
animal
clomping
animal
this
clomping
this



news from other small worlds

a louse of a german p w
stalag
mite

down at the formicary time flies
inst
ant

;:le favourite drink of scots poets
y
te

|I:e her butterfly or

e
he
moth

the future goes gud;:rene

pig
eon

292



Jonathan Williams (U.S.A.), was one of the first to use the
play possibilities of language here:

five far fetched literary rambles

noah webster counts the animalcules two by two
ab cd ef gh ij kl mn op qr st uv wx yz

who according to coleridge is the fair soft flowing
daughter of fright
urine

what is the first really miltonic adjective
adamandeve

an aspect of a well hung wallpaper in a pre regency
gentile drawing room

pre

puce

who said great things are done when sprouts and
mountains meet

cole

ridge

“We must be astonished by the gross error made by people
when they imagine they are speaking in the name of things.
The nature of language is to be concerned with itself
alone.” (Novalis)
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In this homage to Malevich by Ian Hamilton Finlay, the
intense vibration that is set up from one point to another of
the linguistic field is produced by the similarity of the let-
ters C, O, and B, which then take on their full oppositional
value. Thereby showing that “writing is at the same time
the seismographic reading of both a civilization and an indi-
vidual, and that there exists a relation between the world
and writing, that writing is in reality a series of curves
transcribed from waves. A world of waves, of signals, of
signs, of living matter. A psychotomy.” (Garnier)
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An example of the poetry of Pierre Garnier, which is the
ultimate degree attained by visual poetry. Here, by the
transformation of the word sun (soleil) into its concrete
components, the word becomes, as it was in its first age, a
living organism in the universe.
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Even broken down, fragmented to the extreme, writing does
not make language lose its semiotic aspects, for this would
be to disregard the constant presence of that aspect.
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The idea of introducing the notion of “the visual” into

Japanese poetry can produce confusion.

In a form of writing that comes out of and is based on
pictograms, whence — picture, visuality, and which takes
its visual meaning in the concept of our time, it seems most
natural that the great tradition of a mind formed by cen-
turies of pictogram writing can transform itself more readily
than another into what is called “visual poetry,” having the
picture as its very structure.

Therefore the association of writing and drawing comes
spontaneously, developing where form harmonizes with
meaning and where the characters retransform themselves
into pictures.
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Most of the Japanese visual poems are photographic
works and this is important. For these photographs are not
represented or thought of as final (or finished) works, and
in that they go beyond what constitutes the essential element
of language or what it could be by concentrating attention
(the action 4+ the tool) on the PROVISIONAL ELEMENT OF
THE PROCESS OF COGNITION rather than on what is per-
ceived.

Japanese visual poetry, more than any other form of
visual poetry, because it does without conventional words,
a prefixed code, a language, word roots or other semiotic
objects, makes it possible, by going beyond them, to attain
and control an entire range of changes at the very level of
creation.

It is not the transmission of knowledge (an Occidental
conception) that is sought by these texts, but the function of
the transmission, that is the knowledge of the game, a game
much older than knowledge.

63






From the latent humor of Edgardo Antonio Vigo’s mechani-
cal poems to the machine-poems of John Furnival (pp. 70,
71) there is but a step. . . .
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— Babacus

71






In the machine-poems, language loses its role as a mediator,
revealing thereby its fragility. It is no longer a question of
symbols or metaphors, but of the immediacy of concep-
tion & transmission. Language appears and disappears by
its very nature; like the mechanism of thought, it reveals
itself as an indivisible succession, an ideographical whole.
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All contradictory forces, all antagonisms are found within
the work, creating the whole. For, contrary to what one
might think, a work exists as a being exists, or as a building
—not its stones or its framework, but the concrete idea of
the building itself.

Concrete poetry can only be defined tautologically:
concrete writing is real writing, only writing, writing itself.
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GLOSSARY

10-15 Thirst = Durst for visualization for ample
(un)—explicative, H-test-text-dessert-syringe
for “Footing” fiir (Waddayacallit) Dingsda.

56 %, _ man
t — woman
= = cloud
@ — winter
J( — fire
EH — noise
% = tooth
B = sky
_:E — hair
Yo — grave
:5;_ =— mirror
1)
59 “Pan” Variation on the same sound.
79 Ich = 1
104 Nero = Black
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CODE OF HAMMURABI

STELE OF GUDEA (6th A.D.)

PHAESTOS

ROMAN AMULET.

ABRACADA //
ABRACAD

ABRACA : ;

The alchemists of the Middle Ages wrote
their chemical formulas 2HCI + Fe =
Fe CI + H for THE GREEN

LION EATS MARS.
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18 a) Dom Sylvester Houédard (G.B.): News.
b) A. Lora Totino (Italy): Tempo.
19 a) Edward Lucie-Smith (G.B.): Statue.
b) Ian Hamilton Finlay (Scotland) : Eve.
20 Aram Saroyan (U.S.A.): Cricket.
21 Dick Higgins (G.B.): I Find Man Amazing.
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22

24
26

27
28
30
31

32
34
35

36
37

38
40
44
45
46
50
o2
54
55
56
58
59
62

63
64

66
67
68

Jonathan Williams (U.S.A.): News from Other
Small Worlds.

Timm Ulrichs (Germany): Fragment.

Ian Hamilton Finlay (Scotland): Hommage to
Malevich.

D.A. Levy (U.S.A.): Again.

Pierre Garnier (France): Soleil.

Cavan McCarthy (G.B.): Africa, Gniking.

Jiri Valoch (Czechoslovakia): Hommage to Va-
sarely.

Ferdinand Kriwet (Germany): Rotors.

Maurizio Spatola (Italy): 1 as a Language.
Vladimir Burda (Czechoslovakia): An Island
Poem.

Richard Kostelanetz (U.S.A.): Nymphomania.
Franco Verdi (Italy) : Construzione poetica numero
uno.

Ronald Johnson (U.S.A.): Mirror-Horizon.
Richard Kostelanetz (U.S.A.): Footballform.
Franco Verdi (Italy): Seit.

Jiri Kolar (Czechoslovakia): Cuts.

Julien Blaine (France): Breuvage épandu.

Lilian Lijn (U.S.A.): Eroskon.

Alain Arias-Misson (U.S.A.): Box Poem.

Shimizu Toshihiko (Japan): Letter Picture.

Ito Motoyuki (Japan): Capsule Plan.

Seiichi Niikuni (Japan) : Transmission 9, Mind.
Shimizu Masato (Japan): Wens 1.

Kitasono Katué (Japan): Plastic Poems.
Takahashi Shohachiro (Japan): Environmental
Circuit.

Ito Motoyuki (Japan): Capsule Plan 3.

E.A. Vigo (Argentina): Salle d’orloges mathéma-
tiques.

Cat Parczewska (Poland): Homo-Homini.

Cyril Miles (U.S.A.): Spare Part of Love.

Ken Friedman (U.S.A.): 89-00.
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69
70

71

72
73
74
5
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83

84
85
86
96
97
98

99

100

103
104

105
106

107
108

Alain Arias-Misson (U.S.A.): Box.

Julien Blaine (France): Destruction des forces
cycliques.

John Furnival (G.B.): Babacus (Collection J-C.
Moineau).

P.A. Gette (France): Sculpture.

Ken Cox (G.B.): Roma-Amor, machine.

Hansjorg Mayer (Germany): (?).

Claudio Parmiggiani (Italy): De “blanc.”

Bill Bissett (Canada): Visual Poem.

Wally Depew (U.S.A.): No, on.

Julien Blaine (France): Engrenage.

Vladimir Burda (Czechoslovakia): ich (Ich = I).
Jeff Berner (U.S.A.): Stock Market Report.

Alain Arias-Misson (U.S.A.): Ox.

Julien Blaine (France): Miroir aux allouettes.
Jean-Claude Moineau & J. Rabinowitz (France):
Idée/abs/obs/truction.

Carl Fernbach-Flarsheim (U.S.A.): No Voice.
Lamberto Pignotti (Italy): Help.

Jean Francois Bory (France) : The worldWord is . . .
Alison Knowles (U.S.A.): Poem.

Gianni Bertini (Italy): Composition.

Valerian Valerianovich Neretchnikov (U.S.S.R.):
Tree.

Norman Ogue Mustil (U.S.A.): Collage (Collec-
tion J. Blaine).

Mary Ellen Solt (U.S.A.): Elegy for Three Astro-
nauts.

Ugo Locatelli (Italy): Fu Fulminato.

Maurizio Nannucci (Italy): Nero. (Nero =
Black).

Patricia Vicinelli (Italy): E,e,e (fragment).

Guy Foreau (France): Et quand, et quand, et
quand?

Bob Cobbing (G.B.): Alphabet of Fishes.
Adriano Spatola (Italy): Zeroglifico (fragment).
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110
112
113

117
118
120
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A. Spatola & G. Della Casa (Italy) : Signal Routier.
Jean Frangois Bory (France): Saga (fragment).
Ian Hamilton Finlay (Scotland): Love. .

As a conclusion, “000” by Ad Reinhardt (U.S.A.);
drawing by Bridget Riley (G.B.)

Glossary

Synoptical table.

Bibliographical notes.
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