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Collage/Space/Montage

JEAN-JACQUES THOMAS

Qu est-ce que lire? C(C'est parcourir du regard un ensemble
graphique.

(What is it to read? It’s to let your eyes roam over a graphical

ensemble.)
Louis Marin, Etudes sémiologiques: écritures, peintures

Through this remark, Louis Marin gives the notion of reading its broadest
definition. As such, it corresponds perfectly to the idea of the poem as
montage. First of all, it is a question of knowing how to look at things.
The spatial architecture deployed on the page, which adds an objectal
dimension to the text’s verbality, has taken an ever increasing importance
in contemporary French poetry. The fusion of the construction thus pro-
duced with the writing gives a tangible aspect to the figure but leaves the
reader perplexed, forcing him to discover new rules of reading for himself;
his eyes must learn to roam over a new graphic economy.

In order to identify certain types of texts for which a linear reading,
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The notion of montage emerges subsequently and, in many ways, can
be seen as a spin-off of collage through the intermediate stage of photo-
montage (designated in its earliest aspect merely as “pasted photo-
engraving,” for example Tatlin at Home by Hausman, 1920), which simply
alludes to a photocollage. The following definition given by Pontus Hultén
accurately illustrates their kinship and the entangled aspect of their rela-
tionship: “‘Photomontage, or rather the collage of photographic images
from many sources, was especially elaborated by the Berlin Dadaists. .
Photomontage incorporated illustrations, and often letters, from news-
papers and magazines,”’'® One cannot fail to note, once again, how inter-
bred and intertwined collage and montage are, since this explanation of
photomontage is similar to the one given for collage by the dictionary,

but certainly remote from the definition of montage. Although, as it is
apparent, people have a tendency to confuse one with the other, never-
theless, in our opinion, it is a gross mistake to substitute one term for

the other. Quite the contrary, it seems to us much more theoretically
productive to mark a difference between the two.

Montage was quickly separated from its exclusive association with
the photograph and was expanded to describe a variety of composite
works, of assemblages not necessarily realized by pasting. Such is the case
of Spirit of Our Time by Hausman made through the assemblage of a hair-
dresser’s wooden dummy and of different means of measurement or the
Merz by Kurt Schwitters. All of these pieces, although they share the
character of lampoon with the surrealist and dadaist collages, have an-
other pretention and another intentionality. (We are not speaking here of
the author’s intentions, which we are unable to know, but of the rapport
between the work and its project of significance such as it emerges from
the generalized encoding system of its symbolism.) Relying fundamentally
on another philosophy of art, these works remove themselves from the
immediate non-sense and propose a global statement built up like a riddle.
To that purpose, they utilize all of the possibilities of the artistic space,
being an interplay of several dimensions; while in the collage space
becomes reduced to a flat intangible surface because the surprise caused
by the accumulation of bizarre elements by itself is sufficient. Collage
does not require profundity, because it does not go beyond the visual
pun; it does not need any background or depth, the game falls back upon
itself; its quality adheres precisely to the fact that the medium is utilized
in order to obtain an immediate result. With respect to the collage, space
then does not necessarily appear as anything but the effect of trompe
l'oeil; while for montage, the disposition and distribution become the
constitutive elements of the formation of the signification.

With this Dream House (see Figure 12) by Marvin S. Coats'' who un-
affectedly defines his constructions as montages, the combination of ele-
ments, because of their strange yet familiar character, plays a dominant
role in the generation of significance. The general frame is readily identi-
fiable; the very title, ‘‘house,”” constitutes a tautology of the figurative
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i 12. Marvin C. Coats, Dream House, 1978, Copyright Marvin C. Coats. Mi
rilfzilir: 72;' x 72" x 108". DW Gallery, Dallas, Texas.
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