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introduction

things could be other than they seem

Although Dieter Roth now seems to be settled in Basel, Switzerland, his earlier
years were spent moving between art centres and workshops in Europe and
the United States, occasionally going into retreat in Reykjavik, Iceland. 1
Through all of the travelling most of Roth’s artwork has been produced in
friends apartments, in bar restaurants, on aeroplanes, and in hotel rooms. The
oeuvre, much of it done while in this itinerant mode, is diverse and includes
not only drawings, paintings, objects, but also literary texts, news-

papers, photography, short films and collections of daily rubbish. There is no
single piece in all of this that is central to Roth’s work, but he has always
made it clear that for him writing is an activity that rests at the centre of his

work.2

What is a lot more important for Roth than any single work, is the succession
of the entire practice. He has likened this succession to the pages of a book,
where word follows word, sentence follows sentence, page follows page.
Because of this to follow the narrative sequence within his entire output
would seem to be the most interesting, rewarding and useful way to proceed
in any search after the elusive Dieter Roth.3 The discussion will focus on
Roth’s writings. Unlike most artists who have produced artist’s books at some
stage in their careers Roth has continued making books to the present day

with more than 100 of these books published to date.

1. During my ten month correspondence with Dieter Roth he was based in Basel, Switzerland, and has
been since the late eighties.
2. Roth and a number of his colleagues discuss his written work in some depth in the 1993 special edi-
tion of the German periodical Du.
3. Roth has a likeness for pseudonyms and has produced work under the names; Diter Rot, Dieter Rot,
Karl-Dietrich Rot and CH Rotham, but for the purposes of this study the name Dieter Roth will be used
throughout.
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As an artistic medium artist’s books have existed since early in the century, but
as a named phenomenon they surfaced with conceptual art in the sixties. Art
historically the book and its associated forms have as yet to be investigated

and understood as a distinct formal phenomena of the modern period.

Roth’s written work has taken various forms. Firstly there are the concrete
poems of the fifties. In order to understand these, and later works, they are
discussed in chapter one in relation to the influences and beliefs which were
prevalent at the time. Crucial here is the return of historical practices and the
reworking of past artistic movements by contemporary avant garde artists.
How does Roth’s reconnection with a past practice support the development

of a new one?

Later, in the sixties and seventies, his 246 Little Clouds, Mundunculum and
other books from within his large complex of works, took various literary
forms over the twenty years. These ranged from aphorisms over the novel to
dramas. If any sense is to be made of Roth’s use of language in his artworks, a
consideration of literary theories of the time is essential. Other artistic
figures, most notably Marcel Duchamp, worked in a similar vein and in chapter

two Roth’s work is put in context.

During the same period Roth produced a huge number of multiple bookworks
which were developments of some of his previously published books.
Although still books, in a broad sense of the word, these pieces must be looked
at in the light of all the multiples that were being produced at the time. In
chapter three the discussion moves to the subject of the multiple and how the

new business approach to art related to Roth.

Finally, Roth’s diaries and all kinds of notebooks which he has written and
published in the last few years lead to questions of exhibition. Do Roth’s latest
diary works become installations as they consume entire warehouses? We will

find out in chapter four.
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1

Something Called Artist’s Books

Any historical view of the development of the avant-garde in Europe and
America cannot ignore the transition of the book from a container of
information to an enormously adaptable art medium whose manifestations
have appeared in every major movement in art in the last fifty years, or
ninety-five years if one starts with Mallarmé’s poem Un Coup De desa In
some cases the definition ‘book’ has to be stretched to include journals,
ephemera, and independent publications. Dieter Roth has been working and
producing books from within a number of these art movements since the
fifties.

In 1915, soon after the outbreak of the First World War, Hugo Ball,
philosopher, novelist, cabaret performer, journalist and mystic, moved to
Zurich in Switzerland. Neutral Switzerland offered sanctuary to those who
could escape the war and Zurich became the gathering point for German-
speaking emigrés. Ball was an idealist and a sceptic, in search of a meaning to
the absurd meaninglessness of the times in which he lived. The war forced
people to either accept the most appalling events as being justified by the
demand of patriotism, or to denounce them as proof that progress had been
illusory. Ball was trying to find the answer and along the way he founded the
Cabaret Voltaire, and with it Dada. 2

1. Artists have been using the book as a format for working in since William Blake in the late 18th
century. Blake and William Morris set precedents for making use of the book as an artistic product in its
own right. Mallarmé’s poem was first published in 1897 in the British periodical Cosmopolis. It did not
appear in book form until 1914 when it was published by the Nouvelle Revue Francaise in an edition of
one hundred.

2. The Cabaret Voltaire was set up on the 1st of Febuary 1916 in Meierei - a bar at no. 1 Spiegelgasse in
Niederdorf - a disreputable quarter of Zurich. Herr Ephraim was the owner and Hugo Ball promised him
an increase in the sale of his beer if he allowed Ball and his friends to hold the Cabaret on his premises.
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Ball’s personality soon attracted a group of artists and kindred spirits, such as
Hans Arp, Richard Huelsenbeck, Kurt Schwitters, Max Ernst and Tristan
Tzara to the Cabaret Voltaire. Readings of modern French poetry alternated
with recitals by German, Russian and Swiss poets. Delauney and other
adventurous artists had their pictures exhibited, although Dada was above all

else a literary movement.

Tristan Tzara was editor, director and administrator of the periodical DADA.
The publication was produced in friendly co-operation with all the other
members of the group. Right from its beginning Dada shows the concerns of
the group, in the adventurous use of text and the whole process of
distribution. What became clear from the periodical, and the group’s work in
general, was that Dada’s only programme was to have no programme. It was
just this that gave the movement its power to unfold in all directions, free of
social and aesthetic constraints. This freedom was something new in the his-
tory of art and was to lead to a new art. Ball’s ideal of the GesamtKunst-
Werke (total work of art), led him to merge exhibitions with the other Dada
activities. In these events he sought to achieve total art by linking lectures,
readings and ballets with the pictures. These events not only gave Dada some
slight appearance of seriousness in the eyes of the Zurich public, but also gave

Ball and the others a space within which to perform, experiment and develop.

The creative energies of the group were devoted to the composition,
performance and publication of poems, stories and songs, and for each of
these there was an appropriate style of delivery. On the fourteenth of July
1916 Ball recited his first abstract phonetic poem. The event was the climax of
Ball’s career as a Dadaist and the consequences of O Gadji Beri Bimba have
lasted to the present day. After this Ball disengaged himself from the Dada
group. The younger artists, with all the critical praise they had won, and their
demands for freedom from rules, were now in a priveleged position, and able
to involve chance in their work. Some say it was Hans Arp who tore up the
drawing and let the pieces fall to the ground, creating a pattern by

random chance. Perhaps it was Arp, or perhaps it was one of the other
Dadaists. What matters is not who did it, but rather the conclusion that Dada
drew from the action; chance must now be recognised as a new stimulus to

artistic creation. This new discovery may well be the central experience of
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Dada; that which marks it off from all preceding artistic movements. Chance
became their trademark. The use of it opened up an important new dimension
in art; the technique of free association, fragmentary trains of thought and
unexpected juxtapositions of words and sounds. For the Dada artists, chance
was the expression of the unconscious mind that Freud had theorised in 1900
(Freud, 1953). But there was one aspect of Freud’s theory that the Dadaists
could not accept. For Dadaists chance, and the work of the unconscious, could

never be separated from the presence of the conscious artist.

This conscious break with rationality may explain the sudden proliferation of
new art forms and materials in Dada works. In the years that followed, their
freedom from preconceived ideas about processes and techniques, frequently
led them beyond the frontiers of individual art categories. The artists moved
freely from painting to sculpture, from pictorial art to typography, from
collage to the found object and the ready-made. As the boundaries between

the arts became indistinct, painters turned to poetry and poets to painting.

This, it would then seem, is the tradition that Roth is a part of as he moves
from one artistic discipline to another and back again. One Dadaist to have a
profound impact on Roth was Marcel Duchamp. The aim of avant-garde
artists such as Duchamp is neither a negation of art nor a romantic
reconciliation with life but a perpetual testing of the conventions of both. The
career of Duchamp (1887 - 1968) anticipated many of the strategies
associated with postmodernism, in particular conceptual art and as such
informs much of Roth’s work. The reworking of the avant-garde has proved
vital in the development of not only art criticism, but also postmodernist art
and poststructuralist theory over the last three decades. Since the late forties
Roth and his contemporaries have been actively involved in this development

of previous avant-gardes.

Immediately following World War Two, artists began to use the new
available technologies and incorporate the objects and images of everyday life
into their work. It is essential to take into account the greater availability of
inexpensive modes of reproduction in the United States and Europe in this

period. This greater availability, combined with major changes in the
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mainstream artworld and political arena in the late 1950s and early 1960s,
provided a crucial foundation for the artist’s book as democratic multiple.
This artform was a fresh space for artists to work within and brought their

work to a wider, and new, public.

Artists on both sides of the Atlantic were disillusioned and confused. In
America and Germany, the two frontline countries of the Cold War, the end
of ideology politics was more profound than in other countries. In America
the affluent society of the Eisenhower years gave way under the strain of
political crisis: the Cuban missile crisis, the assassinations of John F. Kennedy
and Martin Luther King, campus turmoil and Vietnam War protests. West
Germany suffered the same problems as the public saw the election of the

first Social Democratic chancellor since the war.

This post-war period witnessed the emergence of various avant-garde art
movements. The emergence of Fluxus in both West Germany and the United
States coincided with the ending of periods of conservatism in the arts and
political upheavals. Roth was an active participant in the European Fluxus
group, and works collaboratively with other Fluxus artists to this day. Fluxus,
as with its predecessor Dada, grew up and came into being as a result of the

tension in society, both in America and Europe.3

It was the rediscovery of Dada in the 1950s that provided the way to further
developments in the arts. Since the 1950s we have witnessed the analogous
investigations into the relationships between Fine Art and popular culture.
The return of the Dadaist readymade contests the bourgeois principles of
autonomous art and the expressionist artist through an embrace of everyday
objects. Dada was the antidote to the canonised modernism of the time. Just
as artists such as Tzara, Richter and Ball had worked within the Dada group as

an effective way to challenge the accepted forms, in the 1950s, artists

3. Maciunas, in one of his earliest programmatic statements in 1962, described Fluxus as “Neo-Dada in
music, theater, poetry, art”. This was the title of a lecture Maciunas gave in September 1962 when he
discussed the renewed interest in Dada among Fluxus artists.
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interested in challenging such accepted norms as those expressed through the
institutions of art orientated towards George Maciunas’ Fluxus group. Fluxus
developed out of the anxieties of a number of artists from Europe and
America influenced by Dada, Marcel Duchamp and John Cage. Dada had
questioned the status of art, genius, and art object as they had informed nine-
teenth century bourgeois culture. That critique was by no means obsolete
after 1945. This major neo-Dada phenomenon, Fluxus, attempted to put
something new in the place of the rejected old. The group set out to topple

the privileged art elites and administered culture of the time.

During the sixties, Fluxus publications revived and updated Dadaist ideas. The
historical and ideological antecedents of these multiple and mass produced
artists’ periodicals and books are found in Futurism and Dada. In the late
fifties and early sixties, Dada and Futurism offered two historical alternatives
to the modernist model which dominated at the time. Discontented artists
were drawn to the two movements that sought to exceed the apparent
autonomy of the art world. Daniel Spoerri has said that Dada inspired him
and others that he knew well during this time in the late fifties, including
Dieter Roth. It certainly was “the only movement that (they) really liked, that
(they) were very much attracted to”, (Spoerri, 1994, p.131).

For the most part these recoveries of earlier avant-garde tendencies were self-
aware, as many artists in the early sixties studied pre-war avant-gardes. As
Hal Foster has discussed in his essay entitled "“Who's afraid of the neo-avant-
garde?” this awareness resulted in artists in the sixties elaborating critically
on earlier avant-gardes (Foster, 1996, page 64 ). These neo-avant-gardes since
the sixties have worked to extend the pre-war critique of the institution of
art. Foster claims that where the avant-garde focused on the aesthetic
conventions of the traditional museums, the neo-avant-garde concentrated its

investigation into the institution of art itself.

In 1957 Daniel Spoerri began the review Material (it was published in four
issues between 1957 and 1959), which was devoted to concrete poetry. The
first issue was an international anthology of concrete poetry and the second
was devoted to Dieter Roth's ‘ideograms’. Roth began to make books during

this time in the late fifties while he was based in Iceland and in contact with
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local Icelandic experimental book artists. His early literary works were
dependent on the seriality of the book’s pages. These pages were taken from
old comic books and Roth cut out holes in each one. The turning of the pages
revealed a transformation in the images as some parts were missing and
through these holes areas of the next page could be seen. As a result any
narrative reading becomes difficult as the idea of the work becomes dominant
with each turn of the page. His earliest book - Kinderbiich (Children’s Book,
1954-1957) was difficult to ‘read’. Pictures were cut-out holes and superim-

posed on random texts, presenting a new way of seeing the printed word.

1966 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the foundation of Dada and to
celebrate there was a proliferation of publications and exhibitions beginning
with the anthology by Robert Motherwell; Dada Painters and Poets which
was published in 1957. Later a major exhibition of Dada work was held in
Dusseldorf in 1958 and in 1960 Dick Higgins published a facsimile of Richard

Huelsenbacks’ Dada Almanach.

Fluxus was neither a style nor did it find its form through certain media. It
was dependent on a certain group of artists, although George Maciunas
founded and shaped it since 1961. The origins and early developments of
Fluxus have been exhaustively documented in various publications, as have

its works, which range from paintings to printed matter and objects. The
linguistic nature of art is illustrated by any number of these Fluxus pieces,
which all depend on language, whether in the form of written instructions for
events, or as statements and games. They are simple, small and cheap, with
most of the works meant to be read. Publications such as Spoerri’s Material
were at its very heart with the range of materials published being very broad,
from pamphlets and flyers to tablecloths and throw-aways. Many of the
Fluxus editions were in the form of kits and puzzles, where the reader simply
follows the instructions written on the card, thus enabling the works to be
performed by anyone. Roth contributed to quite a number of Fluxus related
publications, such as; An Anthology (1963), V TRE (1964), and Spatial Poem
(1965). His contributions are evidence of his anti-elitist view of art, with most
of the works being of a comic nature, reflecting his fascination with wordplay
and meaning. His Poem Machine (plate 1) of 1964 appeared in the second

Febuary issue of V TRE. Reminiscent of other Roth pieces included in Fluxus
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Plate 1; Dieter Roth, Poem Machine, 1964.

publications, this ‘poem’ requires the destruction of the issue to be ‘read’
properly. It necessitates cutting a hole in the center of a photograph of Roth's

head. Poem Machine also indicates the functional, as opposed to aesthetic,
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purpose of V TRE and much of Roth’s work during this time. Although this
piece is just one image on one page of a magazine, it reflects elements of
Roth’s book works. the reader is always required to do something in order to
finish the artwork. In the books one must turn the pages, and in Poem

Machine one is obliged to cut along the dotted line.

The book as medium fits very well into the sensibility of the sixties alternative
scene and the ephemeral nature of Fluxus publications was characteristic, not
only of the artists’ sensibilities, but of the art world in general in which
Happenings and Performance art were replacing painting and sculpture as
modes of expression. By being relatively cheap and ephemeral the
publications exemplified the Fluxus belief that art was in everything and was
accessible in a way that art in a gallery was not. The artists used publications
not only as a way of bypassing the gallery system, but also as an effective way
of infiltrating the art world.4 In this way we can see how books are used

successfully to allow the group to enter the museums through the back door.

In contrast to the noise experimentation of Dada (for example the phonetic
poetry in the Cabaret Voltaire), artists began to use the silent image in their
publications, demanding the reader to supply the text. Roth’s Kinderbiich and
other early works such as The Daily Mirror Book (1961, plate 2) are essential-
ly ‘textless’. The Daily Mirror Book, which measures only 2 x 2 cm, is a spine-
glued chunk of 150-0odd pages of seven-eighths of a square inch cut from the

Daily Mirror newspaper.

Directly related to kinderbiich the Daily Mirror Book also uses found printed
material as its pages. Roth prefers to employ pages from comic books and
newspapers rather than his own drawings. In a similar way to his ideograms
these books contain no handwritten mark by the artist, no drawing, painting
or sketch. There is also no narrative in any of these works, only pages with

abstract images and blown-up areas of newspaper.

4. The publications, editions and objects were intended to be distributed by mail, thereby
circumventing the art gallery circuit and reaching a world-wide audience.
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Plate 2; Dieter Roth, Daily Mirror Book, 1961.

The blow-ups are so large that reading becomes impossible as the disparate
letters lose all meaning and context. The sense of the original newspaper
becomes non-sense in the reconstituted book as the white space takes over

from the letters and words.

The absence of text reaches its height in the blank. John Cage’s use of silence
as non-noise proved influential in Minimalist and Conceptual art and the
circles within which Roth moved during this time. Cage’s composition 4733’
(1952), in which the pianist comes to the piano and just sits for four minutes
and thirty-three seconds, epitomises this lack of text. Not only this fascina-
tion in the blank, but also Cage’s interest in notation was taken up by Roth
and other Fluxus artists, such as Ben Vautier, for whom text provided the

recipe for performance events.
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The unofficial

membership of
Fluxus extended
across the globe.

The most promi-

nent member was
the German artist
Joseph Beuys.
Beuys and Roth
both took part in
Fluxus events and
publications and
when asked who he

would like to see as

Mo 2l
Ifdii‘/aa.u@ goliso i

O DTNy S
198’% T

his “nachfolger”

Beuys replied, after

o ©
,‘Q;EEDORN Verlag, Ziirjch k9 ?“

long consideration, |
“Dieter Roth” (Carl o 7 e
Vogel, 1983, p.1).
In a similiar way to

R,

Beuys, Roth loves
the simple, plain, Plate 3; Dieter Roth, Essay no. 11,Seedorn Verlag, Ziirich,1989.
“poor” materials for

which he finds such

varied uses, as is clearly evident in his enormous body of works on paper, with
Kinderbiich and the Daily Mirror Book representing his earliest use of found
material. Roth is always drawing on creased, torn, written-on, patched
together, dislocated sheets of paper. Many of his books relate to this as their
pages are photocopies of scribbled notes and small scraps of paper attached to
the ‘real’ pages of the book.s In his early editions Roth often left these pho-
tocopied pages loose in folders contained within small A4 cardboard boxes
(plate 3).

This format automatically gives free reign to the reader who is free to move

5. See chapter two, page 28, for a discussion of 246 Little Clouds, where Roth attaches scraps of paper
as basis for a narrative.
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through the pages, aware that there is no beginning and no end. The earlier
books showed Roth’s preoccupation with the book as a structure with fixed
pages, and this seriality forms the basis of any reading of the works. With
other loose leaf books contained within a box, Roth questions the very struc-
ture of the book. As author he presents his work to the viewer, or reader, but
this format enables them to make decisions and take part in the creation of
the work. The use of the loose pages in a folder serves another function.
When one ‘reads’ through these photocopied notes and sketches one can‘t
help but feel that this is an intimate process to be involved with. The single
sheets feel more like genuine works than do pages glued to a spine in a more
conventional book. Although photocopied, there is a sense of Roth'’s pres-
ence - as if he has just discarded these notes in a folder to be pulled out and

used later.

What followed directly upon the provocative avant-garde of the fifties was
the emergence of two tendencies that were to prove important in the decades
that followed: Minimalism in the mid-sixties and Conceptualism from the late
sixties.6 Conceptualism’s arrival recovered key concepts of the early
academics which established Fine Art as a learned, self-conscious activity in
Western culture. One of these concepts was a mistrust of optical experience
as providing an adequate basis for art. In the seventies conceptual artists
seized the book as an alternative to the commercial gallery system and ethos
of the precious art object. Conceptualists were looking to occupy a space out-
side of the dominant cultural conventions which govern the production and
the consumption of art. Both Minimalists and Conceptualists questioned the
assumption that a work of art is self-contained and subject only to an optical
beholding. The book, as the residence of the idea,became a favourite medium
of the conceptual artist. In the seventies these artists shifted attention away
from the visual experience of modernism’s art objects and towards the actual
processes of conceiving and/or making them. Working somewhere between
painting and sculpture they attempted to make the viewer self conscious of
perceptual assumptions. Conceptual art has made us more aware that we
ourselves are establishing the relationships as we apprehend the object. The

conceptualists brought about a “death of the author”, as Roland Barthes

6. The main movement of Conceptual art can be located between 1967 and 1972. During this period
many artists were engaged with, and challenged, the shared language and conventions of modernism.
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would call it in 1968 (Barthes, 1968, p.4), and, at the same time, a * birth of

the viewer”, as Hal Foster would go on to call it in 1996 (Foster, 1996, p.50).

Movements as diverse as Fluxus, Conceptualism, Performance art,
Situationism, Installation art, Photography, multiple works, through to
Feminist art, Body art and Land art, have all seen artists produce work within
the book format. Indeed Johanna Drucker has declared that it would be hard
to find an art movement in the twentieth century which does not have some
component of the artist’s book attached to it (Drucker, 1995, p.1). Roth, as
one of the few artists to continue using the book as an art medium, has
worked in most of these areas and been called a "multi-movement man”
(Wool, 1989, p.4). Itis his fascination with the linguistic nature of art that
leads him in these directions, rather than any interest in the movements

themselves as areas to work from within.
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246 little clouds or the art of never writing about anything

It is logical to judge artworks in which text appears according to linguistic
categories and in order to understand Roth’s work one must discuss the
semiotics that it grew out of. In the last fifty years the sensible belief that a
text means what its author meant has been criticised, first by intellectuals,
then by writers and artists. As a result of this criticism it becomes clear that it
does not matter what an author means, but only what his text says. However,
it becomes equally apparent that the task of finding out what a text says is an
arduous one, since the text can say different things to different readers, with
one reading becoming as valid, or invalid, as another. Writers were not the
only ones to criticise these ideas that the author is the sole provider of
meaning and that a text has but one meaning, visual artists also took up the
challenge. Since the late fifties we have seen a proliferation of artistic work,

in which artist’s books that incorporate text, play a large role.

Meaning, in textual interpretation, requires the active participation of both an
author and a reader, while assuming that cultural experiences such as
language, art, music and film are composed of signs. Sign theories are not new
and their systematic application developed from the work of the Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857 - 1913). His Course on General Linguistics, first
published in 1916, put forward the theory of the existence of a general science
of signs. Semiotics is the application of this science of signs which includes
Structuralism, Poststructuralism and Deconstruction, all of which have been

applied to art.

1. Semiotics comes from the Greek sema meaning ‘sign’.
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Structuralism emerged in France in the 1950s after intellectuals became
disillusioned with Marxism and Existentialism. In 1956 Roman Jakobson, who
was influenced by Saussure, gave a lecture in which he elaborated on
Saussure’s linguistic theories and laid a foundation for Poststructuralism.2 A
result of his work was to minimise the role of the individual author in
conferring meaning on a text or image. Similarly Maurice Merleau-Ponty
proclaimed that, more than its author, the text engaged viewers with their
own response to meaning. In 1960 Merleau-Ponty published Signs, in which
he applied Saussure’s linguistics to philosophy. Merleau-Ponty associated
language with painting. There is, in his view, a formal similarity between art
and speech insofar as both are preceded by concepts of what they express.

For Merleau-Ponty, the perception of a work was primary.

As we have seen, the death of the author was already inherent in
Structuralism and it is possible to see the beginnings of a poststructuralist
counter-movement even in Saussure’s linguistic theory. Only a decade later
Structuralism was replaced by Poststructuralism following upheavals in France
in 1968. The most daring of French theorists in the sixties and seventies was
Roland Barthes. In his early essay “Introduction to the Structural Analysis of
Narratives” Barthes defines literature as a message of the signification of
things and not their actual meaning.3 In "The Death of the Author” (1968),
which he wrote for the first show of conceptual art4, Barthes rejects the
traditional view that the author is the originator of the text, the source of its
meaning, and the only authority on its interpretation. The show was Aspen
5+6 and devoted to Mallarmé. It consisted of a box that was a magazine, into
which a whole array of works were stuffed. Who is the author of this ‘written’
work? With more than one artist involved and no logical layout and

sequence - just cards stuffed into the box, the reader is free to open and close

2. The lecture was published as Four Kinds of Aphasia in honour of the 4oth anniversary of the
publication of Saussure’s Course on General Linguistics.

3. Signification is the process which produces the meaning, and not the meaning itself. Barthes
discusses Signification in his essay “Introduction to the Structural analysis of Narratives” in his book
The Semiotic Challenge.

4. Roland Barthes wrote The Death of the Author explicity for Brian O’ Doherty’s ‘Aspen 5 + &'
Alexander Alberro calls ‘Aspen’ the first show of conceptual art.
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(literally) the texts signifying process without respect for the signified. The
reader becomes a producer. What is new in Barthes theory is the idea that the
readers are free to connect the text with systems of meaning and ignore the
author’s intention. Although Barthes also wrote about painting, it is his
discussions on photography which best exemplify his shift from Structuralist
to Poststructuralist thought. Structuralists attacked the idea that language is
an instrument for reflecting a pre-existing reality, or for expressing a human
intention. One might say that Poststructuralism is simply a fuller working-out

of the implications of Structuralism.

Several genealogies of the sign have been contrived, but for the purposes of
this discussion the poststructuralist texts of Barthes and Derrida prove the
most interesting.s The change from structuralsim to poststructuralism proved
influential, providing an intellectual base for artists who began working in a
textual way. In 5/Z (1970) Barthes projects a poststructuralist concept of the
sign onto a past moment, the Parisian world of Honore de Balzac, in order to

relate the semiotic order of market capitalism with early modernism.

Like Barthes, Jacques Derrida (b. 1930), another French philosopher,
recognises the indexical, metaphorical and connotative qualities of the sign.
For Derrida meanings are not fixed, but vary according to contexts, which
themselves are continually in flux. The meaning of a word in one context is
often different in another and because we define words in terms of other
words, Derrida would say that meaning is always deferred. On this basis
Derrida argues that there can be no definitive ‘author’ in the sense that the

author confers definitive meaning on the text.

Derrida’s paper “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human
Sciences”, given at a symposium at Johns Hospital University in 1966, virtually
inaugerated a new critical movement in the United States. In it he argues
that the notion of structure, inherent in Structuralist theory, always

presupposes a centre of meaning of some sort. Derrida’s text also suggests a

5. Jean Baudrillard’s and Frederic Jameson’s texts on the passage from structural linguistics to
poststructuralist semiotics display another approach to study how the signified is loosened and redefined
as another signifier. A more in depth discussion of genealogies of the sign is provided in Hal Foster’s
essay “The Passion of the Sign” in Return of the Real, 1996.
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way to relate the sign to the two epochal shifts that Barthes discussed, that is
market capitalism and modernism. Derrida discusses the philosophical rupture
produced in structural linguistics and alludes to the relation between this
rupture and the artistic rupture inaugerated in high modernism. This
connection between structural linguistics and high modernism has become all
too clear today, as we relate poststructuralist theory to a further shift in our

own period.

What now becomes apparent is that the attempt to uncover the structure is
futile, as each text possesses a difference. This difference is not one of unique-
ness, but rather the result of textuality itself, which, by its very nature, causes
each text to refer back differently to all that is already written. Almost any
word sequence can, under the conventions of language, legitimately
represent more than one complex of meaning. It now appears that there is no
necessary connection between signifier and signified. Saussure had recognised
that signifier and signified are two separate systems, but he always tried to
retain a sense of the signs coherence. He did not see just how unstable
meaning can be when the systems come together. Poststructuralist thought
has discovered this essentially unstable nature of signification, while
Poststructuralists have, in various ways, prised apart the two halves of the
sign. The signifiers, chameleon-like, change their colours with each new

context.

Deconstruction is possibly the most conscientiously self-conscious, analytical
system in literature, and as such the one that artists such as Roth have
become associated with. Whilst it is likely that Roth was aware of new
theories we cannot be certain that he was influenced by specific linguistic
writings.6 The term Deconstruction was first used by the German
philosopher Martin Heidegger and became associated with Derrida. Derrida, as
a Poststructuralist who studies the nature of signification, has deconstructed
some of the leading structural systems. Structuralists and Poststructuralists
reject the notion of an essential copy derived from Plato’s mimetic view of art.

Similarily, Derrida deconstructs assumptions that texts are mimetic or second

6. Since the early seventies Roth has been working closely with Richard Hamilton who typotranslated
Marcel Duchamp’s The Green Box and would have been well versed in all the latest literary theories.
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order constructs, referring back always to a first order realm of empirical
reality. According to Derrida the absence of both primordial and ultimate
meanings opens up the conventional structures and codes of texts. Desire for a
centre is called ‘logocentrism’ in Derrida’s work Of Grammatology, (logos
being the Greek for ‘word").

A text must represent somebody’s meaning, if not the author’s, then the
reader’s or the critic’s, who became more and more important as the source
for meaning in works of high modernism. Whereas before there had been one
author, there now arose a multiplicity of them, each one carrying as much
authenticity as the next. It soon becomes obvious that the worst thing a
writer can do is pretend that language is a natural, transparent medium,
through which the reader grasps a solid and unified truth or reality. Those
writers who do pretend, produce texts which allow the reader to be a
consumer only. Other texts such as Poem Machine turn the reader into a
producer, with the viewer now actually taking control of the conceptual, and
often even material, production of the work. These works which result in the
‘birth of the reader’ are produced by honest writers who recognise the artifice
of all writing and proceed to make play with it. Dieter Roth is one such writer

and Ira Wool draws our attention to his “excruciating honesty”.7

Roth’s interest in language as a material and malleable object has resulted in
him never actually writing ‘about’ anything. Emmett Williams puts it another
way; “...his quest for objectivity is so compulsive that he has never written
about anything since his coming of age as an artist” (Williams, 1968, p.4).
Roth allows unconscious language to rise to the surface and the signifiers to
generate meaning at will, undermining the censorship of the signified and its
repressive insistence on one reading. Roth’s work, with the except<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>