Abstract for Florence, November 2004

Workshop Transcodifications

Paola Zaccaria

A/cross representation: transfugitives’ montage, photomontage, transfigurations .(
Some of Kenneth Macpherson’s/H.D.’s photomontages in the scrapbook are clearly the visual counterpart to several works by H.D., conceived or published around the second half of the 1920s, including the first three articles for Close up entitled “Cinema and the classics” (the first article is called “Beauty”) and the reflections on the subject of “beauty” spun out in “3” in blues. The poem “The Dancer” and many other pieces of work by H.D. spring from the same visuality, fruit of the imaginative networkings displayed in the collages and photomontages of the so-called “scrapbook.”

Both in this album and in the H.D. works mentioned, we are in the presence of the modernist practices of montage-editing, photomontage, and photo-graphies generated a/cross languages, discourses and arts, that is, from transartistic transcodifications. As widely acknowledged, the imaginary world which emerges from the expatriate poet’s workings is structured in a palimpsestic way (see in particular Friedman 1981 and 1990; Riddel 1969; Morris and Kelly Kloepfer 1990, etc.). Scratching from the first layer of her works, especially those written starting with the trilogy Palimpsest (1926), which are built on modern techniques — cinema and montage, collages made of clippings from postcards, photographs, popular reviews — and nurtured by her cultural interests in archeology, ethnology and egyptology, her aesthetic gaze from the last part of the decade is imbued with classical Western images and mythologies, especially Greek, both when she writes about cinema and when she writes an “experimental” piece for blues, or when she writes an intriguing poem on mythopoiesis, inspiration and representation, such as “The Dancer”.

In my contribution to this panel, I will (1) start from Diana Collecott’s analysis of the scrapbook (1990) and try to rethink images at the crossroads and H.D.’s workings with intertextuality and transcodifications from the point of view of a relational model of culture, and (2) accept the suggestions from Rachel Blau DuPlessis at our seminar in Rome, June 2003, and follow some of the meta-rubrics she prepared as a “Network Chart of the Cultural Field.” I will use it as a chart to compare the ethnographic museum produced by German dadaist artist Hannah Hoch with the ethnographic museum at the base of many works by H.D. (Aztec and Egyptian cells are mentioned in Tribute to Freud; Greece and its plastic remains populate “2” and “3”), and the ethnographic and cultural networkings behind some of Gertrude Stein’s and Mina Loy’s “articrafts.” Eventually, I will follow the path offered by meta-rubric no. 3, called in fact “arti/facts,” whose keywords (multicoded language, hybridity, multimedia, intertextuality, dialogism, etc. ) offer the appropriate dictionary for our panel. 

In my wanderings I will retrace the links between the four subjects of this tale: H.D., Hoch, Stein and Loy, the links between the places they occupied (USA, Germany, France-Paris, London, Switzerland and its winding paths …), the cultural practices (meta-rubric 4) enacted by the subjects and the intellectual-ideological positions they held (meta-rubric 2) in order to throw some light on differences and similarities along the route to new/modern/modernist art and woman.

Focusing on H.D.’s articrafts, we can see that classical imprinting — as well, according to Camboni (2003)  the influence of Renaissance and decadent painting — freezes H.D. within the practices of a cultural transcodification which on the one hand link her still to Poundian conceptions of art and culture, while on the other hand allow her to embrace the classical erotic afflatus (Venus, Dionysius, Helios-sun) which, when conjugated to the morbid erotism of decadence and pre-Raphaelitism, throws her within classic decadent figurations of sexual love. As a result, over and over we read of rose, rhododendron, rose-bronze, marble which melts like fire (which is quite different from a rose is a rose is a rose). But, beside that, a/cross all her reworkings, re-rewritings, these decadent erotic (re)figurations which come to her through aesthetic knowledge or visual encodings seem to be entangled with what her body knew of eroticism and transgression of sexual borderlines. There is apparently no resolution in H.D.’s words and visions of the tensions between sexual, aesthetic and cultural configurations which came from the ninenteenth century, and what she experienced, within her circle, a/cross the sexual, cultural and aesthetic boundaries, of newness, modernity, freewomanness and cosmopolitanism. The centrality of the number three, of trilogy and triptych speaks the impossibility of being one, I-me, but also the impossibility of the couple, and this, undoubtedly, has to do with homosexuality, as well.

Looking at her nudes (except for the headband which recalls the Greek braids but also the New Woman’s band) placed, in the album, next to Greek elements — temples, wings, statues’ profiles — we are exposed to an element of naïvety, of blockage of the tensions toward the wholly new. This is even more evident if one compares her photos, so classic and, frankly, unerotic, with the portraits and pictures of Gertrude Stein, dressed, with a body which seems to come from a German countryside lineage, but which, nonetheless, speaks of strength, tells of a subject fully inscribed in her times, notwithstanding the Romanesque features, because of the modernistic strokes with which she is drawn.

Compare the scrapbook’s collages and H.D.’s writing inspired by the scrapbook with the living scrapbook represented by Stein’s walls in 5 rue Fleurus and their daily imprinting on the mind and hand of the large, heavy American woman who had dared, like H.D., to cross oceans and arts and sexual norms.

Compare the scrapbook and associated writings by H.D. (prose piece on blues, articles on cinema, and everything mentioned in Collecott’s seminal article) with the “professional” collages and photomontages by Hannah Hoch in the same period, let's say from the 1920s to the early 1930s. Ignoring for a moment the patently greater craftsmanship of the German artist to focus just on the “signs” and the “message” they transmit, i.e. the ideology, a rupture opens in the heart of Modernism. Hoch’s absolute resistance to classicism and refiguration of the woman as either decadent or statuesque or an object of the male (erotic) gaze, her irony, her vis destructurandi, her consciousness that modern art was robbing ethnography and ethnics (without paying copyright fees) — I mean her awareness that Western art was robbing non-Western art and subjects of the signs of difference, accomplishing a racist rape of Asian, African signatures and what was labeled “primitivism” — are testimony to a different kind of Modernism at work within the female modernisms and across Modernism in general.

I will (re)trace the networkings, the movements and the localities which endowed H. D. with her peculiar figurations which had, as already mentioned, a palimpsestic pattern and which locate her in what at this  point of our research we can call a mid-way modernism on a scale whose steps ascend toward radical transfiguration of existing figurations. We need to acknowledge that she only partially contributed to the renewal of woman’s subjectivity and representation of that subjectivity. 

H.D. may have encountered Berlin or Weimar dadaism through Mina Loy, who studied art in Munich at the turn of the century, and then in London with Augustus John, who went to live in Paris in the year Stein arrived there and whose salon she frequented, who met the Italian futurists and became for a short period a futurist, although a few years later satirizing male futurist attitudes to women. Her rupturous Lunar Baedecker was published in 1923 by Robert McAlmon, Bryher’s first husband, and like Bryher, Loy went to Berlin and published in the Little Review. Her social location was similar to that of Stein and Djuna Barnes, and Marcel Duchamp, with whom she went to New York. Moreover, accomplishing the reverse journey (from the expatriates' perspective), the English artist became American and many more threads can be retrieved in the social location which imply choice of place, work liasons, borders/national location, etc (see meta-rubric 1). 

So far, I have found no evidence for direct contact between H. D. and Berlin dada, but during that period, interest in photograhy and related arts — cinema, montage, collage, photomontage etc. — was widespread, and writers had a keen eye for other arts, and often tight links with photographers (Man Ray contributed to Close up, Camera Work, blues? etc.), filmakers and painters. 

Eventually we will try to understand why, notwithstanding the shared social locations, Mina Loy was one of the most eclectic and restless of the Modernist subjects, a woman who generously devoted her life to creating a kinetic cultural sphere embracing different European countries and artists and the States, and different arts (theater, poetry, journalism, playwriting, acting, painting, photography, craftwork — she designed lampshades). Today she is largely forgotten by mainstream criticism, together with Bryher. Loy is a trait d’union between H.D. and the D.H. Lawrence entourage, and between Italian futurism, later discarded, and Berlin dada; she could count most avantgarde artists of the period among her friends, and her agent, Van Vechten, was close to Stein and a very good photographer. If Stein’s salon hosted the now much celebrated Matisse, Picasso and Gris, Mina Loy’s life hosted Man Ray, Duchamp, Steiglitz and his wife, and many women writers, including Marianne Moore and Barnes.

If Stein is the most experimental writer as far as style is concerned – she is beyond H.D.’s decadent and classical strains, even beyond Mina Loy’s futurist and avantgarde writings — in her “ethnographic museum,” she shared Picasso et al.s’ nonchalant treatment of the signs of the other: in writing Melanctha she displays both racist and racial awareness. As far as the construction of a different (different from male representation) female subject is concerned, if Stein contributed, together with H.D., to the inscription of the lesbian subject in literature, and to the deconstruction of a unitarian subjectivity, she, perhaps even less than H.D., did not delve deep to question the idea of femininity and female roles. Lesbianism and lesbian writing do not automatically lead to reinscriptions and utter disfiguration of women’s roles and representations. 

Mina Loy and Hannah Hoch, in my view, contributed to the disfiguration of old models and constructions (even through bits and clippings, pieces and bites) of new figurations which left the male gaze for ever bereft both of the figure of the (w)holy mother and of the erotic fetishistic vamp.

To be developed: Paysage e visagèité (Deleuze) in these women creators.

( * As a key to access my work in progress, I attach: H.D.’s texts for blues (a Southern journal published by Charles Henry Ford, vol. I, n, 5, and n. ? 1929), some of the photos in the scrapbook, a few photomontages by Hannah Hoch, DuPlessis’s chart.





