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A Note on the Texts

The manifestos in this book are published whole, except in a very small number of cases where prolixity and indigestibility make it unsustainable. In such cases – notably the ‘Manifesto of Surrealism’ (M50) and the ‘Second Manifesto of Surrealism’ (M54) – the excisions are marked by an ellipsis in square brackets […]. Any other ellipses are an integral part of the original text. (The Futurists were excessively fond of them …) Occasional editorial interpolations are also contained in square brackets.

The source of the texts is given in full in the Acknowledgements. Readers familiar with the founding Manifesto of Futurism (M1) may find that the translation used here varies from the one they are used to: it comes from a new edition of Marinetti’s writings, translated by Doug Thompson. Other influential texts have also been recently retranslated, for example Le Corbusier’s Toward an Architecture (M45) by John Goodman, a significant advance on its dated and inaccurate predecessor. Others again have materialized in an authoritative English translation as if for the first time. American spelling has been Anglicized throughout, but American usage has been (reluctantly) retained.

The manifestos appear in chronological order, according to the date of first publication. They often refer to one another, or bounce off one another. Their conversation is one of the most interesting things about them; it can be overheard more clearly if they are presented chronologically, rather than by movement or -ism.

Each manifesto is preceded by a headnote on its provenance – in particular, when and where it was first published – its context and, most importantly, its author(s). The headnotes are separated from the manifesto itself by three asterisks. Otherwise, editorial interference has been kept to a minimum.

The Introduction seeks to identify a kind of genealogy for the artist’s manifesto, to highlight its common features, and to call attention to its quirks and foibles.




Introduction

Manifesto, Manifestoed, Manifestoing


‘I am to be manifestoed against, though no prince.’

Samuel Richardson, Clarissa (1747–8)

‘George Wilhelm followed his old scheme, peace at any price … and except complaining, petitioning, and manifestoing, studiously did nothing.’

Thomas Carlyle, Frederick the Great (1872)

MANIFESTOS

MANIFESTO

MANIFEST

MANIFES

MANIFE

MANIF

MANI

MAN

MA

M

Vicente Huidobro, MANIFESTOS manifest (1925)



‘On or about December 1910,’ according to Virginia Woolf, ‘human character changed.’1 Modernism took hold. Manifestoism can be dated a little more precisely. On or about 20 February 1909, when ‘The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism’ (M1 in this book) was splashed across the front page of Le Figaro, manifestoing began in earnest. That celebrated document not only announced a new movement but started a new trend, effectively a new genre, an adventure in artistic expression.

Once upon a time the manifesto was the province of kings and princes. In the seventeenth century it was hijacked by the Poor Oppressed People of England, also known as the Diggers and the Levellers, the radical dissenters of their day. In 1848 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels made it their own: The Communist Manifesto is the ur-manifesto of the modern period, ‘the archetype of a century of modernist manifestos and movements to come’.2 The Communist Manifesto was first and foremost a political manifesto – a call to arms in the service of the revolution. That was the point. Thus the famous peroration:


The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win.

WORKERS OF THE WORLD, UNITE!3



Yet Marx himself was deeply interested in ‘the poetry of the revolution’ – the forms and the phrases that would make it sing – so much so that the rhetorical strategy of The Communist Manifesto is as highly developed as the political analysis.4 As Marshall Berman has underlined, ‘the Manifesto is remarkable for its imaginative power, its expression and grasp of the luminous and dreadful possibilities that pervade modern life. Along with everything else that it is, it is the first great modernist work of art.’5 Curiously enough, Bertolt Brecht wanted to make a ‘versification’ of it, in hexameters, just as Sergei Eisenstein wanted to make a film of Das Kapital. The original seems to be proof
against adaptation, but the preamble is already a kind of prose poem and the dramatic opening positively theatrical. ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of Communism. All the Powers of old Europe have entered into a holy alliance to exorcize this spectre: Pope and Czar, Metternich and Guizot, French radicals and German police spies.’6 Much of this is proleptic, or futuristic; in 1848 the spectre of Communism haunted the pages of the Manifesto rather more effectively than it did the chancelleries of Europe. Its time would come. The poetry of the revolution is unforgettable.


Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.7



These strategies – these very phrases – would be recast and recycled time and again in the artists’ manifestos of the twentieth century. ‘Workers of the mind, unite!’ mimicked the author of the Futurist Manifesto. With artists, the life of the mind is a dazzling and voluptuous operation. A hundred years after Marx appeared in English translation, the architect Lebbeus Woods, a dedicated experimentalist, wrote a manifesto-versification of his own (M90):


I declare war on all icons and finalities, on all histories that would

chain me with my own falseness, my own pitiful fears.

I know only moments, and lifetimes that are as moments, and

forms that appear with infinite strength, then ‘melt into air’.

I am an architect, a constructor of worlds, a sensualist who worships

the flesh, the melody, a silhouette against the darkening sky. I cannot

know your name. Nor can you know mine.

Tomorrow, we begin together the construction of a city.



Anyone who manifestoed after Marx had the spectre of that sainted longhair hovering somewhere nearby.

To manifesto is to perform. The Futurists may be described as the original performance artists. In print, on stage, showering leaflets from the top of the nearest tall building, their pronouncements performed their principles. The founding of Futurism was a boisterous affair. One of its sharpest observers was Leon Trotsky, organizer of the Russian Revolution. Trotsky had a brilliant mind and an acid pen. ‘Futurism arose,’ he wrote later, ‘as a protest against the art of petty realists who sponged on life.’8 The introduction to the Futurist Manifesto did not disappoint:


It is from Italy that we hurl at the whole world this utterly violent, inflammatory manifesto of ours, with which we today are founding ‘Futurism’, because we wish to free our country from the stinking canker of its professors, archaeologists, tour guides and antiquarians.

For far too long Italy has been a marketplace for junk dealers. We want our country free from the endless number of museums that everywhere cover her like countless graveyards. Museums, graveyards! … They’re the same thing, really, because of their grim profusion of corpses that no one remembers.



The Futurist Manifesto itself was of a piece with this magniloquence. Its author was F. T. Marinetti (1876–1944), philosopher, novelist, playwright, poet, propagandist and self-publicist, the Napoleon of the Futurist legions yet unborn, the Trotsky of the Futurist revolt yet unachieved. Its tenets were a marinade of Marinetti and his influences, poetical and political, acknowledged and unacknowledged, among them Walt Whitman’s ‘Song of Myself’ and Émile Zola’s ‘J’accuse’, Henri Bergson’s notion of élan vital and Georges Sorel’s Reflections on Violence, Stéphane Mallarmé’s lyrical experimentalism and Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophical iconoclasm.9 Nietzsche in particular was an inspiration, as much for the dramatic quality of his writing as
for the prophetic character of his thought. Nietzsche is at once unsettling and unsparing. His very titles send a shiver down the spine – Beyond Good and Evil (1886), subtitled ‘Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future’. Marinetti, a light-fingered borrower and a true original, seems to have made free with certain passages of his other works. ‘The desire to destroy, to change, to create something new, can be an expression of an abundant force, pregnant with Future.’10 The Futurist Manifesto neatly bottles Nietzsche along with all the rest:


1. We want to sing about the love of danger, about the use of energy and recklessness as common, daily practice.

2. Courage, boldness and rebellion will be essential elements in our poetry.

3. Up to now, literature has extolled a contemplative stillness, rapture and reverie. We intend to glorify aggressive action, a restive wakefulness, life at the double, the slap and the punching fist.

4. We believe that this wonderful world has been further enriched by a new beauty, the beauty of speed. A racing car, its bonnet decked with exhaust pipes like serpents with galvanic breath … a roaring motor car, which seems to race on like machine-gun fire, is more beautiful than the Winged Victory of Samothrace.

5. We wish to sing the praises of the man behind the steering wheel, whose sleek shaft traverses the Earth, which itself is hurtling at breakneck speed along the racetrack of its orbit.

6. The poet will have to do all in his power, passionately, flamboyantly, and with generosity of spirit, to increase the delirious fervour of the primordial elements.



And more, much more, until finally, ‘Standing tall on the roof of the world, yet again, we hurl our defiance at the stars!’

We now know that Marinetti had a plan of campaign: the Futurist Manifesto had been extensively trialled in Italy before it appeared in Le Figaro.11 Its inflammatory rhetoric was not spontaneous but carefully rehearsed. No less disingenuous was the disclaimer from the newspaper’s editors which prefaced it:


Mr Marinetti, the young Italian and French poet, whose remarkable and fiery talent has been made known throughout the Latin countries by his notorious demonstrations and who has a galaxy of enthusiastic disciples, has just founded the school of ‘Futurism’, whose theories surpass in daring all previous and contemporary schools. The Figaro … today offers its readers the Manifesto of the Futurists. Is it necessary to say that we assign to the author himself full responsibility for his singularly audacious ideas and his frequently unwarranted extravagance in the face of things that are eminently respectable and, happily, everywhere respected? But we thought it interesting to reserve for our readers the first publication of this manifesto, whatever their judgement of it will be.12



Futurist teaching (or preaching) has always been too much for the unconverted. ‘Futurism, as preached by Marinetti, is largely Impressionism up-to-date,’ rejoined Wyndham Lewis. ‘To this is added his Automobilism and Nietzsche stunt.’13 But the withering Wyndham Lewis was out of touch with the times. The Manifesto caused a sensation. With the beauty of speed, the French text was turned into a leaflet and all Europe leafleted. Excerpts appeared in newspapers and magazines the world over. ‘Futurism’ was launched. So too was the talented Mr Marinetti. Overnight, as it seemed, the artist’s manifesto had come of age. For the next twenty years it was all the rage.

For Marinetti, the secret of the successful manifesto lay in its violence and its precision (‘l’accusation précise, l’insulte bien définie’), to which we can add its bombast and its wit.14 This was the Marinetti model, encapsulated in the notorious paragraph 9, with its provocative, almost gratuitous, concluding flourish: ‘We wish to glorify war – the sole cleanser of the world – militarism, patriotism, the destructive act of the libertarian, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for women.’

It is interesting to find that Marinetti had a clear idea of what would do and what would not. The art of making manifestos, as he put it, called for a certain rigour, a verve (or perhaps a nerve), and a sense of style, or form, analogous to the work of art itself. A few years later, Gino Severini, one of a handful of founding Futurists but a little semi-detached, sent Marinetti the manuscript of a projected manifesto. With Napoleonic self-assurance, he replied:


I have read with great attention your manuscript, which contains extremely interesting things. But I must tell you that there is nothing of the manifesto in it.

First of all, the title [‘The Painting of Light, Depth and Dynamism’] absolutely won’t do because it is too generic, too derivative of the titles of other manifestos. In the second place, you must take out the part in which you restate the merde and rose of Apollinaire, this being, in absolute contrast to our type of manifesto, a way of praising a single artist by repeating his own eulogies and insults. Moreover … you must not repeat what I have already said, in Futurism [the Manifesto] and elsewhere, about the Futurist sensibility. The rest of the material is very good and important, but to publish it as it is would be to publish an article that is excellent but not yet a manifesto. I therefore advise you to take it back and reword it, removing all that I have already mentioned, and intensifying and tightening it, recasting the
whole new part in the form of a manifesto and not in that of a review article about Futurist painting …

I think I shall persuade you by all that I know about the art of making manifestos, which I possess, and by my desire to place in full light, not in half light, your own remarkable genius as a Futurist.15



‘The merde and rose of Apollinaire’ was a reference to a manifesto composed by that astonishing figure, ‘L’antitradition futuriste’ (M11), as like as not solicited by Marinetti, and edited – manifestoed – according to strict Marinettian principles. Apollinaire himself, it appears, was not exempt from the treatment. ‘L’antitradition futuriste’ manifests a number of features common to the genre. The Marinetti model became a kind of template. Marinetti’s mots and Marinetti’s antics resonate throughout the century. The composer Karl-Heinz Stockhausen’s scandalous comment on the destruction of New York’s twin towers on 11 September 2001 – ‘the greatest work of art imaginable for the whole cosmos’ – was pure
Marinetti. Tristan Tzara, the capo of Dadaism, and André Breton, the pope of Surrealism, deliberately followed in his footsteps. Every art movement commander-in-chief is a mini-Marinetti.

Novel as it seems (and self-proclaims), Apollinaire’s manifesto is in fact derivative of other manifestos, notwithstanding Marinetti’s strictures. The artist’s manifesto is a thievish pursuit, with cannibalistic tendencies. (Suggestively, perhaps, there are Cannibalist Manifestos – see M35 and M53.) In other words, it is a highly self-conscious and self-referential form. The art of making manifestos is also the art of appropriation. If the bad poet borrows, and the good poet steals, as T. S. Eliot said, then artist-manifestoists are very good poets indeed.

It is also polarizing, or, to put it more delicately, self-differentiating. Artists’ movements and artists’ manifestos typically define themselves against. Intellectually, this causes them no trouble: it is not hard to identify who or what they are against – usually their rivals and predecessors. In this respect the Futurists were unusual only in the sheer comprehensiveness of their condemnation: they were against the past. To specify what they are for, on the other hand, is a good deal more difficult. Many manifestos resolve the difficulty into a crude dichotomy, or a round of name-calling, where brickbats and bouquets are tossed at the selected candidates. Apollinaire’s manifesto offers an extravagant example, possibly a parody, throwing merde at Montaigne, Wagner, Beethoven, Poe, Whitman and Baudelaire, among many others, and rose at a long list of the notable and not-so-notable, beginning with Marinetti, Picasso, Boccioni, and Apollinaire himself. Wyndham Lewis’s Vorticist version of this procedure was trumpeted in the very title of the journal he created, BLAST (M17), which blasts some things, Futurist-fashion (‘France, sentimental Gallic gush, sensationalism, fussiness …’), and blesses others (‘cold, magnanimous, delicate, gauche, fanciful, stupid Englishmen …’).

Artists’ manifestos are strong on remonstration. ‘Long live –!’ and ‘Down with –!’ are two of its most familiar tropes. In this mood, they are at once vigorous and reductive. Other features of the manifesto, however, are sophisticated indeed. The Futurist revolt was effectively thwarted, but one thrust carried forward: ‘words-in-freedom’, to use Marinetti’s language, and a ‘typographical revolution’ aimed at exploding ‘the harmony of the page’. Just as they were against right-angles, the Futurists were against adjectives. ‘Words-in-freedom’ promoted an emancipatory orthography, where the old rules of spelling and syntax could be abandoned, where the typeface flips merrily from one font to another, where letters are repeated as often as you please – ‘reds, rrrrreds, the rrrrrredest rrrrrreds that shouuuuuuut’ –
and there is word-play all day long in the grammatical Garden of Eden. Not coincidentally, Futurist manifestos resemble modernist poems. Ghosted or otherwise, Apollinaire’s manifesto has the look of his famous ‘calligrammes’ or word-pictures, composed at around the same time.16

Word-play is not the only play involved. Some artists’ manifestos are deadly serious. Some are not. In the immortal words of the self-styled living sculptures, Gilbert and George (M80), ‘The lord chisels still, so don’t leave your bench for long.’ Some waver between the incendiary and the buffoonery; some are outlandish; some are gibberish. The artist as author is full of surprises. Painters in particular are often supposed to be either stupid or vapid, and in any event inarticulate, unable or unwilling to explain themselves. In fact, many painters are capable writers and – whisper it softly – subtle thinkers. Barnett Newman is a great exemplar (see M64). ‘The artist is approached not as an original thinker in his own medium,’ he noted caustically, ‘but, rather, as an instinctive, intuitive executant who, largely unaware of
what he is doing, breaks through the mystery by the magic of his performance to “express” truths the professionals think they can read better than he can himself.’17 The artists represented here give the lie to such condescension. Making manifestos engages the thinker-practitioner; and in this sphere the thinker-performer is by no means a contradiction in terms. Art and thought are not incompatible after all.

It is only to be expected that the thinking is not in straight lines. Artists’ manifestos are full of quirks and foibles. Charles Jencks has proposed an arresting typology or tropology of ‘the volcano and the tablet’, which might crush the fun out of them, but which captures very well the deep-seated emotion and semi-scriptural injunction so often on display.18 Despite the clowning, much manifestoing is fiercely engaged. Like the face of ‘the other’ in Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy, the manifesto is a demand. It demands something from us, and it demands it now. That something may be no more than our attention – our full attention – or it may be our adherence to a certain world-view, and as like as not a certain programme. The programme and the world-view are often political – intensely political. Perhaps the
most striking feature of the artist’s manifesto is the frequency with which it outruns art to embrace life.

For the manifestos of the first half of the twentieth century especially, the revolution was their unavoidable preoccupation: their subtext and sometimes their pretext. Futurist manifestos raved about ‘the multicoloured polyphonic tides of revolution’. The last words of Le Corbusier’s influential ‘Toward an Architecture’ (M45) posed the question, ‘Architecture or revolution’, and offered the answer (or the prayer), ‘Revolution can be avoided.’

Others felt differently. In 1919 Raoul Hausmann and Johannes Baader ‘founded’ a Dada republic by manifesto (see M29), in which they instructed the Mayor of Berlin to hand over the treasury and commanded the city’s employees to obey only the orders of the joint authors. Sadly, the Dada republic was still-born. The quest continued. In 1938 Breton and Trotsky concluded their manifesto, ‘Towards a Free Revolutionary Art’ (M59), with a ringing declaration:


Our aims:

The independence of art – for the revolution.

The revolution – for the complete liberation of art!



In the 1960s, the Situationists gave their own rather prim expression to a similar yearning (see M70).

The revolutionary preoccupation might be called the manifesto obbligato. It is exhilarating, even elevating, but it also tends to find them out. Trotsky himself published a devastating critique of the artist’s limitations in the sphere of ‘moral and social revolt’. The critique centred on the feckless Futurists and their half-baked ideas, their political posturing and their artistic shortcomings. It was an awful warning.


The connection of the aesthetic ‘revolt’ with the moral and social revolt is direct; both enter entirely and fully into the life experience of the active, new, young, and untamed section of the intelligentsia of the Left, the creative Bohemia. Disgust against the limitations and the vulgarity of the old life produces a new artistic style as a way of escape, and thus the disgust is liquidated. In different combinations, and on different historic bases, we have seen the disgust of the intelligentsia form more than one new style. But that was always the end of it. This time, the proletarian revolution caught Futurism at a certain stage of its growth and pushed it forward. Futurists became Communists. By this very act they entered the sphere of more profound questions and relationships, which far transcended the limits of their own little world, and which were not quite worked out organically in their soul. That
is why Futurists … are weakest artistically at those points where they finish as Communist … That is why they are frequently subject to artistic and psychological defeats, to stilted forms and to making much noise about nothing.19



Revolution or no revolution, artists manifestoed, undeterred. There is something of the incorrigible optimist about the manifestoist. To make a manifesto is to imagine or hallucinate the Promised Land, wherever that might be. It is in its own way a utopian project. It is certainly not an undertaking for the faint-hearted. In this sense, perhaps, it is apt for the artist. The characteristic stance of the artist-manifestoist is a sort of spiritual resilience, an uprightness, amid the general flux and flex. Artists strive to make headway in a resistant medium (and a hostile environment, as it may be). With the exception of the latter-day Stuckists (see M95), who stand proudly on the wrong side of history, the Futurists and their successor-ists are in every sense forward movements. They wager on progress as they see it. Their battle cry is towards. The Moses of modernism for so many of
these artists is Paul Cézanne, who died just as the manifesto was being conceived. As Cézanne knew, the artist’s work is never finished. Nor yet the manifesto.

Beyond the catfights, therefore, artists’ manifestos tap into a larger vision, shared by many of the movements who make their presence felt in the pages that follow. An exchange in Roberto Bolaño’s extraordinary novel, The Savage Detectives, affords a glimpse of the vision, and the movements:


You’re a Stridentist, body and soul. You’ll help us build Stridentopolis, Cesárea, I said. And then she smiled, as if I was telling her a good joke but one she already knew, and she said that she had quit her job a week ago and that anyway she’d always been a Visceral Realist, not a Stridentist. And so am I, I said or shouted, all of us Mexicans are more Visceral Realists than Stridentists, but what does it matter? Stridentism and Visceral Realism are just two masks to get us where we really want to go. And where is that? she said. To modernity, Cesárea, I said, to goddamned modernity.20



The artists’ manifesto is a passport to modernity. To goddamned modernity.

And then to post-modernity. To poor, put-upon post-modernity.

And beyond.
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M1 F. T. MARINETTI

The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism (1909)

This historic document announced not only the founding of Futurism, but also the beginning of the very idea of the artist’s manifesto. It was at once a new genre and a reinvention (or a remix) of the political original, The Communist Manifesto (1848), the ur-manifesto of the modern age. The Futurist Manifesto had an impact that was both immediate and long-lasting. It loosened tongues, shortened tempers and emboldened imitators of every nation and persuasion. It triggered an avalanche of artists’ manifestos – fifty more over the next few years from the Futurists alone, many of them composed or inspired by the irrepressible Marinetti. The manifesto was a continuation of art by other means. Over the next twenty years, the art wars of the avant-garde produced the canonic manifestos of the classic movements – the Futurists, the Dadaists, the Surrealists and their brothers and sisters and splinters
– all of them owing something to this founding text and fundamental example. One hundred years after its first publication, it has not ceased to provoke.

The announcement was suitably spectacular: it was splashed on the front page of Le Figaro on 20 February 1909. We now know that it had been extensively trailed in Italy before being launched upon the world. After it appeared in Le Figaro there was no stopping it. As if in conformity with Futurist principles, the French text was speedily published as a leaflet and all Europe leafleted. It was translated into English, German, Spanish, Russian, Czech and other languages. It appeared as a preface to Enrico Cavacchioli, La Rannochie turchine [The Turquoise Frogs] and Enquête internationale sur le vers libre (1909). The definitive Italian version was published in the Futurist house journal Poesia in February–March 1909 in Milan. It was declaimed soon afterwards by Marinetti
himself from the stage of the Alfieri Theatre, Turin, and then in other theatres in other cities. Its dissemination, too, was a model for its successors.

F. T. MARINETTI (1876–1944), philosopher, novelist, playwright, poet, propagandist and self-publicist, might be called the first artist of the manifesto. He was not a painter, but he was a figure. The pioneers of Dadaism (the next big thing) were full of admiration for Apollinaire, Kandinsky and Marinetti as ‘the greatest figures in modern art’. Tristan Tzara, the capo of Dadaism, and André Breton, the pope of Surrealism, knowingly followed in his footsteps (see M28 and M50). As manifestoists and strategists, artists and revolutionists, such men were in many ways mini-Marinettis. For all his borrowing, Marinetti was a true original. Not only did he instigate something that could credibly be called an artistic movement; as mobilizer, organizer and proselytizer, he was as important in the history of European modernism as Trotsky in the history of the Russian
Revolution.

* * *

My friends and I stayed up all night, sitting beneath the lamps of a mosque, whose star-studded, filigreed brass domes resembled our souls, all aglow with the concentrated brilliance of an electric heart. For many hours, we’d been trailing our age-old indolence back and forth over richly adorned, oriental carpets, debating at the uttermost boundaries of logic and filling up masses of paper with our frenetic writings.

Immense pride filled our hearts, for we felt that at that hour we alone were vigilant and unbending, like magnificent beacons or guards in forward positions, facing an enemy of hostile stars, which watched us closely from their celestial encampments. Alone we were, with the stokers working feverishly at the infernal fires of great liners; alone with the black spectres that rake through the red-hot bellies of locomotives, hurtling along at breakneck speed; alone with the floundering drunks, with the uncertain beating of our wings, along the city walls.

Suddenly we were startled by the terrifying clatter of huge double-decker trams jolting by, all ablaze with different-coloured lights, as if they were villages in festive celebration, which the River Po, in full spate, suddenly shakes and uproots to sweep them away down to the sea, over the falls and through the whirlpools of a mighty flood.

Then the silence became more sombre. Yet even while we were listening to the tedious, mumbled prayers of an ancient canal and the creaking bones of dilapidated palaces on their tiresome stretches of soggy lawn, we caught the sudden roar of ravening motor cars, right there beneath our windows.

‘Come on! Let’s go!’ I said. ‘Come on, my lads, let’s get out of here! At long last, all the myths and mystical ideals are behind us. We’re about to witness the birth of a Centaur and soon we shall witness the flight of the very first Angels! … We shall have to shake the gates of life itself to test their locks and hinges! … Let’s be off! See there, the Earth’s very first dawn! Nothing can equal the splendour of the sun’s red sword slicing through our millennial darkness, for the very first time!’

We approached the three panting beasts to stroke their burning breasts, full of loving admiration. I stretched myself out on my car like a corpse on its bier, but immediately I was revived as the steering wheel, like a guillotine blade, threatened my belly.

A furious gust of madness tore us out of ourselves and hurled us along roads as deep and plunging as the beds of torrents. Every now and then a feeble light, flickering behind some windowpane, made us mistrust the calculations of our all-too-fallible eyes. I cried out, ‘The scent, nothing but the scent! That’s all an animal needs!’

And we, like young lions, chased after Death, whose black pelt was dotted with pale crosses, as he sped away across the vast, violet-tinted sky, vital and throbbing.

And yet we had no idealized Lover whose sublime being rose up into the skies; no cruel Queen to whom we might offer up our corpses, contorted like Byzantine rings! Nothing at all worth dying for, other than the desire to divest ourselves finally of the courage that weighed us down!

But we sped on, squashing beneath our scorching tyres the snarling guard dogs at the doorsteps of their houses, like crumpled collars under a hot iron. Death, tamed by this time, went past me at each bend, only to offer me his willing paw; and sometimes he would lie down, his teeth grinding, eyeing me with his soft, gentle look from every puddle in the road.

‘Let’s leave wisdom behind as if it were some hideous shell, and cast ourselves, like fruit, flushed with pride, into the immense, twisting jaws of the wind! … Let’s become food for the Unknown, not out of desperation, but simply to fill up the deep wells of the Absurd to the very brim!’

I had hardly got these words out of my mouth when I swung the car around sharply, with all the crazy irrationality of a dog trying to bite its own tail. Then suddenly a pair of cyclists came towards me, gesticulating that I was on the wrong side, dithering about in front of me like two different lines of thought, both persuasive but for all that, quite contradictory. Their stupid uncertainty was in my way … How ridiculous! What a nuisance! … I braked hard and to my disgust the wheels left the ground and I flew into a ditch …

O mother of a ditch, brimful with muddy water! Fine repair shop of a ditch! How I relished your strength-giving sludge that reminded me so much of the saintly black breast of my Sudanese nurse … When I got myself up – soaked, filthy, foul-smelling rag that I was – from beneath my overturned car, I had a wonderful sense of my heart being pierced by the red-hot sword of joy!

A crowd of fishermen, with their lines, and some gouty old naturalists were already milling around this wondrous spectacle. Patiently, meticulously, they set up tall trestles and laid out huge iron-mesh nets to fish out my car, as if it were a great shark that had been washed up and stranded. Slowly the car’s frame emerged, leaving its heavy, sober bodywork at the bottom of the ditch as well as its soft, comfortable upholstery, as though they were merely scales.

They thought it was dead, that gorgeous shark of mine, but a caress was all it needed to revive it, and there it was, back from the dead, darting along with its powerful fins!

So, with my face covered in repair-shop grime – a fine mixture of metallic flakes, profuse sweat and pale-blue soot – with my arms all bruised and bandaged, yet quite undaunted, I dictated our foremost desires to all men on Earth who are truly alive:

THE FUTURIST MANIFESTO


1. We want to sing about the love of danger, about the use of energy and recklessness as common, daily practice.

2. Courage, boldness and rebellion will be essential elements in our poetry.

3. Up to now, literature has extolled a contemplative stillness, rapture and reverie. We intend to glorify aggressive action, a restive wakefulness, life at the double, the slap and the punching fist.

4. We believe that this wonderful world has been further enriched by a new beauty, the beauty of speed. A racing car, its bonnet decked with exhaust pipes like serpents with galvanic breath … a roaring motor car, which seems to race on like machine-gun fire, is more beautiful than the Winged Victory of Samothrace.

5. We wish to sing the praises of the man behind the steering wheel, whose sleek shaft traverses the Earth, which itself is hurtling at breakneck speed along the racetrack of its orbit.

6. The poet will have to do all in his power, passionately, flamboyantly, and with generosity of spirit, to increase the delirious fervour of the primordial elements.

7. There is no longer any beauty except the struggle. Any work of art that lacks a sense of aggression can never be a masterpiece. Poetry must be thought of as a violent assault upon the forces of the unknown with the intention of making them prostrate themselves at the feet of mankind.

8. We stand upon the furthest promontory of the ages! … Why should we be looking back over our shoulders, if what we desire is to smash down the mysterious doors of the Impossible? Time and Space died yesterday. We are already living in the realms of the Absolute, for we have already created infinite, omnipresent speed.

9. We wish to glorify war – the sole cleanser of the world – militarism, patriotism, the destructive act of the libertarian, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for women.

10. We wish to destroy museums, libraries, academies of any sort, and fight against moralism, feminism, and every kind of materialistic, self-serving cowardice.

11. We shall sing of the great multitudes who are roused up by work, by pleasure, or by rebellion; of the many-hued, many-voiced tides of revolution in our modern capitals; of the pulsating, nightly ardour of arsenals and shipyards, ablaze with their violent electric moons; of railway stations, voraciously devouring smoke-belching serpents; of workshops hanging from the clouds by their twisted threads of smoke; of bridges which, like giant gymnasts, bestride the rivers, flashing in the sunlight like gleaming knives; of intrepid steamships that sniff out the horizon; of broad-breasted locomotives, champing on the wheels like enormous steel horses, bridled with pipes; and of the lissom flight of the aeroplane, whose propeller flutters like a flag in the wind, seeming to applaud, like a crowd excited.



It is from Italy that we hurl at the whole world this utterly violent, inflammatory manifesto of ours, with which we today are founding ‘Futurism’, because we wish to free our country from the stinking canker of its professors, archaeologists, tour guides and antiquarians.

For far too long Italy has been a marketplace for junk dealers. We want our country free from the endless number of museums that everywhere cover her like countless graveyards. Museums, graveyards! … They’re the same thing, really, because of their grim profusion of corpses that no one remembers. Museums. They’re just public flophouses, where things sleep on forever, alongside other loathsome or nameless things! Museums: ridiculous abattoirs for painters and sculptors, who are furiously stabbing one another to death with colours and lines, all along the walls where they vie for space.

Sure, people may go there on pilgrimage about once a year, just as they do to the cemetery on All Souls Day – I’ll grant you that. And yes, once a year a wreath of flowers is laid at the feet of the Gioconda [the Mona Lisa] – I’ll grant you that too! But what I won’t allow is that our miseries, our fragile courage, or our sickly anxieties get marched daily around these museums. Why should we want to poison ourselves? Why should we want to rot?

What on earth is there to be discovered in an old painting other than the laboured contortions of the artist, trying to break down the insuperable barriers which prevent him from giving full expression to his artistic dream? … Admiring an old painting is just like pouring our purest feelings into a funerary urn, instead of projecting them far and wide, in violent outbursts of creation and of action.

Do you really want to waste all your best energies in this unending, futile veneration for the past, from which you emerge fatally exhausted, diminished, trampled down?

Make no mistake, I’m convinced that for an artist to go every day to museums and libraries and academies (the cemeteries of wasted effort, calvaries of crucified dreams, records of impulses cut short! …) is every bit as harmful as the prolonged over-protectiveness of parents for certain young people who get carried away by their talent and ambition. For those who are dying anyway, for the invalids, for the prisoners – who cares? The admirable past may be a balm to their worries, since for them the future is a closed book … but we, the powerful young Futurists, don’t want to have anything to do with it, the past!

So let them come, the happy-go-lucky fire-raisers with their blackened fingers! Here they come! Here they come! … Come on then! Set fire to the library shelves! Divert the canals so they can flood the museums! … Oh, what a pleasure it is to see those revered old canvases, washed out and tattered, drifting away in the water! … Grab your picks and your axes and your hammers and then demolish, pitilessly demolish, all venerated cities!

The oldest among us are thirty: so we have at least ten years in which to complete our task. When we reach forty, other, younger and more courageous men will very likely toss us into the trash can, like useless manuscripts. And that’s what we want!

Our successors will rise up against us, from far away, from every part of the world, dancing on the winged cadenzas of their first songs, flexing their hooked, predatory claws, sniffing like dogs at the doors of our academies, at the delicious scent of our decaying minds, already destined for the catacombs of libraries.

But we won’t be there … Eventually they will find us, on a winter’s night, in a humble shed, far away in the country, with an incessant rain drumming upon it, and they’ll see us huddling anxiously together beside our aeroplanes, warming our hands around the flickering flames of our present-day books, which burn away beneath images as they take flight.

They will rant and rave around us, gasping in outrage and fury, and then – frustrated by our proud, unwavering boldness – they will hurl themselves upon us to kill us, driven by a hatred made all the more implacable because their hearts overflow with love and admiration for us.

Strong, healthy Injustice will flash dazzingly in their eyes. Art, indeed, can be nothing but violence, cruelty and injustice.

The oldest among us are only thirty. And yet we have squandered fortunes, a thousand fortunes of strength, love, daring, cleverness and of naked willpower. We have tossed them aside impatiently, in anger, without thinking of the cost, without a moment’s hesitation, without ever resting, gasping for breath … Just look at us! We’re not exhausted yet! Our hearts feel no weariness, for they feed on fire, on hatred, and on speed! … Does that surprise you? That’s logical enough, I suppose, as you don’t even remember having lived! Standing tall on the roof of the world, yet again we fling our challenge at the stars!

Do you have any objections? – All right! Sure, we know what they are … We have understood! … Our sharp duplicitous intelligence tells us that we are the sum total and extension of our forebears. Well, maybe! … Be that as it may! … But what does it matter? We want nothing to do with it! … Woe betide anybody whom we catch repeating these infamous words of ours!

Look around you!

Standing tall on the roof of the world, yet again, we hurl our defiance at the stars!
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M2 UMBERTO BOCCIONI AND OTHERS

Manifesto of the Futurist Painters (1910)

According to legend, this manifesto was composed by Boccioni, Carrà and Russolo in a single day – rather laboriously, says Carrà – at the Porta Vittoria café in Milan, with Marinetti joining them in the evening to add the finishing touches. It was launched in late February 1910, and first published as a leaflet in Poesia, backdated to 11 February 1910. (Futurist manifestos are always dated 11; Marinetti had a superstitious regard for that number.) It was declaimed from the stage of the Chiarella Theatre, Turin, on 18 March 1910, and from the Mercedante Theatre, Naples, on 20 April 1910.

It is hardly an exaggeration to say that the Futurist movement consisted initially of five men and a dynamic dog: Giacomo Balla, Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, Luigi Russolo and Gino Severini. It was they who collaborated on the seminal manifestos of 1910–14, and on an exhibition, ‘The Italian Futurist Painters’, at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune in Paris and the Sackville Gallery in London in 1912, an exhibition recreated in Paris, Rome and London in 2008–9, in centenary celebration.

UMBERTO BOCCIONI (1882–1916) was a true believer, an aggressive nationalist (he once set fire to an Austrian flag at an evening in the theatre, a typical Futurist stunt) and something of a theorist. His painting The Laugh (1911) borrows the title of a book by the philosopher Henri Bergson, a favourite of the Futurists. For all his partisan fervour, he was not above a little borrowing from the opposition – he appears to have reworked The Laugh to give it a Cubist look, after discovering Picasso and Braque in Paris in the autumn of 1911.

For Boccioni, modernity was not enough: he spoke of ‘modernolatry’, and painted a fiercely Futurist Modern Idol (1910–11). It was he who laid down that the spectator must be at the centre of the action of the work  (a precept emphasized in M3). ‘If we paint the phases of a riot, the crowd bustling with uplifted fists and the noisy onslaught of the cavalry are translated upon the canvas in sheaves of lines corresponding to the conflicting forces, following the general law of violence of the picture. These force-lines must encircle and involve the spectator so that he will in a manner be forced to struggle himself with the persons in the picture.’ His own treatment of The Forces in the Street (1911) illustrates this Futurist force-field very well, as does Carrà’s exemplary subject, The Funeral of the Anarchist Galli (1910–11), a composition reminiscent of Uccello with a Futurist twist.

Boccioni was also a sculptor – his virile Futurist figure in a force-field of its own, Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (1913), was used by the Berlusconi government, appropriately enough, on one of the new Euro coins in 2002 – and a soldier. He died on active service, not as he might have wished, Futuristically, but ironically, from injuries sustained after his horse shied at a car.

* * *

TO THE YOUNG ARTISTS OF ITALY!

The cry of rebellion which we utter associates our ideals with those of the Futurist poets. These ideals were not invented by some aesthetic clique. They are an expression of a violent desire which boils in the veins of every creative artist today.

We will fight with all our might the fanatical, senseless and snobbish religion of the past, a religion encouraged by the vicious existence of museums. We rebel against that spineless worshipping of old canvases, old statues and old bric-a-brac, against everything which is filthy and worm-ridden and corroded by time. We consider the habitual contempt for everything which is young, new and burning with life to be unjust and even criminal.

Comrades, we tell you now that the triumphant progress of science makes profound changes in humanity inevitable, changes which are hacking an abyss between those docile slaves of past tradition and us free moderns, who are confident in the radiant splendour of our future.

We are sickened by the foul laziness of artists, who, ever since the sixteenth century, have endlessly exploited the glories of the ancient Romans.

In the eyes of other countries, Italy is still a land of the dead, a vast Pompeii, white with sepulchres. But Italy is being reborn. Its political resurgence will be followed by a cultural resurgence. In the land inhabited by the illiterate peasant, schools will be set up; in the land where doing nothing in the sun was the only available profession, millions of machines are already roaring; in the land where traditional aesthetics reigned supreme, new flights of artistic inspiration are emerging and dazzling the world with their brilliance.

Living art draws its life from the surrounding environment. Our forebears drew their artistic inspiration from a religious atmosphere which fed their souls; in the same way we must breathe in the tangible miracles of contemporary life – the iron network of speedy communications which envelops the earth, the transatlantic liners, the dreadnoughts, those marvellous flights which furrow our skies, the profound courage of our submarine navigators and the spasmodic struggle to conquer the unknown. How can we remain insensible to the frenetic life of our great cities and to the exciting new psychology of nightlife; the feverish figures of the bon viveur, the cocotte, the apache and the absinthe drinker?

We will also play our part in this crucial revival of aesthetic expression: we will declare war on all artists and all institutions which insist on hiding behind a façade of false modernity, while they are actually ensnared by tradition, academicism and, above all, a nauseating cerebral laziness.

We condemn as insulting to youth the acclamations of a revolting rabble for the sickening reflowering of a pathetic kind of classicism in Rome; the neurasthenic cultivation of hermaphroditic archaism which they rave about in Florence; the pedestrian, half-blind handiwork of ’48 which they are buying in Milan; the work of pensioned-off government clerks which they think the world of in Turin; the hotchpotch of encrusted rubbish of a group of fossilized alchemists which they are worshipping in Venice. We are going to rise up against all superficiality and banality – all the slovenly and facile commercialism which makes the work of most of
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