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Many people, even if they are not art historians, are familiar with the 
notion that Modern art found its most quintessential form in pure geomet-
ric abstraction. Consider, for example, the work of Kazimir Malevich or 
Piet Mondrian. Some viewers may experience a state of perplexity or 
even unease when confronted with this mute geometry, sensing in these 
works a stripping of narrative from the picture's form and content, and an 
unwillingness to say anything or be anything other than pure opticality. 
A hostility toward language in favour of the visual has been frequently 
ascribed to the Modern in art history,1 and in fact it has been used by 
many as a quality to distinguish the Modern from the supposedly much 
more heterogeneous, and genre-bending practices that characterize Post-
modernism. I will not argue the whole history of Modernism here, nor 
resolve the Modernism vs. Postmodernism debate in this essay. However, 
I will suggest that Modernism's supposed emphasis on opticality is not as 
pure as one might think. In fact, from its genesis, there is much language 
embedded in the theoretical and experimental practices that produce 
abstract work and bring such "purity" about.2 As W. J. T. Mitchell points 
out, there are moments when the apparent opposition within Modernism 
between the verbal and the visual seems to break down, and/or the verbal 
and visual interpenetrate in practice. What I will ultimately posit is that 
what is now always seen as "purity" may instead be at times mute 
geometry, work that has failed in its goal of communication, lost its 
voice, so to speak. Although some Modern artists did seek an absolute or 
essential style of geometric abstraction they intended as silent and not 
beholden to language, one that would speak to all equally and universally 
in terms of its pure intelligibility,3 the success of these attempts is open to 
debate. There are also artists who developed geometric abstraction for 
different reasons, with different intentions. What is important, and at 



times forgotten, is that the abstract work of art in the first half of the 
twentieth century always had an intention, or something rather specific to 
"say". 

In this essay I am going to analyse the International Construc-
tivism1 work produced by the important Hungarian avant-garde figure, 
Lajos Kassak, most especially his theory of Keparchitektura [Picture-
architecture], in order to argue that Kassak arrived at such a mute geome-
try while engaged in Dada-inspired experimentation with language. I 
choose Kassak as my example not because he is a singular case, but 
because I find his work revealing of the connections between experimen-
tal language and geometric form, implementing both as a way to construct 
meaning. Kassak most compellingly pursues this connection via his poetry 
and his Constructivist art works he named Keparchitekturas. Kassak's 
interest in Dada is first tied to Dada poetic texts and experiments in the 
visual formation of texts through typography. He simultaneously experi-
ments with shaping form and meaning via typography, and with creating 
visual art in the geometric style now called International Constructivism. 
He used the avant-garde genre of the manifesto to evoke in textual form 
what the goals and intentions of his visual works were to be. Therefore, 
we will also consider the Keparchitektura manifesto as a text that Kassak 
used not merely as a supplement, but rather as an important partner to his 
visual works. The combination or simultaneous appearance of Dadaism 
and Constructivism is typical during this time in a number of Central and 
East-Central European journals such as Merz, G, Mecano, Veshch, and 
Zenit. Also notable are the important collaborations between artists such 
as Kurt Schwitters and Theo Van Doesburg, Schwitters and El Lissitzky, 
or Hans Richter and Malevich.5 Thus, Kassak's simultaneous engagement 
with Dadaist and Constructivist methods was not unique, but noteworthy 
in the practice of a single artist. I map out Kassak's engagement with 
Dada and Constructivism through a close analysis of the texts published 
and the art reproduced on the pages of his journal Ma [Today].6 

Ma was produced in two stages, f rom 1916 to 1919 in Budapest, 
and after Kassak 's emigration, from 1920 to 1925 in Vienna. The group 
of Hungarians working in the Ma circle led by Kassak had a vision of 
avant-garde art that was forged during the massive social and political 
changes occurring in Central and Eastern Europe during the war. Art was 
created with the goal of improving the nation, and the first opportunity to 
integrate fully art into political life came during Hungary's 1919 Republic 
of Councils, led by Bela Kun. When that political experiment failed, Ma 



was relocated to Vienna, and became a platform from which to participate 
in the ideological debates of international avant-garde art. This journal 
brought the Hungarians the highest international involvement and visibil-
ity of any of the Central and Eastern European avant-garde movements, 
because it interacted with the plethora of avant-garde journals being 
produced in Europe during the first decades of the 20th century.7 

A wide variety of very recent and cutting-edge international Dada 
material was published in Ma by Kassak during the Vienna years. A 
letter f rom Kassak written during his first summer in Viennese exile 
thanks the Hannover critic Christoph Spengemann for the material sent 
concerning Schwitters, including examples of Schwitters' work that 
Kassak would publish in Ma in the January issue of 1921.x Another early 
letter of the Vienna period is from Kassak to the Dada group of Zurich, 
dated December 1920, seeking to establish a reciprocal relationship for 
exchanging material.'' Kassak was not attempting to link up with simply 
one source, or one geographic manifestation of Dada. Instead he tried to 
establish contact with Dada practitioners both in Hannover and Zurich. 
By contacting Zurich, Kassak was attempting to reach Tristan Tzara, 
Marcel Janco, Hugo Ball and Hans Arp, who had instigated Dada at the 
Cabaret Voltaire. Kassak succeeded in establishing a correspondence with 
Tzara, and tried to solicit from Tzara information, reproductions and other 
works by artists such as Hans Arp, Francis Picabia, Man Ray and, of 
course, Tzara himself. 

For example, Arp's poetry appeared in Ma several times in 1921 
and Kassak published a special Arp issue in March of 1922, containing a 
number of reproductions of Arp's prints and wood sculptures.10 Francis 
Picabia's appearances in Ma consisted of a reproduction of his work 
Canibalisme in the Jubilee issue of 1 May 1922, and a Dada poem in the 
"French Anthology" published in the 10th anniversary issue of January, 
1925." Because such material never appeared in publication, we can 
surmise that some of Kassak's requests of Tzara were not fulfilled, such 
as those for reproductions of Man Ray 's work, more Picabia material, and 
information on young American and English artists.12 A few of Tzara's 
own writings were published in Kassak's journal, however. The first to 
appear (in translation), in November of 1921, was "Monsieur Antipyrine's 
Manifesto," a selection from La Premiere Aventure Celeste de Monsieur 
Antipyrine of 1916. Later, some shorter poems by Tzara were published 
as well.13 Tzara did not publish anything by Kassak in his Dada journal, 



however, not even his poetry, despite the Hungarian's requests that he do 
so. 

Kassak was also able to establish connections via Ma with the 
Berlin Dadaists such as Richard Huelsenbeck, Raoul Hausmann and 
George Grosz. In Ma Kassak published Grosz 's Dadaist collages Portrait 
Des Dichters Wieland Herzfelde, Deutschland, Ein Wintermarchen, and 
two of Grosz's socially critical drawings. The published Hausmann 
material is more varied, because it includes his theoretical essays "Pre-
sentismus" and "Optofonetika" produced when his engagement with 
Berlin Dada was largely a thing of the past. The essay "Dadaizmus" 
[Dadaism], Huelsenbeck's introduction to his Dada Almanach of 1920, 
was published in the March 1922 issue of Ma.]4 This same issue had a 
rather pronounced Dada tone, as it also featured Arp's work. Yet it also 
contained Kassak's Constructivist manifesto "Keparchitektura" [Picture-
Architecture], a text that will be discussed in depth later in this essay.15 

Juxtapositions such as this highlight the simultaneity of the engagement 
with Dada and International Constructivism by Kassak in Ma. This mix 
will appear regularly in Ma for several years, and parallels his attempt to 
balance and integrate Dada and Constructivism in his own artistic produc-
tion, both in visual art and poetry. Although it has been argued that 
Kassak largely rejects Dadaism as he develops his Constructivist art,16 I 
am less inclined to see the break as having been a sharp one. 

Kassak's Dada interests, as indicated by his choice of material 
published in Ma, did not focus on the primitive, sexualized and machine-
based aesthetic of Picabia, or on the caustic political jibes of the Berlin 
Dadaists, but rather on the poetic and textual experiments of Schwitters. 
The material sent by Spengemann to Kassak was published in the issue of 
January 1921, the first Ma number to fully reveal Kassak's engagement 
with Dada. Schwitters' most famous and influential poem "An Anna 
Blume" was translated into Hungarian in this issue. Kassak's initial 
interest in Schwitters likely came through his awareness of the artist via 
Herwarth Walden's German Expressionist journal Der Sturm, the circle of 
which Schwitters had joined in 1918.'7 Kassak continued to take an 
interest in the work of Schwitters, publishing it — especially his literary 
work — throughout the Vienna years. However, only a few of Schwit-
ters' Merz collages were ever reproduced, probably because Kassak found 
them flawed in their illusionism and emotionalism. As he put it in the 
Keparchitektura manifesto: "Schwitters, just like Kandinsky, forms emo-
tions into pictures... expresses his emotions through the totality of 



materials.... And what can these pictures give to us? The illusion of a 
world that exists, once existed, or may exist."18 The greater value attached 
to Schwitters' literary output is not surprising, as Kassak himself was first 
and foremost a poet, and because expressionism was a quality Kassak 
would never emphasize in his own visual art. The reason Schwitters was 
Kassak's primary model is that Schwitters was attempting Dada experi-
mentation in both literary and visual media, while Tzara, for example, 
was more concerned with literary than with visual production. 

This same January 1, 1921 issue of Ma, the initial one that clearly 
displays an interest in Dada, is also the first to contain examples of 
Hungarian works that incorporate Dadaist elements. On the cover is 
Kassak's first published art work. This work manifests Dadaist inspiration 
in the mechanical elements such as wheels, belts and train signals in-
cluded in the composition, as well as in the snippets of surrounding text 
that lack logical narrative order. 

The first full text within this issue of Ma is Sandor Barta's 
manifesto "A zoldfejii ember" [The Green-headed Man], which can 
perhaps be best described as a diatribe against logic, responsibility and 
reason.19 An accomplished poet, Barta was one of the foremost practitio-
ners of Dadaist poetry in Hungarian circles. By 1922, he would be 
extending the radicalism and anarchism of Dada into a political stance 
against bourgeois culture, establishing his own journal counter to Ma, and 
eventually joining the Communist party and leaving for the Soviet 
Union.20 As Forgacs has established, Kassak would later characterize this 
text by Barta in a letter to a colleague as one that Kassak published 
merely to appease Barta, whereas he and Ma "had nothing to do with the 
Dadaists."21 In fact, Kassak would characterize Dada as a "conservative 
school already", a comment that I would hold betrays Kassak's motives 
with respect to Hungarian emigre politics rather than his actual artistic 
inclinations in 1921-1922. Here, Kassak is taking pains to distance 
himself and his journal f rom a "school", an already established style 
(hardly conservative), but not one of his own creation. By early 1922 he 
would be more interested in promoting and defending his own creation, 
Picture-architecture. 

To return to Barta's text, what is visually interesting about this 
essay, even if one cannot read Hungarian, is the typography that varies in 
size and type, and incorporates oversized exclamation marks, small black 
squares, and varies the spatial disposition of the text. This kind of clean, 
even printing and clear spacing produces a visually interesting and 



dynamic composition of the text on the page that is reminiscent of the 
typographical work of the German Dadaists.22 The presence in the Kassak 
archive of Dada periodicals such as Tzara's Dada, Schwitters* Merz and 
Hausmann's Der Dada, demonstrates that they were present in his library 
early on. Thus a familiarity with Dada typography and composition is to 
be expected among the Hungarians in Vienna. 

Another vital source of information for Kassak about Dada — 
particularly its German variant — and other avant-garde art in 1921/22 
was Laszlo Moholy-Nagy in Berlin. Although Moholy-Nagy had some 
contact with Kassak's group of Activists in Hungary in 1918-19, and was 
profoundly influenced by their ethical and social attitudes toward art, he 
was by no means in the forefront of artistic activity in Budapest.23 Like 
many others, he left Budapest after the fall of the Republic of Councils, 
and eventually made his way to Vienna. After a short period there, he 
moved on to Berlin by April of 1920. In the German capital he would 
mature into an independent and highly significant artist, a process culmi-
nating in the invitation to join the Bauhaus staff in 1923. It is precisely 
during this period that he had his most significant contact with Kassak 
and the journal Ma, and my treatment of Moholy-Nagy will extend only 
to these direct connections with Kassak rather than his other activities. 

As Berlin during this period was the centre of international avant-
garde activity, Moholy-Nagy was able to act as a vital pipeline of infor-
mation for Kassak, as well as a source for numerous reproductions of the 
latest in avant-garde art that were published in Ma,24 The first of his 
works in Ma, a Dadaist-inspired woodcut, appeared in the March 1921 
issue. In September of 1921 Kassak published a special issue of Ma 
devoted to Moholy-Nagy, including the reproduction of a work on the 
cover, followed by an introductory essay on his work by Erno Kallai, and 
ten more reproductions. We know that Moholy-Nagy was in contact with 
Hungarian artists just returning from Moscow late in 1921 and early in 
1922, and that he met El Lissitzky around that time as well. These were 
the two most important sources for information on what was currently 
happening culturally in Soviet Russia, and so provided a crucial advantage 
to the development of Moholy-Nagy's artistic style at the time. 

The January issue of Ma that proclaimed the interest in Dada also 
contains a report on the first public artistic matinee the group held in 
Vienna. Significantly, the report on the substantially Dadaist program of 
this matinee follows directly upon a synopsis of the Russian Evening held 
by the members of the Ma group on 13 November 1920, the Hungarians' 



first chance to see some proto-Constructivist works being produced in the 
nascent Soviet Union.25 The First Viennese Matinee was held on 20 
November 1920, and consisted of a variety of readings from the work of 
Hungarian poets, performances of the music of Bartok and Debussy, 
Kassak's wife Jolan Simon's reading of poetry by Huelsenbeck, Schwitters 
and Apollinaire, and Barta's reading from his Dadaist work "The Green-
Headed Man." The Dada emphasis of these programs is apparent in their 
content, and this emphasis would continue. For example, a fall 1921 
matinee included Simon's reading of poetry by Schwitters, Arp and 
Huelsenbeck, Kassak reading from his epic Dadaist poem "The Horse 
Dies and the Birds Fly Away" (discussed below), and Andor Nemeth's 
reading from Tzara's "The First Celestial Adventure of Mr. Antipyrine."26 

The Ma group took a program on the road to Prague on March 
16, 1922.27 This program consisted of a lecture on the Ma group, fol-
lowed by the recitation of poetry by Kassak and others connected with the 
journal, as well as poetry by the Italian Dadaist Libero Altomare, by Arp, 
Huelsenbeck, Schwitters, and finally, a multi-media performance by Barta 
that included music, puppets, choruses, projections and posters.28 Karel 
Teige, who was in the audience, described the Hungarian program as an 
early example of Dadaism appearing in Czechoslovakia.29 The Hungarian 
tour continued in Czechoslovakia, including visits to the former Hungar-
ian cities of Kassa [Ko§ice] in Slovakia and Ungvar [Uzhorod] in the 
Ruthenian region.30 

I will now focus specifically on a number of Kassak's poems and 
typographical layouts in Ma, in order to identify Dadaist and nascent 
Constructivist elements within them. The theory and visual forms of Kep-
architektura arise, I argue, through the experimentation with and combi-
nation of both Dada and International Constructivist practices within texts. 
One especially accomplished text by Kassak that includes a strong visual 
component is "Este a fak alatt" [Evening Under the Trees, poem #18], 
which was published in the January 1, 1922 issue of Ma (figure 1, see the 
appendix of illustrations to this article, page 40).31 It is the most lengthy, 
accomplished and visually striking of what Kassak called his kepversek 
[picture-poems], Kassak was producing a number of visual poems during 
the early 1920s, a practice that parallels his new-found engagement with 
visual art, and one that serves as an excellent example of his combined 
literary and visual thinking and practice. As noted by Janos Brendel, this 
work is actually composed of four self-contained poems that coincide 
with the four columns of the layout in the journal.32 Although the four 



poetic units vary in internal length and number of words, Kassak balances 
them on the page through varying the weight and size of the typography, 
as well as through their spatial disposition. As Brendel has suggested, the 
cycle is likely Kassak's reaction to Hungarian events in 1919, and the 
despair of those involved in that failed political experiment who were 
forced into exile.33 The latter two units of the cycle, which I will focus 
on here, are representative of Kassak's visually abstract form of poetry 
wherein the poetic text is arranged on the page like an abstract artwork on 
a plane. They are composed of discontinuous verbal elements, which 
vividly evoke feelings or certain images, but do not lend themselves to 
linear narrative readings. The non-narrative quality of Kassak's poetry is 
here underpinned and even heightened by the variations in the typography 
and the spacing of the textual elements on the page. Kassak's real accom-
plishment is the orchestration of the verbal and the visual in a way that 
makes the expressive intention of the work, rather than its narrative sense, 
its most notable characteristic. In fact, it makes this dynamic expressivity 
visual. The poem is visually more advanced than the poetic work of 
Tzara, and far more composed and meaningful than Marinetti's Futurist 
verse, that in comparison reads as staccato and disconnected listings of 
words with little intelligible cohesion. It is evocative, expressive, and 
formally structured on a level that is most similar to the various produc-
tions of that other poet/artist Kurt Schwitters. Indeed Kassak makes direct 
reference to Schwitters' "Anna Blume" ("Anna Virag") in this piece. 

Kassak balances the varying size and weight of poetic units on 
the page through the manipulation of typography and graphic elements. 
The eleven-word unit on the right reads: "Anna, my little Anna / the 
Lord appeared above the waters and bitterly cries." The poem is domi-
nated by the heavy lettering of the words "az Ur" [the Lord] and "sir" 
[cries]. The two lower halves of the page are integrated through the 
placement of the equally despairing words "jaj ja j" and "sir" in large, 
heavy lettering at the bottom of the left-hand unit. The upper and lower 
half of the poem on the right are connected by the elongated, transverse 
placement of the word "keservesen" [bitterly], that leads the eye down-
wards, and halts it at "sir" [cries]. The visual interest of the word "sir" is 
emphasized by the large, black disk above it, that can be likened to a 
black tear spot, but also functions visually to give weight and presence to 
this poem, one that is composed of relatively so few words. 

I find Krisztina Passuth convincing in her comparison between the 
cover of the first issue of Der Dada, for example, and some of the work 



produced by the Hungarians at this time, particularly Kassak.34 It resem-
bles "Este a fak alatt" in that letters and/or numbers are arranged verti-
cally and diagonally as well as horizontally, and large amounts of blank 
space function as aspects of the overall spatial composition. W e know 
that Kassak owned a copy of Der Dada number 2 of December, 1919, 
since it is housed in the Kassak archive today. This is not to suggest that 
the Hungarians simply copied the Germans. The members of the Ma 
circle were — given their collective experience with the failure of the 
Republic of Councils — in a different cultural and political mind-set than 
the German Dadaists by the early 1920s. Kassak is taking his Dadaist 
typographical experimentation in the direction of an integration of a 
Constructivist sensibility, and that is something that most of the German 
Dadas never did. 

The dynamic placement and size of lettering used to visually 
express the vitality and disruptive force of the words even without 
narrative logic, characterizes Kassak's Dadaist verse. However, unlike 
most Dada poetry, "Este a fak alatt" is a highly crafted work that attempts 
to merge the vitality of the words with the carefully and subtly composed 
visual elements, in order to bring about a powerful and effective cohesion. 
It is my contention that it is Kassak's combination of the emergent 
principles of Constructivism with the textual practices of Dadaism that 
make this poem what it is. One important visual clue to follow in this 
text is the black disk. I would hold that this black disk has its source in 
Malevich's black disk. This form, which along with the black square had 
first appeared in print in 1916,35 appeared again on the cover of Malev-
ich 's book On New Systems in Art, designed by El Lissitzky in 1919,36 

and was seen regularly in various journals throughout the early 1920s 
from De Stijl to Veshch to G. The quadrangular form would be featured 
in El Lissitzky's The Story of 2 Squares, designed in 1920 and published 
in Germany in 1922, a copy of which Lissitzky signed and sent to Kassak 
in 1922.37 In the hand-drawn version of Kassak's poem that was pub-
lished as a Ma picture book in 1922, the poem does not end only with the 
black disk, but with a more complex geometric form composed of a 
circle, square and several rectangles (figure 2, see page 41). Dawn Ades 
has pointed out that the black square, although a Suprematist form closely 
related to Constructivism, at times appears within the context of Dadaism, 
connoting a kind of Ur-form that indicates both destruction and construc-
tion.38 It is the notion of construction that is especially relevant to 
Kassak's crafting of his kepversek. I do not think that at this relatively 



early date (the poem would have been written in 1921 to be published by 
the January, 1922 issue), Kassak (or any other European for that matter) 
had a complete grasp of the principles of Russian Constructivism or of 
Malevich's Suprematism. There are substantive claims that Kassak had 
access to some of the primary documents of Russian Constructivism and 
Suprematism by late 1921, and that he was thus familiar with the basic 
geometric forms and principles of these two styles, if even in a cursory 
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way. 
I will take this point up again when discussing Kassak's visual art 

works of 1921-22 below, but for now, what strikes me is that these 
geometric forms are imported into Kassak's literary texts as a partner to 
his words, not as singular visual elements on their own. Within the 
European context, these geometric forms generally carried the connotation 
of new construction, creation, and thoughtful placement and balance of 
forms, which are the composing principles underlying Kassak's two 
versions of "Este a fak alatt". Kassak adopted them into his poetry to 
establish the structured effect of his literary text. As mentioned above, 
some German Dadaist typography has also been identified as similar in its 
spatial disposition of elements on the page and its large areas of reserve, 
or white space. The addition of geometric Ur-forms to the poem reveals 
that Kassak is thinking about the disposition of the elements (both textual 
and formal) on a geometric plane. Kassak's accomplishment here is the 
integration of these primary geometric forms of the type used both in 
Suprematism and Constructivism, as geometric elements working in their 
spatial disposition with the freedom, vitality and expressive spirit of 
Dadaist text. These combined forces create the spirit and intention of 
Kassak's poem. 

In the issue of Ma following the appearance of "Este a fak alatt", 
the journal featured two short visual poems by Kassak. These had 
originally appeared in Vilaganydm, the same volume of verse that "Este a 
fak alatt" had first appeared in.40 (figure 3, see page 42) These works 
contain fewer words, and are more free-form in their structure than the 
previous example. With fewer words, Kassak could further explore the 
possibilities of the typography and structure of these poems on the page. 
Number seventeen takes a relatively simple text and repeats it with minor 
changes. Beginning at the upper left, above the small portrait, the poem's 
text that begins "Este varlak a kapuban" [In the evening I wait for you at 
the gate], is broken down into short segments that are arranged in a fan-
like disposition. Only two words are not included in this arrangement, 



"Teremtes" [creation], and "viragok" [flowers]. Completing the composi-
tion are four geometric abstract forms, that are reminiscent of the kind of 
artworks being produced and published in Ma by artists such as Bortnyik 
and Moholy-Nagy, compositions often identified as Dadaist and/or 
Constructivist in inspiration. This poem has been interpreted by Esther 
Levinger as a visual rendering of the concept "in the evening I wait for 
you at the gate with flowers," with the portrait, the word "flowers", and 
the geometric forms attempting to establish the three main components of 
the text 's idea.41 It is not a particularly well-integrated or successful 
combination of words, forms and images, however. The portrait is little 
more than a caricature, and seems out of place in the company of the 
geometric elements, while the fanned layout of the text on the upper left 
seems too centripetal to successfully integrate with the sharp lines of the 
overall geometric structure of the piece. It does successfully function as 
a contrast to the other poem on the page that, instead of being character-
ized by linear geometric forms and lighter typography, is a rounded, and 
weightier work featuring heavy, black letters.42 In fact, it resembles the 
original, hand-drawn version of "Este a fak alatt" (figures 4 and 5; see the 
appendix, pages 43 and 44). Both are small-scale experiments with the 
idea of integrating text with geometric form, of treating text as form, and 
attempting to make the verbal and visual elements work in tandem. 

There is yet another composition relevant to my discussion, that 
of Kassak's epic poem, "A lo meghal es a madarak kiropiilnek" [The 
Horse Dies and the Birds Fly Away], which was published in Kassak's 
parallel and short-lived journal 2x2 in 1922.43 (figure 6, see page 45) In 
a letter of December, 1922 Kassak proposed that Tzara might be inter-
ested in having Kassak's "somewhat epic poem" translated into French 
and published so that Kassak could have some "financial and moral 
success".44 Kassak was likely referring to "The Horse Dies and the Birds 
Fly Away," his only poem of epic length.45 Within the same letter 
Kassak notes that he is sending Tzara a copy of his single-issue journal 2 
x 2, the very place where "The Horse Dies and the Birds Fly Away" 
originally appeared. However, it was that promoter of German Expres-
sionism, Herwarth Walden, rather than Tzara, who first published this 
poem in a language other than Hungarian. Because of the rarity of 2 X 2 , 
and the fact that it was published in Hungarian, it was in this period most 
accessible in the versions published by Walden. Walden featured the 
poem in Ma-Buch, the anthology of Hungarian avant-garde poetry he 
published, and he printed an excerpt from it in the journal Der Sturm in 



1923. However, he greatly changed and simplified its original structure 
and typography. I will here discuss Kassak's original version. 

The poem has been described as either Futurist or Dadaist in its 
imagery, use of language and typographical layout. In my estimation, 
both the emphasis in this work on a controlled, highly regulated structure 
of the textual element, and the accompanying visual compositions, are 
Constructivist-inspired, whereas the hand-rendered quality of the typogra-
phy and the content of the poem are Dadaist in spirit. The poem relates 
Kassak's round-trip journey on foot from Budapest to Paris while a young 
man. The highly expressive and personal text was originally published in 
a rigorously controlled format consisting entirely of lower-case letters 
(and the occasional word rendered in capitals), and a solid body of text 
with line breaks marked by black asterisks and interspersed with full-page 
illustrations. The freely expressive, inventive language of the text is 
tightly encapsulated within a visual framework that asserts a high degree 
of control and measure, and that strongly affects our visual apprehension 
of the poem, and our overall appreciation of it. In my experience, the 
visual element dominates to the point that it colours the actual text. In 
other words, it affects its reading. We should recall that during this 
period of 1921-1922, Kassak shifts from being primarily a poet to being 
both a poet and an accomplished visual artist, and this shift is parallelled 
on the pages of Ma. Indeed, one could argue that the visual aspect of his 
poems at times dominate the content of the work, to a degree resulting in 
a lack of cohesion. 

Kassak's development of Keparchitektura, his variant of geometric 
abstract art, was not grounded in Russian Constructivism, but instead 
within a combination of Dadaist and Constructivist sensibilities that had 
largely West- and Central-European sources,46 a combination that Kassak 
was also exploring in his poetry. Kassak's interest in Dadaist pictorial 
verse, for example, was unrelated to Russian avant-garde literary work, 
and is closest to that of his European contemporaries such as Schwitters 
or Theo van Doesburg. Although the Hungarians in Vienna during the 
1920s were learning more about developments in Russian art, both 
through first-hand visits to Moscow and via the amount of primary 
Russian documents on art being translated into Hungarian in emigre 
journals,47 Kassak refused to publish this material in Ma, publicly taking 
a stand to indicate the difference between his artistic interests and those of 
the Russian Constructivists. When one reads the Keparchitektura mani-
festo, written to elucidate Kassak's intentions and goals about the power 



of his visual art in the geometric style, the allegorical complexity and 
messianic tone is entirely unlike the workman-like pragmatism of Russian 
Constructivist texts. To quote a small sample: "Keparchitektura does not 
resemble anything, tells no story, has no beginning and no end. It just is. 
Just like an unwalled city, a sailable sea, a wanderable forest or that 
which it most resembles: the Bible. It may be entered anywhere, and its 
whole can be apperceived at its any point. It just is, because it had to be 
born of its own strength. And in this existence it is merciless."48 This 
poetically-modulated manifesto postulates a transformation and positive 
change in the very soul of mankind via Constructivist art, and that goal 
brings it closer to Malevich's Suprematism. Kassak could have read 
some of Malevich's texts on Suprematism, as Uitz would claim that he 
did. But I am struck as I read Malevich's texts that Kassak could have 
had access to, such as Malevich's introduction to his 1920 portfolio 
"Suprematism 34 Drawings,"49 how very differently Kassak expresses 
himself. Words are critical to a poet like Kassak, and his manifesto reads 
as if on fire with the specificity and vitality of words intended to express 
and inspire. For him, visual art should be no less motivating, and its 
goals no less earth changing. Kassak, I have been arguing, develops his 
visual sense in tandem with his words and literary work, not separately 
f rom them. Malevich, no poet, writes text as a philosophical explanation 
of his art, and the text stands as a key that can be used to decode the 
political and cultural intentions of his visual work. His text reads not like 
poetry, but like very dense, even obtuse prose, drawing connections 
between Suprematist forms and modern machinery, utilitarian needs, and 
movement in space. Kassak's text reads as a poetic and elegant evocation 
of the purposes of artistic creation. Both use abstract geometric form to 
make visual art, but as their texts reveal, they thought very differently 
about how and why they did so. There are many tracks Kassak could 
have followed into the use of abstract geometric form, Russian and 
European, but given his dual development in poetry and visual art, and 
his spiritual or even mystical belief in art's ability to change the world 
(here his Expressionist roots are fully revealed), Russian/Soviet sources 
cannot fully account for Kassak's Keparchitektura. 

Both Dadaist and Constructivist interests were being explored 
during Kassak's development of Keparchitektura, and a number of 
scholars have noted the role of both in Kassak's visual art. For several, 
Dadaist experimentation in his collages and other visual art, are identified 
as the paths by which he began to develop his art toward the next level of 



abstraction formally, namely toward non-objective geometric art. This 
can be understood as a progression of formal elements toward increasing 
non-objectivity, and/or a strategy to create art more conceptually purpose-
ful. Brendel has also noted that Kassak would at times use words not as 
signifiers, but instead as material elements in collage compositions.50 My 
continuing emphasis is on Kassak's integrated developments in poetry and 
visual art. 

The pages of Ma provide crucial visual evidence of Kassak's 
simultaneous engagement with Dada and with structured geometric art in 
1921-22. By November of 1920, Bortnyik was developing an album of 
new works that would be the first examples of art that Kassak would 
label Keparchitektura, and they were already underway before the Ma 
group's first exposure to contemporary Russian art via Umansky's slide 
lecture that same month, calling into question the notion of a Soviet 
source for Hungarian geometric abstract art. As noted, the year 1921 
marked the height of the publication of Dada material in the journal, but 
in March of that same year Kassak signaled the development of Kep-
architektura with one of his own geometric works on the journal's cover. 
March was also the month that Kassak first used the term Keparchitektura 
in print, in the introduction to Bortnyik's album of linocuts. Inside the 
March issue, Kassak, among other things, published Dada poetry by 
Blaise Cendrars, Arp and Huelsenbeck, plus Dada-inspired woodcuts by 
Moholy-Nagy. The June cover featured a Grosz collage, September's 
issue featured Moholy-Nagy's primarily Dadaist works, and the Kep-
architektura manifesto was first published as a separate booklet in 
September as well. That was followed by the Kassak issue in November, 
showcasing three full-page Keparchitektura works, (figure 7, see page 
46). The contents of this November issue demonstrate Kassak's interest in 
both spheres during this period, as it presents in sequence Schwitters' 
typographically inventive poem "Cigarren", an essay on Kassak and his 
geometric works by Kallai under a pseudonym, and Tzara's "The First 
Celestial Adventure of Mr. Antipyrine" as well as another text by Barta, 
interspersed among the Keparchitektura works. 

We can now return to Kassak's image verse "Este a fak alatt," 
which appeared in the following issue of January 1922, and draw some 
conclusions. Seen in the context provided by Ma, "Este a fak alatt" can 
be recognized as the fruit of the combination of Dadaist poetry and Kep-
architektura. Here Kassak has melded the Dadaist text with the structure 
and geometric elements of his Keparchitektura compositions. He has 



framed the passion of what is being expressed in the words within the 
discipline of the ordered structure of the arrangement on the page. We 
can now recognize the source of that order and structure as being Kas-
sak's contemporaneous experiments with creating geometric compositions 
in the Keparchitektura mode. In comparing one of the Keparchitektura?, 
reproduced in the November issue (figure 7, see page 46) to the page 
from "Este a fak alatt" (figure 1, see page 40), one might note that the 
visual similarities are striking. Thus, the directional elements provided by 
diagonal lines and the diagonally arranged lines of text; the curved lines 
and arcs of text; the black disk, and the blocks of text acting as com-
positional elements on the page, all function visually as do the equivalent 
geometric shapes in the Keparchitektura composition. More comparisons 
could be made with several of the compositions published in Ma, such as 
the cover of the January 1922 issue. Recall, too, that "Este a fak alatt" 
was produced in several different versions, and each reveals the spirit of 
combination as well. The hand-drawn version produced as a separate Ma 
picture book in 1922 breaks the text down differently on the page, and 
mixes within it visual compositions, some clearly geometric in character, 
others more Dadaist (figures 2, 4 and 5, see pages 41, 43 and 44). The 
major poem of 1922, "A lo meghal es a madarak kiropiilnek," submits the 
Dadaist poetry to the rigid structure of a continuous block paragraph with 
lines of the poem indicated by an asterisk, the title encased in a geometric 
composition, and the poem interspersed with thoroughly geometric 
illustrations, again a combination of the two modes. 

The foregoing examples indicate a period of experimentation in 
Kassak's work during the period 1921-22, during which the artist was 
negotiating a fission between Dadaist literary experimentation on the one 
hand, and Constructivist visual form on the other. But how did Kassak 
understand the connection between the two? The standard account of this 
connection in terms of visual art is that Dada acted as a way of effecting 
a tabula rasa; both a sweeping clean and a new start for art in order to be 
able to communicate the future as newly envisaged. Constructivism then 
follows as the style of visual art to best construct that vision. This evolu-
tionary relationship is expressed by Kassak's composition Romboljatok 
hogy epithessetek es epitsettek hogy gydzhessetek [Destroy so that you 
may build and build so that you may be victorious].51 Dada also advo-
cated the destruction of traditional formal strategies. It used radically new 
materials, and it pushed the limits of what could be considered to be a 
work of art. All of these were important lessons for Kassak during this 



period. In the pivotal Jubilee issue of 1922 of Ma, a statement was 
published that was both a summation of the group's recent history, and a 
position statement on the future plans of the journal and the group.52 In 
it, Kassak makes clear that for those who want to move forward, it is not 
only necessary to make changes in the current environment, but it is also 
crucial to enact a "tabula rasa" within oneself.53 Kassak would later 
separate himself publicly from the "conservative school" of Dada, as 
noted above, in his efforts to position Picture-architecture as a develop-
ment beyond Dada. It is significant that this involves primarily his visual 
art, and that the resistance gravitates around Kassak's unwillingness to be 
labeled as representing a certain style or school. Instead of seeing 
Dadaism as the opposite of the sobriety, seriousness and geometric 
rigidity of International Constructivism, it can be better understood as an 
important and sometimes simultaneous part of the entire process of 
imagining the world anew during the 1920s. It is very likely the case that 
an acquaintance with elements of Russian Suprematism and Constructi-
vism would have encouraged Kassak to continue experiments in the vein 
of geometric abstraction. But these connections speak of the relations 
between varieties of visual art. What is missing in these accounts is the 
realization that — despite his production of Dadaist collages and drawings 
— Kassak's primary engagement with Dada was in the sphere of litera-
ture, essentially poetry. At the centre of Kassak's experiments with 
Dadaist poetry and Constructivist structure — which would culminate in 
Keparchitektura — was a concern with how these two modes produce 
meaning, especially through the means of the arrangement and interaction 
of text and form on a two-dimensional surface before the viewer. 

I would consider both facets of Kassak's work as texts in the 
expanded sense described by Elizabeth Grosz: "Texts, like concepts, do 
things, make things, perform actions, create connections, being about new 
alignments. They are events — situated in social, institutional, and 
conceptual space."54 While Kassak was first and foremost a poet, a man 
of words who would continue to write poetry throughout his life, he also 
made works of visual art. In 1921-22 he combined these two aspects of 
his creative self in order to express his views on the human condition in 
modernity, and to communicate his vision of the future. Both Kassak's 
poetry and Keparchitekturas are exhortations that communicate a mes-
sage, and attempt to reach and uplift the reader/viewer. In other words, 
they are proactive texts of a sort, produced in tandem, with like goals. 



Kassak was not alone in believing that structured, geometric 
constructive art could communicate much about the planned future. 
Actually, most Constructivists, both International and Russian, artists and 
theoreticians, also believed this. What I wish to point out here is that 
Kassak reached this conclusion via a particular path — as a poet who saw 
a vital connection between poetic text, visual arrangement, and how both 
can be shaped or structured to produce meaning. Kassak was devoted to 
the notion of art having a moral and transformative purpose for society, 
and his poetry and other texts were crafted with that goal in mind. There 
is no reason to believe that he would intend anything less for his visual 
art, and he was, in fact, especially adamant throughout his career that 
visual art 's purpose was never to be merely decorative or to be I'art pour 
I'art. Kassak's trajectory followed a path between literature and visual 
art, and along that path, Dada and Constructivism were conceptual and 
stylistic elements that the artist wove together. For Kassak, it would be a 
logical step to relate the disposition of words in a text to the arrangement 
of geometric elements in visual art, both composed to convey content and 
communicate an intention. Kassak intended the viewer to project herself 
or himself mentally into the space of the Keparchitekturas in a dynamic, 
experiential way, as one might project oneself into the experience of the 
words of a text. But can abstract, geometric art such as Constructivism 
function successfully in this manner? Kassak clearly hoped that it could. 
Much of the Keparchitektura manifesto consists of a string of single lines 
of text that motivate or enlighten, rather than define or explain: "The 
artist 's only scale of values is his world view. The artist with a world 
view can create anything. Creation is the constructive good deed. 
Construction is architecture... Art is that which does not give us order, 
but which makes us capable of the most. Art transforms us and we 
become capable of transforming our environment." Within the manifesto, 
Kassak describes the power of the works as reaching out to the viewer, 
transferring a vision of the new Utopia, changing ways of thinking, and 
moving the viewer to action. Clearly Kassak intended that the Kep-
architektura works would convey these goals directly to the viewer, via 
their geometric forms on the plane. Here there is no interwoven poetic 
text, because the manifesto is detached from the visual works. 

The problem is that it is necessary to read the text of the Kep-
architektura manifesto in tandem with the works in order to receive the 
content of Kassak's ideology; the works of art do not communicate this on 
their own. This is a serious problem for Kassak given the specific goals 



and intentions of his art. Not to see his meaning, not to be transformed or 
enlightened, is for the works not to achieve what Kassak made them for. 
To merely enjoy their formal arrangements as visual compositions is to 
grossly miss Kassak's point. They are of course stylistically similar in 
their geometric abstraction to other examples of International Constructi-
vism or Malevich's Suprematism, but that estimation does not account for 
what is different about Kassak's Constructivism, nor why and how it 
appealed to him or seemed right for his goals. This is more serious than 
the issue of not recognizing the artist's intentions due to changes in 
audience reception, this is closer to a failure of the work to visually 
communicate right from the beginning. 

It was primarily the Berlin-based Hungarian art critic Erao 
Kallai's essays on Constructivism published in Ma that explained the 
political and social implications of the style.55 The primary differences 
between types of Constructivism, and the various intentions and goals of 
the producers of this work, are available foremost and most immediately 
in the manifestos and other written texts, not in the visual works them-
selves. Sophisticated art viewers can discern visual qualities that vary 
f rom a Malevich to a Mondrian to a Kassak, and know the importance of 
reading Constructivist theory. However, sophisticated art viewers were 
not the target audience of the Constructivists, European or Russian. The 
public at large was, yet it had neither the training nor preparation to 
receive this work in the manner intended. The gap between the visual 
work of art and the complex theories it was made to convey, may explain 
the inability of the Constructivist style to speak to the majority of the 
population as intended, and therefore, it may account for its failure to 
enact the change it was hoped it would enact. In Kassak's work more 
than that of many of his peers, we witness the shuttling between Dada 
and Constructivism; we may follow the attempt to forge new possibilities 
and meanings out of the combination of the two, out of the interplay of 
the verbal and the visual. Both were central to Kassak's activity in the 
early 1920s, and he was struggling with varying degrees of success to 
interrelate them. Kassak engaged in this process as a means to communi-
cate, not in a pursuit of an art of pure opticality - one that verges danger-
ously on being merely decorative. 

At the beginning of this essay I spoke of the muteness of such 
geometric abstract works, the fact that they are now usually seen to be a 
largely aesthetic and/or optical enterprise, even one that is purely decora-
tive; in any case a visual enterprise that alienates many of its viewers. 



Now we may suspect that such work is mute not because it necessarily 
intended to be purely optical, but rather because of its failure to success-
fully translate its intended message — that is communicated only through 
textual addenda — fully into the visual medium. Perhaps it is time to 
reconsider much Constructivist art on these terms. 
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Az ic!6 nyeritett akkor azaz papagalyosan kinyitotta a szarnyait mondom szcttart 
voros kapu * szeretommel kinek fekete gyemantok voltak befalazva az arcaba 
s 3 gycreket cepelt a ketsegbeeseseben * a gyarkemenyek alatt ultunk * tudtuk 
holnap a gorbe vonalak * ho zsupp ho zsupp * azt mondta elmesz KAS1KAM 
es en elszaradok a p6diumokon s nadler ur mazolmanyaiban * nyilvan * nyilvan * 
az uristen megfeledkczik a szepasszonyokrol * mar jott is a felkrisztus faszob-
rasz * fiatal volt 6s gyalazatosan igazsagszagu * holnap tul leszunk a magyar 
hataron * hat igen hm igen # nyilvan nyilvan * a varos rohant mellettunk * ide-
oda forgott 6s n£ha f8lagaskodott * lattain az apam kajla szalmakalapjat amint 
uszkal a Ii6uvcg f616tt a patikat61 a szentharomsag-szoborig es vissza * valami-
kor azt hitle az 6reg 21 eves koromban kaplan leszek az ersekujvari plebanian * 
dc 6pcn 10 eszlcndfivcl clfibb sporni ur lakatosmuhelyeben ettem a fiistot * az 
6reg mar csak nagyon ritkan jart kfizcnk haza * kesobb az en szepen elgondolt 
jdvCmct is beitta c s kipisalta a sOrrcl * szerclmes lett egy oreg takaritonobe * 
kihullott a liaja s c w k a cijianyokkal baratkozott * 1907 aprilis 25 * Parisba 
kfezullcm jiyalop a U t t o b r & u a l • a kisvaros Olt a pocsolyaban es harmonika-
zott • Icvcszcni r 6 U d a u i m y a i m a t 6 szent kristdf te sohse leszel az apad fia * 
epy rcszeg ember krokodilVOnnyekct sirt az „Arany Oroszlan" szalld falanak 
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