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A Plea for the Poster

There is a form of art which dominates. One is expected to bow
before it, and it is exhibited in museums. There is another form of
art which serves. This form expects nothing at all and is exhibited
on the street. This is poster art. One form seeks admiration. The other

seeks admiration for that which it is advertising.

“Pure” art and “applied” poster art are worlds apart, at least at first
glance. For pure art is free, has neither a commissioning agent nor
restrictions and is self-sufficing. It is art for art's sake. A poster is
never that. A poster is a means to an end, designed to fufil the
objectives of a client. Poster art is therefore the exact opposite of

I'art pour I'art.

Pierre Mendell applies a dialectical trick by giving this exhibition
precisely this titie “L'art pour I'art” - and he thereby confronts us from
the very beginning with an apparent contradiction between the title
and the theme of the exhibition. (At the same time we have, in
passing, become caught up in one of the most ingenious lures of
effective communication: producing attention by means of discrep-

ancy or even discord.)

However a glance at the list of commissioning agents for whom Pierre
Mendell designed the drafts exhibited here very quickly solves the
puzzle. Among the clients are museums, theatres, publishers, con-
cert promoters, and cultural institutions. In short: the field of task is

culture or, to define it even more distinctly, art.



L'art pour I'art should therefore not be understood in the way the
French philosopher Victor Cousin formulated it in 1836 in his influ-
ential work "Du vrai, du beau et du bien" - as art for art's sake - but

in the very direct sense as art for art.

Of course, this alone would be a superficial way of looking at things.
Those aware of the great importance Pierre Mendell attaches to the
poster in particular, will discover a second, deeper level of meaning.
Seeing the medium poster in a new, better light is a means of stimu-

lating our thinking process.

The status of the poster is, without a doubt, controversial. For many
people the poster is the result of a misalliance between art and
advertising. For them art is to the poster as a thoroughbred is to a
stray mongrel. This is an obvious mistake for in fact the poster dif-
fers in many ways from the classical understanding of art. {t is not
unique but is printed in bulk and it must offer itself for sale on the
street. Those who do this e.g.market criers, prostitutes or politicians,
soon get into a bad light because the surroundings eclipse the con-

tents of the offer.

But let's take a close look. The street has its own laws. Individual
strengths can arise from this. From the almost degrading situation
of "having to the stand out at any cost”, there grows a highly-devel-
oped virtue of limitation. The poster is a voice in the wilderness, even



worse: a voice in chaos. No-one is prepared to listen, it has to pen-
etrate the omnipresent sound of the media, of the street, of every-
day life, and in the split second of a fleeting glance which it is
(perhaps) granted, it must exert a maximum effect. You have no time,

SO use it.

As a result there emerges the concentration on the essential: on an
idea, on an image. Bombast, gold frames, rocaille, decorative abun-
dance - this would only cause a distraction. If we were to look for
spiritual affinities in the history of styfe, we would not find them in
baroque or rococo but in Romanesque or in the Bauhaus, not in

Byzantium or China, but in Japan or in African ebony masks.

The expressive sparseness of good posters is based on a highly-de-
veloped art of omission. It is not only what one sees which is impor-
tant but what one does not see is equally important as the missing
parts produce a vacuum which sucks up the observer's interest and

motivates him into thinking about the theme.

In the case of the poster a second constituting feature is added to
the art of omission. The poster can perfectly well be defined as the
art of dialogue with an absent interlocutor - whereby "absent" should
be understood in its double meaning: in the sense of "not there" and
in the sense of "absent-minded". If the poster does not manage to

start up a dialogue with this exceedingly difficult conversational




partner, it has not achieved its purpose. The poster is therefore
undobtedly one of those forms of art which take the most intense
trouble over their recipients. Its aim is to be easily accessible to the

observer so that he can respond to the message of the poster.

However: easy accessibility should not be mixed up with superficial-
ity or inferior qualitly, as often happens. On the contrary: it is a great
art to convey complex messages in a condensed form in a manner
which is both precise and generally understandable. Particularly when
this happens in a fomr which, by reduction, prompts the observer to

reflection and makes use of varied metaphors.

The medium poster thus becomes in its entirety a generally
accessible, gratuitous school of vision. It contributes to the aesthetic
sensitization and education of the general public. It fulfils the fre-
quent demand to leave the ivory tower of the museums and galleries
and to put art on the street. In this respect the poster is unsuroassed,
for who is able to reach the famous man in the street better than the

medium on the street: the poster?

In contrary to many a failed experiment of the street theatre or street
music, the street art of the poster refrains from making the mistake
of causing cuts in quality in order to "go down well". Good posters
do not curry favour, they demand. And by demanding they make the
observer receptive to new ways of seeing and understaning, bring-
ing those into contact with art and aesthetics who otherwise would



not busy themselves with these fields. Seen in this way, the poster
is an informative mass medium or, beyond the concrete occasion of
an exhibition or opera premiere, I'art pour P’art: art in the service of

art.

Karl Michael Armer, Journalist for Visual Communication
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