e

caeh g o

National G

Recent Acquisitions o



General Idea and the Art Metropole Collection

In 1974 the three artists of the group General Idea (AA Bronson, Felix Partz and Jorge Zontal)
established Art Metropole in Toronto, one of the first artist-run centres in Canada. From the
beginning, Art Metropole took its tenor from the spirit of General Idea: playful, ironic, con-
stantly mutating, invading and investigating culture. It very soon became a significant node on

the international network of conceptual art.

Art Metropole immediately began to
gather and catalogue the art and documents
of the conceptual art movement: artists’
books, multiples, video and audio works,
mail art, posters, postcards, stamps, etc.
Over a period of twenty-five years, the cen-
tre assembled a collection of international
stature from sources in Canada and abroad,
by exchange, donation and purchase, in
every variety of non-traditional and multi-

media format.

In 1996, Art Metropole shifted its focus
away from collecting to exhibitions and pub-
lications; its holdings are now on loan to the
National Gallery of Canada. Inspired by the
importance of the material in the Art
Metropole Collection, the Library launched
a new initiative: the acquisition of Canadian
and international artists’ books and multiples.
Many aspects of this initiative reflect the
interests and strengths of the Art Metropole

Collection.

Books on Books, Books on Art

Traditionally, the book signifies authority: an editor has decided its contents are worth publishing.
Artists’ books are books in that sense, but also art objects in themselves, subject to the creative
authority of the artist. This double focus offers an ideal approach to concepts familiar to contem-
porary art, which often involve both text and image. In this survey of artists’ books there are pop-up,
flip, and coffee-table books, some produced by established publishers, others self-published.
Some appropriate conventional book forms: XXX Voto (#24) borrows the reverence of the prayer
book, Up North (#17) references the paperback novel, pop art (#5) mimics a children’s picture
book, South Town (#12) reshapes a tale of the Wild West into a cut-out gun.



Err (#13) by David Shrigley appears to
be more of a sketchbook than an actual
book. The title echoes the tentative sound a
person might make while searching for the
right word — or suggests an error — by the
artist, the viewer? The book cover, with its
“place words here” formatting, implies that
any word would do. Even the contents
describe a story-in-progress, inviting open-
ended reader participation.

Lawrence Wiener offers another varia-
tion on word and image with his pin stating
“Learn to Read Art” (#31). Indeed, all the

artists in this collection invite the viewer to

be a reader as well, to extend the pleasure of

the work beyond sight to thought. The very
title of Joseph Kosuth’s book Say: I Do Not

Know (#27) asks the reader to think again.

Inside, he documents and maps the books
and shelves of the Bodleian Library of
Oxford University. For Kosuth, the book
form becomes another space to work in, with
different constraints from the gallery space.
Repeated images of empty shelves offer the
viewer/reader thinking space, space, perhaps,
for their own books or words — a device used
by many of the artists in this exhibition in the
form of blank or minimally occupied pages.
The artist's book presents us with a lan-
guage we have heard and seen, but in a form
that plays with our expectations of the book,
with concepts of authority and art. This instal-
lation of newly acquired artists' books and
multiples inaugurates the exhibition facility of
the Library and Archives of the National

Gallery of Canada.

Text and selection of works by Cathy Busby, 1997/1998 Research Fellow in Contemporary Canadian Art,

Canadian Centre for the Visual Arts.
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For your permitting an architecture
of appropriation

For your permitting an architecture
of words, ideas and fantasies

For your permitting an architecture |
of the concrete . . . of real space

GENERAL IDEA, XXX YOTO (19850
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