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Michael Gibbs

A survey of the work of Michael Gibbs whose activities included
poetry, performance, film, and publishing, and his immersion
in what he called “a genuinely ‘underground’ culture… which
owed nothing to the official art establishment”. As well as
visual poetry and texts, the book includes his major study of
blank books ‘All or Nothing’, written in 2005, a selection of
critical writing that originally appeared in Kontexts, and Artzien,
journals that he edited and published, as well as articles
from the photography journal Perspektief, and Art Monthly, for
which he wrote a regular column. A chronology of examples
of his visual and concrete poems, books and photography is
reproduced, along with documentation of performances.

14
..........................................................................................................................................

All or nothing—an anthology of
blank books
Robert Rauschenberg once said that a canvas is never empty.
Shadows, real or imagined, fall on it all the time. Nature abhors a
vacuum, and there can be no space or area that is completely empty
nor, as Rauschenberg’s colleague John Cage pointed out, is there
any such thing as absolute silence. The pristine, virgin page may
have caused many a writer distress; they sit before their typewriter,
staring at the new page, knowing that to make a mark is to commit
themselves irretrievably. For a number of writers and visual artists,
however, the very blankness of the page provides a metaphorical
paradigm of the possibility of saying everything and/or nothing.
A book of blank pages is a book about everything (qua Mallarmé)
or nothing (qua Zen). During the last century, from the advent of
modernist experiments at the beginning of the twentieth century to
the irony and cynicism characteristic of late twentieth century postmodernism, there has been a variety of blank (or almost blank) books
by such artists as Piero Manzoni, Herman de Vries, Sarkis and Allan
Ruppersberg, the visual poets Jirí Valoch and Heinz Gappmayr, and
the Sufi writer Idries Shah. Their approaches, even to such an elementary concept of blankness, varies considerably, as it is the purpose of
this essay to demonstrate.
The research for this essay was commenced in the 1970s. Since
then I have come across several more blank books (and recordings),
indicating that the idea of blankness is a recurrent and persistent
trope in twentieth century art and literature. Newspapers regularly
fulminate against the ‘emptiness’ of modern art, but perhaps this is
precisely its strength—to offer a sanctuary, a blind spot, in the face
of the profligacy of words and images today. The fact that artists are
willing to go to all the trouble of producing an edition of a book that
is completely or largely blank testifies to a faith in the ineffable.
“Get the nothingness back into words. The aim is words with
nothing to them: words that point beyond themselves rather than
to themselves; transparencies, empty words. Empty words, corresponding to the void in things.”—Norman O. Brown, Love’s Body

Norman O. Brown’s chapter on ‘Nothingness’ at the end of his book
Love’s Body references Tibetan mysticism and European mediaeval
scholasticism as promulgating the view that the world is merely a
veil that hides the ultimate void. A similar view underlies The Book of
the Book by the renowned Sufi authority Idries Shah. First published
in 1969, it has since gone into at least two further printings. Its
popularity attests to the effectiveness of the message that the book
conveys, which is basically that of a parable whose illustration is the
book itself. The first nine pages relate the seven hundred year old
story of a dervish who, on becoming King, needed an instrument
with which to teach Truth. The King hears from a stranger the tale of
a wise man who attributed all his knowledge to a thick tome which
was kept in a place of honour in his room. After the sage’s death his
students opened the book only to discover one page of writing which
says, “When you realise the difference between the container and
the content, you will have knowledge”. The students, however, failed
to understand the meaning of the book. The stranger, on hearing
of it, does though, and so does the King, who orders the story to be
inscribed into a similar book. This copy is again lost, until a bookseller markets the idea, selling copies of the ‘Book of the Book’ for
two gold pieces. Those people “who preferred mere appearance to
inner content” thought they had been deceived; others placed more
value on the knowledge gained by purchasing the book. The lesson is
completed in the only possible way: the following 128 pages of Shah’s
The Book of the Book are blank. The idea is that a Book of Knowledge
need not contain written instructions, indeed need not contain
anything, since one of the tenets of Sufism is the attempt to liberate man’s ego from material things. Man and all his knowledge are
part of the Eternal Whole, from which everything is derived and to
which all must return. It is the constant flux, the Void, mere fields of
vibrations. The clearest way to perceive this is by observing a blank
page—not searching for ‘anything’, just letting the vibrations create
‘everything’.
Shah’s book was published in the late 1960s, a period when there
was considerable interest in Eastern mysticism. In the art world this
was reflected in the interest in Zen Buddhism, particularly by way
of the person of the composer John Cage, who later had considerable influence on a number of artists associated with intermedia and
Fluxus. Cage’s 1952 composition 4’33” can be considered paradigmatic,
consisting as it does of silence, or rather, the random ambient sounds
produced inside and outside the auditorium during its performance.
Apart from a performance by Frank Zappa on a John Cage tribute
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Extinction
Performance, Jan van Eyck Academie, Maastricht, November 1974.

“The workshop at the Jan van Eyck developed into a project for a book, called ‘Scriptimages’,
to which each of us contributed our own work, as well as photographs of graffiti from the
walls of the caves and tunnels under the ‘mountain’ (in Dutch terms!) of St Pietersberg,
Maastricht… I worked hard on laying out of the book and preparing the plates for printing,
and it finally appeared in February 1975. Part of my contribution was two photographs of
a performance piece called ‘Extinction’, which involved setting fire to an alphabet of large
letters cut out of polystyrene and then putting out the blaze with a fire extinguisher, This
was done in the garden of the Jan van Eyck and recorded on video by Raul Marroquin.”
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“…initially devoted to ‘concrete’ poetry (hence the title, from the german ‘konkrete’),
it very soon became involved with visual poetry, and more recently, as particularly
exemplified in this [final] issue, the development of a more conceptual, rather than
purely visual (or ‘retinal’) approach to language experimentation, together with related
processes in the fields of photography, video, performance and music.”
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MICHAEL GIBBS was born in Croydon, Surrey in 1949 and after his

involvement with Beau Geste Press in the early 1970s he moved to the
Netherlands, where he continued to work with experimental poetry
and text, publishing, performance and installation. During the 1990s
he developed ideas and formats for the web, launching the website
Whynotsneeze? in 1996, “a site for critical art on and about the
internet”, and continued to write commentaries and criticism up to
his death in 2009.

MARGA VAN MECHELEN
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Performances 1

What do you remember of a performance after forty years? Of course one person
will have more memories than another person. Most likely one remembers the
artist when they are the performer. An image of how he or she moves, relates
to the objects, if present in the room, or to the audience. Probably also what
we might call the essence of the content of the performance, sometimes not
more than a feeling or a rather vague idea, and of course we might remember
shocking or unexpected things. If we summarise The Name of the Game (1980), a
performance Michael Gibbs did at de Appel in Amsterdam, in this way, we see
a slender man, with straight long hair and a beard, looking older then he was
at that time, who moved through space without paying much attention to the
public. He carefully arranged sheets of paper onto a large sheet of glass resting on three trestles. [see pp.140–141] People will remember the bricks and the
breaking of the glass and presumably also the little girl that together with Gibbs
piled the bricks onto the sheet of glass. Talking about the essence of the content
of the performance, we don’t think about those bricks, the glass or the girl in
the first place but about language. Is it because we already knew more about
the artist, and recognise other motifs that often return such as slide projections of words or spoken language on a tape recorder? Here the performance
is concentrated on sheets of A4 blank paper, details known by descriptions
in the literature.2 There were slides projected, forty in total, with just one
word on each slide and a tape recording that played spoken texts. These were
constructed from the same words as the ones in the slides. The texts one could
hear through the loudspeakers were later published in Artzien (vol.2, no.2/3).
The performance was very well orchestrated. Numbers played an important
part: the sheets of paper in five rows of seven, the exact number of sixty bricks
and 40 slides etc. At the same time ‘chance’ was involved. The sheet of glass had
to break, but when and how? Not immediately though. The first ten bricks were
thrown towards the glass but were not supposed to hit the glass. It becomes
more clear from his notebook that to a certain extent he also wanted to prevent
the performance from being killed by defining. “Rather, let it be related to, the
connotations are what make the work live in the imagination”.3 Nonetheless in
another note he reveals his own thoughts, put between brackets […]; herein he
talks about “virgin pages awaiting the ‘imprint’”. “Fragile inviolability.” And
when the bricks fell before the glass, he sees “the pages tremble in fearful anticipation of violation.” At the end of this notes, he formulates a kind of conclusion, the quintessence of the performance: “the violation effected—the weight
of language proves too great for its supporting surface.” 4
Gibbs moves not only in this performance but in other performances as
well between a structural approach with which the notion of connotation is
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Installation
Galerie Waalkens, Finsterwolde, 1984.
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In and around the studio, 2016.
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connected and a use of psychological terms.5 The word imagination from the
quote above is an indication of it, or elsewhere: words like ‘suggestion’ and more
in particular ‘association’. It was Roland Barthes who replaced the word ‘association’, still used by the structural linguist and founder of modern semiotics,
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), by the more structuralist linguistic term
‘connotation’. Gibbs deliberately wants to keep both concepts at work. As Kees
van Gelder stated, he followed (the later) Barthes in his critique on empirical
thinking and the doxa. Instead he pleaded for the ‘para-doxa’, as the non-acceptable”.6 Within his orchestration the connections between words and objects, as
for instance the bricks, though maybe not so clear at first sight, are all the same
made. In his notebook of September 1978–March 1979 these interrelations are
explicitly mentioned.7 Not the one we might have recognised already: a sheet
of paper versus a sheet of glass, but here the equation of words and bricks:
“bricks=words”. Also the throwing of the bricks is connoted to a throwing of
words by the voice (or the writing impulse). Another document underlines the
idea of structural relations. Here he speaks about the parallel of composing a
text and building a wall of bricks. An arrow, which is an indexical sign, leads
us in his notebook to a word that has a pivotal significance in his work: ventriloquism, the disconnection of sound and source. In the invitation for the de
Appel performance most of these elements are also mentioned: “Let the work
live in the imagination not giving the whole story right away”, “use processes
of extrapolation, bricks=words, throwing (the voice) ventriloquism”.8 We come
back to that crucial word ‘ventriloquism’.
An unexpected element in The Name of the Game is the appearance of a child.
The presence of the child in what is called so far an orchestration, now makes us
think of a better word, namely ‘game’ or ‘play’. We associate the second word in
particular with playfulness, a free, undetermined and creative life, with things
in another space and time than that of normal life. However, the English word
‘play’ leads us also to plays that know certain rules which one is obliged to obey.
Thanks to the regulated system of a play the viewer is able to recognise the
state of being with all the necessary information about the history of the game
and at the same time as a moment in a diachronic process that leads to the question: what might be the next step (within a restricted number of possibilities)?
This first meaning of the word ‘play’ is often more interesting to philosophers
and anthropologists than the second meaning; Johan Huizinga and Roger
Caillois both recognised in ‘play’ the foundation of culture. However, in the
performances of Gibbs we oscillate between the two readings of the word ‘play’,
like other artists related to Fluxus did before him or parallel to him.

Becoming a performance artist
Gibbs started doing performances in 1975 when he was invited by the owners
of the Agora Studio, Ger van Dijck and Theo van der Aa, and the Jan van Eyck
Academy to come to Maastricht.9 In fact, his move to performance was a gradual process, after many years of concrete poetry readings and his association
with Fluxus artists. The performance Extinction in the garden of the Jan van
Eyck, recorded by Raul Marroquin, [see pp.112–113] was closely related to the
exhibition of his concrete and visual poetry a year earlier at In Out Center in
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