Di si ntegrationi sm
|. ABrief Hstory of the D sintegrationist Mvenent

THE basic ideas of D sintegrationismwere around for 80
years before anyone ever thought of calling hinself a
disintegrationist. In 1884, Max Schniel, a Gernman engraver
living in Col ogne, was already producing artworks that can
be considered disintegrationist. Al of the essentia
features of disintegrationismare to be found in them in
particul ar the abandonnent of serial order as a structura
postulate and its replacenent by a hernetic schene of

i nplied accentuati on which, though clearly evoking
realistic associations, is not bound to the physica

obj ect .

Schni el ( 1860-1915) cannot however lay claimto
bei ng the founder of the disintegrationist school. He was
not successful in the pronotion of his philosophy, and was
just beginning to gain recognition as an artist when he
died on the Western Front. A few of his etchings and
i thographs to be seen hanging on the walls of nuseuns in
Hanmburg and Dussel dorf; the renminder are in private
collections. 1

Tendenci es towards di sintegrationismcan also be found
in the works of many artists who are better known, many of
whom were they alive today, would probably have little
synpat hy for disintegrationist ideas. Forns and structures
bearing the deci ded marki ngs of a disintegrationist
sensibility can be identified in the canvases of Cezanne,
Gaugui n, van Gogh, Mol | eaux, WMatisse, Hunta, Kandi nsky,
Munch, Tchetchevitch, Szabo and Arp.

The highly original, if not outright unorthodox,
colorismof nuch disintegrationist painting harkens back to
t he Renai ssance, G orgone, Titian, Zurbarban and Francesco
de Cossa, to Byzantium the Etruscans, and even the clay
pottery of the Caxaca culture of pre-Col unbi an MesoAneri ca.

In poetry we nust take note of Mallarné who, above al
ot hers, nust be deened the father of disintegrationist
ver se.

The first self-consciously conceived disintegrationist
wor ks were created by the nmulti-faceted artist who invented
the term'disintegrationisni, who even today serves to
epitom ze the novenent : Frank Zackler ( 1925-1985) . It
was Zackler who , on April 4th, 1970, outlined his
Di si ntegrationist Progranme to a circle of his students
and associates at the Art Students League in New York Cty,
whi |l e seated together around the bar of the Enpire Hotel
at 67th and Broadway. At this stage his best known



col | aborators were Reese |akonnen, the scul ptor, and the
dancer Natal ya Si non.

The first version of the Disintegrationist Manifesto
was published in Cctober, 1975, appearing in a short-Ilived
arts publication called ARTS I N REBELLI ON. Al t hough nore
than a dozen nanes were appended to the foot of the
docunent, no-one doubts that it was witten by the unruly,
di sordered yet brilliant disintegrationist poet, Ewald
Li eb.

Once again, it was Frank Zackl er who, in Septenber of
1973, organized the first exhibition entirely devoted to
disintegrationist art. The story of how it canme about is
peculiarly American . Zackler had tried for many years
W t hout success to put together such an exhibition in New
York City. At that tinme one could not hope to find a

gal l ery manager who was willing to take a chance on a
young, little known and controversial novenent in the
visual arts. Pop Art was still drawing its follow ng, and

as the Vietnanese war drew to its close, many of the
galleries, ( knowing that in a few years there would no

| onger be any market for it), were bringing out and
pronoting their stocks of 'commtted art.

Di sintegrationismdoes not lend itself to nessages, whether
political or religious, being primarily concerned with
abstract issues of form2

TimArlen, a friend of Zackler's fromtheir schoo
days at the Art Institute of Chicago, a commerci al
illustrator and ani mation cartoonist |living in Hollywood,
was just then opening an exhibition of his franmed ani mati on
stills in the Phoenix Gallery in Beverly Hlls. Arlen,

W t hout any aspirations hinself for a career in the Fine
Arts , was synpathetic to disintegrationist ideas, and it
was on his own initiative that he withdrew his own
exhibition a nonth ahead of tine so that the

di sintegrationists could have their show.

The first disintegrationist exhibition featured the
wor ks of 15 artists in a broad range of nedia : oils,
gouache, watercolor, collage, stained glass, bronze,
pl astic, |eather and stone. By an unfortunate error in
judgenent they entitled their exhibition "Les Quinze".
This alienated that part of the Los Angeles art market
hostile to foreign art. In fact, nore than 80% of the
artists were native born. 3

The show was neither well publicized nor well
attended. However two events occurred crucial to the
devel opnent of the Movenent: Frank Zackler's nonunentali st
pai nting "Rosinante", a virtuoso deconposition of an
equestrian figure according to disintegrationist



principles, was purchased for the Toronto Miseum and
Leslie Hutchins, art critic for the Los Angel es Tines,
devoted an entire colum of the Tines to the exhibition at
t he Phoeni x and the ideas of the disintegrationist school.
Wthin |less than a week, major newspapers across the
country were pronoting disintegrationismas the arts
phenonmenon of the |ast quarter of the 20th century. "Les
Quinze" returned to New York with dozens of offers from
maj or galleries on the Upper East Side. At long |last the
Movenment was | aunched.

1. Disintegrationism |deology and Praxis

"Disintegrationisni, to quote Zackler, "starts from
the nysterious capacity which exists in art al one of
suggesti ng deeper |levels of neaning by the avoi dance of
explicit statenents about them™
In the Disintegrationist Manifesto, Ewald Lieb nmakes
essentially the sane point, anplifying it substantively.
though with greater anbiguity:

" The disintegration of the nmechanical line[..... ]
opens up new horizons of neaning latent in the object,
hori zons kept in bondage by the banal constraints of fornmal
del i neazation. W own a great deal to the new mathematics
of Topol ogy, which has led the way for the arts, giving us
a firmfoundation beneath our instinctual gropings. W now
have at our disposal the tools for the conceptualization of
the ideol ogy required for the expression of the fundanental
crisis of the Twentieth Century[..... JIf I were obliged to
summari ze the key notion of Disintegrationismin a few
sentences | mght say: ' That which is, is not. That which
appears, nust. Al boundaries are m stakes."'"

This rejection of the boundary appears to be the |one
thread uniting the disintegrationists of 18 countries. The
Argentinian painter Jorge Melendez calls hinself a
disintegrationist. We can, | think rightly, dismss this
claimas nothing nore than a confusion of |abels.
Essentially, Melendez is a neo-surrealist with post-
nmoder ni st tendenci es, and not hing el se.

The fl anmboyant style of Frank Zackl er nmakes hi m one of
the greatest colorists of our tine. He is far nore original
in this domain than even Matta, the Surrealist. This
predil ection for bold, pungent chromatismis shared by al
of his students, although it is not an absol ute requirenent
for a disintegrationist. Zaid Haftali, who intended to



establish a school in Beirut but who, because of the
Lebanese civil war, finds hinself in nore or |ess pernmanent
exile in Rone, is happiest working in nezzotints. Hs
color, per se, is uninspired, uninteresting, even a bit
dull. Haftali, who holds a BA in mathematics fromthe
American University in Beirut, uses the term "Topol ogi ca
Synthetism' to describe the extraordi nary, even perhaps

i ncredi ble research he has perfornmed in the expansi on of
the scope of the resources of the formalisns of

descri ption.

Arguably the | eading disintegrationist painter in
France, Jean-Francois Quillaune, pursues traditiona
enotivist values, sonetines falling just shy of arrant
sentinentality. H's technical conmand i s however nothing
short of virtuostic. Mriam Goad noved back out to
California to accept a teaching post at the Idyllwld
Coll ege for the Plastic Arts in Pasadena. She has quickly
becone the focus of a flourishing disintegrationist
movenent in the southwestern United States. Her enignatical
crypto-synbolist tessellations do not seemto fit nicely
into any pre-designed category. The disintegrationist
paradi gm however is clearly present in the opacity of her
i conography and the vigorous application of an apparatus of
form essness.

Frank Zackler died in 1985, at the age of 60, from an
overdose of cocaine. There is a school of thought that
mai ntai ns that he commtted suicide because the Mninmalists
were getting all the attention in the prestigious arts
magazi nes. This malicious tale has been deliberately spread
by his personal enem es, of which there were nore than one

despite his own struggles to gain recognition, Zackler,
once arrived, was stingy in giving credit to others.
But it was in this sane year that the poets, seeking their
own solutions to the nodernist dilenm, saw the honol ogy of
their formal experinentation to the
di si ntegrationi st Kunstbegriffe .
On Septenber 14 , 1985, 5 poets in Madi son, Wsconsin
calling thensel ves disintegrationists published a volune
of verse . The overall l|level of this book is so puerile
that it need not concern us here. The first poet of
substance to call hinself a disintegrationist, the one who
it could be said remains in sone sense perhaps the best, is
Ewal d Lieb. H's revolutionary poem FIST , first appeared
in Arts in Rebellion in January, 1986. It has since been
reproduced many tinmes and even been ant hol ogi zed4:
FI ST
PLINTH. nail. O is of the SOOOQO. .......

comb us ..t**ible



WASH FORGOT?
VWHAT ( nude?)
GNCSi s? Not WHY! !
(( McNuggets ))
Vent et Silence Déja , Pensée de |la Mrt"
*Dentist*Denti stDE**nTi ¢st..... DentistDentistdentistttttttt
ttttttt
NECTAR! GAROITE! spigot (")
(( Frenzy ))
swaddl ed?

WashDent i st Nect ar Nect ar Dent i st WashDent i st Nect ar Nect ar
FEYTEVALT?2?2" (((
Tauronmachi e Garotte
Af ghani st an!
Af ghani st an!
Af ghani st an!

The di sintegrationi st poet Janes Mirgan lives in

Phi | adel phia. One finds in his work the sane distinctive
traits of dissolution of grammar, the avoidance of rhythmc
regularity or semantic consistency, and the juxtaposition
of striking inmagery. Morgan, unlike nost other
disintegrationists, is unapologetically political. H's
politics , strangely enough, tends to be right w ng
conservative, even at tinmes extrem st. Sone of his best

di sintegrationi st poens have been unashanedly patriotic.
H s long ode, "Jubilation" at the occasion of the

Bi centenni al of 1976, begins:

Achi ng FLAGGE !
Comm e stink............. OOOmph! ai | Lust!'!

* %! 2

As of 1986 5, Disintegrationismis in full bloom Articles
on disintegrationist artists, theories, cliques, coteries
and exhibitions and schisns are appearing at the rate of
one a week in the international arts periodicals. One is

al so witnessing the exciting phenonenon of nergers with
other , better established schools, so that we can find
works classified variously as "D sintegrationist Pop"
"Disintegrationist ", "D sintegrationist Mninmal"



"Di sintegrationi st Post-Mdernist Qhjectivist", etc. ,etc.
Sone of these | abels are patently ridiculous, if not
overtly fatuous. The latter conbi nation appeared in
ARTSVO CE 86, a slick British publication of the Manchester
Arts Council .

Di sintegrationist is one of the inportant contenporary
movenents in the arts, and it is here to stay. Its
durability conmes fromits capacity to fill the urgent need
for vehicles for the expression of the cultural pessimsm
whi ch has becone the central pre-occupation of the 80's
owng to the spiritual crises and di sappearance of val ues
t hat has descended upon our civilization in these tines.
aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa

THE DI SI NTEGRATI ONI ST MANI FESTO
( An excerpt fromthe original Manifesto of Ewald Lieb, in
Arts in Rebellion, October 26, 1975 )
"...\W& are witnessing in our own day a col |l apse of val ues
nore devastating that anything that has ever yet descended
on the human race. Wiile events cry up to us that we nust
gi ve appropriate expression to the psychic desperation of
our state of siege, the nuzzled artists of the
Est abl i shnent and the academic artists cling to their
outworn visions of the past. They repeat, like the
munbl i ngs of toothless old nen, the sane threadbare
formul ae of Surrealism or Popism or Ophism or whatever
ot her archaismthey have found between the nusty pages of
their art history texts. They wash thenselves in their
isms, they shave in their isns, they piss and shit their
isms. Even in their sleep, they dreamof their old isns!
Yet they fail disastrously to grasp the essential reality
of our tinme, that truth roaring |like a wounded lion in the
daily bustle of life, that ultinmate, ultimtely repugnant
essence, that diastenma which cannot be depicted by any kind
of statenent or form which can only be signified by
FORM_ESSNESS!
Responding to their need to protect their sterile visions
of an vani shed age, they deny us access to the galleries or
to the schools. They refuse to | et us publish our poens and
mani festos in their journals. They hound us from enpl oynent
and the seats of culture, forcing us to wander on the
fringes of civilization, in the boondocks and w | der nesses,
cut off fromall outlets of exposure or publicity. Yet they
cannot, for long, hide fromthe world its own face, and
that face is THE DI SI NTEGRATI ONI ST VI SI ON.

The essential goal of OUR ART is : the
objectification of the subjective ( the exteriorization of



the IDEA) rather than the subjectification of the
objective. W are assisted in this task by a litera
adherence to SCIENCE, to theories constructed through
i nduction and expressed according to the rigorous
mat hemati cal principles of aesthetic theory! These theories
have their solid foundation on a purely idealistic
principle that causes us to reject the outer appearance of
material reality and to only admt the existence of a world
of representations.
Disintegrationismhad its historic origins in the Programe
outlined by Frank Zackler in the bar of the Enpire Hotel on
April 4th, 1970. Fromthat nonment forth we have raised the
banners of defiance against all the schools that shackle
t he i magi nation, against the nefarious system of indentured
servitude, let us rather call it slavery, that puts the
artist at the nercy of the nercantilismof dealers and
gall ery owners, against all those fat-cat, phony,
hi bernating, enfeebled "artists(?)" pandering their cheap
veneers to the plutocratic artsy taste-nakers, but who
shrink fromconfrontation with THE ULTI MATE CRI SI S.
Pay heed, ye whoring philistines! Disintegrationismwll
abolish all these things ! Disintegrationismw /| dissolve
all fal sehoods, not only of the present, but ALL FALSEHOODS
THAT HAVE EVER BEEN UTTERED I N WORD, PAINT OR SYMBOL SI NCE
THE BEG NNING OF TIME! It will begin by elimnating the
surface in the nane of the line; then the line in the nane
of the point; then by elimnating the point in the nane of
color; next it will elimnate color by the shadow. The
shadow wi I | be exterm nated by the I neffable Beyond.
Utimately there is nothing that we will not do away w th.
W will disintegrate all things.
[..... ] Disintegration is not an "Arts Mvenent" to be
conpared with so many others; for it is the only authentic
expression of our tines. This being the case, all other so-
call ed novenents wll prove to be unnecessary:
di sintegrationi sm al one expresses THE TRUTH

In due tine, even the nane "Disintegrationisnt wll
di sappear, for the truth needs no nane.
THE MYSTI QUE OF THE OBJECT IS NO MORE
THE MYSTI QUE OF THE SUBJECT | S BUT A TEMPORARY

EXPEDI ENT.
SCI ENCE IS QUR GUI DE.
VW MUST NOT, CANNOT, AND SHALL NOT, FAIL!
1The absurd character of the art market is reveal ed once
again by the fact that a Schni el engraving was auctioned
off last winter at Sotheby's for $100,000. This renmarkable
change in fortune cones too late to do hi many good, but
who knows what caprice will gain the ascendancy in anot her



year or so, relegating a fine artist |like Schniel back to
t he dustbins of oblivion?

2The question is perhaps academ c. One coul d argue that
"Q@uernica" mght be considered a Cubist painting, although
the formal aspects of Cubi sm have been so far relegated to
t he background to allow for the powerful expression of the
political nessage as to becone scarcely relevant. Still,

Pi casso coul d not have painted Guernica as we know it had
he not had the experience of his Cubist stage.

What politically commtted work we do find in the

Di sintegrationist school is primarily in the domain of

poetry. We will conme to that in a nonent.
3The only two foreign artists were Max Schwabach, Sw ss,
and Zaid Haftali, Lebanese. The others were Frank zackl er,

Reese | akonnen, M riam Goad, Abe Sel kin, Dick Schwartz,
Bert ha Went z- Heubl er, Ranon Moral es, Don Nei ghbors, Bonnie
MacNei | , John Dekker, Joan Anes, Bob Kelly and Lyle
Jackson.

4Bards O The Apocal ypse; An Ant hol ogy of Contenporary
Aneri can Verse

M Il er and Hal verson, University of Nebraska Press, 1981
5The date of the original publication of articles (

Edi tors Note)



