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Un 
e livre livre livre livre livre livre liv 

de Michael Snow 
ERIC CAMERON 

Jack Bush et Michael Snow se révèlent non 
seulement comme les meilleurs artistes de 
Toronto mais ils figurent en outre parmi les plus 
grands de l'art canadien contemporain. Tandis 
que Jack Bush, en raison des matériaux qu'il 
utilise, peut être considéré comme un peintre 
et, à cause de son style (de quelque façon qu'on 
le catalogue), comme un moderne, Michael 
Snow, par ses activités et ses intérêts, fait mon
tre de plus de diversité. Outre d'importantes 
peintures et des ouvrages que l'on peut, sans 
grande hésitation et à juste titre, prendre pour 
des sculptures, son œuvre comprend des livres, 
des photographies, des productions, des ban-

1. Michael SNOW 
Cover to Cover. 
Plat supérieur. 

des et des spectacles vidéo, de même que des 
films que l'on tient, jusqu'ici, comme la part de 
ses travaux qui a le plus de valeur. Quant aux 
styles et aux mouvements artistiques auxquels 
ils se rattachent, on peut penser au minimalis
me ainsi qu'à l'étude du processus créateur; 
quelques ouvrages relèvent de l'art conceptuel 
et, plus particulièrement, des recherches de 
structure. De même, la variété et la nature de 
son art le relie sans conteste à un autre courant, 
issu de Duchamp, qui inclut, parmi les contem
porains, des artistes comme Bruce Nauman et 
John Baldessari. En vérité, le meilleur de l'art 
canadien de la dernière décennie tire sa signi-

2. Cover to Cover. 
Plat inférieur. 

fication la plus profonde du fait qu'il constitue 
le prolongement d'une conception de l'art main
tenant naturalisée en Amérique. 

Il est possible que Cover to Cover soit le 
mieux équilibré, le plus plein et le plus parfaite
ment réalisé des ouvrages majeurs de Michael 
Snow, mais II arrive un peu tard. Le livre sur 
l'artiste considéré comme sujet d'art figurait 
parmi les productions de cette période des an
nées soixante et du début des années soixante-
dix qui vit aussi la parution des films de Michael 
Snow sur lui-même. Au moment où florissait le 
livre de style conceptuel, les éditeurs, le Nova 
Scotia College of Art and Design, avaient par-
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3. Cover to Cover. 
Planches 16 et 17. 

4. Cover to Cover. 
Planches 222 et 223. 

5. Cover to Cover. 
Planches 162 et 163. 

faitement raison de publier d'importants ouvra
ges de Lawrence Weiner, Daniel Buren et 
Gerald Ferguson, et, quand la mode prit une 
nouvelle direction, de l'abandonner. Cover to 
Cover a été produit, non par l'Atelier de Litho
graphie (comme ceux dont il vient d'être ques
tion), mais par la Presse de l'Université et a 
paru dans le contexte d'une série de savantes 
études sur les sources originales des arts con
temporains. Que ce jeu de circonstances per
mette à Cover to Cover de gravir gratuitement 
un autre échelon en tant que document sur 
l'artiste comme source d'art, donne à penser 
que l'art aurait moins souffert en devenant de 
l'histoire. 

La couverture est entièrement occupée par 
une photographie, en noir et blanc, d'une porte. 
A gauche et à droite, les côtés de la porte coïn
cident exactement avec les bords de la couver
ture. Du côté gauche, la porte est montée sur 
des gonds, tout comme le livre est grecque. A 
droite, la chaînette anti-vol a été enlevée de sa 
glissière, le bouton de la serrure Yale est baissé 
et tient le pêne dans la position ouverte tandis 
que, sous la poignée de la porte, le vide du trou 
de la serrure laisse deviner que la porte n'est 
pas non plus fermée à clef et va s'ouvrir sous la 
poussée d'une main qui, alors que nous faisons 
le mouvement d'ouvrir le livre, pourrait être la 
nôtre1. 

La photographie établit une correspondance 
parfaite entre le format du livre et la réalité de 
son contenu narratif. La porte représente plus 
qu'un accès métaphorique au texte. Au moment 
où l'on étend le bras pour lever la couverture, il 
semble que nous donnions nous-mêmes vie au 
premier épisode: «Une porte est sur le point de 
s'ouvrir», et il nous paraît aussi que nous ayons 
le pouvoir de déterminer le cours de l'action: 
«Une porte s'entrouvre et se referme», «Une 
porte reste fermée». 

De nature, les livres sont muets et, par suite 
de leur état d'inertie, ils prennent discrètement 
place sur des rayonnages ou sur des tables à 
café, tout en gardant leurs pensées pour eux-
mêmes — je pense, par contraste, à ces gens 
qui nous interpellent de l'autre côté de la rue. 
Le livre est à notre disposition et, passivement, 
il attend que nous le prenions et que nous le 
feuilletions. Le sens que nous lui prêtons dé
pend aussi décisivement de notre geste physi
que vis-à-vis de lui — en étendant la main et en 
tournant les pages — que de tout le temps, de 
toute l'énergie et de toute l'habileté que l'auteur 
peut avoir mis dans l'agencement de son conte
nu. L'enseignement que nous en retirons est le 
produit de l'effet combiné de notre engagement 
corporel volontaire et des indications que les 
signes sur le papier sont à même de nous trans
mettre. 

Le titre, Cover to Cover, sur le dos du livn 
nous indique que le premier indice sur so 
contenu découle de la composition physique d 
livre, soit une addition de pages couvertes 
chaque extrémité par un papier fort (pri: 
$12.50) ou par de la toile (prix: $20). Il s'ensui 
par déduction, que le premier degré de l'actio 
repose sur le geste d'exploration du lectei 
tournant les pages. La porte n'est que la pr< 
mière des nombreuses indications qui servent 
l'en rendre conscient au moment d'exécuté 
son geste. 

Le livre ne renferme, des deux côtés de ct\i 
que page (ou presque), que des photographie 
en noir et blanc. De temps à autre, des main 
apparaissent dans les coins et tournent les p* 
ges à l'envers, ou elles se ferment sur les page 
centrales, indiquant des incidents antérieurs, 
gauche, et des incidents postérieurs, à droit) 
Pour en comprendre le sens, il faut soi-mêm 
procéder de façon identique. Peu après I 
milieu du livre, les photographies sont placée 
tête-bêche de sorte que le livre se termine con 
me une de ces publications canadiennes bilir 
gués typiques qui, à l'autre extrémité du livn 
redonnent, en sens inverse, le texte dans l'autr 
langue. Toutefois, dans ce cas-ci, le fait d 
retourner le livre invertit le cours de l'action; < 
la représentation de l'artiste prend évidemmei 
une direction opposée. 
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L'illusion produite par la couverture fait 

croire à une équivalence parfaite entre notre 
sphère d'action (notre mouvement pour ouvrir 
le livre) et l'espace sur lequel va se dérouler le 
cours de l'histoire. Le plus souvent, le rapport 
est antithétique. Si l'on sursoit quelque peu, on 
s'aperçoit qu'on s'approche de la porte à partir 
de l'intérieur; en pénétrant dans le livre, on peut 
donc s'attendre à quitter la maison. Pourtant, 
lorsqu'on tourne la couverture, on ne se trouve 
pas a l'extérieur mais devant une autre porte et, 
quand on l'ouvre, se présente une autre porte, 
et une autre encore. 

La narration obtenue par la séquence des 
photographies est semblable à celle de la cine
matographic puisqu'elle enregistre sur pellicule 
des images successives, mais des photogra
phies imprimées sur papier refusent de se fon
dre l'une dans l'autre comme cela se produit 
sur un écran par les effets changeants de la 
lumière. Elles possèdent une franchise tempo
relle et spatiale aussi réelle que celle d'une 
porte devant soi, de sorte qu'on accumule porte 
par-dessus porte à mesure qu'on tourne les pa
ges du livre. La face interne de la couverture 
continue l'illusion, la même porte vue de l'autre 
côté et, attendant d'entrer, une figuration de 
l'artiste. On tourne les pages sans pouvoir le 
laisser entrer. Il tourne avec la porte et, pendant 
que l'on poursuit, rejoint les autres pages. A 
l'intérieur de la quatrième page, il saisit la 
poignée de la porte avec sa main gauche. La 
porte se détache de la page. Nous perdons 
notre prise sur la matérialité de l'intrigue et ne 
tournons plus dorénavant que des feuilles de 
papier pendant que la figuration de l'artiste fait 
son entrée. 

Laissant la porte ouverte, il passe rapidement 
devant nous et disparait hors de notre champ 
de vision. Deux caméras et deux caméramans 
se font face de part et d'autre du seuil. L'illusion 
créée par la couverture du livre, dont les faces 
interne et externe correspondent au devant et 
au derrière de la porte, est obtenue grâce à une 
prudente utilisation de la conception plus géné
rale qui forme la structure de base de l'ouvrage. 
(Presque) chaque prise de vue est doublée par 
des caméramans se faisant face suivant un 
angle de 180° et placés de chaque côté du 
sujet, et des photographies jumelles continuent 
d'apparaître sur chacune des pages de (pres
que) toutes les feuilles. Pendant que défilent 
portes ou personnages, on se rend compte que 
la représentation naturaliste obtenue par la 
photographie est fondée sur un dispositif mé
canique; la caméra est présente dans toute 
représentation photographique. 

Dans les douze premières pages de Cover to 
Cover, il s'en faut de peu que nous passions du 
royaume magique de l'illusion au palier de 
l'album dépliant pour enfant — mais avec plus 
de force convaincante parce qu'il est atteint 
sans l'utilisation d'annexés maladroitement 
bombées — à travers des stades successifs au 
cours desquels des couches de la structure de 

l'artifice sont enlevées jusqu'à ce qu'il ne nous 
reste plus que le fondement mécanique de l'ar
tifice lui-même. La photographie du photogra
phe peut même ne pas représenter l'ultime des
truction. Il arrive finalement que ce n'est qu'une 
photographie d'une photographie du photogra
phe, un morceau de papier que l'on peut ramas
ser et placer sur une machine à écrire. Alterna
tivement, là où la logique de l'histoire devrait 
introduire une photographie d'une photogra
phie sur une feuille de papier vide, on ne trouve 
qu'une page blanche sans aucune photogra
phie qui, pourtant, réussit à prendre une pleine 
signification grâce à son inclusion dans la suite 
de la narration. 

De tout cela émerge une intrigue simple. Sur 
ce point également, le livre est son propre sujet. 
L'artiste va de sa maison à sa galerie d'art pour 
prendre son livre. Littéralement et minutieuse
ment, la figure de rhétorique se joue dans les 
trente dernières pages où l'artiste se baisse 
pour prendre le livre sur une table, l'élève lente
ment et, le retournant de bas en haut pour cor
riger l'inversion des dernières pages, le tient de 
façon à recouvrir exactement la couverture du 
dessous avec sa propre figuration. On y voit 
l'extérieur de la porte même avec laquelle tout 
a commencé. Grâce à cette image finale, l'intri
gue est retournée à son point de départ, l'inter
vention de ces autres mains aux coins des au
tres pages, expliquée, et la dualité des plans, 
résolue. 

Cover to Cover porte sur la réalité du livre, et 
il en est de même des films de Michael Snow 
par rapport au film, mais la façon particulière 
du livre de se définir laisse voir une connaissan
ce antérieure de l'art du film. Le déroulement 
serré des épisodes narratifs est semblable à 
celui d'un film. Le livre nous présente une rela
tion d'espèce avec Two Sides to Every Story, 
film dont le montage date de l'année précéden
te, 1974, et qui réunit des prises de vue faites 
simultanéement par des caméras installées de 
et d'autre d'un écran suspendu en l'air, tout 
comme Cover to Cover les allie sur des pages 
opposées. De même, l'utilisation d'une simple 
opération technique: les zooms progressifs de 
Wavelength, le survol de < > J et 
les mouvements circulaires de la caméra de 
Central Region, manifeste une parenté plus gé
nérale avec les films précédents. Il ressort 
rétrospectivement de sa réalisation que le livre 
— il convient de le noter — semble remédier à 
certaines faiblesses des films. 

Regina Cornwall se rappelle, non sans sur
prise, qu'en 1968 beaucoup de spectateurs, 
après dix minutes à peine de projection, avaient 
trouvé que Wavelength était un film excessive
ment exigeant et difficile3. Est-ce à dire, je me le 
demande, s'il faut en venir à la conclusion qu'au 
bout de quarante-cinq minutes, ils ne seraient 
pas excusables de faire une constatation sem
blable? Même les meilleurs films de Michael 
Snow manquent par moments d'intérêt, et, plus 
récemment, ces moments sont devenus des 

demi-heures et des heures; et Central Region 
semble éprouver de la difficulté à faire une fin. 
< :• , après l'extraordinaire péné
tration du passage sur le mouvement d'avant 
arrière qui, ensuite, va de haut en bas, mêle 
finalement différentes images qui s'entrecroi
sent dans tous les sens. On en oublie le géné
rique, alors que le film s'efforce de franchir 
sommet émotif par-dessus sommet émotif, à la 
recherche d'un dernier sommet émotif. 

Dans un cahier sur l'art à Toronto, il faut 
tenter de discerner ce qui appartient propre
ment à cette ville, et les films de Michael Snow 
peuvent manifester trop de négativité dans les 
séquences où domine l'exagération émotive. 
C'est là une faiblesse de l'art canadien, particu
lièrement apparente dans celui de Toronto, et 
j 'ai l'impression qu'il faille y voir une marque 
du défaut de civilisation d'une sensibilité pro
vinciale. C'est sous cet aspect que Cover to 
Cover surpasse la réussite des films. Le format 
du livre, en tant qu'objet possédant des dimen
sions particulières, montrait clairement le 
moyen de mettre l'art en valeur à l'intérieur de 
limites raisonnables. Cover to Cover est un livre 
moyen par son format et par son épaisseur 
(Regina Cornwall a compté 360 pages), et il 
fait montre, au surplus, dans la série des ima
ges, d'un sens de la cadence et du calcul des 
temps de pose parfaitement étudiés: quel inter
valle ménager entre les prises de vues animées, 
ou quelle durée donner aux séquences; ou quel 
temps d'arrêt marquer pour tourner une page 
ou enlever une photographie, et quel rapport 
établir entre ces impératifs et le contenu interne 
des images. 

Toutes les prises de vue sont limitées à la 
fois dans leur contenu et dans leur profondeur 
spatiale. En général, elles donnent l'impression 
de porter sur des détails et nous tiennent à 
tourner les pages sur des cadres de porte, des 
chambres, un jardin, une rue et une galerie 
d'art. J'ai remarqué, dans la première partie 
du livre, la façon dont l'artiste évite toujours 
de présenter une pose entièrement de face, ce 
qui aurait pu fixer notre attention. Vers la fin, 
une longue séquence montre son automobile 
qui file devant nous. Cette image brouillée, la 
paucité de renseignements qu'elle fournit et la 
suggestion produite par le mouvement nous 
poussent à seulement le parcourir. Cela se pro
duit juste au moment où nous aurions pu nous 
surprendre à sauter quelques pages ou à le 
feuilleter rapidement. 

1. Michael Snow, Cover to Cover. Photographies de Keith 
Lock; photographies et gravures de Vince Sharp. Im
prime par la Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and 
Design et publié conjointement par le Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design et la New York University 
Press, 1975. 

2. C'est le t i tre d'un f i lm. 
3. Regina Cornwall, Michael Snow: Cover to Cover and 

Back, in Studio International de Mars/Avri l 1976, p. 
193-197. 

(Traduction de Geneviève Bazin) 

English Original Text, p. 88 VQ 



passivity — the strings connecting the puppet 
to the puppeteer — is what we finally see. 

This see-sawing back and forth motion be
tween active and passive, involved and de
tached, love and hate achieves a natural 
balance, just as the distance between Miss 
Harrison and her alter ego finds its point of 
contact with its purpose, its fulcrum. 

Raised on a diet of romantic heroines, high 
on sugar content, we see the artists surrounded 
by abandoned values, aborted careers, lives 
lying discarded at their feet. Dropouts from the 
charm schools, nearly song stylists, starlets, 
brides, figure-skaters, model women: beauty 
queens never crowned. The limits to the life
styles were more than obvious to the women 
who created the work as testaments to the flat
ness of the myths, and to their acquired depth, 
as generations of women layer them with their 
thoughts and actions. Their involvement with 
these models is plain to see, and it comes from 
the knowledge only experience and removed 
observance can bring together. The recognition 
of their unidimensionality, and a respect for 
their complexity as well is always there. The 
sophisticated manipulation of these genres, the 
ability to see them as social constructs, thick 
with cultural reference, is combined with an 
internal physical need to play out the rôles. 
Women who have achieved a certain amount of 
freedom via the public re-creation of the walls 
they see surrounding them; the ones they built 
themselves, and the ones built by others. At the 
same time there are the vicarious thrills avail
able by reliving those moments when they were 
safely ignorant of sexual politics, rôle model
ling and acculturation. Before a live audience 
it takes on the appearance of psychological 
stripping, a therapeutic act. The two-sided 
position of seing and being seen typifies the 
work. The reconstructing of these popular cul
tural phenomena acts as the form, and personal 
interpretation and informataion fill it with con
tent. If at times it seems as if the results are the 
result of a marriage between a late sixties 
feminist consciousnes, and contemporary art, 
then it is probably the result of devising this 
make-do politic, patched together with the 
resources at hand. Technical information is 
always last on the list of priorities. The seams 
are celebrated however and the finished fabric 
is a cultural collage. The boundaries between 
artists and their inspiration is often negligible. 
Performance art of the future may give us the 
real thing. The pause that reflexes. Game show 
hostesses opening Frigidaires with poise and 
charm, airline stewardesses doing mime perfor
mance of the location of emergency oxygen 
supplies — the sculptured beauties decorating 
to-day's cake. Performed by artists, non-artists 
and found artists. All three are still doing it: 

"Doing it again, 
Like an actress in a high school play, 
Doing it again, 
Like a whore on a holiday . . ."1 

1. Copyright — Dream On Music, lyric by Carole Pope. 

MICHAEL SNOW'S COVER TO COVER 

By Eric CAMERON 

Jack Bush and Michael Snow emerge not 
only as the major artists presently working in 
Toronto, but also as the major figures in con
temporary Canadian art. While Jack Bush is 

readily labelled in terms of his materials as a 
'painter' and, in relation to his style (with what
ever qualifications), as a 'modernist', Michael 
Snow's activity and allegiances are more 
diverse. There are some paintings of impor
tance and, with only a little hesitation, one 
might happily call other pieces 'sculpture', but 
the totality includes not only books but also 
photographs, performances, videotapes and 
video installations as well as the films which 
have till now been the most regarded of his 
works. In relation to styles and movements one 
might think of 'Minimal Art', but also of 'pro
cess'; a few pieces relate to 'Conceptual Art' 
and a 'structural' approach is dominant. The 
fact of diversity as much as its nature locates 
him with equal clarity in relation to another 
tradition that stems from Duchamp and includes 
people like Bruce Nauman and John Baldessari 
among contemporaries. The truth is that the 
best Canadian art of the last decade finds its 
deepest level of significance as an appendage 
to developments now naturalized in America. 

Cover to Cover may be the most balanced, 
most fully rounded and most fully realized of 
Michael Snow's major enterprises, but it comes 
a bit late in the day. The self-referential book 
as art was a product of the period of the late 
sixties and early seventies that saw Michael 
Snow's own self-referential films as art. In the 
days of the conceptual book the publishers, 
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, were 
right on the ball with important works by Law
rence Weiner, Daniel Buren and Gerald Fergu
son; when the game moved another way they 
dropped it. Cover to Cover was produced, not 
by the Lithography Workshop (like those works) 
but by the Press and it comes in the context of a 
scholarly series dealing with source material in 
the contemporary arts. If this quirk of circum
stance gives Cover to Cover another gratuitous 
level of self-reference as the document of itself 
as source material, it also conveys a sense that 
the art might have felt more comfortable to be 
history. 

The front cover is completely filled with a 
black and white photograph of a door. At left 
and right the edges of the door coincide exactly 
with the edges of the cover. The door is hinged 
at the left just like the cover of the book. At the 
right the chain lock is disconnected, the clip 
on the Yale lock has been pressed down to fix 
it in the open position, and we guess from the 
empty keyhole underneath the door knob that 
the door is unlocked at that point also, and 
will swing open at the touch of a hand that 
might be our hand as we move to open the 
book.' 

The photograph achieves a unique identifi
cation of the format of the book with the reality 
of its narrative content. The door is more than a 
metaphor of our access to the story. As we 
reach out to lift the corner it is as if we were 
also activating the first episode ourselves: "A 
door is about to open" and at that point, it is 
as if we also had the power to determine the 
course of the action: "A door half opens and 
closes again", "A door stays shut". 

It is of the nature of books to be mute, inert 
objects that will sit unobstrusively on shelves 
or on coffee-tables keeping their thoughts to 
themselves — I am thinking by contrast with 
people who shout to us from across the street. 
The book awaits our convenience, passively to 
be taken down and perused. The meaning we 
get out of it is as crucially dependent on our 
physical act of engagement with it — putting 
out our hand and turning the pages — as on all 
the time, energy and ingenuity the author may 
have put into the ordering of its contents. The 
message we take away with us comes about 

through an interplay between our willful bodily 
committment and the indications the marks 
upon the paper are able to convey. 

The title, 'Cover to Cover' on the spine indi
cates the primary level of subject-matter is the 
book's own physical structure as an accumu
lation of pages with a thicker paper (price 
$12.50) or cloth (price $20.00) cover at each 
end. By implication it follows that the primary 
level of action is the 'reader's' act of exploration 
as he turns the pages. The door is only the first 
of many cues that serve to make him self-con
scious in its execution. 

The book is all black and white photographs, 
both sides of (almost) every page. From time to 
time hands appear at the corners and turn back 
the pages, or they may close in the centre 
leaves revealing earlier incidents on the left 
and later ones on the right. To understand the 
logic we have to follow the same procedure 
ourselves. Somewhat past halfway the photo
graphs swivel around and turn themselves up
side down so the book finishes like one of 
those typically Canadian bilingual publications 
that begins again the opposite way up at the 
other end in the other language. In this case, 
however, turning the book around causes the 
narrative sequence to be inverted; the figure of 
the artist is evidently walking backwards. 

The illusion of the front cover suggests a one-
to-one equivalence between our sphere of 
action as we move to open the book and the 
narrative space within which the story-line 
will unfold. More often the relationship is anti
thetical. Pausing just a little longer, we notice 
that we approach the door from the inside; in 
entering the book we may expect to be leaving 
the house. When, however, we do open the 
cover we do not step outside, but find ourselves 
confronted with another door and, when we 
open it, another door and another after that. 

The genre of narrative photo-sequence is 
like cinema in that it records successive images 
on film, but photographs printed on paper 
refuse to melt into each other like the changing 
patterns of light across a movie screen. They 
have a temporal and spatial discreetness as 
substantive as that of a door in front of us, and 
so we pile door upon door as we turn the pages 
of the book. The inside of the cover sustains the 
illusion, the same door from the other side and, 
waiting to come in, the figure of the artist. We 
turn the pages but are powerless to admit him. 
He swings around with the door and piles up 
with the rest as we pass on. Inside the fourth 
leaf his left hand grasps the door knob. The 
door disconnects itself from the page. We lose 
our grip upon the material substance of the 
plot and now turn only paper pages as the 
figure enters. 

Leaving the door open, he walks quickly past 
and out of our field of vision. Two cameras and 
two camera-men confront each other across 
the threshold. The illusionism of the front 
cover, with inside and outside equating with 
the front and back of the door, comes about 
through careful manipulation of a more general 
strategy that forms the basic structural motif of 
the work. (Almost) every shot is duplicated by 
camera-men on opposite sides of the subject 
facing each other at an angle of 180°, and 
matching shots continue to appear on opposite 
sides of (almost) every leaf. As doors or figures 
move aside we are reminded of the basis in 
mechanical contrivance of the naturalistic 
imagery of the photograph; the presence of the 
camera is a part of every photographic subject. 

In the first dozen pages of Cover to Cover we 
progress from a magical realm of illusion almost 
on the level of the child's pop-up book — but 
more persuasive because it is achieved without 
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the use of clumsy bulging appendages — 
through successive stages in which layers of 
the structure of artifice are stripped away, till 
we are left with only the mechanical base of 
artifice itself. Even the photograph of the pho-
togapher may not represent the ultimate decon-
struction. It turns out to be only a photograph 
of a photograph of the protographer, a piece of 
paper that can be picked up and put in a type
writer. Alternatively, where the logic of the pro
gression seems to require a photograph of a 
photograph of a blank sheet of paper, we find 
only a bare white page with no photograph at 
all, which yet manages to signify all those levels 
through the fact of its location within the se
quence of the narrative. 

Out of it all a simple plot does emerge. At 
this level too, the book is its own subject. The 
artist goes from his home to his gallery to pick 
up the book. The figure of speech is literally and 
elaborately enacted in the final thirty pages as 
he stoops to take the book from a table, slowly 
raises it and turning it upside down to correct 
the inversion of the later photographs, holds it 
up to precisely fill the back cover with an image 
of the back cover itself. It shows the outside of 
that same door with which it all began. In its 
concluding image the plot is rounded out, the 
intervention of those other hands at the corners 
of other pages is explained and the duality of 
levels is resolved. 

Cover to Cover is a book concerned with the 
reality of books as Michael Snow's films are 
films about the reality of films, but its particular 
mode of self-definition reflects the prior expe
rience of film. The close spacing of narrative 
sequences is filmic. There is a specific relation
ship to Two Sides to Every Story, a film installa
tion of the previous year, 1974, that combines 
simultaneous shots from opposing cameras at 
opposite sides of a suspended screen much as 
Cover to Cover combines them on opposite 
sides of the page. There is also a more general 
kinship with the structuring of the earlier films 
through the repetition of a single technical 
manœuvre, the progressive zooms of Wave
length ,the pans and the circling camera move
ments of Central Region. Remarkably, the book 
seems to correct certain weaknesses in the 
films that show up in the hindsight of its 
achievement. 

Regina Cornwall recalls with surprise that in 
1968, after only ten minutes, many viewers 
found "Wavelength" an all too intensely de
manding and difficult film".2 I wonder if this 
implies just a hint of an inference that, at the 
end of forty-five minutes, they might have been 
excused for doing so? Even the best of Michael 
Snow's films have their moments of tedium and, 
more recently, their half-hours and hours of 
tedium, and Central Region especially seems to 
have difficulty finding a way to stop after the 
extraordinary insight of its back and forth sec
tion, then goes up and down and finally mingles 
different images crossing in different directions. 
Even the credit-titles get passed by as the film 
strives to climb beyond emotional peak after 
emotional peak in search of another emotional 
peak. 

In an issue on Toronto art one seeks to dis
cern Torontonian elements and Michael Snow's 
films may reveal them negatively in passages of 
emotional overstatement. This is a failing of a 
lot of Canadian art, but particularly that coming 
out of Toronto and I suspect it marks the blunt-
ness of a provincial sensibility. It is in this as
pect that Cover to Cover betters the achieve
ment of the films. The format of the book, as 
an object with its own specific boundaries, 
clearly pointed the way to rounding out the art 
within reasonable limits. Cover to Cover is a 

book of moderate size and medium length 
(Regina Cornwall's count yielded 360 pages) 
and beyond that it shows a highly controlled 
sense of pace and timing in the sequences of 
images: the interval between successive mov
ing shots, or how long to sustain a sequence; or 
when to halt it while a page turns or a photo
graph is lifted out, and the relationship of these 
issues to the internal content of the images. 

Individual shots are restricted as to both 
content and spacial depth. Generally they con
vey the sense of being details and keep us 
turning the pages through doorways, rooms, 
garden, street and art gallery. There are no 
deep vistas or wide panoramas. I notice in the 
opening section the way he avoids ever present
ing a complete full-face shot that might have 
halted our attention there. Nearing the end is 
a long sequence of his car going past. The 
blurred image, its low information level and the 
suggestion of movement speed our progress 
through the book. It comes at just that point 
where we might have found ourselves begin
ning to skip or skim a few pages. 

I .Michael Snow: Cover to Cover. Keith Lock: Photog
raphy. Vince Sharp: Photography and Prints. The 
Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design; 
Co-published by Nova Scotia College of Art and Design 
and New York University Press, 1975. 

2. Regina Cornwall, Michael Snow: Cover to Cover and 
Back, in Studio International: March/Apri l 1976, pp. 
193-197. 

JACK BUSH: 
REDUCTIONS AND RETENTIONS 

By Roald NASGAARD 

Although it is generally agreed that Jack 
Bush, by any standard, is a highly distinguished 
and original artist, there continues to be some 
confusion as to how that can be. This is true 
not only for those visitors to the Bush Retro
spective at the Art Gallery of Ontario who 
expressed disbelief that Bush could be a Toron
to rather than a New York artist, but also for the 
more knowledgeable who marvel that Bush 
could have achieved the high quality of his work 
without having had to leave Toronto for a long 
period of time. 

Close observers have noticed symptoms of 
the apparent anomaly of the situation within the 
paintings themselves, finding them more irreg
ular and more awkward than their New York 
counterparts. Some say they are downright 
arbitrary and eccentric. To explain this, Cana
dian critics especially refer to Bush's provincial 
Canadian roots as determining factors which 
deflect what otherwise are purer modernist 
objectives. They speak, for example, of the un
challenged persistence of the easel painting 
tradition in Ontario, and of the prevalence of 
the ideology of the Group of Seven during 
Bush's formative years. Although such analyses 
offer valuable insights into how a mainstream 
tradition can be enriched by so-called provin
cial influences, it must also be remembered that 
Bush's work is not valued merely as an eccen
tric addition to modernist painting. On the con
trary, it has been hailed as amongst the most 
ambitious of current painting precisely because 
of those traits, the figurai drawing and the 
depicted shapes, which might have been 
thought anathema to modernism at its present 
stage, and which look both eccentric and arbi
trary in relation to the modularity of the sixties 
and to the ideal all-over painterliness offered by 
Olitski. 

The Retrospective picks up Bush's career 
only in 1958 and may therefore distort our over
view somewhat. But it suggests that Bush's 
Canadian roots are significant, not so much in 
themselves, but instead in so far as they have 
allowed Bush to paint in a more immediate and 
less specialized dialogue with the broader 
twentieth-century painting tradition (compara
ble, for example, to Dzubas or Motherwell) than 
seems true of such Post Painterly Abstraction
ists as Louis, Noland, Kelly or Stella. Bush 
emerges as a relatively traditional painter 
whose work, even at its simplest, is able to hold 
in tension a great deal of the baggage of his 
modernist background along with modernism's 
most immediate imperatives. It is as if Bush, 
while acutely sensitive to the dictum of "less is 
more," nevertheless has been suspicious of the 
advantages of entirely overthrowing the 
"more". 

Compare three paintings on view during the 
Bush Retrospective's stay at the Art Gallery of 
Ontario: Bush's Green and Purple, 1963; Louis' 
Lambda, 1960-61; and Noland's "C" , 1964. Al
though from different stages of the three artists' 
careers, each work can stand as representative. 
All three share the following characteristics: a 
flat open design of a simple regular order with 
a few bands or stripes of contrasting high-keyed 
hues thinly applied onto raw canvas (i.e. the 
basic traits of Post Painterly Abstraction as they 
were isolated by Clement Greenberg in 1964). 
But while both Louis and Noland generally 
adhere to the imperative of flatness, Bush is 
more contradictory, allowing a second reading 
of deep perspective recession focused on the 
central red square. While Louis and Noland 
defer decision-making in their drawing to rela
tively external or objective means (Louis to his 
pouring technique, Noland to his modular de
sign), Bush has wilfully drawn his shapes and 
has decisively opted for asymmetry. Bush 
draws attention to his depicted shapes as a 
figure and therewith allows both for a reading 
of abstractness and flatness and a reading of a 
figure-ground relationship; as well as for a 
reading of the figure as an object, i.e. a bowtie 
standing on its end. (If in description Green 
and Purple sounds impossibly self-contradic
tory, in reality it is not so in the least. While all 
the possible readings described can be seen, 
they are held in so subtle a tension as to let the 
painting state itself with consummate ease, and 
with a visual sensuousness which, rather than 
compromised by the "eccentricities", is pi-
quantly focused by them.) 

The more inclusive character of Bush's work 
can be discerned even in those paintings of 
1968 in which Bush seems most closely to give 
scope to colour, with a directness approaching 
Noland's, by reducing his composition to bands 
of colour aligned with the framed edge. In 
This Time Yellow it is as if all the compositional 
tension of a Hoffman has been resolved into a 
languid and serene organization of a simple 
stack of colour bands abutting a single undif
ferentiated yellow plane. But if there are few 
tensions in depth, and if the vertical divisions 
are strictly parallel to the frame, then the hori
zontal bands behave less well. They may be 
only triflingly askew but they tease the mind's 
expectation of order as deliciously as does the 
drawing of Green and Purple. The wry sense of 
humor Bush displays here, and in Floating Ban
ner, 1968, is no small component in the body 
of his work as a whole. Tall Spread, 1968, in 
contrast reads more harshly and with consider
able drama as the colour bands climb towards 
the centre of the canvas with increasing hin
drance, finally to be released of tension at the 
top. 
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