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This book presents an innovative analysis of the role of
imagination as a central concept in both literary and art
criticism. Dee Reynolds brings this approach to bear on
works by Rimbaud, Mallarmé, Kandinsky and Mondrian. It
allows her to redefine the relationship between Symbolism
and abstract art, and to contribute new methodological
perspectives to comparative studies of poetry and painting.
The late nineteenth/early twentieth century is a crucial
period in the emergence of new modes of representation,
and is currently at the forefront of critical enquiry. This is the
first book to examine Symbolism and abstraction in this way,
and the first to treat these poets and painters together. It
is an original contribution to interdisciplinary scholarship
in art history, literary history and comparative aesthetics.
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Preface

The initial impetus for this book was my reaction to what I
judged to be reductionist accounts, based on structuralist
premisses, of Rimbaud’s and Mallarmé’s poetry. I was seduced by
the suggestive power of the extraordinary language of their
poetry and by the writings of phenomenologically inspired critics
such as Jean-Pierre Richard, which espoused its imagery and
heightened its impact. Structuralist accounts, on the other hand,
insisted on the self-contained nature of these texts, which were
held to ‘refer’ only to themselves. When I subsequently became
interested in non-figurative images in painting, which, like the
poetry, opened up new and unexplored worlds, I was both
intrigued and irritated to find in art criticism similar affirmations
of the ‘self-referential’ character of these images.

Although the endless search for models and formulas within
structuralist and semiotic approaches held a certain appeal, I was
keenly aware of the issues which they left out of account, par-
ticularly the role of the receiver’s imagination in reading the
text/looking at the picture. This ‘receiver factor’ meant that
content could never be equated with allegedly ‘objective’, quanti-
fiable properties of the poetic/pictorial medium. However, struc-
turalism’s mise en cause of the mediation of coded meanings/lived
experience by verbal and visual signs drew my attention to the
problematic nature of this relationship, which had not been
addressed by phenomenological criticism. Later, my encounters
with poststructuralism and deconstruction confirmed my sus-
picion that a ‘naive’ approach to the analysis of signifying pro-
cesses and the position of the subject within them was no longer
possible. Moreover, it had become apparent to me that the
discourses of structuralism and in turn of poststructuralism them-
selves had close links with and were directly derived from radical
experimentation in literature, in particular the writing of Mall-
armé, and, to a lesser extent, Rimbaud.

It was precisely when analysing such ‘disruptive’ texts, which

x1
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xi1 Preface

upset accepted codes of communication and relationships to
reality and lived experience, that the claims of post/structuralist
critics concerning self-referentiality became most extreme.
However, I remained convinced that while these claims might be
true of certain texts, there was a crucial category of avant-garde
poetry and painting where this disruption served a different
purpose. Its function here was to appeal to the reader’s/specta-
tor’s imagination, using sensory, and especially visual imagery
(through words in the poetry, through forms and colours in the
painting) to challenge the limits of conceptual logic. This invita-
tion to the receiver to unlock and activate the imaginary space
within the medium was being occluded by the ‘self-referential’
school. Such art does not reflect reality, but neither does it reflect
itself: it sets itself the task of producing and proposing new models
for experience. In so doing, it transforms the status of the poetic/
pictorial medium. In a Mallarmé sonnet or a Kandinsky canvas,
the substance of words and of colours and forms itself becomes the
starting point for constructing new imaginary spaces.

The poems and paintings which take this process to its furthest
extreme are those which inaugurate movement away from pre-
vious communicative norms, but without becoming purely for-
malistic, experimenting with the medium for its own sake. Kan-
dinsky and Mondrian appeared very close to Rimbaud and
Mallarmé in this respect, and I was excited to discover, on
reading their theoretical writings, many significant points of
contact with Symbolist poetics. These connections became the
starting point for my exploration of the role of imagination in the
reception of semantically disruptive poems and paintings.
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