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Writing an essay for the catalogue for the exhibi-
tion Alfred Jarry: the Carnival of Being opened up a 
labyrinth of interconnections and resonances that 
makes up Jarry’s relationship with visual art. His 
involvement and interest in debates around avant-
garde practices in the late 19th century seemed 
to spread out in all directions. It was not exactly 
a “Eureka!” moment – which anyway, for Jarry’s 
helical way of thinking would be explosive in 
both positive and wholly destructive ways – but a 
growing sense of the sincerity of his engagement 
with art, and the ways in which his own oeuvre, 
emerging within and through encounters with 
the avant-garde, became an alternative reality for 
the ways in which art could operate. 

Jarry is best known for his 1896 play Ubu Roi, 
featuring the notorious and horrific Ubu. Ubu is 
physically and morally repellent. His dark, top-
sy-turvy, exuberant and hyperbolic world became 
an alternative imaginary for the avant-garde, 
nurtured by Surrealism, Dada and others. Jarry’s 
Ubuesque aesthetic emerges in 1896 after several 
years in which he was embroiled in debates about 
artistic representation and reality. Debates around 
the questions of déformation in painting, questions 
of symbolism, and of the distortion of “real” 
experience for a higher, more intensely affecting 
aesthetic result. Ubu, then, it started to seem, was 
not just a driving force within avant-garde art but 

was forged within those practices themselves. 
Perhaps, then, my “Eureka!” moment in 

seeing this matrix of exchanges was the litho-
graph Henri Rousseau made of his 1894 painting 
La Guerre. The work, of a Bellona-like figure riding 
a monstrous creature to war over strewn corpses 
was described by one critic as evidence of the 
path towards a new art, and for Jarry its mon-
strousness and chaos was a triumph in painting. 
The lithograph was likely commissioned, or at 
least encouraged, by Jarry, probably for publica-
tion in his magazine L’Ymagier. Two years later, 
Jarry had Ubu charge to war on a horse, and 
it was this scene that a number of his illustra-
tors—particularly Pierre Bonnard and then the 
more unlikely Georges Rouault—picked up. In 
Bonnard’s image the raw quality of Rousseau’s 
print is echoed, and the beast upon which Ubu 
sits is both horse and cadaver. 

It is this new aesthetic and its dark avant-gar-
dism which Jarry and these artists created (along-
side a complex history of art, literature, theatre 
and intellectualism) that have restored Jarry’s 
pre-eminence. 
• Jennifer Johnson is a Research Fellow and Lecturer in 
the History of Art at the University of Oxford. 

Alfred Jarry: the Carnival of Being, The Morgan 
Library & Museum, until 10 May.

A t the beginning of 2019, London’s Whitechapel Gallery 
announced a new series of prizes for art publications. The 
Richard Schlagman Art Book Awards would honour titles 
in eight categories: design, architecture and the history of 

each of these disciplines, art history, contemporary art, book design 
and artists’ books. Winners were announced during the London Art 
Book Fair at the Whitechapel last September and included Dubuffet 
and the City: People, Place, and Urban Space by Sophie Berrebi (Hauser & 
Wirth), which won both the art history and best book design prizes.

The name and the breadth of categories were new, but the award 
has a long history. It began as the Banister Fletcher prize, founded 
in 1955, named after the British architect and architectural historian 
and administered by the Authors’ Club, the 130-year-old literary 
institution in London. But in its new incarnation, while it continues to 
acknowledge excellence, it also has a more campaigning goal: to draw 
attention to books of quality on art, design and architecture.

Some publishers suggest that such an initiative is needed. “We’re 
living at a time that’s both a golden age for art books and a worrying 
time for art books,” says Andrew Brown, the director of the independ-
ent London-based Art/Books. It is a golden age in the breadth of books 
on art, photography and design, he explains, and in that production 
and design standards are better than ever. But “it’s very, very difficult 
to sell our books”, he adds. “Because there are so many art books 
being produced, of varying quality, each one is fighting for attention 
that much harder.” Being shortlisted for, even better winning, a prize 
gives a publisher a means to cut through the noise.

Time will tell how much the Schlagman awards will affect the 
market. The focus of the first year was the change in format. Iwona 
Blazwick, the Whitechapel’s director, was 
involved in the original Banister Fletcher 
prize as a judge, but as Fletcher’s endow-
ment dwindled, she and the Whitechapel 
joined the Authors’ Club in hosting the 
prize. It had been “done on a wing and a 
prayer and needed to be professionalised,” 
Blazwick says. It also required “a wider 
span”, she adds. Any expansion needed 
investment, of course. Enter Richard 
Schlagman, who revitalised Phaidon Press 
after rescuing it from receivership in 1990 
and then sold it to the US billionaire Leon 
Black in 2012. His profile has since been 
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low. But Blazwick, who had been a commissioning editor at 
Phaidon in the 1990s, invited Schlagman to fund the organ-
isation and administration of the awards—and he instantly 
agreed, hence the title sponsorship.

In the reorganisation, the £1,000 cash prize has gone, 
as has the entry fee for nominations, so smaller publishers 
are not at a disadvantage. Other than permanent members 
Blazwick and Schlagman, the jury, with an expert in 
each category, will change every year—in 2019, specialists 
included the architect Adam Caruso and the art historian 
Maja Fowkes. Each shortlist will have a distinct character, 
but will reflect “the complexity of what’s happening now 

in publishing”, Blazwick hopes. The range of presses shortlisted in 
2019—from major museums to small publishers—suggests that aim 
was met in the first year.

Blazwick feels that it is crucial that the Schlagman awards 
generate more attention for exhibition catalogues (something The Art 
Newspaper pioneered, with the art insurers AXA, from 2005 to 2007): 
“That would really be fantastic for all of us who labour on the texts in 
these things, which we hope someone might read,” she says. Roger 
Thorp, the editorial director at Thames & Hudson, which published 
the catalogue for the exhibition Art In Hungary, 1956-1980 at the Kassák 
Múzeum in Budapest, shortlisted for the Schlagman prize, says that 
catalogues “often have a very short shelf life—for the duration of the 
exhibition. But if they get recognised and appreciated, then there 
is the potential that they will have a backlist life, they will reprint, 
become a reference volume. Having that recognition factor that it’s a 
prize-winning title does help.”

So far, sales for Art in Hungary have not noticeably increased, Thorp 
says, but it has gained more attention from booksellers. He says this 
is the “broader issue”: how the prize “further enables a book to reach 
the market. Maybe as it becomes more established… booksellers will 
register that a book deserves a place on the shelves.” The organisers 
recognise that this is fundamental if the awards are to grow: Blazwick 
says that the next step “is to get the booksellers more involved”. So it 
is early days, and, as Blazwick says: “It needs continuity and momen-
tum.” Her aim is for the awards to become as “crucial, necessary, as 
the Oscars are—that’s the modest ambition!”
• The shortlist and jury for the 2020 Richard Schlagman Art Book Awards will 
be announced in the spring

It’s both a 
golden age for 
art books and 
a worrying 
time

Richard Schlagman, 
who is funding 
and acting as a 
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of the new prize

 Double first: Dubuffet 
and the City (2019), 
the winner in two 
categories

Pierre Bonnard’s illustration of Ubu riding to war in 
Alfred Jarry, Almanach illustre du Père Ubu (1901)

Anna Jackson, ed
Kimono: Kyoto to Catwalk
V&A Publishing, 336pp, £40 (hb)

Thought to be a timeless symbol of 
Japanese dress, the kimono has had many 
versions, expressing a variety of meanings. 
This book accompanies the exhibition 
at the Victoria & Albert Museum (29 
February-21 June).
// 18 February

Jeremy Adler
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
Reaktion Books, 256pp, £11.99, $19 (pb)

Goethe was a polymath, not least in 
the areas of art history and criticism, 
who combined practical abilities as a 
draughtsman, painter and scientist. Adler, 
the Emeritus Professor of German and 
Senior Research Fellow of King’s College 
London, focuses on Goethe’s influence on 
modernity.
// 28 February

Christian K. Kleinbub
Michelangelo’s Inner Anatomies
Penn State University Press, 260pp, £79.95, 
€92.95, $99.95 (hb)

Kleinbub investigates the correspondence 
of Italian Renaissance anatomical 
knowledge to Michelangelo’s sculptures of 
the human body, and how inner experience 
was thought to relate to physiology.
// 14 February

Christine I. Ho
Drawing from Life: Sketching 
and Socialist Realism in the 
People’s Republic of China
University of California Press, 320pp, £58, 
$70 (hb)

The author traces the ways in which 
artists moulded their divergent practices, 
methods and styles to create the uniform 
Socialist Realist style.
// 11 February (US and Canada). 10 March 
(Europe)

Sarah Vowles
Piranesi Drawings: 
Visions of Antiquity
Thames & Hudson in collaboration with the 
British Museum, 144pp, £20 (pb)

Focusing on Piranesi’s drawings in 
relationship to his prints, this book, which 
accompanies the exhibition at the British 
Museum (20 February-9 August), discusses 
how his drawn style evolved and the 
involvement of his studio assistants. 
// 20 February

Dorothea Lange and Sam Contis
Day Sleeper
Mack, 152pp, £27, €30, $35 (pb)

Renowned for her documentary 
photographs of the Great Depression 
era, Dorothea Lange’s work is presented, 
by juxtapositions of her photographs, as 
studies in formal compositions. Sam Contis 
also draws attention to themes that run 
through her oeuvre.
// 9 February

Michael W. Cole
Sofonisba’s Lesson: a Renaissance 
Artist and her Work
Princeton University Press, 312pp, £50,  
$60 (hb)

Sofonisba Anguissola’s lesson was that 
women could learn to read, play chess, paint 
and challenge conventional ideas about 
the upbringing of girls. She overcame the 
obstacles that blocked women from making 
art, and attracted patrons from the highest 
levels of society.
// 11 February


