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The Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, in collaboration with the University of Leuven and the
Université Libre de Bruxelles, are organizing an international symposium on the role of paper in
European avant-garde art during the first half of the 20th century.

A wide variety of historical or classic avant-garde artists turned to paper during the first half of the
20th century. Whereas this turn to paper has received quite some attention in the study of Cubism
(collage), Expressionism (the woodcut), and Dada (photomontage), to date we lack a proper under-
standing of the many ways in which avant-gardists employed paper and to what aims. What, if any-
thing, was distinct about the avant-gardes’ massive use of paper during the first half of the 20th
century? To tackle these issues requires that we revisit, and perhaps revise our view of, more can-
onized movements, but also calls for a broadening of geographical scope that further comes to
include avant-garde movements, works and practices from the North, South, Centre and East of
Europe.

While we welcome proposals on any aspect of the classic avant-gardes’ turn to paper, we are par-
ticularly interested in the following facets.

Firstly, we are interested in exploring the material composition or construction of works on paper.
It is generally acknowledged that the classic avant-gardes introduced a shift in the use of paper,
transforming it from a support into a medium in its own right. Paper’s variety in texture and color,
thickness and weight, exposure to print or light, thereby all dramatically came to determine the
work of art. What (other) qualities of paper came to condition the avant-garde work on paper?
Which techniques deployed require our attention? What, perhaps so far neglected, aspects of the
medium or the use of paper call for more scrutiny? And which ‘categories’ or ‘genres’ of art on
paper did the classic avant-gardes yield?

Secondly, we are interested in exploring the dissemination and circulation of works on paper in
the historical avant-garde’s network. Many works on paper were reproduced by photographs and
texts, i.e. they were described in articles, letters and diaries or were duplicated on postcards, in
magazines, etc. How and to what aims were works on paper circulated in the avant-gardes? How
did they circulate on the (inter)national art market, in (private and public) collections, galleries and
exhibitions?

Finally, and closely related to this second facet, how did works on paper figure within the more
general artistic and aesthetic output of the avant-gardes? How did works on paper relate, among
others, to other types of artistic production (architecture, painting, sculpture, poetry, dance, ...) by
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the same or other artists? What, if any, discourses were in place (within the avant-gardes) to dis-
cuss the specificity of works on paper? Did the avant-gardes give shape to a theory or theories
that focused specifically on work on paper? Could we, in hindsight, reconstruct one or several aes-
thetics of paper at work in the avant-gardes?

Speakers are encouraged to address the following and related topics:

- The materiality of paper and its (intentional) use by artists

- The reception of works on paper in the art market

- European exhibitions of art on paper

- The circulation of works on paper within Europe and beyond

- The role of works on paper in spreading avant-garde ideas

- The role of print culture in the avant-garde

- The politics of paper (caricature, photomontage, etc)

- The impact of the World Wars on the use of paper in art

- The role of gender in the use of paper and the production of works on paper

- Art on paper in avant-garde movements (Dada, Constructivism, Surrealism, etc.)
- The artistic process and its relation to art on paper

- The relationship of sketches to the final works (painting, design, theater, etc.)

- The relationship between works on paper and other art forms (architecture, painting, sculpture,
music, literature, dance, etc.)

- Sketchbooks as objects/artworks

- Collage, assemblage and photomontage

- Experiments and chance on and with paper

This conference forms part of the research project BePAPER. The conference languages will be
English, French or Dutch. A selection of English-language papers will be considered for publica-
tion in an edited volume dealing with the conference’s theme.

Proposals should take the form of a title, abstract (max. 500 words) and a short biographical note
(max. 300 words, including relevant publications). They should be sent to bepaper@fine-arts-
museum.be by 15 October 2021.
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