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IAN HAMILTON FINLAY in the archive of Paul De Vree 

 

The Scottish poet-publisher and artist Ian Hamilton Finlay (1925-2006) is a figurehead of  

concrete and visual poetry. In 1958, this visual art and poetry autodidact established The Wild 

Hawthorn Press, which specializes in the publication of his prints, cards and booklets. The 

press also serves as publisher of Finlay's 'periodical' for concrete and visual poetry POTH 

(Poor.Old.Tired.Horse.), of which 25 issues appear between 1961 and 1967, with work by 

Finlay and other poets and graphic artists. In 1966, Finlay begins the layout of 'Little Sparta', 

his 'philosophical garden', in Stonypath near Edinburgh. In playful analogy to the picturesque 

18
th

 century landscape gardens, he ornaments it with textual and sculptural interventions. 

 

If his early work is still very much in line with the neo-avant-garde practices of concrete 

poetry, gradually photos appear and in the late 1960s and 1970s, more and more (art) 

historical and literary references sneak into his work. During the 1980s Ian Hamilton Finlay 

will present himself as an artist, yet in the meantime he continues to ceaselessly release little 

artist books and graphic work, often in collaboration with other artists. In addition to 

references to nature and the traditions of the countryside, in his work (ironic) references to 

'critical' periods like the Enlightenment, the French Revolution and The Reign of Terror, the 

historical avant-garde and World War II start to turn up. Furthermore, the sea and shipping are 

leitmotivs in his rich visual and poetic oeuvre. 

 

Characteristic of Finlay's printed output is his experimental treatment of typographic and 

material aspects of the book. In doing so, he shows a deep knowledge of the medium's 

traditions. Certain titles, such as the 'Canal Stripe Series' and the 'Ocean Stripe Series', suggest 

a coherence in content and/or form. Particularly innovative are the so-called 'standing poems' 

– concrete poems on cardboard, to be folded and put upright – and the 'kinetic books': in these 

booklets, the author experiments with page sequence, turning the publication into a coherent 

work of art in book form.  

 

Size, choice of paper, typography and layout of Finlay's books all look well thought-out and 

refined. Some were even set by hand and printed on the hand press. At the same time, because 

of their small size and relatively large circulation, these booklets are not only meant for 



wealthy bibliophiles. On the contrary, they are send by mail to the respondents in his network. 

One of these respondents is Paul De Vree, with whom Finlay, from 1966 onward, carries on 

an intense correspondence and exchanges publications. Oddly enough, De Vree only 

publishes in POTH 12, whereas from 1965 on, the work of the Scot will appear several times 

in De Vree‘s De Tafelronde. 

  

 

 

 


