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and to separate all that books can be from where
artists might take them. The very concerns raised
by “Book Arts” practitioners demonstrate this
separation. Part of what appears to be driving the
public’s engagement with artists’ books is that the
book is such a cultural artefact, one that the public
can relate to. To set apart books that artists make in
any way from their heritage would present a means of
estrangement from the public.

Creative practice
I have made books since the early 1980s although I
didn’t come across the term ‘artist’s book’ until 1990
when my books were called artists’ books by other
professionals making them. The first artist’s book I
saw was a relief-printed flick book by then Sydney
based artist Jennifer Marshall during my printmaking
studies at Sydney College of the Arts. I don’t recall it
being identified as an artist’s book - however it’s had a
lasting impact on me and set me on a course to make
books.

Technology and Tradition
Here in Australia there have been voices raised within
commercial galleries that the generous embrace
of digital print by Australian printmaking teaching
departments has had some drawbacks. In particular
the word ‘print’ has been altered in the public arena,
it now predominately references digital reproduction
from an original - considerably devaluing the public
perception of an etching as such. Some galleries
specifically refrain from referring to etchings,
lithographs etc. as prints. The value of digital artworks
is without question, however the naming of a new
medium can effect a loss in another. In this context
the term ‘artists’ publishing’ represents a considered
approach to the medium. Most of what is put forward
as artists’ books in contemporary art practice would
be well located within this term. In particular the role
of the multiple in publishing, printmaking, digital
imaging and books draws a compelling relationship
between them. I find within my practice that I am
referring to the “artists’ books” I make simply as
books, and I wonder if the term ‘artists publishing’
would allow a simpler critical engagement within the
field / discipline. One where the issues of the multiple
can be discussed across a diverse field. The term
artists’ publishing describes an activity, a pursuit rather
than an object and as such seems far more conducive
to critical engagement. Referring back to Celant’s 1981
essay he describes a series of artists’ books, including
the Kosuth mentioned earlier, that were part of a
“new publishing intent”.

We feel that the content and context of any artist’s book is
paramount, we are not so interested in categorising books into
separate formats, but do you feel there are things that can or
cannot be artists’ books, or should or should not be?
What does the term ‘artists’ books’ actually mean to you?
I’m an artist who makes books - amongst other
objects, I give primacy to the artwork in an artist’s
book above the medium of the book, I see the
book as a medium in much the same way as etching,
painting, digital imaging and bronze are mediums.
I choose the book as a device that broadens my visual
vocabulary, enhancing my capacity to engage with the
content of my art practice.
When I need to work with a definition of an artist’s
book I find myself strongly drawn to Germano
Celant’s writing for the 1981 exhibition book as
artwork. While describing the book function by Joseph
Kosuth, Celant’s final sentence of his essay reads:
“which becomes a work of art through the book”,
(translated). This idea that the artwork relies on
the book to exist sets the stage for my engagement
with artists’ books and the measure against which I
evaluate any artwork that is called an artist’s book. The
extent to which an artwork relies on the form of the
book determines the significance of that artwork to
the discipline / medium, which consequentially will be
inextricably linked to its significance as an artwork.

As someone who works with hands on media - print, pulpprint, and also embraces new technologies - do you see yourself
more of an artisan book maker?

The term ‘artist’s book’ has received considerable
currency in the public domain and as such I think its
here to stay (for some time at least). As a term I have
some reservations about it, though in general I’m
happy to adopt it. It’s simple and easy to interpret.
My reservations lie in the idea that the “authors” of
these books are or need to be identified, i.e. artists,
this has the potential to act as reading instructions,

One of the reasons I make books is because people
are able to touch them; the more I have touched a
book in its making, the more my content is conveyed.
For this reason the digital printing of my books as
such is counter productive to my content. Ironically
if the reader is only able to access my book via
digital means I would rather they have access to
that than not. I see myself as an artist who makes
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paper, makes prints, makes books, makes images and
makes content, and I find that as my art practice has
developed it is not what I make that defines my ideas
of myself but rather - that I am making.

The books allowed me as well as the other
collaborators to voice our opinion outside of a
“political” framework. I don’t think we are trying to
effect change so much as trying to speak about the
issue; the media here appears to do so much of the
“thinking & speaking” about this issue, and it needs
to be talked about by the general community outside
of the media. Lookback is again about voicing an
opinion across two very charged issues, that of the
role of missionaries in cultural change and secondly
the totally misplaced and theologically incorrect
religious notion that white is right and black is wrong.
Having spent my childhood in Papua New Guinea
with friends who had brown skin I have a distinct
perspective on these issues and lately I find that I need
to express them. Unspoken thoughts are insulated
from the “real” world and it’s only when you express
your thoughts that you can begin to evaluate them.
It’s with this in mind that I have made lookback,
acting as both a vehicle to talk about my experiences
and to evaluate my thoughts on the issues. Overall I
don’t think I’m an activist nor am I trying to promote
change, I do want to talk about some issues, and to
clarify my experience about them. I have effortlessly
crossed boundaries with my white skin that many of
my childhood friends can only dream of crossing, this
sits very uncomfortably with me.

Would you envisage producing books that were created and
distributed digitally? Perhaps using an e-reader (Kindle
etc.) and if so would you consider them to be a book or a
publication?
As the digital revolution advances and access to
music over the web has forced major international
companies to re-evaluate how they sell their products,
I find myself investigating ways in which I can
provide my artwork freely over the Internet. For
example having made an artist’s book I am evaluating
to potential to make a digital copy of it and making it
available for interested parties to be able to download
as a set of PDFs with instructions on how to print
them out and bind them. I would see these books as
artworks first, and then as books that the reader /
downloader would need to bind themselves.
It is a generous intent, to make digital versions of your books
for people to download as free PDFs. We notice that a good
proportion of your work is based on Australian history,
particularly the politics surrounding the story of Ned Kelly and
his family, such as aesthetic distance. Your recent works ‘pflight
of the paper balloons’ and ‘lookback’ are charged with political
content. Do you see your books as carriers for activism, a means
to promote social change?
The series pflight of the paper balloons grew out of a
collaboration that was inspired by the paper balloon
festivals held in Taiwan. With ‘crossing boundaries’
as part of the starting point it was inevitable that
the books took on the very contentious issue of
“boat people” in Australia, an issue that has divided
the Australian public since John Howard as prime
minister turned it into a racist issue to win an election
he was about to lose.

given, 2008. Handmade paper, pulp printing, & relief, binding: single
segment case bound. 22 x 16 x 3 cm. Edition of 8 with 3 artist’s
proofs.

Do you feel that having your books as free downloads becomes
a wider social act? A means of offering an alternative view of
history to a global audience?
Definitely a social act, I have been particularly
intrigued with Francis Elliot’s Picasso’s Guitar
published in 2007 [http://www.franciselliott.com/
foundryarchive09.htm]. The idea of downloading for
free, art that you can make yourself, speaks of social
engagement, one of inclusiveness. I find that people
in general will respond to any other person’s story if it
is honest, and the more copies of the story there are,
the more people will respond to it.

Lookback, 2009
Banana paper, recycled cotton fabric & pulp printing, binding:
single segment case bound. 25 x 30 x 1 cm.
Edition of 8 with 3 artist’s proofs.
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the course range from wholly traditional through to
predominantly digital.
Are they taught about the context or history of the artist’s
book? Are they aware of the international field, of what goes
on in the world of artists’ books?
An overview of the histories of the development of
the artist’s book is included in the course as a part of
the printmaking programme, students are introduced
to the arenas on the Internet and the relevant journals
that can give them access to what’s going on in regard
to artists’ books, both nationally and internationally.
Distance is a factor of life in Australia and the web
has proved invaluable in dealing with it.

The Future of the Book
Artist Books 3.0 was founded in Australia, and there seems to
be a lot of activity by galleries and publishers, and events like
Mackay. Do you think people’s awareness of the artist’s book
is growing in Australia? How do you see the field developing
throughout Australasia?

volatile actions, 2007
Handmade paper, pulp printing & relief print, binding; single
segment case bound. 45 x 16 x 1.5 cm.
Edition of 8 with 3 artist’s proofs.

Like elsewhere the book as a medium of creative
practice (visual, literary or other) continues to attract
attention in Australia; it still offers enormous potential
to combine image and text, making it a particularly
potent medium in our information rich cultures.
In particular the book’s portability, ease of storage
and its accessibility to the public continue to make
it attractive to Australian artists. Currently there are
three prizes dedicated to artist’s book production
in Australia with prize money from $3,000.00 to
$10,000.00. This represents significant activity around
artists’ books in a country with a relatively low
population. How the book develops as a medium in
Australasia is an emerging story. Clearly the enormous
status of books in European cultures, in particular the
codex, has played a very key role in the development
of artists’ books.

Teaching, History and Theory
Obviously there must be an interest in artists’ books where you
work (at Southern Cross University, NSW) you have staff
making books, a collection and the SCU award exhibition each
year. So, may we ask you a few questions about teaching:
Do you have students who come in specifically to make artists’
books in printmaking? And are these students from many
different courses?
Yes, students do come specifically to make artists’
books, although they represent a very small
percentage of the students who complete the
book and paper components of the printmaking
programme. Most students who choose to work with
books have done so after being introduced to them in
the printmaking programme. The papermaking and
artists’ books components in particular, have drawn
students from other regions in Australia as well as
from other programs at SCU,

For artists’ books to develop in other cultures the
field will need to engage with the relevant heritages
and art practices. The work TIANSHU (a book from
the sky) by Beijing born artist Xu Bing demonstrates
such an engagement. Relying on “the material-cultural
conventions and forms of traditional Chinese bookmaking and bibliography” (hanshanhost.demonweb.
co.uk/specials/xubingts.html), Xu Bing’s books
contribute to the field not only for the significance
of their content and production but in particular
because they are from another cultural heritage.
With papermaking, bookmaking, woodblock printing
and related heritages - as celebrated so clearly in
the opening of the Beijing Olympic Games, Asia’s

Do they use traditional and/or digital methods of production?
Digital imaging processes have been incorporated into
the teaching programme at SCU, and students are able
to choose the degree to which they incorporate them
into their art practice. The artists’ books made on
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engagement with artists’ books is a space to watch.
The Queensland Art Gallery exhibited TIANSHU in
Australia in 1994 and holds one of four copies of the
work.
Do you think there is any limit to the definition of an artist’s
book?
Yes, although I think it varies around the context that
the term is used in. If the term is used to describe
the book as a medium then I think there definitely
needs to be clear limits as to what an artist’s book is,
limits that need to be discussed within the discipline.
However if the term is used to describe creative
activity then I think that there is only one limit; that
the limits can only be extended by practice - by the
making of work that extends the limits.
Definitions will always change, even the ones set in
concrete so to say, however I also find that to extend
the limits of a definition will effect an exclusion at
some point, even if the extension was motivated by
the desire to include.
Do you have any concerns about the future of the book, for
example the loss of traditional artisan skills? If so, how do you
think this can be remedied?
Basically no. Clearly artisans’ skills can be lost,
can lose their relevance to culture, and the book’s
significance in our culture(s) has shifted due to
the digital resources that we now have access to.
However I am very confident that the continued
growing interest in artists’ books is directly related
to the onset of digital media. This has been either as
a reaction to the digital or, as I rather think, released
from their “bonds” books have been identified as a
potent medium in visual languages by creative arts
practitioners.

This case study forms part of the Centre for Fine Print Research’s
AHRC funded project 2008 - 2010: What will be the canon for the artist’s
book in the 21st Century (In an arena that now includes both digital and
traditionally produced artists’ books, what will constitute the concepts of artists’
publishing in the future?) http://www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/canon.htm

(Tim Mosely was interviewed by email Oct-Dec 2009)
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