Sally Alatalo’s first book, a photograph album, made at around the age of 9.

Sally Alatalo’s studio.
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Interview with Sally Alatalo, artist and
founder of Sara Ranchouse Publishing,
at her studio in Chicago on Tuesday 4th
November 2008

and I started making these. And they’re all different, you
know, we’re using different garnishes.
SB - They’re beautiful!
SA - This is a panel from a jacket and the belt from a
jacket, so we’re working on these. It’s not an issue of
commerce it’s an issue of use - it’s a different kind of
economy; it’s an economy of recycling. I’ve done a lot of
projects with romance novels, as material as well as texts,
and I made this jacket that’s insulated with romance
novels. It becomes quite cold in here in winter-time and I
think part of it is about that. Should I wear it?

Sarah Bodman and Tom Sowden
Sarah Bodman - How did you get started?
Sally Alatalo - I should show you my very first book
that I made when I was a child. I think I started because
I loved to read. This is one that I made for my mother
[shows an early photograph album, see left].
It was before I’d read any books about how to make
books, but I must have read something somewhere
because it’s got sewing in it. I don’t remember having
made it but… I think there were more photographs at
some point.

TS/SB - Yes.

Tom Sowden - How old were you when you made this?
SA - Oh I must have been under 9, 8 or 9. Oh, here
there’s a photograph of me, so I must have been that old.
What is that? Maybe 8?
SB -That’s just so well made
Sally Alatalo’s Book Jacket, insulated with romance novels.

TS - It is incredible, especially at 8 or 9.
SA - It must be some kind of chain stitch, I hesitate
to take it apart. But obviously they are materials that
I had at hand, because I was really quite good at sewing,
I made all of my own clothing often out of other clothes,
like my dad’s old shirts and things, and this is definitely
a fabric that had been used for clothing, you know a cut
off - salvaged. It’s just scrap that I had around, and then
this is Christmas paper, and this too, I don’t remember
even where I got the materials from, but I was re-using,
and this has been a theme - I’m only thinking about this
now - but this has been a theme that’s resurfaced again
and again in my works, to re-use things.

SA - (Puts jacket on) I wore it to an opening. Since we’re
going this material route I’m going to show you some
projects that you might not be as familiar with, that have
to do with material and I just have to grab some folders.
TS - Can I take some pictures of your photo album?
SA - Of course. The world will know! Make sure that
you label it ‘made as a child’.
SA - So this, with the romance as the material I’d been doing genre fiction but I hadn’t yet done a
romance, I’d only done Westerns and detective stories.
Karen Reimer, an artist and co-curator, assumed that
I’d also done romance, and asked me to participate in
a show called What’s Love Got To Do With It, which was a
show about romantic love. I said “well I haven’t actually
done a romance novel yet but I have another idea for a
project”, and the project was this rather minimal piece,
where I built a wall on top of an existing gallery wall,
and then I insulated it with romance novels. I called the
piece Keep Me Warm. So you couldn’t see the romance
novels, and there was an element of trust that they were
actually there - they were - but there was a label that said

SB - You can see that with all of the fabrics in here.
SA - This has become quite important to me and
I consider it an important part of my publishing
production, and a really important part of my ethic.
Which is to take the material that is left over from other
projects and to use it, and of course I’ve done this with
books. For the book fair [NY Art Book Fair] everybody
had these bags produced in China to print things on, to
sell book bags, and I thought well I’m going to make my
own bags because I don’t need to order up from China
when I’ve got all this extra material. So my assistants
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the title and that said ‘dry wall, wood, 1293 romance
novels’, so that people, if they read the label, would
become aware that it was insulated.

SB - So how many books did you use?

SB - And were they shredded or just packed?

TS - Can you really read it? Does it make sense?

SA - No, they were packed. And so I have all those white
boxes at the end there [indicating boxes at the far end of
the hall]; all full of romance novels.

SA - Yeah, because the writers are given the form,
so the climax occurs around the same page. I have
performed these. They’re funny because, you have to
think about it a little bit, the story stays the same though
the characters and the places change, and so suddenly
you go from the Australian outback into maybe 19th
century France, so they’re really quite funny to perform,
if you get the right points. There was one that had [pages
from] one book that had been burned, which is quite a
dramatic event.

SA - It was 188 books, because I did it twice.

Let me show you a book that came out of that [walks
away and brings back copies of a rearranged affair by Anita
M-28, one of Sally’s pseudonyms]. I’m thinking of doing
another edition of these, because it’s quite limited as it’s
made out of material. I don’t know if you’re familiar
with this book? It’s a series of romance novels that all
have the same number of pages, and I rearranged them
[and re-bound them] so each page is from a different
book, but they’re still in sequential order. So that came
out of having the material of the books and wanting
to do something with them. They’re actually quite
coherent, despite the fact that the characters change.

TS - What, all the way through?
SA - Yeah, each page. You see that’s page 165.
SB - Do you think somebody fell asleep by the fire or
something?
SA - Yeah, or with a cigarette or something. And so,
I love those kinds of events that transgress all of the
edition.
TS - And is the burn mark on every single page from
that book?
SA - More or less, but again since I did this twice it’s not
in every book, it’s in half of the books. Here it is in this
one. It looks like it doesn’t go from the very front. These
are the only three I have.

a rearranged affair by Anita M-28 (Sally Alatalo)

SB - Until you do it again.
I think they’re quite beautiful in that, as much as you try,
you can’t make them all the same. I’ve learned that as a
publisher, despite my efforts to make things look uniform
and machine made, you can’t. Even machines aren’t
perfect, which is very nice. Paper’s really a breathing
thing.

SA - Yeah, but I’ll do a different cover, because people
like that. So, I’ve done several projects that have to do
with these book collections that I’ve accrued, and the
next one that came after that was a piece called
Keep Me Warm Wallpaper. This was in Minnesota at
Carleton College, and it was a 50’ wide installation
of repeat-pattern wallpaper. The rolls themselves were
9’ long and 20” wide. It is a repeat pattern of romance
novels. I also decorated the gallery with chintz fabric and
curtains. It’s about the idea of the romance novel being
not just psychologically insulating, but physically as well.

TS - Can I have a look? So each one of these is unique?
SA - And I’ve numbered them, which is unusual for me.
There are 188.
TS - So two pages from each.

So they’re actually screenprinted onto long rolls of paper.
Then I did another one called Pink Romance,
for which I lined up all the books that had pink spines.

SA - Yes, one sheet, recto and verso. I did it twice,
because I thought it made a certain kind of sense for the
edition size to match the number of pages of a
typical novel in the original series.

SB - Yes, they’re related. Around the book.
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Some of Sally Alatalo’s Wallpaper works in her studio.

TS - But all still based around the book.
SA - Yes. This was actually sold, this pink wallpaper,
to a client on the Gold Coast here. She had me do her
powder room! Then I gave her some books to have, so
people can read while they’re on the loo.
SB - Fantastic.
SA - And this one, I did a lot of these for people. This
was another [wallpaper] called Worn Embraces, and it’s all
spines that have embraces. I’m very proud of the skill I
gained installing wallpaper. You see how it wraps around
the electrical plate?

Pink Romance installation, Sally Alatalo

One woman asked me, “do you do [regular] wallpaper
installations?” Would I install her wallpaper? And I said
no, not unless it’s wallpaper I made that you buy from
me.

SA - The first wallpaper I did was not a picture of
books but was a reference to Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s
novella, The Yellow Wallpaper. I did it as part of a series
called Duz, and it was a roll of wallpaper.
So they’re all kind of mixed up between pictures of
books, literary references, printed multiples that I’m
distributing like books.

Anyway what I wanted to show you was that this
Pink Romance took many different forms. In this exhibit
in Minnesota with the chintz benches I did this piece
that was really claustrophobic. Then there’s the powder
4

room, but then the first time I did it was just a wall in
a gallery.

to have them at Tower Records, when Tower Records
existed. And Barnes and Noble, I had a contract with
them, but the consignment contracts in those kinds of
stores are, as you can imagine, miniscule. The people
who do them are maybe employed for two months at
a time and then find something else, and it’s a very
tiny part of their operation. So I haven’t pursued
that again, but I was very happy to have infiltrated
that at one time.

I don’t know if you want to get the details, but just
seeing it in those different manifestations. I did those all
vertical again because of the claustrophobic, impulsive
collecting of romance novels. I read a couple of
sociological studies of romance readers, which really
influenced the ideas.
So that’s how I got started. I guess there was kind of
a big jump from re-using the material of the photo
album to this.

I don’t know if you’re familiar with Peter Huttinger?
He curated a couple of important shows and he used to
work with this project called Intermedia in Cincinnati
that tried to get art work out of galleries and into more
of a public space. He invited me to do readings at a
book store and at a library, and I did a romance persona
reading with this project and was advertised in the
bookstore as ‘a romance reader’.

SB/TS - Yes.
SA - There’s a few years in there, a couple of decades in
fact.
SB - But you can see it’s a natural progression, can’t you.

I’ll try to find that, I think that’s in my box of
paraphernalia. I thought that was a nice coup, though of
course nobody came. There were some very kind staff
at the book store who politely filled in the chairs, and a
couple of artists, but the public didn’t come,
I was not Danielle Steel.

SA - With my more contemporary romance novels, that
I think you’re more familiar with, I’m recycling language.
I really call it, in fact it is my new motto, “recycling
language one word at a time”. I like that it is also about
recycling material. There is a lot of language out there
that it is not terribly interesting, but it can be used to
generate different ideas. I guess not too surprisingly,
romance readers respond very positively to this work.

TS - Is that because you were an unknown?
SA - Yeah, and I had a weird name. You know my
romance persona name is ‘Anita M-28’?

TS - Oh, they do?
SB/TS - Yeah.
SA - Because they are well aware of the compulsions and
stereotypes of their own habit.

SA - And I think I might have just been billed as M-28,
it doesn’t sound good.

TS - Right.
SB - Why is it Anita M-28?
SA - And this reiterates that. If anything I’m critiquing
the publishers.

SA - The formula for creating your romance author
pseudonym is that your own middle name becomes your
first, and the street you grew up in is your second.
And so I grew up up on a highway, so it’s Anita M-28.
That’s a great party game. And your porn star is your
first pet’s name followed by your street name.

SB - Right, not taking the mickey out of people.
SA - I think that romance novels really offer quite an
important diversion and distraction for many women
especially, so I don’t criticise that. But I do kind of want
to add to that genre. I’m fascinated by that genre because
there’s so much work been done. There are so many
readers, there are so many publications, there’s so much
activity - it’s a huge part of our culture. I’m interested in
exploring that as, in a way, to access a broader audience.

TS - Ah, we do it as mother’s maiden name.
SA - And Sara Ranchouse, I don’t know if I described
the name? It derives from the fact Sally’s a nickname
for Sara. Sally is a diminutive form of Sara, like Nicky
for Nicola. It also means Princess, but small princess.
Then my last name is Alatalo, which is a Finnish name.
Talo means house and Finns were named for their house
historically, which is about the same as being named for
your family, because families stayed in the same house.
So my house that I’m named for was the lower house,

TS - Are your books available in stores that you could
pick up a normal romance novel as well?
SA - They have been. Right now they’re in more
specialty shops, like Quimby’s [Chicago], but I used
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Ala means lower. That was the house at the bottom of
the hill - and it’s where all the farm hands would stay.
So it’s kind of the bunk house. So I use Ranchhouse as
kind of an American translation of that. It’s kind of
the American dream home, and it’s a nice place to put
books, good library spaces.

I don’t know if you’re familiar with the pantoum form?
The second and fourth line repeat as the first and third
of the next stanza. Now they usually have more than
one word in each line, they’re usually phrases. But I’m
very interested in the percussive nature of these words,
and that it mirrors the mechanical work. You may have
sensed this about me, but I’m hesitant to get too fussy
about form, I am quite generic. So this was tough for me.

I’ll show you another series. I’m intending to work in
series, I’m quite interested in approaching publishing
somewhat from a business perspective, even though
business bores me to tears. I think that’s why I attack the
business model as it plays to a project. So as you probably
know I’ve done things like book signings as performance.

SB - It is quite a departure.
SA - But it made sense somehow, it’s still quite a modest
production and it’s really nice to handle, it’s a really nice
weight.

SB - Yes.
TS - Yes, a very good weight.
SA - Publishing as a project has to do specifically with
text. So I became quite interested in how to format texts,
and this is a piece I did [shows Between Clean].

SA - It’s very particular that the design, the font, the
size, and the length related to these silver materials that
I already had in my studio. It’s the longest length I could
print on the equipment that I have. Again it is very
intimate, even though for me it is quite object oriented,
obviously, but it’s still not fussy.
It’s quite humble I think.

I inherited these car repair manuals from my father who
was a mechanic, and I’m fascinated with the language,
words like ‘carburetor’. He was using this language in his
work, and so I made these - it’s a pantoum form. I made
this poem, and I felt like the text really needed to be all
on one page, and it’s quite a long page, and I thought,
well a scroll, it has to be a scroll. So the next problem was
what kind of scroll, what do you scroll it onto? How big?
The weight and all that, and this seemed to make sense.

SB - Yes it is.
SA - Working with Alison Knowles this summer,
I spent some time with her in her New York State
studio, she identified for me some things that I’ve been
interested in, just by virtue of watching her work. She’s
very in tune to stumbling on experience and making it
meaningful. So she’d see something and it would become
the next project. For example my dog was with me, and
I had a rag rug that I have for my dog, that she sleeps
on and chews on, and there would be strips on the floor.
Alison saw this and she picked them up and said ‘Sally
what is that’? And I would say ‘oh that’s a bit of Pippin’s
rug, a good munchie toy for her’. A couple of weeks
after I got home, here in the mail is a piece of handmade
paper with these strips of rag sewn to it, a gift for Pippin.
It looks like a beautiful little painting as the rags are
striped, and they’re sewn.
I think that bolt piece was kind of inspired by that
attention to looking at ‘well what should it be?’ what
of my father’s mechanical stuff. Sadly that wasn’t one
of the bolts that I inherited, but it was one I had in my
studio and it was the right one. Everything was designed
around that, so then I had to go and buy the multiples.
TS - What did the reference manuals look like
originally?
SA - I’ll show you, I’ve got a couple of them. I’m quite
taken with his expertise as a mechanic, it’s quite

Between Clean, Sally Alatalo
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complicated stuff. I have several of these books from
different years.

TS - Mind you, even then it’s a confusing term for many
people.

TS - Is this why you grew up on a highway as well?

SA - I think that artist’s book, from the perspective of an
artist, it’s come to me to denote that more, craft-based
activity.

SA - Yeah, because he had a gas station.
This is another thing that is very important to me,
to acknowledge these kinds of projects as books.
Look at this, I mean why do we call things ‘artists’
books’? In my mind they’re not so different from many
books. I mean the content shifts, but the content shifts
across books all the time.

TS - I think particularly here, in the US, it has.
SA - Yes. And my audience is actually bigger in London
than it is in Chicago. My friends are, my referees are;
well everybody’s European. I’m much more in sync with
the European and British production than I am in the
States.

SB - I suppose people say ‘artists’ just so it validates what
they’re doing.

SB - Yes I can see that.

SA - But I would call the programme at the Art
Institute ‘Books and Publishing’, and get rid of the
‘artists’.

TS - Ah that’s interesting, because so far what we’ve
seen in Chicago has been an open interpretation of the
book, compared to some other places we’ve visited in
the States, which have very much of a letterpress and
binding kind of background. So I thought that here
would be a lot more open. A bit more like London.

SB - Books and Publishing or Books in Publishing?
SA - Books and Publishing, because we do teach some
book binding instruction and all of that, which I think
is important too. But it’s in an art school, we don’t call
it artists’ painting, we don’t call it artists’ sculpture to
distinguish it.

SA - There aren’t that many people doing publishing
in artist’s book programmes, but now that Columbia
College has gotten an offset press, well the students who
were producing the paper (for the Knowles project I’m
working on) were gossiping to me that they were heading
more in a graphic design, publishing direction.

SB - I know it’s funny though isn’t it. I think that that
artists’ books thing has come more from the makers
hasn’t it?

SB - Well we’ll find out tomorrow. That’s funny with the
publishing though, with the [ABTree]diagram for the
survey, that you did for us. Then we were trying to say
well maybe it should be called ‘artists’ publishing’ rather
than artists’ books, and everyone hated that idea.

SA - Yeah.
SB - Because people get a bit snobby about artists’ books.
SA - I think it comes from librarians.

TS - Really didn’t like it as a term.
SB - Yes?
SB - Because they were saying well where’s the ‘book’
gone? It was quite funny. We launched the forum
discussion to let people get in there and start arguing.

TS - So it’s a cataloguing term?
SB - Yeah, maybe.

SA - People do get bothered about it. My students always
ask me, especially since now I’m starting to work more
with writing students and less with the visual artists,
they’re particularly confused. And they say, “Sally, aren’t
these just books? Why aren’t they just books?” And I’ll
say “you know, you can call them whatever you want,
the person who made them can call them whatever they
want, I don’t really care”. Well I guess I do care because
we’re talking about it, but I don’t think what I do needs
to be called ‘artists’ books’, I think it needs to be called
‘books’.

SA - Maybe a bit of both.
SB - I think it’s that thing of people maybe wanting
to get away from the craft label that’s put on them
sometimes.
Maybe they said I’m an artist making books, because
sometimes people say “oh what do you do then, are you
an illustrator?”.
SA - Or a design binder.
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SB - I think that’s why people didn’t like ‘publishing’,
whatever you do you need to have the word book in it
as the definition. So rather than artists’ publications, or
publishing, it still had to be book.

TS - In terms of distribution, it’s got more scope,
because most people now can access the internet.
Whereas if we were to say at the end of this project
we’ll publish a manifesto as a book, it’s more difficult
to get it out there.

TS - Well for many people the fact that it is a book is the
most important aspect, so to lose that term, I think they
felt it devalued what they were doing.

SB - It would cost a fortune as well. I suppose if you put
it up and people find it by accident as well then that’s
great too. But some, or a few artists who are actually just
making free download books, just want to get it out there
for people to see.

SA - In one class that I’m teaching called ‘Publishing as
a Project’, the word book doesn’t appear in the name.
And some people say, “well look at the scroll, is that a
book form?” A lot of people will say “yes it is”, and other
people will say “I’m not sure”. I would call it a scroll not
a book. And online publishing, it’s only a small part of
my courses, and though it’s not my area of expertise,
students do come in with more of an expertise and that’s
how they want to do publishing. Publishing can be a
bumper sticker. I don’t feel compelled to limit it to the
book, although again the book is my particular expertise.

SA - Yeah, and well now thinking about it, that makes
the most sense to me, that’s a reason to make it look like
a book online, because it’s intended to be downloaded
and printed as a book.
SB - Yes, printed out and assembled.
SA - Do you know a literary press called featherproof?

SB - So maybe you could have ‘book’ as the header and
‘publishing’ is just one of the terms. So that you can have
your badges and your stickers and all the stuff that we’re
trying to say ‘they all belong to this family’.

SB - No.

SA - I think the web is an incredibly interesting
vehicle for publishing - I mean I think people use it for
publishing more than books now, well younger people,
but I don’t think it’s a book. I think it’s the web, I don’t
know what to call it. Why we want to borrow these terms
I don’t know. I guess it’s a sense of familiarity, but I think
it’s a mistake to use that space only in the same way
as we use a book space, because it’s got so much more
potential. I don’t have time in my lifetime to do it.
I mean I use the web as a catalogue, with some links.

SB - Oh nice. So do you buy the books from them or is
it free?

SA - featherproof.com. They do downloadable books,
and they show you how to bind them.

SA - It’s free. You can buy other books, and you can also
buy the books that they put together in their way
if you don’t want to put them together yourself.
SB - We were thinking we might do something like that
at the end of this project - make it all available as free
downloads and then reformat it into a book and put it
up on Blurb if people also want a physical object. People
can order it at cost from there and we wouldn’t have to
pay to print it.

SB - As a contact space.
SA - But I think it’s an incredibly important and
interesting space, and I’m not sure why it needs to be
compared to or related to the book.

SA - I think what’s interesting about featherproof is that
they do show you the optimal way to produce it, and so
there’s a lesson in the structure of the book, which is so
intelligent.

SB - Well I suppose people are interested in publishing
on the web, not to say that we’re doing much artists’
publishing on the web - we use it more for our
reference books and things like that where we can
publish them as pdf e-books, so that they are free.

SB - It’s such a nice idea.
TS - It’s so generous as well, to give you a book and also
show you how to produce it.

TS - At the end of this project the outcomes will only be
available on the web.

SA - I’m not sure if they might be a not-for-profit.

SA - But that it can become a book if you want it to.
That makes sense.

[Referring back her father’s car mechanic books]
You know this book is vast - look at all this visual
information - photographs, the caption, drawing,
tables - it’s all so beautiful.
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A selection of Sara Ranchouse publications (www.sararanchouse.com)

TS - Yeah, and the work that’s gone into producing
a manual like that, all the different people involved.
SA - Before computers, and electronic typesetting,
and it’s annual.
TS - I suppose parts would be reproduced each year
because they wouldn’t change.
SA - Right, 1935 to date. But the, I mean the words out
of context - ‘ignition timing’, ‘ignition removal’.
SB - You could have a lot of fun couldn’t you?
SA - I’ve got about a million projects that I’m working on
during my sabbatical year, I probably won’t finish any of
them.

Many thanks to Sally Alatalo for spending time with
us and showing us her studio and publications.
Sara Ranchouse Publishing, a catalogue of books and
information can be found at www.sararanchouse.com
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