grandmother were always making something by hand
during my childhood – embroidery, knitting, crochet –
and they were always very careful with the finish and
choosing the materials. I naturally picked up handcraft
skills.

Tom Sowden interviewed Monica Langwe,
Swedish book artist via email, June - Nov 2009
To start with I was wondering if you could give me a bit of
background to your practice and an overview of the book arts/
bookbinding scene in Sweden?

I also grew up in a time when you had to be economical
in your household, you did not have, as today, an
unlimited resource of different materials. My mother
had kitchen drawers filled with strings, paper clips, plastic
film, greaseproof paper – so this became my workshop as
a child. I even remember making small books and bags
out of the plastic film and the greaseproof paper with
potato prints on them. I remember that it was important
they had a nice rustle and feeling when you turned the
pages.

My forefathers
Making shoes was just one of many handcrafts around
the Lake Siljan, where a wide variety of handcrafts were
deeply rooted. There were plenty of raw materials and
the land was not always suitable for farming.
These shoes belong to the traditional folk costume of
Leksand located in the heart of Sweden, Dalarna, where
I come from.

When I was about twelve years old my father became ill
and then died when I was fifteen. This had an effect on
my work. Before his illness I got top marks in school, but
during this time I had difficulties concentrating on my
schoolwork, especially the theoretical part, and therefore
I did better in arts and crafts.

Here (on page two) you can see Mats Kerstin Matsdotter
preparing flax at Sollerön, the island where I live. They
made towels, sheets and shirts from the woven linen.
Besides the handcrafts needed for the household and
typical for the area, there were also handcrafts produced,
intended for sale outside of Dalarna. These ‘sales
trips’ were undertaken from the 1500’s to the beginning
of the 1900’s and brought the artisan in contact with
other areas and traditions, which stimulated their
industriousness and their innovation.

My education
A combination of my upbringing, difficulties with the
theory at school and good results in arts and crafts, made
me want to work within the arts. I left the three year
upper secondary school after two years, to take a place in
art school.

These people have been a great source of inspiration
for me.

Why did I study arts and not crafts? It think at that time,
without being aware of it, it was a natural step to develop
my knowledge instead of just inheriting my parents
handicraft skills.

In the town of Mora where I come from, there were 12
different types of handcrafts being manufactured. From
one of the villages came the horse that is so well-known
outside of Sweden and which was originally carved by
loggers as a toy for their children: the Dala-horse.

After three years studying in different art schools I started
to feel something was missing. I missed the feeling of
‘completeness’ from the handcraft skills. I also felt that
my hands wanted to do more. Painting was more like
an endless process that made me feel lost and did not
respond to my way of thinking at that time. Instead
of paint on the paper I began looking at the structure
and design of the paper. I worked as a trainee at an old
paper mill in Dalarna, Gryckso hand paper mill and had
a short period as a trainee at the Basel papirmuhle in
Switzerland. I also began looking into products made out
of paper.

The picture (on page 2) shows the interior of a clockmaking workshop in a Mora village 1800. The ‘Mora
Clock’ became the name in Sweden for floor-standing
clocks sold by travelling salesman from the Mora area.
My family
My father, who was a teacher, came from the west
of Dalarna where the tradition of fur sewing was
established. The tailors walked from farm to farm and
made clothes, coats, jackets and skirts from sheepskins
from the farm. See the woman’s jacket in the picture of
the clock-makers workshop.

I did not always feel comfortable in this tradition with
its strong values regarding craftsmanship. I have always
wanted more and sometimes I felt this tradition was
a restriction my freedom. Nowadays I am grateful for
having this traditional framework to work against. I am
using it as a diving board in search of my own design.

My mother came from Ångermanland in the north
of Sweden where flax cultivating, linen making and
other textile handicrafts were common. My mother and
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Mats Kerstin Matsdotter preparing flax at Sollerön, the island where I live.
They made towels, sheets and shirts from the woven linen.

Making shoes was just one of many handcrafts around Lake
Siljan, where a wide variety of handcrafts were deeply rooted.
The shoes belong to the traditional folk costume of Leksand
located in the heart of Sweden, Dalarna, where I come from,
and this book design is based on them.

The interior of a clock-making workshop in a Mora village 1800.
The ‘Mora Clock’ became the name in Sweden for floor-standing clocks sold by travelling salesman from the Mora area.
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Through the years I have participated in various courses
in the arts, hand-made paper and bookbinding. It is
perhaps no coincidence that one of the few extensive
bookbinding courses in Scandinavia is located in
Dalarna, Sweden. Together with hand-made paper
maker Karl-Erik Hedberg, I have also recently rented the
Grycksbo hand-paper workshop in Dalarna to develop
special paper with watermarks for bookbinders, book
artists and others who are interested.

the initiative in organising a book art exhibition in 2010
at Gallery Astley, Sweden. The exhibitors are working
both with bookbinding and art. The exhibitors are:
Monica Langwe Berg, Sweden. Manne Dahlstedt,
Sweden. Anders Zitting, Sweden. Adam Larsson,
Sweden. Leif Malmgren, Sweden. Lännart Mänd,
Estonia. Carmencho Arregui, Italy. Jan Peter
Zimmerlich, Schwizerland. Sün Evrard, France. Annika
Mattson Baudry, France.

Handmade books are a very interesting product that
can be made out of hand-made paper. I wanted to
learn more about them and discovered that the only
bookbinding school in the whole of Scandinavia was 35
kilometres from my home! I originally planned to go for
one year to learn the basics in binding books, but ended
up studying for three and a half years. In the third year
I studied historical bindings and in the last six months I
studied bookbinding at different museums and archives.
After that I also took part in a course called ‘creative
contractor’ so that I was able to be more businesslike.

I have noticed a slight difference in how artists use the
term ‘book art’. People that come from a background in
art often use the term artists’ books and those that come
from a background in craft often use the term book art.
They both have art and craft in their working field, but
they have different starting points. These are not official
terms in Sweden but something I have noticed.

I was also wondering if you could give me a little more background
information to the project that you did where you asked professional
bookbinders to make books inspired by the Estonian limp bindings?

Today I feel like the circle is closed. I have in a strange
way, and without being aware of it, integrated art,
handmade paper, bookbinding and all the handicrafts
from the environment in which I grew up. I have also
caught up in my theoretical studies now that I study,
analyse and make books about books.

My main goal with this project was to make old
bookbinding techniques accessible to bookbinders all
over the world. I wanted to show and teach the original
bindings without being a ‘middleman’. I wanted the
readers to be inspired directly from the originals. I
wanted them to start fresh without other people’s values
and interpretation. In many bookbinding books of today
you learn another persons interpretation of binding
techniques. When we start from the beginning we are
able to think in an entirely new ways.

I do not miss the feeling of ‘completeness’ from the
handcraft skills anymore. I also feel that my hands are
free to make embroidery, knitting, crochet and all other
crafts I use in my book art. With my painting, that was
more like an endless process that made me feel lost, now
it feels like a gift when I do illustrations, design my books
and try to think ‘outside the box’.

I would also like to inspire technical and artistic
development. When the reader gets access to these old
techniques I want to show how binders can take the idea
of the original and with innovation and imagination,
produce some really new bindings. I want to create whole
new avenues for development, with the past as a constant
source of inspiration.

I use my history as a trampoline when carrying the old
techniques into modern interpretations.
Swedish Book Art
Swedish book art as a subject field is very small. The
people who work in this field are mostly artists who are
interested in working with ideas in the book form.
They have their backgrounds as artists and generally
do not have any knowledge of bookbinding or book
printing. A one-year book arts course has just started in
Stockholm at the College of Printmaking Arts.
Starting with graphic techniques they then develop
different ways of working with art in the book form
(http://www.grafikskolan.se/grafikskolan.html).

I use my upbringing as a trampoline when carrying the
old forgotten bindings into modern interpretations and
into the future. My respect for the skill of the handcrafts
from the past, make me feel humble and gives me a
strong will to elevate these old bookbinders/bindings to
a higher status. Hopefully I will allow access to not only
old techniques, but also to another way of thinking from
the past that can help develop new techniques.

You say that you notice that those who use the term ‘artists’ books’
come from a starting point of art, whereas those using the ‘book
art’ come from a starting point of craft. Where do you see your own
work? Do you feel that your work falls into both terms?

Personally as an artist and a bookbinder I miss a subject
field/area where both bookbinding skills and artistic
knowledge are important criteria. Therefore I have taken
3

A selection of Monica Langwe’s design bindings for Nobel Prize winning novels, made each year for exhibition as part of the
“Bokbindarmästarföreningen” at the Nobel Museum in Stockholm, www.nobelmuseum.se
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Is there any limit for you as to what can be called an artist’s book
or book art?

Since my latest training was in the field of bookbinding,
it’s possible that my present work falls a bit more into
bookbinding. Though that may not be necessarily clear
to the public. I see it as a process where I gradually pick
up my artistic skills. I will always feel that my work falls
into both terms and I can work deliberately with both
areas or choose to work more with one or another.

I think there always will be personal practical limits
depending on the practitioner’s frame of reference,
experience and education which they will, of course,
always struggle against. There will also be personal limits
within the public depending on their points of reference,
which they hopefully will try to expand. I think there will
probably also be a lot of professional opinions trying to
define the terms in different places and times. The work
itself will most likely live a life of it’s own and developing
despite all limits.

Does the exhibition you are organising at Gallery Astley help to
define your work and those who work in a similar way?
The main goal with the exhibition is to encourage the
exhibitors to feel free working across artists’ books and
book arts, and to show work based on both subject fields.

And finally, do you have any concerns for the future of the artist’s
book, primarily in Sweden, but also in general?

Will exhibitions like yours, and also courses such as the one you
mentioned in Stockholm, help to develop a larger audience and
increase the number of people producing books in Sweden?
Is this something that you consider important?

Personally in all my work, exhibitions, book publishing,
courses etc. I will continue struggling against my own
limits and try to be able to feel free working across
disciplines, showing and teaching work based on both
subject fields. Finally, I also hope Scandinavia in time
will be an interesting place for book arts/artists’ books.
In general I think traditional craft techniques will find a
new place in modern artwork. We are getting further and
further away from work done by our hands and I think
there will be a time where we will bring it home again
but in a whole new context, that is more artistic and
non-traditional and based on a need of working with
our hands.

I think exhibitions and courses like this, in the long run,
will open up investigation, discovery and combine these
two working fields to a greater extent. Both, among
the practitioners and the public. I think it’s all about a
natural development where Sweden and Scandinavia
are following other countries that are further ahead.
Is it important? Yes, but the process and the natural
development is more important than the artist’s book
itself.
What do you see as the future of your work?
Lately, I have had several enquiries asking if I want
to give courses for artists and bookbinders. By doing
this I can encourage people to feel free working in an
interdisciplinary way and to produce work based on
both subject fields.
After the exhibition in Gallery Astley I’m planning to
continue working with an exhibition on my own called
‘Vintage Stories’ where I use old used material and old
techniques in new ways.
What do you see as the future of artists’ books/book arts in
Sweden?

For more information on Monica and her work see:
www.langwe.se

I have noticed that artists have become more interested
in bookbinding techniques and that bookbinders have
become more interested in ‘artistic bookbinding’.

Limp bindings from Tallinn - Monica Langwe Berg was
published in The Bonefolder Volume 5, No. 1, Fall 2008,
ISSN 1555-6565. Available for free download:
www.philobiblon.com/bonefolder

I think from almost not having a future at all, the future
of artists’ books/book arts now exists and will develop
in different ways. I have also noticed that Denmark has
recently started a book art group.

Monica Langwe is part of www.bokbindarkompetens.se
a Nordic network of bookbinders and contemporaries.

[www.nordicbookarts.ning.com]
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