The Bird Dmitry Sayenko, 2001. 6 pages with original text (linocut) and images (woodcuts) printed on hand made paper. Chinese bookbinding.
Edition: 12 numbered and signed copies. 31 x 19 cm. Photograph Tom Sowden.

The Drawing Pin Dmitry Sayenko, 2004. 9 double pages with text (linocut) and images (woodcuts). 5 copies printed on pages from an old
Soviet magazine published 1936-1938. Edition: 12 numbered and signed copies. 11.1 x 19 cm. Photograph Tom Sowden.
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Unexpected Drinking Bout Dmitry Sayenko, 2004. 5 woodcuts with German text (zinc plates) on hand made paper.
Edition: 7 numbered and signed copies. 15.5 x19 cm. Photograph Tom Sowden.

Unexpected Drinking Bout Dmitry Sayenko, 2004. 5 woodcuts with German text (zinc plates) on hand made paper.
Edition: 7 numbered and signed copies. 15.5 x19 cm. Photograph Tom Sowden.
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ABC book is almost made but hardly anybody will ever
see it except the publishing house workers.
My hopes that the economic situation would soon return
to normal and that the publisher would be able to find
some thousand dollars to finish this project thawed like
snow in the spring. Then I thought: what is preventing
me from finishing this project in a different way? And I
remembered the years that I studied printing processes
(linocut, woodcut, etching etc). My experience with
these was minor but all the same I already had tools and
printing inks for this purpose, it was just a case of buying
the paper and setting about finishing this project that
became my principal task at that moment. But when
I decided to adapt the design to use other materials, I
realised that it wasn’t going to be so easy. Also I had to
think about one new fact: that the book will be a limited
edition. So, instead of taking one year I made this book
over three years.

Dmitry Sayenko, interview
Sarah Bodman interviewed Dmitry Sayenko at the
BuchDruckKunst at Museum der Arbeit, Hamburg
(www.buchdruckkunst.de) and by email in January
and February 2009.
Dmitry Sayenko was born in 1965 (Kiev). He graduated
from Mukhina Art School, St. Petersburg, in 1995.
He ventured into the field of artists’ books in 1993,
working with colour woodcut and linocut, and binding
his own books by hand. He established his own
publishing house Nikodim press in 2000.
His artists’ books are exhibited and collected worldwide,
and he regulary shows at fairs in London, Seoul,
Hamburg and California. His books can be found in
the collections of the Russian National Library, St.
Petersburg; Eoun-ho Kim Collection, South Korea;
Birmingham Museum of Art, UK, and Duke University,
Durham, USA, amongst others. His books are also
widely collected by German institutions including:
Bischöflichen Dom - und Diözesanmuseum and
Stadtbibliothek, Trier; Staatsbibliothek und Staatliche
Museen Berlin; Sächsische Landesbibliothek - Staats
- und Universitätsbibliothek (SLUB) Dresden, and
Gutenberg Museum, Mainz.

Now that I understand the complexity of the creating
such a book I would never undertake that kind of project
again, but at the time I was young, inexperienced and
full of ambitions. These three traits also helped me to get
into this orbit of the “artist’s book” (by the way, I had not
even heard this name until a few years later when went to
London Artist’s Book Fair then at Barbican Centre with
my first books). Then there was my second, third book,
then the fourth etc. but I remember my first book - as
the first love, which seldom turns out happy but always
unforgettable.

SB. How long have you been making artists’ books, and would you
say that this is your main artistic practice?

You said that being young, inexperienced and full of ambition
helped you get into the orbit of the artist’s book but that you had not
learned the name until you went to London, so what would you have
called what you were making before you knew the term artist’s book
- and how did you find out about the Barbican fair?

DS. I began my work in this field in 1993 but all the same
I consider 1996 as the year of my being born as a book
artist. Since that time the art of the book has so absorbed
me that now I consider it as my main profession, despite
of the fact that sometimes I also paint, draw, and teach
at the institute etc.

I called my first book a “ limited edition or rare book”.
It was the ABC and certainly I did not know that it was
a special kind of book as a result of my profession but
intuitively I did know that others like it exist somewhere.
This was my intuition. I found out the book fair at
the Barbican from William Butler, a wood engraving
collector and editor.

Were you aware that you were making artists’ books when you
started to make them?
No, I didn’t know that I would be engaged in artists’
books seriously and professionally. Furthermore, I did
not know that in a few years I would become known
thanks to my work in this field. But I believe in destiny
and it has given me a chance. It happened like this: when
I finished at the Muhina Art School I had a vague idea
about what I wished to be engaged in. A publishing
house announced a competition for the best design of
an ABC book for children and I won the tender, and the
publishing house contracted me to create the book. But
those times were unstable, Russia had started to live in
the capitalist market and many people went bankrupt.
Such was the situation with my publisher. Although
at that moment my project was 90% complete, it was
suspended, and I found myself in a strange situation: my

He told me about the artist’s book as a genre when
I met him in St. Petersburg and showed him my books
and albums. He advised me to try to get some exposure
at the London Artist’s Book Fair organised by Marcus
Campbell. Since that time I began to develop my ‘book
level’ as book artist.
William Butler later wrote an article about me for
Parenthesis journal (Contemporary Wood Engraving in Russia,
William E Butler, Parenthesis Number 10, November
2004, http://www.fpba.com/parenthesis/p10.html).
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Above and right: MONEYRIA Dmitry Sayenko, 2004.
11 cardboard pages with woodcuts and English text,
with Russian banknotes from 1922-1948.
Edition of 6 copies. 20 x 10 cm.
Photographs Tom Sowden and Dmitry Sayenko
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Looking at your work I can feel a whole sense of the history
of Russian books - do you feel that your books are particularly
reflective of a Russian style?

not a commercial aim that makes an artist engaged in
book art. That is why there are now very few artists who
seriously work in this field in Russia.

I do not feel that my books are especially Russian but if
it is felt by the onlooker it because it’s hidden, intuitive.
I do not think that art has any national borders though
it may originate from different cultures. But these
borders are conditional and they define the originality of
different national cultures. When we listen to Mozart’s
music we don’t think of what nationality he was, because
his music belongs to the whole world despite the fact that
he is Austrian. Different cultures influence each other, get
mixed up, as paints on a palette, and create new colours
in which various cultural schools and traditions create a
new kind of uniqueness.

Having interviewed artists in Poland recently, we realised that many
of them made books in the way they did because they could not buy
paper, or were not allowed to publish books. Have you had similar
constraints? Or was that before you made books?
Yes really, here in Russia we have a much more limited
choice of paper, than for example in England or in
Germany. Although it is not necessarily because of
this shortage that I make paper for my own books. For
me, papermaking is some kind of meditation. It is the
philosophical comprehension of how the end of an old
life means a birth of a new one. I don’t throw out paper
waste. I process it and try to give new life to old things. I
don’t make my own paper for all of my books, only for
those where it is necessary and in accordance with the
general idea of the book.

Yet I assume that a lot of onlookers see my books and
recollect the traditions of the Russian culture: such
names as Michael Larionov, Natalia Goncharova,
Vladimir Favorsky, El Lisitsky, Kazimir Malevich and
others. Certainly they influenced me as a young artist.
However at a more mature age it is desirable for an artist
to establish his own style though it’s not easy.

Can you tell me anything about other artists making books in the
Soviet Union, are there many? Do you have any kind of societies?
You mentioned that there are no specialist artist’s book fairs, but are
there exhibitions?

Where do you feel your work fits in the historical field of the artist’s
book in Russia?

If speaking about different book artists of the USSR;
that period of 19th - 20th century of our book history
was bright, and full of interesting names: Vladimir
Lebedev (1891- 1967), Vladimir Favorsky (1886-1964)
whom I already mentioned, Yury Vasnetsov (1900-1973)
and many others. By the way, my father in those years
was engaged in book illustration. Perhaps during my
childhood I also absorbed his love for the book. I could
watch my father making books, and I was seeing the
whole of this process. But all the artists of that time were
making books by traditional means (in cooperation with
publishing houses where books were published in of
millions of copies.)

As to the history of the artist’s book in Russia, in my
opinion, the most powerful and the brightest moment
occurred in the beginning of the 20th century that is
from the 1910-20s. It was a special time and the brightest
“page” of the Russian avant-garde. Later, this page was
pulled out from the book named “Russian Art” by the
official propagandists of that time. The art of official
Soviet propaganda did not wish to have such neighbour
as the artist’s book because it did not correspond with
the official concepts of “socialist realism”. But, as
Michael Bulgakov wrote “manuscripts don’t burn”, and
this pulled-out page wasn’t gone and hasn’t since burnt
down.

Those years there was only “Samizdat” (books published
illegally). But as a rule these were mainly textbooks by
forbidden authors. Editioning and distribution of such
literature was not only illegal, it was dangerous; if you
were caught in this activity, it could mean that you were
deprived of citizenship and banished from the USSR. A
typical example of this was Alexander Solzhenitsyn and
not just him, many writers were living as emigrés until
Perestroika. But if we speak about artists’ books
as a genre, I don’t know any examples of such books
during that period.

The rebirth of artist’s book in contemporary Russia
began with Perestroika when the publishing houses
collapsed and many of them stopped collaborating with
artists and switched to text books or began to publish
other productions which were easier to sell and didn’t
need artists’ illustrations.
The artists then remembered this forgotten but not
dead genre of the “artist’s book”. A lot of them made
such books, but as we know, such work demands much
concentration of forces and energy, and it is necessary for
the book artist to love the book very much. At the same
time, the artist’s book is hard to sell because it is usually
more expensive than other books. But I think that it is

In Russia there are no specialist artist’s book fairs or
exhibitions at all; when it is represented as a genre it is
only as small section in the context of the general book
market (as at Frankfurt book fair).
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The Tobacco Novels Dmitry Sayenko, 2008. Published in English and Russian versions of 8 numbered copies each.
32 pages, images: woodcut and linocut, text: letterpress, Plantin 18 Bold on paper handmade by the artist.
Bound with a leather spine, housed in a handmade slipcase. 21.5 x 30 cm. Photographs Tom Sowden.
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When I choose the text I don’t have any preferences.
The main criterion is that the text appeals to me, that
I felt in it power which becomes subsequently for me
an impulse for creating a book. That’s why I started to
write my own texts and to think about books with my
texts in them. In this case the combining of text and
image by one author is very attractive for me. In this case
I can think about the style of both the text and images
simultaneously.

You say there are few artists who work with the book in Russia, so
do artists in general know about books, is it an accepted artform?
Or are you working in isolation?
Here I would like to define precisely the position that
divides the concepts of “book artist as illustrator” and
“book artist in the artist’s book field”. When I said that
there are not enough artists I mean artists who work
in the artist’s book field. And as to isolation it is true
that I don’t live on a desert island and I cannot work in
full isolation despite the fact that creativity by nature is
in the field of loneliness. I cooperate with people who
help me to make a quality product. They are translators
(into English or German) they are bookbinders etc. In
Germany I have some constant partners, and with them
I do different books, but in this case I’m there as an
illustrator and the curator of the overall book project.
But the texts, design, cover, binding etc. are done by
other people.

What does the term ‘artist’s book’ mean to you? If you had to how would you describe it?
Well, as a concept rather vaguely. However I think
I can divide this genre into some definite concepts:
1. The book as the result of activity of a writer as the
author of texts and an artist as the illustrator.
2. The book in which an artist creates the general design
and sometimes writes the texts. As a rule such books are
made digitally and printed on home printers.

A writer, an artist, a composer – none of them work
publicly. They show their creations to the public later,
and as the process of creation is rather specific and
demands concentration, therefore the process is a
lonely one.

3. The book as “art object” (the artist creates certain a
artspace in the framework of the book). Here we have
the right to experiment as necessary. Materials which
are used in these books are various - from classical
(cardboard, paper, fabric) to modern (plastic, polythene,
metal etc). Often in book objects artists use sculpture,
small multiples etc. Such book must not be on a
bookshelf but an exhibition podium.

Are there people in Russia who collect your books? Are there any
places you can sell them in Russia or are all of your contacts outside
of the country?
We have no tradition of mass collecting in comparison
with the rest of Europe. Certainly, in Russia there are
a lot of collectors and admirers of certain genres of
the fine arts. I’m not an exception. I have my circle of
admirers too. The first collectors of mine were Russian.
Foreign admirers appeared much later.

4. The rare limited book. Here the artist is only the
creator of illustrations. The print of these illustrations,
the cover, the binding etc is done by other people. It is a
product of collective creativity.

As to specialist shops with artists’ books we have none.
All of my commercial contacts are through a principle
of “Gypsy mail” (one collector acquires for his
collection, other one to asks him to introduce him to
artist, later the second collector acquires something for
his collection, and so on). There are galleries that try to
represent artists and to sell their books but we haven’t
got the market. If you compare the general interest to
books with painting or antiques, the book market is very
insignificant. That’s why Russian artists who work in this
genre are more well-known outside of Russia.

Concerning my own books I call them: “primeval books”
it means that I try not to use new technologies and on
the contrary I prefer the archaic ways of making books,
but it concerns only the techniques and the method of
creation. It is as beautiful and covetous as ancient cars
or vinyl gramophones. It is the aesthetics of the past
and consequently such aesthetics have their charms. As
regards the fine art side, I should say that here I employ
all the recent achievements of contemporary book
graphics.
Were you taught about artists’ books in art school?

How important is it for you to use text? You work with the texts
of writers (Alexander Pushkin, Daniel Harms and Marina
Tzvetaeva) - How do you select them?

Tutors have started talking now about how necessary it
is to teach students about artists’ books. Many people in
Russia (even professionals) are still surprised to see books
made in this way. As to my personal knowledge I can
tell you with all certainty: everything that I am able to do
with the book is thanks to my father. It doesn’t mean that

And, as you have recently published a book with your own text
(The Tobacco Novels), do you feel this is something you will do
more of in future?
7

Readers of Newspapers Dmitry Sayenko, 2009.
Text by Marina Tzvetaeva, images by Dmitry Sayenko. Edition of 8, 16 pages with woodcut images paper handmade by the artist
incorporating old newspapers. Russian text: Plantin 18 Bold, leather spine, housed in a handmade slipcase. 25 x 40 cm.
Photograph Tom Sowden.
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Another thing that artist had no choice in, was the
author whose work they would illustrate. There was a
general plan of editions to be published during any given
year. But, as a rule, artists of that time would illustrate
contemporary writers. The illustration of classical
literature was a great pleasure, and for a book artist
it was a privilege. Thanks to the guardianship of the
Soviet system we have a good vocational school which
became a basis for Soviet book art (since the 1930s). The
downfall of the Soviet system has actually broken the
life of all creative professions. The new system did not
do social orders or, better to say, forgot that many people
previously employed for art remained without work. The
Soviet system understood that the ideology is necessary and that ideology is created by people who make art.

at school I was taught nothing about books, more that
the quantity was not enough for thorough study, and that
what is taught at school is rather superficial - only general
concepts of the book, illustration and information on
graphic techniques, that is the knowledge I gained at art
school. I am currently in the process of introducing the
study of the artist’s book as a separate field in education
and research at our school.
You say that after Perestroika, that publishing houses stopped
collaborating with artists as it was easier to sell books without
illustrations: Before Perestroika was it easier to sell books with
illustrations? Were these only official social realist books that were
part of the approved system - and were artists paid to illustrate
these works by the publishing houses?

Today, publishers only involve artists who ask for low
royalties such as students and amateurs; professional
and aesthetic considerations are not part of their
selection process. The main thing is that it is cheap.
In my opinion it is a vicious psychology because today
becomes tomorrow’s history. And certainly it would not
be desirable that about our time is spoken about in the
future as the time of the decline of the book, despite
the ocean of books which we see now in the larger
bookshops. But this style (of magazines and cartoons) for
me is alien, so I try to create a certain alternative in my
own work, as these are my books and it is my personal
point of view.

In answer to the first part of your question - no, it is not
easier to sell, but easier to make; the production costs of
an edition without illustrations is much cheaper. That’s
why publishers stopped cooperating with artists, as they
tried to reduce all expenses to a minimum. They also
saved on paper choice, quality and so forth, and this is
reflected in the appearance of the books that we see on
the bookshelves in our shops. Over the last 15 years in
St. Petersburg, ten faculties have appeared at institutes
to train book artists, but the basis of these new faculties
is not art, it is money. Education has rapidly become feepaying, and the selection criteria has sharply decreased
- because the basic criterion now is the student’s ability
to pay for his or her education (I teach and I see that the
potential levels of students are very different). So, today
they are students, but in the future they will be book
artists, and I think we can all understand the implications
of the results of such practice.

You also say that you enjoy not using new technologies because you
see your books as primeval, you obviously care about the craft of
the book and the aesthetics of production. So, how do you feel about
new technologies and the fact that artists are publishing using the
Internet and mobile phones - do you think these are valid means for
artists to produce books?

The second part of your question: Pre-Perestroika the
Soviet system differed very much from the system which
has replaced it living under capitalist laws.

I honestly watch the development of new technologies
with pleasure. The books made in these ways are no less
interesting for me than those produced by traditional
means. But for my own aesthetic I prefer archaic
methods. Probably it is due to my personal propensity for
classics. For example I love to read magazines published
in 18th and 19th centuries. It’s the stylistics of theword
formations and other culture, other aesthetics.
It’s possible to compare this with people striving
to escape from the noise of big cities and to lodge
somewhere in solitude where there are no signs of
“civilisation”. It’s a certain protest against the glamour
and gloss of contemporary mass culture. But I’m not
revolutionary, I’m an artist and prefer to do what I love.
For me it’s a sign of my internal freedom.

Before Perestroika and capitalism, all publishing houses
had subsidies from the state. They did not think of any
monetary outlay at all, they just gave a general estimate
for the finished edition.
For example, when my father took an order for book
illustrations he knew in advance that the work would
consist of:
1. The cover (firm or soft, as indicated in the contract)
2. A quantity of large or small illustrations etc. He knew
that this work will cost, for example 1500 roubles (which,
by the way was considerable money at that time - in
comparison, the average salary of a well-qualified worker
was 200 roubles) In other words, if an artist illustrated
two books in year, then they could live quite comfortably
for that year. So not everything in the Soviet system
worked so badly, there were also positive sides to that life.

www.artist-sayenko.com
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