about artists’ books, unique works, multiples, and their
various formats. I am now almost exclusively focused
on historiography, theory and research, but whenever
possible I try to stimulate the production of published
books, particularly in offset.

Paulo Silveira with input from Maria Lucia
Cattani about her recent work relating to the
book Quadrantes/Quadrants
Sarah Bodman and Tom Sowden interviewed Paulo
Silveira and Maria Lucia Cattani by email over
November – December 2009

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? Do you think there is
any limit to the definition of an artist’s book?

Dr Paulo Silveira lives and works in Porto Alegre, Brazil.
He has degrees in; Fine Art (drawing and painting) and
Communications, and a PhD in Visual Arts - History,
Theory and Criticism, from the Universidade Federal do
Rio Grande do Sul (UFRGS). Silveira is the coordinator
of the publishing section of Editora da UFRGS, the
author of A página violada (the violated page) 2001,
and regularly writes articles on contemporary art and
the artist’s book. He is a member (heading the artists’
books section) of the research group Veículos da Arte Vehicles of Art.

PS: I do think there are some limits for the definition of
artists’ books. Because in principle every definition needs
to function. If not, why would we seek definitions?
Clive Phillpot’s proposal of almost 30 years ago is still
the most appropriate, and not by chance is it the one
accepted by libraries and museums. After all, libraries
and museums do not have the time for conceptual
digressions, needing foremost to catalogue, record and
document. If Phillpot’s guidelines continue to operate,
they therefore still deserve our respect. The breadth
and location of the boundary zones could perhaps
be adjusted. As nothing is absolute, it helps if the
boundaries can be mobile and permeable. I like to think
of the image of a nebulous boundary. But there is no
need to question the identity of works in the central or
less debatable areas of the field.

Dr Maria Lucia Cattani, is an artist and professor at the
UFRGS (Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul)
Instituto de Artes in Porto Alegre Brazil, who works with
artists’ books, prints and site-specific pieces.
Were you aware that you were making artists’ books when you first
started to make them?
PS: I’ve never had much difficulty knowing what is or
isn’t an artist’s book. When I approached artists’ books
I already knew they were. But I wasn’t immediately
familiar with the concept. I started studying painting
and drawing in 1978 at the UFRGS (Universidade
Federal do Rio Grande do Sul) Instituto de Artes in
Porto Alegre. In those days the snack-bar walls were
covered with papers with proposals and projects (mail
art, Brazilian conceptualism, etc.) It was a different
language from those of the studios, a sign that one had to
look for information outside the Art Institute. My interest
started to develop in the 1980s. I was intrigued by the
communicative creativity of Bruno Munari’s “ordinary”
books and wanted to see more. I was enchanted by the
second edition of Augusto de Campos and Julio Plaza’s
Poemobiles, and Sol LeWitt’s Geometric figures & color, at the
now-closed Kosmos bookshop. I didn’t buy them at the
time because I had no money, but the quality of those
key works became fixed in my mind. It wasn’t painting
or sculpture, but it was art, another art. Some years later
I saw the Book Arts in USA exhibition in Rio de Janeiro,
which ably demonstrated a plastic process that could
stand alongside painting and sculpture... I attended a few
individual workshops in the city’s free studio. I did a twoyear bookbinding course and joined the Center for Book
Arts in New York. I began to visit all the exhibitions I
could, and immersed myself in the catalogues of those
I could not see. In short, I learnt a considerable amount

What does the term ‘artists books’ mean to you? How would you
describe an artist’s book? What do you think of the term ‘artists’
publishing’ compared to ‘artists’ books’?
PS: We are haunted by that first question, whether we
like it or not, and we know it. And knowing that we are
constantly being haunted is particularly difficult. It is
strange, but despite proclaiming independence, artists
are particularly sensitive to the concepts; they are the
ones who most say that “this is”, or “this isn’t”. Perhaps
the problem lies not in the term “artists’ books” but in
the term “book”. The book is commonly understood
as a publication in the form of a codex. And if this is
the common understanding, this conception of the
book should, of course, be respected. But if we say
“artist’s book” we are emphasising an authorial, artistic
and plastic quality that can create a modification of
physical qualities. The codex format is, of course,
perfect and unquestionable. But as a volume, a book
can have other formats: as a roll, concertina, portfolio,
etc. As a work (something spiritual) the book envisages
a whole presented in a more or less complex unit that
can be interpreted through reading (decoding signs
or other similar procedures). In other words the book
can take form as a noticeboard, a great tapestry etc.,
in a rhythmical-symbolic organisation subject to rereadings or new consultations. Lygia Pape’s 1961 Livro
1

Above and below: artists’ books on display in the exhibition space in Universidade Federal de Minas
Gerais School of Fine Art central library for Perspectives of the Artist’s Book
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do tempo, consisting of 365 tempera-painted wooden
panels mounted on a wall retains its “book” qualities
through its aesthetic and symbolic structure, rather than
through its design. That is an extreme case, and a totally
textual (and visually insipid) booklet would perhaps be
another extreme. As a reference point or marker, the
generally accepted usage recognised by researchers
could be accepted. In the broad sense, the artist’s book
as a category therefore establishes and solves aesthetic
and political problems that include works that take the
book (the book as volume) as an operational pattern or
instrumental reference. It therefore encompasses the
more obvious and graphically fragile pamphlets and also
the more surprising (or even ostentatious) book-objects
and sculptural books. In the strict sense, the artist’s book
is that book in which the artist is the author, of course,
but which has to be related to art (and not to literature,
mathematics, dentistry...). It is directly related to the
intellectual knowledge the artist has of him- or herself.
It normally takes the form of a codex, normally in an
edition, but it would be no surprise if it broke with
expectations. They can be unique or prototype works,
but the idea of an “edition” is one of the qualifications
that can better situate it within the field of contemporary
art.

libraries: Camberwell College of Arts Library, Chelsea
College of Art & Design Library, London College of
Communication Library and Art Institute Library,
Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. It was
shown in the four libraries simultaneously in June 2008.
This work involves both old and new reproductive
processes – letterpress, inkjet printing, laser-cut paper
and panel, etc. and comprises four site-specific pieces,
each containing originals and multiples. The pieces
consist of four boxes containing one unique panel and
three digital prints related to the other panels.

Quadrantes/Quadrants, Maria Lucia Cattani, 2008

Maria Lucia - As someone who works with hands on media print, paint, sculpture, site-specific, and who also embraces new
technologies such as laser cutting and digital print, your production
ethic of uniqueness from multiplication is really unusual.
Can you tell us more about your work in relation to ‘book’
and whether you see the installation works as larger-scale books –
for example ‘Quadrantes/Quadrants’?
ML: My more recent work is concerned with finding a
way of synthesising the duality generated by site-specific
works, to produce work which involves an original sitespecific element and multiples of it, but whose elements
are integral – there being no longer an ‘original’ and a
‘copy’, or a ‘site-specific’ version and a ‘documentary’
version. All are parts of the work in its entirety – yet they
are never seen together, only ‘apprehended’ through
various processes; fragments, text, image, publication,
artist’s book etc.

Quadrantes/Quadrants, Maria Lucia Cattani, 2008

In this way the work can become bigger than one specific
place and can incorporate several spaces simultaneously.
Having moved from the paper to the wall, the work can
now move from one space to several – linking several
spaces into one.

The panel and prints involve laser-cut marks which
originate from a hand-drawn invented script. As the
work was intended to be placed in libraries, I wanted
to connect it in some way to some form of writing. The
script may have been influenced by the incomprehensible
(to me) Cuneiform writing I had seen on tablets at
the British Museum, together with the street graffiti
spreading across our cities. Mark making has been part
of my work for many years but in this work I wanted the
marks to take on a written structure, by forming lines.

“Quadrantes/Quadrants” is a work that was developed
within these ideas during a research fellowship at
University of the Arts London in 2007/8, and is now
part of the artist’s-book collections of four academic

The work also includes an artist’s book, which contains
a smaller, modified version of the four prints in the
libraries and a unique fragment of the original handdrawn invented scripts that generated the work.
3

Above and below: Martha Hellion performance with balloon in which the public wrote messages on a
hot-air balloon she had made for Perspectives of the Artist’s Book, Belo Horizonte, Brazil

4

An edition of 100 copies was produced. The four
original drawings were cut into 100 pieces, with one
fragment being inserted into each book. Each book
becomes unique through destruction of the original.

enabling the exchange of information with other
university centres in Brazil and worldwide, which is in
some cases facilitating international exchanges of arts
researchers. Art history, theory and criticism studies are
becoming stronger every day. This is yielding concrete
results. One example is the coming Brazilian Art History
Committee (CBHA) conference in Rio de Janeiro in
September 2010. The central topic will be “Art, work,
fluxes”, and the meeting will include an exclusive session
on research into the artist’s book.

The books also contain four half-tone photographs of
the libraries. More than 200 photographs of books and
endless corridors of bookshelves were taken to select
the four in the book. This material generated another
bookwork which in turn was developed into a video
work. The video shows the turning pages of a book of
inkjet-printed manipulated photographs of bookshelves
of four Academic Libraries mirrored onto the next page.

In terms of the coming of the digital era, I am more
interested in the use of informatics as a universal tool,
which includes the design and finalisation of traditional,
physical books. Everyone enjoys using image-editing
software, but there is little of this. For example, I sense a
lack of greater knowledge in the use of graphics software
by artists (and by art teachers). The new technologies
also exist for image publishing and page and plate
preparation, but I do not know if they are reaching the
classrooms and studios with the speed they should. They
certainly will, but greater efforts are needed on the part
of teachers and lecturers.

Quadrantes/Quadrants moves from original to multiple
and back to original, dealing with the duality generated
by uniqueness and copies and proposes no hierarchy
between them. It has multiple outcomes related to
reproductive processes but which developed from simple
incomprehensible marks on a piece of paper. 1
Paulo – As the head of the artist’s book section of the research
group Veículos da Arte - Vehicles of Art, and the author of A’
página violada’, 2001, how do you feel the awareness of artists’
books has been (or is) developing in Brazil at this period in time –
particularly as we become absorbed into the digital era?
How do you think artists’ books will adapt as technology develops?
For example, if software or hardware become obsolete.

Would you consider publishing an artist’s book on electronic paper?
If so, are you looking/waiting for advances in technology before you
do?

PS: The production of artists’ books in Brazil has been
small. There are many reasons for this, which I can
explain elsewhere. But there were two periods of greater
productivity, which resulted in appropriate participation
in international events. The first was a long period of
sparse production. That was the period of visual poetry,
which had a greater presence here through concrete
poetry. None of the poets of the time called their
books artists’ books, but some of them used the term
“book-poem”, and on a few occasions “book-object”
or “book-work”. The second period was in the 1980s,
a period of excess and therefore open to all kinds of
experiment. There was perhaps less graphic production
(published books) in the 1990s, (no one wanted to
use photocopies anymore, for example) but plastic
production (unique and sculptural works) continued to be
important. Nowadays we can see an increase in general
interest. I think this has come from two directions:
through workshops for young artists (who experiment
with unique books) and through the incentive of
postgraduate research (which is much better qualified to
understand artists’ writings and their associated graphic
reflections). Brazilian universities are today encouraging
the reassessment of conditions that had been forgotten,
revealing artists and works, and, more importantly,
supporting the application of critically aware looking.
Furthermore, federal development programmes are

PS: It’s interesting; we’ve been talking about this,
technology, for some time, in terms of the future plans
for our Distance Learning Secretariat (at UFRGS).
But the focus has been pragmatic and very technical.
For the time being, electronic paper seems to be just a
specific site for texts and images that are still of poor
quality in graphical terms. This will certainly quickly
change for the better. And so, why not use it? The idea
of having to research new procedures, software language
and new hardware for something as enjoyable as art is
wonderful, maintaining the network spirit essential to
the artist’s book. And it is also pleasant to recognise that
even in this case some kind of baggage will be necessary,
the same basic understanding that motivated Aldus
Manutius five-hundred years ago in the Renaissance.
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?
PS: This question was partly answered above. In terms
of the electronic book, I see no problems, I think it is
another victory, another possibility. In terms of artisan
qualities, there will doubtless be a loss of skills. That has
already happened, and can be seen in certain exhibitions
where books are the victims of the clumsiest binding.
In my home city, the oldest and most respected (and
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Above and below: Livrobjeto bookshop and art gallery, (directors: Marília Andrés Ribeiro and Fernando
Pedro da Silva) showing important Brazilian book-objects by Arlindo Daibert, Claudia Renault, Daniel
Escobar, Hilal Sami Hilal, Isaura Pena, Jorge dos Anjos, Marcos Benjamim, Maria do Carmo Freitas,
Paulo Bruscky and Waltercio Caldas.
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perhaps only) bookbinding school was closed a few years
ago by the state government Education Secretariat,
which wanted to convert it into a general craft skills
centre for secondary education. That was where I studied
bookbinding. I recall that a teacher from there was once
invited to teach some classes to students at the UFRGS
Instituto de Artes as part of the perception course. In
short, for people wanting to make artisan books in Porto
Alegre, it was already difficult, but it is even more so
now. That can still be remedied, but it would need a
major effort and policy change. The institutions have to
be interested in meeting a demand that I imagine to be
small. And training teachers will be another problem.
As you intend to establish a more consolidated collection of books
at your University – Will the books be themed, or solely physical?
Have you considered including artists’ books that are to be viewed or
listened to exclusively on digital equipment?
PS: We do indeed intend to foster the presence of artists’
books in the library, but perhaps in association with
the Pinacoteca collection. This is because the UFRGS
Instituto de Artes library has very few artists’ books
registered in the system. What there is, is generally not
catalogued as such. The subject “artist’s book” (including
books on the theory of the subject) began to be recorded
following my discussions with the librarians in the late
1990s. Prior to that, books were catalogued under topics
such as “art history”, “photography”, creativity”, etc.
In terms of typology, it is sometimes “book”, and
sometimes “other documents”, etc. And the term
“book-object” is still not recognised in the search system.
For the new purely theoretical Art History course
starting in 2010, I and other researchers have requested
recommended books for possible (or probable, I hope)
acquisition. My acquisition list includes some of the
main theory titles available, plus a subscription to
Art Libraries Journal, with the explicit aim of providing
some stimulus to the library and its users.
The Instituto de Artes gallery (which has the pre-modern
name of Pinacoteca) is more flexible, but its website
mentions only eighteen books in its collection (when
consulted in December 2009, including some Argentine
examples donated on the initiative of the Veículos da
Arte group following an exhibition in 2006). Some
effective possibilities for official and continuing actions
are being considered, with the assistance of lecturers
Helio Fervenza and Maria Lucia Cattani. A proposal
should be made shortly. In the meantime we are doing
as much as possible, with the utmost voluntary personal
effort. And we are fostering the maintenance and
strengthening of international institutional ties.
A little of the knowledge already established at other
universities needs to reach the Instituto de Artes.
There is a need for learning and teaching.

Note: 1.
Maria Lucia Cattani’s Between one thing and another: original/
multiple, paper was presented at Impact Printmaking
Conference, Saturday 19th September 2009. You can
download the whole text from Cattani’s presentation as
a PDF at: www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/panel09.htm
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