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Welcome to issue ten of  The Blue Notebook

Thank you to our referees, Dr Anne Béchard-Léauté 
(France) Maria Fusco (UK) Susan Johanknecht (UK), 
Jeff  Rathermel (USA), Dr Paulo Silveira (Brazil) and 
Ulrike Stoltz (Germany) for their continual duties.

Many thanks to our writers for this issue’s super selection 
of  essays, interviews and reviews:

READING versus WATCHING by Radoslaw Nowakowski, 
which is printed with the kind permission of  Jadwiga 
Tryzno of  the wonderful Book Art Museum in Lodz, 
Poland. If  you are ever in the area you should go there.

Dr Anne Hammond offered to meet with artists making 
books during travels to her native country Hawai’i, to 
write an article on book activity in the region, and of  
course we immediately said yes!

James Merrick’s essay Words, explores the Book Works of  
CJ Robinson

Tom Sowden writes about his work on the project Paper 
Models, as he is keen to encourage more book artists to 
explore the amazingly creative tool of  laser cutting.

David Trigg interviews Sarah J Trigg on her recent 
project and resulting publication Unsaid Words. A book of  
confessional collections and poetic responses gathered at 
artist’s book fairs and exhibitions in the UK.

Chris Newlove Horton reviews a random dispersal of  dust 
(mutely understood) by Sean Kaye & Jenny West, published 
by Wild Pansy Press.

Many thanks to the artists who accepted Tom Sowden’s 
invitation to produce artwork for this issue: 

Helen Allsebrook, Kevin Boniface, Mishka Henner, Barbara 
Tetenbaum and Agnes Wolkowicz. And, thank you Tom for 
the e-book inspired cover design.

Vol 6 No1 comes out in October 2011, when The Blue 
Notebook will be five years old!. 

We welcome your ideas for articles for future issues - 
submission guidelines can be found on our website at: 
www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/bnotebk.htm 

The address for the online version of  this issue is: 
www.uwe.ac.uk/blue_notebook/0207/9959/TBN10.pdf

And finally, many thanks to you, our readers for 
your wonderful support for The Blue Notebook through 
subscribing, we couldn’t do it without you.

Sarah Bodman
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A pictet (not a sonnet) from Radoslaw Nowakowski’s “Non-completed Theory of  Art”
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READING versus WATCHING

Radoslaw Nowakowski

This essay is printed with the kind permission of  
The Book Art Museum in Lodz (Poland) for which it was 
originally written within the project “The Collection of  
Polish Artists’ Books of  last two decades”. 

1.
Reading is watching. To read something we have to 
watch it, we have to look at it. Sometimes it’s enough 
to touch it – we don’t have to see the text written in 
Braille alphabet. Ordinary letters can also be pressed, 
either concave or convex, and then we don’t need to 
look at them, provided that our fingers are skilled 
enough to detect their shapes quickly, thus enabling 
a smooth reading.

Is reading listening? We are listening to somebody 
reading, but ourselves - we are not reading what we are 
listening to, well, we can even read another text while 
listening. Is listening to somebody’s reading also our 
reading? Somebody imposes on us his or her pace and 
interpretation. Listening to somebody’s reading is linear, 
because speaking is linear, and reading aloud is just 
speaking. Reading aloud is sequential, because speaking 
is sequential. We speak one word after another, we don’t 
speak two or more words at a time. When we listen we 
can’t move back to passages we have heard before, nor 
we can skip to the passages we will hear after. And these 
are essential elements of  the process of  reading. So, it 
looks (or hears) like listening is not reading. And reading 
is not listening. Then, if  a book is something to be read, 
and an audiobook is something to be listened to, then an 
audiobook is not a book. An audiobook is a kind of  radio 
drama. A radio drama is not a book. We don’t read a 
radio drama, we listen to it.

If  reading is watching, then is watching reading? 
Yes, it is, to some extent. To read a text we must detect 
the shapes of  signs the text is composed of. Most often 
we use for it our eyes, but we can use also our fingers, 
as we have already mentioned. We haven’t mentioned 
that we can use also our ears – when a text is written 
(or “written”) with acoustic signs, like in the case of  
whistling languages, a drum talking in Morse alphabet. 
Watching is not absolutely necessary for reading and not 
every reading deals with watching a text, however the 
overwhelming majority of  reading occurs with the help 
of  eyesight. As well as not every watching is reading. 
In fact the overwhelming majority of  watching is not 
reading. We look, stare, glance, gape, peep... and if  
different phrases and words fly and flash through our 
minds in this very moment, they are not so strictly, or 

even not at all, connected with what we can see. If  we 
concentrate on watching a picture, then we don’t relish 
a beautiful phrase, extremely elegant syntax, surprising 
metaphor or rare words – we taste colours, textures, 
flows of  tangled lines...
Without a doubt reading and watching have something 
in common. Like day and night. Like sea and land.

2.
Reading is a very complex activity, although it 
seems so simple. Reading is a very abstract process. 
This abstractness has different levels. The most abstract 
is an alphabet, where single letters are but visualised 
phonemes and are supposed to remind us of  nothing 
and to mean nothing – if  somebody does not know 
what phoneme is represented by ð they will never guess. 
Hieroglyphs are less abstract. The least abstract are 
pictograms, due to the obvious relation between their 
forms and things or ideas they represent.

Watching is a simple activity (of  course it only seems so – 
as we know, although not so many of  us, nothing is really 
that simple). Watching is a process of  very low-level 
abstraction, only a bit above zero. It gets higher when 
we watch a space specially arranged to give us some 
additional pieces of  information thanks to this special 
arrangement. We experience the same (or almost the 
same) in the case of  a flat surface (a page, for example) 
where everything on it is a deliberate composition, 
and the elements of  this composition are arranged by 
a code which we have to learn if  we want to read the 
information contained in this composition (for example: 
a time perspective in Russian medieval illuminations). 
Well, the word “read” has appeared. When symbols, 
allegories and other elements of  that kind begin to 
appear, watching is getting closer and closer to reading. 
For example, a map should be read rather than watched; 
although a map can be edited, printed and published 
beautifully, and ravish us with amazing colours and 
perfectly chosen types, first of  all it must give us clear 
information about the terrain it refers to. A painting on 
an Aborigine’s shield also should be read, like a map, but 
first we must learn that a sequence of  dots or a string of  
strokes has not been put in that very place to balance the 
composition of  the shield, but it was The Ancestor who 
had been walking just that path before he transformed 
himself  into Something-else and disappeared under the 
ground’s surface.

3.
The point is how much an author is aware of  these 
complex relations. This is the most important thing. 
And even more important than the most important 
thing is, to what extent an author uses his awareness 
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deliberately: does he want his work to be read or only 
watched, or maybe both, watched and read, or one third 
read and two thirds watched… or seventy two percent of  
the first chapter (if  there are any chapters) is to be read, 
and twenty eight percent is to be watched… 
It may happen that an author combines reading and 
watching with listening and smelling – this can not be 
excluded – and will insist on publishing his book on 
extremely stinking and rustling paper, because just such 
smells and noise will be significant elements of  his story.

4.
This is why it is so important, in my opinion, for a book 
to be an author’s book, it means a book whose ultimate 
form depends entirely on an author (or authors) and 
where the relation of  watching-reading is considered 
crucial from the very beginning. Without doubt a grand 
piano can be transformed into a bed, but this is not the 
intention of  a piano maker.

Transforming, reshaping, remaking works made by 
someone else is quite common and it’s worth a closer 
look, because quite shocking and intriguing things are 
going on within this area of  human activity. There are 
works we attack at once, without any hesitation, and 
there are works we don’t want to touch. For example, 
a text brought to the publisher is “edited” without any 
question. A picture brought to the gallery remains 
intact, nobody thinks even for a second to take a brush 
and “improve” something, and if  something like that 
happened it would be considered a crime. A text can 
be changed easily and nobody considers it unjust or 
inappropriate, all the more a crime! Why it is so? 
It seems we can suspect the way an artwork is consumed: 
the picture is consumed entirely at once, within a second, 
while a text is consumed for much longer and never 
entirely at once, unless it is very very short; maybe it is 
also due to the attitude of  an artist (a creator): a painter 
assumes nobody will “edit” his or her painting, while a 
writer even demands editing, can bring to the publisher 
a hand written copy of  a novel full of  errors and almost 
illegible scribbles. Maybe these are the reasons... 
It’s also interesting, that after a writer’s death publishers 
and editors do their best to leave their texts intact! The 
same text so mercilessly tortured and distorted during 
writer’s life, a subject of  endless and ceaseless combats 
and quarrels, turns into a holy and untouchable scripture 
after the author’s death. Of  course, to a certain extent – 
if  in the text there are too unconventional solutions and 
propositions too dangerous for the ruling editing and 
publishing standards, then with no doubt the text will be 
conventionalised (for example, in this text the number 
of  suspension points will be reduced to three, because 
the standard ellipsis has three points)… Or: we edit, 
reshape and remake what we read, while we don’t edit, 

remake and reshape what we watch. When an artist cuts 
a hole in a book and thus transforms it into a sculpture, 
maybe he won’t be accused of  vandalism, however a lot 
of  people visiting the art gallery will have such a vague 
idea in their minds. When a theatre director cuts a text 
into pieces, throws some of  them away, mixes the others, 
nobody accuses him of  intellectual bestiality, on the 
contrary: he will be praised for “creative interpretation” 
of  this text – gosh! it’s unbelievable, isn’t it?… Nobody 
is surprised when small excerpts of  a text are presented, 
just for the book promotion. I think a lot of  people will 
be really surprised when one square centimetre of  a 
picture measuring 2 x 2 m will be presented on TV 
or in a newspaper just for promoting or advertising 
an exhibition of  paintings by a famous artist… 
Maybe the reason for such strange behaviour is the 
fact that a text, by its nature, is composed of  words 
which are easily accessible. Each book is a kind of  
dictionary, although the words (the entries) are not in 
alphabetical order. These words can be dispersed and 
then put together again in a new order thus making a 
new book. Very seldom does a writer use words coming 
from outside of  any well-known dictionary. It would be 
extremely difficult to compose a book of  words used by 
nobody. While a painter can use colours used by nobody; 
in fact painters use such colours very often. It would be 
extremely difficult to dismantle a painting into “words” 
and compose them into a new picture.

5.
Let’s assume two definitions:
book – something for reading
picture – something for watching
Very simple, primitive, raw and rough definitions. 
But full of  anxious nuances. Let’s think. Here is a table. 
A book is lying on the desktop. We notice it. It makes 
us curious. We take it. We turn it, trying to find any 
information telling us what this book is about. 
Well, there’s no title on the cover, no text – sometimes it 
can happen. So we open it. An album! Beautiful pictures, 
indeed. We watch them. We have seen all of  them and 
we shut the book. The book. Yes – the book, although it 
was not something for reading (in fact it was nothing for reading). 
Because the text is for reading, the book is not. However, 
it may happen that it is a collection of  Chinese poems 
calligraphed  by the poets themselves, the book has been 
published in China, and there is not even one word in it 
that we could read, since we don’t know Chinese at all… 
So, if  we’d like to maintain the definition given above, 
then all other, non-text elements of  a book should have 
the status of  a text, should carry the same information as 
the text, should take part in telling the story.

Now we should ask: can we read a picture? Yes, we can. 
Not only recognising the story or situation presented 
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in the picture, not only the symbolic or allegoric strata. 
Other strata can be read, too. But what strata? How 
can we read them? We are entering the territory where 
words are not allowed, where words cannot reach. We 
are leaving the beach and slowly we are going deeper 
and deeper into gently undulating water pierced with 
numerous sunbeams… We can’t walk any longer, we 
must begin to swim.

There is a beautiful ash tree behind the window. 
Those who know what is hidden under this name will 
at once replace it with a proper image (although with 
no doubt their ash tree will not be the one I can see 
through my window in the attic). Those, who don’t 
know what an ash tree is, will imagine nothing, or will 
imagine something different, another thing, not the one 
that is needed. Probably a description will do better, 
much better in a situation such as this. And a drawing, 
or a camera shot will do even much better than drawing. 
However the drawing or picture will not tell them many 
funny stories related to this ash tree. I’m not going to 
estimate what is better and what is worse, for valuing 
is futile. The significant thing is that description and 
image have a common area, although generally they 
are separate, they do not overlap one another. Yet 
these matters are very well known, though maybe not 
everybody is aware of  them.

It is also interesting how easily we accept replacing text 
(description) with an image, or adding pictures to a text. 
Alice, so often referred to in various essays, maintains 
that a book without illustrations is not much worth. 
Equally difficult is the reverse: replacing image with a 
text (description) or adding a text to a picture. I’m afraid 
visitors to an art gallery would be really astonished, 
if  they found descriptions instead of  paintings there. 
Maybe they would be a bit less surprised (although 
surely not angry), if  they found right beside the picture 
its description: “On the table covered with heavy velvet, 
dark green, so dark green, almost black, and the edge of  
the cloth cannot be seen, it vanishes in a thick dusk rising 
from the floor like mist, as if  the night didn’t fall from 
the sky but came from the ground...” While a reader 
is neither astonished nor surprised to find in a book, 
a picture that tries to present what is described on the 
adjacent page. 

6.
Regardless of  all doubts, weaknesses, flaws and 
imperfections in the definitions given above, it’s almost 
impossible not to agree that reading is somehow 
attributed to a book. Nevertheless the books have 
been chosen and selected for The Collection only by 
watching them. Writing the truth, nobody read them. 
Firstly because most of  them are one-offs, so they are 

practically unavailable (theoretically they are: the jury 
should have been imprisoned in the gallery or library 
or in any venue and set free when they had read all of  
books gathered there – this is a very risky solution to 
the problem, both for the members of  the jury and for 
the unique books). Secondly, because the first selection 
was based on photographs; it made reading absolutely 
impossible, and reduced to almost zero the possibility of  
studying the space-and-time structure of  books. Thirdly, 
because many books (or “books”) have no text... Maybe a 
few more reasons could also be listed. Once again I must 
admit: I don’t do that to judge; I do that to draw your 
attention to something far more important than judging. 
All books were treated here as if  they were paintings or 
sculptures, things for watching only. I’d like to see the 
reaction of  members of  the jury selecting paintings for 
a collection, if  they had to make their choice by having 
only descriptions of  the paintings. Is it possible that 
artists’ books are not books, because nobody reads them, 
while reading is a kind of  essence of  bookness?

7.
But maybe my demand for reading, my stubborn 
insistence on reading, or rather on reading-and-watching, 
or readwatching or watchreading, is not justified at all. 
We are on the territory of  artists, we are in the land 
of  watchers; watching – this is what people do here. 
We have to cope with books by the artists.

Myself  a writer, what am I doing here? Text is the 
core of  my books, while all non-text elements are but 
extensions of  the text, a kind of  written-drawn-printed 
prosody. Maybe it is justified to create the term writer’s 
book (isn’t it funny that we can’t derive from the noun 
writer an adjective as useful as artistic? what can we 
propose: writeric? and what would it mean?) Somebody 
could say (and write) it’s sheer tautology (a buttery butter, 
as people in Poland used to say), or in the case of  painter’s 
painting. Any painting is painted by a painter, so whose 
could it be? Yes, that’s right, but a writer usually writes 
a text, a writer usually pays no attention to a book, 
when I think of  a writer who thinks in term of  a book, 
not only a text, I mean a writer who writes a book, not 
only a text, who has a vision of  an entire book, not of  
a text only, and that makes a difference, a significant 
difference, a crucial difference... Besides, as we 
mentioned above, there are books which are books with 
no doubt, but they are not literature... Well, and if  by 
any chance a writer is also an artist, or an artist is also 
a writer, if  we have to cope with a ‘wrartist’, what will 
happen then?

Again dusks, dawns, shadows and shades, semidarkness, 
halflights... By day everything is clear and bright. By 
night everything is dark. While in the twilight, in this 
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damn hour which is neither day nor night everything 
seems nightmarishly smudged.

8.
The most hideous and awkward nightmare attacking 
me in this dark nobody’s zone is a comic book. It could 
seem a comic book is something I’ve been looking for: 
it is both for reading and watching (or for watching and 
reading), text and images strictly and tightly related to 
each other, inseparable because they lose any sense when 
split... It could seem so, but it is not. Why? What’s wrong 
with a comic book? Why do I feel so confused? What 
downgrades comic books in my not humble opinion? 
Is it an irrational, incomprehensible prejudice? 
Do I hate comic books like I hate mushroom soup? 
I just don’t like it and that’s all there is to it. It tastes 
awful and I keep pondering why that is so?, since I love 
mushrooms stewed in cream. Maybe it is not the matter 
of  only taste…I can’t find descriptions in comic books. 
There are no beautiful descriptions, with exquisite 
imagery and deep breathing phrases. There are no texts 
which push the plot even an inch ahead, sentences which 
can and must be read slowly like you sip good green tea 
from your favourite cup…The text like this one, about 
almost nothing, about bullshit and nonsense, could it 
be a “scenario” for a comic? And if  not a scenario, 
how could it happen in a comic book – in a “cloud” 
spreading across several pages?

There is no room for a beautiful drawings, for an abstract 
painting without any story, where the entire “content” 
is placed in the quality of  a stroke, of  a line, where 
the shape of  a line is the entire and the only story, the 
composition of  strokes and colourful patches made in 
relation to the text, causing tension or relief  is the entire 
and the only plot…There’s no room for calligraphy.
There’s no room for anything, almost, because a comic 
book suffers from a special fear of  emptiness, in the form 
of  the primitive horror vacui.

A comic is flat. It absolutely ignores the third dimension. 
It pays no attention to its own shape, it doesn’t matter 
whether it is published as a codex, scroll or leporello. 
However strange it may sound, a comic book ignores also 
a page, though a page is by default 2D. The composition 
of  a page, a layout, doesn’t matter to it. A frame does 
matter, only a frame – but the composition of  the frames 
on the page doesn’t matter at all. A comic is a film cut 
into single frames.

A comic book is painfully conventional, whilst here, 
that a book is painfully unconventional is the point.
A comic is realistic. Sometimes it is surrealistic, 
sometimes it is sousrealistic (over-realistic and under-
realistic), however it is always somehow realistic in spite 

of  all the unreal batmen, catmen, spidermen. A comic is 
never abstract, because it can’t be abstract.

Anything else?
No. Probably not. Nothing else comes to mind. It’s a pity, 
because I haven’t convinced myself. Maybe somebody 
else will convince me. Maybe somebody will find a 
comic book that is just a beautiful book, at large, in every 
respect… Maybe I know too little, maybe I have just seen 
not enough – in fact I don’t know many comic books. 
Maybe somewhere somebody can cook a mushroom 
soup that I will like. So far every one I have tasted 
distorts my mug, although the first two or three gulps 
challenge my culinary eccentricities and prejudices. 

Radoslaw Nowakowski was born in 1955 in Poland. 
He studied architecture, but instead of  designing and 
building houses, for more than thirty years has been 
building his own books (imagining, writing, translating, 
editing, designing, printing, binding) – they can be seen 
at www.liberatorium.com

Lately he has been slowly constructing his own state, 
a hypertext country called Liberland, a land of  free 
books or a free land of  books or a free book of  lands... 
You can enter it any time, from any part of  the world, 
taking one of  four gates: 
www.liberlandia.net
www liberlandia. com
www.liberlandia.org
www.liberlandia.eu

This essay was originally written for the project 
The Collection of  Polish Artists’ Books of  last two decades 
commissioned by - and printed here with the kind 
permission of  - The Book Art Museum in Lodz, Poland. 
www.book.art.pl 
www.kolekcja.bookart.pl 
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Figure 1: Jacqueline Rush Lee, Unfurled, 2000. Photograph: Brad Goda

Figure 2: Gaye Chan and Nandita Sharma (Eating in Public), Free Papayas, 2005 and Huli Kalo (Taro Cuttings), 2006
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Artists’ Books in Hawai’i: Joining Hands

Anne Hammond

In 2006, book and video artist Tom Sowden posed the 
question: ‘Is there a corner of  the world that has not 
been infected with book art?’ Hawai’i is not the most 
remote and unlikely place for a growing books arts 
community, but - at over 2000 miles from the US west 
coast - it is certainly distant from most of  the academic 
and artistic centres that promote and support artists who 
make books. Surprisingly, not only is there a creative 
community of  book artists on the main island of  O’ahu, 
but the nature of  their work covers the whole spectrum 
of  book making practice, from fine art to propaganda.

Jacqueline Rush Lee is a book artist who uses the book 
as raw material for sculptural expression.  
Her description of  herself  as ‘drawn to the physicality 
of  the book’1 is salutary: these are books not to be read 
but to be experienced as organic components of  a 
(perhaps nearly bygone) world of  knowledge conveyed 
through paper, which provides the material basis of  her 
constructions.  In a series titled Ex Libris (fig.1), she has 
exploited the clay content of  certain book papers in a 
process of  high firing that transformed them into leaves 
of  ceramic sculpture.2 In a subsequent piece, one of  
these ceramicised books was then gradually decomposed 
by submerging it in a tank of  water.  Subjecting paper 
to organic metamorphosis by water, air, or heat, and 
by rearranging the composition of  the traditional 
codex format, she reclaims the book from its role in the 
transmission of  cultural knowledge through language, to 
a geomorphic or biomorphic symbolic role centred on 
new forms offered by reshaping bodies of  bound paper.  

Rush finds sources for her sculptural creations in books 
that have been de-accessioned by local libraries.
But the books she brings back to her studio will lose their 
identities as transmitters of  knowledge, as their texts are 
subsumed in the artist’s need to transform their bodies 
into metaphors of  different kinds of  physical experience.  
Unlike most artists’ books, these do not suggest an 
interaction, an accommodation between the conceptual 
level of  language, the aesthetic quality of  the image, 
and the sensory immediacy of  paper and ink.  They are 
specimens from a natural history of  paper rather than 
enactments of  human culture.  If  these books speak, it is 
in elusive whispers and allusions to their material origins.  

The other end of  the spectrum, so to speak, is occupied 
by the highly politicized work of  ‘Eating in Public’, co-
founded by activist artist Gaye Chan.3  Chan, professor 
of  art at the University of  Hawai’i at Manoa, has also 
been (from 1995-2010) art director of  Tinfish Press; her 

collaborator and co-founder Nandita Sharma is professor 
of  sociology at the University of  Hawai’i.  They have, 
under the name ‘Eating in Public’, self-published a 
series of  three provocative artists’ books which challenge 
the concept of  private and state land ownership by 
documenting their ‘illegal’ cultivation on state or 
privately owned lands of  various food plants, with which 
they then invite participation by the general public.  
These books shout their ideology in no uncertain terms.  
Their website name, ‘www.nomoola.com’, sounds out 
the message of  no ‘moola’ (American slang for money), 
and with perfect anti-capitalist consistency it disavows 
any copyright, insisting that it is ‘not a commodity.  
It is a shared idea.’4

With the ‘Eating in Public’ project, Chan and 
Sharma call attention to the problem of  government 
appropriation of  ‘commons’ that were once available for 
cultivation by the populace, and cites the 17th century 
English ‘Diggers’ as its historic precedent. But although 
this project makes commons land its political cause, 
as a resource for food production independent of  
government control, it also perhaps suggests the psychic 
need for people to have physical contact with the soil of  
that land and landscape, and their right not only to assert 
a political right of  access but another kind of  experience: 
emotional ownership which comes through stewardship 
in the process of  nurturing plant life in soil and the 
social, collective enjoyment of  harvest. For the cost of  
a stamped envelope, the publications of  Eating in Public, 
including Free Papayas and Huli Kalo (Taro Cuttings) 
(fig. 2), are free; this pamphleteering is the mark of  
Chan and Sharma’s radical anti-capitalist crusade.  
In their simple diagrammatic presentation and 
inexpensive quality of  reproduction, these are works 
of  propaganda first and artists’ books second.5

The University of  Hawai’i supports other approaches to 
book art in the works of  professor of  graphic arts Anne 
Bush. In addition to designing books and catalogues, 
Bush draws the concept of  the book into her installation 
works. In Re-collection, a recent collaborative piece with 
Allyn Bromley exhibited at the Contemporary Museum 
in Honolulu in the summer of  2010, three hundred 
catalogue reproductions of  works of  art, which had 
appeared on the walls of  the museum throughout its 
history, were ‘re-installed’ as an open ‘book’ of  tiny 
plexiglass ‘pages’ supporting miniature nests and bundles 
of  thin shavings made from the coloured representations 
of  the originals (fig. 3). This non-narrative volume 
comprises a gnomic encyclopedia of  the images of  
works shown in one particular museum, brought before 
us as objective material phenomena (reduced to shreds 
of  colour) – and as mythic straw-like bundles which 
resist any attempt to spin them into the ‘gold’ 
of  representation.
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Figure 4:  Tamara Moan, Tunnel Book, 2009

Figure 5: Tamara Moan, Tea Bag Poems, 2009
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US have offered workshops (often associated with the 
annual exhibitions of  the Honolulu Printmakers, and 
benefiting from their community workshop facilities) 
which have further stimulated interest within the local art 
community, including Bay Area book artist and educator 
Julie Chen in summer 2009, and Virginia art professor 
and book maker Helen Frederick in spring 2010.  

One member of  the Honolulu Printmakers who has 
fully embraced book arts is the painter and printmaker 
Tamara Moan. She has devoted much of  her energy not 
only to making artists’ books herself  (fig. 4), but also to 
teaching the principles and techniques of  book making 
to elementary school children at the Art Center and 
in public high schools. Her fine art degree in graphic 
design from the University of  Washington combined 
with an MA in literature and creative writing from the 
University of  Hawai’i reveals her joint commitment 
to the combined power of  word and image, and her 
visual interest in the narrative, layered, and interactive 
experience of  book reading.  

But is there a sense of  place, of  the cultural uniqueness 
of  Hawai’i, to be found in its book artists?  Laura Smith 
suggests a relationship with the land and culture is 
expressed in direct proportion to the autobiographical 
component in an artist’s work. Gaye Chan’s ongoing 
campaign for rights of  land access reveals a deep 
commitment to the artist’s relation to, and responsibility 
for, a psychically formative landscape. Despite the 
universalising tendency of  her ideology, both locality and 
local culture are crucial to the shaping of  her artwork.

Although Tamara Moan makes no claims for a direct 
relation in her artists’ books to Hawaiian landscape and 
culture,7 her many years of  residence in Hawai’i has 
nurtured an identification with the place which manifests 
itself  in a subtle authenticity of  local expression.  
Her artist’s book, Tea Bag Poems (fig. 5), was conceived 
and experienced in Zippy’s, a drive-in chain serving 
local favourite foods in Honolulu for the past forty-five 
years. She and her friend Sandra Krawciw, meeting 
occasionally for a single cup of  tea, wrote the poems on 
their flattened tea bag wrappers, the length of  the poems 
being dictated by the shortness of  the paper, combining 
the pleasures of  artistic fellowship and tea drinking in a 
place full of  local significance.8 

For Jacqueline Rush Lee, although resident in Hawai’i, 
the question of  whether there was a significant relation 
of  the place to her work is inconclusive - “I think 
that Hawai’i is definitely in my work via osmosis, as a 
consequence of  living here - relative to colour palette 
and perhaps some of  the forms,” she writes, “although 
I would generally say that my work has more to do with 
the complexity of  the inner, philosophical landscape.”9  

Outside the halls of  academe, a small but crucial 
confraternity of  book arts exists in Hawai’i which is a 
vital centre for exchange of  ideas, technical training and 
support, in the Honolulu Printmakers.  The educational 
and practicing core of  this group, the non-profit and 
community-access Honolulu Printmaking Workshop, 
was established by Hawai’i printmakers Laura Smith 
and Marcia Morse in an abandoned gas station near 
Honolulu Community College in 1987.  Since then, 
the Honolulu Printmaking Workshop has moved to the 
premises of  the former Linekona School, later named 
the Art Center, an educational wing of  Hawai’i’s major 
exhibition venue the Honolulu Academy of  Arts.  
Today the approximately 170 members raise money 
from membership and print sales, and exhibit their work 
in group exhibitions in galleries, occasionally in libraries, 
and even in commercial venues such as interior design 
shops.

The executive director of  the Honolulu Printmaking 
Workshop, Laura Smith, believes that book art in 
Hawai’i has been largely driven by printmaking 
programmes such as those offered by Honolulu 
Community College and the University of  Hawai’i 
at Manoa, and that visual artists have looked to the 
artist’s book as an alternative output for their image 
making.6  Recently book artists from the mainland 

Figure 3: Anne Bush (concept, form, and production) 
and Allyn Bromley (production), Re-collection, detail of
installation at The Contemporary Museum
June-August 2010
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community of  friends, and embodies the pleasures of  
joining hands [and] working together.”12  The image 
of  the lei (the flower garland) in the book’s title, Ka Lei
Ho’oheno, offers a significant emblem for the art of  
bookmaking and, even as a potentially hackneyed icon 
of  tourism, it recuperates its true meaning in this context.  
The lei, like the book, is made up of  individual elements 
assembled in sequence to create a multicoloured whole, 
and binds together in celebration representatives of  
many different species of  flora, in an image of  conjoining 
and participation.

Dr. Anne Hammond is Visiting Senior Research Fellow 
in photography at the Centre for Fine Print Research, 
University of  the West of  England, Bristol.  
She is currently engaged in a study of  the books of  
photographers Paul Strand and Ansel Adams.

Notes
1. Quoted in Marcia Morse, ‘Contemporary Museum 
Biennial of  Hawaii Artists Exhibition’, 2005, 
www.jacquelinerushlee.com/about/essay.html, accessed 
1st December 2010.
2. Interview with Lee, 15 Feburary 2009. Also see the 
artist’s website: www.jacquelinerushlee.com.
3.  See the artist’s website: www.gayechan.com.
4.  Eating in Public has also founded  ‘free stores’ and 
implemented an anarchist recycling system.  Information 
on its new food garden on the university campus can be 
accessed at http://afoodgarden.blogspot.com/.
5. PDFs of  all three editions in the ‘Eating in Public’ 
series are now available through both
http://nomoola.com/gardens/diggers_p15.html and 
http://nomoola.com/about/index.html
6. Interview with Smith, 27 January 2010.
7. Interview with Moan, 27 January 2010. She suggested 
although that the influence of  Hawaiian landscape and 
culture  ‘may not be that obvious’ in her bookworks,  
it more directly informs her paintings.
8. Email from Moan, 7 April 2009.
9. Email from Lee, 13 February 2009.
10. Email from Bush, 10 December 2010.
11. A copy of  this book, issued in an edition of  50 (now 
sold out), is preserved in the Rare Book Collection of  
Hamilton Research Library at the University of  Hawai’i 
at Manoa, in Honolulu.
12. Morse, quoted in Turning the Page: Book Arts Hawai’i 
(October 6-30, 1996), (catalogue and checklist) Academy 
Art Center Gallery, p.1.3.

Anne Bush refers to the depictorialised concept of  
terrain suggested by the British academic John Barrell: 
“Living and working as an artist/designer in Hawai‘i 
forces one to consider terrain in all its guises—what it is 
(land or sea – Pacific Islanders believe it is both), where 
it begins and ends, how to cross it, who crosses it, and 
why. It provokes one to ponder site-specificity in new and 
poignant ways, as one who lives here is bound to both 
stasis and motion—to location and travel in seemingly 
equal ways. Books, it seems to me, are bound in similar 
ways – to their own site – the content, material form, 
and readings that make them particular, and to the 
transcendence of  ‘site’ that their mass production and 
distribution work to suggest.”10

In March 1995, ‘Turning the Page’, a major book arts 
project and the single greatest impact recently on local 
book artists, was initiated with an open house and 
book fair in Honolulu, followed by two years of  short 
courses, lectures, visiting artists and a summer school. 
These events generated a state-wide exhibition of  book 
artists in October 1995; and the project concluded with 
an international book arts exhibition of  the same title 
the following year.  Hawai’i book artists represented in 
this show included Lisa Louise Adams, Allyn Bromley, 
Kit Cameron, Bobby G. Crockett, Renee Iijima, Dean 
Kagemoto, Chae Ho Lee, Joo Yi Lee, Marcia Morse, 
Violet Murakami, Timothy P. Ojile, Laura Smith, Han 
Solo, Karen White, and Carola Wilson.   

In Hawai’i, a place with a long history of  different 
cultures and races coming together, the collaborative 
artists’ book occupies perhaps a special cultural position.  
One book in particular, Ka Lei Ho’oheno (A Lei to 
Cherish)11, displayed in conjunction with ‘Turning the 
Page’ showcased the talents of  a group of  local artists: 
Puakea Nogelmeier wrote the mele (poems or songs) in 
Hawaiian and English; Hans Loffel designed the digitally 
composed pages; James Rumford printed the text on an 
antique Japanese Albion press; Laura Smith provided 
four reduction woodcuts to accompany the text and also 
the woodcut endpapers; Marcia Morse hand-produced 
both the text paper (from Spanish flax and cotton linters) 
and the cover paper (significantly, mixed with pili grass 
and red earth from the island of  Moloka’i); and Daphne 
Myers quarter-bound the book in cloth.  

In Ka Lei Ho’oheno the book arts of  Hawai’i seems to 
have found a noble representative in a clasping of  natural 
images within shared cultural memory, and in its diverse 
but interdependent contributions.  In her introduction, 
Marcia Morse speaks for this handmade book as for all 
artists’ books, when she describes its intimate scale as 
belying the unlimited realm of  the imagination it opens 
to the reader.  But she offers the defining characteristic 
of  this collaborative production as having “created a 
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“What if, instead of  taking several images and adding 
them together to make one new image, I took a single 
image and removed most of  it. What would that do to 
the image?”

Robinson set about applying processes to images of  
fashion models, cut from Sunday supplements and 
fashion magazines. He set himself  rules designing 
patterns and grids to arbitrate which parts of  the image 
would be removed and which would remain.

“If  I applied a grid to the image,” he says (a proposal 
openly referencing a particular period of  modernist 
painting), “by reducing it to a series of  squares for 
example, and using only every fourth square, with the 
remaining three I could make three more images, thus 
completing the reversal.” With the resultant Grid Series 
and subsequent Tile Series Robinson had found a way to 
make several ‘new’ images out of  a single image.

Words: the Book Works of CJ Robinson

 James Merrick 

James Merrick is a freelance writer. He has written several 
unpublished books (some would say unpublishable). In the mid-to-
late nineteen nineties Merrick met and collaborated with the subject 
of  this essay, the artist CJ Robinson, and a third, Paul Sergeant, 
on a multi-linear meta-narrative, Autonarchy 23, both a history 
of  the twentieth century avant-garde, utilising the literary techniques 
of  said avant-garde, and a manifesto for a low impact multimedia 
lifestyle. Merrick is currently working on a two volume study of  
the narrative of  dream, Somnia, and writes a blog, With One 
Eye on the Road, a series of  short essays on art and culture, 
with particular emphasis on ideas of  authenticity in contemporary 
art and digital technologies. His blog can be found at: 
www.jamesmerrick.blogspot.com

I should probably admit straight away my connection 
with the artist CJ Robinson. I have known Robinson 
now for a number of  years. Our lives have run almost 
parallel for much of  the last decade and a half. We first 
met whilst studying at the University of  Wales, Newport 
in the mid-nineteen nineties. Robinson was studying for 
a BA in Multimedia whilst I was studying Interactive 
Art. We share a common aesthetic history, a love of  
modernist literature and the ideas of  the twentieth 
century avant-garde, and so it was natural that we 
became collaborators. My interests have since taken me 
in a literary direction whilst Robinson’s have taken him 
into the field of  Visual Art. I write about art. He makes 
art about writing. The beginnings of  Robinson’s work 
lies in collage. He was producing collage long before he 
began his book works, the subject of  this article. 

“I have long held a fascination for collage.” Robinson 
says. “Other than for purely aesthetic reasons it is a 
medium particularly suited to the use of  satire and 
humour. It is also a medium which almost anyone can 
participate in. Unlike other art forms, which require 
a certain amount of  capital and space, all one needs 
for collage is a pair of  scissors, some glue, access to 
newspapers and magazines, and a little imagination. 
It is therefore a truly democratic art form.”1

Robinson’s collage started out following the traditional 
format, that of  taking elements from several pre-existing 
images and by novel juxtaposition creating a single 
‘new’ image. But a couple of  years ago, while studying 
for a Masters Degree at the University of  the West of  
England in Bristol, he found himself  wondering what 
would happen if  he were to reverse the process normally 
associated with collage.

Grid Series 1 no. 1, CJ Robinson

Grid Series 6 no. 1, CJ Robinson
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Octavio Paz, Single Words, Left Aligned 1957-1987 (remember) 
CJ Robinson

Words (...words...of...), CJ Robinson
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On an aesthetic level these collages can be seen simply 
as colour studies, pleasing patterns and arrangements 
of  colour, much like the sketch book works twentieth 
century painters began unleashing on the world as art 
pieces in their own right (I’m thinking of  Kandinsky’s 
concentric circles and the like), but they also work on 
several other levels. New meanings can be interpreted 
by looking at the source of  the images used, i.e. fashion 
photography. A fashion photographer has spent a lot of  
money and care to make sure that that was exactly the 
right shade of  blue, the best shade of  blue to sell clothes, 
and Robinson comes along and steals it. This act of  theft 
in itself  undermines the commerce of  false desires that 
fashion represents. By applying his Grid and Tile patterns 
to these images Robinson is making visible the barrier 
the images place between the viewer (or consumer) and 
the object of  their desire. Even if  you could afford the 
clothes, you could never be the model. In these collages 
Robinson is highlighting the falseness of  the image.

Regardless of  meaning however something else is 
happening in these images. In a world of  endless 
advertising, commerce, and increasing speed, where we 
are bombarded daily by millions of  images on television, 
in the streets, and on billboards, where advertisers, 

recognising the increasing competition for our reducing 
attention, develop ever more novel ways to secure it, 
these collages slow the image down. By stripping away 
and simplifying the image Robinson is capturing it and 
stopping it in its tracks, allowing the viewer more time 
and space in which to contemplate it. His is a cool, 
slow, and understated art in response to a speedy, 
brash, loud world.

It is with techniques such as these that Robinson turned 
his attention from the world of  the image to the world 
of  the book. His first book works, though using already 
existing texts taken from books, did not use the form 
of  the book. Early pieces, such as Mountolive and Words, 
used pages torn from books and displayed, as his collages 
were, mounted and framed. Octavio Paz, Single Words, Left 
Aligned 1957-1987 was in the form of  a digital projection. 
It wasn’t until The Bell Jar that Robinson found his 
preferred format. With Mountolive and Words it was clear 
Robinson was striving for something, he was intervening 
with actual physical books making his own marks within 
them, in the case of  Mountolive highlighting the symbolic 
use of  colour within a novel (what does the colour blue 
signify, what does the colour red mean), in Words he was 
seeking his own original composition within the text of  
another author picking out an eleven word phrase in a 
novel of  around one hundred and twenty pages, but it 
was with The Bell Jar he finally realised that the book 
could be the work. 

Tile Series 1 no. 1, CJ Robinson

Tile Series 2 no. 1, CJ Robinson
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La Chamade (page 74), CJ Robinson
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In this work Robinson made a direct copy, or facsimile, 
of  a paperback edition of  Sylvia Plath’s famous novel. 
He removed all the text except the first lines and last 
lines of  every chapter. On the outside the work resembles 
almost exactly the original paperback, except that the 
author’s name and the novel’s title have been removed 
from the front cover and spine, and the descriptive text 
has been removed from the back. But on opening the 
book it quickly becomes apparent that this book is not 
what the reader expects. Like the images used for the 
collage the text has been transformed into something 
else. After the first line of  the first chapter the reader 
is faced with several blank pages broken only by the 
appearance of  the last line of  the first chapter and then 
quickly the first line of  the second chapter and then 
several more blank pages. This pattern continues to the 
end of  the book. The effect on the reader is interesting. 
It disrupts the unconscious conventions which have been 
built up over the several hundred year development of  
the book as a form. As Robinson himself  states in his 
Masters dissertation The Thief ’s Journal:

“Place a book into somebody’s hands and they will 
know without thinking what is expected of  them. They 
will hold it so that the binding is to the left, knowing 
that the surface they are looking at is the cover, possibly 
momentarily turning over the book to read the blurb 
they will presume to find on the back, which will give 
them an indication as to what to expect from the 
contents, before turning it back. They will peel open the 
cover and turn to the first page of  blocked text, flicking 
past the authors biography, the title page, the page on 
which the author asserts his moral rights, the contents 
page and the dedication if  the book has one, to the start 
of  the book proper. They will read the first word which 
appears closest to the top left hand corner of  the page 
and read the words in sequence, left to right, from the 
top of  the page to the bottom. They will then turn over 
the page to read the next in the same manner, and on, 
usually over the course of  several sittings, till the last page 
and the last word, before closing the book and placing 
it probably onto a shelf  containing other books in such 
a manner that the spine is visible telling all who care to 
look the title and the author of  the book. It will spend 
most of  its life sat here to be admired by visitors who will 
use their own personal knowledge of  the book, its author, 
and the author’s place in the world of  literature to gauge 
an impression, favourable or otherwise, of  the moral and 
intellectual standing of  the book’s owner.”2

Robinson’s book works challenge these assumptions. 

The effect on the narrative is equally interesting. It is 
fragmented and disjointed. The flow of  the words has 
been broken up. The long pauses between sentences give 
time to reflect on the little information that is available 

to the reader. Most of  the information is missing, but 
somehow the narrative remains. There is enough in these 
few bare lines for a story to be hung upon, and the gaps 
allow space for the rest to be inferred. Over ninety per 
cent of  the universe is unknown (being made up as it is 
suggest Physicists of  mysterious Dark Matter) yet we still 
have a picture of  the overall shape of  it. It may not be 
a complete or correct view, but it makes a semblance of  
sense to us and that helps us to live in it. A similar thing 
can be said to be happening in the disjointed narratives 
of  Robinson’s book works. “I may not be telling the 
‘right’ story or even the ‘true’ story,” he says, “it may 
not be the story the ‘original’ author intended, but it is 
recognisable as a story none the less.” This is even more 
apparent in the triptych of  paperbacks that followed The 
Bell Jar.

The next three book works all take short novels of  
Francois Sagan as their starting point. The three novels 
are La Chamade, Sunlight on Cold Water, and Wonderful 
Clouds. They are all modern romantic novels. 

To La Chamade Robinson removed all text other than 
sentences beginning ‘She...’ up to the first piece 
of  punctuation; for Sunlight on Cold Water all text is 
removed other than sentences beginning ‘He...’ up to 
the first punctuation; and for Wonderful Clouds the only 
remaining text is sentences beginning ‘I...’ up to the first 
punctuation. These three book works have the effect 
of  providing parallel narratives. Although the starting 
point was three different novels, the narratives which 
come through the adapted works appear to be telling a 
very similar story (this could be taken to suggest Francois 
Sagan was writing the same novel over and over again), 
but it is a story told from three distinct points of  view, 
one feminine, one masculine, the third an unknown 
internal voice. The many women and men in the novels 
are reduced to a singular woman or man, and their 
expressions and thoughts, as fragmented as the narrative, 
often contradict one another, with the result perhaps 
that the singular character Robinson has created with 
his intervention reflects more accurately the inner voice 
of  a human being, the stops and starts of  thought, the 
tangents, the dead ends, and the uncertainty. 

This last point is a claim made by many of  the avant-
garde writers and movements of  twentieth century 
modernism, a clear source of  inspiration for Robinson. 
William Burroughs said the novel, a narrative structure 
whereby one moves characters around a plot, was a 
form as arbitrary as the sonnet, and that it didn’t reflect 
accurately how we actually perceive the world. 
He claimed that the cut-up, a technique whereby his 
own writing was collaged with the writing of  others 
which he developed with the surrealist painter Brion 
Gysin, more truthfully mirrored our perception of  
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Sunlight On Cold Water (page 82), CJ Robinson
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reality. For example, you could be sat on a bus reading 
a newspaper, occasionally glancing out of  the window 
to see signs passing by, whilst overhearing snippets of  
conversation from other passengers on the bus. 
Our consciousness is constantly cutting up and 
assimilating all these narratives at once.3

 
Similarly, Alain Robbe-Grillet claimed the novel weighed 
narrative too heavily in favour of  the human being, 
and that each object in a scene should be allowed to 
carry equal weight, and so his vision of  the ‘new novel’ 
attempted to address this. Robbe-Grillet declared that 
the only definite statement that could be made about a 
thing, any object or person, was its physical presence, its 
being in the world, and too many authors were assigning 
human assumptions to things, things were being weighed 
down as arbitrary signifiers of  something else, be it a 
mood, an emotion, or a motivation for some action 
within a plot. Robbe-Grillet wanted literature to reflect 
a rationalist, scientific, statistical view of  the world.4  

In fact, many of  these avant-garde movements and 
practitioners seem to suggest that their experiments 
were attempts to more accurately represent reality. 
Their collective claim was that the novel represented an 
outmoded, historical view of  the world, a view which 
served only an earlier century’s bourgeois view of  the 
world, when a belief  in historical progress, scientific 
progress, even religious progress from a Creation to an 
end time, a Judgement Day, a beginning/middle/end 
narrative, was dominant. 
 
Artists and writers have often taken the view that, along 
with philosophers and theologians, they are seekers of  
truth. If  it is the case that narrative structures reflect the 
belief  systems of  a time, as I have briefly argued above, 
what narrative structures should we be looking for now, 
in a time of  Relativity and of  Quantum Mechanics, a 
time when more than ninety per cent of  the universe is 
known to be unknown and belief  in multiple universes is 
seriously considered, a time of  both scientific rationalism 
and religious fundamentalism? I believe the book works 
of  CJ Robinson reflect these current belief  systems, with 
their long gaps separating the fundamental particles of  
narrative, their principle of  uncertainty, and the space 
they provide for multiple interpretations of  a story. I 
see Robinson’s approach, a painstaking, meticulous, 
experimentation driven by a rational application of  
seemingly arbitrary processes and rules, as equivalent to 
the experimentation found in a scientific laboratory.    

Robinson says of  these processes: “It is understood 
that if  we want to know how something works a valid 
method is to take it apart and examine the pieces to 
see what each individual component does. Once we 
have this knowledge we can then try and put it all back 

together again. My book works do this with language 
and narrative. By isolating each individual component 
that builds up the structure of  narrative (use of  colour 
to describe something, beginnings and endings, points 
of  view, etc.), I hope to begin to comprehend what effect 
that component has on the whole, and in such a way 
develop a deeper comprehension of  the fundamental 
principles of  storytelling.” 

The final question I would like to raise with regards to 
the work of  CJ Robinson would be familiar to anyone 
who has studied twentieth century literary theory or 
post-modern art theory: who is the author of  this work? 
Roland Barthes, in his famous essay The Death of  the 
Author, says: “To give a text an Author is to impose a limit 
on the text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the 
writing…A text is…a multi-dimensional space in which 
a variety of  writings, none of  them original, blend and 
clash. The text is a tissue of  quotations drawn from the 
innumerable centres of  culture.”5

Alain Robbe-Grillet says of  the novel: “All novelists, 
and all novels, must invent their own form. No recipe 
can replace this continual thought. A book creates its 
own rules for itself  alone. Even though the momentum 
of  the writing must endanger them, frustrate them, 

Mountolive - Pink (page 13), CJ Robinson
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Wonderful Clouds (page 30), CJ Robinson
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perhaps, or even shatter them. Far from respecting 
immutable forms, each new book tends to establish its 
own functional laws at the same time as it brings about 
their destruction.”6

And finally, I believe it would be pertinent to quote at 
length Jean Paul Sartre, from one of  the novels Robinson 
has used to create one of  his book works. It serves to 
show Robinson’s playful and joyfully childlike attitude to 
the words of  others as being merely a palette from which 
to create his own unique works:

“A professor, his daughter, and a young, athletic explorer 
were going up the Amazon in search of  a precious 
butterfly. I had borrowed the plot, the characters, the 
details of  their adventures, even the title of  a story in 
pictures which had appeared during the previous term. 
This deliberate plagiarism released me from my final 
qualms: it must be true because I had invented none of  
it. I had no ambitions to be published but had arranged 
it so that I was printed in advance and I did not set 
down a line that was not to be found in my model. Did 
I see myself  as a plagiarist? No. As an original writer: 
I touched up and renovated; for instance, I had taken 
care to change the names of  the characters. These 
minor alterations enabled me to blend memory and 
imagination. New and complete sentences formed in 
my head with the unwavering certainty attributed to 
inspiration. I transcribed them and, before my very eyes, 
they acquired the solidity of  objects. If, as is commonly 
held, an inspired author is, deep down, something other 
than himself, I knew inspiration between the ages of  
seven and eight.”7  

CJ Robinson’s work can be viewed at: 
www.wordsofdeadpoets.co.uk, where he can also be 
contacted. His book works can be purchased from: 
www.blurb.com/user/CJRobinson 

Notes

1. All quotes from CJ Robinson come from conversations 
with the author, unless otherwise stated.

2. CJ Robinson, The Thief ’s Journal: a Portrait of  the Artist 
as an MA Student, the University of  the West of  England, 
2009

3. See Ted Morgan’s biography of  Burroughs Literary 
Outlaw: the Life and Times of  William S. Burroughs published 
by The Bodley Head, 1991

4. See Alain Robbe Grillet, Snapshots & Towards A New 
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Between a 
rockery 
and a 
hard 
place.

A man is 
lying on his 
side on his 
asphalt driveway 
manicuring the edge of his 
lawn with a pair of shears — 
half his backside is showing. He rolls 
over onto his back to say hello.

Leylandii, berberis, box hedge and open-plan lawns. 
Stone built bungalows with feature arches and patio-
doors, swirly carpets and telephone tables. Staffordshire 
ladies on the window sills.

"Did you hear about the burglary two doors down? 
They're on holiday. They didn't draw their curtains, didn't 
set their alarm; what did they expect?".

A tall, grey haired man in a black overcoat is loading 
luggage into a new BMW. Nine of his neighbours have 
gathered around to watch. They are talking about boot 
space. 

Rockery islands and miniature conifers. Limestone and 
alpines.

Locks on doors, locks on windows, locks on cars, locks 
on bikes, locks on sheds, locks on greenhouses, locks on 
gates...

Two cars on the drive and nobody home.

Women walk the streets in fleeces and overactive 
reactolites. Pulling on North Faces as it starts to drizzle. 
Swinging little bags of dog shit as they stride on towards 
Strawberry Drive in spotted Barbour Wellingtons. 
Dragging a growling, clipped Schnauzer as it tries to hold 
its ground.
"Why are you like this with the postman? He's usually so 
placid and lovely. Aren't you" she says, without looking 
up.

The man in the short sleeved shirt and the big 
wristwatch is tending a garden bonfire of cheque-
books and bank statements.

In the week, it's old retired men with tucked-in 
shirts and side partings. They lie down 
underneath Range Rovers or fine tune their 
lawns. They say "What's she been ordering 
now?" about "the missus" who sometimes 
comes outside in her specs and unusually 

coloured hair. "Have you seen the postman?" 
she says as she sets down a tall glass and a 

hobnob.

At the weekends it's younger men who stand on their 
lawns in casual sportswear holding power tools. 
They say "All right mate" while the missus, in her 
navy-blue polo shirt with the buttons undone, holds 
a spaniel by the collar.

There are one or two children but they are at nursery 
except on Saturday when one of them gets strapped into 
the seat of his grandad's Ford Focus and taken to the 
Town match. His grandma waves him off; she already 
has her pinny on.
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The man with the lawnmower with the broken handle is 
touting for business among his neighbours.
“Have I to do yours?” he eventually says after a series of 
tics and twitches.
“Aye, you can for me love” says the large woman whoʼs 
sat on the doorstep, pulling on her cigarette and brushing 
a pebble out from under her bottom.

A carton of milkshake, a half-litre can of White Star Cider 
and 24p change from the Sikh lady with the velvet 
scrunchy in the shop.

Large women in bathrobes with 
massive fluffy slippers in the 
shape of an animal, bad skin, 
bad teeth and bitten nails, 
speaking loudly into 
expensive mobile 
phones.They say fucking 
this and fucking that 
and they yell “Get here 
now!” to their hefty 
bow-legged terrier 
when it escapes 
through the broken 
gate. 

Thin men in 
hooded tops, 
tracksuit bottoms 
and muddy 
trainers. They 
smell of weed and 
they donʼt say 
much—maybe just 
“Sheʼs a big lass for a 
girl” about the bow-
legged terrier called 
Chaos while they tease 
her with a snapped off 
piece of the fence.

Broken fences, 
knackered tellies, pudgy 
velour sofas, chains, 
damp cushions, dog shit, 
broken toys, tins full of 
mucky brown cig-butt 
tea, dog piss, the biggest  
trampolines, clothes, 
litter, muddy holes dug by 
Chaos.

Everyday is the same.

Pre teens in fluorescent 
gloves argue over BMXʼs

Filthy men in battered Transit pickups ask me “Are they 
in?” before they raid their gardens for junk.

Take-away flyers in dog-shit puddles.

Toddlers in nappies.

There are the over-friendly women too, lots of make-up 
and home done highlights (the colour has left orange 
streaks on her forehead). She once gave me a bottle of 

Baileys at Christmas. They have new laminate floors, 
some dried twigs in a vase and their gate works. “Iʼll sign 
for it love— itʼs her name actually”, she gestures inside 
the house with her cigarette hand, “Itʼll be for her but 
sheʼs inside playing Guitar Hero so Iʼll sign for it—itʼs 
dead hard actually, you have to have so much co-
ordination... bye love!”

Corsa, Fiesta, Alpha, Impreza, Saxo, Punto, Clio, Evo.

Someone got murdered. There were flowers in 
cellophane and a Man U shirt with his name on the back.

                                                     By Kevin Boniface



28

Cutting silhouette figures from the book Arabian Nights for Su Blackwell’s installation at the Brontë Museum
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Paper Models: investigating laser-cutting 
technology to develop new artists’ books and 
paper-based works 

Tom Sowden

Artists often adapt industrial and digital technologies to 
work with creatively, as evidenced by the use of  digital 
printing, to create artists’ books and prints. This project 
explored the use of  laser cutting for artists’ as a creative 
production method. As the technology becomes more 
affordable, laser cutters are a regular feature within 
secondary, further and higher education, and small, 
table-top laser cutters can be purchased for around 
£1000. The project aimed to change attitudes to 
creative making and increase awareness of  the
advantage of  new technologies for artists/craftspeople.

Before embarking on this research project I had assumed 
that the laser cutter’s strength lay in the fact that it could 
replace intensive hand cutting and scoring to assist in the 
production of  book and paper based artworks. As the 
project began and progressed I realised that yes, this is 
what a laser cutter can be used for, but it can also offer 
so much more to the artist and designer. 

As part of  the project I invited two artists Mette-Sofie 
D. Ambeck and Su Blackwell for a residency each, 
to use the laser cutters in creating new book works. 
What I would like to show here, is how they were able 
to use laser cutting for artists’ books, in the hope that the 
unique qualities that this technology offers will be utilised 
by more book artists.

As I helped the artists for this project produce their work, 
and I began to explore the laser cutter as a creative tool 
in the production of  my own work, I realised it had a lot 
more to it than just being a replacement tool. To fully 
utilise the laser cutter, I think as an artist or designer you 
have to embrace what the laser cutter can do for you. 
Burning or melting is a fact of  the laser cutter and I 
feel that the more successful works I have seen celebrate 
this, rather than trying to disguise it. Through computer 
design, it is also a fantastic tool for cutting very intricate 
marks and for scoring fold lines for more complicated 
book works and pop-ups.

The British artist Su Blackwell had several ideas on how 
to use the laser cutter to produce works for two large-
scale solo exhibitions, Remnants, at the Brontë Parsonage 
Museum in Haworth, and Happily Ever After, at Long & 
Ryle Contemporary Art, London. The work for both of  
these exhibitions involved using the laser to cut elements 
from old and antique dresses that would then be used to 
create installations. Blackwell also brought with her, two 

copies of  the book Arabian Nights that were to be cut with 
silhouettes for her Brontë Museum show.

Blackwell had a variety of  different soldier designs to cut 
from the pages of  Arabian Nights, referencing some of  the 
early writing of  the Brontës’ in which they imagined a 
world, based on Branwell Brontë’s toy soldiers, involving 
a battle between some of  the key military figures 
throughout history. Blackwell’s plan was to construct a 
large battle of  figures and forts - cut from the pages of  
the book - within the children’s nursery at the Brontë 
Parsonage Museum. For example, pitting the armies of  
Napoleon against those of  Caesar. 

In order to achieve the number of  soldiers that she 
required, Blackwell had wanted to use the laser to cut 
as many figures as possible. The three-dimensional 
fort buildings were going to be produced by hand, as 
Blackwell was more used to constructing these objects 
without working from a particular template - forming 
and adapting them as she worked with the paper. The 
laser was needed to assist with cutting the sheer numbers 
of  soldiers that were required. Because Blackwell was 
going to use repeats of  the same design and to produce 
as many cut soldiers as possible, we decided to cut 
through a number of  pages of  the book at the same time.

Because Blackwell wanted to cut from the pages of  the 
book, but keep the binding of  the book intact (the books 
themselves were to be used as part of  the installation), 
the first difficulty was in devising a way of  keeping the 
cut surface as flat as possible so that the laser could pass 
over it evenly. The hardback binding proved tricky to 
keep flat so we used a series of  props and weights to 
keep a double page flat on the bed of  the laser cutter. 
Props underneath the side with least pages, to bring it 
up to height, and weights all around to stop any pages 
from lifting. We then tested how many pages could be 

Cutting silhouette figures from Arabian Nights
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Cutting out the letters from a double page spread for Su Blackwell

One of  the silhouette figures from the book Arabian Nights 
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cut through with a degree of  consistency and decided on 
cutting six layers at the same time. To stop the laser from 
continuing beyond this and marking some of  the pages 
below, I inserted sheets of  thick card under the sixth 
page. Once all of  this was in place we could then cut 
the designs, fitting in as many as possible into the double 
page spread and continue working through the book to 
find further suitable double page spreads to cut.

After cutting all the elements for Blackwell’s exhibitions, 
we had a little spare time at the end of  the final day to 
work through one other idea that she had mentioned 
for a possible future piece of  work. Blackwell had been 
considering taking a book of  text and cutting out all 
of  the letters from every other double page spread 
(every other because cutting the letters from one page 
impacted and destroyed the opposite side). She had been 
considering doing this by hand, but wanted to see if  the 
laser could possibly do it instead.

I had an idea on that this could be done using the 10 
watt laser which has a registration Opto Cut® camera 
fitted. The camera normally picks up on registration 
marks that have been printed or embroidered into a 
design so that the laser can cut in registration and in 
repeat according to how many rows and columns of  
designs there are. Normally you tell the software where 
the registration mark is in relation to the design, the 
approximate distance between marks and how many 
to look for, and the camera will search them out before 
cutting and then formulate exactly where to cut in 
relation to this. My idea for Blackwell’s request was to 
scan in a passage of  text, Live Trace it in Illustrator and 
then identify one of  the letters as the registration mark. 
As the marks are normally black blocks about 2mm in 
diameter, I coloured in a single letter with a black pen to 
create this. 

By working with the laser in this way, it cut out all of  the 
letters with a reasonable amount of  success. There were 
a few slight issues that we came up against. Illustrator 

didn’t ‘Live Trace’ all the letters with the most accuracy, 
but they were still in their recognisable shapes. The 
camera also struggled slightly to find the registration 
mark, as it prefers that this mark is normally isolated 
a little away from the rest of  the design, not closely 
surrounded by other letters. The alignment between 
the camera and the laser was also ever so slightly out, 
meaning that the edges of  some letters were just visible 
and not cut away. But for a quick initial test, it was very 
successful and none of  these problems is insurmountable. 
With a little more time and patience, this would certainly 
be something that the laser would be capable of  doing 
very accurately. The only issue that remains is how long 
would it take to cut all the letters from a whole book? 
This is something I intend to explore further in the 
future!

The Danish artist Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck, in a nice 
reference to my original intention with this project, 
produced an edition of  a unique hand cut book that she 
had made ten years previously, Steam, Salt, Milk. What 
made this such a good book to return to, was that she 
had burnt, by hand, many of  the pages in the original. 
In reproducing it she decided that burning these pages 
again was unnecessary, but she did embrace the fact that 
the laser burnt all it cut through. We selected a paper for 
her to use where the burning was reduced to a minimum, 
but it was still there and as the pages are placed next to 
one another this becomes more apparent. 

Ambeck first got the idea of  reworking and editioning 
this book after a conversation we had at The Doverodde 
Book Arts Festival in Denmark in May 2010. I had given 

Cutting out the letters from a double page spread
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Cutting and assembling the pages of  Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck’s Steam, Salt, Milk
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a talk about laser cutting and cited this book as ideal to 
be produced on a laser cutter. Very intricate cut details 
running through the pages and intentional scorching, a 
known problem when laser cutting paper, could actually 
be turned into an advantage (see: The art of  laser cutting 
paper PDF download at www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/
denmark10.htm).

On the first day of  the residency, we went through all the 
files that Ambeck had prepared to be able to produce 
the laser cut version of  Steam, Salt, Milk. The book was 
to be both printed and laser cut in the laser studio, so we 
first had to separate the Illustrator files that had them 
in together for these two different jobs. After a few tests 
we realised that the pages would just not print from the 
original Illustrator files (for some reason it kept resizing 
the print, making them all fractionally smaller) so we 
created PDFs for the print files and kept the cut files as 
Illustrator files. There were to be 5 copies of  the book 
produced with 144 pages in each; so once the paper 
had been cut down to size and the first few had been 
separated and turned into PDFs, we set to work on the 
printing.

As the inkjet printer could be left to print pages in bulk, 
once the first few files had been sent off, I then set to 
work engraving the card that would be used to make 
the covers of  the book. The covers were to be cut from 
millboard that had the title of  the book engraved into 
it. The thickness of  this board allows for quite a deep 
engrave and also burns a fair amount while doing this. 
This again was something that I had talked to Ambeck 
about previously, so she understood and wanted this 
effect. She was very pleased with the first few tests, and 
after just a few minor adjustments, to make sure the laser 
was cutting a depth into the card - but not all the way 
through - the covers were left to run. This cover was very 
different in appearance to the original cover of  Steam, 
Salt, Milk, which had been printed. This was perhaps 
a clear statement that this book had been produced in 
a different way. The heavily engraved text with a lot 
of  scorching and smoking are effects that are easily 
identifiable as coming from a laser cutter.

Ambeck had also decided to simulate burnt page edges 
through the shape of  the cut, and embrace the scorched 
edge throughout. The scorching extended onto the pages 
as the printing was done on oversized paper and then 
the pages were cut to size on the laser cutter. This gave 
the outer areas a brown appearance, which became even 
more apparent when the book was bound.

Once the first section had been printed (we produced at 
12 pages to a section) we could begin to test cut on the 
10-watt laser to see if  the pages matched up once they 
had been folded. The sections cut from the pages created 

apertures to view through to the pages on either side - 
many of  which had to line up with one another perfectly 
to get the correct effect. Because Ambeck had been 
working from her hand cut original in order to make up 
the files, the first few test cuts showed that she had almost 
everything in place. A few minor adjustments were 
necessary as some of  the cuts were slightly off  to the 
side once all the pages for each section had been folded 
within one another, but this was only a case of  nudging 
the design one way or another.

With the production of  Steam, Salt, Milk going well we 
turned our attention to producing the second book 
that Ambeck wanted to create. This was to be a laser 
engraved concertina book that used images from a video 
she had taken documenting a return train journey to 
London. At the conference in Denmark, I had spoken 
with Ambeck about how the laser cutter could be used 
to engrave into the surface of  materials and not just 
for cutting all the way through. I showed examples of  
how this process, when using a photographic image 
and applied to black Somerset Velvet paper, turned 
the surface of  the paper into a rich, velvety and deeper 
black. An effect that she was keen to explore for a new 
book, Day Return.

Ambeck had prepared three files for the production of  
this book. There was the template that cut the paper to 
size and also had a small amount of  descriptive text and 
lines to be engraved into the surface of  the paper where 
it was to be folded. Then there were two photographic 
jpegs, one that had the imagery to be engraved on the 
front pages and one for the back pages. Ordinarily, 
I think I would have used our 10-watt laser to produce 
this book, as the low power offers a degree of  subtlety 
when cutting and engraving paper that higher powered 
lasers do not. But Day Return had a length of  1 metre and 

Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck’s Steam, Salt, Milk
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Day Return, Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck
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because of  this we decided to cut this book on the 200-
watt laser which has a bed size of  approximately 1 x 1.5 
m, and a cutting area just within this. The only problem 
with the 200-watt is that the power is perhaps too high 
for such delicate work as was required on this book. 
When cutting the templates from the paper, we found 
that the small text description, which should have just 
been lightly engraved in the surface, kept cutting through 
in places. As it turned out Ambeck did not mind this and 
the text did still hold in place. After testing the engraving 
of  the images, we found that the jpegs engraved with 
a beautiful variation that really helped to enhance the 
image. The very light tones in the image translated to 
a very light grey engrave on the paper (lighter than the 
natural paper colour) - which contrasted nicely with the 
deep, rich, velvety black of  the dark tones.

We cut the pages first with the score lines and text and 
then engraved the images onto these front and back. 
As the images were quite large (18 x 100 cm) it took a 
long tine for the laser to engrave them (about one hour 
each side), although we have to consider that the laser 
was only moving across 0.2 mm after each line it had 
engraved. But once set up this was a job that could just 
be left running as it needed no interference from me. 
All that was needed was to change and turn the paper 
over after each side had been engraved, so this was left 
churning away for the remainder of  the residency.

The final two days of  the residency continued in a blur 
of  production. Day Return engraving away with little 

involvement, and the pages of  Steam, Salt, Milk being 
printed and then cut, each double page spread cut 
individually. In a lovely extra result for the project for 
Steam, Salt, Milk, Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck was presented 
with the Birgit Skiöld Memorial Award at the London 
Art Book Fair, Whitechapel Gallery, September 2010, 
for this book. This is great news, and well deserved for 
a beautiful and excellently conceived book that really 
explored the laser cutter as a creative tool.

As I write this, in January 2011, I have just returned from 
working with members of  staff  at AKI/ArtEZ, Academy 
of  Fine Arts in Enschede, The Netherlands. I was invited 
to help them set up and develop a laser cutting area in 
the college, and run workshops there over a 5-day period 
for staff, students and graduate artists and designers. 

Day Return, Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck

Laser cutting tests at the AKI/ArtEZ, Academy of  Fine Arts
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In experimenting and testing we have just discovered that 
the laser cutter can do something that had previously 
been considered near impossible. The Dutch artist 
Rudi Bastiaans has been printing on and working with 
porcelain paper in his book works for many years, but 
he had been unable to cut any holes or make marks in 
it after it had been fired. During the testing of  their new 
laser cutter we discovered that this was now possible. It is 
early days, but another new and interesting development 
could be in seeing how much further this can be taken, 
and also to reassess some other surfaces that have 
previously been deemed too fragile to work with.

As laser cutters become more affordable and available, 
they will of  course become a regular feature as a 
production tool for artists and designers. At the moment, 
the stumbling block for many a prospective user is an 
understanding of  what the machine is capable of, and 
the software needed to produce the desired results. 
Hopefully, the online archive of  results of  this project 
will help artists and designers realise the capabilities of  
the laser cutter. The archive has cutting guides, cut paper 
tests for comparison, and detailed case studies of  how 
the book works for this project were created, and further 
information which I hope will encourage more beautiful 
books being produced using this wonderful tool.

Tom Sowden is a practicing artist and Research Fellow 
in Artists’ Books at the Centre for Fine Print Research, 
UWE Bristol. www.tomsowden.com

Paper Models: investigating laser-cutting technology to develop 
new artists’ books and paper-based creative practice for arts, crafts 
and design was an Arts and Humanities Research Council 
project awarded to Tom Sowden 
(01/03/2010-31/10/2010). www.ahrc.ac.uk 

Related links

To download the full artists’ case studies, paper tests, 
cutting guides, presentations and further information, 
please visit the project’s archive page at:
http://www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/papermods11.htm

Su Blackwell
The installation in the children’s study at The Brontë 
Parsonage Museum, 2010, for which the soldier figures 
were cut can be viewed online at:
http://www.sublackwell.co.uk/portfolio-installations/

Big Picture: Su Blackwell, Gondol, cut book site-
specific installation in the children’s study at The Brontë 
Parsonage Museum, 2010. Artists’ Newsletter, November 
2010, pp 20-21

Mette-Sofie D. Ambeck
www.ambeckdesign.blogspot.com

Further reading

Fingerprint: The Art of  Using Handmade Elements in Graphic 
Design. Chen Design Associates, How Design Books, 
2006, ISBN 978-1581808711. Designers working
with a combination of  digital processes and the 
handmade such as letterpress, stamping, embossing, 
screenprinting, hand-lettering, recycling etc.

Paper: Tear, Fold, Rip, Crease, Cut. Paul Sloman. Black Dog 
Publishing, 2009, ISBN 978-1906155582. Foreword by 
paper artist Richard Sweeney, essay by Hatori Koshiro, 
the book profiles c.50 artists and designers who work 
with the medium.

Papercraft: Design and Art with Paper. Edited by S. Ehmann, 
R. Klanten, B. Meyer, September 2009, Gestalten, 
Berlin, ISBN: 978-3-89955-251-5. An extensive survey
on the trend of  innovative art and design work crafted 
from paper.

Papercutting: Tips, Tools and Techniques for Learning the Craft. 
Claudia Hopf, Stackpole Books, USA, 2006, ISBN 978-
0811732697, Information on tools, instructions, finishing 
tips, and patterns for traditional designs and decorations.
Paper Engineering: 3-D Design Techniques for a 2-D Material, 
Natalie Avella, Rotovision, 2009, ISBN 978-2888930495

Popville by Anouck Boisrobert and Louis Rigaud, 
Roaring Brook Press, May 2010, ISBN 978-1596435933, 
an unfolding book of  pop-up architecture.

Slash: Paper Under the Knife. David Revere McFadden, 
Five Continents Editions, 2009, ISBN, 978-8874395293. 

Tests for Rudi Bastiaans on porcelain paper
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A survey of  contemporary artists who use cut paper -
from small-scale intricate cuttings to monumental 
architectural interventions and sculpture - as an art form. 
Published to accompany a travelling exhibition organised
by the Museum of  Arts and Design in New York.

Thinking Through Craft, Glenn Adamson. Berg Publishers 
/ Victoria and Albert Museum, London, 2007, 
ISBN 978-1845206475. An introduction to the way that
artists working in all media think about craft.

This is for You. Rob Ryan, Sceptre, 2007, ISBN 978-
0340933671. A narrative book by the artist Rob Ryan, 
illustrated with paper cuts.
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The boxed and hard-back bound special edition copy of Unsaid Words

Collecting words at Spike Island Open, Bristol 2010
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DT: How did you go about collecting these unsaid words?

SJT: Starting at the 2009 Open Studios Exhibition in Spike 
Island, Bristol, I began asking visitors to contribute 
their unsaid words. I displayed a sign asking not only for 
things that they regretted not saying but also the things 
that they were glad they hadn’t said and things they had 
just forgotten to say. I didn’t want their stories, just the 
unspoken words themselves. I set out a desk with paper 
and pens and tied up some string with pegs so that, if  
the contributor wanted, their text could be displayed 
immediately. I soon realised that to get the widest 
possible range of  statements I needed to make it possible 
for people to contribute anonymously, so I didn’t watch 
what visitors were doing, unless they wanted to engage 
with me, which many did. In fact, quite a few visitors 
seemed to enjoy pegging up their statements in quite a 
performative manner!  I subsequently installed this set-up 
at exhibitions and artist’s book fairs in the West Midlands 
and South West, which changed and grew at each venue.

DT: It sounds almost confessional. What kinds of  statements and 
secrets did you receive?

SJT: Well, typical responses were things like: ‘are you 
sure that there is enough time’, ‘don’t go’, ‘thank you 
for loving me’, or ‘help me please’. Then there were 
the secrets: ‘I cheated, I shouldn’t have won pin the tail 
on the donkey’, ‘when I count my blessings I count you 
twice’, ‘the man you think is your father is not actually 
your father.’ That last one was quite a shock, the person 
who contributed it seemed almost glad to be able to tell 
someone. Then there are the funnier ones, which are 
usually things people forgot to say, such as ‘take the next 
left,’ and ‘it’s ok, I like hairy’, which I think was written 
in response to ‘I’m hairy, sorry’! The whole spectrum of  
things we don’t say to each other was just hanging there, 
creating some wonderful juxtapositions and contrasts 
that I absolutely love.

Unsaid Words

David Trigg interviews Sarah J Trigg on her 
recent project and resulting publication.

David Trigg: Your recent publication Unsaid Words, an artist’s 
book and poetry anthology, was the culmination of  a two-year 
project. How did it get started?

Sarah J Trigg:  Like other book artists, I collect all kinds 
of  things, putting them aside until I discover a way of  
using them in a project. The starting point for ‘Unsaid 
Words’ was a collection of  old, used envelopes that I had 
been collecting for several years. What fascinated me was 
the curious variety of  patterns printed onto the inside of  
the envelopes, an aspect which usually goes unnoticed. 
The patterns are designed to obscure or hide the 
contents of  a letter, to stop them being read through 
the envelope. What I found interesting was the visual 
effect created when one of  these regular patterns was 
disrupted, either by printing errors or when I applied 
white ink to them to create negative spaces. The notion 
of  creating deliberate gaps developed alongside an 
interest in the significance of  the words we leave unsaid 
or, if  you like, the words that never get out of  the 
envelope - words that have a presence because they are 
absent. The things you wish you had said but never did, 
things you are glad you never said and the things you 
just forgot to mention - this is what I mean by unsaid 
words. They’re short, pithy statements that I started 
collecting as part of  an interactive artwork as part of  my 
wider practice. Members of  the public contributed them 
anonymously, writing each statement in white ink directly 
onto the patterned envelopes. 

DT: What is the particular interest for you in what is unsaid?

SJT: It’s the seemingly insignificant, disregarded things 
that often constitute the raw material and subject matter 
of  my work: withdrawn library books, old photographs 
of  anonymous people, squashed paperclips found on 
the floor, fleeting gestures, ephemeral inscriptions on 
greetings cards and unspoken words. I always seem to 
find myself  collecting these types of  things; things that 
have no obvious lasting value but are charged with 
hidden histories, memories and significance. It’s the 
stories behind the unsaid words that fascinate me, or 
at least the stories we try to piece together as viewers. 
What is really interesting is not the process of  collecting 
the unsaid words but, rather, observing the responses of  
others to the collection. Reading other people’s hidden 
thoughts - an act of  voyeurism, which often leads to 
empathy - is the real fascination here. What motivates 
one person to keep something hidden seems to be utterly 
compelling to everyone else!

An unsaid contribution
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DT: Did the fact that visitors were able to read the other 
contributions impact the way they responded?

SJT: Yes, this was an interesting element of  the project 
that I came to be aware of  as the number of  texts 
on display increased. When reading my sign alone, 
viewers would often take quite some time before writing 
anything; they would consider, sometimes quite seriously, 
what I was asking of  them, often going away to think 
before returning with their contribution. However, when 
the statements began to be pegged up I saw that people 
started responding directly to the displayed texts instead, 
which rather missed the point. Looking back, I’m not 
sure how helpful it was to display all the statements I 
received; I think some people felt they had nothing new 
to add, especially if  a similar sentiment had already been 
expressed. This became quite a dilemma for me as I was 
especially interested to capture the sense of  repetition in 
these analogous, shared experiences. So quite soon into 
the project I found it became necessary to display just a 
small selection of  the unsaid words, and as the collection 
grew it became impossible to show them all anyway. 
No doubt this process of  selection did have some effect 
on later contributions but I felt that for me, as the 
artist, this was a really interesting role to play; I was 
encouraging and provoking an exchange, an interplay 
between myself  and the viewer - in fact, between all 
of  the different contributors who remain nameless yet 
connected. 

DT: Is it an important part of  your practice that you encourage an 
exchange or interaction between artist and viewer?

SJT: Yes, I relish involving the viewer in some type 
of  exchange with my work, a ‘gift exchange’ if  you 
like. As an artist I had become frustrated by the lack 
of  interaction I was having with the people viewing, 
consuming and judging the work. Much of  what I do 
is inspired by shared or divergent value judgements, 

observations of  the small, insignificant things that seem 
to have much more weight and power to communicate 
shared experiences and values than you might expect. 
For me then to create a work and not be aware of  the 
response it causes in the viewer is a far less fruitful 
exercise - it seems almost like a wasted opportunity. 
I want the viewer’s response to be acknowledged as part 
of  the work itself, as part of  the conversation. There 
seems to be huge potential for this in the realm of  
multiples and artists’ books.

DT: This reminds me of  Lewis Hyde’s book ‘The Gift’, in 
which he asserts that ‘works of  art exist simultaneously in two 
“economies”, a market economy and a gift economy.’ He argued 
that true works of  art can survive without the market but ‘where 
there is no gift there is no art’. Is there any resonance for you 
between Hyde’s ideas and the ‘Unsaid Words’ project?

SJT: Well, working with artists’ books and multiples 
seems to generally open up one’s practice to an economy 
where an exchange or interplay becomes much more 
obvious. Being able to interact with your viewers at book 
art fairs and exhibitions - showing them things they 
might like and hearing their thoughts - coupled with the 
fact that people can handle and even contribute to 
a work, somehow democratises one’s experience of  art. 

Through Trigger Editions I hope to offer other artists the 
opportunity to produce similar works that are accessible 
and affordable, works made to ‘trigger’ some kind of  
interaction or exchange between artist, viewer and 
artwork, works that hold the act of  giving and receiving 
as integral to the piece.
DT: Was it this desire for an exchange that led you to invite poets to 
respond to the collection of  unsaid words? 

SJT: Yes, though the move towards poetry was a very 
organic development, a natural yet unexpected response 
to the accumulation of  these emotive and evocative 
words. Initially I considered producing an artist’s book 
that simply catalogued the unsaid words, but it would 
never have been able to capture the type of  responses 
I was seeing when I displayed the work. These reactions 
were as diverse as the contributions were ambiguous; 
people understood the texts in many different ways. 
I felt that by inviting poets to respond to the unsaid 
words it would embrace a diversity of  creative responses. 
Involving others would allow the texts to be interpreted 
in ways far beyond anything I could ever produce on my 
own. I knew that this variety of  readings, juxtapositions 
and interpretations would make the book much richer 
so in the summer of  2010 - under the name Trigger 
Editions - I ran a national poetry competition asking 
poets to respond to the project with the intention of  
publishing their poems as part of  the artist’s book.

Collecting words at Solihull Book-art Fair
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Open copy of  Unsaid Words

Unsaid Words edition of  220 with slip-case and postcards
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DT: Were the poems what you expected?

SJT: Yes, because I expected the poets’ responses to the 
material to be quite different from my own, and they 
certainly were. Some entries were very visceral, personal 
responses, while others, such as the work of  Cathy 
Wilson, took a seemingly straightforward phrase like 
‘you forgot to tell me where you left the key’ and 
interpreted it in a less obvious way, building a whole 
narrative around it. Another poet, Luke Mundy, 
interlaced many of  the unsaid words to create a tumbling 
succession of  statements. Judging the poetry was myself  
and Naomi Banks from the Department of  English 
Studies at Durham University. We selected nine poems 
that we thought would work well together. There was 
some overlap too, which I liked - for instance, where two 
poets had used the same or similar sentiments.

DT: How did the selected poems determine the development of  the 
project and the production of  the finished book?

SJT: Well, it was important for each poem to be shown 
alongside the unsaid words that had inspired it, but 
immediately after seeing the poems I also decided that 
they needed to be given space. The sense of  progression 
through the words, verses and images seemed to call for 
many of  the poems to span several pages, with some
words standing alone. I was really excited to see that 
some of  the poets had created some interesting formal 
patterns and shapes with their words and I wanted 
to give space for them to sit deliberately alongside 
the patterns from the envelopes I had begun with. 
As a result I decided to restrict the number of  poems 
included in the book. 

DT: How did you decide on the format of  the book?

SJT: The original contributions on the used envelopes 
were approximately postcard size, so I used them 
to determine the dimensions of  the book. There is 
something very intriguing about a small book, you want 
to investigate what is hidden inside. It seemed to make 
sense to reproduce the hand-written contributions as the 
small, enigmatic and often barely decipherable images 
that they are. There is a compelling sense of  mystery to 
them that I wanted to preserve in the formatting of  the 
book. The poems were then integrated into what looks 
like a bound collection of  patterned pages. I decided 
however to give the pages more weight than regular 
envelope paper has. I wanted to give the book and the 
words inside a greater sense of  value and presence, so 
we used a 200g recycled paper for the pages and made 
a white card slip-case rather than a traditional cover. 
Again, it seemed fitting to use a recycled paper, 
echoing the fact that the original words were written 
onto re-used envelopes. 

Before I began this project I was keen to explore the 
potential of  producing a sewn-bound book in larger 
quantities than I could make on my own. I wanted to 
print between 200 and 300 standard copies and a few 
special-edition copies which would be hard back and 
boxed with a bound set of  the original unsaid words. I 
found a finishing company who were happy to compile, 
fold, bind and trim the book on their machines whilst 
I remained responsible for the gluing and fine detail of  
finishing the binding and slip-cases. It was extremely 
hard work maintaining a hand-made level of  quality in 
a busy commercial bindery with such an unusual design! 
But I was very happy with the results. The finished 
product is a 48 page book with a beautiful exposed 
sewn-binding in a slip-case. It’s published in an edition of  
220 and we are only producing 10 of  the special-edition 
hard-back, boxed version as it is limited by the number 
of  original unsaid words that were collected. Both of  
these can be found on the Trigger Editions website: www.
triggereditions.com.

DT: You also included a set of  postcards with the book.

SJT: Yes, that was the final addition to the project, a set 
of  four ‘Unsaid Words’ postcards. They reproduce a 
selection of  the original unsaid words and accompany 
each book, slotted into the slip case. The texts I chose 
were: ‘I have been in love with you forever’, ‘It was me’, 
‘I’m hairy, sorry’, and ‘I’m lost. Can you help?’

DT: So there is potential here for the project to be extended as people 
use the postcards, perhaps even adding more unsaid words. 

SJT: Yes, I couldn’t resist adding something that would 
make it possible to interact further with the project 
and change the book itself. I love that there is now the 
opportunity for the owner of  the publication to respond 
to what they have read by choosing to either send the 
postcards or keep the words ‘unsaid’. I hope that they 
act as a catalyst for a few conversations that otherwise 
wouldn’t have happened. In fact if  anyone does ever 
send or receive one of  the postcards, or even something 
inspired by the project, then I’d love to document them 
on the Trigger Editions website.

Sarah J Trigg is an artist based at Spike Island in Bristol. 
As part of  her practice she runs Trigger Editions, a small 
publisher of  art multiples.

David Trigg is a writer and a critic based in Bristol.

www.triggereditions.com
www.sarahjtrigg.com
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of  Dust is a restless configuration whose approximate 
outer edge is every absent amorphous form and whose 
centre is attainable.” The clarity of  voice in Borges’ 
prose is replaced by a buzz of  narrative activity and a 
complex medley of  tenses. a random dispersal of  dust is not 
fully intelligible for the whole of  its length and while it 
is never unreadable, some sections are confoundingly 
cryptic and suitably Babelian. The overall effect is one of  
a reverse movement: Borges’ library zooming continually 
outward while Kaye & West’s dust is almost falling in on 
itself: all numbers have become minus numbers at this 
subatomic level. Dust is an appropriate inversion of  the 
Library; the universal and the molecular offer a visual 
and conceptual likeness and quantum mechanics is, 
after all, a branch of  astrophysics. If  The Library of  Babel 
is unfathomable in its magnitude, a random dispersal of  
dust is equally unfathomable in its minutiae. Continuing 
this line, it can be said Kaye & West have produced 
the Library’s antiparticle: “a rare form of  subatomic 
matter that is a mirror image of  normal matter. The 
antiparticle corresponding to an elementary particle has 
the same mass as the particle but is opposite in all other 
properties.”

William Burroughs, the half-eaten laureate of  the 
nomadic imagination, once made claim that the ‘cut-
up’ novel was the writing art-form’s attempt to compete 
with the aesthetic dynamism of  collage painting. The 
cut-up technique sees a traditionally coherent and 
formal text, chopped into pieces of  different size and 
then reconfigured aleatorically to form a new text, often 
more nonsensical than the original but still constructed 
from the exact same parts; any intentional meaning now 
warped and secluded. Kaye & West have not left so much 
up to chance, but the results of  their labour resemble 
collage and abstraction: layers of  shapes, places, histories, 
facts and agendas, personalities and turns of  phrase, 
appear scattered and then reformed into coherent 
coagulations. Where the language and grammar may 
fluctuate and occasionally test the reader’s logic, the 
mood of  the piece remains steady throughout. Perhaps 
because there is a source text to provide a prominent 
structure, Kaye & West’s work never loses its way, never 
ambles too far into obscurity.

It helps that the conclusions they have reached in 
regard to what amounts to the ‘opposite’ or ‘reverse’ 
of  the original story are, at the very least, reasonably 
logical: men changes to women; Man to God; solitude 
to fellowship; the future to the past. Sometimes the 
opposite phrase results in a meaning strangely adjacent 
to its original: an increasing number of  suicides is turned 
into a fewer number of  births; the writing of  the word 
‘infinite’ is instead the crossing out of  the word ‘finite’. 
As a double negative becomes a positive, these actions 
and their reverse are conceptually, but not physically, 

a random dispersal of dust (mutely understood)
Sean Kaye & Jenny West

Review by Chris Newlove Horton

In his 1941 short story The Library of  Babel, Jorge Luis 
Borges creates a universe that is one vast sprawling 
library “composed of  an indefinite, perhaps infinite 
number of  hexagonal galleries.” Within each of  these 
galleries are an exact number of  bookshelves (20) holding 
an exact number of  identically formatted books (32), 
themselves containing 410 pages with 40 lines per page 
and “approximately 80 black letters” per line. The 
Library and the books held within it contain every single 
possible combination of  25 orthographic symbols (the 22 
letters of  the alphabet, the comma and the period). In 
short, everything that has ever, or ever will, exist, happen 
or be thought, is held within the Library; written in every 
language known, unknown or unknowable, in obscure 
code, or as “formless and chaotic” gibberish. “For every 
rational line or forthright statement there are leagues of  
senseless cacophony, verbal nonsense, and incoherency.” 
Also, the Library contains everything false, everything 
that never has existed, happened, or been thought, and 
everything that never will. “In order for a book to exist, it 
is sufficient that it be possible.” 

The detailed schematic that Borges draws betrays 
the scientific leaning ingrained in his writing. Despite 
envisaging a universe whose power is held in literature 
(and that wonderfully unscientific folly: nonsense), it is 
literature limited by numbers and systems, by whatever 
mathematical equation it is which produces the finite 
number of  books possible as its solution. Borges’ library 
is what cosmologists would call ‘finite but unbounded’ 
(that is: of  a certain size, but without borders or end): 
“The Library is unlimited but periodic. If  an eternal 
traveller should journey in any direction, he would find 
after centuries that the same volumes are repeated in the 
same disorder – which repeated becomes order.” It is 
this scientific, often cosmic, quantity that comes to fore 
in Sean Kaye & Jenny West’s new work: a random dispersal 
of  dust (mutely understood); a book printed in an edition of  
500, which acts as a translation of  the Borges tale. 

I have chosen the word translation as that seems most 
fitting, but many others are needed to fully explain 
the artistic gesture of  the work. Kaye & West have 
re-written The Library of  Babel as its inversion, as an 
indirect opposite. So the disciplined order of  the Library 
is replaced by A Random Dispersal of  Dust, and the 
librarians, regulators, custodians of  this order, have 
become vacuum cleaners. The books are now specks, 
and the letters molecules. Most tellingly perhaps, writing 
is turned to sculpture. What was certain in the original is 
now variable, shifting or removed: “A Random Dispersal 
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alike. In this way, the new text flits between direct 
opposition and elaborate distortion of  the original, 
weaving itself  like a vine through trellis, sometimes 
snapping the support, sometimes mimicking its shape.

Kaye & West originally hoped to print the Borges story 
in the same volume as their own, with the two texts 
running concurrently on opposite pages. This would 
certainly have highlighted their interrelationship and 
made referring between the two far easier. Greater 
attention would be given to the numerous ingenious 
and genuinely poetic twists of  language that occur 
throughout the piece: the Anatomy of  Melancholy 
becomes the “Architecture of  Euphoria”; pilgrimages 
become “strolls in the park that may evolve into summer 
fetes”; epidemics become “slow courtships”; mirrors 
– minute casts “which faithfully duplicate the debris”. 
Having the two texts side by side might also have made 
reading the work more fluid and given context to some 
of  its more obfuscate sections. But the Borges estate did 
not agree to license the original and seeing how the work 
is now, with Juan Cruz’s well-written preface still mooring 
it to the Library, that format would have been needlessly 
prescriptive, cornering the work as a linguistic exercise 
rather than a text in its own right. 

The printing of  the book was set by hand and the 
formatting is somewhat unusual. It is about the size of  
a school exercise book, but the margins of  the text are 
smaller, more the size of  an average pulp paperback, and 
it is set toward the lower right hand corner of  the page. 
The text becomes a block, framed above and to its left 
by an inch or two of  empty white space. This not only 
parades a craftsmanship that digital printing does not 
(the work is a lovely object), but also suggests another book 
within this one, one of  significance but unseen and in 
hiding. There is a dust cover also (pun perhaps intended), 
of  semi-transparent paper, coloured a rich vibrant 
orange. It recalls, to this viewer at least, the orange of  a 
vagrant sun, the sun which brokers day and seals night, 
the temporal, referential sun, without which the passage 
of  time would not be so clear. It is too, the orange of  
campfire confluence and lamplit perusals: a colour with 
such suitable multiplicity of  metaphorical purpose that it 
could, perhaps, cover all the books inside Borges’ Library 
of  Babel. Indeed, as the artists themselves point out 
and Cruz acknowledges in the preface, a random dispersal 
of  dust must already be sat, quiescent on a bookshelf  
someplace inside the Library; and what a startlingly 
articulate and stimulating discovery it would be in that 
setting, as it is in any.  

Chris Newlove Horton is an artist, writer, and amateur 
extrapolator. Born in Leeds in 1986, he studied at Leeds 
College of  Art before attending Central St. Martins, 
graduating from their Fine Art Degree course in 2009. 

He is a founding member of  the art group S P A C E 
C R A F T, who organise, co-ordinate, and promote 
exhibitions and events around his current home of  
London. He gets down with the Mistress Mother Nature. 
He reads crime novels endlessly. Newlove Horton is 
currently writing a novella about Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
‘Plan for Greater Baghdad’, a series of  buildings the 
American architect was commissioned to design in the 
late 1950s. S P A C E C R A F T are currently working 
on a project for the online magazine WARD. 

this.chris@hotmail.com
www.spacecraftprogram.com

a random dispersal of  dust (mutely understood)
Sean Kaye & Jenny West
Wild Pansy Press, Leeds, 2009 
Preface by Juan Cruz, letterpress, printed dust jacket, soft 
cover, 20pp, ed. 500. Priced at £12.00 plus £1.50 p&p 
(total £13.50). ISBN 978-1-900687-32-4
www.wildpansypress.com
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Barbara Tetenbaum (page 11) Specimen Book.
Barbara Tetenbaum has been creating limited edition 
artists’ books under the imprint Triangular Press since 
1979. She is currently Professor and Department 
Head of  Book Arts at Oregon College of  Art & Craft 
in Portland, Oregon. She recently spent a year on 
sabbatical in Leipzig, Germany, conducting research, 
studying and teaching in the book arts. She has taught 
workshops across the USA and in Europe and her work 
can be found in many public collections in the USA and 
abroad.

“Specimen Book commemorates the moment my long-term 
relationship ended. These three words have haunted me 
since and this project was a way to confront them and 
perhaps neutralise them.”

Agnes Wolkowicz (page 4). I am a graduate from the 
University of  Gloucestershire, where I had the pleasure 
to work with Andrew Morrison, Mark Unsworth and 
Jen Whiskerd. Right now I am studying printmaking 
for my Masters degree at Hongik University, Seoul.

Any kind of  art is a form of  communication, a way 
to express yourself ! Do not make your message too 
complex, if  you can say it the easy way. Do not make it 
too easy, if  you do not want to be forgotten in the next 
moment. Do not make it too boring, if  you do not want 
to be passed by.

This is the main concept behind my work. 
My artwork should entertain and communicate.
grossnezka@hotmail.de

ARTWORK CONTRIBUTORS

Helen Allsebrook (end page, 52) Humans are odd, 
obsessive creatures; Helen likes to identify with that 
through her work. She is an online dating sceptic after 
many failed attempts and on 14/02/11 (Valentine’s 
Day) decided to do a poetic injustice to the world of  
chartrooms and trashy novels.  

Her work is more regularly a study of  collections, 
collectors, museums and the psychological absurdities 
associated with society’s enthusiasm for these genres.  

Helen.allsebrook@live.co.uk 
www.helenallsebrook.blogspot.com 

Kevin Boniface (pages 26-27) Between a rockery and a 
hard place. I have been working on the Postman’s Diaries for 
thirteen years and have self-published several collections, 
combining my art practice with my day job.

In 2006, the anthology Where are you? was published by 
Lichtaffen and, in 2008 a further edition, Lost in the Post 
was published by Old Street Publishing.

In 2010 I started a blog, The Most Difficult Thing Ever, 
where the diary continues.

http://web.mac.com/victorygarden.mac
http://themostdifficultthingever.blogspot.com

Mishka Henner (pages 44-45) 
‘Page scan of  Photography Is’ 2010. 

Photography Is presents more than 3,000 phrases that 
define one of  the most democratic and ubiquitous of  all 
art forms. Mirroring the ambiguous and untrustworthy 
nature of  photographs themselves, each phrase in 
this book has been torn from the context in which it 
originally appeared. 

The result is contradictory and chaotic, frustrating 
and insightful. In short, it is photography, without 
photographs. 

Dimensions: 5 × 8 inches 
(13 × 20 cm), B&W text, 192 pgs. 
http://www.blurb.com/bookstore/detail/1362817
Available from www.mishkahenner.com
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