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Welcome to issue seven of  The Blue Notebook

Many thanks to the writers for this great variety of  essays 
and reviews:

Frans Baake - PROJECT ‘(IN)VISIBLE’ Investigating forms 

of  presentation of  the Artist’s Book, The Netherlands

Nancy Campbell - Silent Reading - Typography & Sign 

language, UK

Sarah Clark - Using Heidegger’s ideas on the nature of  time and 

relating them to Keith Smith’s Book 91, investigating the book as a 

form of  living art/live experience, UK

Chloë King -Tongue and Groove - 25 Years of  John Bently’s 

Liver & Lights, UK

Tate Shaw - Blurring the Library, USA

Kyoko Tachibana - Personal Matters: Memories, Photography 

and the Book, Japan

Elysa Voshell - Reading in Installments: Book Art Meets 

Installation, USA

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

Scott McCarney, USA
Lilla Duignan, UK
Giulia Resteghini, UK
Dmitry Sayenko, Russia
Alice Potter, UK

Many thanks to Stephen Fowler for the fabulous cover, 
badge and sticker designs for this volume!

Thanks as ever, to our referees for their work reviewing 
the written submissions: 

Susan Johanknecht (UK) 
Maria Fusco (UK) 
Dr Paulo Silveira (Brazil) 
Buzz Spector (USA) 
Ulrike Stoltz (Germany) 
Tom Trusky (USA)

Thanks also to our August summer intern Madeleine 
Kennedy who helped with the Blue Notebook as part 
of  her work with us. Madeleine is currently studying 
for a combined MA in Art History and Philosophy at 
the University of  St Andrews, UK. In early 2009, she 
became the editor of  the Inklight journal, the annual 
publication from the university’s creative writing society. 

The journal is intended to showcase the talents of  the 
St Andrews writing community, and for the last few years 
has put particular emphasis on the marriage of  visual 
and textual content. This year’s journal will be published 
in March 2010 to coincide with the launch of  STANZA 
(http://www.stanzapoetry.org/), Scotland’s largest poetry 
festival. For information about Inklight visit 
www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~spotlght/

The IP address for the online version is: 
www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/blue_notebook/1009/0331/tbn7.pdf

Vol 4 No 2 comes out in April 2010

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

And, of  course, thanks to you, our readers for continuing 
to support The Blue Notebook with your subscriptions; 
we do appreciate it, and hope you enjoy this issue.

Sarah Bodman
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Sketch for a Blurred Library

fashion

travel geography
human science

cosmology

archaeology

architecture

music

topology

technology

politics

media theory

topography

ecology

genetics

history

Books-as-art and photo-book-works blur 
subject lines and so a blurred library orders 
them accordingly. The books shown here are 
listed below roughly left-to-right, top-to-bottom.

Look Book 54, Emily Larned
The Placeholders Vol.3, Tate Shaw
Far Horizons, Scott McCarney
Abbey Rogers to her Grand-daughter, Joan Lyons
Album, Kristen Merola
Non-Identifying Social, Genetic Report, David Schulz
Palmwine and the Grass Cutter, Nick Neubeck
Utah, Katie Glicksberg
The Feeling of Being Found Out, Christina Mackie
Dream I Found, Chris George
Yarn, Babette Katz
C(a]e{I}o]u)P, Scott McCarney
GM Factor, Sarah Bodman
8. . .& Other, Emil Salto
The Nameless Dead, Clifton Meador
The History of the/my World, Johanna Drucker
Nature Abhors, Philip Zimmermann
Verbal Landscape/Dinosaur Sat Down, Nathan Lyons
Ozone Alert, John Wood
The Case for the Burial of Ancestors Book 1, Paul Zelevansky
Particle Theory, F. Deschamps and J. Mohns
The Anatomy of the Image Maps..., Bonnie Gordon
Book of Dust, Agnes Denes
I’m Sure Not, Kristofer Hultenberg
Ansel Adams: New Landscapes, Luke Strosnider
This Book is Extremely Receptive, H. Anderson and J.Zweig
MzLk. The Tours, Brad Freeman
Siteless: 1001 Building Forms, François Blanciak
For Fans and Scholars Alike, Ulises Carrión
Karaoke, Masumi Shibata
State of the Union, Scott McCarney
Library 20081104, Skúta Helgason
Seattle Subtext, Paul Berger
Where to Go/What to Do/When in New York. . . , Bern Porter
String Lessons, Tate Shaw

“Sketch for a Blurred Library,” Tate Shaw
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Blurring the Library

Tate Shaw

Books in the library have, by and large, been fixed to 

the catalogue, the register of  bibliographic items (books, 
maps, journals, periodicals, objects, etc.) in a library or 
library network. The most common register we find now 

is the online public access catalogue and it’s likely we all 
know what this requires - language relative to the title, 
author(s), dates, maybe a brief  abstract about the record. 
Cataloguers talk to one another using WorldCat and 
similar resources to research how other librarians have 
registered books. Libraries have specialisations so you 
can trust the original cataloguing of  certain authority 
registries over others.1 I work within a community of  
interest in the media arts, Visual Studies Workshop 
(VSW), where we have the Research Center, a hybrid 
library/archive. The Research Center (RC) has around 
25,000 volumes related to the media arts; a collection 
called the Independent Press Archive with about 5,000 
artists’ books and small press poetry volumes; 800,000 or 
so photographic print, negative, and slide images; around 
500 original open reel and cassette audiotapes of  artist 
and historian lectures; hundreds of  films and videos; 

and thousands of  periodicals. A good portion of  what 
is collected there, specifically many of  the photographic 

images, was saved in the face of  destruction. The 
25,000 main book holdings have digital catalogue 
records, the other one million or so items do not. Some 
collections have registers, some don’t, each has its own 
alphanumeric organisation system and they don’t talk 
to one another. The folks who for the past 40 years have 
made up the community in support of  the RC have 
based their efforts on what one key member has called 
“sport.”2 

Facing up against the RC on a more or less routine 
basis are graduate students in our Visual Studies Master 
of  Fine Arts programme who are inclined toward 
practice in the media arts - photography, books, film and 

video - and who aim to be artists, educators, curators, 
historians, archivists, to work within museums, and 
libraries. In our graduate courses and to further their 
personal work students frequently require what we call 
looking research: visually studying visual material and 
phenomena in order to gain insight through perception 
and observation. Looking research is done off-site as 
cultural observation, at museums, and galleries, but my 
focus here is on looking research in the RC. For our 
purposes students have to not only do looking research, 
they have to mentally hold an understanding of  what 
they find and distribute this knowledge through objects 

and interpretative statements both oral and written. 

Finding through language only, such as required with 
online catalogues, is of  concern when your need and 
inclination is to gain experience with research requiring 
visual acumen. Environment and perceptual conditions 
hinder looking research as well. Aside from the main 
stacks, the majority of  the items to occupy looking 
research are housed in print and archive boxes that make 
them unable to be seen or easily accessed by the eye first. 

Looking research cannot be accomplished without first 

plucking from one of  the collections organised by name, 
subject, title, publisher, or in some cases the medium or 
format. A sporting challenge for training artists, future 
visual educators, and curators would be to remove 
the catalogue’s ties to bibliographic items and visually 
organise a resource for primary visual research.

There is an ontological difference between something 
found through language and that which is found through 
visual attention. When you find something through 

language, you sync up parallel to it. It’s a matching 
game - one word to another - and it’s atomic, meaning 
based on tiny parts, hence a title, author name, keyword 
in abstract, and the preconception is you have an idea 
about what you’re looking for that exists to be found. 
With finding through visual attention there is a weighing 

against required which is a problem of  tension. We know 
the mind has the ability to focus on certain things while 
shutting out a lot of  unnecessary-to-us-stuff  we couldn’t 
possibly take in all at once.3 Visual attention is the force 
that pulls or stretches toward the detail to hold it in place. 
I think of  finding through visual attention as browsing 

but less superficial. Browsing gives you a global sense, 

and then your attention stretches to a detail that gets 
pulled out and weighed against the global. It’s important 
to note the detail found through visual attention remains 
connected to the global situation. It doesn’t exist to be 
found - it exists and is found. We are largely ignorant of  
the global when finding through language, the only goal 

being a match. Finding through visual attention is also 
easier when you know what you’re looking for, which is to 
say that you know yourself. This is true because browsing 
requires your connection to and enactment of  the global. 
But if  you don’t know how to proceed, you improvise. 
“Improvisational performance, specifically, makes one 

aware that self-definition occurs in the presence of  other 

agents and things,” suggests scholar Barbara Maria 
Stafford.4 Pedagogy for visual communicators including 
primary looking research - visual search unfastened from 
language - will lead, I expect, to invention.   

For an example of  looking research, the results of  
visual attention, and improvisation with materials and 
processes, we can turn to the book Dream I Found by artist 
Chris George.5 George pulled matter from the world 
of  discarded objects to reposition them in his visual 
compendium. This makes them no less a part of  the 
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Crack bags detail from Dream I Found by Chris George, 2004

Taken from The Array, a “graphic essay” of  emblems defining geometries in the essay “Teaching Geometry to Artists,” by J.M. Rees
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world though the artist pulls them out to show them to 
us. George’s visual attention stretched to such objects 
as empty crack bags, for instance, that he took out and 
arranged in the book. Their arrangement poses a unique 
problem, the problem of  fit.6 It is one thing to note 
George has typologically arranged pages worth of  crack 
bags in his book. It is something else entirely to account 
for the different varieties of  graphics on the crack bags 
- dice, dollar signs, panda bears, naked ladies, smiley 
faces - plus George presents them at different scales, 
with distinctive textures, and gives them feeling with 
colours. This is only wading in the water of  this problem 
however because his pages of  crack bags are bound up 
with photographs of  kittens, knotty tree trunks, and the 
back of  a man staring out at the ocean. How the visual 
reader forms their knowledge of  the crack bags occurs in 
relation to images of  all these other things; furthermore 
the heterogeneous graphic material makes clear to us 
that the book is an environment constantly affecting 
images and the reader. 

This and other predominately visual books present both 
problems and opportunities for a curriculum requiring 
primary visual research. Generally the problems all lead 
back to access. Already discussed are catalogue search 
records where language comes first and as mentioned 

we store the artists’ books in archive boxes, organised by 
publisher, in our Independent Press Archive. I could pull 
out all the books making it a browsing resource but this 
is bad for loss management (many are quite valuable) 
and books of  this type don’t always shelf  so well based 
on surprisingly funky shapes, and frequently slim sizes. 
A good option is I can show people, and I do, but a) 

how many people can I show, really? b) showing goes 
with telling, and by discussing the book, pointing things 
out, and being excited about a book we’re c) back in the 
language trap and d) this is an epistemological question 
wherein knowledge foundations are contingent upon 
social relationships between teacher and student in this 
case, which e) the social concern may be unavoidable 
regardless. But I’ve been inspired in part by expressive 
interpretations of  image databases, works brought to 
my attention by artist and thinker Lev Manovich who 
extols a multi-directional approach to digital collections 
of  visual information: “inventing new systems of  image 
descriptions and categorization; inventing new interfaces 
to image collections, inventing new kinds of  images 
which go beyond such familiar types as a still photograph 
or a digital video; approaching the new super-human 
scale of  visual data available (images on the web, 
web cam recordings etc.) - not as a problem but as an 
opportunity.”7

I can see the potential for visually and conceptually 
interfacing collections of  predominately visual books - 
books-as-art and photo-book-works - by individuals who 

endeavor to enrich primary visual research. In doing 
so I think there is a prospect to form visual, critical 
interpretations through a graphical synthesis of  many 
books rather than a written analysis of  one or just a 
handful of  visual books. I’m going to engage a group 
of  Visual Studies graduate assistants in this private 
visual library project and, following Manovich, we will 
investigate 1) new orderings 2) new images 3) new visual 
descriptions and 4) prepare for a new scale of  visual 
book-browsing aids. We will create conceptual orderings 
following a pragmatic approach8 based on human choice, 
experience and perception, novel relations, congruence 
and incongruence, transition and alteration.9 In the end 
there are only questions, but what follows is a proposal 
providing further reasoning and metaphors supporting 
the visual, interfacial, library, and private components of  
this project as well as sources we can look to for direction. 
The outcome of  this project will be to determine if  
group and private productions of  visual and conceptual 
interfacings of  graphical book collections would be 
of  value as interpretive systems for individuals and 
communities on the web and to report on these findings. 

In any sporting effort there has to be rules. What follows 
is an exposition on visual library organisation. It isn’t my 
intention to write a theoretical paper to simply benefit 

the imagination. So far this has approximated a personal 
essay but I’m switching my grammatical person to first 

person plural. I’m making this change for a couple of  
reasons. First, I will frequently consult with the work 
of  thinkers in fields of  library and information science, 

geometry, analytic philosophy, and intersections of  art 
and neuroscience. They have made me attentive to what 
I was already thinking but could not have held on to 
without their clear articulation. Secondly, I intend for 
this to be a rallying call and see this as something 
together, we can do.   

Making a Looking Research Library

We charge librarians to make the library seen by 
interfacing visual books in ways where people may 
best discover their private properties of  value and 
their unexpected associations.  

Why Visual? 

On the whole, visual organisation has been overlooked 
by library and information science. Much of  this 
burden should be placed, however, on the knowledge 
growth community of  expressly visual fields where 

text-driven primary research clearly dominates. The 
image has been degraded in its own scholarship for its 
multiplicity, perceived duplicity, allure, transmutability, 
graphicness, and seeming shallowness.10 We simply 
reject visual study of  phenomena and visible artefacts 
that is entirely language-based and feel that knowledge 
growth in the visible experience would develop from a 
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Photograph of  a wall once covered by a full, dusty bookshelf, 
a detail from Nothing, Nothing, Nothing by Chris George, 2007-2008

A page opening from Nothing, Nothing, Nothing by Chris George, 2007-2008
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visual organisation of  visual information. Neurologists 
and thinkers about visual communication are examining 
and reporting on the human capacity for near constant 
visual search and finding targets of  practicality as well as 

mental representation of  perceptual experience. “Finding 
ways to visualise blur, vagueness, ambiguity, equivocality, 
and uncertainty in all areas of  scientific and cultural 

production are, [we] believe, amongst the central issues 
of  our time.”11 It follows then that a paradigm of  blur 
could be initiated to reorganise volumes in the library, 
“recognizing the unclarity of  unclear things,”12 in order 
to break down rigid borders placed in the mind, such as: 
name, title, medium, and date, and open up new vistas 
of  creative interpretation. We believe this in turn would 
enable sustainable browsing, exact visual attention, and 
draw out clear ideas found in the blurry situation. As 
we imagine it, the catalogue is unnecessary in a looking 
research library. A person would never need to know 
where a book is in the library except that it is here and from 
there the person may examine where here is exactly.13 
 
Why an Interface, Why Visual Books?

We think the single visual book has no great significance, 

nor the single maker, title, date, nor subject, without 
another in relation. To relate one thing to another creates 
a place, a situation, or a manner of  relating which is an 
interface. Where a bookshelf  stores books an interface 
merges them together. To interface is to submerge into 
an object and for a subject to emerge.14 An interface 
facilitates both synthesis and analysis, one of  our goals 
for the library. 

At present we resolve a book to be physical material and 
a visual book to contain concrete visual phenomena15 
that is also physical. One visual book, in this case a 
book-as-art or photo-book-work, is singular despite its 
multiple images, makers, or subjects. Our rationale is by 
submerging a visual book in a visually organised library 
collection we will better see the properties of  discrete 
volumes and properties of  connection (or lack thereof) 
between them. 

What is the Library?

In theory we have in mind that the library has an infinite 

number of  volumes accounting for all the visual books 
of  the past, present, and future16 and is either permanent 
or portable. In practice our library array depends on 
the number of  visual books at hand provided that this is 
more than two.17 Historically we have had the capacity 
to conceive of  the library’s geometry of  place since the 
invention of  movable shelves for swollen collections.18 
Our assertion is the library is a topological space. It is 
an expandable, continuous space that may be stretched, 
squeezed, or formed in any way so long as the adjacent 
books remain adjacent, and on condition that the library 
isn’t severed, or perforated.19 The slotting in of  books 

where they didn’t once appear may at first seem to break 

with the rule that neighboring books must remain so 
but in the topology schema we accept that the spaces or 
points a book inhabits stay bordering while books may 
be interchanged to reveal new connections between 
them. Humbly we (or at least one of  us) cannot profess 
to understand topology in the formal mathematical 
sense though it is, we believe, an excellent metaphor for 
rendering a collection based on connective points that 
expands and is flexible. 

How is it Private?

Our notion of  privacy stems from the experience of  
encountering a visual book that occurs apart from others 
- face-to-artefact. We think the artefact is facialised, 
therefore associations and inferences such that occur 
in face-to-face encounters are present in looking into 
visual books. It follows then that a person seeking cues 
for understanding the “mind” of  a book will mimic it 
in thought and conform to it in action (turning pages). 
Mimesis signals a depersonalisation that takes place 
where a person’s thinking is stretching to take on the 
appearance or imitate the object in order to understand 
it better.20 So when we say a “private” library we 
understand it in these imitative, face-to-artefact terms, 
which is to say in terms of  sympathy.     

When considered as a method of  assessment, sympathy 
both supports and restrains the formation and 
organisation of  a library collection.21 Our contention 
is that collections of  visual books in libraries are grown 
through the all too human tendency to sympathise with 
an artist’s or publisher’s verbal description of  a book 
over the artefact itself  and this verbal definition is passed 

along to people who are shown the book (recall that 
showing goes with telling, socially). We recognise the 
need for a point of  access that makes possible a private 
encounter with the library that follows the privacy of  
looking into visual books. We emphasise that to visually 
organise a library necessitates the ability to privately 
enter into and recognise properties in books and the 
process of  placement in the library is an act of  human 
choice. 

This exertion of  criticism through showing relations 
is our definition of  critical interpretation - to locate 

properties of  value in a work through its connection to 
other works and ideas, not to place value on singularity 
alone, nor the negating of  many other works, to settle 
upon and analyse “the one.” We contend that there 
are as many shapes of  the library as there are possible 
alphanumeric orderings for book catalogue records. 
To our thinking anyone may organise the library 
visually and this makes for a myriad of  unexpected book 
relations, a new method of  making the outer world look 
like the inner one. There is no preconceived rule for 
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Detail from TVDOCUMENTTRACINGS by Thomas Ockerse, Thomas Ockerse Editions, 1973

“Stretching and Spreading” detail from The Anatomy of  The Image Maps According to Merriam-Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of  

the English Language Unabridged, Bonnie Gordon, Visual Studies Workshop Press, 1982
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visually interfaced books to go together but this is not 
to say no judgment is applied. The visually interfacing 
librarian applies critical interpretation through the 
search for properties that would justify its placement. 
This hermeneutic of  fitting into place solicits inquiry. 

In our view a book’s placement in the library acts as a 
social document,22 and the interfacing volumes a check 
on the librarian’s work.

Without a catalogue the library is an ephemeral 
collection, and because it is flexible there is the possibility 

of  annotation23 by repositioning, a kind of  marginalia of  
moving. We consider the ephemeral-ness and annotation 
a virtue and the prospect of  ever-changing libraries 
opens new fields of  research - visual library cartography 

and historiography.  

Where to begin?

Speaking singly again, I can point in basic terms to my 
own supports for these ideas that may be suggestive of  
ways to approach the blurring of  the library. Though I 
have not yet visited the Prelinger Library on-site in San 
Francisco, I believe it to be a blurred library, just not a 
predominately visual one, though material with graphic 
content is said to be prominent in the collection. 
If  I correctly understand the Prelinger Library’s 
organisation, subject poles are set - say music and 
computers - and the books between these poles blur 
thusly from music, to computer-made music, to 
computers, as I imagine it.24 To envision the library I find 

it useful to look at the interactive video database project 
“Reporters with Borders” by Rafael Lozano-Hemmer 25 
who has truly visualised blur, as well as our improvisatory 
enactment of  the environment, which is exerting 
constant influence. To describe the library I have looked 

to teacher and collaborator J.M. Rees who has revealed 
to me that a “shape of  information” is viable.26 
Rees amongst others has shown me that pattern and the 
emblematic graphic essay speak at a level as high ranking 
as language27 and this leads me to Stafford whose thesis 
that such “visual formulas” as the emblem, lattice, 
net - composite images - are the basis for our cognitive 
institution of  the sensorium with concepts.28 Her work 
will certainly be instructive going forward as perception 
of  the library goes beyond the purely visual. To begin 
we can also look to Stafford for the courage to resist 
reading’s attempts at pulling rank over seeing. At stake 
are methodologies of  independent looking research and 
the development of  discovery-based image resources. 
We can look in part to Johanna Drucker’s Artists’ Books 
Online project where it is understood that books need 
to be seen. The William Blake Archive also believes as 
such.29 To enhance our interpretive librarianship we can 
turn to bibliographies. Artist and thinker Chris Burnett 
is capable of  showing a nuanced idea through his 
creation of  a crystalline bibliography.30 

In terms of  library interaction we should follow the 
work of  web-archiving researchers Meghan Dougherty 
and Charles van den Heuvel who make a case for the 
importance of  user annotation and history traces of  
digital artefacts as well as the value of  socially-generated 
research levels linked to authority sources.31 The 
interpretive, visual equivalent of  their research is 
Doug Manchee’s Concretions series that conflates the 

image of  every page of  a book on top of  itself  to 
make the author’s words illegible and reveal the notes 
of  the reader.32 

Most of  all it is critically important we look at visual 
books themselves to organise libraries that are nearer 
in appearance to these “unclear” things. Artists have 
shown us how to order their works; we are just behind 
in our thinking about ordering. To begin, we can look 
to the photo-book-works of  Nathan Lyons where 
discrete photographs are strategically incorporated in 
a sequence to create meaning between them such that 
they wouldn’t have on their own or with any one of  them 
missing or out of  place.33 To think of  new interfaces 
recall here George’s Dream I Found and its flat, frontal 

display of  objects. This demonstrates we could look to 
the magazine rack’s frontality and move books off  the 
shelves. Magazine rack organisation would allow for a 
new interface of  overlap, like Venn diagrams of  books. 
George has another instructive book, Nothing, Nothing, 

Nothing,34 which is particularly relevant here. It shows us 
photographs taken of  a vacated apartment, specifically 

the wall once covered by a bookshelf  where the ghost 
image of  dusty books from years of  inhabitation has 
stained the wall’s surface.35 The artist’s photographs of  
the walls he placed within a book of  his own, and for 
Nothing, Nothing, Nothing has layered diminishing images 
of  the photo within the book over and again. Perhaps 
this tunneling effect isn’t possible to achieve with physical 
books but bear in mind there is opportunity for new 
images of  the library and George reveals the potential 
for a virtual browsing aid that could engage people 
through depth and perspective.36 For new systems of  
descriptions for books I think of  Thomas Ockerse’s 
work in visual semiotics, his glyph like tracings of  media 
imagery.37 These are graphic descriptions of  complex 
visual material and could be used to catalogue libraries 
nonalphanumerically.38 The real potential for visual 
libraries, I feel, is in the digital realm and in going 
forward, in consideration of  this new scale, we have 
the work of  Bonnie Gordon’s enigmatic and absolutely 
elastic work for her book The Anatomy of  The Image Maps 

According to Merriam-Webster’s Third New International 

Dictionary of  the English Language Unabridged.39 It teaches 
about topology and finding the infinite in the finite. 

We can also look to We Can Go Beyond It,40 a book by 
Bridget Elmer inspired by neuroplasticity, an explanation 
of  the brain’s capacity for changing neurons and their 
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network organisation. This wordless book of  coloured 
and treated EEG brain imagery you can take apart, 
reorder, and by doing so recognise a potential for change. 

I have tried here to suggest that a paradigm of  blurring 
the library can be looked at as a tool of  discovery and 
of  interpretation of  visual books. There are things that 
can be done to test this. It is my privilege to work within 
an alternative education institution with collections of  
thousands of  books-as-art and photo-book-works. 
Since I arrived at Visual Studies Workshop in 2003, 
it has been my desire to see the visual book collection. 
I have encountered it in numerous ways - as a researcher, 
a curator, a cataloguer, an educator - but I have not 
simply seen it. I don’t include in my mental visualisation 
the considerable number of  small press poetry volumes 
in what we think of  as our artists’ books collection, the 
Independent Press Archive, organised by publisher, but 
there are photo-book-works I can find by name 41 within 
the greater book collection I do see incorporated. 
I’m going to personally pull 100 visual books 
(a miniscule sampling but manageable) from these 
separate collections thus warping real estate lines and 
the property implications of  finding by name or 

publisher only. I’m charging several graduate students to 
be librarians and to visually organise the collection both 
as a group and for private libraries. We’re approaching 
this problem physically42 because it is something we can 
do and it will initiate thinking. At this stage I don’t want 
to get bogged down in digitising volumes for a web-
based project, though that may follow. We will enact 
this collection and improvise our way into new ways of  
ordering, new images, new descriptions, and new scales 
for looking research libraries. In the end I hope we can 
establish that blurring the library will restore discovery, 
advance looking research, and recreate the interpretation 
of  visual books.

Tate Shaw is the Director of  Visual Studies Workshop 
(http://vsw.org) a centre for the media arts with an MFA 
programme in Visual Studies in Rochester, New York. 
Shaw is the co-publisher of  Preacher’s Biscuit Books 
(http://preachersbiscuitbooks.com) and he is currently 
working on a series of  visual books about globalisation 
and digitisation called The Placeholders.
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Detail: Liver & Lights Nos 1-42, a selection of  books made between 1984-2009, on show in the exhibition 25 years of  

Liver and Lights at House Gallery, London, May 2009

John Bently at his exhibition 25 years of  Liver and Lights at House Gallery, London, May 2009
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Tongue and Groove

25 Years of Liver and Lights

Chloë King

For me, Liver and Lights has always emerged from a corner 
of  a richly carpeted and dim-lit back womb. A cast of  art 
school dropouts, we would gaze into John Bently’s crystal 
ball of  glitter and pavements, immortal drunks and 
pasted smiles. To saw and tin can we howled along with 
his tales of  destitution and dinner parties. And soaked 
our insides, again.

But this time I missed the gig. In tune with the ‘secret 
language of  dinner parties’ I had come fashionably 
late and so I was met with the remainder: the hum of  
conversation, some snaking microphone leads, a strip of  
scarlet tube light and an empty bottle of  Becks. That’s 
okay. The House Gallery, though a kind reminder of  my 
countless Camberwell staggers, does not befit the grit of  

John’s songs or Afterrabbit, his sometime collaborators’, 
twisted instruments. It’s been done up: the walls are 
white, the bar sells cappuccino and cake, it’s too light 
and it’s too nice. 

I’m here to celebrate the silver jubilee of  Liver and Lights, 
and to enjoy the colourful offerings of  John Bently’s 
dogged investigation into the bookform and the sidewalk. 
The exhibition has been carefully curated and shows 
but a modest selection of  pieces from what I know is a 
vast library. It works: his paintings, woodcuts and books 

have room to breathe and the intimate House Gallery 
has been transformed, minus the lush textiles, into an 
extension of  Bently’s front room. The show is an honest 
and understated arrangement of  bold, humoured (and 
humanist) work. The silent guitars and drum in the 
corner are a nod towards John’s noisier output and along 
with the kids swinging on the ceiling pipe they give the 
exhibition an informality and lack of  pretension.

John Bently’s work is a diverse and curious beast 
that over the years has been informed by numerous 
collaborations with friends, lovers, unwitting strangers 
and latterly his children, Arthur and Freya. To his 
credit, thirteen-year-old Arthur - who that evening had 
compensated for an absent Afterrabbit on his guitar 
- has cut a striking Manga-inspired look, crafted to 
successfully freak out even a bunch of  ex-punks. For a 
moment I wonder if  the father who regularly dons pants 
over trousers and silver thigh-high platforms might soon 
be upstaged. But that’s not the point; the beauty of  
John’s work is that, despite bearing his signature line and 
sentiment, it is open to and embedded with the looks, 
lives, and thoughts of  others.

Bently’s work is moulded and motivated by collaboration 
and conversation so that identity becomes a variable, and 
a sense of  commonality between people is expressed. 
It’s the kind of  storytelling you hear on an afternoon 
in the pub: sometimes guiltily emblazoned, sometimes 
embarrassingly frank. He borrows personas both on 
stage and in his books that are gleaned from the curious 
exchanges he has with folk. And there is a folk art to 
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Illustrations to Liver & Lights No. 40 My Ancestors Came… John Bently, 2008
Acrylic on plywood 
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his aesthetic as well; though accomplished as a carver 
of  words into wood, and as a crafter of  page, there is 
a brash naivety to his figurative painting that is both 

original and unfashionably romantic. 

The series of  twenty-eight paintings that comprise 
the new Liver and Lights 40 - the woeful tale of  an Irish 
traveller who dreams of  returning to the land of  his 
ancestors - form the main focus of  the show. I am 
particularly taken, as I fear I always am, with the panels 
of  uninterrupted type. A page cries ‘One day I’ll go there 
reclaim my home’ in a broken sentence that, typically, 
takes time to decipher but once read, shouts at me in 
bold black and yellow panic. Another panel more quietly 
conceals the confession ‘Long lain in their graves I don’t 
know where they are.’ The rendering of  the textual 
content within John’s work would likely be considered 
indulgent by hardcore typography fans, but for me, its 
pictorial quality communicates a humanity and care in 
the rendering of  these personal stories.

On the other side of  the room a sequence of  nine 
paintings recall the blackly humorous statement ‘I used 
to be beautiful, I can’t remember when’. A variety 
of  playful small-scale sculptures and bookworks are 
displayed on shelves: a wine bottle becomes a cello, 
platform shoes bear the characteristics of  a cat and 
rabbit, and a hanged man wears a thoughtful expression 
while I wonder whether his rope was cut too long or 
too short. Bently has a talent for recording the normal-
extraordinary, exemplified by the oversized pair of  

red shoes in the gallery window and the naked and 
overweight yet ‘still very much in love’ couple watching 
telly on the show invite. The largest piece in the 
exhibition takes the form of  one of  John’s impossible 
books, black and white and covered with bare feet that 
might be dancing or dying.

John Bently’s work takes a plethora of  forms, from 
photocopy pamphlet to sculpture and performance; they 
are united by his search for the limit of  the book. For 
John, the book is one step from oral tradition, and the 
twenty-five years of  Liver and Lights is both testament and 
credit to this. Being a friend I can’t be free from bias, but 
it is my belief, and presumably that of  Liver and Lights’ 
many subscribers, that John Bently’s work presents a 
community one grows with and grows to love.

25 years of  Liver and Lights was shown at House Gallery, 
London, May 2009
www.liverandlights.co.uk 

Chloë King is a writer, editor and illustrator who graduated 
from the Royal College of  Art this year. She may have 
some involvement with a new arts and literature journal 
called Monika but is not at liberty to say. 
www.chloeking.co.uk  
chloe.king@network.rca.ac.uk
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A portrait of  the Abbe de l’Éppe above the French sign alphabet. (Wellcome Library, London)
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Silent Reading 

Nancy Campbell

 
‘Gestures are as transitory Hieroglyphics, and are to 

Hieroglyphics as words spoken are to words written, in that 

they abide not; but they have evermore, as well as the other, 

an affinity with the things signified.’  

Francis Bacon, Of  the Advancement of  Learning, 1605 

The use of  a language is a political act as well as a 
communicative gesture. This is evident in the continuing 
debates around sign languages: for example, British Sign 
Language (BSL) was only recognised as an official British 

language by the UK government in 2003; it still has no 
legal protection. This means that Deaf  people1 do not 
have full access, in their own language, to services that 
hearing people take for granted, including education, 
health and employment. 

At least 1% of  the world’s population use a sign 
language.  While the roots of  most spoken languages 
can be traced to common origins, sign languages are 
quite unlike any other linguistic system. They differ 
from spoken languages above all in their use of  facial 
expression and multiple dimension. These very aspects 
that mark the originality of  sign languages, and which 
some would say are the means by which they surpass 
speech, also make them difficult to represent in graphic 

form. It would be interesting to see how typography 
might have developed if  hearing people were a cultural 
minority. 

A Secret Method

Sign language, like any spoken language, is transitory by 
nature: it exists in the moment of  its delivery. That it is 
likewise a sophisticated and beautiful linguistic system 
has not always been recognised. Early educators of  
deaf  children had philanthropic aims, but their good 
intentions were often foiled by their prejudices. Many 
(including, in the late nineteenth century, the inventor 
of  the telephone Alexander Graham Bell) were adamant 
that deaf  people should be taught to communicate using 
spoken language as a model. Decades of  damage were 
perpetuated by advocates of  ‘oralism’ who forced deaf  
children to emulate speech, forbidding any use of  sign 
languages such as BSL; poignant accounts by their wards 
describe a secretive signing practice in the dormitories 
of  special residential schools. The spurious manifestoes 
and treatises compiled by these tutors reveal how strongly 
ideas about language were influenced by existing textual 

systems and a belief  in the primacy of  the printed 
word. I am reminded, reading such bitter debates, of  an 
epigram by the poet Ian Hamilton Finlay, recently seen 
on the wall of  London’s Institute for Contemporary Arts: 
‘Stupidity reduces language to words’.  

Sign languages, and other forms of  communication 
used by Deaf  people,  persisted underground against 
significant odds. A letter from ‘Mutus’ published in 

the Universal Magazine (London, December 1748), 
describes ‘Dumb [sic] Speech, or the Art of  conversing 
by the fingers only, as well as in the dark as in the 

Light’ as a ‘compendious, easy, and secret method’ of  
communication. ‘Mutus’ elaborates on the potentially 
sinister uses of  this ‘natural alphabet, composed on the 
human hand’: 

‘Thus we may in the most private manner, even in the 
presence of  the most jealous heart, assign a meeting 
or a visit, ask counsel, give advice, forbid, encourage, 
&c. Nay, one of  the two friends may look a third 
person earnestly in the face, as seeming intent on what 
discourse entertaineth the company, while he only 
minds what his silent friend and himself  are mutually 
conversing about on each other’s fingers.’  

This melodramatic introduction to the manual alphabet 
is followed by laborious examples of  how to form 
individual letters:  

M, by putting three fingers in the palm of  the hand. 

N, by putting two fingers in the same manner.

P, by putting the fore-finger of  the right-hand between 

the fore and middle finger of  the left.

Q, by turning the top of  the forefinger of  the left-hand 

to the bottom of  the thumb of  the same hand… 

‘Mutus’ concludes, no doubt to the reader’s relief, 
‘and after this manner all other words are as regularly 
composed as by pen and ink, or any other method.’ It 
was easier to ‘compose’ than to describe such a system, 
and instructions such as these were soon superceded by 
visual directions.

Any transliteration, whether of  the voice or another 
means of  communication, is reductive and symbolic. 
When the works of  oral cultures are transferred to 
the page, their sounds alphabetised and defined with 

diphthongs and accents, not only does the narrative risk 
change, but so does relation of  the tale to the teller. The 
challenges faced by those who notate sign languages are 
even greater. ‘Mutus’ found the manual alphabet difficult 

enough to describe; yet this alphabet does not form the 
component parts of  BSL in the way that the Roman 
alphabet provides those of  written English. A word in 
sign language is composed not of  strings of  letters but 
of  independent hand shapes, movements and facial 
expressions. Sign language thus resists the stern black-
and-white fixity of  graphic representation. In addition, 

many Deaf  people are justifiably ambivalent about 

conventional textual reproduction, associating written 
records with an oppressive, ‘oralist’ culture. 
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Two men sign ‘Safer Sex’ in an advertisement by Deaf  Mesmac. Designed by Health First Graphic Design Studio, Lambeth. 
Photo by Gordon Rainsford. Lithograph. (Wellcome Library, London). 
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Revolution

The two historical moments when sign languages 
received the greatest public acceptance and support have 
been times of  enormous political and social change. 
Shortly before the French Revolution, the philosopher 
Rousseau was engaged in the search for a ‘natural’ 
original language from which all others came, a language 
in which everything had its true name, such as that given 
by Adam to the animals in Paradise. Rousseau’s quest 
for lost innocence was paralleled in the efforts, and the 
paternalistic attitudes, of  the educators of  deaf  children 
during the same period. Much later, in the 1960s 
and 1970s, the growth of  Deaf  Pride led to a wider 
understanding of  sign languages, although today rights 
still remain to be won.  

Deaf  histories are often accounts of  resistance to the 
power of  the printed word and the religious concept 
of  the breath (and hence speech) as sacred. It’s not 
surprising that many of  the early figureheads in 

the education of  deaf  children were also religious 
leaders. One has only to look at the work of  colonial 
governments and missionaries to see that communication 
is often precipitated by political or religious motives. 
In the struggle to save souls in eighteenth century France, 
teachers of  deaf  children aimed to make their charges 
learn to speak - and so to pray.  

While a few tutors used sign language to communicate 
with their pupils, most relied on representing the voice 
in a visual form, such as print. The priest Simon Vanin 
(d. 1759) attempted to teach Christian doctrines to 
deaf  children using coloured prints of  biblical scenes to 
describe the stories. However, Vanin found it impossible 
to explain the more abstract aspects of  religion by 
recourse to such pictures.  

Charles-Michel, the Abbé de l’Epée, had more success; 
he ran a school for deaf  children in Paris that developed 
into the Institution Nationale des Sourds-Muets. 
The Abbé was notable for his persistance in learning sign 
language from his charges, a step partly motivated by his 
desire to explain spiritual matters to them. Sign language 
has great potential for neologisms, and the Abbé created 
his own words where he perceived a lack. In one account 
of  his teaching, Institution des sourds et muets par la voie des 

signes méthodiques (Paris, 1776, quoted in Rée, page 149), 
he describes the sign he invented for ‘I believe’:  

‘I first make the sign of  the first person singular by 

pointing to myself  with the index finger of  my right 

hand … then I place my finger on my forehead, on 

the concave part which is supposed to contain my 
spirit or faculty of  thinking, and then I make the 
sign for “yes”. Then I repeat the sign, while placing 
my finger on that part of  myself  which is ordinarily 

regarded as the seat of  what we call the heart … I 
then make the same sign on my mouth, whilst moving 
my lips. Finally, I put my hand to my eyes, and by 
making the sign for “not” I show that I cannot see. It 
only remains to make the sign for the present tense…’ 

Towards the end of  his teaching career, the Abbé began 
to compile a dictionary of  sign language. Perhaps it is not 
surprising, given the example above, that he struggled to 
represent the dynamic movement of  the individual signs 
on the page (though many after him were to experience 
the same problem). In places the dictionary was no more 
than an elaboration on the original French, without any 
description of  actual signs. It revealed rather more about 
the Abbé than the language - ‘Brutalize: wine brutalizes 
those who drink too much too often’ - and eventually he 
abandoned the project. The Abbé is better remembered 
by the numerous treatises in which he described his 
educational achievements, and popular prints, such 
as the one pictured here, in which the manual alphabet 
(somewhat superceded by an elaborate border of  
printer’s flowers) seems to grow from the priest’s 

torso, while his own hands lie hidden. 

Rebellion

In the 1960s, partly due to the growing counter-culture 
movement and changes in graphic reproduction, sign 
language became more visible than ever before. Several 
‘Safe Sex’ advertisements aimed at the Deaf  community, 
employing both BSL and the manual alphabet, show 
the ways in which different forms of  notation can 
used to convey a similar message. A monochrome 
poster, issued by the British Deaf  Association, reads 
‘The best lovers are good with their hands’ in English. 
But there’s more wit than cliché in this: only the ‘best 
lovers’ who ‘are good their hands’ will be able to read 
the subtext ‘U-S-E  A  C-O-N-D-O-M’ which is spelt 
across the poster in the manual alphabet. The hands 
are airbrushed, disembodied and perfect as the legs that 
usually advertise stockings – characteristics common to 
most contemporary typographic representations of  the 
manual alphabet. This alphabet is generally adopted by 
sign language users to assimilate alien words or spell out 
names for which no sign exists (on the rare occasions 
when a gestural neologism is not invented on the spot). 
Here the hands are multiple, a pair for every letter, and 
create a crowded effect. The use of  the alphabet implies 
a formality which is at odds with the intimate context.

On the other hand, in posters issued by Mesmac, 
black-and-white photographs suggest risqué real-life 
stories, reminiscent of  popular graphic narratives. 
One poster, set outdoors, shows two men in overlapping 
dialogue, signing ‘safe’ and ‘sex’ respectively. No longer 
disembodied, the message conveyed by the arrangement 
of  the men’s hands is both an intimate proposition and 
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The Cat in the Hat by Dr Seuss, transcribed in Sutton SignWriting by Cherie Wren. 

This notation represents the lines of  the poem: ‘The sun did not shine.  It was too wet to play.  

So we sat in the house  All that cold, cold, wet day.…  (www.SignWriting.org)

Useful everyday phrases in BSL (www.deafblind.com)
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a graphic message set in context by the photograph. 

In another poster from the same series, four men are 

photographed sitting in a café drinking coffees and juices. 

They are captured mid-conversation, in contrast to the 

distinct, posed signs in the previous example. 

English words are reduced to erotic graffiti on the wall 

and a newspaper laid on the table, on which - ironically - 

the word ‘SOUND’ is just visible. In using photography 

of  BSL in action rather than notation of  the manual 

alphabet, these Mesmac posters prioritise an inclusive, 

personal language. 

Digital technology enables the letters of  the manual 

alphabet to be replicated instantly. There are a number 

of  online conversion programmes and it is easy enough 

to find free fonts to download for personal use. The 

manual alphabet can be reproduced along the same 

typographic models as the Roman alphabet and most 

digital fonts are offered in bold and a variety of  colours. 

However, the presentation of  sign language on the page 

is infinitely more complex. The notation must express 

many subtleties of  hand shape, movement, duration, 

location, orientation, and even facial expression. 

In 1960, William Stokoe, one of  the earliest students of  

sign linguistics, published a paper called Sign Language 

Structure. This work was the first to address the multiple 

aspects of  sign language. Oliver Sacks, in Seeing Voices, 

says ‘Stokoe was convinced that signs were not pictures, 

but complex abstract symbols with a complex inner 

structure.’ By analysing these structures rigorously, 

Stokoe provided a foundation for all subsequent notation 

systems, and even succeeded where many others had 

failed in creating a dictionary, published in 1965. 

For those who do not require a full dictionary, there are 

many smaller  information charts available, employing 

a range of  informal styles. I downloaded ‘Other Useful 

Signs’ from a series of  elementary lessons offered online 

at www.deafblind.com (this chart, among the others 

depicting signs for the days of  the week and the weather, 

seemed to be the one most relevant to book artists). Some 

phrases are based on the manual alphabet (such as ‘Word 

Processor’ which is simply the letter ‘W’ followed by 

‘P’). Other signs are iconic, inspired by the action or the 

object itself, such as ‘Sellotape’ (a raw pulling motion), 

or ‘lunch’ (a gesture towards the mouth). The friendly, 

comic-book style provides a simplified view of  the 

relation of  the hands to the torso and facial expressions 

(such as the raised eyebrows of  the interrogative ‘who’ or 

the slightly manic expression that accompanies the sign 

for ‘Sellotape’). However, notation of  this kind would 

become confusing in any more extended text conveying 

a narrative rather than isolated signs.  

There are a number of  notation systems that can be 

used to transliterate complex texts in sign language. 

SignWriting, invented by Valerie Sutton, is just one 

example. SignWriting has affiliations to other systems of  

notation and can also be used to record choreography 

and even music. The signs are sharp and edgy, a codified 

representation of  facial expression, the position of  

the body, the movement of  the hands. Valerie Sutton 

explains ‘SignWriting … is simply a set of  visually 

designed symbols that records how people sign. 

SignWriting captures on paper the visual subtleties 

of  any signed language in the world, because it 

records body movement.’ The SignWriting website 

(www.SignWriting.org) gives a comprehensive 

explanation of  how the system works, with 

downloadable pdfs for teachers and students. 

Sutton has actively explored the practical applications 

of  her system, founding the SignWriting literature 

project, which aims to make classic works of  literature 

available in SignWriting (such as The Cat in the Hat by 

Dr Seuss - see illustration).  

In recent years, since film has replaced paper as 

a medium more suitable to recording time-based 

performances, the notation of  sign language has become 

Above: Sutton Signwriting online – ‘Search Google’ in 

Signwriting http://www.signwriting.org/search/ 

Below: Sutton SignWriting is useful in many situations. 

Photograph by Stefan Woehrmann (www.SignWriting.org)
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a less urgent concern. Rachel Sutton Spence (in Analysing 

Sign Language Poetry, page 17) quotes an unpublished 

dissertation by Heidi Rose who claims that for sign 

language ‘The video form of  preservation parallels the 

invention of  the printing press.’ 

It will be interesting to see how the typographic 

representations of  Sign language develop in response 

to new media. The Centre for Deaf  Studies at the 

University of  Bristol launched Mobilesign, ‘a video 

dictionary’ for mobile phones, in 2007. The free 

resource, available at www.Mobilesign.org, provides short 

videos of  individual signs which can be downloaded 

and sent by mobile phone. Sign language uses multiple 

dimensions, in the way a book artist will use all aspects 

of  a book – binding, typography, illustration, not merely 

a text – to communicate a message. Typography is often 

compared to choreography; it seems that sign language 

and its notation suggest potentially exciting ways for 

everyone to explore the relationship of  communication 

to the human body. 

Nancy Campbell is writing on a book on Sign Language 

poetry, Language for the Eye, commissioned by the Center 

for Writers and Translators at the American University 

in Paris.  

www.nancycampbelle.blogspot.com

Notes

1. Following a convention in use since the rise of  Deaf  

Pride in the1970s, I use ‘deaf ’ to refer to deafness as a 

medical condition, and ‘Deaf ’ (capitalised) to signify a 

broader cultural and community identity.

2. I use the term ‘sign language’ to refer to a total 

linguistic system such as BSL, American Sign Language 

(ASL), or Auslan in Australia. Sign languages are distinct 

from other means of  communication used by Deaf  

people such as the manual alphabet (‘finger spelling’) or 

Signed English.

I am grateful to the poet John Wilson for his guidance 

while writing this article. During my initial research on 

the history of  Sign Language and the manual alphabet 

I was fascinated by Jonathan Rée’s study, I Hear a Voice: 

A Philosophical History of  Language, Deafness, and the Senses 

(HarperCollins, 1999). Analysing Sign Language Poetry by 

Rachel Sutton-Spence (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) is an 

indispensable guide to the formal criteria for assessing 

creative aspects of  Sign Language. Anyone wishing to 

read further on the subject will surely find both books 

of  interest; I also recommend Oliver Sacks’ Seeing Voices 

(Picador, 1991) as a good general introduction to Deaf  

culture and the politics of  Sign Language.  
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Investigating forms of  presentation of  the Artist’s Book at Archief  Synergie. Photographs by Frans Baake
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PROJECT ‘(IN)VISIBLE’

Investigating forms of presentation of the Artist’s 
Book at Archief Synergie

Frans Baake

The book on the table - The closed archives - The book 

in a box - The open archives - The book on the shelves 

- The book underfoot - The book on the ground - The 

book in an intimate space - The book as installation - 

The book in a working space - The book as an object to 

walk around - The book as a concept for a space

STARTING THE PROJECT

Archief  Synergie, situated in an old factory at the 

Nieuwe Meer on the outskirts of  Amsterdam, is the 

original concept of  Harry Pattynama and Irma van der 

Zande, both visual artists. Since 1992 they have been 

looking for different forms and means of  presenting the 

artist’s book.

In references to the artist’s book, the meaning of  the 

words should be taken literally: the book that should be 

kept in someone’s hand. It can also be a handbook of  

course: a guide or leading concept.; an artwork in which 

the artists have their own responsibility for the creative 

idea, and the book itself. According to Archief  Synergie 

this source of  inspiration needs to be examined in its 

entirety: The book is not done justice when just several 

pages are shown.

In a of  150m2 room, six stages of  investigation under the 

name ‘(in)visible’ are running from April 2009 until May 

2010. Chests of  drawers, archives and tables are placed 

over two larger and three smaller rooms in which the 

presentations take place. The project itself  concentrates 

on the artist’s book in all its aspects and strives to convey 

several viewpoints:

- looking for different means of  presenting and 

preserving these ‘hand’ books which will ensure that 

investigators and other interested parties have more 

access to them (digital library, internet).

- looking for ways in which enquiries can convey the 

physical material (installations, libraries, pillows for 

books, places to study).

- looking for ways of  handling vulnerable, rare or 

precious editions, the value of  which having been 

determined through the years (e.g. is it possible that 

a precious book can be examined, with or without 

inspection or with the help of  an assistant?).

- looking for an approach in which the book can retain 

both its quality, and the character of  the book as a piece 

of  art to be maintained.

These enquiries will attempt to create a new model for 

the future and allow the artists’ book the opportunity to 

continue to manifest itself  as a source for inspiration.

Every two months, a series of  events will occur. 

Participants will be invited to make an individual 

presentation. Participants can be: artists and/or 

designers working in the area of  the artist’s book. For 

this, they have to provide the materials needed for the 

presentation. They will be asked to present a certain 

vision that will fit into this view of  the book. 

In this specific project Archief  Synergie will be assisted 

by Balta and Frans Baake, both visual artists working in 

the field of  making and publishing artists’ books. 

This project has been devised for everyone interested 

in this field - museums, academies, cultural institutions, 

architects, designers and artists. Over the coming year, 

six presentations will take place. Documentation of  each 

of  these presentations and the developments throughout 

the project will be published on the website as a way of  

investigation. These presentations will ultimately form 

the final documentation from the project which began in 

April 1st 2009.

Saturday 16th May 2009: FIRST PRESENTATION 

of  PROJECT ‘(IN)VISIBLE’

In the smallest and most hidden corner of  the archives, 

Jeroen van Westen showed a precious bookwork on a 

heavy granite table. Valuable because the book is unique 

and contains pictures of  goose feathers that had been 

worked up on vellums and carefully placed in a book 

with a wooden cover, the book was made 15 years ago. 

At first the goosefeathers seem to be stuck on; on closer 

examination one can see that they are painted. They 

are minute and made with love, meant for his wife and 

children. In total, Jeroen has worked on it for two years 

This is supposed to be the first presentation in public. 

For him a goose means something mythical. This work 

is in honour of  the dedication and passion that scientific 

research involves. Unbeknownst to those who turn the 

pages, there is a camera pointed on them, connected to 

a computer. The pictures can be looked at individually, 

thanks to the spectator of  the original book: a matter of  

seeing and being seen. In this way Jeroen van Westen 

offers a serious solution for a greater audience to 

experience the bookwork, probably a solution that could 

be used at several other book presentations. In addition, 

a counter connected to the computer could also show 

how many people have visited the site and thus viewed 

the book, and at what time, etc.

Rob Erdmann and Goletta Jansen used the larger tables 

to spread out their interactive books: three different 

copies, placed uniformly on a black cloth background, 

and accompanied by a manual. The plan was to create 

a permanent changing object, on which, through the 

interference of  the viewing audience, a new bookwork 

could be made that would never become complete. 

During the process of  creation, Rob and Goletta were 

surprised themselves; eventually it wasn’t the single book 

that saw the light of  day, but the three books it became, 
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and it became a complementary work. Those who know 

their works better could figure out how this influence 

worked. One of  the books comprises of  a designer’s 

catalogue that was cut up and reconfigured. Parts of  

the picture can now be removed and replaced in the 

remnants of  the original book. There is a comparison 

with some kind of  a comb: a bookbrush, let’s say. 

Looking at another book, arbitrary letters have been 

replaced by black stitches, creating apparent chaos. 

Aesthetical in form, though shaped by coincidence and - 

because of  the interference of  others – it never ends with 

the same view.

A few years ago Ton Martens made a journey to Japan. 

The visual translations of  the resulting diary were made 

into rubbings, photographs and notes. The bookwork he 

created after this trip and the related correspondence has 

been given a new form: all separate sheets were tacked at 

a 17.5 millimetre distance apart on a wooden frame. It 

is possible to read the whole contents of  the installation 

in an arbitrary sequence by rolling alongside it in an 

office-chair. It is remarkable that the whole bunch of  

papers is moving into one consequent direction because 

of  gravity and the weight of  the paper itself. Graphic 

designer Titus Swart was pleasantly surprised when he 

noticed the stamp he designed a few years ago stuck on 

a postcard. For him it was the first time that he saw “his” 

stamp in use. Ton’s installation was accompanied by a 

rubbing piece captured in a glass frame (“please do not 

touch”) in combination with changing pictures from the 

project shown on three digital photoframes. Those who 

wanted a physical memento of  this presentation were 

able to take a numbered booklet with them, according 

to the “printing-on-demand” method (thanks to Canon 

Printers).     

About 60 people knew where to find the metal stairs 

to Archief  Synergie on Saturday 16th of  May because 

of  the first presentation of  Project ‘(in)visible’, ‘Food 

enough for reflection’. Most of  the visitors’ reactions 

can be read on the website and it was obviously a 

successful beginning. On Saturday 5th of  September 

the second stage took place. Works were presented by 

the Finnish artist Olof  Kangas, who mostly makes one-

off  bookworks. Also a selection of  artists’ books from 

Rikhardinkatu Library in Helsinki – Finland’s greatest 

collection – where shown. This part also includes works 

from Dutch artists Peter Dejong and Frans Baake. 

The next stages will follow in November, while the 

final three enquiries will be presented in the first half  

of  2010. All stages will be published on the site, and in 

the summer of  2010 an artists’ book will be presented, 

containing all the reports. This project is also supported 

by the Netherlands Foundation for Visual Arts, Design 

and Architecture in Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 

www.in-visible.nl

Archief  Synergie

Oude Haagseweg 69-A1

1066 DC Amsterdam

The Netherlands

synergie@hetnet.nl

www.archiefsynergie.nl 

Frans Baake (b. Stad-Delden, The Netherlands 1958) 

was educated at the Academy of  Fine Arts – AKI, 

Enschede and the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam. 

He has been making artists’ books and editions for the 

last 20 years. His publications are inspired by his travels, 

often to remote islands. His work is in many international 

collections. For more information see: 

www.fransbaake.nl 
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‘Reading in Installments: Book Art Meets Installation,’ installation view:

AC Berkheiser, Waiting for Alois Alzheimer (2004, modified 2009), letterpress tissue binding band; offset lithography cards, framed 

photographic prints, vintage weather radios.

AC Berkheiser, A Systematic Assessment of  Alzheimer’s Disease (2003), letterpress and archival ink print on paper, building rubble.

Dunya Steyns, What you think you are seeing (2004), screenprinted, letterpressed, and handbound artists’ books, converted suitcases. 

Photograph: Sam Belkowitz
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Reading in Installments: Book Art Meets 

Installation

Elysa Voshell

‘the Text is experienced only in an activity of

production…  it asks of  the reader a practical 

collaboration.’ - Roland Barthes1 

As everyday reading becomes less embodied with the 

proliferation of  digital media, a growing number of  

artists whose practices are based in the book medium 

are turning to installation. Both book art and installation 

invite the viewer into an experiential relationship with 

the artwork: the book becomes a narrative unfolding 

over time as the reader turns the page; the installation 

becomes an activated environment through the presence 

of  the viewer. This essay focuses on what is revealed 

by the shift in phenomenological experience when the 

site of  the artwork migrates from the private space 

of  the page to the public space of  the gallery. What 

elements of  narrative, sequence, and temporality do 

these artists bring to the installation form? How does 

this cross-pollination of  two media that are each already 

interdisciplinary inform both? How is this phenomenon 

being played out on the global stage? Taking work by 

five contemporary artists included in an accompanying 

exhibition as a point of  departure2,  this essay argues that 

installation art incorporating the structure or concept of  

the book reveals and seeks to satisfy our burgeoning need 

for reading experiences that are tangible, embodied, 

and encompassing, acting as a continually evolving 

counterpoint to cultural circumstances that increasingly 

favour the digital over the material.

Spaces of Display: The Gallery and the Vitrine

Gallery display is notoriously unkind to artists’ books. 

Most often the books are entombed under glass, open 

to a single, static spread (or worse, closed so only their 

covers are visible). Or else the book is placed on a 

pedestal as a sculptural object, perhaps with the inclusion 

of  some white gloves that serve simultaneously as an 

invitation and a deterrent - touch, but don’t touch. 

In an essay in The Bookmaker’s Desire, artist and critic 

Buzz Spector sets up an opposition between seeing and 

knowing in terms of  sexual intimacy: ‘We hardly know 

a book by looking at it, and when we truly “know” it, 

the knowing is engaged and intimate - a ravishment.’ 3  

While I do not wish to discount legitimate concerns 

about issues of  preservation, it is this engaged, intimate 

knowing that is lost when artists’ books are automatically 

resigned to display cases.4

Dutch artist Dunya Steyns’s What you think you are seeing 

uses the concept of  the vitrine to open the book to view. 

The installation interrogates the dominant form of  book 

art display - the open two-page spread in a glass case. 

Steyns evokes the tradition of  the precious, limited-

edition book and then purposefully exceeds it. All of  the 

ten hand-printed books in the installation are encased in 

identical cloth bindings, but each is unique. The books 

are numbered on each page but only imaged on one 

spread, and it is only when they are viewed as a group 

that they coalesce into a single narrative. The books are 

displayed with their imaged pages open and visible (but 

under glass) in old, leather suitcases. Unlike the usual 

glass-cased book, this one can be read in its entirety, but 

doing so requires the physical participation of  viewer, 

who is asked to follow the narrative sequence of  the 

pages from case to case. Like Barthes’ conception of  the 

text, the narrative here functions as a movement that cuts 

across the work, which is in fact multitudinous.5

The visual and textual forms of  Steyns’s installation are 

at once accessible and unreadable; they seem familiar yet 

become uncanny and strange upon closer examination. 

The cases are lined with cloth screenprinted with hand-

drawn maps of  Iceland’s lakes, fjords, and national parks. 

The screenprinted images in the books feature views 

of  Reykjavik and several portraits of  a single woman, 

a friend of  the artist who often poses as her model. 

Large, typeset text in Icelandic serves as headings on 

the individual book pages. Each of  these signs - the 

maps, the photographic portraits and landscapes, and 

the Icelandic text - is at once readable and inaccessible. 

Viewers who are not Icelandic recognise the maps as 

maps without understanding their real-world referents 

and read the Icelandic text without comprehending its 

meaning. The artist too is a visitor to this region, and 

there is a sense of  learning to read a place as though 

through a guidebook - tracing forms on a map, indexing 

both unique landscapes and banal cityscapes with equal 

enthusiasm, acquiring a new language one word at a 

time (place names, numbers, the word for the bill). 

It is through this sense of  discovery that Steyns conveys 

the almost magical quality that Iceland holds for her; 

it is a place she returns to year after year and which 

forms the visual basis of  much of  her work.

Acting as a counterbalance to the illegibility of  the maps 

and the Icelandic text is handwritten text in English that 

directly addresses the viewer. This text self-consciously 

engages with the idea of  the exhibition as a site of  

exchange that brings the audience into the process of  

making meaning. The first page describes the ‘dense 

network of  interconnections within the occupied space’ 

that ‘enables ‘one to look at it in a totally different way.’ 

Is the occupied space here the book? The gallery? 

And is the occupying force the work or the viewer? 
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Above: Dunya Steyns, What you think you are seeing (2004), screenprinted, letterpressed, and handbound artists’ books, converted suitcases.

Photograph: Sam Belkowitz

Below: AC Berkheiser, Waiting for Alois Alzheimer (2004, modified 2009), letterpress tissue binding band; offset lithography cards, framed 

photographic prints, vintage weather radios. Photograph: Sam Belkowitz
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Page six extols the ‘semi-interactive, user-friendly 

concept…presented in order to take the audience into 

the making and finishing of  the work,’ suggesting that 

eliciting the bodily participation of  viewers enables 

them to see in a new way. On the adjacent page, the 

text refers to the exhibition as ‘an arena of  exchange 

judged on the basis of  aesthetic criteria by analysing 

the coherence of  its form & the symbolic value of  the 

suggested world.’ Towards the end of  the narrative the 

text asks, ‘How many sequential shots do we really need 

in order to perceive a dynamic unit,’ as if  questioning 

the audience on whether they have yet transformed the 

fragmented story into a cohesive whole. The aim of  this 

fragmentation is not to alienate the audience, but to 

bring them into the process of  producing the text. 

For Steyns, there is a certain hopefulness in this 

connection that simultaneously points to the rarity 

of  genuine interactions: ‘It is still possible to generate 

relationships with the world.’ 6

The viewer is also drawn into the installation through its 

positioning within the gallery. The travel-worn suitcases 

are placed directly on the gallery floor as opposed to 

being elevated on a platform. Due to the size of  the 

handwritten, screenprinted text, the viewer is required 

to bend down to read the books, rather than glance at 

them idly. This placement also recalls Maurice Berger’s 

description of  the effect of  Robert Morris’s baseless 

sculptures: ‘Rather than approaching allusive, rarefied 

forms, the viewer could now walk along, around, and 

even through the sculpture - a situation that emphasized 

the phenomenological implications of  time and physical 

passage.’ 7 The idea of  physical passage is alluded to in 

the form of  the Steyns’s work itself, which suggests a 

portable installation, a system of  display that you can 

literally take with you. The suitcases nest together like 

Russian dolls, enabling the Netherlands-based artist to 

easily transport the work internationally for exhibition. 

Even when the cases are open and on display they point 

to the possibility of  closure, alluding to an intimate and 

private experience between the viewer and the work.

Public/Private: The Intimacy of the Page

As Johanna Drucker notes, ‘[t]he space of  a book 

is intimate and public at the same time; it mediates 

between private reflection and broad communication 

in a way that matches many women’s lived experience.’ 8 

A book is usually experienced by one person at a time, 

giving an impression of  private communication between 

the author and the reader. This conception is, of  course, 

illusory. Whether the reader communes with the book in 

the privacy of  his or her own bed or in the public space 

of  the gallery, the author’s words are not meant for this 

individual alone. This is not to discount the personal 

connections the reader makes with the text, but rather to 

avoid a reductive assessment that connecting with a 

book somehow equals connecting with its author. 

In ‘The Death of  the Author,’ Barthes argues against 

narrowing an explanation of  a work to the person of  the 

author, ‘as if  it were always in the end, through the more 

or less transparent allegory of  the fiction, the voice of  

a single person, the author ‘confiding’ in us.’ 9

It is often the most private writers whose work is 

read through the lens of  authorship in an attempt to 

decipher their writings, and this is particularly true of  

the famously reclusive Emily Dickinson. Dickinson 

avoided publishing in her lifetime - calling it the auction 

of  the mind - but left behind nearly 1,700 poems that 

have been posthumously and variously edited, printed, 

and anthologised. The landmark, two-volume facsimile 

edition of  Dickinson’s handwritten manuscripts, edited 

by R. W. Franklin and published by Harvard University 

Press in 1981, brought Dickinson’s unique formal systems 

of  line breaks, spellings, punctuation, and markings to a 

wider public for the first time. 

Drawing on the facsimiles as a source, Brooklyn-based 

visual artist and poet Jen Bervin created sewn renditions 

of  Emily Dickinson’s Fascicles that enlarge the space of  

Dickinson’s handwritten page into a wall-scaled object 

that invites the viewer to pay attention to the integrity of  

the poet’s unusual formal system of  punctuation. Bervin 

scanned the manuscript facsimiles, edited them to form 

composites that isolate the marks from the texts, and 

used a projector to transfer the marks onto cotton batting 

(to suggest a highly magnified page) prepared with a 

hand-sewn centre line (a stand-in for the folio fold) and 

machine-sewn lines that replicate those of  light-ruled 

laid paper or blue-ruled paper. She then embroidered 

Dickinson’s marks with handspun, hand-dyed, red 

silk. To date, Bervin has completed six quilts, each 

representing the composite marks of  a different fascicle. 

Describing the way that Dickinson’s unique markings 

expand the space of  her very private poetics, Bervin 

writes:

I have never doubted Dickinson’s profound precision, 

however private, nor that the energetic relation of  

these marks and variants is anything but integral to 

her poetics. I have come to feel that specificity of  the 

+ and – marks in relation to Dickinson’s work are 

aligned with a larger gesture that her poems make as 

they exit and exceed the known world. They go vast 

with her poems. They risk, double, displace, fragment, 

unfix, and gesture to the furthest beyond - to loss, to 

the infinite, to “exstasy,” to extremity. 10

By enlarging and compositing the marks, Bervin is not 

seeking an explanation of  the work in the person of  

the author, but in those elements of  the text that move 
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Jen Bervin, The Composite Marks of  Emily Dickinson’s Fascicle 19 and The Composite Marks of  Emily Dickinson’s Fascicle 28 (2006), embroidered 

red silk thread for marks, machine-sewn blue and gold thread for paper rule, cotton batting backed with muslin. 

Photograph: Sam Belkowitz

Macy Chadwick, Encoded (2003, modified 2009), Organza, stitching, altered books, thread, mixed media. 

Photograph: Sam Belkowitz
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beyond the text itself. Her methodology of  enlarging the 

marks incorporates both the slow, carefully wrought work 

of  embroidery and technological interfaces - a scanner, 

software for digital-image manipulation, and a projector. 

Nearly every element of  the materiality of  the Fascicles 

calls attention to the richness of  the surface of  the page 

- the way the softness of  the cotton batting catches the 

light, the balance of  meticulousness and variation in the 

sewn laid lines, the lusciousness of  the marks that appear 

to dance across the page - rather than its depth. With 

the words removed, or partially removed (some of  the 

fascicles include trace elements of  text), we are free to 

instead focus on the space that is opened by the erasure 

of  what Barthes calls literature and its replacement by a 

form of  writing whose meaning lies outside of  linguistic 

convention. Barthes writes that ‘[i]n the multiplicity 

of  writing, everything is to be disentangled, nothing 

deciphered.’ 11 This notion of  unthreading meaning is 

useful in positing a way of  understanding the Fascicles 

in relation to Bervin’s larger practice.

Here and elsewhere, weaving and its sister art, sewing, 

become metaphors for intertextuality - the warp and 

weft of  the loom, the in-and-out of  the sewing needle. 

Sewing for Bervin is a means of  concealment or masking 

that draws new narratives out of  old texts. In her 2008 

artist’s book The Desert, Bervin uses a sky-blue thread to 

sew, row by row, 130 pages of  John Van Dyke’s book on 

the American wilderness, The Desert (1901). The texture 

of  the thread eclipses - though not completely - the text 

of  the original book. Fragments of  text on each page are 

left unsewn, creating poetry from Van Dyke’s prose. In 

The Dickinson Fascicles, text and textile, writing and sewing 

become one. Standing in front of  the environmental-

sized pages, the viewer is asked to confront not only the 

intimate, gestural writing of  Dickinson’s poems, but the 

expressive quality of  Bervin’s hand-sewn embroideries 

as well. Sewing becomes a form of  drawing as well as a 

form of  writing. In these works, the handmade markings 

of  both artists become public, the space of  the page 

corresponding to the height of  the body rather than the 

size of  the face or the hand. It matters little if  we can 

decipher what Dickinson meant by these idiosyncratic 

markings. They are engaging for the way they reveal her 

singular process of  writing in all of  its pluralities.

Mapping Memory: Meaning and Entanglement

How do artists deploy the salient elements of  language 

and memory that are inherent in the book form within 

the installation space? What types of  reading experiences 

do these artists bring to the gallery space? How does 

language function in these works? What significations 

do these artists posit and how is the viewer cued into 

the linguistic and visual codes of  the work to produce 

meaning?

Bay Area California-based artist Macy Chadwick 

references formal linguistic systems in order to subvert 

them. Chadwick’s installation Encoded (2003, modified 

2009) grew out of  her fascination with the mysterious 

shapes within the human cell and the marks of  writing 

systems. Bridging the cultural and the biological, 

her visual forms allude to memory, temporality, and 

language, but cannot be read in the traditional sense. 

Like many of  Chadwick’s artists’ books, the installation 

Encoded can be seen as a narrative visual sequence, a 

sculptural object, and a physical experience that invites 

the participation of  the viewer. Incorporating organza, 

cheesecloth, an altered book, knotted string, fabric, 

glue, and waxed paper, Chadwick creates a space that 

is tenuous and poetic, the textual fragments arranged 

into sculptural objects that are literally hanging on by a 

thread. Various coloured linen threads reach out from 

the cellular forms sewn onto the fabric backing that 

sweeps across the corner space, connecting the layered 

structure to the architectural space of  the gallery’s floor, 

walls, and ceiling. Chadwick writes that the knots on 

each of  these threads correspond to letters from a coded 

language:

I was inspired by the String Alphabet for the Blind, 

invented in Scotland in 1850. In this system, each 

knot of  string corresponds to a letter. I used this 

method to translate other codes into string languages 

as well - Morse code becomes a series of  dots along 

a string, and ancient Celtic Ogham is translated into 

a strand of  hatch marks. These strings of  linguistic 

codes hover just over the edge of  meaning; a visible 

and tangible language system meets biology. 12

Along each of  these threads of  language, organic, 

spherical book objects are suspended. Evoking cellular 

forms, the books also incorporate language systems such 

as shorthand, Braille, and binary code. In each book 

object and in Encoded as a whole, readability remains out 

of  reach, a code that cannot be cracked. At the same 

time, the expansiveness of  the poetic fragments points to 

the way we continue to strive for meaning, even in the 

face of  incomprehensibility. 

The ways that language can become unmoored from 

meaning - as well as the ways in which this loss of  

meaning is often genetically encoded - is also the subject 

of  Brooklyn-based artist AC Berkheiser’s Alzheimer’s 

Series, which maps the effects of  Alzheimer’s disease 

as defined through destructive weather events. 

In Waiting for Alois Alzheimer, a cloud of  postcards 

serves as a forecast for the dangers of  Alzheimer’s 

disease. Bridging the analogy of  external environment 

and internal atmosphere are photographs of  vintage 

American weather radios, programmed to be specific 

to each listener’s region, regardless of  location. 
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Lina Hakim, 6 Banadoura (2008), stencil-painted rice bags, ink on plastic bags, biodegradable starch 

packing materials. Photograph: Sam Belkowitz
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Manipulated broadcasts overlap the language of  the two 

worlds: ‘Confusion funnel to lose mass by mid-morning. 

Echoes of  contempt will linger in the atmosphere 

indefinitely,’ says one, ‘Heavy fog of  paranoia threatens 

stability during the night. Advise surrounding relatives 

of  severe mood conditions,’ another.13  The language 

of  the postcards alludes to both weather forecasts and 

medical discourses without truly adhering to either, 

purposefully leading to confusion on the part of  the 

reader about how to decipher these vignettes. 

For the presentation at the Felicity (Bebe) Benoliel 

Gallery at the Center for Emerging Visual Artists 

(CFEVA) in Philadelphia in April 2009, Berkheiser took 

the opportunity to reconceive the presentation of  Waiting 

for Alois Alzheimer. Rather than a large cloud of  postcards 

hanging from the ceiling, she presents photographs 

of  fragments of  weather radios, arranged as a two-

dimensional cloud formation on the gallery wall over 

the built-in mantelpiece. Hung on the wall alongside 

the framed images are two actual radios, which softly 

broadcast the weather report for the Philadelphia region 

to viewers who step in close enough to hear it. Here the 

text on the back of  the postcards remains unstated or 

hidden from view. In its place are visual codes - the 

close-up, black-and-white images; the dark, wood frames 

hung in a tight grouping; the placement above the 

fireplace mantel - that allude to family portraiture within 

the home. But how do we read these ‘portraits’ of  objects 

that seem at once familiar and strange, relics of  a bygone 

era? Do the radios here represent the ailing, elderly 

relatives, or like medical diagnosis or weather forecasts, 

do they just prognosticate what is to come?

In Berkheiser’s corresponding installation A Systematic 

Assessment of  Alzheimer’s Disease, the material of  the home 

intersects with the progressively deteriorating space of  

the mind. A critical mass of  accordion-folded books 

hangs over a pile of  bricks, rock, and other building 

debris, as if  recently destroyed by a hurricane. On each 

of  these hanging books, a visual narrative of  repeated 

imagery shows drawings of  houses that have been 

destroyed by natural events, illustrating the catastrophic 

metaphor of  Alzheimer’s disease. The formal qualities 

of  the books themselves act as a counter-balance to 

the orchestrated chaos of  the installation. The use of  

graph paper and the san-serif, letterpress typeface on 

the book’s maroon cover lend an authoritative air to 

the books, suggesting a desire to impose order and 

understanding on a disease characterised by confusion 

and deterioration. In the wake of  Hurricane Katrina and 

its devastating effects on the residents of  the Gulf, the 

visual language of  these works is particularly resonant. 

Berkheiser’s work also points to a shift in the way that 

some book artists engage the tradition of  the democratic 

multiple in relation to the gallery space. Rooted in 

the conceptual artists’ books of  1960s and 1970s, the 

ethos of  the democratic multiple is still relevant today. 

Berkheiser produces books in large print runs, which 

then form the basis of  multi-component installation 

works.

The sense of  devastation and hope experienced in the 

aftermath of  a man-made disaster is the subject of  

London and Beirut-based artist Lina Hakim’s installation 

6 Banadoura, a work that is more easily characterised 

as sculpture or installation, and whose inclusion here 

pushes the category of  book art to its brink. Recalling 

the anthropomorphic forms of  Eva Hesse’s Repetition 

19, the piece is a poignant tribute to the people Hakim 

sees as the real heroes of  Lebanon’s 2006 war with 

Israel: the young adolescents from displaced families 

who volunteered at relief  centres. Working at the relief  

centres during the height of  the war, Hakim met the 

youths she describes as ‘serious and dependable…

their incredible sense of  humour in dealing with their 

situation, their enthusiasm and their strength, helped all 

of  us go on.’ 14  The title literally translates as ‘6 tomato’ 

(in the singular), which is how Hakim and the other 

volunteers referred to the portion of  tomato paste that 

they put in each ration bag, repeating the quantities 

of  the food items as they placed them in the bags and 

passed them along.15  Portraits of  the adolescents with 

whom Hakim worked portioning rations are stencil-

sprayed on one side of  the rice bags. On the opposite 

side are written definitions and synonyms of  the Arabic 

word ‘mekdam’ that stands for heroism or bravery and 

holds connotations of  reliability. The bags are filled 

with other clear plastic bags stuffed with starch packing 

peanuts and marked with numbers for portions of  rations 

written in Arabic.16  In the exhibition at CFEVA, the 

faces of  these youths are the first objects that the viewer 

encounters, visible even before entering the gallery. 

Their resilience shines through despite - or perhaps 

because of  - the utter modesty of  the materiality of  

the work. In contrasting the light, commonplace nature 

of  her materials with the heavy mixture of  hope and 

sadness in her subject matter, Hakim exemplifies the 

potential of  installation art to evoke the emotional 

involvement of  the viewer. 

This installation is not immediately recognisable 

as a book. Indeed, to include it here challenges the 

very definition of  this category, which is in fact a key 

component of  Hakim’s practice. The artist’s work is 

constantly testing the boundaries between book and 

installation, land and sea, play and research, reading 

and writing, process and work. This artist’s paramount 

concern is the ways that reading, writing, making, 

and being in the world create reciprocal relationships 

between objects, ideas, and individuals. Her other works 

include an ongoing series of  two- and three-dimensional 
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‘mind maps’ that quite literally draw connections using 

ink or string between materials and photographs culled 

from everyday experience and the artist’s readings, 

models and processes for developing life-size renditions 

of  toy structures such a spinning top or Jacob’s Ladder, 

and a number of  altered books that explode the book 

form. Hakim frequently reworks materials used in past 

installations into new projects, and plans to use the 

clear, plastic bags with rations written on them as base 

materials for constructing a new book. In all of  these 

works there is a leveling between the found and made, 

the quotidian and the carefully wrought art object, that 

speaks to the artist’s conception of  what it means to be 

in conversation with the world.

Read in the context of  her other work, it is clear that 6 

Banadoura does function as a book, albeit in an expansive 

sense of  the term. Each of  the rice bags in 6 Banadoura 

acts as a portrait/biography of  the youth portrayed 

on it. The smaller bags of  rations are like sentences, 

the packing materials akin to words that cannot be 

contained and spill over, out of  the book, onto the gallery 

floor - words that must be spoken. The discourse they 

evoke is at once methodological and poetic. Although 

the numbers refer to rations, they actually attempt to 

compute the immeasurable impact of  the experience of  

war, and the sense of  possibility that arises out of  human 

connections and perseverance. 

The idea of  borderlands and the inefficacy of  

containment are themes that come up again and again in 

Hakim’s work, particularly in her modified book projects. 

In Reading (Process) lines of  text extend upward out of  the 

book as if  defying gravity. Reading ‘Munjid al Tullab’ is an 

altered Arabic dictionary whose pages are transformed 

into folded-paper butterflies that appear to fly out the 

book and up the wall behind it. The Arabic word for 

dictionary (munjid) etymologically derives from the 

words ‘find’ and ‘help.’ The piece communicates ideas 

about a search for knowledge and the escape or flight 

that comes with it. In Beirut letters letters from Lebanese 

writer Hanan al-Shaykh’s novel-of-correspondence 

Beirut Blues are cut into lines of  text that pour out of  the 

book and are set to sail across the gallery floor as paper 

boats. This last work was included in the recent group 

exhibition  ‘Hopes and Doubts,’ curated by Costantino 

d’Orazio and presented at Dome City Center - Beirut, 

the Italian Cultural Institute, Beirut, and the Merz 

Foundation, Turin. The show brought together eight 

Lebanese and eight Italian artists to create connections 

across the two cultures. Beirut letters conveys both hope 

and doubt, tinged with sadness. In al-Shaykh’s novel, the 

narrator is in Beirut, writing letters to everyone who has 

left the city. Hakim made this book in London, where 

she currently resides, and the book conveys the desire for 

escape and the ambivalence of  leaving home. 

Here the book is undone and outpouring, conveying 

loss and a history of  departure that is probably as old as 

Beirut itself. In each of  these works, Hakim is exploding 

the form of  the book, rending the blocks of  text from the 

margins that surround them, folding the text into objects 

that can navigate other realms.

Legibility/Illegibility: The Text as Production 

If  the synthesis of  book art and installation creates an 

embodied reading experience that runs counter to that 

of  the everyday, what does it mean that so many of  these 

works render the text foreign, illegible, extended over 

multiple volumes, entangled, folded, sewn, encoded, 

fragmented, or exploded? How do we read these 

seemingly unreadable texts, which hint at communication 

that is partial, or governed by unbreakable linguistic 

codes? Do these ravages to the book’s legibility point to 

a crisis about its continued relevance? Or can we read 

these artists’ material engagement with the book as a sign 

of  its abiding strength?

I believe the answer is the latter, and that these artists are 

finding dramatic new ways to mine the book as an object 

and conceptual field whose relevance only increases as 

more and more information is processed in a digitised 

form. It is useful here to return to Barthes’ reading of  the 

text as a methodological field experienced as an activity 

of  production. For Barthes,

The logic regulating the Text is not comprehensive 

(define ‘what the work means’) but metonymic; the 

activity of  associations, contiguities, carryings-over 

coincides with a liberation of  symbolic energy…

The Text is not a co-existence of  meanings but a 

passage, an overcrossing; thus it answers not to an 

interpretation, even a liberal one, but to an explosion, 

a dissemination. 17

The narratives that these installations inscribe onto 

the spaces they inhabit and the bodies of  the readers 

who engage them are not reducible to a single 

meaning, or even a multitude of  meanings. The 

process of  signification becomes a process of  writing. 

These installations are texts to be delved into as ‘play, 

activity, production, practice.’ 18  They are passages to 

new ways of  understanding to be explored through 

phenomenological experience. The explosion of  the 

corporeal body of  the book into the physical and 

associative space of  the installation harkens a rebirth of  

reading.
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of  Mishima’s popularity in 1963 by Shueisha, one of  the 

main publishing firms in Japan, and the graphic design 

of  the book and the prologue was by Kohei Sugiura, one 

of  the most acclaimed graphic designers in Tokyo.

The collaboration between the author, the photographer 

and the graphic designer was initiated when Mishima 

saw Hosoe’s previous photographs of  Tatsumi Hijikata, 

the founder of  the butoh dance movement who adopted 

Mishima’s novel Kinjiki (Forbidden Colours), Mishima 

appointed Hosoe through an editor to photograph him 

after Hosoe’s first major work as a photographer with 

Hijikata. For Hosoe, who at the time had never read 

Mishima’s work, it was a surprising but honourable offer, 

as his experience wasn’t proven enough to take on such 

a challenging work. But shortly after the initial work 

together, they decided to work on an extensive project, 

which would later become Ba Ra Kei.

The assignment for Hosoe was relatively open as 

Mishima said he would be the ‘subject matter’1 of  

Hosoe’s photographs and that he ‘never wanted a banal 

“portrait of  the author”, but ‘he wanted to become 

a dancer himself ’ 2. The book was to feature a series 

of  photographs of  Mishima, and Hosoe successfully 

transformed the setting in the way he thought Mishima 

would like to be portrayed. At Mishima’s house he found 

some elements that Mishima favoured; a unique form of  

baroque and surreal photographic theatre. The book is 

often seen as ‘narcissistic’ - labelled by Mishima’s public 

image, but Mark Holborn opposes this idea:

Personal Matters: Memories, Photography and 

the Book

Kyoko Tachibana 

The subject of  memory has been explored by many 

novelists, perhaps a way before visual artists. Stories 

are often based on the true experiences of  the authors 

themselves. In terms of  visual arts, it has also been 

explored and extended with the help of  the invention of  

photography. The technology certainly opened up the 

possibilities for artists not only as means of  expression, 

but also, like other reproducible media, it brought them 

a great advantage in making their work accessible to a 

wider audience. As André Malraux once remarked, it 

liberated art work from physical constraints of  museums:

For a “Museum without Walls” is coming into being, 

and ... it will carry infinitely farther that revelation of  

the world of  art, limited perforce, which the “real” 

museums offer us within their walls.

(Malraux, 1990, 16)

In terms of  artists’ books, the form of  documentation 

was often used to capture memories. 

Many photographers make books because they can 

approach to a wider audience, and many artists use 

photography to incorporate into their work. Drucker 

claims that some photographic books cannot be classed 

as artists’ books:

... there is a clear distinction between the incidental 

collection of  work into an album and the attentive 

structuring of  photographs so that their sequencing 

becomes an aspect of  their meaning. ... These are 

only some examples of  well-known photographic 

books which articulate their meaning through an 

understanding of  juxtaposition, movement, timing, 

and resonance within the bounded field of  the book 

form. These were “crossover” books. That is, they were 

works which, no matter what the aesthetic motivation 

for their conception or production, were successfully 

published for wider distribution than either artists’ 

books or livres d’artistes. (Drucker, 1995, 62-63)

Considering these issues, this article looks at 2 works 

from different times by different artists. 

Memories to the Future

Ba Ra Kei: Ordeal by Roses is a photography book made in 

collaboration between Yukio Mishima, one of  the most 

renowned writers in postwar Japan, and Eikoh Hosoe, 

then a young photographer who would later become one 

of  Japan’s foremost photographers. The first edition of  

Ba Ra Kei was published in a limited edition at the height 
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Ba Ra Kei is remarkable because Hosoe has enabled 

Mishima to drop the mask of  successful writer. 

Only within the conventions of  a performance would 

Mishima display himself.  Contrary to the belief  that 

this work is narcissistic, it is the act of  a shy man 

challenging himself  with the most severe task, to make 

public the morbid and erotic world he inhabited. 

Ba Ra Kei describes a world that eludes language. 

(Holborn, 1985, 98)

During the shooting, except for the first session, Mishima 

told his wife and children to stay away from the house, as 

he was being photographed naked, and ‘it was Mishima’s 

policy that this work and his family were quite separate’ .3 

Even though Mishima gave the impression of  being 

stoic and confident with a very individual brand of  

patriotism, he was, at the same time, an author that was 

deeply affected by the war, and he struggled with the 

inner conflict of  his spiritual divide between Eastern and 

Western aspects .4 As Holborn suggest above, the work 

was not entirely made by the favours of  Mishima, in fact, 

this visual narrative was only made possible between 

Mishima and Hosoe. The reason Mishima appointed 

such an almost unknown photographer as Hosoe was 

that he could see that they had mutual sensibilities, in 

which he could see Hosoe’s very dark artistic style with 

high contrast in black and white photographs that invoke 

the post-nuclear atmosphere of  Japan as it was trying to 

adopt itself  to change for the future. 

In the afterword of  Ba Ra Kei, Hosoe recalls how 

obsessive Mishima was with the human body - its 

beauty and deterioration. Along with several blown-up 

photographs used in the exhibition Mishima wrote, 

‘I will never admit the decay of  the flesh’ 5. For Hosoe 

it was difficult to understand at the time because he 

thought that everyone has to deal with the aging 

process at some point in their life. 

In the preface, Mishima described the experience of  this 

project:

... Eikoh Hosoe appeared before me and transported 

me, bodily, to a strange world. … It was, in a sense, 

the reverse of  the world we live in, where our worship 

of  social appearances and our concern for public 

morality and hygiene create foul, filthy winding 

beneath the surface. Unlike ours, the world to which 

I was escorted was a weird repellent city…

After the successful first edition, the second edition was 

scheduled for November 1970 with graphic design by 

Tadanori Yokoo, another famous avant-garde designer 

from that time. Just before the 2nd edition was to be 

released, Mishima killed himself  by ritual suicide in 

front of  the public in middle of  Tokyo, after handing in 

the final lines of  his Sea of  Fertility cycle on the day.  He 

made a very precise plan for his death to coincide with 

the release of  the 2nd edition, which was subsequently 

cancelled by Hosoe, to avoid publishing on a wave of  

sensationalism.6 

Yokoo was involved an accident while he was working 

on the design for the 2nd edition. He later told Hosoe 

that Mishima came to see him in hospital and told him 

to finish the layout work despite his serious condition. 

Mishima had never acted in an impolite manner before, 

but Yokoo suspected, looking back, that Mishima was 

anxious about the timing. 

Regardless of  Mishima’s personal reasons for his death in 

the public eye, it is fair to say that Ba Ra Kei is a successful 

book, in terms of  commerce, as well as a perfect 

collaboration, which could only be made possible in the 

form of  book. According to Holborn, Mishima worked 

furiously to realise a monumental edition of  Ba Ra Kei, 

perhaps trying to capture the story after his anticipated 

death.

(Re-)Construction of Forgotten Memories

Fumiko Shinmei’s works deal with memory in two 

different ways; reconstruction of  a past that she doesn’t 

recall, and documentation of  things, events or people 

that she comes across, which will later be viewed as 

memories. 

Omoidashita Koto mo Nai Koto o (things that didn’t even call 

to mind) is a series of  works encapsulating different 

fragments of  memories in different ways. The found 

family photographs, in which the artist herself  is 

captured along with her other family members, were 

collected and collated. Experiences from childhood, 

which were recorded in the form of  photographs, were 

reconstructed in book format presenting fragments of  

memories that no longer exist in the artist’s own mind.  

The viewer experiences the personal journey of  finding 

forgotten memories in the eyes of  the artist, by going 

through the narrative of  these photographs. The series 
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Above: Omoidashita Koto mo Nai Koto o (things that didn’t even call to mind) - Babayama nite (at Mount Baba), Fumiko Shinmei 

Photograph: Masahide Sato

Below: Omoidashita Koto mo Nai Koto o (things that didn’t even call to mind) - Nichiyo-bi (on a Sunday), Fumiko Shinmei 

Photograph: Masahide Sato
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includes the following works: Fuyu no Hi, Sobo to (on a 

winter’s day, with grandmother), Babayama nite (at Mount Baba), 

Nichiyo-bi (on a Sunday), and So-sobo no Isshu-ki (the first 

anniversary of  my great grandmother). Throughout this series, 

Shinmei tries to take the audience to moments that can 

easily slip away from people’s memories, which can be 

applied to their own experiences. 

Ie (home) features plans of  different houses, which were 

drawn by each of  the artist’s family members. Shinmei 

asked her family members to draw the layout of  the 

house that they had lived in for the past 30 years, even 

from before she was born. As a child, Shinmei and her 

family moved their location many times because of  

her parents’ jobs. Even though they shared the same 

house for the same period, except when Shinmei was 

away studying (then, instead she drew the layout of  her 

flat) - some features are missing or additional from one 

to another because of  the differences in perception or 

memories within the family. As the book records the 

memory of  different family members from each year, it 

offers the viewer a chance to read, or even investigate, 

the history of  a particular family and their relationship 

built over the 30 years.

Kusa-Goyomi (grass calendar) has a different approach from 

her other works; the photographs have been taken for 

a particular purpose. Here, Shinmei tries to construct 

her memories as they happen, and captures them to 

be viewed in the future. Whereas other works such as 

Omoidashita Koto mo Nai Koto o comprise of  photographs 

that had been taken, not knowingly being used for an art 

work (though in a sense, it has to be said that they were 

taken for the same purpose of  documenting the family 

history). 

For Kusa-Goyomi Shinmei took photographs of  things and 

people that she came across every day from the 1st May 

1999 until the 30th April 2000.  In this documentation, 

each day presents objects that were given or that she 

experienced, or people who she dealt with; for example, 

her boyfriend, friends, family, relatives, neighbours or 

anyone who happened to associate with the artist on 

that day. Here, the subjects of  the photographs were 

documented as fragments and accumulation of  the 

everyday - things that can be easily forgotten after a 

while. Only the subjects of  the day were copied onto 

each page, omitting the surroundings in the background, 

and the book bound in an accordion format. The pages 

can be viewed page-by-page, or spread out to see all the 

images together because of  this format. Each picture, in 

a very subtle way, depicts clues of  the time.   

In an artist’s lecture Shinmei gave to coincide with 

a group show at the Sapporo Art Park in 2001, she 

explained that, for her, portraying her own family is kind 

of  a self-portrait. When she thinks of  her own identity, 

she states that ‘thinking of  myself  as  Japanese or as a 

woman doesn’t make any difference from when 

I think of  my family’ (Hokkaido Art Net, http://www5b.

biglobe.ne.jp/~artnorth/subgeimori1.htm#shinmei, 

10th July 2009). 

The approach to the identity of  self  can also be seen in 

other photographers’ work. It can be seen prominently 

in, for example, Araki’s work. He is best known, 

especially in the west, for his numerous photographs of  

nudes. Michael Lucken remarks in his book, Japanese 

Ie (home) Fumiko Shinmei. Photograph: Masahide Sato

Above and below: Kusa Goyomi (grass calendar), Fumiko Shinmei 

Photographs: Masahide Sato



50

Above and below: Kusamusu, Fumiko Shinmei. Photographs: Fumiko Shinmei 
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Visual Art in the 20th Century, that there are also artists/

photographers who take themselves as their subjects, 

for instance Annette Messager, Nan Goldin, Larry 

Clarke and Sophie Calle. But even though Araki is 

an internationally known artist, the idea of  ‘self ’ in 

his photographs is different from that of  the above 

mentioned artists.  He refers to the quatation by Junichi 

Shiota, a curator from Museum of  Contemporary Art 

Tokyo:

The important factor is what is the sense of  ‘I’ for 

Araki who capture his objects in his photographs.  

… In this case, the sense of  ‘I’ is obviously different 

from the western idea of  ‘self ’ as [an independent or 

rather] a privileged being… ‘I’ is not the Absolute 

who can create the world. ‘I’ and others build up 

some sort of  relationship based on the exchanges 

of  emotions such as love and hate, sadness and 

joy, sympathy and antipathy. For Araki, it’s about 

portraying this relationship, and that’s what he 

calls ‘I-Photographs’. (Shiota, 1999, 100, quoted in 

Lucken, 2007, 332)

The term ‘I-Photographs’ was derived from ‘I-Novel’, 

which is a popular style in modern Japanese literature. 

The same thing can be said about Shinmei’s approach 

to the idea of  ‘self ’, it’s not just about herself, but the 

idea of  ‘I’ that can only be recognised by these intimate 

relationships. It is an interesting notion that the way 

artists portray themselves can differ so much, because of  

the difference in perceiving the idea of  self  depending on 

the way identity is recognised and perceived in different 

countries and cultures.

Documenting the Sense of Self

Depicting the sense of  self  can be seen in the literature 

of  any country or culture. Perhaps what counts is how 

the sense of  self  is portrayed and how it materialises into 

a work of  art. Both of  the studies in this article provide 

evidence of  the relationship of  the sense of  self  that 

artists question, both in the process of  developing their 

projects and how they deal with it. 

Another mutual factor between the two works is that 

they also associate this with the idea of  literature and 

personal memories even though they have differing 

social backgrounds. Mishima was an established author, 

and only in the work, Ba Ra Kei, did he make a visual 

narrative - through collaboration with the photographer, 

for the purpose of  constructing his own memory. 

Shinmei’s works reveal the intimate relationships that 

make up her identity of  self, which follows the traditional 

and popular form in Japanese literature. 

Kenzaburo Oe, the Nobel Laureate, is also someone 

who has been deeply affected by his true experiences 

of  life, particularly after his son was diagnosed with 

autism. Many of  his works are inspired by his son 

and his experiences with his son. In the afternote of  A 

Personal Matter, even though his writing was profoundly 

influenced by his own experiences, he does not write 

‘I-Novels’. ‘I-Novel’ is a traditionally popular style in 

Japanese literature, which was developed from the 

Naturalism movement, but later, only its realistic value 

remained and evolved into a completely different form 

of  its own. The reason for his claim is that his ideas come 

from true events, but the point of  his writing is the form 

that the stories are written in.7

All in all, looking at how many artists and writers deal 

with the idea of  ‘self ’, these examples offer a variety 

of  perspectives and background issues. Whether they 

concern social difference, cultural difference, political 

difference, or personal matters, these count in any form 

of  art. 

Kyoko Tachibana pursued BA (Hons) Publishing and 

MA Book Arts at the University of  the Arts London, 

and is currently a part-time lecturer, a part-time assistant 

in media design and a freelance translator in Sapporo, 
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2. Ibid, p95
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5. Ibid, p97

6. Ibid, p97

7. Kojin-teki na Taiken [A Personal Matter], Oe, K. (2008) 

Shincho-sha, Tokyo, ISBN 978-4-10-112610-4, p255
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Above and below: Namashiku Soso, Fumiko Shinmei. Photographs: Fumiko Shinmei 

Fumiko Shinmei’s books in the exhibition

Kita no Sozoshatachi 2001 

(Creators in the North 2001)

Museum of  Contemporary Art

Sapporo, 2001

Photograph: Masahide Sato
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Using Heidegger’s ideas on the nature of time 

and relating them to Keith Smith’s ‘Book 91’, 

in order to investigate the book as a form of living 

art / live experience.

Sarah Clark

In some ways galleries can be seen to be a place where 

time stands still. Objects in paintings, sculptures, art 

objects all frozen in time. Is this really the case? Is the 

experience of  art a passive one? This essay will discuss 

the idea that art is participatory and non-passive. 

In particular it will look to the artist’s book, in general, 

as an interactive medium where the viewer is necessary 

for the work to exist in its intended state. This paper 

will need to define what is needed for an art work to 

be considered living. In life there is a close relationship 

between being and time, over which many people have 

philosophised. So it is vital to narrow the investigation 

to one such theory, which in this case is that of  the 

philosopher Heidegger. This essay will research a 

particular strand of  his writings on Being and Time 

to gain an understanding of  the notion of  the passing 

of  time.  Particular to this discussion will be exploring 

what Heidegger meant by Resolute Anticipation and 

Temporary Openness and its relationship to time. How 

does this affect the viewing of  artists’ books and Book 91 

by Keith Smith in particular? How Heidegger’s ideas on 

time can be related to Book 91, will show whether or not 

that particular book, and artists’ books in general, can be 

seen to be a form of  live experience art.

The Artist Martin Creed said in an interview:

I think of  art, or the experience of  art, as being a live 

experience. A painting may be a fixed, static, object 

but the experience of  looking at a painting is always 

a live one because people are alive and constantly 

moving, hearts beating. So the experience of  looking 

at things is always in movement.

Martin Creed (Art Patrol TV)

He generalises by talking about art as painting, but it is 

fair to assume that this is purely for want of  an example 

(judging by the first sentence where he refers openly 

to “art”). If  this is a statement that encompasses all 

forms of  art then this would naturally also include the 

artist’s book. This notion of  experiencing art as a live 

experience, is taken to another level within the field 

of  artists’ books due the nature of  the medium and 

its viewing - most (but not all) artists’ books are to be 

handled. The act of  viewing the book becomes a physical 

experience - using your body, your hand, to turn the 

pages. This action as being one of  movement and life 

seems an obvious statement in that sense. 

Together with this sense of  movement and activity in 

the viewing of  artists’ books, a sense of  time cannot be 

ignored. Books can be seen to be a time-based medium. 

The viewer must take a certain amount of  time to view 

each page and then move on to the next. This time will 

vary from viewer to viewer, and from piece to piece, 

but the fact is that ‘to see the book as a whole piece is 

impossible without an investment of  time’ (Mark, 2008: 

p.1). And it is this active viewing, this investment of  time 

and energy, that enables the viewer to engage with the 

piece on a different level from perhaps a painting or a 

sculpture, in their most basic forms. This gives another 

layer to the living experience of  the book form as art. 

By action we maintain a living relationship with a real 

object (the book) ; we grasp it, we conceive it (Hand, 

1992: p132). In this sense, the different levels of  the act 

of  viewing the book - the seeing, the physical viewing 

(page turning etc), the comprehending, are all part of  

this live event. 

This essay is particularly concerned with time in relation 

to the viewing of  the artist’s book. Time is a very general 

term and a vast area to investigate. The philosophical 

theories on time are numerous and varied. They also 

examine time on many levels. For the purpose of  this 

discussion, therefore, it is essential to concentrate on one 

concept for a more focused analysis.

Martin Heidegger (1889 –1976 ) was a very significant 

German philosopher. His major project Being and 

Time 1 is, according to Heidegger, ‘concerned with a 

single question - the question of  the meaning of  being’ 

(Mulhall, 2005: p.1). An enormous question of  course, 

and one that uses the whole of  the publication just to 

merely bring you to the point where you can ask that 

very question coherently. There are naturally many 

subject areas covered within the text as the question of  

being involves many different layers and is an extremely 

complex area to investigate. It is the considerations on 

the subject of  time that are of  interest here, so in order 

to limit the investigation for this paper, and focus the 

discussion, other important theories must be put to one 

side. It is his notions on “Temporal Openness” within 

time that are particularly intriguing. And if  it is time 

that is to be discussed in relation to Keith Smith’s piece 

Book 91, it is essential to first gain an understanding of  

the particular meaning of  the term “time”, in relation to 

Heidegger’s theories, that is best suited to this discussion.

As the title Being and Time might suggest, human beings’ 

being in the world and the time this involves are closely 

linked, perhaps even twinned. So this must first be 

discussed together before a definition of  time can be 

gained. Heidegger believed that in order for human 

beings to fully comprehend specific moments, it was vital 

to see it in a wider context. This moment should not be 



56

 Book 91 Keith A. Smith, Space Heater Multiples 1982 (figures 4 - 6)



57

understood in relation to just the immediate present or 

future but ‘as a point to which one’s past has led and 

from which the remainder of  one’s life will acquire a 

specific orientation’ (Mulhall, 2005: p.155). However he 

also believed that is was not possible for one to view ones’ 

life as a whole – one being very much situated within 

one’s own life and not able to view it from an “outside” 

perspective.  So when viewing ones’ own life, it would be 

best to understand certain moments, decisions, twists and 

turns as being smaller episodes within the larger whole. 

In this way, Heidegger believed, it was these episodes 

within the whole that would determine how, indeed, 

the whole, or life would turn out to be. This would mean 

that ones own mortality was ever present in ones mind, 

as the ‘significance of  ones life as a whole is always at 

stake’(Mulhall, 2005: p.155). This, he termed Resolute 

Anticipation. 

Resolute Anticipation suggests a certain optimism and 

motion towards the future.

Since resoluteness discloses the current moment 

of  Dasein’s2 existence as a situation for choice and 

action, it also pre-supposes Dasein’s openness to 

the present - its capacity to let itself  be encountered 

by that which is present to it. … Resoluteness thus 

implies a triple but internally related openness to the 

future, past and present. No single openness could 

exist without the other, but in so far as resoluteness is 

anticipatory, a certain priority for Dasein’s openness 

to the future is implied (Mulhall, 2005: p.159)

The future was very important to Heidegger as 

something that one in the present could reach towards 

or project, as he said. It is this idea of  triple openness 

(to Future, Present and Past), which Heidegger termed 

Temporal Openness, with its emphasis towards the 

future that is most important to this essay. Heidegger 

also writes on the subject of  every-day time - datable or 

public time as he calls it, but this is not to be considered 

here. Heidegger saw this sort of  time as necessary 

for work and practical life but a blockage in terms of  

Resolute Anticipation. So it becomes quite Other to 

this investigation. For the purpose of  this discussion 

the definition of  time, or the passing of  time, will be 

Heidegger’s theories of  Future, Present and Past (in 

this order) coming together and moving (ever changing) 

together towards an inevitable mortality/conclusion.

If  this is a definition of  time to put together with an 

idea of  the book as being a living art experience, then a 

chosen piece must now be studied to further investigate 

this theory. For this purpose, the piece is a book by the 

artist Keith A. Smith - Book 91 (Space Heater Multiples 

1982), also often referred to as The String Book. 

The book in itself  is quite large, 26 cm x width 37 cm, 

and consists of  slightly off  white, substantial weight 

paper (Fabriano) pages and a hard cover. Text is minimal 

and only appears on the title page, which is embossed, 

so there is no printed text or even images. The pages are 

“blank” in that sense. In the place of  traditional text or 

image, string runs through the book, through the pages, 

as well as accurately punched holes. Different lengths of  

string run through a number of  pages, in a number of  

different layouts. The string construction in the first half  

of  the book is complicated and “busy” in comparison to 

the calmer, quieter second half. The artist instructs that 

the book should be viewed with a single light source at 

a 45 degree angle to the left of  the book, 3 feet distant3. 

It is a book concerned with light and shadow and, with 

lesser importance, sound (for a “performance” of  it - see 

the Victoria and Albert Museum Website address at the 

end of  this essay).

In relation to the notion of  time already explained, 

it would be appropriate to discuss this book in the 

structural format of  Temporal Openness - the Future, 

the Present towards the Future, and lastly the Present 

to the Past. This alludes to an ‘idea of  movement’ and 

transition through the book appropriate to the piece, as 

intended by the artist.4 

On sitting down to view Book 91 there is a certain 

amount of  anticipation on the part of  the viewer. 

The unusually specific light source raises questions 

immediately. There is a hint at the string sequences, 

that lie inside, on the front cover (faint though they may 

be), which is strengthened by some of  the strings being 

visible, coming out of  the sides of  the book (see figures 

1 - 3). There is also the anticipation of  what is to come, 

as associations are made between the book and the 

viewer’s prior knowledge of  the action of  how to “read”. 

And so the viewer already projects these ideas towards 

the future - towards the opening of  the book. The sense 

of  Future is present and able to be sustained as the book 

is opened - the pages still to be turned are easily noticed. 

The viewer is “performing” the piece. The pages are 

turned, the head is moved, and the eyes are moved also. 

This interaction determines the periods of  time the 

page is in shadow or light. The viewer is actively a part 

of  bringing the future into the present and further into 

the past. The reader plays an essential part in the book’s 

creation in that sense (V&A Book 91 web page).

This sense of  the Future is immediately linked to the 

present as pages are turned. As the page is moved from 

right to left, from Future to Present, the shadow is cast 

across the Future page, until it moves in full view of  

the light - into the Present. Through holes in the pages 

and string secured with knots through the paper (see 

figures 4 - 6), we anticipate the next page through the 

Present one. It becomes impossible to view the Present 
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without considering the Future. Though we consider 

the Past at the same time, the light directing us to the 

right, to the turning of  the pages, and the nature of  

book “reading” places an emphasis on the Future of  the 

piece. The string has a tangled and unruly appearance 

when the page is in transition, before it is taught (see 

figures 7 and 8). The viewer anticipates that the action 

of  turning the page fully will cause the string to take it’s 

form (stretched across the page) and so enables it to cross 

from Future to Present. The string, at two stages, restricts 

the movement of  the pages. It’s length dictates what will 

happen within the piece (see figures 9-11). The string is 

shorter and so the page cannot be laid flat. This becomes 

a Heideggerian projection from the Present towards the 

Future - the string is actively turning the page before 

the viewer does. Through the Present action (of  page 

turning) the viewer ‘grasps towards the future’ (Mulhall, 

2005: p160). And when pages do lie flat there is no way 

of  viewing them without a hint of  Future nor Past. 

The knots, the connecting string, the holes, the 

embossed circles, the pages stacking up gradually more 

to the left - all these things cannot go unnoticed and so 

the connection between Future, Present and Past is 

self-evident.

Just as we can see the pages to come, the pages that have 

past are also visible. The book is bound in a way that 

the pages can open out flat. This means that the Present 

“image” is one and the same as the Past. The viewer’s 

eye will naturally gravitate more to the right (at least at 

first) due to the natural reading action, but one also must 

take in the page that is Past. The string that is laid out 

across the pages as they lie flat leads the eye more evenly 

across the spread. The pages that pileup on the viewer’s 

left directly correspond to how many there are still to 

come - The Future, Past, Present connection enduring.  

The different lengths of  string move through a number 

of  pages. There is a literal connection between what 

has past and what is yet to come, and in between lies 

the what is. The string becomes a visual, physical and 

theoretical connection running through the book. 

The string is always in stages – there is no one piece that 

runs through the whole book. It is as if  there are many 

different “episodes” of  the string occurring through the 

pages. 

As the viewer moves towards the “end” of  the book and 

as the holes slowly fade out to embossed circles that in 

turn fade further, there arises a question - what next? Is 

the book over/dead? Perhaps in relation to Heidegger’s 

ideas on Temporal Openness it could be seen to be, in 

as much as the whole book has been viewed through 

it’s many different episodes. However, Heidegger was 

striving for human’s (as a human being himself) to 

understand their  existence and their own being. If  Book 

91 is to be understood, then it must be viewed a number 

of  times. When viewed only once, underlying structures 

and layered subtleties are left unperceived (Smith, 2009: 

Interview). Perhaps in this way, the book’s life is ongoing, 

in that if  understanding or comprehending it is the aim.

A novel is not … a way of  reproducing time; it has its 

own time. It is a unique way for time to temporalise…

The characters in a book are committed to the infinite 

repetition of  the same acts and the same thoughts. 

(Hand, 1992: p.139)

If  the string and the pages and the holes can be seen 

to be the “characters” in this book, then perhaps this 

is partly true. It is in a sense a repetitive “story”. The 

pages and the string, even the light source remain the 

same. But not exactly the same. The action of  the viewer 

will always be different, even if  the viewer is the same. 

Therefore the piece will always have a future, and one 

that is eternally differing slightly. If  the viewer were to 

view the piece again, it would bring up a new set of  

Future’s, Present’s and Pasts with new anticipations 

and with it’s Past, the fact that it had been viewed once 

already.  This could be interesting in relation to this 

discussion, but too much for this paper. There are many 

philosophers who deem being and its relation to time, 

to the occurrence many successive “nows” (moments) 

one after the other. Perhaps the entire reading of  Book 

91 would be seen to be one “now” and another reading 

a separate “now”. How this would affect its “reading”, 

or indeed its “life” could only be known through further 

investigation.

If  Heidegger was investigating Being and Time, and 

the process of  being in the world involves life, then it is 

fair to say that life involves time - a fact that is known 

but must also be stated for the purpose of  this paper. 

Then a piece of  work that involves ‘time’ of  the viewer 

must also be linked to ‘life’ of  the viewer. If  this is the 

case then Martin Creed was right in his statement that 

viewing art was a ‘live experience’. When Keith Smith’s 

Book 91 is analysed, it appears it has two levels of  “life”. 

The one level is that of  any book - that the viewing 

is a participatory experience and therefore is clearly 

a live experience. The second level is the life of  the 

object through the viewing process, together with the 

viewer. The viewing of  Book 91, as has been discussed, 

condenses Future, Present and Past in a way that reflects 

Heidegger’s theories on Temporal Openness. If  it 

condenses Temporal Openness, then it condenses time. 

And as life is associated with time, it can be argued that 

the book contains a life of  it’s own. If  there are two levels 

on which it is deemed to be live, then it is a fair statement 

that Book 91 is a form of  living art. In fact without the 

viewer, Book 91 would not be able to be viewed in the 

correct way - the viewer interaction is essential. It would 

be interesting to investigate this further with regard to 
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Levinas’ ideas on art being a representation of  a moment 

in real life that is frozen on completion. How would this 

relate to an interactive and changing piece such as Book 

91? His view is that there is a certain disengagement 

of  an art work, with society that is only brought back 

through criticism. If  art that involves time, and life, 

such as the book, could be seen to argue against such a 

statement; the artist’s book could prove to be a useful link 

between the “disengaged” art world and society.
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of  Art and design, Farnham. She has exhibited work in 
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Notes

1. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962 (original translation by 

Macquarrie and Robinson) 

2. A term Heidegger introduced - literal translation 

‘there-being’ (verb), used to refer to human beings.

3. V&A Website, Description of  Keith Smith’s Book 91

4. Smith, Keith A – from the text accompanying the 

piece (though not to be viewed with as part of  the piece).
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features/artists_books/database/object.php?action

=next&id=126&id2=0&hits=149&page=10&page

s=13&object_type=&country=&start_year=&end_

year=&object=&artist=&maker=

The Arthur and Mata Jaffe Collection, Books as Aesthetic 

Objects; Book 91 (String Book)/ Keith Smith, (internet), 

Florida Atlantic University Libraries, Available from
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They have weathered all the vagaries of  Rochester weather 

and hosted generations of  spiders and insect colonies. 

Seasonal winds and nesting birds distribute pages from the 

upper volumes around the garden, staging random and 

spontaneous readings for the gardener and his visitors. 

http://scottmccarneyvisualbooks.com

Alice Potter ( page 64) Make an Insect

As a rather compulsive collector of  books it seems natural 

that artists’ books have become an important part of  my 

artistic practice. I’ve always been more of  a maker and 

designer than a drawer. Surface, texture and physicality, 

image and the book as an object are important to me so 

print particularly intaglio collagraph, has become my 

medium of  choice (as well as collage, making things with 

acetate or tracing paper and putting everything through 

a photocopier). I’ve also started experimenting with laser 

etching in the creation of  my printing plates as well as paper 

mechanics and the use of  metamorphs and the likes to 

enhance and alter the conventional book form. 

http://alicepotter3.blogspot.com

alicepotter3@hotmail.com

Giulia Resteghini (page 4) Staircase

I am fascinated by the ways in which dreams and 

particularly nightmares intrude upon our waking world 

and linger there - unsettling a familiar connection with our 

surroundings. My most recent work explores those moments 

of  heightened perception that can follow a vivid dream or 

nightmare. 

In my works I try to capture the instant before the dream 

escapes into daylight. There is often a sense of  disquiet, 

claustrophobia and an undercurrent of  foreboding. It is 

never certain whether an event is about to take place or 

has already happened. This sort of  ambiguity creates the 

peculiar tension in the works and reflects something of  the 

complex nature of  dreams themselves.   

giuliaresteghini@hotmail.com

Dmitry Sayenko (page 17) White Sun Of  The Desert

Every country in the world has its own cult movies, and 

everybody knows theirs by heart and considers them as 

timeless classics. In Russia, there is a tradition that our 

cosmonauts watch White Sun of  the Desert (Beloye solntse 

pustyn,1969) before they are launched into space. Why this 

film exactly it is difficult to say. 

The plot of  this film became the basis of  a series of  cutouts. 

I wanted to make a book and these cutouts were used as 

sketches for it. I was recalling images from my childhood 

memories of  famous movies. This idea appealed to me and 

I decided make a book, but later I changed my mind and 

they remained as a series of  13 independent sheets. 

The phrases in the cutouts are proverbial phrases taken 

from the film. www.artist-sayenko.com

nikodim-book@yandex.ru       

nikodim-publish@mail.ru 
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Lilla Duignan (page 33) here & there: dwellings & shelters 

Bricoleur gives a flavour of  the eclectic nature of  my 

practice, which includes handmade & digital imagery, 

drawing, writing, and exploring hybrid print: both in

and out of  the book form. Currently placing ‘insertions’ 

in site-specific areas, I am moving towards more political 

statements and culture jamming in my work. Exploring 

the dichotomy of  feeling both at home and  being an 

incomer through investigating the concept of  dwelling and 

home: spaces/outbuildings/garages/shacks - of  home as 

haven, and of  the inner and outer environment reflecting 

borderlines. I will look at the broader cultural implications 

of  special spaces: within established community and 

amongst migrants, perhaps tying it all in with the year of  

sanctuary in Bristol in 2010. 

Recent involvements 2009: Our Daily Bread  - artist’s book 

page (www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/brazil09.htm) Artists’ Books 

Yearbook entry for 2010; Bookmarks VII – infiltrating the library 

system (www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/bkmks7); Book review 

of  ‘Indie Publishing’ for The Book Arts Newsletter; Badges for 

project in Doverodde, Thy, Denmark - set up by Angie 

Butler; Hidden Impact - Print Swap; abc - artists’ books club - 

instigating a forum for artists’ books at college. 

lilla.visionworks@blueyonder.co.uk

Stephen Fowler (cover, badge and sticker designs for this 

issue). I was first introduced to Rubber Stamp printing by 

Steve Hoskins whilst I was studying at Harrow Art School 

nearly 18 years ago. Every Friday in the excellent print 

rooms he would teach us various printing methods and this 

was one of  them. I still have the rubber stamp book we 

all made to house all of  those students’ stamps. Geoffrey 

Coupland was there alongside me on that particular day, 

and we have both been using the method ever since (we’ve 

also been teaching that same workshop in many different 

art schools, thank you Steve!).

We are currently planning several rubber stamp exhibitions 

and devising a simple How to make Rubber Stamps guidebook. 

www.stephenfowler.co.uk        sngfowler@yahoo.co.uk

Scott McCarney (page 29) Never Read, is an artist, educator  

and designer based in Rochester, New York. His primary 

art practice has been in book form since 1980, combining 

an academic background in photography and design with 

the corporeality of  craft and philosophic possibilities of  

sculpture. His printed works are widely distributed and can 

be found in many international library collections. 

The back garden of  the home he shares with Keith Smith 

has been the site for a variety of  experimental installations 

and quiet performances since 1983. Never Read (opposed to ever 

green), 1987-2009 with artifact is documentation of  a piece 

begun in 1987. Books gathered from a library discard sale 

were chosen for their size, drilled through the center spread 

with a hole-saw and spindled on a pipe set into the ground. 
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www.boatbook.de



64




	tbn7a.pdf
	TBN7
	tbn7a

