Sarah Bodman – Maybe if we could start with how you
teach. Do you have students who come in specifically to
make artists’ books or print?

Interview with John Risseeuw
Sarah Bodman and Tom Sowden 24/09/08

John Risseeuw – The students who are coming to the
programme not in classes you mean? Because we offer
a slightly different structure to you. We offer classes,
and they’re very media oriented classes. So you take a
class in lithography, or intaglio, or screen print. I teach
one class that’s called fine printing and bookmaking,
which is basically a letterpress class that includes some
simple book structures. The students begin the semester
learning the fundamentals of letterpress, typesetting
and press operation, and through the term I introduce
them to the simplest book forms, so that when they get
to the end they always have to execute a final project in
letterpress, and if they choose to do it in book form then
they can do.
S – So it could be a print.
J – It could be a series of prints or broadsides, or it could
be a simple book. Quite a few of them do.
Tom Sowden – Where are these students from? Are they
coming from all different courses and just taking this
class?

Born in Wisconsin in 1945, John L. Risseeuw received
his BS, MA, and MFA degrees in printmaking from the
University of Wisconsin-Madison in 1968, 1972, and
1973, respectively. He has been involved in book arts
since 1967. He has taught art at Arizona State University
since 1980, when he came to establish book arts courses
within the printmaking area as well as a book arts press.
Previously, he taught at the University of South Dakota
and the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

J – They are. My classes are offered within the
printmaking division of the School of Art, but they
are available to students from all media. Our students
identify themselves by area, in the undergraduate
students are doing a Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA) in
printmaking, drawing, intermedia, ceramics, sculpture,
photography and so on. But my classes have always been
open to all students. In fact they’re open to students
outside of the School of Art. In my university, graphic
design used to be part of the School of Art but it moved
about 15 years ago to what was then the College of
Architecture, and became the College of Design – they
renamed it, restructured it. So they’re part of the preprofessional programmes in the College of Design, and
I’ve always had graphic design students come to take my
class. Their instructors encourage them. But it’s not a
requirement for them, it’s an elective.

At ASU, John teaches courses in Fine Printing &
Bookmaking, Papermaking, Artists’ Books, and Photo
Processes for Printmaking. He is the proprietor of
his own Cabbagehead Press and Director of ASU’s
Pyracantha Press. His prints and books, many on
handmade paper, have been exhibited nationally and
internationally in over 400 competitive, solo, and
invitational exhibitions. His work is in public collections
in London, Budapest, The Hague, Montreal, Edmonton,
Offenbach am Main, Oxford, Birmingham, Shanghai,
Xian, Chengdu, Washington, New York, Los Angeles,
San Francisco, Chicago, Milwaukee, Minneapolis,
Atlanta, Philadelphia, Phoenix, Seattle, New Haven, and
numerous university libraries.

In addition to that I also have students from the creative
writing programme and the English Department.
Some of them are encouraged to come and take my
class. In our History Department we have a certificate
programme in scholarly publishing. These are masters or
PhD students in history, and sometimes in English, who
are intending to go to work for small presses or university
presses as editors or production assistants and things like
that. So they come and take my class. Many of them
have never had an art class before and they learn to print

Over four decades, John’s art has often touched on
political and social themes, including political corruption,
equal rights, environmental abuse, fascism, illegal wars,
arms proliferation, and sheer idiocy. Recent prints on
handmade paper about landmines and the detritus of
war are generating fundraising for agencies that assist
mine victims and work for mine clearance.
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Modal, 2007
5.25 x 6.75 x .75 inches closed; 56 x 6.75 x 5 inches open.
Collaborative artist’s book with Charlie Cohan. Intaglio (drypoint and photoetch, Cohan) and relief collograph
(Risseuw) with xerox transferred text on Magnani Pescia blue paper with black cloth covered board covers. Edition
6. Colophon states, “The Kind of Blue” (1959) album by Miles Davis, with John Coltrane, Cannonball Adderley,
Bill Evans, Wynton Kelly, Paul Chambers, and Jimmy Cobb is an example of classic modal jazz. “There will be
fewer chords”, Davis told them, “but infinite possibilities as to what to do with them.” Modal was collaboratively
created and produced by Charles Cohan and John Risseeuw in loving tribute to Davis’ achievement, in Cortona,
Italy, during July 2007, using drypoint intaglio and relief on Magnani Pescia blue. Paul Chambers, after
“All Blues” was recorded in one take, said, “Damn, that’s a hard mother.”
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and they learn to design a page and do it all. The result is
that every term my class has a different composition, and
it’s always a blend of students who are visually oriented
and text oriented in different ways. They’re all coming to
the same medium for different reasons, which gives the
class a very rich texture.

S – It is hard work though, if you haven’t done it before,
because they start thinking oh, yes, I can do this, and
then 25 pages in when they realise there’s another 200 to
go.
J – That’s right, and they’re altering what their technique
is. Some altered books can take two or three years.

S – I bet it does.
S – When you say they are working with the concept as
well, are they getting classes? Are you teaching them how
to marry concept and context with format, so they’re not
just floundering around by themselves?

J – The exchanges that the students have between
themselves are sometimes quite entertaining.
S – So when they come to class will many of them know
what an artists’ book is before they start?

J – My classes are all considered upper division classes
for third and fourth year undergraduates, or for graduate
level students. So presumably they’ve had conceptual
training in a number of classes before they get to my
class, so they shouldn’t be floundering too much.
T – Do you find then that the students, because you
were saying that different students have different access
to facilities, that they do produce a very broad range of
books?

J – Well here’s an interesting thing that might be a
slight fine point. I also teach a class called artists’ books
and that one is a non-printing class where I teach book
structure and binding techniques, and the students make
mostly one of a kind books, and it’s much more of a
conceptually based class. It’s technique in that they have
to learn binding and folding and structure, but then they
do seven or eight books through the term. They start out
by making what we call an origami book because it’s one
piece of paper folded that makes a book. So the very first
book they make is made like that, and then they make
a simple codex. Later they have to make an accordion
book. So those books are based on structure and they
have to develop content that’s appropriate for those
structures.

J – Yeah.
T – Quite traditional I suppose, by traditional I mean
like letterpress, and utilising digital technology as well, so
there’s quite a broad spectrum.
J –Yeah. Students who are in the fibres area, for instance,
may be screen printing, they make books out of cloth,
because that’s their inclination. So it varies a lot.

That class also always has a mix of students from
different disciplines, so if they happen to be printmaking
students and have access to the print studios they may
well do their books in editions and they get extra credit
for that. If they’ve had my letterpress class before they
can also use the studio to do that, but they also may
be photo students with access to the digital lab, or they
may simply have good digital skills and so they may do
that. But the medium of the bookmaking they do is up
to them, it’s not part of the instruction of the class. I’m
talking about ideas and structures. Another book that
they have to do in that class is a book on a copy machine.
So the structure is up to them, but they have to make a
book that utilises the concept of copying and multiples
and even some of the things that a copy machine can
do like reduce and enlarge and copy of a copy and
degradation and things like that. So they have to come
up with book content that somehow plays off the
multiple copy machine. Then from that project they do
an edition so that everyone in the class gets a copy.

S – Do they get classes in history of book arts?
J – No, I give it in that class.
S – Because otherwise they wouldn’t have it?
J – Exactly. I teach history in all of my classes. I teach it
in the fine printing class, when I teach paper making I
teach the history in that one.
S – But when most of them come to you they probably
haven’t made an artists’ book before then?
J – It’s turning out now that they have.
S – Ah that’s good.
J – Partly because in our programme our graduate
students are teaching assistants for the foundation classes
for first year students. Basic design and drawing and so
on. When the printmaking students teach those courses
they always work some print techniques, and quite often
books, into the assignments for the classes. Grad students

S – Oh that’s a great idea.
J – They also do an altered book in that class, which is a
real stretch for some students.
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One Night 1997
5” x 7” closed; 17” x 7” open. Artist’s book. Letterpress. 8 pp.
Edition 28 on Amora with handmade paper covers; 12 on various handmade papers by the artist.
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from other disciplines may or may not do that.

S – So how long has the press been going independently?

S – So it’s really a trickle down of what you’ve taught is
then feeding back to you.

J – The press at the university – I formed it in 1982.
S – Did that just happen, or did it happen for a reason?

J – Yeah, but I’m getting more and more students
now who have made books in some basic courses, or
somewhere they’ve been exposed to bookmaking.

J – No, I was hired in 1980. They created a new faculty
position and the chair of the department at that time, it
was a department of art, we later became a school of art,
the chair became a director, same thing. So the chair was
a printmaker at that time, and the dean of the college
was a printmaker. Jules Huller. The two of them decided
that they wanted to add a book arts faculty position to
the printmaking faculty. So they just created it. This
is actually a really important point, because almost
everywhere else in the States where book arts is done it’s
sort of evolved. It happened because someone on faculty
decided to pursue book arts as their personal interest
and they started offering course and so on. But it wasn’t
institutionalised. It wasn’t seen as a medium to establish
in the curriculum, and then you hire somebody to come
in to do it, which is what these people did. It’s pretty
unique. It also means that the medium is less fragile at
this school than at other ones.

S – Do you think that they’ve got any kind of awareness
of the history and what goes on in the world of artists’
books before they get to you?
J – No. They know it as a technique but they don’t know
anything else.
T – Do many continue to produce books as well?
J – They do. My fine printing class has a second term to
it, so once they’ve got that basic introduction they can
take it a second time. And in that class, because they’ve
already learnt what to do, they concentrate on making
two book projects in the term, one small one and one
large one. They basically spend the whole term designing
and creating two books. Sometimes then they’ll even
study with me independently after that.

S – Because they’ve got more of an investment in it.

S – Is that as part of the press or just the class?

J – Yeah. Presumably at any point in the last 30 years
if I’d have left they would have hired someone else to
continue what I was doing.

J – That’s not part of the press, that’s separate. We
do utilise the advanced students, in fact I require the
advanced students to give us at least a certain number
of hours of assistance. So when we’re on the press, or
binding or doing other things, they are seeing us do that,
because I think they learn a great deal just by watching,
but you have to force them.

S – That’s pretty good.
J – It’s what I was hired to do, whereas at a lot of other
places that person leaves, the press falls, they immediately
redefine the position to who they want to hire.

S – (Laughs) Force them to watch you work?

S – I think you find that in a lot of places, it’s particular
to who’s there.

J – Yeah, we do that. But sometimes when we say we
have a press at the school people mistakenly assume
that the output of the press is created by students,
and so I have to be clear about that. There are a few
schools where they do that and the students are creating
publications as part of their studies. And there’s value in
that. But for me it’s very hard to maintain quality, and
the standards that we have in our press.

T – Don’t you find in those other places where it has
grown up with someone already within the institution, it
does become part of the curriculum?
J – Eventually it does, yeah, but it’s a different process
in getting there. Then it’s dependant on the individual.
If they’re really successful, they become recognised,
whatever work they do is recognised, then the
administrators pay attention and they support it and
they insert it into the curriculum. It happens but it’s
idiosyncratic.

S – Sure. No I always assumed your press was just
dealing with artists’ and writers and the students did in
class, but I’d have thought most presses were like that,
here anyway. I wouldn’t assume that they would publish
student work. It would be pretty amazing to get a press to
print a student’s work.

So anyway, before I went there I was at another
school, where they hired me to teach graphic design
and printmaking. Because of my interest, I set up a
letterpress workshop. I got donated presses and type

J – Yeah. I never publish student work.
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Roadkill 2001
4.5” x 7” closed; 36” x 7” open. Collaborative artist’s book with Beauvais Lyons and John Nolt. Plate lithography, letterpress, and
screenprint on Rives heavyweight (text) and Rives BFK gray (cover). 5 runs lithography, 5 runs letterpress, 3 runs screenprint.
A complex accordion structure with a hidden codex section, glued on one edge into the paper cover. Edition 50.
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and equipment, and I was doing it at that school, but it
was exactly what we were talking about. When this job
position was announced and I applied and got it, part
of their charge when I started was to not only provide
courses on the curriculum in book arts but to also
establish a publishing press. So it took a while to acquire
equipment, and get the courses up and running.

printing and design challenges for me. At the same time
as I was doing those, we had a collaborative printmaking
studio with a master printer in the school and we had
a collaborative photographic studio with a master
photographer. Both of them worked with guest artists
to do new editions of art in those different mediums.
At some point we got together and we decided we’re
all doing similar activities, so we combined our studios
theoretically and called it the Visual Arts Research
Institute. We invited artists to come and collaborate with
any or all of us to use any or all of our media. So then
there were artists who were doing sets of lithographs and
I would do the title page and colophon, and they would
be bound. Or we would add letterpress to a print that
someone had done of a photograph. One photographer
did a series of colour photographs that were mounted on
pages and there were letterpress additions at the bottom
of each one, and things like that.

S – That’s really nice though, to think you could start
from scratch. And they just say right we want this, go and
do it.
J – Yeah, and they gave me three years of special
capital budget for purchasing the equipment. We had
remodelling done to this room and things like that.
S – So with the press, do you have the say over what is
produced? How many books a year you publish?
J – Yeah. How many years per book! Because I’m a full
time faculty member, I have a full teaching load and I
do the press, so the press becomes part of my research.
Because they knew what they wanted when they hired
me but they didn’t know how it was done, I got to define
all of that. When I arrived and started the press, I started
doing projects and made it clear that the decision making
process was with me. I never set up an editorial board
that would end up telling me what I was going to publish,
and there are good reasons for doing that in other
situations, I just didn’t want to be part of it. At various
times I have had disagreements with administrators, and
I always felt that if it got to a point where they wanted
me to print things I didn’t want to print, I would say you
know this is my research, and I’ll do it my way or I don’t
have to do it. I’ll just teach my full time classes and do
something else, and if you want a press to be done that
way then hire someone else. It has never gotten to that
point.

These collaborations got more and more complex and
elaborate and fun. They were all happening while I was
doing some of these more traditional publications, fine
printing pieces. We realised at some point that we were
no longer just producing new collaborative work, we
were actually investigating the process of creativity and
collaboration itself, so there’s an archive of interviews
of the artists that we worked with, and all of the archive
material produced for each of those projects. So you can
see how the artist thought while they were working.
S – That’s very nice.
J - Then we started writing grants. We applied for an
NEA grant for dual artist collaborations where we
brought two people in who would collaborate with each
other, and with us, in order to create something. When
we brought people in, we told them that they had the
luxury and the flexibility to fail, because we treated
this as research and research doesn’t always produce a
product. Certainly not a product that will necessarily sell.
So we did have some collaborations where nothing was
produced, but quite often those artists would go back to
their studios, use whatever they had done with us and
produce new work later.

T – So do you invite artists to work with you as you’ve
got control over all the stages?
J – Yeah.
T – Do you work within a certain style, is there a style to
your press?

S – Yeah, that is still important because you were the
people who set them off on that track in the first place.

J – No, it’s constantly evolving. I’ve only brought two
books from the press so I can’t show you, but if I had
you’d see the first book I printed was a new edition of
Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis. It was a classic piece
of fine printing, and then you get into the evolution of
the artists’ book, part of which comes out of the fine
printing tradition, part of which comes out of some
other traditions, so I came to it like that. I did that and
I did a couple of books of poetry and they were fine

J – Exactly. And that’s what university research should
be doing.
S – Should be.
J – Partly because all of us had advanced degrees and
we were all working artists ourselves, we were moving
well beyond the traditional hierarchical structure of
7

Spirit Land, 1996
16” x 6” closed; 16” x 28” open.
Collaborative artist’s book with Peggy Prentice.
Woodcuts and letterpress on “French Door” style bookform of handmade plant fibre paper. Edition 50.

8

collaboration where you’ve got the artist-thinker and the
technician. None of us were comfortable with that model
any longer. So our ideas were becoming parts of the
collaboration with people. We finally decided that what
we wanted to do was to start establishing the context for
collaborations, and then bring artists in to do work under
those ideas. Instead of simply inviting, or in some cases
just taking whoever happened to be a guest artist working
in the school that term, and saying if you want to do a
print we’ll do a print with you.

J – Yeah, and we just continued. At that point we lost the
annual funding that was in the budget for the press, so
we fund the press through sales, we are able to keep all of
the sales money from selling our books.
S – Does that work, do you actually make enough?
J – Yeah. And we have written grants to support projects.
T – Do you still work under the same sort of model
now you haven’t got the master printer and the master
photographer? Do you come up with the project idea
and then invite people in?

S – So you’re working together and not for them.
J – Yeah, and we’re choosing who’s going to come.
One of the first projects we did was in 1990 with three
Hungarians, right after the Soviet block fell apart. It
was a poet and two visual artists and all three of them
had had their work banned by the state at some point.
Our theme that we brought them in to work under was
freedom and oppression. So they came and it was the
worst collaboration we ever did. It was so difficult. We
learned that artists who work under oppression become
very difficult people, and they don’t share very well,
they don’t collaborate very well. They wanted us to be
technicians but they wouldn’t share ideas. It’s a really
really long story. They also were alcoholic and they
smoked a lot and you can’t do either on our campus,
so after the first two meetings they wouldn’t come to
campus, and we had to meet elsewhere. The poet sat
at the bar across the street from the university drinking
and writing new poetry. He actually wrote interesting
new poetry which ended up becoming part of our
publication, but it was really difficult. It turned out the
two artists didn’t get along either, and we found out
some of this stuff much later.

J – You know it varies a lot. I said it was evolving and
it’s a little more peripatetic than that. In 1986 because
I was producing these books and teaching, and it was
apparent that it was a pretty big stress on my time, they
created a staff position for a staff printer to my press. My
colleague Dan Mayer joined me, and so it’s now the two
of us who actually make decisions on what projects we’re
going to take on.
So, for instance, Dan knew a sound poet and suggested
that we should collaborate with her. I agreed and then
we invited her in, we had a meeting, talked about it
and it looked possible, so we went from there. With
another project, there was a Macedonian composer who
was visiting the School of Music, and by coincidence
I went to Macedonia – I was invited to give a paper
at a symposium – and he was there. I met him there
and was introduced to his work, then he came the
following summer to our School of Music and I saw him
again, and we started talking and you know we kind of
connected and decided we could do this project. So there
isn’t any one structure or publishing concept that we
work under.

So that’s the kind of direction we were moving in, and
then around 1991 there was an economic crisis. State
funding dropped greatly and we got a new director who
closed the two research facilities, the two collaborative
studios. She found that she couldn’t actually fire the
master printer and the master photographer, that’s
harder to do than just closing a programme, so their
status was changed and they became faculty. They’re
teaching, but they don’t collaborate any more.

S – It just evolves.
J – Yeah. What’s evolved for us is that we no longer want
to do things like books of poetry, because there are lots
of presses that are doing traditional fine printing. I figure
that with our position related to research at a university
we should be pushing boundaries and we should be
doing new things, so I wanted to pursue this kind of
collaboration with people in other disciplines and see
what would happen, that we could publish in some way.

S – So does that mean you’re the only person there who’s
doing their own research through the studio, through the
press?

I wanted to do a project with a musician and someone
in another discipline and see what they’d produce. I had
met this guy that taught saxophone, he was one of the
top five, maybe the top three, saxophone teachers in the
United States. I really liked him and he was really open.
I had another friend and he was in mathematics, and the
guy in math was really interested but he couldn’t commit

J – Yeah. Because the press doesn’t have its own room.
It’s in the same room that I teach in, and because I teach
full-time and do the press, they couldn’t eliminate it.
S – Because that would mean getting rid of all the class
studios too?
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Eco Songs by Dimitrije Buzarovski. 2000.
7” x 5.5”. Printed letterpress from handset Palatino and Neuland types and digital Bernhard Gothic with scanned plantforms from
polymer plates. Bound at the press and held in a handmade paper slipcase. Edition of 90 on handmade paper, 115 on recycled
commercial paper. A song cycle based on poetic works by Chief Dan George, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Stevie Smith, Alfonsina Storni,
Li Po, and the Book of Job. An artist’s book printed and constructed of five different papers made from plant fibers from around the
world. A codex section contains the poems as originally written. An accordion section displays the lyrics in visual typography, followed
by a of the CD of the music. A last section of back matter gives information about the composer Buzarovski, the soprano Nan Hughes,
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to the project. I thought a mathematician and a musician
would be a great combination.

S – I suppose if you’ve got the press and that’s where
you work and that’s the way everyone works, then that’s
obviously what comes out of it isn’t it.

So when he dropped out we went to the creative writing
department and there was a writer there whose classes
I had observed one time and gotten to know. When I
asked him he just fell all over himself to join the project,
he was so happy. The musician and the writer found
they had baseball in common among other things, so in
our first meetings they were starting to come up with the
idea of maybe writing an opera, and it would be a stage
performance. I don’t know how we would have ended
up actually publishing anything out of it, probably a
CD and a book containing that.

J – The tactility of the print and paper is too much a
part of my creativity. We were talking for a while about
inviting a Canadian poet to work with us. He’s done
some terrific things that are solely performance, it’s voice
modulation, sounds and words and so on. It’s possible
that if that happened, or something like that happened,
it would be a recorded piece that would be on a CD or
even on a small flash drive or something like that.
But that still needs to be presented to people in some
way, and if it’s a CD we’re not going to buy plastic cases
and issue it that way.

Then the writer very abruptly left the faculty and went
to another school, and suddenly he was no longer there.
Still thought we could do it long distance. He said he
was still committed to it so we could do that. Then, last
summer I think, the musician retired abruptly because
the dean appointed a new director of the school of music
who he felt he couldn’t work under. He’d been there for
so many years he decided he could retire and he did. I’m
still pushing these two people to try to exchange ideas
and collaborate, but I don’t think it’s going to happen.

S – Because they’re all so beautifully produced, do you
make quite small editions of everything?
J – They vary a lot. One book has an edition of 90 in
handmade paper and 115 on commercial recycled paper.
Another is 200.
S – So they’re fairly large editions then.
J – Not always. The editions of my own books from my
own press are generally smaller. One is 50, one is three
and another is six.

T – Is there a time scale on these projects?
J – No, whatever they take.

T – Because you were saying selling the books helps fund
the press, how do you market the books? Do you have
collectors ready to take them?

S – But it’s worth it, isn’t it? If it works.
J – Oh yeah. That Hungarian project took four years,
they were with us for four weeks in 1990, and in 1994
Dan flew to Budapest with the completed project to get
them signed.

J – We do. Most of our sales are to university library
collections. Marketing is probably our weakest area
because we don’t have someone who can do the
marketing for us, and we’re always ready to go on to
the next project rather than spend our time doing
the marketing. Whenever we finish a project we do
promotion pieces such as announcements, postcards or
something. Send it to our mailing list, put the book in
exhibitions where it gets exposure, and really that’s about
it.

S – So when you say if you publish music on a CD and
book to contain it and work with it, do you think that the
CD could be the book itself ? That the book would be on
the CD?
J – It’s possible, but I think there would always be a
container for that CD that would be part of the creation.

T – But they still sell well?
T – Is it quite important to you to have the printed
element within it?

J – Not all of them, no. We have a couple of books that
have sold out but we have almost all of the other ones
available, in the back of my office on shelves! Some fine
printer, and I don’t remember who, said a long time ago
you can print and sell 200 hundred copies of almost
anything, you just have to find the market for it and do
the promotion. But if you want to you can sell out 200
copies of anything.

J – Yeah.
T – You wouldn’t abandon that if it didn’t suit the
project?
J – I would consider it depending on the content, but I’m
pretty certain that I’ll always find a way to have a printed
element.

S – You probably could, but then you’d devote as much
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time to selling it as you did to producing it.

directions. One of them is, for lack of a better, term the
home craft tradition. People doing things at home. They
go to craft stores and they buy glitter and they buy yarn
and a hole punch and they can make a book. Then they
take a weekend class in binding and they learn structures
and suddenly they’re applying that kind of aesthetic to
something that almost looks like an artists’ book. I think
that another contributor to that is the traditions of the
art market, at least in the United States, that favours the
unique object over the multiple. We can’t seem to get
over that, we can’t break the gatekeepers’ hold on the
tradition that comes out of the French academy. The
pyramid with painting at the top. There are still people
who verbalise a separation between art and craft, where
in practice it’s completely blurred. I mean that’s where
letterpress was a craft, is a craft. Paper making, same
thing. Yet very few people have problems accepting those
as fine art, except for the critics, the gallery owners, the
museum curators and directors who still are so strongly
out of that tradition that identifies minor arts and major
arts. Art that’s for the wall is more important than art for
the hand.

J – I’ve known printers who have been very oriented
towards the business part of it, marketing and exactly
how do you price. They work out all of these formulas.
I’m just not fond of that at all.
T – You’ve got two presses haven’t you? The one with the
School of Art…
J – And then my own imprint, which I’ve had since 1972.
T – Is that mainly producing your own work?
J – Yeah.
T – Do you work with other people as well?
J – I’ve done a few projects with other people and I
published a book of poetry under my imprint in the early
80’s, but with that going on at school, full time teaching,
the time just never allowed me to go further. I was
interested but couldn’t do it.

S – So really if you made you hideous unique book you
could say right that’s it, it’s a sculpture it’s not a book, it’s
an object.

T – Would you say your own work falls within the fine
press or the artisan category?
J – Those categories get blurred, but probably fine press.
I have one book, produced in an edition of two, that is
more of an artists’ book, but a lot of people looking at
it would assume that it’s fine press produced. I don’t do
artists’ books from my press that are what I consider to
be a sloppy one of a kind things that some people do so
well.

J – Right, they can call it sculpture they can call it an
object, and if there’s only one of them then it’s got value.
If it exists in multiple they have the word reproduction
hanging around the back of their head, and it diminishes
it’s value.
S – That’s really amazingly backward thinking, because
there’s so many other people who have moved beyond
that in the States.

S – Where did that come from I wonder? Because it
seems to be something that happens a lot, people doing a
one-off terrible book. It’s really odd for us to understand
because we don’t really have that tradition over here. You
can go to the States and actually see some things that are
actually really rather horrible, but really expensive.

T – Yeah, and isn’t value also based on the idea or the
content?
J – Of course, ultimately it is. But value, especially in the
States where you have this structure of the art market,
it’s all driven by money. They just can’t move away from
that. One of the things that drives the recognition of this
kind of work is that gallery owners don’t make enough
money by selling a $500 book. If I do an edition of 20
and they sell for $500 each they don’t make enough
money from the sale, even if they sell two or three from
an exhibition. But if they’re selling a one of a kind
book and it’s selling for $5000, that’s something they’re
interested in. So it comes down to that very simple bit
of economics, and if it’s not in the galleries some critics
wont see it. If it doesn’t have the recognition of being
shown in a gallery the critics won’t value it, or write
about it. So it’s a self-perpetuating system.

J – Oh yeah.
S – What I don’t understand is not really how that
happened, but how people can continue to make that
work, because who’s supporting that, who’s buying that
and encouraging them to make more. If it was one of
your students or something you’d be like – don’t do it.
But it does seem to happen doesn’t it? And it’s not just
the fact that people are making them, it’s the fact that
people must be buying them.
T – There’s a market for them.
J - It’s actually pretty complex, the answer to that.
Contributing factors come from a couple of different
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S – Yes, whenever you get anyone writing about artists’
book fairs or big events, they don’t put it in the arts
section it’s always in the literary section. Look at these
amazing things…

J – Well I’ve realised that all but three of these works
[that were on display] are collaborations. I guess that’s
an important point that we can talk about in different
ways. Like I said these two are collaborations because
I was teaching in Italy. I talked my colleagues into
collaborating because we had our students collaborate.
I was teaching a book class and the photo teacher,
she and I decided that we would force our students to
collaborate with each other on one project.

J – I always tell my students that I value multiples. I’m
drawn to multiples because I love the process, all of the
processes. I love the idea of making multiple art that I
can sell more than once and that I can display more than
once. I can have a piece that’s on display simultaneously
in three or four places, and it’s collections and the
number of people that have access to it is multiplied.
For me, that’s value. Some of the students who are still
forming their aesthetics find that they agree with that,
but the reality doesn’t support it very well.

S – So you felt you should do the same!
J – Yeah, in both cases I said if we’re going to have our
students do it then we should do it, too. So it’s a nice way
to make something happen.

S – Do you think people’s perception of the book is
changing at all in the USA? Or even students and artists?

T – It’s a nice vehicle for collaborations.
J - Yeah, and what I’ve learned over the years is that the
best collaborations end up giving results that you never
would have got without doing them. It forces you to
think differently, collaboration always forces you to give
up some territory and maybe get uncomfortable; that’s
always a rich experience.

J – Yeah, I’ve said for some time now that I can
remember 30 years ago if you told someone you made
books they said ‘what? You can make a book?’ Now
you can run into someone in the grocery store and you
can say you make books and they say, ‘Yeah my kid
made books at school.’ It’s worked its way down. So
in the public schools, teachers are making books with
their young students. Now we’ve got students entering
university having made books before that, and not too
long ago that wasn’t the case.

S – Some of your work’s quite political as well. Is that
something that is conscious all the time or that sometimes
you think I’ve just got to say this?
J – Exactly. Sometimes I’ve done things where I’ve just
had to say something. Those things are always in my
mind. I had some great examples when I was a student
in the late 60’s, of artists’ who were putting that kind of
content in their art. So it was apparent to me that not
only could you do that, but that there was value in doing
that. When I found that I was secure enough in my ideas
that I could do it, it was really liberating. So, once I had
done that there was just no turning back.

T – Is this books as in bookbinding, or is this books as in
artists’ books?
J – A little broader than that. Having made a book,
understanding something about binding structure,
putting pages together. It might have been something
like putting a book together for a science project or a
literature project, or it might have been for an art project.
But the fact that an ordinary person can make a book,
and that it can have value, and that it can be a piece of
art, I think that is what’s percolating down.

I’ve given this lecture quite a number of times now in the
last few years, where I look back over my years of making
art and talk about all the politics that have come in. I
often say it was just a matter of circumstance of when
I was a student in the 60s and that I happened to be
where I was, at the University of Wisconsin, where there
was a great deal of activity. Bill Weege and Warrington
Colescott happened to be there and making prints that
had that content, so I had the models. Then when I
was in graduate school in 1971, 72 and 73 we had the
Watergate hearings on live in the studio all day long
when we were making art. You know, it was just infused
in everything that was going on, so it’s no surprise that I
was doing impeach Nixon prints at that time. And prints
about Vietnam and things like that.

The other thing that’s been quoted fairly often is the
number of book artists in the States. In the 1970s it was
something like under 300. In the schools that I have
taught in, starting programmes from books, teaching
students who are going out to other places and starting
book programmes, the multiplication in the last couple
of decades has just been terrific. You’ve got these arts
centres in many cities where they teach classes, book
classes are now constantly part of the curricula in
those places.
T – Do you want to talk a bit more about your own
work?
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At the same time I was doing silly things. I’ve always
done art on humour and silly personal issues. I was
making edible prints at that time, silk screening edible
inks onto cookies, and some of those became political
actually. Just kind of always pushing at the envelope
and trying things out. I told my students that one of
the things I loved about making art, in particular the
printmaking that I’ve done, is doing things that people
look at and say how do you do that? I love being able to
do things that other people don’t do. Or totally surprise
people and they can’t figure it out. Some kind of ego in
there I guess.

decision, to make it nearly unreadable. Which is also
something I’ve done fairly often in the past, nonsense text
and unreadable texts, and overlapping texts that really
make it hard for people to get, people have to work at it.
T – Text obviously plays an important part in your work,
more so than image?
J – At times, yeah. As a student long ago I just started
putting in text with images, and didn’t think about it. Noone was using the term Postmodern yet, but that’s what
it’s about. It’s about incorporating all of the influences
of our culture. I grew up in this culture that’s so heavily
influenced by advertising, that text in front of our eyes is
part of our lives. So it’s not unnatural to use it. But it just
happened and I realised later why I was doing it.

S – I don’t think so. It’s more like curiosity isn’t it.
J – Yeah. So [referring back to] the books on the table,
this one is about our response to the Miles Davis Kind of
Blue album. Charlie Cohan and I both love jazz and love
that album, so that became the basis for the book. It’s
called Modal because it’s about modal jazz. We looked up
and wrote this statement about modal jazz, which goes
across the bottom of the pages. There are five pairs of
images for each of the five songs on the album. I did the
image on the left and he did the one on the right. So it’s
kind of straight forward but it’s something we love. This
one, TM, is about Thelonious Monk, also about jazz.

S – It is one of those things that slowly creeps in and I
suppose if you work in letterpress a lot, I’d imagine you
automatically think in text before you thought in image
sometimes just because of the way you work.
J – And text is image. I did a series of letterpress prints
where I was consciously trying to use letterpress as a
printmaking medium. I was finding back then that
people were seeing my work with words, and they said
‘oh that’s a poster’. Or, at best, they would say it’s a
broadside, but they couldn’t see it as art. I did a long
series of pieces using letterpress and sometimes other
image techniques to try to make pieces that people would
look at and realise were art. That was after I had become
conscious of what I was doing so I started exploiting it.

S – Jazz and music seem to play quite an important part
in your work as well.
J – Yeah, and I have some letterpress prints that also
respond to jazz and jazz artists. I think in one of my
lectures I say I would love to spend the rest of my career
making art based on jazz, if only I could do that.
But these damn politicians keep getting in the way.
This one book has photographs from Claudia Smigrod,
pinhole photographs of the Cyprus trees in Italy that line
the roads. She had a couple of pictures of the trees and
we liked them, so she decided to take some more.
We found out that the trees that line the road on the
way to Cortona were planted after World War 1.
They memorialise the soldiers who died in WW1.
That’s what those trees are about.

S – Do you think you’ll always work with letterpress?
J – Yeah. I have a press and type at home.
S – We noticed that a lot of colleges in the UK threw all
their letterpress away a while ago, but people keep giving
us more and more. The students are getting really into it.
They got into it a few years ago because it helped them
to understand things on the computer, but now you see
that the graphics and illustration students are actually
learning it because it gives them a little extra when they
go for jobs.

S – Is that a route that they would have marched, or is
it just somewhere people go so they all see them all the
time.

T – It wasn’t that long ago that the computer was
everything, and everything else was redundant.

J – just to remind the residents of the local boys who
died. They then become part of that landscape, so
there’s reference to that in this hand written text, which
is written so sloppily that you can barely read it

J – You know I had the same story, but from before the
computer was everything. I had some design student,
maybe in 1988 I think, who took my class several times
and produced a really nice book in letterpress and screen
print. It had Perspex covers on it, a pretty unique piece.
She then got into the Yale graduate programme in design
and they told her that it was that piece in her portfolio

S – I was looking at it earlier I was trying really hard to…
J – Yeah, it does say something but, well, that’s a different
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Impeach the Idiots
Letterpress print on handmade paper
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that got her in, because it put her apart from all the other
high level graphic design portfolios that have the usual
class exercises. So letterpress did it for her, before the
computer. Then we went through that period where they
all gravitated only to the computer and modern.

straight from the plant. At the end of the book there’s
another codex section that has biographies of composer,
the soprano and the poets. Then the colophon has all of
the information about the plant fibres, where they came
from, plus it has the printed information.

S – Now they’re all coming back again.

S – I think that’s what I like about your books. Whenever
you think you’ve seen the book there’s always like
another something, like a secret pocket at the end or
something.

T – Or spreading.
J – I tell my graphic design students who show up for my
class that they’re going to be better typographers from
having done that by hand. They may never print again
but they’re going to be better at it.

J –We realised we couldn’t make enough handmade
paper for all of the CD’s, so there’s 90 copies on the
handmade and then 115 copies of the same book printed
on commercial recycled paper. So in this one the paper
represents the ecology of the world, which is what the
text’s about, so it has this unity to it. This circular feeling.
In the book printed on commercial paper it’s similar,
because it’s recycled paper. Really very similar, it’s just
half the price of this one. It was a really fun project, but
it took quite a while.

S – Of course. It’s just the basic fundamental logic of
how everything works. Just seeing their faces the first time
they realise that is brilliant.
J – The same is true with those scholarly publishing
students, who are going to be editors. They’ll never print
again, but it helps them understand printing, the process
and books in a way that the academics just don’t.

S – I think it’s the thing as well, you can always tell if
someone’s enjoyed making the book.

T – Going the other way then, has the computer
influenced your work over the years? Or has it taken
more of a role in the production of your books?

J – When it was done Dan went to the Frankfurt book
fair, I think in 2000, and then to Macedonia on his way
home. He brought Dimitrije his copies. Dimitrije then
had a public performance of this that he had set up with
a children’s choir. They actually had the book on display
while the children where performing it.

J – A minor role. I have not moved into using the
computer heavily in preparation for my work, or in doing
polymer typography. I’ve done some, but not like some
people. The middle section of that book [Eco Songs] is
all polymer with the overlapping. The story here is that
after I met Dimitrije Buzarovski we decided to do this
book because he had written a song cycle based on 6
poems about man’s relationship to the environment. We
decided to do a book based on it and wrote letters to all
these papermakers around the world and asked them to
send us plant fibres. Dan and I then separated them in
groups and made the papers for the five sections of the
book. The first section of the book has the poems as they
were first written, and that’s all hand set. Then you get to
the middle section of the book and it has the same text
as appears in the music, with repetition and sound and
overlap and using typography to try to explain visually
what happens in the music.

S – Brilliant. So that really was complete multimedia
production.
J – This book, Roadkill, was done in a week. I was a guest
artist at the University of Tennessee, and the printmaker
there, Beauvais Lyons, suggested we collaborate on a
print. I said well let’s not do a print, let’s do a book, and
I want you to find a third collaborator. So he talked
to a guy, a friend of his who teaches in the philosophy
department. He teaches courses in environmental
ethics and had co-written a book about the ecology of
east Tennessee. One chapter was about the effect of
transportation on the environment, so that was the basis
for a book.

T – A bit like the concrete music.

When I went I had the form of a book figured out, one
piece of paper printed on two sides. On the Monday
morning we met with our collaborators and the students
who were going to help, and everybody got the concept.
Then the students all had assignments. Some went to the
library to find source material, some went to the Internet
to find source material, and we started laying out plates
and printing. Beauvais, as you may know, does mock
archaeology.

J – Yeah, very much out of the concrete poetry
tradition which I’m very close to. It’s a visual/oral/
tactile experience. In order to do that typography
involves a computer, because you never run out of h’s,
or periods. We also took plants and put them on the
scanner and scanned them into Photoshop, and made
transparencies, so all these plant images are created
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S – Yeah, his Hokes Archives.

one of the two twins who started the Twinrocker paper
mill, and she teaches at the University of Oregon. So we
agreed to do a project but we really talked about a lot of
different things, like what are we going to do together in
handmade paper at a distance. Finally we settled on this
book, Spirit Land. She made paper form Oregon plant
fibres and I made paper from Arizona plant fibres. We
then designed this book by fax. We drew the diagram of
the structure then faxed it back and forth, and kept on
doing that until we had it worked out. After we made
the paper she printed these multiple colour wood block
prints on the Oregon side and the Arizona side. Then
she sent the paper back to me and I printed the rest in
letterpress. So when you lift this flap you have a list of
endangered plant species of Arizona and endangered
plant species of Oregon. But there’s more.

J – A lot of hoaxes in his art. So we wrote these
quotations that are throughout the book. A lot of people
assume they are real. Quotations from people and the
names of their cars. Each of them is footnoted, so you
read the entries on all these pages, and then you can go
to the inside of the book where the notes and footnotes
are.
S – A whole fake biography.
J – Yeah, and it turns out that this is the real part, these
are the facts that support the quotes. We wrote them
to get to the fact that brake linings contain asbestos, so
every time you hit the breaks asbestos goes into the air.
The rate of cancer among guys that work in brake shops
is like 300 times higher than the rest of the population.
So that’s what it was about. We also screen printed dirty
motor oil and flock adhesive and put Tennessee dirt into
the adhesive.

S – There always is!
J – See you lift this up, and you turn it sideways and it
becomes the landscape of Arizona with a poem written
by an Arizona poet about the environment. And of
course the same thing on this side for Oregon.

S – Oh lovely, so it’s real road dirt?
J – Yeah it’s real dirt.

S – Did you say the paper is made from fibres from each
state?

T – So much of the visual imagery was collected by the
students.

J – Right, and we designed it like this so that the viewer
has to manipulate it and turn it around and touch this
paper. You know that from the beginning because the
folder that holds the book is made from fibres and dirt
from both places, plus broken shells from the Oregon
shore and pine needles, so it’s very rough and tactile. It
tells you to pay attention.

J – Yeah. On Monday they started collecting and
we started making the first plates, and on Saturday
afternoon we were cutting and folding and sewing these
together.
S – That’s amazing. And how many did you make?

S – It also tells you to pick it up, because obviously if
someone makes something that tactile they want you to
handle it.

J – The edition is 50. All of the students who worked
got a copy, and we put a copy in their library and then
divided them up. It’s been sold out for years.

J – Yeah. Then on the back there’s a double colophon
that explains the fibres that went into each paper, who
did what and signed by the artists and the two writers
who wrote these poems for this book – they hadn’t been
previously published. The edition is 50, and this book has
sold remarkably well.

Oh, and on our second day our philosopher collaborator
came in with this dead snake that he’d found on the
road near his house. We’d already decided on the title
of Roadkill, and then he found the dead snake. We
put it on the scanner, scanned it into Photoshop and
manipulated it. We then sent the file to a place that made
an engraving so we could print it on the cover two days
later. Fun book.

S – It’s a really successful book isn’t it. Because it works
on so many different levels.

It’s really nice to have a production that lasts one week,
with a lot of people working really hard. I was up until 2
o’clock each night,

J – It can also become a sculptural object. There are
several ways to open it and display it. Usually when I
send it for exhibitions I’ll send two or three copies.

This book Spirit Land, started when I was asked to do a
collaboration in handmade paper for a symposium in
New York in 1996. I contacted Peggy Prentice, who’s
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