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Leaning Tower, Robert Good, 2021. A collection of books stacked vertically, as tall and as straight as possible.

Robert Good is an artist based in Cambridge UK. He is interested in words, text and language, and the ways in 
which knowledge has migrated from the printed page to the internet. http://www.robertgood.co.uk
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Welcome to issue �irty of �e Blue Notebook

�is is the �rst of two issues dedicated to �e Arts 
Libraries Society Australia and New Zealand (Arlis/
ANZ) & abbe 2020 conference presentations on artists’ 
books practices. 

Dr Tim Mosely introduces the Arlis/ANZ abbe 2020 
collaboration: reimagining the material: artists’ books, 
printed matter, digital transformation, engagement:

�e continuing presence of a journal committed to the 
�eld of artist’s book practice / independent publishing is 
a signi�cant achievement in the contemporary context 
by the editor of �e Blue Notebook and the team at the 
CFPR. �e opportunity to publish selected papers from 
the Arlis ANZ / abbe 2020 conference held in November 
2020 realises the aims of the abbe (artists books 
brisbane events) i.e., to contribute to the emerging 
critical discourse on artists’ books, and as the convenor 
of the abbe I am very pleased to be working with 
�e Blue Notebook. 
 
�e abbe conferences were initiated to facilitate critical 
engagement with artist’s book practice in 2015 through 
the then Gri�th Centre for Creative Arts Research. �e 
abbe have their beginnings in codex event 9 held at the 
Queensland College of Art, Brisbane, Australia, in 2011. 
Brisbane has emerged as an epicentre of artist’s book 
practice within Australia, initially through two signi�cant 
contributors to the �eld of artist’s book practice in 
the region. �e State Library of Queensland holds a 
collection of over 1500 artists’ books in their Australian 
Library of Art, and having attracted considerable 
attention both nationally and internationally, continues 
to add to the collection. O�en in partnership with the 
State Library of Queensland, Grahame Galleries, based 
in Brisbane, has supported the �eld through exhibitions 
and artist’s book fairs mounted locally, nationally 
and internationally. Over the three iterations of abbe 
(2015, 2017 & 2020) �e State Library of Queensland 
and Grahame Galleries have played signi�cant roles 
in the conferences and the fairs / exhibitions held in 
conjunction with them. 
 
If a consistent thread were to be drawn from the papers 
selected for publishing in this and the following volume 
of �e Blue Notebook it would be the presence of 
criticality in contemporary Australian artists’ engagement 
with the medium. Apart from the papers published this 
is also evident in the presentations now available to the 
public on the website of the conference partners Arlis 
ANZ: https://www.arlisanz.org/2020-biennial-conference

I hope you enjoy all the papers published here and the 
presentations made available online. 
 
Tim Mosely 
Convenor of the artists books brisbane events

Our contributors for this Arlis/ANZ abbe issue are: 

Marian Crawford explores the slipperiness of the 
character of certain artists’ books as case studies, 
and considers whether the form and content of these 
hand-printed artworks present an opportunity to test 
conventions of both the book and the portrait. 

Paul Uhlmann posits that select artists’ books are 
material objects existing as unique vehicles of literature, 
simultaneously occupying visible and invisible realms. 
�e books are embodied creations. �e pages are the stu� 
of matter—of oil, pigment and paper—but are also always 
objects of the body; their purpose is to e�ect change, to 
convey sensations and feelings to others. 

Caren Florance - �e �eld of Australian artists’ books is 
a broad and active one, and its development and various 
histories have been both helped and hindered by the 
rise of digital culture. �e internet has fed and sustained 
cross-pollination and connection between our regional 
communities; however, it has also failed us by proving 
to be unstable, quick to overwrite itself, and expensive 
in terms of archiving for the future. In the short term, it 
allows us to �nd creative solutions for quick-turn needs, 
as we are discovering during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Ana Paula Estrada responds to Ulises Carrión’s ‘�e 
New Art of Making Books’.  She aims to contribute to 
a better understanding of ‘the new art’ by presenting 
two examples - an artist’ book which investigates how 
papermaking and the book’s materiality can be used to 
draw the reader closer to the subject matter. �e second 
is a digital artwork that aims to translate oral speech 
into a form that explores technology as a means of 
connectedness between aged care residents and the rest 
of the community during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Angie Butler - By setting phenomenology within the 
context of art-making it is possible to investigate how 
we use our minds and bodies through the experience of 
practice. �is discussion considers that contemporary 
artist-publishing activities that employ the letterpress 
process, are embedded in how practitioners articulate 
their bodies and senses to engage with materials, 
equipment, and presses to develop their work.

�anks to our referees, Dr Anne Béchard-Léauté 
(France) Maria Fusco (UK) Susan Johanknecht (UK), 
Je� Rathermel (USA), Dr Paulo Silveira (Brazil) and 
Ulrike Stoltz (Germany/Italy) for their ongoing peer 
review duties and feedback to contributors.

�e address for the colour PDF version of this issue is: 
www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/tbn/x1335/42ck/tbn30.pdf

Many thanks to Tom Sowden for the cover design, 
and thanks to you, our subscribers for supporting the 
publication of �e Blue Notebook.  Sarah Bodman
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Marian Crawford. 2016. Picturing the Island (Image: courtesy Marian Crawford; photographer: Tim Gresham)

Marian Crawford. 2016. Picturing the Island (Image: courtesy Marian Crawford; photographer: Tim Gresham)
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�e Archaic Stillness of the Book

Marian Crawford

Knowledge lies not in the accumulation of texts or 
information, nor in the object of the book itself, but in 
the experience rescued from the page and transformed 
again into experience, ... In the reader's own being. 
(Manguel, 2006: 91)

Introduction  

Walter Benjamin’s 1928 short essay “Attested Auditor of 
Books” expounds on the demise of the book in an era of 
the increasingly dominating visual spectacles of �lm and 
advertising. ‘And before a contemporary �nds his way 
clear to opening a book’, writes Benjamin, ‘his eyes have 
been exposed to such a blizzard of changing, colourful, 
con�icting letters that the chances of his penetrating 
the archaic stillness of the book are slight.’ Benjamin 
suggests, however, that the graphic nature of early 20th-
century advertising held a promise of a space where poets 
would master the construction of this ‘picture-writing’ 
and would �nd ‘an international moving script’ that 
would ‘renew their authority’ in everyday life 
(Benjamin, 2016: 42–43).

What is an artist’s book?

I admire the spirit of Benjamin’s text and am equally 
committed to the authority of the poetic. Indeed, 
this paper positions the artist’s book in the realm of 
poetic creation, drawing on the book’s historical link 
to poetry and the printed page as well as the play of 
text as a visual �eld, as established by examples such as 
Stéphane Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés jamais n'abolira le 
hasard (1897). �e intimacy of the relationship between 
the tradition of the �ne art print and the printed page 
of poetry also strengthens the artist book’s position 
as a creative outcome for artists. Further, the book’s 
links to conceptual art movements from the 1960s on 
also establishes the form as contemporary cultural 
production.1

While for me these de�nitions are clear, there is still a 
case to be made to the uninitiated. A�er all, an artist’s 
book made in the guise of a novel (with codex binding, 
dust jacket and so on) still carries an aura of a tradition 
that can be very hard to shake. Sitting simultaneously 
in many �elds however, also presents an opportunity 
to consider the artist’s book as portmanteau,2 a familiar 
carrier of many ways of knowing.

�e following two case studies will help explore the 
ambiguity of this category of the artist book: my book 
Picturing the Island (2016)3 and Alison Alder’s �e 
Sleep of Doubt (2015).4 Both of these books work with 

portraits as an investigative form. �e portraits in both 
books are hand printed and it is clear in both that the 
images have migrated from other origins, from original 
publication in other forms and places. New readings 
have been generated for these found images, translating 
them into another of the many printed languages. �is 
manipulation and consequent distancing from origin 
provokes ambiguity and generates a new status as copy.

Portraits

Picturing the Island gathers texts and images describing 
the Central Paci�c island Banaba (once known as Ocean 
Island). Many of the images are portraits of people 
in groups, staring somewhat resentfully and perhaps 
mistrustfully at the original photographer’s camera. 
�ere is clearly an unbreachable gap between the 
photographer’s activities and intentions and the subjects’ 
engagement in these images. �e subjects are arranged 
formally in rows, within range of the camera tripod. �e 
heads of errant infants are held still by the hands of the 
older women who stand behind them. �e gazes of these 
subjects are stern, worried. �ese images were taken in 
documentary and ethnographic surveys of islands of the 
Paci�c Ocean undertaken by expansionist nations in the 
early 20th century.5 �ey were made for circulation in 
university publications and are impersonal and reductive 
representations of the lives of these citizens of Oceania.

In contrast to the stern gazes of the islanders, the last 
image of Picturing the Island records my sister and 
me as children on Banaba. We smile happily up at the 
photographer (most likely my mother or perhaps my 
father—the photographer could only have been one of 
my parents). �is is a family snap, amateur, personal and, 
until its publication here, private.

It is in this vast di�erence between these two types of 
images that the gulf between the subject of ethnographic 
documentation and a willingly photographed subject is 
observable.

Printed as photographic relief prints, these plates have 
le� quite an inky imprint on the light-weight paper pages 
of Picturing the Island. In contrast to the smoothness of 
o�-set printing, or even the inkier newspaper, the surface 
of these images is almost rough and hard to ignore. �e 
texts of the book are printed with letterpress technology, 
and the lead letters’ contact with the pages also leaves a 
palpable imprint. Engaging with a book characterised 
by these material qualities is a haptic experience, and 
the conventional superiority of visual and auditory 
observation is temporarily surrendered.

�ere are also registers other than representational 
signi�cation in Alison Alder’s �e Sleep of Doubt. 
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Poster of Field Study the Unlimited Dream Company, 1995.

Alison Alder. 2015. Sleep of Doubt (Image: courtesy Alison Alder)
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�e screenprinting ink that forms its images can be 
felt with the �ngertips; it has a texture. �e unprinted 
fragments of each page are smooth, while the ink of 
the images sits just above the surface of the page, 
their texture indicating a distinct and separate
 material identity. 

�e front and back covers of Alder’s book are �lled 
with images: small portraits printed in layers of 
photomechanical dots in process colours. Accidents, 
purposeful perhaps, have happened. �e images are 
abundant, ��een portraits are squeezed higgledy-
piggledy onto the cover. Each face is surrounded by a 
rectangular background, but this is no neat grid. 

Each page of the book is also �lled with images. When 
an image is pulled apart in separate layers of colour in 
preparation for printing like this; however, it becomes 
unfamiliar, sparse, lacking the detail of its �nal iteration. 
It is only when combined that its layers add up to 
something, becoming recognisable. Only then does the 
image reveal its point of origin, more or less. 

�ese faces are a bit blurry, and it seems at �rst glance 
that these slightly mis-registered layers of screenprinting 
ink make clear identi�cation of the subjects a tricky task. 
Even given our expectation of the high-de�nition LCD 
clarity of monitors, television and our computer screens, 
these dotty subjects are surprisingly recognisable. �is 
little bit of visual information actually goes a long way. 
An Australian may have an advantage in recognising 
some of these subjects—among them are Lachlan 
Murdoch (or is he James Packer?) and ex-Prime 
Ministers of Australia Malcolm Turnbull and 
Tony Abbott. 

�e origins of these images—collected from newspapers, 
television news broadcasts, online news—becomes clear 
a�er closely looking at the pages of the book. �ese are 
not friendly PR images released by their subjects. Rather, 
they have the everyday tawdriness of the public realm, 
and the awkwardness of an unedited moment recorded 
in the cross�re of relentless paparazzi.

A German parallel

�e mis-registration and de-stabilisation of the 
conventions of colour separation are the key strategies at 
work in Alder's book. In 1966, the German artist Gerhard 
Richter wrote about similar uncertainties: 

I do not know what I want, I am inconsistent, 
indi�erent, passive: I like things that are indeterminate 
and boundless, and I like persistent uncertainty.

And, echoing Benjamin’s claim for the renewed authority 
of the poet:

Now that we do not have priests or philosophers 
anymore, artists are the most important people in the 
world. (Richter, 1991: 109)

Many of Richter’s works explore the image in transit, 
with many citing found images. For example, 48 Portraits 
(1971/72) is made up of 48 paintings composed from 
Richter’s photographs of portraits of public �gures, 
writers, composers, critics, and scientists, which he found 
in encyclopaedia and dictionary illustrations. In 1998 
Richter photographed these paintings and presented the 
photographs in a new con�guration.6 

Richter also made photographic editions of his paintings. 
Small Pyramid (1964) was made with reference to a 
tourist photo of a pyramid. Pyramid (1966) is a black-
and-white photograph on photographic canvas printed 
in an edition of nine which refers not to the original 
found image, but to Richter’s translation of the image 
Small Pyramid (1964). �is print ‘is a photo of a painting 
of a photo, a third-generation image that bears some 
resemblance to the original, but not much’ (Paoletti, 
1988: 1).

In Richter’s works, ‘the tension between reality and 
abstraction, between mechanical reproduction and 
painterly skill, is never resolved, compelling the viewer, 
… “to leave his passive, purely voyeuristic role and force 
him into reaction”’ (Paoletti. 1988: 2). 

Similarities

Do these two examples of Australian artists’ books reveal 
anything that might be called a national character? While 
extrapolation from this tiny sample size to make any 
broad conclusions would of course be foolish, there are 
interesting similarities between these two works that at 
�rst glance seem so di�erent. Both raise questions, as 
Richter’s works do, about the nature of the mechanical 
reproduction of images, the notion of an originary 
image that this implies7, and about the artist’s skills 
and intentions.

Both works have ambitions or intentions to political 
commentary. Based on research undertaken at the State 
Library of Queensland, the central discourse of Picturing 
the Island is of colonisation, and its collection of images 
depicts the neglected personal and national histories of 
Banaban and Australian respectively. Researched from 
the vantage point of a child of Empire, the book revivi�es 
lives passed over by the imperatives of mining and the 
enthusiasm of Australian farmers for Banaban phosphate 
as fertiliser. Texts printed throughout the book refer to 
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Marian Crawford. 2016. Picturing the Island (Image: courtesy Marian Crawford; photographer: Tim Gresham)
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waves of colonialist expansion that crossed the Paci�c 
Ocean, and Australia’s connection to this branch of the 
British Empire, the source of my family connection to 
the exploitation of Banaba’s natural resource. On the �nal 
pages of the book, an image sourced from the Kiribati 
Climate Action Network presents their environmental 
warrior cry ‘We are not drowning’, acknowledging the 
Kiribati campaign to seek international recognition 
and action to address the detrimental e�ects of global 
climate change in the Central Paci�c. Documentation 
of this brave but necessary intervention into this sadly 
contentious global political issue in Picturing the Island 
presents the global powerplays still at work 150 years 
a�er the beginnings of the colonisation of the 
Central Paci�c.

�e stance, dress and gestures of the portraits printed in 
�e Sleep of Doubt indicate that the subjects of this book 
are leaders, people anointed one way or another with 
an authority to shape our society, and positioned at the 
helm of the nation to form and determine our opinions 
and values. However, the blur and lack of resolution of 
these inky layers, printed in less than perfect registration, 
destabilise these portraits. How could it be that these 
images are not crystal clear and direct referents to 
respected and trustworthy powers? �eir authority 
registers as de facto and untrustworthy, with faith in 
democratic process slipping away in a haze of dots.

�e gestures documented in Alder’s images contribute 
to a lexicon of the body language of the powerful: two 
men shake hands, a group of men walks toward a camera, 
a man is caught mid-sentence with an open mouth, a 
speech is made, hands are raised, a man stands in front 
of a �ag, a man waves to a camera and an audience, 
a smile is given for the camera, a look of concern or 
concentration is given, a brow is furrowed, a point is 
being made, a hand is raised and a �nger points, and, 
�nally, regalia is worn to demonstrate status.

It is not until the sixth page that a portrait of a woman 
appears, a statistic that should be noted by the Guerrilla 
Girls. �e public roles of the book’s subjects include 
a cardinal and royalty (a prince, a King-in-waiting), a 
Prime Minister, President, Head of State, a media mogul, 
a Cabinet Minister, a Politician and parliamentarian, 
a disgraced entertainer, and miners with political clout. 
Easily identi�able international �gures include 
Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin, Mao Tse Tung, 
and Richard Nixon.

Black rectangles are printed onto many of the pages, 
over sections of images, in a redaction or abstraction 
perhaps amid so many personalities represented in such 
abundance. �is abundance of portraits without any 
accompanying text or explication reveals these many 

repeated gestures of power and authority as posed, 
super�cial and stylised. Alder’s critique is clearly political.

Whereas Picturing the Island reveals a gulf between a 
public and anthropological collection of images and 
text and the privacy of the family portrait, �e Sleep of 
Doubt is populated by resolutely public poses sourced 
from newspapers and news websites, that are, in the end, 
exposed as repetitive and empty of intimate personal 
contact. Both works speak to speci�city, the signi�cance 
of direct and intimate contact, and hidden histories.

Both books are handprinted, and bear witness to the 
labours of their making. Although both also rely on 
digital technologies and production methods, they also 
reveal the imperfection of the handmade analogue object. 
�e hand-torn edges of the pages of Picturing the Island, 
the inky surface of its relief prints, and �e Sleep of 
Doubt’s plays with misregistration of process colours are 
evidence of their artist-studio production methods.

�e feel of the surfaces of the pages of the two books and 
the haptic engagement with these hand-printed surfaces 
that both books require are qualities enjoyed by people 
who handle these works at book fairs and exhibitions. 
Readers (or are they viewers?) like to stroke the pages, 
marvelling at an experience so di�erent from the digital 
realm and mass printed publications. 

Both books are editioned, printed in editions of eight 
(Picturing the Island) and 40 (�e Sleep of Doubt). 
While they are multiple, they are also rare. �e small 
edition sizes of both books qualify their entry to the rare 
book collections of libraries, and private collections of 
bibliophiles. 

Has the age of noisy excess that Benjamin described 
nearly a century ago in his essay made a return in the 
form of social and multi-platform media? Perhaps 
interest in the artist’s book form is part of a broader 
return to intimacy, to the bespoke and hand-made, to 
the small, local and singular that is sought by some to 
ameliorate the indiscriminate and overwhelming busy-
ness and speed of digital and social media we endure. 

Uncertainty and optimism

Philosopher Simon O’Sullivan argues for the importance 
and power of transformation: ‘art might well be a part 
of the world (a�er all it is a made thing), but at the same 
time it is apart from the world. And this apartness, 
however theorised, is what constitutes art’s importance.’ 
(O’Sullivan, 2001: 125). While ‘it is not so important 
what the speci�cs of a medium might be’, his suggestion 
that ‘art is … a creative deterritorialisation into the realm 
of a�ect’ (O’Sullivan, 2001: 130) might be illuminating 
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Above and below: Alison Alder. 2015. Sleep of Doubt (Images: courtesy Alison Alder)
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in considering the migration and shi� of imagery in a 
printed artwork. �e territory of the image is shi�ed, and 
it is the possibility of this shi� that is transformative. 

For O’Sullivan, this ‘deterritorialisation’ is ‘a magical, 
an aesthetic, function of transformation’ that resonates 
with the ‘possibilities of being, of becoming, in the 
world’ (2001: 130). �e possibility of seeing and 
imagining something di�erently are presented in the 
re-presentations of found portraits in both Picturing the 
Island and �e Sleep of Doubt.

�ese handprinted books present new territory, new 
knowing, and new experiences, and the imaginative 
possibility of launching into Richter’s realm of 
‘persistent uncertainty’.

Marian Crawford is a visual artist whose artworks explore 
the relationships between the book, �ne art printmaking 
processes, and the printed image in contemporary 
culture. Crawford is a senior lecturer in Fine Art 
at Monash University Art Design & Architecture, 
Melbourne, Australia, where she has taught for just 
over 10 years. In 2015/16 she was recipient of the 
Siganto Fellowship at State Library of Queensland, 
and she has presented her creative works and writings 
publicly for over 20 years. Her works are held in 
numerous collections. 

marian.crawford@monash.edu
http://www.mariancrawford.com

Notes

1. For example, ‘[Sol] LeWitt was among the �rst wave of 
conceptual artists who helped to establish a new radical 
framework for the publication-as-artwork.’ 
https://www.printedmatter.org/programs/events/877
[Accessed 26/6/20] and https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Artist%27s_book [Accessed 26/6/20]

2. �at is – ‘consisting of a wide range of things that are 
considered as a single thing’ https://dictionary.cambridge.
org/dictionary/english/portmanteau [Accessed 26/6/20]

3. Marian Crawford, Picturing the Island, 2016, letterpress 
and intaglio prints on paper, edition of 8, 30 x 21 x 0.8cm.

4. Alison Alder, �e Sleep of Doubt, 2015, screenprints, 
edition of 40. 15 x 20.5 x 0.7cm. 

5. In this case, images are from Matsumura, Akira. 
‘Contributions to the Ethnography of Micronesia’. 
Journal of the College of Science, Imperial University of 
Tokyo. Tokyo: Published by the University, Dec 5 1918, 
Vol XL., Art. 7.

6. See 48 Portraits 1971/72 oil on canvas 48 Portraits 
[CR: 324/1-48], and 48 Portraits 1998 Photographs, 48 
photographs per edition a�er the oil paintings from 
1971/72, made by Richter for the Venice Biennale 
in 1972. https://www.gerhard-richter.com/en/art/
editions/48-portraits-12786/?&artworkid=4&referer=
search-art&title=48+Portraits&p=1&sp=32 [Accessed 
23/20]

7. Originary or ur-image, where the pre�x ur- means 
‘primitive, original, earliest’. (�e Short Oxford 
Dictionary, 1973, Oxford University Press, Oxford.)
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Paul Uhlmann, Voids (9 voids from October 2015 32.0569° S, 115.7439° E, 2016) 19 (h) x 12.5 cm (w). 
Artist’s Book, cover with 9 Risograph hal�one prints and one page colophon, Edition: 12, IMPRINT: Trembling Hands. 

Paul Uhlmann, landscape, landscape (smoke), 2019, 112 x 152 cm (diptych) oil on canvas.
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Artists’ Books: Objects of Visible and Invisible Realms 

Paul Uhlmann 

Where are we to put the limit between body and world, 
since the world is �esh?  
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1968: 138)

�e Body: Flesh and World Intertwined

In the preface to his seminal work �e Phenomenology of 
Perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961) ponders 
how peculiar it is that a�er so much time and focused 
scholarship, people were still struggling to understand 
phenomenology. He then de�nes phenomenology as 
‘the study of essences… all problems amount to �nding 
de�nitions of essences: the essence of perception, or the 
essence of consciousness’ (Merleau-Ponty, [1945] 2005: 
vii). Central to his methodology is the body as a highly 
subjective ‘life-world’. His approach works directly in 
opposition to the Cartesian worldview, which makes 
detached, objective models of the world. By contrast, 
phenomenology attempts to discard prior constructs 
and models so that, for example, rather than projecting 
images of an ideal tree within the mind, one engages 
directly through the senses in the immediate present 
with the actual experience of encountering a tree 
through all the senses. �e challenge is to develop an 
attitude whereby attention is so sharpened to particular 
phenomena that one experiences the world anew. 
But he goes further than that; for him, the body is part 
of the world in an embodied sense. He sees the world as 
being ‘�esh’ and the body as being intertwined with the 
‘�esh of the world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1968). To enable this 
attitude of mind to be applied to particular phenomena, 
he opens the world to being an active space of pure 
becoming and possibility; it is a �uid space of mutual 
co-creation whereby the subject is interconnected to all 
life and where all borders between the �esh of the body 
and the �esh of the world collapse. 

Fragment One: Encounter with the Spectre of Caspar 
David Friedrich

In August 2013, as I was quietly immersed in a 
selection of German Romantic drawings at the 
Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin, I found myself face to face 
with Caspar David Friedrich. His startled face stared 
out at me in astonishment as though he had just become 
aware of himself. �is self-conscious moment holds a 
certain vulnerability apparent even in reproductions of 
this 1810 image. A�er a few moments, I fell into this 
drawing as if it were a portal to the past. My mind traced 
the �ne chalk lines as incised marks that micro-dented 

the paper. As I studied his visage, his face came alive to 
me, and I saw the swirling across his cheeks as vibrant 
turbulent storms. �ese ceaseless currents eddying across 
his jawlines immediately reminded me of the ‘Deluge’ 
series (1517–18) by Leonardo da Vinci; this time, the 
storms were racing across the body of the great German 
Romantic. I wondered if this was a coincidence. 
More than likely, Leonardo’s drawings were unknown 
to Friedrich and these shi�ing forms were a result of his 
careful studies of nature, but the irony was not lost on me 
of how his studies of clouds had become living embodied 
forms: the very matter of his body-consciousness 
intertwined with the �esh of the world. His body was 
part of the world he observed, seemingly infused with 
the German Romantic Idealist mindset, which upheld 
a pantheistic belief of God within nature. Scholars have 
since argued that such concepts were a misreading of 
Baruch Spinoza’s (1632–1677) philosophy of a unifying 
worldview where God disappears altogether so that there 
is only nature. It led me to wonder how my own intense 
contemplation of Western Australian skies over the 
previous twenty years might somehow, in some way, 
also be marked on my body.

Fragment Two: Voids

In the early dawn of successive mornings and 
occasionally at twilight during October 2015, I pointed 
my digital camera above my house to take photographs 
of the sky. �e ensuing images were a source of some 
fascination as I swi�ly accumulated an archive of intense 
monochromatic voids—great spaces of nothingness, 
some with faint traces of clouds or shadows of birds. It 
o�en seemed that I was sampling pure colour from the 
air; at this time of year, an intense indigo may be found 
pulsing in the heavens. �ere is a purity to Western 
Australian skies that I have not elsewhere discovered. 

�e German Romantics considered twilight and dawn 
to be thresholds, periods of transition where ego and 
social convention dissolve, enabling the imagination to 
take �ight (Cardinal, 1994: 196). I was conscious too, 
of course, of the aesthetic tradition of skies being the 
very locale of where heaven resides, but I also wondered 
if these images could begin to convey a topographic 
sense of place particular to my location. I wondered if I 
could challenge the idea that place must be found in the 
landscape—why not the skyscape instead? My images 
were produced using a digital camera; I held the camera 
upwards losing, at times, clear sight of the subject as 
the early morning light o�en made it di�cult to see the 
image. �e images were made more by the gestures of 
my body than by relying on the exactness of my vision. 
I came to think of them as embodied photographs.1  
�ere is that gap that exists when trying to convey the 
experience of being outside during these threshold 
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Paul Uhlmann, AIR: Silently Birds �y through us, 2020 (open �rst pages), 200 (length) x 27 cm (height).Artist’s book, 
leporello, linocut, Edition: 2, IMPRINT: Trembling Hands.
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periods: the elements of the air on skin and aural 
atmosphere are not able to be captured through the 
ephemeral nature of the digital. Such qualities are 
forever lost and form a conundrum for the artist, 
leading to that familiar feeling of incompleteness and 
the need to act further. 

I translated a selection of these embodied images into 
an artist’s book, entitled Voids (9 voids from October 
2015 32.0569° S, 115.7439° E) (2016) using the now 
ancient technology of risographic prints and the limited 
palette of cyan, ultra-marine, cobalt, indigo and �esh 
pink. �is reduction of colour with the addition of a 
screen of hal�one dots altered the images to produce 
�elds of monochrome colours, giving a paradoxical 
material life to the long-past ephemeral skies. �ese 
monochrome �elds of colour were informed by the 
history of monochrome painting and by my process. �e 
apparent simplicity of monochrome hides contemplative 
complexity and philosophic intentions: examples range 
from the work of Chinese poet and painter Wang 
Wei (699–759), where Buddhist literature and image 
merge simultaneously through single ink colours on 
paper as writing-paintings and painting-poems, to 
Kazimir Malevich’s (1879–1935) black square, where an 
apparent negation of image is nevertheless �lled with 
pure meditative potency. Another well-known example 
is the vibrant blue ultramarine pure pigment voids of 
Yves Klein—voids of ‘immateriality.’ Klein’s creative 
restlessness interacted with the elements of air, earth and 
�re, but especially the alchemy of �re: he was in�uenced 
by the phenomenology of Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962). 

In the notes of �e Visible and Invisible, Merleau-Ponty 
observes that in order to see phenomena anew, there is 
a need for a ‘silence of perception’ (Merleau-Ponty,1968: 
268). Similarly for scholar Barbara Rose, silence is 
an important quality fused within the making of a 
monochrome: ‘silence is part of the durability of the 
monochrome’ (Rose, 2006: 21). I sampled images from 
the sky which appeared to be nothing, but nothing is 
an abstract concept. Indeed, the sky is full of life; as the 
scientist David Suzuki writes, ‘air is a physical substance: 
it embraces us so intimately that we cannot say where we 
leave o� and air begins’ (Suzuki, 2007: 54).  

By utilising the risographic process, famous for its 
inexactness, I aimed to produce a utilitarian work, 
printed on plain cartridge paper which folded into its 
development a silence from my experiences. �e process 
enabled a graphic transition to produce image surprises 
which were fresh experiences for the maker; the skies 
now made up of a multitude of dots of pigment of 
transitioning tones. For Merleau-Ponty, we are always 
present within our bodies which encase our lived 
experience. �ese nine images of ‘nothing’ contain a 

sense of focused embodied experience, where I attempted 
to capture my extended body through images of void-
becoming spaces of the ‘world of �esh’ above my house.

Fragment �ree: Suddenly, A World of Smoke

Just before Christmas in 2019, I found myself observing 
tiny marsupials in the nocturnal house at the Taronga 
Zoo in Sydney with two artist-friends. In the gloom, it 
appeared as if these tiny possums leaped imperceptivity 
from branch to branch. We started a conversation, as we 
sketched their shadows and shapes into our notebooks, 
about how things might be for this species in the wild, 
for outside raged a mega-�re. �e �res had begun early 
in October and were still going; indeed, they were to 
rage for months and months. Virtual animated satellite 
maps through Google Earth complied by NASA from 
October through to December 2019 show the �res 
erupting in isolated pockets, joining up and spreading at 
intense speed like a cancer across the body of the states 
(Evershed and Ball, 2020). �e �res were endless and 
unstoppable; by the end of December 2019, the �res had 
consumed �ve million hectares (Morton, 2019), one-
tenth of the landmass of Australia. Fires happen every 
season and are part of the lifecycle of this Great Southern 
Land, but we had never seen the like of this. Experienced 
�re�ghters, tough men and women, appeared on our 
screens speaking about the unprecedented intensity of 
the �res; soil was dry and rainforests usually too wet to 
burn were in �ames (Morton, 2019). My artist-friends 
and I collectively thought there would be no survival for 
the tiny creatures we were observing. �at day the smoke 
was not too bad in Sydney but a week later, the crystal 
blue of the city was shrouded in poisonous fumes of a 
carpet of smoke eleven times greater than the hazardous 
level for human health (Morton, 2019). �e smoke was so 
great it spread out across the Paci�c Ocean, a�ected New 
Zealand, and places as far as Chile (Reuters, 2020). I was 
born in Sydney and have spent a good deal of my life in 
New South Wales; it was alarming to see a constant news 
cycle of endless �res; my homeland was burning.

When Captain James Cook �rst encountered Australia 
in 1770, he noted in many locations throughout his 
journals smoke issuing from the land as he sailed along 
the eastern seaboard, and as he departed, he called it a 
‘continent of smoke’ (Martin, 2006). Within the current 
context, this observation and naming are haunting 
and eerie; however, Cook’s perception relates to the 
ancient Aboriginal land management practice (Scott, 
2019), where traditional owners have managed the land 
through �re for the mutual bene�t of humanity and the 
environment for at least 60,000 years. 
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Fragment Four: Angry Ghosts

�en past and present are Ineinander, each enveloping-
enveloped—and that itself is the �esh. 
—Merleau-Ponty (1968: 268) 

During 2019 I had already been working on a series 
of paintings that contemplated a landscape permeated 
with smoke. �e work now titled Landscape, Landscape 
(smoke) (2019) materialised within my studio seemingly 
of its own accord through the meditative practice and 
process I follow. I o�en have no image in mind; it is a 
rather blind quest when I paint, and in this sense, I paint 
through feeling. I painted in a repeated pattern of birds 
�eeing into a black void. During the long slow process of 
a few months of working on this diptych, I included two 
images of a sheep skull; I held the skull as I painted it and 
I felt the surface of the bones. I couldn’t help but pause at 
various moments to contemplate the former world within 
the cranium and to wonder at the mind within and the 
experience, the life of this now dead creature. I focused 
my attention on extending this painting into a series 
based on the current �res. Emerging too was an image of 
an owl gazing out at the viewer surrounded by smoke. 
I came to view this image as a creature that is an accusing 
witness. A series was developed that was exhibited as 
Land of Smoke during COVID-19 restrictions in Art 
Collective WA in April 2020.2 

With this work, I wanted to meditate on the moment 
Cook �rst stepped onto the shores of Australia in Botany 
Bay on 29th April 1770. I saw this not as a moment long 
past but as a forever unfolding now. My aim was to sense 
if it was possible to touch this moment and to rethink 
this event and to possibly even imagine an alternative 
narrative. In the notes of �e Visible and Invisible, 
Merleau-Ponty questions if the present ‘visible landscape’ 
might be bound to ‘other moments of time and the 
past’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1968: 267), so that each moment 
is folded within itself and that the past is ever present. 
When Cook and his crew �rst approached land at what 
is now known as Botany Bay, they were not welcome. 
�e Dharawal people greeted them with spears and 
shouted ‘warra warra wai’; this has traditionally been 
interpreted by the young artist Sydney Parkinson, a 
crew member who witnessed this moment, to mean ‘go 
away’ and so this has been long held to be the meaning. 
Spears were thrown and Cook �red his musket three 
times apparently wounding one of defenders. In 2020, 
fresh insights into this �rst encounter were revised by 
Dharawal man Ray Ingrey, who revealed that ‘warra is 
a root word for either white or dead in our language’, so 
the true meaning of this shouted warning was ‘you are 
all dead’ (Higgins and Collard, 2020). It was therefore 
thought by the Dharawal people that Cook and his men 
were ghosts (Higgins and Collard, 2020). 

When the Endeavour appeared on the horizon, the 
Dharawal people thought the boat was a low-lying cloud 
carrying ‘spirits of the dead who have returned to their 
country’. When the two Dharawal men opposed the 
landing, they were protecting their country ‘in a spiritual 
way from ghosts’ (Higgins and Collard, 2020). �is 
encounter hinges on a multitude of misunderstandings 
that continue today. If the past is forever somehow 
hidden behind the present, as Merleau-Ponty suggests, 
is it somehow possible to return to this point of con�ict 
to alter relations between First Nations People and 
Colonial Australia? 

Fragment Five: Air and Sea

�e �esh is a mirror phenomenon and the mirror is an 
extension of my relation with my body. 
Merleau-Ponty (1968: 255) 

In 2018 I stood in front of Diego Velazquez’s painting 
Saints Anthony Abbot and Paul the Hermit (1634) at the 
Museo del Prado, Madrid. Within this painting, the two 
saints converse and a black raven darts down with a loaf 
of daily bread to feed the saints. �e bird has transcended 
its earthly function to be a messenger from God (Carr-
Gomm, 1995: 42). Surrounding the heads of these saints 
is an array of calligraphic marks that is not possible to see 
in reproductions—one must stand in front of this picture 
and allow the materiality of the gestures to �lter through 
the body and the retina. However, I see the same kind of 
invisible ‘language’ in the sky when I gaze upwards and 
let my mind become empty. Merleau-Ponty comments 
that for the poet Valéry, language is everything, ‘since it 
is the very voice of the things, the waves, and the forests’ 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1968: 155). 

To condense some of the ideas from my solo exhibition, 
I made a leporello book AIR (2020) which folds out to 
be two metres long. Rather than visually created images, 
the birds are carved in the manner of calligraphic tactile 
marks to echo the movement of their �ight; they move 
from page to page through smoke which is equally 
suggestive in form. A fragment of text typed within the 
book is from a Rainer Maria Rilke fragment ‘…silently 
the birds �y through us’ (Bachelard, 1969: 201).3  
�e pages are dense blue-black voids printed on Japanese 
paper and folded into a cover which holds a digital image 
of a western sheoak tree (Allocasuarina fraseriana). 

A companion book was made called SEA (2020) which 
folds out to equal length on Japanese paper. �is paper is 
skin-like and transparent, almost weightless. �e swirling 
lines of the sea echo the movements on the beard of the 
self-portrait by Caspar David Friedrich which I studied 
in the Kupferstichkabinett in Berlin in 2013. A fragment 
of text included within the book by Rainer Maria Rilke 
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says, ‘the world is large, but in us it is deep as the sea’ 
(Bachelard,1969: 183).

Beyond poetry and philosophy, let me end with a 
fragment from contemporary science. David Suzuki 
is fascinated by the balance and interconnectedness of 
nature; as he observes,

In everyday life we absorb atoms from the air that were 
once part of birds and trees and snakes and worms, 
because all aerobic forms of life share the same air 
(aquatic life also exchanges gases that dissolve back and 
forth at the interface between air and water). 
(Suzuki, 2007: 62) 

Paul Uhlmann
�e work of Paul Uhlmann strives to question and 
translate philosophies of impermanence. He works 
experimentally across the mediums of painting, 
printmaking, drawing and artists’ books. He studied 
art in Australia and Europe (Germany, 1986–87, and 
Holland, 1994–95).

In 2012 he was awarded a practice-led research PhD at 
RMIT. He has exhibited widely since 1983 and his work 
is held in many prominent collections. He currently 
coordinates the Visual Arts Major at Edith Cowan 
University, Perth, Australia.

Notes

1. Work from this project was exhibited with artist Lesley 
Duxbury. Our collaborative concept was to take images 
of the sky from two points of the globe during the same 
period; while I trained my camera to the sky from my 
location in Fremantle, Western Australia, Lesley Duxbury 
trained her lens to the skies above Iceland. �e resulting 
exhibition was entitled Breathing Hemispheres (Skies 
66.1100° N, 18.5300° W + 32.0569° S, 115.7439°) at 
Blindside gallery in Melbourne, 2016.

2. See https://artcollectivewa.com.au/whats-on/paul-
uhlmann-land-of-smoke/

3. ‘…silently the birds �y through us’ – Note by Ulrike 
Stoltz: "Die Vögel �iegen still durch uns hindurch." is 
from the poem " Es winkt zu Fühlung" which in the 
second verse says: " Wer trennt uns von den alten, den 
vergangnen Jahren? 
Was haben wir seit Anbeginn erfahren, als dass sich 
eins im anderen erkennt?" (roughly translated: "Who 
separates us from the old, the past years? What have we 

experienced since the beginning but that one recognises 
itself in the other?"
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Augmented Materiality, Lost Reality

Dr Caren Florance, University of Canberra

Introduction
�e �eld of Australian artists’ books is a broad and active 
one, and its development and various histories have been 
both helped and hindered by the rise of digital culture. 
�e internet has fed and sustained cross-pollination 
and connection between our regional communities; 
however, it has also failed us by proving to be unstable, 
quick to overwrite itself, and expensive in terms of 
archiving for the future, forcing priorities that rarely 
favour small corners of the arts. In the short term, it 
allows us to �nd creative solutions for quick-turn needs, 
as we are discovering during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
By exploring a number of examples, I plan to if not to 
fully unpack these issues, then at least to activate some 
thinking and discussion around them. 

1. Analogue Settings 

Australia’s regional condition is unique and therefore 
requires contextualising. In 1983, the year that Gary 
Catalano wrote �e Bandaged Image—the �rst of still 
only two surveys of Australian artist’s book activity—
Australia’s population was just under 15.5 million people, 
85% of whom were urban dwellers (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 1984). �e distance between Melbourne 
and Sydney is about 878 km, a good eight-hour drive 
in today’s conditions, much longer back then. Sydney 
to Brisbane is 900-odd km, and Brisbane to Mackay is 
another 955 km. In 1983, air travel was about on par with 
this exact moment in COVID time, and nowhere near as 
good as it has been over the past ten or so years in terms 
of cheap, plentiful �ights. 

Communication in 1983 depended upon �xed-line 
telephones, faxes and the postal service. Interest 
groups would generally communicate via paper-based 
newsletters and journals and an annual conference. 
Visual artists were very much dependent upon the gallery 
system for promotion and networked representation. 
Cra� was strong at this time, perhaps as a reaction to 
conceptual art, and one of the most active networks in 
Australia in 1983 was—and still is—the textile artists, 
whose core interest in �bre means that they support 
papermakers and people who work with paper-associated 
processes, such as bookbinding and artist’s book-
making. �e Australian Forum for Textile Arts (TAFTA) 
published a simple photocopied newsletter that came out 
twice a year in 1981, became quarterly in 1983, and then 
morphed into a full-scale magazine in 1987 that is still 
being published.1  Artists’ books have o�en featured in 
this publication, including a terri�c reportage series in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s by Tasmanian artist 
Penny Carey Wells (Carey Wells, 1994). With this sort 
of networking continuity, it is no wonder that cra�- 
and object-based artists’ books have been a strong part 
of Australia’s creative publishing culture for the last 
forty years.

�eorist Pierre Bourdieu writes about ‘structurally 
marked practices’ within cultural �elds being relational 
to social and educational origins (1993: 70–71). In other 
words, artists tend to make work that relates to the things 
they have encountered and using the means available 
to them. �erefore, twenty-four Australians attending 
the same 1983 international papermakers conference 
in Kyoto, Japan, and encountering experimental 
artist’s book formats ‘in the �esh’ can be considered 
a solid contribution to a profound shi� in practices. 
Good-quality art paper was hard to obtain in terms of 
international supply chains and hand-made paper well 
suited the kinds of books seen in Japan (Toynbee Wilson, 
1984: 92, 95).

At least two of those travellers, artists Gaynor Cardew 
and Katharine Nix, were associated with the Canberra 
School of Art’s Graphic Investigations Workshop, where 
the artist’s book was already being used as a vehicle for 
print and drawing-based creativity, but via a �ne-press 
European lens (Florance 2019b). Not only did Cardew 
in�uence her colleagues and students, but she and Nix 
and others from the cohort also started teaching regional 
workshops, demonstrating alternative bindings along the 
east coast of Australia and occasionally further a�eld. 
�us, investigations into alternative book structures were 
already happening in pockets of Australia well before the 
internet started in the mid-1990s, driven by textile artists, 
printmakers and papermakers. Unless you were one of 
these artists, we don’t know much about this era because 
it’s not recorded on the internet, and no-one has written 
much about regional artist’s book activity in this period.

In Australia there has been a long tradition of artists 
travelling overseas and bringing back a di�erent cultural 
focus. Noreen Grahame became a major in�uencer in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s with her interest in Fluxus 
publications and other conceptual book artists. She 
established her Brisbane gallery in 1987 and organised a 
series of book fairs from 1994, featuring artists of various 
disciplines who made books, many encouraged by her. 
Her 2007 Artlink article is a reminder of how we take our 
computers for granted now, as she quotes Jan Davis and 
then comments: 

‘My decision to use books has been in�uenced by the 
relationship that existed initially between the visual 
poet and the typographer, and later between the 
poet and the typewriter’ [Davis]. Both relationships 
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could be regarded as �awed; the poet was reliant 
on the typographer's interpretation and restricted 
by the typewriter's limited typefaces. For the artist/
printmaker, Davis, no such limitation existed. She 
replaced the typewriter with a Mac and became her 
own typographer. (Grahame 2007: 68, my emphasis)

Brisbane represents an exceptional example of regional 
activity, as book arts momentum grew in the late 1990s, 
with alternative binders such as Adele Outteridge, who 
gained an international pro�le via her friendship with the 
indomitable Keith Smith (Campbell, 2010); artists with 
traditional bookbinding skills, including Helen Malone 
(Malone 2011–2020); and, importantly, with the State 
Library of Queensland starting to collect artists’ books 
from 1988, driven initially by the donation of the James 
Hardie Collection and then the enthusiasm of special 
collections librarian Helen Cole (Cole 2015: 14). 

2. Lost Reality

Australia was slower to connect to the internet than the 
global north: the US Syracuse University Book_Arts-
L(istserv) was founded on 23 June 1994 (Verheyen, 
2019), which is around the time that Australian users 
were only just accessing basic internet. By the end of 
1997, ‘there were estimated to be 1.6 million internet 
users in Australia’ (Clarke, 2004: 5.4), communicating 
via email listservs and chat rooms. Uploading capacity 
and screen resolution became powerful enough to share 
and showcase reasonable-quality photographs around the 
mid-2000s through sites such as Flickr and Photobucket 
(McFadden, 2020). 

�erefore, by the 2000s, Australian and international 
educators, artists, collectors and librarians were 
connecting in new, fruitful ways. Digital publishing 
was gaining ground and the constant catch-cry of the 
media was that the ‘the book is dead’ (Ballatore & 
Natale, 2016). While this was never a concrete reality, 
it certainly piqued the interest of book artists for years: 
if the book was going be dead, then we were going to 
throw it a wake: to explore its materiality as a form of 
otherness, to repurpose it, to document its apparent 
retreat from the world. �e books that actually died were 
cheap novels and reference books such as encyclopedias. 
Consequently, the altered book sub�eld burgeoned 
worldwide, with rejected books used whole or pulled 
apart into components to be integrated with original 
work, each bookwork articulating a shi� in history, 
value and cultural focus.2 One of the concrete outputs 
produced by Artspace Mackay is a 2009 catalogue that 
provides a snapshot of Australian altered books 
(Wardell, 2009). 

I say ‘concrete’ because the surety of purpose promised by 
the internet has proved to be more sand than rock. Over 
the years of my doctoral research, I noticed that many 
of the bookmarked links I had relied on were giving me 
‘404’ error messages. �ere are multiple terms for what 
is happening a�er twenty years of online activity: link rot 
and content dri� are two of them. Link rot ‘is the process 
by which website links become irrelevant or broken over 
time, because the actual websites they link to disappear, 
change content or move to a new location’ (Król, 2019: 
24). �e Artspace Mackay website is a good example 
of this.

Artspace Mackay, in Far North Queensland, is an 
exemplary case study for best practice in terms of small 
regional galleries with a speci�c collecting focus. �e 
gallery, purpose-built to house its artist’s book collection3 
opened in 2003 with Robert Heather as Director, and 
immediately became active in �nding ways to encourage 
and coalesce Australian practitioners (Artspace Mackay, 
2020a). In 2004 Artspace swi�ly organised a series of 
annual conferences titled Focus on Artists’ Books (I–V) 
and by the second conference it announced a major 
award exhibition called the Libris Award. For many 
years, the papers and presentations and workshops 
connected to the Focus on Artists’ Books events were not 
only archived but also publicly available on the Artspace 
website. However, a�er a Council website reboot, they 
were gone. �e Libris itself, now in its seventh iteration, 
is only documented for the last two awards (Artspace 
Mackay, 2020b). So if you have a bookmark for a Libris 
event that you attended, or were included in, that 
bookmark will not work anymore: it has su�ered from 
link rot. Happily, in this situation, the information is, I 
am assured, safely stored in the Mackay Council archives. 
�e same cannot be said for Artisan Books.

Artisan Books, a privately owned bookshop that was on 
Melbourne’s Gertrude Street, sold cra� and art books, 
and had a keen interest in artists’ books and a strong 
relationship with the Papermakers of Victoria. It held 
a number of book arts exhibitions, including one that I 
participated in and have the hard copy concertina-format 
catalogue: Black and White Books (Power, Sti�e, & Little, 
2005). Curated by Anne Marie Power, Gail Sti�e, and 
Marianne Little, it was supported by the Papermakers of 
Victoria and Textile Fibre Forum. All of the works in it 
experimented widely with form and format. When the 
owners of the bookshop closed it down in 2014, they 
understandably stopped paying for their website, and it 
was gone within weeks. Ironically, the ‘free’ sites available 
online early in internet history, like Blogger, have 
persisted (albeit missing a few image links) but business 
sites that are paid for by their owners disappear quickly 
because there is no incentive to keep paying for them. 
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Lost sites, websearch, Caren Florance, November 2020
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�ere are a few ways to �nd lost sites on the web, most of 
which involve what are charmingly named web crawlers. 
For international sites, you can go to the Wayback 
Machine,4 and for Australian sites (or, more accurately, 
sites that use .au in their addresses), you can use Trove’s 
Australian Website Archive (AWA),5 which used to be 
called Pandora. Web crawlers do just that: they cruise 
the internet and take roughly six-monthly snapshots of 
websites, but they only occasionally capture more than 
the front page and they don’t follow external links to 
images or other sites on the webpage they have captured. 
(Incidentally, the link to the AWA in the previous 
endnote is an archival capture of my own link rot–ridden 
site, Pretext, so I’m not an innocent party myself. It’s a 
2014 post about the closing of Artisan Books.)

Content dri� is a little di�erent. It means a ‘continuous 
slow movement of contents from one place to another... 
[where] the content has changed over time, [has] been 
replaced or modi�ed’ (Król 2019: 25, 30). �is happens 
with most websites, but especially with venues such as 
Noosa Regional Gallery. Like Artspace Mackay, it spent 
a decade heavily involved in artists’ books exhibitions 
and seminars, but in this case this enthusiasm was 
driven by program manager Maryke Stagg, and had no 
dedicated collection to anchor it. As personnel changed 
and gallery priorities changed, so too did the website 
dri� on, renewing content but not documenting their 
past. �e web crawlers aren’t helping much with Noosa’s 
situation, because if an event falls between snapshots, it 
isn’t collected. �e best source for our regional activity is 
citizen reportage, via blogs and social media (Bellebyrd, 
2006). I am less sure about Noosa’s archiving practices, 
which would depend upon the priorities and budgets of 
their regional council, and there is every chance that a 
detailed history of Noosa’s artist’s book activity will be 
lost unless the community pools its hard copy artifacts 
and memories. 

�ere are many other stories of data loss that I could 
relate: the Artist’s Book 3.0 community, the adventures 
of Codex Australia... but the internet is, for short-term 
purposes and digital possibilities, still invaluable for 
artist’s book connectivity, especially in 2020. 

3. Augmented Materiality

�e year 2020 has been a challenge for all galleries 
around the world, but Artspace Mackay managed to 
make the 2020 Libris Awards their most accessible event 
to date. �e judging was a mix of remote and on-site; 
a 3D virtual tour of the exhibition gave a sense of the 
space,6 and its users could click in to read each work’s 
colophon details, statements and view extra photos. �e 
award ceremony itself was livestreamed on Facebook, 
which allowed people from all over Australia and indeed 

the world to congratulate and comment on the decisions 
in real time.7 In August 2020, I individually interviewed 
the judges of the 2020 Libris, Des Cowley and Robert 
Heather, as well as the Artspace Mackay Director Tracey 
Heathwood, via Zoom interview, to get a sense of how 
COVID times had transformed their plans.8 

Robert and I talked about his time as Director and his 
impressions of this year’s activities. He was enthusiastic 
about the virtual tour—his team did some innovative 
things for the �rst few Focus on Book forums,9 including 
‘jemmying a video camera onto a stick that fed into a 
computer that projected onto the lecture theatre screen’ 
to allow live demonstrations. We agreed that anything 
crazy was worth doing to help build an international 
reputation for artist’s book activity when your 
geographical location is remote. 

According to Robert, the �rst Libris was a fairly loose 
event. �ere was no winnowing of entries: whatever 
arrived in the post was shown. By 2018, Tracey says, it 
was much more nuanced, and the Libris judging system 
shi�ed so that the judges that year, Roger Butler and 
Helen Cole, shortlisted the entries, which were then 
installed in the gallery, and then they travelled to the 
venue to decide on the winners. �at was to be the model 
for 2020, and when Robert and Des were sent the �les 
that applicants sent in—the usual mix of up to three 
photos, a statement and a 1-page CV—they hoped to be 
able to travel north. ‘And obviously’, said Des, talking 
to me two weeks into the second Melbourne lockdown, 
‘COVID just murdered that completely.’ 

What came out of the interviews was the importance of 
physicality when experiencing artists’ books and why this 
in�uenced the decision to let Tracey have the �nal say, 
something she was nervous about but agreed to do. ‘I had 
really long chats with Des and Robert about [whether] 
you could judge from a distance... and they both felt 
that you just couldn't do it’, said Tracey. ‘We believe very 
strongly that you have to see and feel and touch an artist’s 
book, so trying to make that actual �nal selection really 
depended on having someone physically there with the 
object’, said Robert. ‘Photographs’, said Des, do ‘not give 
you a sense of the work ... you're looking at either one 
opening or one image of a structure, you've kind of got 
measurement, but you can't really understand scale or 
physical three-dimensionality...’. 

�is is an argument that runs deep in literature 
around the artist’s book, whether the book is a simple 
photocopied booklet, a non-traditional piece or a lavish 
hand-printed large-scale work. Mosely (2014) addresses 
it when he directs your attention to haptic qualities, to 
touch and movement, and McGann (2001: 181) when 
he writes about elements of bibliographic code (paper, 
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Screenshot of Mackay Libris Awards Virtual Exhibition, Caren Florance.

Two good overviews of contemporary Australian artist’s book activity: La Trobe Journal issue 95 (2015) and �e Codex 
Papers v2 (2020). 
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typography, ink) being ‘physical witnesses’. Piper (2012: 
517) devotes an entire paper to the role and a�ect of 
the page as it turns, saying that ‘pages are material 
arguments of individualisation ... they are mirrors [that] 
comment, re�ect, illustrate, or confound one another’. 
It is impossible to experience that phenomenon via 
photographs. 

In the end, the three judges spent an hour together via 
Tracey’s laptop camera, where she picked works up and 
demonstrated their material qualities. Des commented 
that while it was impressive, the full glory of the winning 
work by Dianne Fogwell wasn’t apparent from the initial 
photograph, and that Tracey’s demonstration made 
all the di�erence: ‘the monumentality, the processes 
and techniques ... We were really happy with Tracey’s 
selection ... It would have been interesting if she had 
picked something that one of us absolutely loathed’, he 
added, ‘but I still would have stepped back, I think, and 
recognised that it was an agreed process, whereby we 
curated the show and she selected the winners.’ 

Tracey says that the 3D virtual gallery tour and the 
livestreamed Facebook launch will be a permanent 
�xture of the awards to make them more accessible to 
those unable to travel to Mackay for the event: ‘COVID 
actually presented a lot of learning for us and gave us 
things that we will take into the future... it has stretched 
us in lots of really good ways.’

Pulling Together

�rough this research I have been startled at the extent to 
which our artist’s book histories have disappeared from 
public view online. A lot of it has been collected by state 
and national institutions, but the everyday connection is 
fading. Artists’ books are a broad, shi�ing, pulsing �eld 
that de�es tight de�nition, but also, in this country, they 
have been made by a clearly delineated generation which 
coalesced and thrived over the last four decades and 
most of our activities have relied on individuals giving 
formal or informal online reports on events, and Doug 
Spowart’s e�orts must be acknowledged in this regard: 
his blog reportage is indefatigable (Spowart, 2011-). 
What will ongoing online generations know about us 
and our work? We keep referring to the two books by 
Catalano (1983) and Selenitsch (2008) and asking when 
a bigger book will manifest. I think it’s more useful to 
collate smaller histories, local histories, regional and 
material histories, and while that has started (Cowley, 
Heather, & Welch, 2015; Florance et al., 2020), there is 
still a way to go. I believe it’s a case of now or never: there 
are many people out there who have primary documents: 
hardcopy artist’s book ephemera from the past forty 
years, stashed somewhere. �ey need to start pulling it 
out, documenting it, giving it to dedicated collections, 

recording memories, or some such thing. We can use 
the internet to do this, but we can’t rely on it for our 
long-term memory, because that’s already riddled with 
link rot. 

Dr Caren Florance is a typo-bibliographic artist and 
writer. Her practice-led doctorate from the University of 
Canberra (UC) explored the overlaps of visual poetry, 
text art and artist books through material collaboration 
with poets and artists. She works as a sessional lecturer 
in the Faculty of Arts & Design for UC. Her work is in 
national and international gallery, library and private 
collections. Her latest book is Lost in Case (Cordite 
Books, 2019). You can �nd out more at 
https://caren�orance.com

Notes

1. �is is in contrast to many other attempts at dedicated 
cra� journals that proved unsustainable. See my overview 
of them (Florance 2019a: 160). 

2. For example, regional NSW artist Rhonda Ayli�e 
enmeshed her permaculture practice meaningfully with 
her altered book practice (Ayli�e, 2014).

3. Purchased for the previous shared gallery/library 
space a�er one of the Mackay City librarians realised that 
they could access the book budget to buy new artwork 
(Wardell, 2009; 7; and pers. comm with the author, 2015).

4. See https://archive.org/web/

5. See https://webarchive.nla.gov.au/
awa/20150301023440/http://www.pretext.com.au/index.
php/articles/recollections/27-vale-artisan-books.html

6. See https://my.matterport.com/
show/?m=LQf5G37LzC9 [Accessed 25/10/20]

7. See https://www.facebook.com/
watch/?v=287741138967775 [accessed 25/10/20]

8. Pers. comm: Robert Heather, 14/08/20; Des Cowley, 
17/08/20; Tracey Heathwood, 24/08/20. 

9. See Spowart, 2011, for an account of Focus on Books 
V where Anna �urgood, the exhibitions curator, spoke 
about ‘new kinds of gallery visitors’ logging on through 
the internet (p. 61). 
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CODEX Australia, another good idea lost to the ages (Wayback machine capture 2020).

One of Dianne Fogwell’s 2020 Libris Award submission photos: detail of Inferno, 2020, linocut, woodcut and burnt 
drawings, 79.5 x 72.5 x 3cm. Image: Jim Cullen Photographer. 
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Ana Paula Estrada, I Cannot See You, book spread I and II, 2018
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�e Art of Making Books during Times of 
Social Distancing

Ana Paula Estrada

Introduction

In his manifesto “�e New Art of Making Books”, 
Mexican writer and artist’s book-maker Ulises Carrión 
(1975) suggests that a book is a medium—a vehicle 
through which to convey or communicate—and not just 
a container of information. He argues that in the old art 
of making books,1 a writer writes texts but in the new art, 
the writer makes books (Carrión, 1975: 6). My current 
research and art practice respond extensively to Carrión’s 
manifesto by exploring the book’s form potential for 
narrative. �us, this paper aims to contribute to a 
better understanding of ‘the new art’ by presenting my 
creative process and two examples of my work. �e �rst 
is my artist’s book I Cannot See You (ed.5, 2018), which 
investigates how papermaking and the book’s materiality 
can be used to draw the reader closer to the subject 
matter of an artwork. �e second is �e Flowers in Her 
Room2 (2020), a digital artwork that aims to translate 
oral speech into a form that explores digital technology 
as a means of connectedness between aged care residents 
and the rest of the community during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

1. I Cannot See You: A Material Book

I Cannot See You is an artist’s book that deals with 
my experience of going through a separation a�er a 
seventeen-year relationship. �e paper of the book is 
made from old t-shirts that my ex-partner le� at home 
when he moved out at the end of 2018. During the 
process of washing, cutting, and pulping his clothing and 
transforming it into sheets of paper, I felt many emotions, 
such as sadness, despair, fear, anxiety, and uncertainty. I 
wondered if I could embody my thoughts and translate 
my emotions into a physical form through this process. 
�e question here is: Is it actually possible to transform 
lived experiences and emotions into objects? And, if so, 
how is an audience meant to access its meaning?
 
Along a similar line, the Combat Paper Project, founded 
in 2007 by US Army veteran Drew Cameron and paper 
artist Drew Matott, uses papermaking as a process for 
war veterans to transform their military uniforms into 
paper. Cameron says that veterans’ uniforms contain 
blood, sweat and tears in their �bre; in other words, 
the physical and emotional traces of months of brutal 
violence. However, through Combat Paper, veterans aim 
to reshape those associations and to transform them, 
collectively, into something beautiful (Combat Paper 
Project, 2013). American writer and activist Kevin 

Basl (n.d.) suggests that through this project, veterans 
are learning to be makers and not destroyers. He asks 
if Cameron’s suggestion of Combat Paper as a ‘new 
language’ could position papermaking as a post-linguistic 
information exchange, as well as a new solution in the 
creation of meaning: ‘Veterans shed o� the old language 
(the military and its uniform) as they begin creating 
a new one (a blank sheet of paper, with its endless 
possibilities)’. Similarly, during my grieving process, my 
ex-partner’s belongings became a painful reminder of 
his absence; however, by transforming them into sheets 
of paper, I gave them a new state of existence.3 Before 
folding and gathering the sheets into book form, I laser-
cut words that were extracted from a letter that I had 
written a�er the decision to separate was made. 
�e words are spread along the pages and read as follows:

I am closing my eyes 
and I am trying to imagine how you look now
I cannot see you
you are there
but you are also missing

American literature professor Walter Ong (2002 argues 
that spoken words never occur alone, as they are 
addressed only by a real living person with a certain tone, 
within a certain time and context. On the contrary, he 
suggests that writing isolates the word from the living 
present and the context of origin, transforming it into a 
�xed object (which naturally creates distance between the 
reader and the writer) (Ong, 2002: 146). Carrión agrees 
with Ong by saying that printed words are imprisoned 
in the matter of the book. However, he also suggests 
that when approaching the book as a form, ‘any literary 
text gains a new reality subject to concrete conditions of 
perception, existence, exchange, consumption and use’ 
(1975: 3). While making I Cannot See You, I engaged a 
series of questions regarding written language. 
For example, can cut-out words be less �xed than 
the printed word through their ability to appear and 
disappear depending on their position? Or is it possible 
that papermaking challenges the permanency of the 
printed word by adding context to the reading of its 
meaning? And can the act of touching my book’s paper 
increase the closeness between the reader and the writer? 
According to Carrión, in conventional books, knowing 
the alphabet is enough to understand a book’s content, 
but in bookworks (or artists’ books), communication 
occurs in a concrete space which modi�es its own 
laws. Some of the strategies applied to I Cannot See 
You include reading blank spaces, touching paper 
made from fabric related to the book’s story, and using 
cut-outs instead of printed words, which, as Carrión 
suggests, unquestionably illustrate unconventional ways 
of communicating reading matter. �us, understanding 
the capacity of paper to carry meaning and acknowledge 
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Video conversation with Joan, aged-care resident based in Brisbane, Australia, August, 2020.
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the body and the sense of touch as a part of the reading 
experience has expanded and deepened my book 
practice’s vocabulary while opening up new questions 
and ideas that required further investigation.

2. COVID-19 and the Lack of Touch

As previously mentioned, handmade paper and the 
sense of touch disrupt conventional ways of reading—a 
strategy that I plan to apply to my current PhD research, 
which focuses on creating dialogue, documenting, and 
sharing aged-care residents’ voices and experiences 
through storytelling. My original idea was to make paper 
from their clothes and bedsheets so as to later make 
books and other artworks with it. �e objectives here 
were a) to evaluate if papermaking can add context and 
meaning to the residents’ stories and b) to explore the 
relationship between the reader and the subject matter. 
However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic that unfolded 
during this research, older residents have had to live in 
lockdown and continue to do so at the time of writing. 
�e impossibility of physical connection therefore 
in�uenced the direction of my research by forcing me to 
�nd new paths for my thinking, creative processes, and 
interactions with people. 
 
‘I feel like I am shrinking in here’, ‘At least I can see the 
sky through my window’, ‘Talking to you reminds me 
that I am still part of the world’ are some of residents’ 
comments I’ve received while conducting video 
conversations with older residents in my area. �ese 
statements, among other observations, clearly show me 
the implications of their state of isolation, loneliness and 
boredom during COVID-19 lockdowns. In Australia, 
more that 52% of residents in nursing homes su�er 
from depression (Bhar, 2015); research in the �eld 
indicates that this may be in part caused by residents’ 
constant state of isolation and sta� members’ lack of 
empathy and their limited awareness of the residents’ 
personal values and experiences (Hollinger-Samson 
and Pearson, 2000). Current studies suggest that 
storytelling/biography projects conducted in aged-care 
facilities can encourage sta� members to see the person 
behind the residents (Clarke, 2003: 698) and lead to 
an improvement in participants’ physical and mental 
health (Bhar, 2019). However, little to no research has 
been undertaken on the impact of such projects on 
readerships or audiences that extend beyond residents 
and patients. Recent and innovative scholarship in 
the humanities and social sciences that addresses life 
narratives tends to exclusively focus on content and, as 
such, to completely ignore and dismiss the signi�cance 
of form (Dhavernas, forthcoming). By contrast, my work 
addresses and explores the importance of form and, 
more speci�cally, the role that the materiality and the 
language of ‘the book’ has to play in the transformation, 

dissemination and reception of personal narratives. My 
original proposed methodology required face-to-face 
interaction for the building of intimate relationships with 
residents. However, due to COVID-19, this became hard 
to execute and consequently new problems and questions 
arose. For example, how can we touch each other from a 
distance? How can I make books for an audience that is 
not allowed to touch and to gather together beyond the 
distance imposed by protocols and restrictions? 
And how can I create through my work a space for 
connection and dialogue between aged-care residents 
and the outside world?

3. �e Flowers in Her Room: A Digital ‘Book’

In this section, I discuss my art practice to position book-
making as a social activity within the aged-care setting 
and I draw on Carrión’s argument for the book as a 
medium to argue that engaging with the book’s material, 
structure, and space–time sequential nature can allow 
for artists and writers to disrupt conventional habits 
of reading. In addition to this, I explain how my book 
practice and intentions had to change due to COVID-19 
to move away from material processes and face-to-face 
interactions towards digital approaches. Between April 
and June 2020, some aged-care facilities in Australia 
eased COVID-19 restrictions and opened their doors 
to visitors. During that period, I made a weekly visit to 
a 95-year-old-woman called Esta whom I had already 
worked with on a previous project.4 I was able to engage 
in deep and meaningful conversations with her about 
many themes, such as ageing, isolation, love, feminism, 
art, religion, death, and family, among others. �e 
question of whether my intimate experiences with older 
people can be translated into form has been a constant 
challenge during my practice. For instance, in this case, 
I wondered how I could translate my experience of 
being inside Esta’s room during a pandemic, how I could 
share with an audience the emotions that I felt every 
time I enter her room or every time we say good-bye to 
each other in the corridor. I also wondered how I could 
translate into form (even if only minimally) the strong 
connection between the two of us. I aim to answer these 
questions through my studio research.

My process began by transcribing all of my conversations 
with Esta and by selecting certain parts of our 
interactions to focus on. I also photographed the �owers 
in Esta’s room every time I visited her, which was a 
deliberate strategy for, on the one hand, showing the 
passing of time by capturing how the �owers gradually 
aged and deteriorated from one visit to another, and, on 
the other, juxtaposing the inside and the outside world. 
By the third week into the project, I totally discarded 
the idea of making paper from Esta’s clothes as it no 
longer made sense to make a book that required touch 
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during times of social distancing.5 Even though I believe 
that talking about human touch is more important now 
than ever, I felt that my ideas for disseminating Esta’s 
story needed to adapt to the current crisis and that I 
had no other option than to approach touch in a more 
metaphorical way. I therefore decided to create a digital 
piece about my conversations with Esta, which made 
me learn and apply writing and visual strategies that 
were very di�erent from those I had previously used 
on physical books. Certain ideas about what I wanted 
to represent in the work became recurrent: my close 
relationship with Esta; her views and ideas on life; her 
sense of humour; the concept of the inside and the 
outside world (as well as her isolation); the concept of 
repetition; and the passing of time.

I e�ectively transcribed, edited, and designed the 
whole piece through the of Microso� Word—which, 
unexpectedly, became my medium. �is forced me 
to stop relying on the strategies that I had previously 
developed in my book-making practice and that relate 
and respond to the physical qualities of the book such 
as the tuning page, the spine, the fold, and the stock, to 
mention a few. I was now confronted with a new medium 
that reminded me of a book but that clearly was not a 
book. Although the process was tedious and repetitive, it 
prompted me to spend a lot of time looking at the words 
for both their meaning and for their appearance and to 
play exhaustively with white space, the time it takes to 
scroll and read through the text, and to make decisions 
based on playing with and exploring these features on 
Microso� Word. 

�e stories in my previous projects have always been 
told in the �rst person; any words shown in the works 
have been the participants’, extracted from long 
conversations we had at their homes. Intentionally, such 
narratives never showed my presence or the location 
where the conversation took place. However, the 
COVID-19 lockdowns made me bring myself into the 
work, and by doing this, I moved away from presenting 
narratives that looked like ‘loose’ monologues deprived 
of context, to a narrative style that represents an actual 
experience, an exchange between two real persons, that 
unfolds in a certain time and place. To achieve this in 
�e Flowers in Her Life, I used two di�erent colours to 
di�erentiate between Esta’s and my voice, and I made 
use of blank space to set the rhythm of the narrative 
as well as to represent silence within the transcribed 
dialogue of our conversation (a technique commonly 
used by writers and poets such as French poet Stéphane 
Mallarmé, French novelist Marguerite Duras, Irish writer 
Lawrence Sterne, German poet Eugen Gomringer and 
French writer Maurice Blanchot, to name a few). In 
preparation for designing the layout, I asked �ve people 
to time themselves while reading di�erent versions of 

the piece. Looking at their results, it was evident that 
I could in�uence their reading time by adding more 
space between words or paragraphs, a technique I had 
previously applied to physical books. Of course, these 
techniques also presented di�culties for the readers; 
for example, one reader said that he thought there was 
content loading when he �rst encountered ‘empty’ 
space in Esta’s story, while another mentioned that ‘the 
scrolling added the sense of time passing and space to 
wait and think,’ but that her �nger got a bit sore from all 
the scrolling. �ese, among other readers’ comments, 
made me realise that the strategies I had used in �e 
Flowers in Her Room disrupt the ‘normal’ way of reading 
content online and that, in order to access meaning, as 
Carrión suggests, ‘the reader must apprehend the work’s 
structure, identifying its elements and understanding 
their function’ (1975: 6). �e �nal piece was launched on 
the Institute of Modern Art’s website and was described 
as digital poetry, best experienced on a mobile phone.
Before COVID-19, web and digital platforms were fairly 
alien to me and my practice. However, it became clear 
that I needed to adapt to the current situation as the 
urgency of taking up the project to address the sense of 
resident isolation became even more apparent. By doing 
this, I faced new questions, such as how can we �nd 
meaning in the virtual world? How can we re-imagine 
our relationships and create new ways for sharing 
our personal stories? How can digital technology—
speci�cally, the mobile phone—be used to create 
intimacy between the writer, the reader and the subject 
matter of an artwork? And, more importantly, how do we 
adapt our ways of making art for social distancing times?

Conclusions

In this paper, I have explained in some detail my works 
I Cannot See You and �e Flowers in Her Room to argue 
that focusing on the book’s form and materiality can be 
used to develop alternative components to the written 
word and that through this work, new ways of reading 
and of approaching audiences can be created. In both 
works, the readers are invited to use their hands to 
intuitively understand and engage with the content. 
Whereas in I Cannot See You, the paper’s materiality 
and the book’s structure become an essential part of the 
reading process, in the digital work �e Flowers in Her 
Room, the reader relies on reading blank space and on 
the illusion of text ‘moving’ on a mobile phone’s screen. 
�ese di�erences clearly exemplify how, as Carrión says, 
in the new art of making books, every book requires a 
di�erent reading process—one in which in order to be 
understood, the reader must identify the book’s own 
structure and elements. I largely agree with Ong’s idea of 
how writing creates distance between the reader and the 
writer (Ong, 2002: 167). However, I argue that visual and 
writing strategies applied to the book can create space for 
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meaning-making, exchange and connection between the 
reader, the writer and the subject matter. 

In addition to this, �e Flowers in Her Room positions 
art practice as a social activity within the aged-care 
setting. �e �nal artwork illustrates certain implicit 
characteristics of my relationship with Esta, such as 
closeness and connection, the investment of time and 
deep listening, as well as trust and friendship. American 
physician and literary scholar Rita Charon argues that 
‘practice in medicine requires narrative competence that 
is the ability to acknowledge, absorb, interpret and act 
on stories’ (2001: 1897). Charon, as many other scholars 
in the humanities, is expressing the urgent need for 
narrative knowledge to be applied to care systems. �ey 
argue that this could o�er new paths for more empathetic 
and respectful relationships between sta�, residents, 
and society in general. My work also acknowledges the 
urgency of creating new bridges for connection by, on 
the one hand, investigating di�erent tools and visual 
strategies to successfully approach, obtain, transform 
and deliver stories to the audience (while simultaneously 
investigating how the medium a�ects the audience’s 
reading processes); and, on the other, by proposing a 
research method that uses conversation, intimacy, and 
subjectivity as devices for community building. 

Ana Paula Estrada is a multidisciplinary artist based in 
Brisbane, Australia. Her art practice and research focus 
on the documentation and dissemination of end-of-life 
stories by combining creative writing, photography, 
and the artist’s book. 

She is currently a doctoral candidate at Queensland 
College of Art, Gri�th University, for which she is 
exploring issues surrounding the notions of language, 
translation, and storytelling, and investigating how 
creative approaches can contribute critically to care 
practices in aged care. 

Notes

1. Carrion uses the term ‘the old art’ to refer to 
traditional literature books (those normally found in 
libraries and bookshops); while he uses ‘the new art’ to 
refer to artist books or literature work that acknowledges 
and uses the physical properties of the book.

2. �is piece was commissioned by the Australia’s 
longest-running contemporary art organisation, the 

Institute of Modern Art (IMA), Brisbane, as part of their 
Making Art Work initiative. See https://makingart.work/
projects/the-�owers-in-her-room 

3. I Cannot See You was displayed in a group show at 
Pop Gallery in Brisbane in 2019. My daughter, who 
was eight years old at the time, stood alongside the 
book for a few hours during the opening event. ‘It’s a 
cool book Mom but a bit sad. I can’t believe that people 
are actually touching my Dad’s clothes,’ she said to me 
that night. (I can’t think of another medium in which 
the audience can literally touch the subject matter of 
an artwork in a gallery context.) Re�ecting on this, I 
realise that papermaking allowed me to communicate 
to my daughters how much I care about their father, 
to acknowledge my pain, as well as to show them my 
emotions in the most ‘transparent’ way. It is evident that 
in this case, materiality was used to articulate something 
that words alone could not.

4. I met Esta in 2016 at a seniors’ centre during an event 
that I photographed for a non-pro�t organisation. 
In 2017, I invited her to be part of my master’s project, 
which she happily agreed to and for which I visited her 
weekly at her home for more than a year. She is a lovely, 
clever, wise and sensitive woman, and a great storyteller. 
Naturally, we have become very close. 

5. I had no access to the papermaking studio at my 
university due to COVID-19 restrictions
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Figure 1. �e composing stick and the printing press can be seen as Slow technologies, ones that allow the practitioner time 
for re�ection.

Figure 2. Group book binding at a weekend research event, UWE, Bristol, UK, 2016. Led by Dr Tim Mosely of Gri�th Centre for 
Creative Arts Research (GCCAR), Gri�th University, Brisbane, Australia. 
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Evidence of Making: a haptic enquiry into letterpress 
printed artist-publishing practice 

Angie Butler

Introduction

Such books of handwork and hybridity remember 
the body. Heavy on this planet and in this space and 
moment, the book in hand completing the circle from 
artist, to press to reader, and completing us in turn. 
(Bright, 2011:150)

With these captivating and complex words above, 
American scholar and curator Betty Bright encapsulates 
a whole approach for the maker of letterpress-printed 
artists’ books: the handling of tools, how one develops 
knowledge through a ‘lived experience’ of practice, 
and how the evidence of making remains visible to a 
reader through the actions and processes performed 
in the creation of a book. �e sentence is taken from 
Bright’s chapter ‘Handwork and Hybrids: Recasting the 
Cra� of Letterpress Printing’ in Maria Elena Buszek’s 
edited volume on contemporary cra�. Bright’s chapter is 
important, since it was in 2011, and remains today, the 
only essay that discusses letterpress printing from within 
the perspective of contemporary artists’ books practice. 
Speci�cally, Bright discusses how a shi� in the meaning 
of cra� has changed through the use of the book as an 
artistic vehicle. She explains within this context how the 
letterpress process facilitated the ‘intersection of content 
with art world strategies, structures and materials where 
cra� is a part of an object’s expressive vocabulary, with 
equally pliant standards (and preconceptions)’ 
(Bright, 2011: 135). 

Inspired by her words, I set out to interrogate Bright’s 
quote and extend its methodology from a practice-led 
perspective. My aim was to investigate how UK-based 
contemporary artist-publishing activities that employ 
the letterpress process are embedded in how practitioners 
articulate their bodies and senses to engage with 
materials, equipment and presses to develop their work. 
�is paper presents an overview of some of the �ndings 
from my own PhD research project.

From artist, to press to reader: shaping a practice through 
experience

In the early 1970s, UK-based creative practitioners began 
to acquire their own presses, taking the opportunity to 
self-publish and use the book as a critical and artistic 
space for collaboration. �eir utilisation of the letterpress 
process, environment and ‘lived experience’ united 
practitioner, process and form, and it emerged as a 

signi�cant form of studio practice. �is practice involved 
immediate surroundings, local and wider communities 
and re�ected a creative and independent approach to the 
developing genre of artists’ books and small publishing 
practice. �is ethos progressed the associations of 
letterpress printing from historical notions of cra� 
to contemporary theories of bodily experience and 
experiential learning that are aligned with current 
individual and collaborative practice. 

�e basis of phenomenology is the study of things 
(phenomena) with a tangible presence that are known 
through our intuition, experience and the use of our 
senses.1 Our fundamental contact with things arises 
from a practical synthesis—i.e., from handling them, 
looking at them, using them, etc. �e central theme of 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy is the primacy of 
embodiment: ‘I cannot understand the function of the 
living body except for enacting it myself, and except 
in so far as I am a body which rises towards the world’ 
(Merleau-Ponty, [1962] 2013: 87). Merleau-Ponty uses 
the concept of the body as a receptor that shapes our 
knowledge through experiencing the world, exploring 
the practical grasp that we have of our environment 
(Purser, 2017). 

By contrast, traditional philosophy takes consciousness 
as its starting point and constructs the external world 
from the sense data or atoms of sensation that are 
presented to the pure perceiving subject. As a researcher 
applying a phenomenological approach, I was interested 
to �nd out how letterpress book-makers experience and 
engage with di�erent aspects of their practice. Merleau-
Ponty’s ontological framework relates to the letterpress 
book-making process in relation to both the maker’s 
cognitive and corporeal functionality. �us, by setting 
phenomenology within the context of art-making, it was 
possible to investigate how we use our minds and bodies 
through the experience of practice.

�e phenomenology of practice involves an embodied 
way of knowing the world. Whereas theory ‘thinks’ the 
world, practice ‘grasps’ the world pathically (van Manen 
2007, 1997). Interaction aligns with an understanding of 
haptic space, where the mind, the whole body and also 
the surroundings add to the interpretation of perception 
and experience. �e interconnection between the 
senses is described succinctly by Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guatarri (1988: 493): ‘haptic space may be as much visual 
or auditory, as tactile’. �ey acknowledge that the haptic 
embraces the sensory interrelation of the eye, the ear and 
the limbs. It is extended to address the essence of our 
embodied spatial awareness, a perception simultaneously 
orchestrated by our vision, hearing, and touch. 
It therefore re�ects our bodily experience of space’s 
textural qualities: weight, mass, density, pressure, 
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 Figure 3. �e Last, Philippa Wood, �e Caseroom Press, 2008. PW: “While I liked the content of this book, there are several 
issues with it. Namely, the quality of the printing, the lack of planning and the composition of type. It has always been a 
challenge to utilise the Caseroom’s wood type within a book due to the fact that a lot of it is large scale.”  

Figure 4. Open House, Phillipa Wood, �e Caseroom Press and Angie Butler, ABPress, 2012. PW: “�is book illustrates how 
I was able to utilise large type across two pages by more careful planning of imposition; the quality of printing within this 
book is probably some of the best I have achieved.” 
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humidity, temperature, presences and resonances 
(Karinka, 2009). 

Aligned to the haptic within this phenomenological 
framework, I included speci�c theories that would 
address particular types of physical and experiential 
engagement as part of practice: to evidence how 
practitioners develop skills and to synthesise experiences 
of how practitioners use their bodies and senses to extend 
their knowledge. �e following text includes extracts 
taken from PhD case study interviews and research 
events. Seven case studies were carried out with creative 
practitioners who had various levels of letterpress/
book arts experience and were spread geographically 
throughout the UK. Although practitioners’ responses 
are not perceived as ultimate truths, they are truthful 
perceptions and opinions that have been reached through 
experience and knowledge of the �eld of practice for 
this study. All practitioners who took part were valued 
collaborators to promote dialogue within letterpress-
printed artists’ book practice.  

Sharing meaning and contextualising knowledge from an 
experiential framework

�e practice of making letterpress-printed artists’ books 
requires one to work within a framework of ‘Slow’ 
principles. �is is a process that permits time to be taken 
when creative actions are carried out. But applying the 
principles of the Slow movement2 is not the same as 
being slow—i.e. doing what one was doing anyway, but 
less rapidly (Poirier and Robinson, 2014). Rather, it is 
concerned with control, in how people can best ‘negotiate 
the di�erent temporalities that they daily experience’ 
(Parkins and Craig, 2006: ix). �e emphasis concerning 
art is the engagement with the hand, allowing time and 
integrity to be valued as central to the artistic process. 
Similarly, the composing stick and the printing press 
can be seen as Slow technologies, ones that allow the 
practitioner time for re�ection (See Figure 1). 

A continuing dialogue exists between the practitioner, 
composing stick and press that is an integral component 
of the creative process. As practitioner Andrew Morrison 
describes,

You can’t set or diss type if you’re angry or have a storm 
of words going on in your head. You start doing it and 
you always come down to the level of the job… and 
that’s true. You can’t go any faster than this, this is how 
fast it goes […] so there is something necessary in my 
work about my mind coming down to that level [the 
pace] of the job. As you do it you �nd yourself coming 
down to quite a nice place. I like the process of it and I 
think that process is important. It is an important part 
of any art form.

�is is a perceptive re�ection that acknowledges the 
practitioner’s need to adjust to the appropriate pace 
that typesetting requires if the task is to be not only 
completed successfully but also with an innovative 
approach. Some practitioners spoke of forming words 
and narrative on the composing stick and on the press 
bed. �ey also commented that they may reconsider 
text during the process and change out words because 
of the visual appearance of the type set in the stick or 
the spatial relationship of some words to others in the 
text block (as part of a creative typesetting process). �is 
upholds one of the principles of Slow theory according 
to Poirier and Robinson (2014: 688) in that this activity 
is re-establishing a balance that has been lost or sidelined 
by pressures to act or consume quickly. It is also evidence 
of re�ection-in-action, as part of a conceptual process, to 
�nd a visual and physical voice, in addition to the cra� of 
typesetting. Donald Schön (1987: 72) de�nes re�ection as 
knowing-in-action:

When a practitioner re�ects-in-action in a case he 
perceives as unique, paying attention to phenomena 
and surfacing his intuitive understanding of them, his 
experimenting is all at once exploratory, move testing 
and hypothesis testing. All three functions are �lled by 
the very same actions.

�is can be applied to working with the letterpress 
process, since it inherently involves situations that do not 
present themselves as givens, but are constructed from 
events that are puzzling, troubling and uncertain. As 
practitioner Andrew Morrison comments:

You can put exactly the same amount of pressure, have 
the rollers in exactly the same position and there is a 
di�erent result. Why is that? Atmospheric conditions, 
sti�ness of the ink and so on, there are so many things 
that mitigate against it, but almost every time [you print 
something] it is like learning how to print.

�is comment demonstrates that the practitioner is 
re�ective in their working practice: i.e., they have an 
informed practice. Given the particular problems that 
arise in the printing process, that process never becomes 
mechanical. A Slow framework allows the type of 
re�ection for thinking with the body, through movement, 
to articulate material thinking: it allows us to recognise 
how tools, equipment and materials are guided by our 
own perception and handleability of technology. In 
thinking through the process in a collaborative sense, 
we can see our movements within the work (and on the 
press) itself. As expressed within a phenomenological 
approach by Greg Piper (2013: 1),

�e initial and developing idea for an artwork is 
itself a product of �uctuating in�uences, intentions, 
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Figure 5. �e Last, Philippa Wood, �e Caseroom Press, 2008. “In �e Last (detail shown), I merely made a large book to 
accommodate the size of the type. �ere was no consideration given to using the double page spread (why didn’t I think of that?) 
and consequently I chose some fonts for their size rather than print quality (that condensed slab serif is not nice), and as it was hand-
rollered, I was over-inking to compensate for poor quality type.” 

Figure 6. Open House, Phillipa 
Wood, �e Caseroom Press 
and Angie Butler, ABPress, 
2012. PW: “Learning to 
under-ink – in contrast to 
�e Last also played a part 
in its success as did the 
consideration of colour – 
again probably the most 
ambitious book in terms of 
not only range of colour, but 
mixing of ink rather than 
using direct from the tin.” 
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conceptual vagaries, emotional and needful urgings, 
and cultural conditionings. �ese are drawn into the 
making with an array of conditions of self and external 
referencing that get played-out as the work evolves 
and is resolved. �e physical partnership (between 
maker and materials) of making empowers a shi� 
from abstract (internal) to substantive (external), and 
there is a spatial, tactile connection between inner-self, 
hand and materials.

As practitioner Nancy Campbell observes, when working 
with a printing press,

You have a connection, there is some control but it 
is also a partnership. It’s the same with any tool that 
you are familiar with that you are using it almost 
prosthetically and that’s when the best things happen.

�is comment resonates with Barbara Bolt’s (Barrett and 
Bolt, 2010) arts-related concept of ‘material thinking’, 
where the individual is de-centralised from the creative 
process by asserting ideas of co-responsibility and 
indebtedness between people, materials, technology 
and methods of practice. In doing so, the focus also 
shi�s from the artwork to the collaborative practice that 
sets the artwork on its way to existence. �is concept 
also links to Tim Ingold’s (2013) approach to skill and 
technology within a practitioner–equipment–materials–
printing press working scenario. Ingold states, ‘To look 
with us as it unfolds into the world’ (Ingold 2013: 137), 
thus inviting to read the work becoming itself through 
the relationships of people, movements, tools and 
machines that bring it into being (See Figure 2).

�erefore, whether practitioners are re�ning technical, 
cra� skills or developing creative ideas on press, the 
approach is the same: haptic enquiry. Naturally, there 
needs to be a conscious understanding between the 
experience during practice and then later through 
implementing the knowledge that is grown during 
the creative process; i.e. through praxis and re�ection 
on experiences.

We can come to a better understanding of the 
commitment to our creative actions by framing our 
creative practice, through re�ection-on-action. �is 
theory involves re�ecting on how practice can be 
developed a�er the creative act has taken place: 

We re�ect on action, thinking back to what we have 
done in order to discover how our knowing in-action 
(re�ection in-action) may have contributed to an 
unexpected outcome. (Schön, 1983: 26)

Hence, exploring re�ection-on-action both with 
individuals and as a collaborative group can be examined 

through praxis (theoretically re�ective action) as part of 
the research process. Paolo Freire’s philosophy of praxis 
implies a life practice informed by oneself, a heuristic 
practice through re�ection and action. �is suggests 
that we provide ourselves with the tools that lead us to 
transformation. People are not only capable of addressing 
and resolving their own concerns; they are the only ones 
who can do so (Hegar, 2012). As Freire states,

I research because I notice things, take cognizance of 
them. And in doing so, intervene. And intervening, I 
educate myself. I do research as to know what I do not 
know yet and to communicate and proclaim what I 
discover. (Hegar, 2012)

By discussing how our creative actions impact on our 
own lives and a�ect others, we as artists can critically 
assess our own practice and its/our relationship to 
others. In turn, we can share meanings and contextualise 
knowledge.

Experience at the centre of knowledge building

Printing and bookbinding require an attentiveness of 
the body to the activity in progress, so the practitioner 
develops an embodied knowledge of their studio practice. 
In the process of art making, some of this knowledge 
is tacit. �is type of knowledge is not something that is 
necessarily learned explicitly, honed or memorised. It is 
participatory knowing, from a performed experience, 
by indwelling, by being somewhere, doing something, 
engaged in extended practice (Coghlan and Miller 2014: 
756). Michael Polanyi believed that when we create, 
we use our sensory perception in order to process, 
understand and come to know something. Polanyi’s 
argument was that informed guesses, hunches and 
imaginings that are part of exploratory acts are motivated 
by what he described as ‘passions’ (Smith and Smith, 
2008: 65). �ese acts formulate a deep sense of knowing 
which he framed as tacit knowing. �is knowledge 
was revealed to practitioner Philippa Wood through 
comparing old and new work (See Figures 3, 4, 5 & 6); 
as they explain,

You are learning all the time when you are making 
your own books, without realising it—subconsciously it 
happens. If I look back on work that I printed [a while 
ago] then it becomes apparent, but you don’t realise it 
until you begin to compare previous work.

�e practice of keeping proof prints and artist proof 
copies of an edition are substantiated through the 
re�exive process. �e practitioner is engaged in praxis 
as they can access their transformed state through 
the critical comparison of their work. As practitioner 
Andrew Morrison con�rms, ‘[through] the natural 
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Figure 7. Group discussion at a weekend research event, Gloucester Print Co-operative (GPC), UK, 2018.
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process of view and evaluation, one gets better through 
doing’. Here, Andrew Morrison references re�ection-in-
action as a strategy for overcoming particular problems 
encountered during the letterpress process. Philippa 
Wood’s and Andrew Morrison’s position is that one needs 
to be physically engaged with the process (as opposed 
to reading, observing, etc.) to improve both artistic and 
technical capabilities. �e re�ective process requires a 
Slow approach to enable dialogue between practitioner, 
materials, process and press in order to move forward.

�ese selected responses from practitioners, along with 
many others, formed a guided lived-experience of the 
process of making artists’ books. �us investigating 
‘experience’ thought of as a form of activity and placing it 
at the centre of knowledge building (Nöe, 2000). 
With the practitioner relaying their whole process 
of book-making through studio-based interviews, 
nuances were uncovered that would not necessarily be 
spoken about if discussing formal aspects of practice. 
One example discussed was to leave a few unresolved 
pages, so that during the process of making the book, 
those pages will develop as ‘thinking as part of making’. 
Another being that some practitioners work on one 
page at a time (whereas in traditional book printing, one 
would work on a spread) to suit the speci�c requirements 
of the artist’s book. A formal structure for the proposed 
work could be developed because of a change of direction 
in working on press. Mulling over ideas, concepts and 
narratives happens at various points during the process 
of making a book. 

�e interviewed practitioners provided a lived sensibility 
to their work, and were candid in sharing their feelings 
about where risk and pressure points were within the 
process. �ey reported on the anxiety that forms when 
beginning to bind a book, the temptation to bind the 
best copy �rst, and the collective thought that everything 
you add within the process of book-making has to say 
something. Responses within themes such as preparation, 
imagination, development and action re�ected existing 
models for practice, such as James Daichendt’s ‘�ve steps 
of the creative process’ (2012: 47-48) – identi�cation, 
preparation, incubation, illumination, and veri�cation 
– but these steps were not linear. All the stages of the 
process involved haptic practice to develop thinking, 
rather than action happening, as a result of imagination 
and development, etc. Of course, every practitioner’s 
personal experience of making a book is di�erent, but 
there were touchstones in methods and activities, such as 
working with the same machines, equipment, tools and 
materials to construct a narrative of letterpress-printed 
artists’ book-making, thus contributing the value of 
artistic experience to the research process.

A paradigm of practice

�rough hosting practice-based research events and 
having discussions with practitioners allowed me to 
apply speci�c theories to creative practice within a 
phenomenological framework. As such, I have extended 
Bright’s perception by developing a phenomenology of 
creative practice through interacting with haptic space 
– the mind, body and surroundings – to interpret one’s 
perceptions and experience. Practitioners involved in this 
research were able to access these propositions and use 
them as learning strategies in making letterpress-printed 
artists’ books. Comments from practitioners revealed 
that having contact with other like-minded people is 
an important part of practice. Not only does it enable a 
feeling of inclusiveness, but it also provides motivation 
and inspiration. To be able to build a paradigm for 
practice and work through problems with others relies 
on openness and a mutual trust between practitioners to 
support each other to enable development of ourselves 
and our practice. �erefore, practitioners’ own words 
were vital in addition to my own to represent the 
collective voice of practice in letterpress-printed artist 
publishing in the UK. Art practice as research quali�ed 
the process of making a letterpress-printed artist’s book 
as a form of inquiry at collaborative research events. 
Making work together evidenced that knowledge held 
through the experience of making was present in the 
minds and bodies of all the practitioners who took part, 
and con�rmed Bright’s approach. It was demonstrated 
within the artefacts produced, such as Feeling for an 
Edge (See Figure 8), an artist’s book that lies waiting 
for its reader to complete the circle of a synthesis of 
understanding through the experience of reading it: 
‘from artist, to press to reader, and completing us in turn’. 

Dr Angie Butler is an artist, practice-led scholar and 
a Senior Research Fellow at the Centre for Fine Print 
Research (CFPR) at the University of the West of England 
Bristol, UK. Angie utilises the letterpress process and 
the book as collaborative spaces– to connect people and 
language through a haptic environment. Her artworks 
feature in international publications and are held in 
permanent collections including Tate London UK, 
and the Centre for British Art at Yale University, USA. 

She is a regular contributor to UK and international 
journals and periodicals and has presented at numerous 
national and international conferences. 
ABPress on Twitter: @angelacbutler
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Figure 8. (Single page from) Feeling for an Edge, made at a research event at the University of 
Lincoln 2017, with Hazel Grainger, Lucy Guenot, Rachel Marsh, Andrew Morrison, Lucy May 
Scho�eld, Elizabeth Willow, and Philippa Wood.
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Notes

1. Phenomenology is a vast �eld of philosophical and 
theoretical research, grounded in the attributed major 
works of Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, and Michael Polyani among many others. 

2. �e Slow movement began in 1986 with Slow Food but 
has since developed to include many other �elds, from 
tourism and urbanism to religion and art.     
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