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Welcome to issue Twenty-four of The Blue Notebook

Thanks to all writers for the articles in this bumper issue: 

Looped is an installation by artists Gracia Haby and 
Louise Jennison, presented in partnership with State 
Library Victoria. Each glass-panelled cabinet case around 
the domed reading room’s original heritage dais becomes 
a page. Together, five artists’ books read as one tale told 
through collage and the written word. The exhibition is 
currently on display until August 2018, in the La Trobe 
Reading Room, State Library Victoria.

Joseph J Field describes Life Stories - a book arts project 
that the author has undertaken at Dorset County 
Hospital, Dorchester. It developed from volunteer work 
as an artist on the wards, through research on the value 
of reminiscence therapy for dementia patients and 
more generally, how exchanging “life stories” can build 
empathy between individuals. The process of collecting 
stories is explained as is the author’s approach to 
designing artists’ books around the narratives. 

Meeting in the Middle: An open-ended visual arts 
collaboration, examines the collaborative practice of 
Tamar MacLellan and Philippa Wood through three of 
their most recent artists’ book projects. Having taken 
the decision to undertake new ways of working, their 
aim is to share something of this journey drawing upon 
pivotal blog posts which enabled the exchanging of 
individual, intellectual and emotional responses within 
the development of each project. A conclusion of each 
project provides observations of the challenges and 
shifts in practice encountered alongside the resulting 
collaborative approaches adopted. 

Mike Nicholson - ‘Hiding In Plain Sight: A Brief History 
and Rationale of the ‘bio auto graphic’ series
The Who, the When, the What, the How and the Why?
Caught in a flagrant, ever-decreasing circle of self-regard, 
artist/writer Mike Nicholson considers the achievement 
of creating thirty editions of his graphic narrative ‘bio 
auto graphic’. In context of his earlier creative activities, 
the self-publishing project he began in 2004 with a 
speculative ‘Issue Zero’ tests the notion of his relationship 
to an audience, as well as releasing him from old patterns 
of process. 

He discusses the contrasts and conflicts discovered across 
over a decade of activity during which he has exhibited 
the series – and been collected – internationally, most 
recently by The British Library and Wellcome Library 
Zine Archive. The thinking and the doing behind the 
series are dissected at some length and Nicholson’s terms 
of reference extend to embrace his concurrent careers as 
illustrator and storyboard artist.

AMBruno at Tate Britain Archive: Themed Artists’ Books.
An article by Sophie Loss and Cally Trench about 
AMBruno, a group of artists who make artists’ books 
to themes. The article is based on presentations given 

during Tate Britain’s Library and Archive Show and 
Tell by AMBruno, on 5th May 2017, when nine sets of 
AMBruno’s book works were on show, along with two 
sets of limited edition prints and some filmic works. 
In the article, five of the artists discuss different themes: 
Black Circle, Lines, Red, words and [sic]. AMBruno Co-
ordinator Sophie Loss introduces the group, and explains 
how it came into existence and how its uniqueness lies in 
its making and exhibiting of themed sets of books.

Book handling as a research method - Tim Daly:
How do we conceptualise touch? Unlike most visual art, 
touch is a fundamental aspect of interacting with artists’ 
books and it is not until you have a physical interaction 
with the artefact that you can fully make sense of it. 
Despite this, there is no obvious syntax for us to report 
our experiences of handling an artist’s publication. 
During my recent practice as research doctoral study, it 
soon became apparent that there was no clear framework 
to describe my experience of handling books, yet this was 
a fundamental part of my research. Without handling a 
book, entire swathes of intertextual nuances could be 
missed - the deliberate material choices of the artist and 
the reader’s own rich experiential past never get the 
chance to make meaning. 

In order to capture my experiences it became necessary 
to fuse aspects of material culture (for touch) and literary 
theory (for intertextuality) together into a discourse with 
handling set at its core. Logged as fifty short narratives, 
each handling event described the insights I gained, 
followed by a short statement that could be tabled and 
referenced as part of my thesis conclusion. In the light 
of my findings, it can be argued that handling books 
provides a type of tacit knowledge that is unavailable 
from viewing alone. Developing a framework for 
reporting this haptic experience therefore, can enrich and 
enhance our understanding of book works.

Thank you to the artists who contributed pages for this 
issue:  Kate Bernstein (UK), Darren Marsh (UK) 
Paul Minott (UK) Miguel Sbastida (Spain). Thanks also  
to Tom Sowden for the cover design for this issue.

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

The address for the online colour version of this issue is: 
www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/tbn/x179/488d/tbn24.pdf

And finally, many thanks to our readers for supporting 
The Blue Notebook through your subscriptions. 

Sarah Bodman
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Looped
Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison
An installation by Gracia Haby and Louise Jennison 
where each glass-panelled cabinet case around the 
domed reading room’s original heritage dais becomes 
a page. Together, five artists’ books read as one tale told 
through collage and the written word.
Presented in partnership with State Library Victoria 
Friday 4th August – Sunday 26th November, 2017. 
Recently extended until Friday 31st August 2018,
La Trobe Reading Room, State Library Victoria

‘‘I think all the world is falling’’ (Kylling Kluk, Just 
Mathias Thiele, 1823)

Where there was earth, there was sky. And soil and toil 
was where the sky was. Topsy turvy. Switched around. 
In the blink of an eye.  

Where there was water, there also was earth. 
And instead of the sound of birds calling, there was the 
white noise hum of standby power. It was familiar. 
Yet it was out of sorts. It was a left foot crammed into 
the right shoe.  It was day and lights, not day and night. 

It was fenced in, thumbing its nose at Cole Porter. 
It hobbled over Henny Penny’s fallen sky.  

I think all the world has fallen. And it was long ago.

(From the artist’s book, I think all the world is falling, 
2017)

At the beginning of August, 2017, we turned State 
Library Victoria’s dais in the heart of the Dome Reading 
Room into an artist’s book. Not a book you hold in your 
palm, like earlier tales of ours, but a book which requires 
you to walk around it, one foot, after the other — 
left, right, left, right — turning the cabinet pages with 
your feet.

At 7am, the library was dark and still, and in response, 
we were light on our feet. We tiptoed into the reading 
room, before it opened its doors to the public, armed 
with an install kit of essentials — pins, small hammer, 
pliers, 2B pencil, paper template, scissors, tissue paper, 
eraser, cleaning cloth, Teflon bone folder — and our 
five artists’ books sleeping in their slipcases; two small 
parcels, one whose contents we would unfurl and place 
centre stage, and the other containing all that would help 
us to do so. 

Having worked out the placement of each of our five 
artists’ books with their hand-painted golden edges in 
advance, and with a map of where each pin was to be 

placed, we were up to the fun bit; the part where all the 
components in your studio, and your mind’s eye, slot into 
place and you see it as a whole for the first time. 
This is one of our favourite parts, and as such, we 
approached the dais as a familiar friend. After all, we’d 
been circling it often in the lead up to install, calling in to 
check its proportions, taking measurements, photos, and 
clocking particulars. 

Today, as we look back over photos of that morning, the 
dais looks somewhat imposing in scale, like a huge organ 
neither of us could ever hope to play, but it didn’t feel that 
way. In the still of blue-light morning, it was welcoming. 
We had a plan, we knew what to do; we had a plan, and it 
was all coming true. 

The moon rolled in front of the sun, snuffing the light 
like Wee Willie Winkie come early, ‘tapping at the 
window, crying at the lock …. ‘Hey, Willie Winkie, 
are ye comin' ben? The cat's singin grey thrums to the 
sleepin hen.’’ And I walked through the silvered scene, 
of a day turned night.  

A solar eclipse, folklore tells, and nature feels unordered, 
unexpected, even animalistic, as the sky wolves of the 
Vikings chase the orbs of the sun and moon. But an 
eclipse is also, in ornithological wings, a term used 
to describe a duck whose markings are veiled during 
moulting of the breeding plumage.  

Suddenly from one celestial body obscuring the light of 
another to a small bird’s distinctive markings, eclipsed, 
I feel myself to be a tiny, tiny speck. The path ahead, 
an unfinished, unfixed, ever changing puzzle.

(From the artist’s book, Disrupted and rumpled, 2017)

Fable weaving, piece by piece, by 8am it was all coming 
together. As we lowered the five large trapezoid-shaped 
collages in place, which enable the artists’ books to 
extend beyond the page and fill the whole of each 
cabinet, we had a moment to delight in seeing icebergs 
and wings line up, just as we had orchestrated. Parts 
within these collages are visible, while other parts require 
the reader to crane their neck or fill in the gaps. 

Seeing the artists’ books upon their collage extensions, 
and seeing our work in such a space and feeling as 
though they fit, and better yet, they belong, was a 
wonderful feeling still easily recalled. It was more 
than a sense of completion, or reward, but perhaps the 
two come close. Perhaps it is not dissimilar to feeling 
oneself ‘a tiny, tiny speck’ in a big, big world, polishing 
something other. Yes, perhaps, for now, this comes close 
to describing it. 



8

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, I think all the world is falling, 2017. 
SLV Trapezoid base, inkjet print on Hahnemühle Photo Rag 308gsm. Printed by Arten

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, No longer six feet under, 2017. 
SLV Trapezoid base, inkjet print on Hahnemühle Photo Rag 308gsm. Printed by Arten

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, Disrupted and rumpled, 2017. 
SLV Trapezoid base, inkjet print on Hahnemühle Photo Rag 308gsm. Printed by Arten
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I closed my eyes, to look at the stars. I laid my head, to 
explore the wilderness. I coiled up upon a rock, to feel 
what it was to scamper, and glide, and ultimately soar, 
and I did so knowing that you were my eyes and ears. 
I blotted out the day, and replanted it anew.  

With your hand on my cheek, I looked up at the sky. 
In the hug of your tail, I felt my skin prickle and burn.  

I was stationary, and yet I was leaping. I was warm, 
and yet I was stone.

(From the artist’s book, A warmed pebble in my hand, 
2017)

From the outset, for our exhibition, Looped, we hoped 
that those who chanced upon it might also feel an affinity 
with the space. In the middle of a grand domed reading 
room, hidden in plain sight, a certain intimacy evoked. 
Just you and the cabinet pages, as behind you someone 
played chess and another person stared mutely at the 
screen before him or her. The ‘shush, please’ dais with its 
jewel-like reflections on the glass and its honeyed timber 
and ornate carving is not so foreboding, not at all. Its 
edges have been rubbed smooth by many hands resting 
upon its frame over many years. 

And now it is the spine to our five artists’ books that 
together read as one.

The sea had risen, forming new tidal marks around the 
trunks of buildings. It had bleached the foliage of the 
trees. It had taken the colour from the wings of birds, 
butterflies, and moths, also, making a fable of 
my pocket.  

As I had slept, Atlantis rose, or so it seemed. Bringing 
with it a band of subterranean garden-hose sea snakes 
and rusted shopping trolley chariots. Ring pulls, 
wrappers, waste, and gelato spoons too.  

As what was sunken now bobbed to the surface, 
I sought to crown a fallen rodent burning in the 
light, but my eyes alighted on the gleam of a beer cap 
masquerading as a coin.  

Minding the sludge, I had slipped the hook. 
I pulled the neck of my t-shirt back in place, and 
gambolled ever onwards.

(From the artist’s book, No longer six feet under, 2017)

Moths, ring pulls, wrappers, and wings, within each of 
the trapezoid-shaped collages mounted on 5mm forex, 
some 100 different layers have been patch-worked 
together. Working on such a large scale was a joy for us 

both. Shard by shard, we had grown icebergs and stitched 
mountains. Held together by a like-hued palette and 
playing with the elongated composition of the concertina 
artist’s book and in turn the collage beneath and beyond, 
the horizon line alone is comprised of some seven 
large fragments, smudged to appear as one, with the 
appearance of having always been so.

Running through the five chapters, if you will, to be read 
in any order, you will also see a 19th century Japanese 
netsuke mouse. His or her neat wooden form has allowed 
them to blend into the dais and so nest there, along 
with the timber unicorn horns and other of-tree parts. 
Functional and aesthetic, just like a netsuke, a tail as a 
continuous line, tying it all together. Even in the big 
cats’ lair.

I entered the cage and felt my way along the floor in 
something of a clumsy crawl, as my eyes played catch-up 
with my body. Piercing the struts of the timber structure, 
the light was blinding. I was reminded of Gerald Manley 
Hopkins falling upon the word ‘shivelight’ to describe 
sharp lances perforating a forest canopy. Making like 
Hopkins, strolling through woodland, exploring a new 
environment, proved a comfort as forms slowly shook 
off their haze. I extended my arm forward, and pawed 
at the wall. I collected a splinter under my skin. I cursed 
the ‘shivelight’, and found no romance in my surrounds, 
nor interest in coining a word to describe a particular 
sensation. I cursed the confines of both the hut I was in 
and the rut of my predicament. I cursed it all. 

And it was then, uttering my annoyance, that I noted 
several pairs of eyes in the darkness. They glowed. 
They glowered. They did not blink. I retraced my tracks 
as best I could. So loudly was my heart beating that I 
never heard them coming for me until it was too late.

(From the artist’s book, Dim wood, spark bright, 2017)

By 10am, the desks ‘shook off their haze’ and the library 
was open. We’d finished our clockwork installation. We 
looked at our work and could not see where the three-
hours had gone, or the hundreds of hours beforehand in 
dreams, schemes, do-overs, and toil, and this of course 
was the outcome we’d longed for. All the things which 
underpin the whole, this is not what we hope you see. 
We hope it looks as though it all just popped into place, 
1, 2, 3, with artists’ books and slipcases already pinned, 
like an architect's model house or a diorama. 

Better still, we hope it looks as though it just kind of 
grew out of the timber. Like it was always there, in echo 
of earlier sentiment. Like it belongs. Like the netsuke 
mouse, five ways.
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Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, Dim wood, spark bright, 2017. 
SLV Trapezoid base, inkjet print on Hahnemühle Photo Rag 308gsm. Printed by Arten

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, A warmed pebble in my hand, 2017. 
SLV Trapezoid base, inkjet print on Hahnemühle Photo Rag 308gsm. Printed by Arten

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, Looped installation view, 2017, State Library Victoria.
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To assist the mouse and his belted tail, Looped is further 
looped by a short story, A whisker lighter, which features 
in the accompanying free zine to collect from the dais.

Crick, crack, snap back. I arrived at the office and 
opened the window, inviting the city inside. Rarely 
unlatched, with its mouth caught in an inward folding 
yawn, the window inhaled the pollen of the plane trees, 
and threatened to sneeze to a close in the wind.

Once a ballroom, the office was now a shabby knot of 
furniture and unpacked cardboard boxes with random 
piles of paper and books and overflowing rubbish 
bins. The tall window hinted at the original glory of 
the building, and had the ability of being able to draw 
the outside world under its wing while keeping it at a 
distance. The purr of traffic filled the room and sank 
into a painting hanging from one nail in the wall, askew.

Through the window came not just dust and noise to 
layer the scene, but sometimes the odd sparrow as well. 
In they would hop, and finding the interior world not 
attuned to their needs, out they would hop. Looking at 
the outside ledge, I noted that someone had installed 
plastic anti-pigeon guards. I collected the two flimsy 
strips and tucked them beneath my desk as the rattle 
and whir of W and Z class trams sliced the streets below.

The room hummed and I with it. I looked up at the 
sleeping ceiling rose held between a grid of fluorescent-
tube lighting, and let my mind wander. What was once 
a beautiful space of possibilities was now a slouched 
grey institute. No pigeon, nor sparrow, was likely to call 
today. More’s the pity.

One, two, as the office filled, the large window was shut. 
The computer monitors tipped their heads forward, 
as the latches were fastened. Do you mind; it’s my 
allergies. No, of course, please do. Polite, light-hearted, 
banter. The air-conditioner, the click-clack of keys, and 
chitchat diluted the sounds of the street, returning the 
distractions of the city to their place, out there, keep it 
shut. File, save. Continue. Someone talked about the 
different types of cheese, and their youthful days spent 
shooting hoops. Wildly disjointed, like the current drab 
character of the room, overheard talk of what had been 
and was no more added a spitball of fromage to the 
faded grandeur. All was meaningless, turned inward, 
and I fell away. Vanished.

In my head, I packed up my belongings. Slid my phone 
into my bag, refolded my papers along their seams and 
slipped them inside the sleeve of my notebook. Think 
I’ll go out and walk. Stretch my legs. All this sitting, it 
does me no good. My knees are hot, and my hips ache. 
This chair is tailored to someone else’s measurements, 

to an every-person who doesn’t exist. Besides, it’s 
sunny out, and cold in here, underneath the air-
con. I rubbed my hands together to bring back their 
circulation. I undertook a little fake typing as I heard 
the tread of my boss in the hallway, enjoying the false 
rhythm of my words and the line of nonsense on the 
screen. Whersdd fdgss fsdf gfercskoa dfer rsds. Tools, 
Spelling and Grammar, Change. Just as soon as they 
go for coffee, I’ll nip out. Just for a bit, my movements 
announced. Just for a spell. Need to clear my head. 
A quick saunter: a chance to rest my mask. The 
impression of quietly working was taxing. Clackity-
clack, paper shuffle.

Quickly, quickly, down the stairs at a canter, and out 
onto the street, I slipped into the crowd, following its 
motion. Swept forward in the direction of the soulless 
lunch halls, juice bars, and tiny cafés, I was the flipside 
of a flâneur with no room to saunter. But cobwebs could 
still be un-tacked and joints oiled in the rolling swell; 
I could still dissolve into my own world; disappear inside 
a crowd. Giving myself over to just walking, one foot 
in front of the other, until I found my longed-for beat. 
Turn right, ahead, pause, turn left, ahead. Walking 
with purpose and a steady pace to an imaginary 
appointment. Don’t move too slowly, mind. Just ‘make 
yourself invisible, or get busy with something’, advised 
the forever-walking words of Robert Walser in my ear.

There, at the tram stop, a beige of commuters. With 
their phones they could shut out the disturbances of 
other people around them. They could look important, 
interesting, disinterested, don’t bother me. They could 
be as hidden in their focus as they chose. It seemed that 
no-one noticed anybody anymore, and, of course, this 
was particularly advantageous to me; from not just the 
sidelines, but out in the middle, I could watch the quirks 
and patterns of others. Thanks to the handheld device, 
the twitcher in me no longer needed a bird hide in order 
to observe my subject. Make yourself invisible, or get 
busy with something. Would anyone look up if I pulled a 
face in spite of the wind?

Passing the library, a sizeable section of the lawn was 
fenced off. A low temporary barrier had been pegged in 
place to enable the grass its forty-winks to regenerate. 
A kip to allow the new seed to take hold seemed just 
what I needed also. And there, atop the bed of sleeping 
grass, a kit of pigeons, a flock of gulls, and a quarrel of 
sparrows with no desire to call in on the old ballroom 
when they had such a prize. Safe, and in possession of 
a sheltered location, they basked in the warmth of the 
sun. The pigeons, in particular, puffed out and fanned 
their feathers to make the most of the solar heat. Their 
fans lent the scene an air of Sunday picnickers, an Eden 
for Birds Only, and I was glad I had chanced upon this 
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Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, Looped installation views, 2017, State Library Victoria.
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moment that threw sunlight on my impression of the 
world. It was in these small and ephemeral shards that 
life made sense. All that was good, transfigured into 
form! It was in these quiet encounters that I was pierced 
and purpose was found.

When I walked, my pain was dimmed.

I headed down the street, and turning left, noticed a 
man dragging a small dog behind him. The dog could 
barely keep up with the man. He looked tired, as if 
he’d been walking for hours. But he kept looking up 
at the man, rather adoringly. And the man would 
occasionally return his gaze, and look down at the dog 
with something akin to love. On they walked, the man, 
quickly, on long legs, and the dog wearily scampering 
behind him the way a puppy does. The dog’s collar 
looked heavy and the lead and connection were too 
large for its frame. It in turn filled me with heaviness, 
as I trailed behind them.

Those earlier light lances that had pierced the forest 
canopy, faded. I forgot the pleasure I had drawn from 
the sunning birds and their prime real estate. 
The contrast in states was a slap to my cheek. 

As the dog kept pulling over to sniff the corners of 
buildings and discarded food wrappers, his whole body 
appeared to pause only to be yanked along by the man. 
Keep up. Come on. Witnessing a small moment of 
everyday cruelty tore at my heart. There was perhaps no 
malice, but there was no understanding either. 
There was no compassion. I quickened my pace so as not 
to lose sight of them in the stream. A sort of silent urban 
camaraderie between the dog with its tongue lolling in 
its mouth and me, but I didn’t dare say anything. 
I didn’t say anything at all. And for that I felt ashamed. 
Your dog is thirsty. Your dog is tired. That collar and 
lead, they are too heavy for such a small dog.

A little ahead of me now, the dog drank from the dirty 
pool of rainwater in the gutter, and my shame grew. 
Soon I would have to abandon the role of shadow and 
pass them, keep going. And keep going I did, leaving the 
dog to stand up to its owner. A useless lump rose in my 
throat. You can do as you please, out in the open. It was 
in such unassuming tragedies, my part included, that 
any meaning recently found was lost. Guilt gnawed at 
my collar and made a roost about my shoulder. I walked 
on, but found it would not be shook. The city grew 
louder. Harsher. Faster. Sour. Suck it up. Walk on. 
Hide your heart.

Why can’t you tell lies to yourself?

My feet headed to the gallery. Up the stairs, to the 

permanent collection, seeking a place I would often sit 
when I had nowhere in particular to go. I sought out 
the familiar. I headed past the heroic actions in verdant 
landscapes, and bronze statuettes in a considered knot. 
I heard the rustle of aristocracy in satin and fur as they 
rested their tiny slippered-feet upon skulls and clouds. 
Through the well-populated grand rooms, one by one, 
until I reached my public-private nook where the ceiling 
was in closer conversation with the floor. 
There, nestled in a quiet arrangement of noted furniture 
and ornaments, she sat, too, a woman holding a black 
cat, in the form of Gwen John’s painting, Young Woman 
Holding a Black Cat (c.1920–5).1   

Just like my familiar walks taken from my desk, John 
also retraced her steps and created many versions of the 
same composition: small oil paintings of solitary women 
shown in three-quarter length. From the label, I reread 
how the sitter, who frequently sat for the artist, has 
remained unknown by name. She was merely recorded 
as the ‘Convalescent’, and for my needs, that seemed 
fitting. I was a convalescent, in the gallery. 
My illness had outstayed its welcome, both in so far as I 
was concerned, and those around me. Perhaps this had 
also been the case for the sitter too. We had both of us 
worn out their concerns. Most people stopped asking 
how I was faring. Maybe it was because they’d heard my 
answers before, because it made them uncomfortable, 
because it was without an end? An ongoing condition? 
Oh no! That won’t do. How tedious. It’s chilly out, but 
nice if you are standing in the sun.

Returning to the known comfort of the wall plaque, 
I was re-informed of what I had forgotten: the painting 
was created in John’s apartment in Meudon, France, 
and discovered hidden in the attic after her death. But 
the label needn’t remind me of what drew me first to 
the work and what I had already sensed: John loved 
solitude; John loved cats. To her, and to me, a cat was 
‘an affair of volumes’,2 unspoken.

Looking at the painting quietened me. Like walking, it 
was sometimes capable of pushing the difficult thoughts 
aside. In the portrait, I recognised myself. Not my 
particulars, but me, all the same. It was not a mirror, 
yet it was an extension of me, with hands wrapped 
around the velvety mosaic contours of a cat. Canopy 
cleared. She, I, we appeared the embodiment of John’s 
own ‘Rules to Keep the World Away’.3 She, I, we will 
find a way to voice concern for a dog in need of a drink. 
Next time, she, I, we will not hold ourselves invisible.

And inside, I felt happy. Worn out, crumpled, yes to 
both, but, restored. I left the gallery, and headed slowly 
home to my beloved cat. We all needed a fixed point, 
I thought.
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Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, Looped installation views, 2017, State Library Victoria.
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Crick, crack, snap back.

Someone opened the window behind me, waking me 
from my mind. For a moment there, time had been a 
familiar walk. Minutes had translated into a ramble. 
A postcard depicting Young Woman Holding a Black 
Cat fluttered from the shelf and landed upon my 
keyboard. I glanced at the resting screen, nudged the 
mouse, and noted the time. Inward, outward, all the 
same, but a whisker lighter. Soon it would be time to rise 
from my desk and head home to my own beloved cat.

Yes, we all needed a fixed point.

(From the short story, A whisker lighter, 2017)

The dates for Looped have recently been extended, 
and it is staying in the library until 31st August 2018. 
When we installed Looped, we had no way of knowing 
that our work would be invited to nest a little longer, 
‘aim[ing] at Eternity’,4 to bend Christopher Wren’s words. 

We look forward to seeing our paper peaks in the 
background of more public Instagram memory shots 
shared and geotagged SLV. The La Trobe Reading Room 
is frequently photographed, and in the heart of them 
all, unbeknownst to the record keeper, we imagine, our 
artists’ books can be seen, waiting to be read, pawed at 
(through the glass), in the octagonal dome.

Words and images combined tell you what we feel this 
work is about, about how things are and where they are 
headed. What we are interested in is the experience of 

you, the reader, piecing it altogether, drawing your 
own conclusions. 

We encourage you, geography and time permitting, to 
duck into the library and see with your own eyes. Walk 
around the dais, and turn the pages with your own feet. 

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison use an armoury of play 
and perhaps the poetic to lure you closer in their artists’ 
books, prints, zines, drawings, and collages. Within their 
work, the animal is often there to question humankinds’ 
behaviour, the moral principles one governs the self 
by, exploring our relationship with the natural world. 
Leaving their scenes open-ended, they invite you to 
ponder and perhaps find that things are not always as 
they first appear.

Their artists’ books can be found in the collections of: 
Artspace Mackay; Bibliotheca Librorum Apud Artificem; 
Deakin University Library; Melbourne Museum; 
Melbourne University Library; Monash University 
Library; Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery; 
National Gallery of Australia; National Gallery of 
Victoria; National Library of Australia; RMIT University 
Library; State Library of New South Wales; State Library 
of Victoria; State Library of Queensland; Tate (UK); 
University of the West of England (UK).

hi@gracialouise.com
http://gracialouise.com

Notes
1. Gwen John, Young Woman Holding a Black Cat, 
c.1920–5, oil paint on canvas, 460 x 298 x 17 mm, in 
the collection of the Tate, UK, purchased in 1946 and 
currently not on display.

2. Cecily Langdale, Gwen John: With a Catalogue 
Raisonné of the Paintings and a Selection of the Drawings 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987) p.1.

3. ‘Rules to Keep the World Away: Do not listen to people 
(more than is necessary); Do not look at people (ditto); 
Have as little intercourse with people as possible; When 
you come into contact with people, talk as little a possible 
…’, Gwen John (1876–1939), 3rd March, 1912.

4. Christopher Wren, 'Of Architecture', Parentalia; or 
Memoirs of the Family of the Wrens, comp. by his son 
Christopher, Appendix, p.351 (1750, reprinted 1965).

Gracia Haby & Louise Jennison, Looped installation view, 
2017, State Library Victoria.
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Joseph J Field, In the Day Room, 2017

Joseph J Field, When I was 4, 2017, 10.5 x 9 x 1 cm concertina book, cloth covers, rubber stamp and offset print on 
Simili paper, handwritten text, edition of 6, Dorset, UK

Joseph J Field, Portland Quarryman, 2017, 22 x 10 x 2.5cm, exhibition piece, structure from re-used fencing panel, 
acrylic paint, nails, leather spine, Dorset, UK.
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Life Stories

Joseph J Field

My interest in artists’ books began during my study 
for an HND in fine art at Hereford College of Art and 
Design in the UK. I was, euphemistically known as, a 
“mature student”. I came to the study of fine art following 
retirement as a civil engineer and local government chief 
officer. It was a kind of re-birth or reinvention of myself 
- it couldn’t have been more different to my previous 
preoccupation with local politics, public works and 
managing budgets and people. 

During my time at Hereford I owed much to the 
inspirational guidance of the print room technician, 
Roger Biggs and to Guy Begbie who tutored book arts. 
My focus during the final year of the course was in 
printmaking and I had early successes with work being 
accepted for open competitions: Hunting Art Prizes 
2004, Triennial Open Print RWA 2004, Originals 05 
Mall Galleries and Welsh Artist of the Year Exhibitions 
2005 and 2006. 

I began to feel that I needed a fresh impetus in my 
practice which had become secondary to other interests 
and demands on my time. I enjoy study and was accepted 
on an MA Printmaking course at the University of Wales, 
Newport; I completed the two-year period of study in 
2010. The few high points in the course were days when 
visiting professional artists spoke about their work and 
led workshops. One of these artists made artists’ books 
and I took a sample of my books to show her wondering 
if this might be an area of work I could develop during 
my study. She was very complimentary and encouraging 
and rekindled an earlier enthusiasm.

For my final MA project, “Tracks and Traces”,
I collaborated with a professional photographer who 
was not a fellow student but a friend I had met through 
exhibiting in a local gallery. The project envisaged a 
journey between our homes in small villages either side 
of the Monmouthshire – Herefordshire border. The 
research included a review of historical documents, 
photography, interviews, collection of ‘found objects’, 
frottage and drawing. 

My “Tracks and Traces” work included collecting stories 
from local friends and neighbours (to which I added 
some of my own) then building books around them. 
Taken together, the stories could perhaps be described 
as social history and social geography. One of these 
books toured with the Sunderland Book Project.1 It was 
based around a letter sent by a soldier from Sunderland 
to the family of a Monmouthshire farmer friend during 
WW2. The letter describes his return home on special 

leave following a bombing raid on Sunderland which had 
demolished his house. After I completed the MA 
I continued to collect stories for my books from friends 
and neighbours – our “contract” is that they get a copy 
of the book and I can sell the remainder. 

Hospital “Life Stories” project – planning stage
Following a move to Dorset in 2012, I enrolled as an art 
volunteer through Arts in Hospital2 with Dorset County 
Hospital in Dorchester. Arts in Hospital employ a part-
time Arts Adviser and an Arts Administrator. I visit 
the hospital roughly on a fortnightly basis and engage 
patients in simple printmaking – rubber stamping and 
offset printing using water-based relief ink. I work mainly 
on the stroke ward with patients in their 60s to 80s. 
My visits last around one and a half hours and it became 
clear to me after two or three sessions that conversation 
was as important as the art work in lifting the patients 
out of their concern and discomfort for a time. I saw 
them “come alive” as they talked about themselves – 
childhood, travels, working life and interests. I could see 
that, if the patients were willing, I could capture some 
of these stories in artists’ books – otherwise the stories 
would be lost.

I undertook some research on the psychological and 
medical benefits of reminiscing which I included in a 
proposal to Arts in Hospital which was accepted. 
The value of reminiscing is well understood in the 
context of the care of dementia patients. Reminiscence 
therapy is defined by the American Psychological 
Association (APA) as ‘the use of life histories – written, 
oral, or both – to improve psychological well-being’ 
and the therapy is provided by the NHS and private 
therapists.3  Many NHS Foundation Trusts have 
produced policy documents explaining the therapy 
or providing work sheets to facilitate the use of the 
therapy.4 The European Reminiscence Network aims to 
promote best practice and international cooperation.5 
Reminiscence is encouraged in Dorset County Hospital, 
amongst other things, through music, a day room with 
1950s décor and photographic books of the decades.
 
Reminiscence, or the exchange of life stories, is also 
valued more generally as a way of developing empathy. 
Paul Zak, of the University of California, Berkeley, 
USA, is researching how stories shape our brains, tie 
strangers together, and move us to be more empathic 
and generous.6 Dr. Sherry Hambly, in a short news item 
in Psychology Today, ‘Resilience and… 4 Benefits to 
Sharing Your Story’, writes: “Research shows that even 
brief autobiographical storytelling exercises can have 
substantial impacts on psychological and physical health 
even months after the storytelling”.⁷ (Hambly, 2013).  
So, although reminiscence therapy has a focus on 
dementia patients, the benefits of story-telling are much 
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Above: Joseph J Field, Portland Quarryman, 2017, Multi-fold book, 
archival inkjet text, leather spine, offset print, blind embossing, 
hand drawn illustrations, Dorset, UK.

Right: Joseph J Field, Press Camera, 2017, 14 x 20 x 12 cm exhibition 
piece, re-used materials, paper bellows construction.

Below: Joseph J Field, Press Camera, 2017.
Internal view of exhibition piece, loose pages, archival inkjet text 
and illustrations, miscellaneous found objects, Dorset, UK.
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wider and can be experienced by people not suffering 
from ill health and, it follows, also patients recovering 
from strokes.

My proposal was that I would work with patients 
personally and with other volunteers to collect memories 
of particular incidents in the lives of patients that they 
would like to share e.g. anecdotes about childhood, 
school days, characters in their communities, war time 
incidents, stories from their working life. The ideal length 
of the story would be 400 - 450 words but I could work 
with much less.

I planned to use the stories to create hand-made books - 
generally concertina fold. I explained that I usually make 
6 copies initially, one of which I give to the author on the 
understanding that I can sell the other copies. I make 
more copies if some sell but would not expect to make 
more than 20 of any book and 6 is usual. 

For the project to succeed I explained that we would need 
to devise an effective way of collecting stories. I suggested 
that the resulting books could be of interest as a social 
history archive and that this may provide an opportunity 
for seeking grant aid.

I believed that the principal difficulty would be the 
collection of stories - they could be dictated or hand 
written or Word files. The patients may not be willing to 
share their stories with a stranger – trust and confidence 
might need to be built first. I offered to spend more time 
with patients to collect stories but thought it much more 
likely to be successful if other staff or volunteers were 
willing to help. 

I anticipated the outcome of the project would be the 
creation of a series of 10-20 artists’ books. Looking 
towards an exhibition, the books would need to be 
displayed in a cabinet for security reasons but could be 
handled on exhibition “open” sessions under supervision. 
In terms of wall display it would be possible to display 
pages of the books flat behind poly-carbonate but it 
would be more interesting visually to create a piece of 
word art for hanging from a collage of fragments of 
stories, newspapers cuttings, prints, paint and drawings. 
The aim would be to have a piece which would have 
a theme of "Life Stories" but would also incorporate 
elements of social and possibly national history.

Collecting stories and making books
I was very pleased when my proposal was accepted in 
2016. The next stage was to design a sheet outlining the 
project, illustrated with artist’s books, which I could 
use to encourage patients to participate. At that stage 
I proposed that I should expand the project to include 
stories from staff and visitors and this was agreed. The 

Hospital Arts Adviser produced a document “Permission 
for Image and Information Use” which anyone giving 
me a story would sign to meet the requirements of the 
Hospital’s safeguarding policies. 

I work in the day room on the Stroke Ward and day 
room on the Barnes Ward, most often with the Arts 
Administrator who brings the art trolley from the store 
and then calls at the ward desk to see if any patients 
would like to spend an hour or so on arts and crafts. 
I have arranged for the art materials on the trolley to 
include red, blue and yellow pots of water-based relief 
ink, rollers, paper and card blanks. I provided some old 
table mats on which to roll out the ink and I take a box 
of some of my own rubber stamps, cut for illustrating my 
books in the past. I give a quick demonstration of how 
to print using the stamps and how to make a negative 
image using a simple offset printing technique. Then as 
they experiment and play we talk – I encourage them to 
tell me a little about themselves. If I sense that they are 
well enough to give me a story and engaged in the art 
work and the conversation, I explain the “Life Stories” 
project to them and invite them to participate. No one 
has refused me. I then talk them through the “Permission 
for Image and Information Use” document, and ask them 
to sign.

I collected my first story from a patient on the Stroke 
Ward on 7th March 2017. She wanted to write her story 
herself and in around 100 words recalled an incident 
when she was 4 years old and was in danger of drowning 
off the beach in West Bexington, Dorset. Although it was 
shorter than I had envisaged, her 100 words were magical 
– context and drama. I knew that I would be able to 
work from it. Then followed my first book – a miniature 
concertina book hand-written on Simili paper with cloth 
covers and rubber stamp and offset illustration.

I use German, water-based relief inks manufactured by 
Marabu, Gerstaecker and Schmincke. The artwork is my 
own – the patients keep their prints and cards produced 
during the sessions. I design the book layout using a desk 
top publishing programme (DTP) from Serif. I print 
the pages on an old but serviceable HP Photosmart Pro 
B9180. The printer uses archival pigment inks and can 
print standard sizes up to B+ (32 x 48 cm) however I have 
printed pages at 33 x 60 cm. Fed from a special media 
tray, the printer can print onto canvas and heavy water 
colour paper.

As I write, all but one of the stories I have collected 
were given to me on the Stroke Ward. However I did 
collect a long reminiscence from a patient suffering 
from dementia – I thought it best for her to dictate into 
the recorder on my mobile phone and this worked very 
well. She recalled being evacuated from London with 
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Left: Joseph J Field, Eggs for the soldiers, 2017.
16 x 13 x 7 cm exhibition piece, re-used eggbox, papier 
maché, leather tie.  Book 7.5 x 8 x 1 cm, edition of 6, 
cloth covers, multi-fold, archival inkjet text, rubber 
stamping, collage, Dorset, UK.

Below: Joseph J Field, The Collector, 2017.
17 x 13 x 3.5 cm external view of exhibition piece, re-used 
materials, mixed media on plywood, Dorset, UK. 

Left: Joseph J Field, The Collector, 2017.
Internal view of exhibition piece, book 
in slip case 6 x 9 x 1 cm, multi-fold, 
archival inkjet text, offset print, rubber 
stamps, collage, Dorset, UK.
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her sister to the home of a cousin in Weymouth - in 
retrospect, Weymouth with its proximity to Portland 
Naval Dockyard was hardly a safe place to send a child. 
A German land mine missed its target on Portland and 
drifted into the town causing many deaths and casualties 
and extensive damage – this she remembered vividly as 
it took the life of one of her school friends. Afterwards 
she worked as a window dresser for a large store in 
Weymouth and spoke of the challenge of working 
with very limited resources in the years after the war. 
This recording presented quite a challenge as it was a 
stream of consciousness narrative that didn’t follow a 
chronology and I had to undertake some research to 
check dates and facts.

Other patients have included a quarryman from 
Portland; a professional press photographer who trained 
at Reuters and had a fascinating career as a photographer 
with the RAF, a return to Reuters specialising in sports 
photography and completing his working life working 
for Westland Helicopters; a tenant farmer with stories of 
hard times in the 1940s and 1950s; an art collector who 
lived in Cornwall in the 1950s - 1970s. I make notes as 
the patients talk and type-up the notes soon afterwards 
whilst the conversation is fresh in my mind. I use their 
own words as much as possible but some editing is 
necessary to ensure the flow of the narrative. 

During the summer of 2017 I had a visit from an 
American book artist who was staying with a mutual 
friend. She brought one of her pieces with her which 
was a miniature cabinet with drawers and cupboards 
celebrating the life of her grandfather who had died in 
WW1. From that meeting an idea formed that I should 
make an exhibition piece for each story as well as the 
small edition of books. Each exhibition piece would 
relate to the story and the author in some particular 
way. I envisioned a “container” for each book that would 
include reference documents, maps, badges, postcards, 
books etc. to provide a context for the life and the story.

Ideas came fairly quickly – I began to use boxes that had 
housed small electronic items as a foundation for some 
of the pieces; fragments of old fencing panel became 
miniature quarry walls with the addition of acrylic paint, 
an egg box was transformed into a repository for the 
farmer’s story using papier maché, paint and leather. 
I trawled second hand shops and charity shops for 
postcards, badges, children’s books and dress patterns 
from the 1940s and 50s. Old street maps and road 
atlases are useful and I was very pleased to find a copy in 
excellent condition of the National Road Atlas of Great 
Britain published by A. Thomas &  Co. in the late 1950s. 

The exhibition pieces will be exhibited at Dorset County 
Hospital from April to July 2018. At the time of writing 

we have still to decide how to exhibit them. Clearly it will 
not be practicable to steward the exhibition for many 
weeks, so the work will have to be displayed in vitrines. 
However it is important to me that the books are able 
to be handled under supervision so we may be able to 
arrange a number of days when I can attend and we can 
make the books accessible. 

I enjoy working with older people; my wife and I lead 
a group for the “third age” in a large town church, but 
this project has reinforced something that I knew deep 
down and hope will be more widely appreciated – that 
we should respect our old people more. All of them 
have stories to tell which would enrich the lives of those 
to whom they are told. The stage may be as small as a 
farm in a rural hamlet or as large as a voyage around the 
world. Most of us need little prompting to tell our stories 
and it does us good to tell them and to listen to others 
telling theirs. I hope that this “Life Stories” project will 
encourage others to tell, to listen, to record.

Joseph J Field MA MPhil - I studied art after retiring as a 
chartered civil engineer and local authority chief officer. 
I paint and print and make artists’ books and am an 
active member of Dorset Visual Arts. I have a particular 
interest in narrative work and many of my books are 
constructed around the stories and reminiscences which 
I collect from friends, neighbours and hospital patients.     
www.fieldfinearts.co.uk 

Notes

1. https://theresaeaston.wordpress.com/category/
sunderland/

2. http://www.dchft.nhs.uk/about/arts/Pages/default.aspx  

3. https://www.theravive.com/therapedia/reminiscence     
[Accessed 21/10/2017]

4. http://www.artcare.salisbury.nhs.uk/Documents/
Resource_docs/Reminiscence.pdf 3/11/207

5. http://www.europeanreminiscencenetwork.org/     
[Accessed 21/10/2017

6. http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_
stories_change_brain [Accessed 2/12/2016]

7. https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-web-
violence/201309/resilience-and-4-benefits-sharing-your-
story [Accessed 2/12/2016]
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Defining the mid-point of the Jurassic Way Walk.

A ‘making day’ with Tamar MacLellan relief printing. A ‘making day’ with Philippa Wood letterpress printing.
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Meeting in the Middle: 
An open-ended visual arts collaboration

Tamar MacLellan and Philippa Wood 

In this article, we examine our collaborative practice 
through three of our most recent artists’ books projects. 
Having taken the decision to undertake new ways of 
working, the aim is to share something of this journey, 
drawing upon pivotal WordPress blog posts which 
enabled the sharing and exchanging of individual, 
intellectual and emotional responses within the 
development of each project. A conclusion of each 
project provides observations of the challenges and 
shifts in practice encountered alongside the resulting 
collaborative approaches adopted.

Artist’s Book #1: Meeting in the Middle
Meeting in the Middle began with the chance discovery 
of an 88-mile walk which coincidentally linked our two 
home towns of Banbury and Stamford. Having worked 
collaboratively for a number of years this seemed to 
present an interesting starting point to inform new work 
with the potential to enable a shift in our shared arts 
practice. We recognised that within previous projects 
we have established individual roles and constructed 
a framework of collaboration drawing heavily upon 
our areas of expertise within textile and graphic design 
respectively. This has resulted in a working process 
that facilitates the planning of a project in its entirety 
before we start production. At the outset of Meeting 
in the Middle, we were both interested in adopting a 
new approach to making work together and had no 
preconceived ideas about the outcome. We made the 
decision to each explore 44 miles of the route – Tamar 
from the south, where the walk originates in Banbury, 
and Philippa from the north working from Stamford, and 
we would eventually meet in the middle. Initial research 
by Philippa had unearthed maps documenting 18 
settlements within each half of the walk. This knowledge 
would enable site visits to take place and both of us could 
record, research and analyse the environment of every 
village/hamlet along our particular section of the walk. 
We agreed that as we would be working independently, 
we would record our findings on a WordPress blog to 
enable information to be shared, ideas exchanged, and 
ongoing reflection to take place as the project developed.  

Without a specific focus, the first few site visits lacked 
any real sense of purpose, and initially we both returned 
to our known design disciplines, with Philippa tending 
to find interest in type-related signage and Tamar 
documenting found colour palettes and decorative 
elements. During the first month of the project 14 
site visits were completed between us, and gradually a 
system for recording these visits started to emerge and 

common subject matter began to be recorded. Individual 
blog posts from this time record our interest in village 
churches, architectural details and local industry, which 
gradually began to include stories of everyday people. 
Whilst primary research had been a luxury often 
unafforded on previous projects, we both found ourselves 
gravitating towards local libraries and the internet 
following site visits in order to expand found themes 
and areas of interest. We agreed to delay any decision 
regarding format and project structure until all individual 
visits were completed.  

Due to the distance between us, scheduled FaceTime 
conversations became an invaluable resource to exchange 
research, reflect upon first ideas and collaboratively 
determine the direction of the project. During one such 
conversation we identified a common theme within our 
research, that of social history, and made the decision 
to focus on the study of a single individual from each of 
the 36 settlements along the route. This decision enabled 
a more systematic and structured approach to each new 
site visit, although it was the subsequent local library and 
online sources such as local history societies, workhouse 
records and directories, which provided rich detail 
about individuals, communities, events and historical 
imagery. We also wrote to, and made personal contact 
with individuals and whilst hours of online searching 
often resulted in nothing, there was an immense sense 
of achievement when a lead eventually paid off and we 
gradually began to assign a single person to each specific 
location. 

It was eventually decided that the final piece would be a 
limited-edition book, and having taking the decision to 
work differently, we took time to consider how we could 
both work individually on the production of a single 
volume. As the basis of the project was about visiting 
new locations, we decided to construct a book formed 
of individual A6 postcards; the ordering of each story, 
from south to north, would represent the geographic 
sequence of the Jurassic Way walk and this enabled us to 
produce our half of the walk independently. Following 
postcard conventions, the front would contain a visual 
representation of each person or place and the back 
would contain written information, which we agreed 
would include factual data and an abridged account of 
the life of the selected individual. 

Whilst we made joint decisions regarding the format 
and structure of the postcards, to ensure the book had 
cohesion, we worked separately to develop imagery of 
our 18 individuals. We shared this process on the blog 
and not surprisingly became influenced by each other's 
work, which had a positive impact on the overall project. 
In addition, two scheduled ‘making days’, one in the 
north and one in the south, enabled us to make work 
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Above and left: Work in progress 
for Meeting in the Middle.

Below: Tamar MacLellan and Philippa 
Wood, Meeting in the Middle, 2016.
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alongside each other, sharing and exchanging ideas as the 
project evolved. These days afforded immediate feedback 
in response to individual ideas alongside opportunities to 
discuss and clarify joint decisions.

Here we identify three blog posts each (in chronological 
order) which encapsulate key stages of the project:

TM — Research into the seemingly oddly named Silver 
Street in Chacombe led me to discover stories of Henry 
Bagley and his boys who cast church bells at a local 
foundry located at the top of Silver Street in the village 
of Chacombe between 1605 and 1785. It is claimed that 
the bells were richly decorated with patterns, motifs and 
text including bells at Chacombe inscribed ‘ring tunefully 
and you shall have as much beer as is good for you’ and 
‘I ring to sermon with a lusty tone that all may come and 
none may stay at home’. The metal for the foundry was 
transported to Banbury by canal and then by wagon to 
the village. Allegedly women of the village would throw 
their silver jewellery in with the molten metal at the very 
moment the bells were being cast believing this additive 
would impart an exceptionally sweet tone to the bells! 

PW — We will work to some initial pre-determined 
criteria that will enable the final piece to have some sense 
of cohesion. We may or may not work in isolation, but 
the concept, content and theme will be the decision of 
the individual. The project may culminate in an artist’s 
book, two volumes that come together as one – either 
physically or conceptually. 

TM — In response to sharing working practices with 
PW, I have begun to piece together the different strands 
of my research in order to collate the visual and written 
data to document the 18 towns within my section of the 
walk. Literally piecing together through cutting, sticking, 
writing and drawing adding layers and linking elements 
within my sketchbook has enabled me to search out an 
image, an individual and their story. I still have gaps 
but am slowly beginning to see how each story fits with 
it’s neighbor and where there is a gap my research is 
becoming more purposeful. The process of re-assessing 
and re-looking has led to the uncovering of a greater level 
of detail.

PW — Through talking and discussion we recognised 
that sometimes a project may falter because we 
deliberately put off ‘moving it on’ – in this instance it 
is because we are unsure about the print/production 
method and we imagine that it could be problematic, 
however we agreed that we both need to be pro-active in 
testing and trailing different methods, we will then share 
best practice. 

PW — As part of my ‘day job’ – working in education – 
we have recently been reviewing and discussing students’ 
attitude to research, and (at times) their reluctance to 
engage with developing an idea that doesn’t lead directly 
to a final solution. Some students also struggle to see 
the relevance of research and how it informs their 
work. This project is the antithesis to that issue; we had 
no preconceived ideas about what the final outcome 
of Meeting in the Middle would be, this enabled us the 
freedom to explore each site with an open mind. By 
taking a broad approach – once a theme was decided, 
we were able to extract the relevant information and 
enhance this by undertaking further in-depth enquiry 
into a specific subject area. 

TM — Making in the north alongside P enabled the 
time to share ideas, discuss working practices and give 
and receive feedback. A practice of cutting and sticking 
has emerged! Making use of the photocopier I have 
explored its potential and utilised the advanced settings 
to knock back or heighten colour, enlarge and re-enlarge 
found images, and print different surfaces. Access to a 
photocopier alongside printing and painting resources 
has proved essential in the later stages of the project 
and very much supported the idea of making multiples 
required for this project. 

Conclusion
Meeting in the Middle became a limited edition of 
8 concertina books constructed from 36 individual 
postcards representing each of the settlements along 
the route of the Jurassic Way. A central commitment 
throughout the project was to challenge our established 
collaborative practice, to take risks with known styles 
of working and to do things differently. The range of 
subject matter investigated, and the process of working, 
was new to both of us. On reflection, we have agreed that 
this was definitely the most challenging yet rewarding 
part of the entire project. As new ways of undertaking 
research were embraced, previously unexplored themes 
began to inform visual practice, and ultimately new roles 
were established within the production process of final 
outcomes, which have informed subsequent projects. 

Artist’s Book #2: Sewing Secrets
Nine years ago, in 2009 we began generating content 
around stitching and sewing for a new ABC book as a 
continuation of the ABC of Childhood Memories that we 
had produced in the same year. Drawing upon familiar 
working methods we had purchased a number of 
dressmaking patterns to use as surfaces, and had emailed 
family and friends to request anecdotal stories recounting 
learning to sew. For some reason at this stage the project 
stopped, and, although this isn’t unusual when working 
alone, in our experience working collaboratively is 
different. The shared commitment to both the other 



26

Above, left and right: Decision making for Sewing Secrets. 

Receiving elements of Sewing Secrets through the post.
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person and the idea usually maintains the momentum of 
a project once it is underway.

In January 2017, with BABE looming, and having 
recently completed Meeting in the Middle, we discussed 
the possibility of resurrecting and completing the project. 
Through FaceTime conversations, increasingly used 
throughout making Meeting in the Middle, we concluded 
that the limited timescale available wouldn’t allow for 
the completion of the A-Z concept so an adjustment was 
agreed and the original title was changed to enable a 
greater degree of selection around the stories included. 
Within this early exchange of ideas, links were made to 
other books we had produced and we settled upon a new 
title of Sewing Secrets. Having spent the last 10 months 
working on Meeting in the Middle, developing new 
working methodologies, we both had some reservations 
about reverting to style-led subject matter without 
meaningful research. To alleviate these concerns, we 
spent some time reflecting upon methods of making 
explored within Meeting in the Middle, both within 
our individual arts practice and within our framework 
of collaboration, and concluded that there were 
opportunities to consolidate these within this project.

Unlike Meeting in the Middle, and due to time restraints, 
we planned the entire book before beginning work. 
An email laid out the bare bones of an idea and a 
FaceTime conversation enabled us to bat ideas backwards 
and forwards quickly, we find this an effective way 
of developing a project in the early stages. A second 
FaceTime conversation enabled us to resolve the size, 
format, structure, content and visual language – 
the book would be a concertina fold formed of 12 pattern 
envelopes stitched together, each envelope would contain 
a folded card with an individually typed and illustrated 
story. We agreed to employ a similar working practice for 
developing the inside cards used within Meeting in the 
Middle and in this way would both share responsibility 
for book production. 

As with Meeting in the Middle we continued to map our 
progress on the shared blog; here we identify three blog 
posts each (in chronological order) which we consider 
encapsulate the key stages of the project:

TM — Drawing upon working methods developed in our 
last project, I have begun to gather a collection of found 
surfaces, fabrics and imagery to illustrate the stories we 
have been given. Garments have been photocopied to 
be used as backgrounds to linear outlines of overlapping 
pattern pieces, hand stitching and embellishment. I have 
begun to group the donated stories in order to find links 
between them to inform the illustrations and am initially 
interested in making use of sewing conventions such as 
notches, centre lines and stitch lines. 

TM — The need to postpone an arranged making 
day due to work commitments resulted in FaceTime 
decision-making this morning. Swift decisions 
were made to move the project forward around the 
illustrations and text, which led to jobs being shared 
between us. Both P and I are keen to build on the style 
of working we established during Meeting in the Middle 
and share the production of both text and image. This 
is being realised by P adding letterpress text on top of 
initial backgrounds and both of us typing the selected 
stories. Both of us will use a blue ribbon and decorative 
elements in order to draw upon sewing conventions seen 
in dressmaking patterns. Each of us will have 2 weeks to 
type the stories and add any final embellishment which 
is still to be decided but may include stitched details and 
bias binding trims. My first job is to send P the sewing 
story I am contributing to the book, which led me to 
old school reports and reading around Needlecraft and 
Housecraft education in the 1970’s.

PW — Following the arrival of the images from T, I was 
keen to get into the print-room as quickly as possible to 
keep the momentum of the project going. The images 
look great in ‘real life’ and the stitched elements are 
particularly effective. Using some of T’s ‘title’ ideas plus 
some of my own I was able to plan two or three pages at 
a time, printing in colour batches, so that I didn’t have to 
keep cleaning the printing press! The page size is quite 
restrictive and means that only certain type could be 
considered for use. I used two wood-type fonts and two 
hot metal fonts in various combinations and followed T’s 
lead, using predominately red and blue ink, to match her 
thread colours, plus pink. The image placement on each 
cover also dictated the size and positioning of the type, 
but this was an interesting challenge, and by day two I 
started to introduce decorative elements to accompany 
the text matter.

PW — The working methodology that we have adopted 
to develop this project has proved to be highly effective, 
especially in relation to time management and division of 
tasks. We have worked to each other’s strengths and the 
method of sending work backwards and forwards, apart 
from a slight postal hitch(!), has kept the project moving 
at a steady pace. The process of receiving the project 
without knowing fully what to expect, and then adding 
to it, and returning it has been one of the unexpected 
pleasures of this project.

PW — Despite the 103 miles that divide us, smart phone 
technology enables us to send and receive images and 
messages, and subsequently make decisions, almost 
instantaneously. Starting at 09.49 today, here is a visual 
journey of a conversation that took place regarding 
the ‘container’ of the book; it was accompanied by 24 
messages and concluded at 10.40am (See Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Images from an hour-long WhatsApp conversation – final decision making for 
Sewing Secrets. 

Tamar MacLellan 
and Philippa Wood, 
Sewing Secrets, 2017. 
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It resulted in us resolving the final problem. Each element 
within the 12 photos was made as an immediate response 
to our discussion, and sent within the 51 minutes of the 
conversation.

TM — Drawing upon the framework of collaboration 
we established throughout the original Meeting in the 
Middle project, we have achieved the completion of 
6 books 8 days ahead of the deadline. We believe that 
integral to this process has been a realistically structured 
schedule, which acknowledges both our separate work 
commitments and distance apart. We identify with 
standpoints made by Gates, Kettle and Webb and Ravetz 
within Collaboration Through Craft (2013) and value 
the importance of negotiation and shared making to 
increase productivity. Time spent on the co-ordination 
of meetings has enabled effective decision-making and 
opportunities to talk through any difficulties together. 
The creative practice undertaken within this project 
has offered opportunities to build upon the approaches 
to visual communication begun within Meeting in the 
Middle with autonomy alongside being mindful of each 
others input so that an overlapping of knowledge and 
skills is developing. A shared focus to making work and 
sense of responsibility to meeting deadlines is very much 
supported by shared interests within the production of 
artwork. 

Conclusion
Sewing Secrets is a limited edition of 12 books. It has 
been exhibited at BABE and Small Publishers Fair and 
purchased by Oxford Brookes University and private 
collectors. Viewers of the book have been keen to share 
their own experiences of learning to sew, expressing 
interest in the use of dressmaking patterns to contain 
memories. The stories and illustrations inside each 
pattern envelope have been challenging to display at 
book fairs and as a result of we have begun to consider 
alternative outcomes. 

Artists’ Book #3: The Windham Papers
In 2016 we were invited to be part of an exhibition 
entitled Ex Libris: Altered Books. The premise of the 
project was the opportunity to select a book to alter from 
a collection of discarded library books previously housed 
within Christchurch College Library, Oxford. We agreed 
to participate, and having never previously worked 
within the altered book genre, we recognised that this 
project also had the potential to present new challenges 
to our known working practice. 

Using a process of elimination, we selected The 
Windham Papers Volumes I and II, Diaries of the Life 
and Correspondence of the Rt. Hon. William Windham, 
1750-1810, from the given list in the hope that these two 
connecting books would offer scope to draw upon our 

collaborative practice in some way. Reviewing working 
methods established within the production of Sewing 
Secrets we concluded that the use of systems and given 
conventions may also provide a framework for our 
making within this project. 

Our individual experiences at PG level study had led 
to Philippa’s practice focusing on applying systems and 
rules to determine whether a book’s content (and form) 
was compromised; whilst Tamar’s research investigating 
collaborative pedagogy had led to the use of museum 
style cataloguing to afford value to everyday objects. 
We concluded that these rule-based similarities had not 
previously been explored collaboratively and that the 
Windham Papers may offer an opportunity to examine 
this further. At this point we agreed that we would each 
work solely with one volume of the book; alphabetically 
Tamar took Vol I and Philippa Vol II. We proposed to 
take turns to devise, and make work in response to a 
series of instructions. 

We identified that increasingly throughout the 
production of Sewing Secrets we had become reliant 
on WhatsApp in addition to email and FaceTime. 
In response to this, we took the decision to return 
to the open-ended art making approach undertaken 
throughout Meeting in the Middle and take turns to write 

The Windham Papers prior to production.
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Tamar MacLellan and Philippa Wood, Windham (Re)worked, 2017. Photograph: Donald MacLellan
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an instruction every two weeks; our response to each 
instruction would be made independently, interpreting 
research and choice of media, technique and process 
as we wished. We envisaged that each subsequent 
instruction would enforce further change upon the book 
in terms of form, function, appearance and identity and 
therefore meet the criteria of the exhibition. 
 
As we started to alter our individual volumes in response 
to each instruction, our shared WordPress blog was 
used to document individual strands of research and 
developing visual practice. We took the decision to only 
upload photographic details of each response, in order to 
explore whether or not working independently without 
influencing each other, would affect the overall outcome. 
It is fair to say that neither of us had a particular fondness 
for the altered book genre prior to being invited to join 
this project, however two things resonated with us during 
the process of developing work; a chance discussion 
with Angie Butler, led her to make the point that we 
needed to ignore any preconceived ideas about what an 
altered book should be, and alongside this was the fact 
that through examination of the content of the book we 
both grew to like and respect the character of William 
Windham, making the project a more enjoyable and 
purposeful experience than we anticipated.

Whilst it may appear that Meeting in the Middle and 
Windham Papers have similar working processes, with 
both concerned with developing two individual volumes 
of work independently, it was the intervention of each 
instruction within the Windham Papers that enabled a 
new dimension and structure to our practice that we 
had not previously encountered. Similarly, rather than 
viewing the instructions as a restriction, this system 
offered freedom to develop work independently of each 
other, whilst at the same time offering reassurance that 
the two volumes would work effectively together when 
reunited for the exhibition. 

The eight instructions set and responded to over a 
7-month period were:

PW: Instruction No.1:  Only letters sent from William 
Windham to be treated, therefore received letters to be 
ignored/hidden/deleted.

TM: Instruction No.2:  Catalogue William Windham’s 
correspondence by constructing/extracting an inventory 
or recipients.

PW: Instruction No.3:  Using the portraits of recipients, 
depict/illustrate/communicate some aspect of Windham’s 
correspondence with that individual.

TM: Instruction No.4:  Using the portraits on non-

recipients, illuminate/amplify their connection to the life, 
loves and letters of William Windham.

PW: Instruction No.5: Develop a system to catalogue the 
known addresses from where Windham wrote his letters.

TM: Instruction No.6: With reference to the contents of 
the Introduction and Epitaph construct decorative end 
papers to embellish and inform.

PW: Instruction No.7: Identify and/or highlight any 
margin marks within Windham Papers.

TM: Instruction No.8: Drawing upon the oratory 
brilliance of Windham himself, convey the contents 
of each section of the Windham Papers with image or 
anecdote.

The following selected blog posts again summarise and 
highlight pertinent stages of the project:

TM — In response to instruction 1, I began by exploring 
the meaning of each given word and became drawn to 
the word deleted. Synonyms listed included: obliterate, 
erase, cross out and drawing a line through it. I began to 
consider the idea of erasing text and looked at the work 
of artists who use text in their work - in particular the 
multiple letters, scribbles and scratched lines used within 
the arts practice of Mira Schendel and Cy Twombly. 

Tamar MacLellan and Philippa Wood, Windham (Re)worked, 
2017. Photograph: Donald MacLellan
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Tamar MacLellan and Philippa Wood, Windham (Re)worked, 2017. Photograph: Donald MacLellan
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Schendel speaks of blurring the processes of drawing and 
writing and exploring the visual qualities of words so that 
sometimes only a single letter is used repeatedly within 
a piece of work. Gradually I began to think about how I 
could use multiple letter W’s to obliterate and shade the 
letters he had received. I considered using black ink but 
felt this may create surfaces, which couldn’t be worked 
into at a later date and so returned to the idea of erasing. 
I have now begun the process of responding to the first 
given instruction by using lines drawn in Tippex to 
represent the angular lines found in a letter 'W' together 
with white printed letter stamps to delete sections of text.

PW — in relation to instruction no.4: I viewed this as an 
opportunity to develop a set of more unified illustrations 
than those produced for instruction 3 which lacked 
cohesion and identity; this was a chance to revert to 
previous (more successful) practice by putting in place a 
series of systems to develop a visual style.

TM — in response to instruction 5: I returned to ideas 
developed within instruction 2. Of the 49 letters written 
by Windham, 25 included listed addresses from 10 
different locations, 4 of which were from his home of 
Felbrigg Hall in Norwich. Taking the idea that Windham 
would have departed and returned from his home at 
Felbrigg Hall, I used this as the starting point, and began 
by listing the distance of each town recorded from 
the Hall. When only streets were listed, I used known 
information about the life of Windham to determine 
which town the street may be from. Utilising this system 
of distance, I constructed a network of lines radiating 
from- and back to- the library windows at Felbrigg Hall 
to catalogue additional places of writing. The original 
library stamp from Christ Church, Oxford provided an 
opportunity to present a key to each location and record 
the number of times that a letter was written from 
each address.

PW — in relation to instruction no.6: I find working 
on the instructions from T far more challenging and 
interesting than my own, this is because we don’t tend 
to question or discuss the meaning of the task so there is 
naturally a certain amount of ambiguity involved. 
Our responses are a personal interpretation – and I enjoy 
the fact that I may not interpret the instruction as it was 
intended. This is the case with instruction 6. This is the 
first time that an instruction and my subsequent response 
has started to affect previous workings and adaptations 
of the book; I was initially quite concerned about this but 
quickly realised that this is the notion of the project – I 
could have re-worked my idea to avoid affecting the work 
already carried out, but this seemed too controlling, so 
instead I applied the idea and accepted that it would have 
a cause and effect on the book.

TM — in relation to instruction 8: I observed that 
volume I covered the first 45 years of Windham’s life 
and that within key content outlined at the beginning of 
each section there were multiple references to the colour 
blue. I constructed a table of the numbers 1 – 45 to fit on 
a single page of the book and reprinted these using the 
copier machine to achieve 7 shades of blue to convey a 
significant happening within each section. 

Conclusion
This project has enabled further shifts in our 
collaborative working practices initially started within 
Meeting in the Middle. Having worked independently on 
a single volume, our work is connected through practical 
responses made to the same series of instructions. 

Research has played an increasingly important part in 
our responses, with investigations into social history 
continuing alongside the examination of others’ work 
and styles of mark making. The limitations of working 
within a given book have proved challenging. Whilst 
we worked largely independently, some similarities are 
evident and we have jointly agreed to continue working 
within found books for our next project in order to 
develop this notion further. Windham (Re)worked was 
exhibited at Bucks County Museum as part of Ex Libris: 
An Exhibition of Recycled and Transformed books from 
9th December 2017 - 24th February 2018.  

Tamar MacLellan and Philippa Wood are both educators 
from the creative arts, who have worked collaboratively 
since 2006 to produce limited edition artists’ books as 
part of the Caseroom Press. Their practice is located 
within themes of domesticity and seeks to examine the 
way ordinary, mundane and decorative objects lend 
personal meaning to the spaces we inhabit, and our 
subsequent relationship with these objects. 

Both artists exploit the potential of traditional making 
processes within a contemporary context and apply 
systems and formal cataloguing to inform their arts 
practice. This includes the combination of found surfaces, 
relief and screen-print, letterpress, hand and machine 
stitch, and use of the typewriter and copy machine.

www.the-case.co.uk
meetinginthemiddleblog.wordpress.com
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Figure 1: Mike Nicholson, Chameleon Skin Coat, 2017
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Hiding In Plain Sight: A Brief History and Rationale of 
the ‘bio auto graphic’ series
Mike Nicholson

Context & Timing:
Despite my personal passion for fiction and the insight 
into our shared human condition it offers through 
constructed character and incident, when The British 
Library acquired a collection of my own work in early 
summer 2017 it was actually in the form of an on-going 
autobiography; a made thing presuming to speak for real 
experience. 

The most recent addition to the work in question was 
launched that autumn at The Small Publishers Fair in 
London. In marking this with a lecture I realised I had 
too much to say and too little time to say it, but what 
follows here allows me to finish.
The overall work is a series called ‘bio auto graphic’ (2004 
to date) and it blends text and image within what some 
might see as mini graphic novels, though graphic short 
stories – or vignettes – is probably more appropriate. 
The physical format is a brisk A5 clutch of pages, double-
side printed and folded down from A4, stapled by hand 
twice at the spine.

The expansion and maintenance of the on-going series 
continues to express very personal thoughts through 
creative abilities developed across over 30 years as both 
a professional illustrator and – later – storyboard artist 
(and nearly as long spent in teaching activity related to 
both). In particular it has allowed me to use text as well 
as image after years of honourable service visualizing 
the ideas held inside other people’s words. Throughout 
that period I always held a desire to write down my own, 
combined with whatever images seemed appropriate. 
Doing so was as simple as holding a mirror up to my 
own face, and to my surprise this literal act of self-regard 
opened up a through-line to my most rewarding creative 
experience.
I was 42 when I began, and if you haven’t anything 
to say back to the world by then, you simply haven’t 
been listening.

As with the broad range of creative process, holding some 
things close while letting others fade into insignificance 
was the key.
Whether with the first word of a sentence or the start of a 
mark made on paper, an almost instantaneous secondary 
process begins as we phrase our ideas into the world. 
This is the bracing – sometimes brutal – editing process, 
and for me it trims extraneous fat from word and picture 
alike. When younger, still gaining experience, the sparkle 
of making is so thrilling that everything feels invaluable 
and far too precious to abandon. Given years of activity, 
when creative skills are so familiar they become almost a 

reflex, how we finally make what we make can take place 
in a blur beyond considered decision-making. 
The muscles of our imagination are honed, and our 
deeper understanding of what we need guides what we 
keep or discard. 
When said creative process takes place within the world 
of commercial illustration or storyboarding for moving 
image, the upcoming deadline also serves final notice on 
any wasteful procrastination. 

Such pragmatic concerns receded when I began to 
commit to this series, though retaining a brisk working 
methodology allowed me to undertake it alongside other 
activities. There were many new gains as I considered 
how best to capture a thought for nobody but myself. 
Perhaps the most exotic change of all, having done that, 
was the closing of the distance between myself and 
an audience.

With commissioned work – mediated by the client 
before release into publication (a magazine illustration) 
or another realm of usage (storyboards for a television 
production) – a separation is maintained. In many ways 
you are released from any sense of responsibility for what 
you have done once it is accepted and taken out of your 
hands. Beyond the satisfaction of seeing the work in print 
– or your name in the on-screen credits – emotional 
attachment fades and the long hours of making that had 
such vividity lose colour and definition and you move on. 
The work is there in the world for a time, and then it isn’t. 
If the audience – who of course close the circuit of 
meaning (the maker, the made and their audience) – 
are still asking any questions about it you are already 
out of earshot. 
Once trust is established with the client the paradigm is 
set and awaits repetition, and the audience’s emotional 
response to the work is irrelevant.
By setting out work on a stand at a book arts event you 
have only that table’s physical width between you and an 
audience, and then an altogether different dance begins. 
As a stranger at an even stranger book fair, the reassuring 
distances of prior creative lives fell away the instant the 
first passer-by stopped and picked up my work.

Life being unscripted, these interactions are 
unpredictable. Both parties can talk too much – or too 
little – and, while as many questions go unasked as are 
answered, each meeting can engender a greater mutual 
understanding. There remains an honest humanity to it, 
and if some warm pound coins cross my palm, so much 
the better. I have found this easily as satisfying as past 
fees earned for a Penguin Book jacket or storyboarding 
an entire television series. As customers walk away I ask 
them to look at my blog, and to email me what they think 
of the work, though they almost never do. 
Remuneration aside, there is a mystery to such 
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Figure 2: Mike Nicholson, developmental work for bio auto graphic #30, 2107
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passing connection that both pleases and surprises 
me, confirming my resolve to make for making’s sake 
and with no clear destination in sight. The audience in 
this new shape of working play a more proactive role, 
only joining in if they choose to stop and look, their 
exposure to my work being reduced to a tiny window of 
opportunity.

The Means & The Method – Pt.1:
As a fledgling exhibitor I did actually start my self-
publishing activities with ‘Ron’, a revived character who 
had stalked the margins of my old school exercise books. 
In a series of often impenetrably weird and doggedly 
obscure comics that now feel like work by a stranger, 
he expressed the cynicism and weary confusion of my 
40-something self; as fictions do, he spoke for me.
Eventually, when a writer friend suggested that I set 
down stories reflecting events in my real life instead, 
I realised I could just as well do that for myself.
The notion grew on me, allowing me to best observe, 
reflect and comment on what I see in the world around 
me without recourse to created characters or scenarios. 
The added twist being that the work does not offer events 
as through an impartial camera lens, but rather features 
me speaking directly through a broken fourth wall to the 
reader; I observe, comment, translate. 

Unlike noble predecessors in this type of storytelling like 
American Harvey Pekar or Scotland’s Eddie Campbell – 
my series does not offer particularly linear recollections 
of detailed scene-by-scene events, as lived. A given 
edition conflates differing themes and disparate strands 
together on shifting sands of place, time and meaning. 
Momentum comes from unexpected coincidence, 
re-wired connections and slow-boiled ideas, the narrative 
toolbox incomplete without both words and pictures. 
The two are not necessarily concurrent, however, as an 
edition begins with words; a dense compost of notes, lists 
and verbal tests, before images eventually begin to sprout. 
Each element may then complement and influence the 
other. Given my core decision to maintain the text as 
hand-drawn within the piece of artwork I arguably have 
a more experiential use of language; I draw it into the 
page and this allows a more reflective familiarisation with 
it. The shape of a certain word – or sequence of words – 
may therefore alter the overall page composition up until 
the making of the final version, while a certain image’s 
potential might also gain emphasis if it snags 
my imagination. 
Each can bear the load of the idea separately or together.

The Means & The Method – Pt.2:
A question I have not highlighted before in discussion 
of the series is there for all to see: How accurate is the 
version of my self in the work?
It could appear to be a corner-cutting choice; I want 

to say something in my work, so I show myself, saying 
it. This ‘me’, detached from events but offering wry 
commentary – could certainly be said to sidestep the 
complexities of constructing wholly fictional scenarios 
and characters. 
He looks like me, and appears to be saying things I 
presumably might want to say, and yet. . .
You really only have my word for it on both counts.
So - what do I hide, while apparently in full sight?

As I hold the hesitant pencil above the blank page that 
will become the final edited piece, in the filter of that final 
moment there are far more things I choose not to say 
than say, a million lines un-drawn while one appears.
 
Like anyone offering a transaction of ideas, I may choose 
to guard at least as much as I give away, though in truth 
there is very little that is out of bounds. Perhaps concerns 
with privacy or sensitivity have tempered the content if 
matters come particularly close to home – as with the 
events of my mother’s final illness. (Even so, I made three 
books that connect to this, so can hardly be said to have 
avoided it.) Or when I find myself descending towards 
the self-defeating zone of froth-mouthed ranting best left 
to the ‘comments’ sections of the Internet. Such instances 
have been rare.
Once published, the page – and edition – is a time-locked 
place, so the final phrasing of it must be done with care. 
Though even then the chance that un-intended meanings 
may be seen in the work lingers. 
And, not unusually for an autobiography, human 
vanity bleeds through. A most obvious deception/self-
deception in earlier editions was that I presented myself 
– prone to overweight in my adult life – as considerably 
slimmer than I really was. Those readers who knew 
me were generally kind enough to support me in this 
delusion until, after my life-changing decision to lose 
weight around the age of 50, the son of my best friend 
commented: ‘You’ve finally started to look like the ‘you’ 
that you draw.’ 

The meta-fictional aspect of this kind of storytelling 
continues to fascinate; where the drawn version of me is 
fully aware of his constructed nature and can take a pen 
in one hand and draw the rest of himself as we watch 
(what came first, the hand or the pen?). 
Is Fact dreaming itself as Fiction or vice versa?
These ambiguities are to be relished, adding conceptual 
dimensions to an already fluid process as I develop an 
edition. Right up until the moment of ending the last line 
and raising the pencil back off the paper, I can still be 
surprised by what the final piece has become. 
And it ends as it begins, with the word; the final text 
being the last puzzle piece, the last decision made. 
Every version before that is a placeholder one.
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Figure 3: Mike Nicholson, developmental work for bio auto graphic #30, 2107
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 The Reader, Myself & I:
My relationship with the reader can be playful, though 
respect is due and – to use the modern vernacular – 
the editions should be a safe space for them. I both 
reserve the right to deploy smoke and mirrors to sustain 
the mystery, while also happily revealing a ‘behind-the-
scenes’ fact of the making in a footnote, or by pointing 
out visual inconsistencies. 
In this way the piece is never presented as anything other 
than my opinion, and its veracity is left uncorroborated. 
How meaning is accessed is toyed with, and the audience 
may have to re-position the book in their hands to read 
text, or sometimes I salt the mix with an additional layer 
of comment as a counterpoint to the images. Neither of 
which is meant to disrupt their experience. What the 
reader can gain from the page may also rely on their 
linking image and text in less predictable ways, and be 
best appreciated by multiple readings.
 
Elsewhere – beyond the more crowded pages and 
denser imagery – silence suffices and the content distils 
to a minimum. Here I simply offer the equivalent of a 
knowing look to camera, as might a rueful filmic Alan 
Bennett or ferocious televisual Phoebe Waller-Bridge. 
It is left to the reader to decide what I mean.

The Series to Date:
From the very first issue (Issue Zero, 2004) recurrent 
themes are manifest: the subjectivity of memory; the 
resonance of place and its influence on how we see 
ourselves; the decision to run documentary and slightly 
modified versions of the same event alongside each other, 
and not saying which is which. 
The mystery of dreams appears, as does the idea of how 
community expresses the individual. 
Dualities are expressed constantly, beginning with my 
visual taste for compositional balances but going far 
beyond the visible and on into the ideas; inside & outside, 
real & unreal, conscious & unconscious, consequences & 
the inconsequential, the flesh & the bone.
The thinking behind the series walks the abstract line of 
our internal mindscapes but the weight and gravity of 
our physical body and external world is never far away, in 
direct representation as well as metaphor.
Stylistically, though illustration is my core career, the way 
I went on to write and draw bio auto graphic has actually 
been most deeply influenced by storyboarding within 
film and related industries, where each frame exists in 
relation to others, in content and intent. In the series 
there remains a conceptual importance to the notion of 
cause and effect, while I may alter their order.

Beyond this start, and looking at what followed, here are 
my broad categorisations:
Internal realities, self-image and identity as a work-in-
progress are explored and dissected in Every Man Is An 

Island – (issue 14 – 2009), Day & Night/Night & Day 
– (issue 15 – 2010) and Glass Half-full/Glass Half-empty – 
(issue 22 - 2012). 

The matters of our physical being, and the acute 
problems related to long-term illness (and an expression 
of the subsequent mind-altering influence of loss and 
bereavement) fuel Londonaut! (issue 23 - 2013), Another 
Month of Sundays – (issue 24 - 2014), The Power of Small 
– (issue 25 - 2014), A 3rd Month of Sundays – (issue 26 - 
2015) and A is for. . . – (issue 27 - 2015)

How we achieve a sense of security – become our own 
safe spaces – in the face of routine, apathy and entropy is 
investigated in Sitting Ruminations – (issue 2 – 2005), 
The Seasonal Range – (issues 5, 6, 7 & 8 - 2006-2008) and 
A Place Of Interest: Mapping Myself – (issue 16 - 2010)

The profound value of education, language, art and 
creativity to both individual and communal mental 
health is the driving force behind On the margins – 
(issue 21 - 2012), The Power of Ten – (issue 20 - 2012), 
The Common Senses – (issues 9, 10, 11, 12 & 13), 
B is for. . . – (issue 28 - 2016) and indeed C is for. . . – 
(issue 29 - 2016). 

Finally, warnings on what endangers the continued 
development of our society - and what we need to hold 
close in the face of it - feature in I, in the sky – (issue 3 
- 2005), Lettering From America Pt.1 & 2 – (issues 4a & 
4b - 2005-6), The Physics of Violence – (issue 19 - 2011), 
A Month of Sundays – (issue 17 - 2011) and In The Air – 
(issue 18 - 2011).

The final image of the latter sees me rise into the sky 
above my adoptive London home borough of Stoke 
Newington, flying as we all do in our dreams. 
In this regard the series as a whole continues to embody a 
kind of waking dream for me, processing my reactions to 
a period of extreme change in society.
 
Editions have referenced the positive aspects of what 
can seem like a Golden Age, with benevolent science 
extending our lives and how we may lead them with 
dignity, and tidal forces of enlightenment toppling 
bigotry and ignorance. We see those that are victimised, 
weaker, sick or confused offered more kindness in a spirit 
of communal understanding. 

Yet mirrors reflect the imperfections too, and I have 
to acknowledge that local and global systems continue 
to fail, as divisions widen along fault-lines of wealth, 
education, race, sexuality and gender. The regrettable 
aspects of the Internet’s extraordinary influence mean 
our basest instincts and toxic self-doubts go un-checked. 
Corporations as well as curdled faiths circle the result 
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Above left & right - Figures 4 & 5: Mike Nicholson, developmental work for bio auto graphic #30, 2107

Figure 6: Mike Nicholson, Promotional Piece, 2017
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hungrily, while politicians with all the nuances of an 
animated GIF gain power. 

The series bears witness to the simple victories and 
complex failures as I see them, and sometimes attempts 
to impose a narrative upon them. There may be answers 
within the work but I think phrasing the right questions 
is a more urgent necessity. 
So the collected editions highlight the symptoms of the 
human condition in lieu of offering a cure, though the 
pursuit and discussion of what may make us happier is a 
constant, sustaining possibility.

The Latest Edition:
Chameleon Skin Coat is the most recent release. Though 
it is numerically the 30th in the series it is actually the 
33rd release, if other one-offs and ‘special’ editions are 
taken into account, and I gladly admit to this confusion 
as the edition closes.
Having wanted to mark this milestone in some fashion 
the possible introduction of full-colour caught my 
attention: a simple but profound change to the scope of 
what I could do. 
Questions followed: Was colour going to be a tacit 
element (like shooting a familiar series in HD) adopted 
without fanfare? Or could it be the tacit driver behind 
what is seen, a continuous thread both conceptually as 
well as visibly? It became the latter.

Form:
After toying with the use of the rainbow as a cover motif, 
I realised that it was now far too loaded with cultural 
significance to be anything other than a distraction. 
However, during several months of development I 
witnessed the real thing with curious regularity and it 
finally gifted me both a strong conceptual arc and my 
closing word on p.36.
The chameleon then slowly walked along the branch of 
my mind, bringing a perfectly obscure alternative title 
with it, and clumsier ones were shed, like dead skin. 
Indeed, the chameleon seemed an apt motif for a series 
that often suggests that we are all more than one person, 
dependent on our surroundings.
It is the largest volume to date, and uses a new hybrid 
technique of scanned 2H Staedtler pencil line sheathed in 
glorious digital Photoshop colour to celebrate my getting 
this far. I think it offers a refreshed voice while also 
speaking for what has gone before, re-iterating familiar 
devices in new ways.
There’s a renewed honesty to scanning the raw pencils 
directly, more than compensating for the loss of a tighter 
ink line. Even text is given new potential by injecting 
colour into letterforms for emphasis, and speech balloons 
can be similarly flooded to denote different tones of 
voice, or indeed time-frames. I am establishing 
a modified language. 

Content:
In this way the core decision to use colour informed both 
the aesthetic and thematic choices. It enhanced simple 
visual balance and contrast, but also moods within a 
given scene, as when the alien and unsettling is invoked 
(p.9) or when each incarnation in a Greek chorus of my 
former selves has a respective palette (p.12 & 13).
So the new factor enhances rather than replaces the tone 
of the series to date. 
Even the use of the base white of the page as a vital 
component transfers neatly to the full-colour approach, 
offering visual respite just as it did in the monotone 
editions.

Intent:
All of the above is true to Issue Zero; offering reaction 
to both private and public events, the individual and 
communal. Image and text are fused in whatever 
way seems appropriate, from the documentary to the 
fancifully absurd to the pointedly political. The version 
of me that has walked, flown and mused through the 
series is the same here; slightly dazed, often confused, as 
happy as he is sad at what he chooses to show the reader. 
He is as comfortable making fun of himself as he is slow 
handclapping the hubris of those that hold the reins of 
control. Systems that have embedded far more deeply 
in the lives we strive to lead since 2004 – rolling news 
and social medias in particular – draw fresh fire, as they 
should. 

If one page of the 30th edition speaks of a continuity of 
purpose it is the one you see in Figure 10.  

There is no more potent or enigmatic an artefact than 
a mirror. It captures us and shows us back to ourselves, 
though in subtly altered form. I referenced it in trying 
to describe the function of bio auto graphic, and the 
essence of it has recurred throughout the series (see 
Figs.7, 8 and 9). In the context of the style of the series it 
offers a means to alter image but also words. To include 
the mirror image of a spoken word, as seen in a ‘speech 
balloon’, adds a pleasantly odd twist to what the reader 
thinks they understand of the form.

In the final image here (Fig.10) my avatar unrolls a 
piece of apparently blank paper and begins to draw 
an image. As when we might touch a fingertip to a 
mirror, extending in both directions from the point of 
connection between pencil and paper are two versions 
of the same figure. Are we to assume that the full-colour 
one is the ‘real’ me?
 
The accompanying text on the page offers both a renewed 
mission statement and a counterpoint to this assumption. 
Ambiguity is therefore maintained, and the full stop in 
this life’s sentence is deferred. 
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Above left & right  - Figures 7 & 8: Mike Nicholson, Autumn Almanac / bio auto graphic #7 (detail), 2007

Figure 9: Mike Nicholson, Common Senses Pt.2 / bio auto graphic #10, 2008 
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+++++

Scene: Int. Small Stoke Newington kitchen. Winter’s 
evening.

One: Mid-shot – A man in profile. He is sitting at a table, 
typing on a laptop. He finishes, looks at the screen and 
reads. A few minutes later he closes the lid.

Two: Close-up – He gives a knowing look to camera. 

+++++++++

The following people have guided, welcomed and 
collected me (even as I collected my wits about me 
under the Ensixteen Editions banner, and made bio 
auto graphic):

Gaye Smith, Jonathan Carson, Jayne Burgess and Jane 
Pendlebury (Manchester Metropolitan University’s 
All Saint’s Special Collection); Sarah Bodman (UWE); 
Magnus Irvin (The Daily Twit); John Bently (Liver & 
Lights Scriptorium); Rebecca Lowe (Leeds College of 
Art); Chris Taylor (The Brotherton Library, University 
of Leeds); Tanya Piexoto and Alastair Brotchie 
(bookartbookshop); Maria White and Katie Blackford 
(Tate Collection), Elizabeth James (V&A National 
Art Library), Linda Newington and Catherine Polley 
(Winchester School of Art Collection), Martin Antonetti 
and Barbara Blumenthal (Smith College Rare Books 
Room, Massachusetts), Ian Cooke and Debbie Cox 
(British Library) and Loesja Vigour and Nicola Cook 
(Wellcome Library). 

There has also been significant interest and 
encouragement from many private collectors including 
John Janssen, Rob Hillier, Peter Hanauer, David Barton, 
Anna Paczuska, Vick Fullick, Charlie Higson, Phil Davis, 
Chrissie Nicholls, Phil Rickman, Nancy Campbell, Roger 
Banks and Helen Mitchell.
Nathan Penlington has reviewed me with sensitivity and 
insight.

Mette Ambeck remains my inspiration.

+++++++++
Figure 10: Mike Nicholson, Chameleon Skin Coat / 
bio auto graphic #30, 2017
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AMBruno’s artists’ books in a Library and Archive Show and Tell at Tate Britain, 5th May 2017

Presentation of AMBruno’s artists’ books in a Library and Archive Show and Tell at Tate Britain, 5th May 2017
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AMBruno at Tate Britain Archive: Themed Artists’ Books
Sophie Loss & Cally Trench

AMBruno was set up in 2008 by a number of graduates 
from the Fine Art MA at Central Saint Martins as 
a platform for artists to present their ideas in book 
form. Our individual practices included sculpture, 
photography, performance, printmaking, film and 
drawing. These talented, interesting, thoughtful and 
hard-working artists each hoped that their work would 
find a platform within the existing art-world system. As 
a group we would have more clout and visibility than as 
individuals. 

However, we worked in different disciplines and shared 
little in terms of either approach or concept. We had 
only one thing in common: none of us had made artists’ 
books. We also grasped the notion that this medium - 
the artist’s book - would allow each artist in the group to 
develop and extend their existing practice and carry their 
ideas and explorations into new territory.   

The name 'AMBruno' came from a chance overhearing 
of a conversation in the café at Foyles Bookshop next to 
Central Saint Martins. A man introduced himself to two 
women: ‘I am Bruno … I shred papers at the council’.  
And so we came out of the shop with more than books; 
we had a name for our group - AMBruno. 

This was the beginning of AMBruno books, and in 2009 
we participated in our first book fair - in Manchester. It 
was an adventure, a new exploration that carried with it 
a risk of failure, but in fact the artists embraced this new 
medium to create a great variety of interesting books.

The downside of this variety was that books in the display 
could appear rather disparate. In 2011, therefore, we set 
ourselves a theme in response to which new books would 
be made, and this first theme was Blue. When the books 
were laid out on the table at the London Art Book Fair 
at The Whitechapel, we recognised that we had created 
a cohesive exhibition, and we were delighted when the 
V&A bought the entire Blue collection. Distinctive as 
the books were in structure, print technique and visual 
content, a conceptual and formal thread connected book 
to book. We had created a format for a series of group 
shows, an alternative space for art - and one that was 
conveniently small enough to travel with. At the same 
time, each book remains an individual work of art that 
generates its own response. 

Since 2011, the books have all been themed and made in 
response to a brief. So far, we have made artists’ books 
to nine themes: Blue (2011), Black Circle (2012), One 
Fold Books (2012), 16 (2013), Lines (2013), Lists (2014), 
Red (2015), words (2016), and [sic] (2017). The theme 

is chosen during a social meeting, and we are guided by 
experience, which tells us that the theme must both have 
substance and allow for multiple interpretations. Each 
year, the group of artists, which has expanded from its 
original base, are invited to propose books in response to 
the theme, and a selection is made by an outside curator 
or expert. So far, the nine themes have resulted in a total 
of 150 books by fifty artists. The theme for 2018 is Cover, 
and the new collection launched at the 21st International 
Contemporary Artist's Book Fair, Leeds in March.   
 
In May 2017, the artists’ books in AMBruno’s nine 
themed projects were shown at Tate Britain in a Library 
and Archive Show and Tell. A selection of other artists’ 
publications from the archive of the Tate, such as 
John Baldessari’s The Telephone Book (With Pearls) 
(1988), were displayed alongside, being notionally and 
retrospectively invited to participate in AMBruno’s 
themed projects. During the Show and Tell, five artists 
were invited to present one theme each; if time had 
allowed, we would have been happy to present all nine 
themed collection of artists’ books.  

So what is an artist’s book? According to Clive Phillpot, 
‘Artists' books are understood to be books or booklets 
produced by the artist using mass-production methods, 
and in (theoretically) unlimited numbers, in which the 
artist documents or realises art ideas or artworks.’1 
At AMBruno, we see an artist’s book as a book made 
or conceived by an artist. In short, if an artist says his/her 
book is an artist’s book, we accept the work to be
 just that. 

Artists’ books are a visual medium activated by the 
reader, who must also engage physically with the work. 
A book can be considered as a frame or container for 
the ideas ‘inside’, but also can be seen as a primary form 
or object. Works in which the content and the form are 
united into one ‘integrated visual entity’2 to quote Clive 
Phillpot, are perhaps most satisfying. These are books 
in which the form mirrors the content, and the content 
reflects the form.

AMBruno has extended the concept of the artist’s book 
by means of its themed projects. The books in a set 
interact, complement each other, bounce ideas about, 
argue, reflect, respond, and fight among themselves. 
Each set becomes a contemporary family. 

Sophie Loss, Co-ordinator of AMBruno

Judy Goldhill presents Black Circle
Black Circle (2012) was the third AMBruno themed 
project. As with all the projects, it was open to 
interpretation in different ways, leading to a set of books 
united by a theme but varied in ideas and form.
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Barbara Greene, Venus Transit 6 June 2012

John McDowall, Atramentum

Judy Goldhill, Contingencies of Light, 
The darkest I dare to go

Shelley Rae, The Dividing Line
Lydia Julien, Super Hero Washing Line 
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Barbara Greene’s Venus Transit 6 June 2012 is a flipbook 
which re-stages the transit of Venus as a screenprinted 
black circle moving across the surface of the paper. The 
materials of the book are symbolic: the smooth yellow 
pages reference our perceived visualisation of the sun, 
while the binding is made of carborundum, hard sand 
whose rough, unnerving texture suggests the deep space 
surrounding the sun.  

In my own book, Contingencies of Light, The darkest I 
dare to go3 , I also took the iconography of astronomy as 
a starting point. During a residency at the observatories 
of Arizona, I photographed the material paraphernalia 
of astronomy, the vital hardware that renders images 
and the digital signatures of the celestial world. I was 
confronted by many circular forms both far and near; 
the most extraordinary was the black circle of the moon 
cutting across the sun during an annular eclipse, seen 
through a reflected image in the solar telescope.  

Moving from the celestial to the corporeal, Sharon 
Kivland’s witty book Mes Mouches challenges our notions 
of beauty. She reproduces female faces from 1940s 
magazines, complete with the moiré patterns, crumples 
and creases of the actual page, and has adorned these 
faces with hand-inked black circles - beauty spots. In the 
eighteenth century, it was fashionable to apply a ‘mouche’ 
in velvet or silk or as make-up. Mes Mouches combines 
the French 18th-century fashion for beauty spots with 
a 1940s idealisation of glamour, and depicts women in 
their flawfull/flawless beauty.

In John McDowall’s Atramentum, a solid black circle, 
180 centimetres in diameter, spreads out across its 144 
pages. Atramentum channels the materiality of language 
by notionally pooling the ink from the 1,382 pages of 
printed text in Robert Burton’s great work of medicine, 
science and philosophy The Anatomy of Melancholy 
(1621). This black disc gives a reductive finality to 
Burton’s wide-ranging compendium.

Lydia Julien presents Lines
Lines (2013) was the fifth AMBruno themed project. 
The books reveal how the artists’ divergent art practices 
are articulated through their book works, while 
demonstrating parallels and common points of interest in 
their approach to the theme. 

Shelley Rae’s The Dividing Line traces the lines that exist 
within the life of a Black woman in the USA’s Deep 
South in the 1960s. A family photograph is the starting 
point for a fragmented fictional case study, in which 
the character Roberta is driven mad by racism. The 
book plays with the line between sanity and madness. 
Corrections in the text embody concepts of censorship 
and concealment that refer to the segregation laws and 
the North-South dividing line. The narrative is placed in 
the hands of the reader, who can make connections and 
try to distinguish fact from fiction.   
 

The images in Jane Grisewood’s Dancing with Sirius: lines 
of light were photographed in the Chilean Andes, where 
she spent a night on a mountain. She focused on Sirius, 
the brightest star in the night sky, following it with a 
hand-held camera. The random choreographic gestures 
of her arms, like drawing in the air, created ephemeral 
ghost-like threads dancing across the night sky.  

My own book, Super Hero Washing Line, is a prosaic look 
at the washing lines of fantasy characters. I imagined this 
slightly otherworldly house, where all the superheroes 
would spend time together in the kitchen. It’s a place that 
is perpetually summer, with the washing line outside.

Philip Lee presents Red
Red (2015) was the seventh AMBruno themed project; 
the brief was the single word ‘red’.  

Judy Goldhill senses red as ‘dangerous’ and her book 
Sanguine Shifts is an evocation of the colour red from 
around the world: lava flows, red earth from Rwanda, 
a leather Havana taxi seat, and a bubbling sulphur-rich 
caldera in Chile. She engages with the physicality of 
the book, for example by exploiting the use of different 
papers and the placing of the photographs on the page. 
Passive seeing is transformed into active looking; 

Sharon Kivland, Mes Mouches

Jane Grisewood, Dancing with Sirius: lines of light
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Judy Goldhill, Sanguine Shifts

Peter Rapp, The Communist Manifesto 

Sophie Loss, Death and life   

Aymee Smith, Let’s Start a Brand New Story, Now   
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you have to pick up the book and hold it at an angle 
to the ambient light in order to see an image on what 
otherwise appears to be a blank page.  

In The Communist Manifesto, Peter Rapp reworks an 
iconic political tract in the manner of an illuminated 
manuscript for the 21st century. It is presented as a 
religious icon, with illustrations - decorative initials and 
borders - embedded in the text. At once enigmatic and 
accessible, it turns the original manifesto into a red-hot 
number. 

Sophie Loss beguiles us with the title of her enigmatic 
book. Death and life. You look but I know. Dead birds do 
not leave traces. The cherries and redcurrants live forever - 
they stain, transfer and mark this present. You are holding 
the closed book, go on open it, and take in what you have 
caused but not yet witnessed. The book reproduces a still-
life painting by Jean-Baptiste Oudry (1712), and Sophie 
Loss suggests that there is a ‘possible seepage from it - an 
encounter of verso and recto pages’. Her beautiful book 
leaves you in a state of pleasurable bewilderment. When 
you open it, you see that the juice from the berries has 
indeed seeped across and through the page. Or has it?   

Red for me is to be alive. Red is about blood. My own 
book, Peacock, is a kind of strip cartoon which animates 
my body: a concertina book of fourteen red-ink original 
drawings of my penis, from at rest to erect.

Steve Perfect presents words
words (2016) was the eighth AMBruno themed project. 
The brief was: ‘Words: a consideration of any aspect of 
the materiality of written language and of its relation to 
the space of the page and the space of the book.’

It is no surprise to find words in a book, but what do 
artists do with them? The short answer is, they don’t take 
them for granted. In a conventional book, the words are 
the medium. We may question the meaning and usage 
of words, but not their presence. So, in a conventional 
book, words are transparent, invisible. The AMBruno 
artists used different strategies to make words visible in 
their books.

In some books, words were removed from their orginal 
context and rearranged typographically or syntactically. 
For Let’s Start a Brand New Story, Now, Aymee Smith 
alphabeticised the words from every song written by the 
Bee Gees. In other books, words were broken down into 
even smaller particles - letters or spaces and punctuation 
- or were made new through poetry. Luke Allan’s 
one-word poems: for Vala is a set of five booklets, 
each bearing a one-word poem.

Some artists replaced words with images, as in Philip 
Lee’s Body For Words. A photograph of his naked body 
fills the spaces occupied by the text on the ‘front matter’ 
pages of The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form by Kenneth 
Clark. Other artists explored the in/visibility of words. 
In Katarina Kelsey’s Sprachgeist, sentences become 
ghostly, erased by oily hands.   
 
Some books examine the experience of reading to 
understand how words multiply and climb over each 
other, how notes and marginalia swarm around a text, 
how words breed words. The other Words is a book about 
the annotations that Anne Rook made while reading 
Marcel Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps Perdu, marks 
that often defaced the printed page or obscured the text.
 
The unfamiliarity of dialect words and foreign 
languages creates states of not understanding, partial 

Philip Lee, Peacock
Luke Allan, one-word poems: for Vala
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Erica Van Horn, ABOVE     

Right: Lena Wurz, Compartment Days
Below: Karen Blake, True Colours
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understanding, and misunderstanding, but the 
characteristics of the language or dialect survive. In Erica 
Van Horn’s ABOVE, the author/listener isolates words in 
order to establish meaning in local vernacular speech.  

In my own book Shunt, the text of the book is to be read 
aloud so that the reader experiences the texture of words 
in the mouth. 

Words have the power to create resonance, emotion, 
identity. 

John McDowall presents [sic]
The brief for [sic] (2017) was to make a book in which 
the content and/or the formal and physical elements 
are in some way at odds with assumptions of what a 
book should be or do. Books by artists often confound 
expectations; here the challenge might be to make 
something that initially seems to be/have mistakes and 
then to reveal an underlying logic - or not.  

François Morellet’s A badly bound book (1982), which 
was one of the books from the Tate’s collection that 
was shown alongside the AMBruno books at the Show 
and Tell, came to my mind as soon as the project was 
announced. This is, as its title states, a book whose 
sections are assembled drastically out of line - it 
succinctly manifests the project’s underlying theme, that 
of the deliberate error.  

This convergence of the mutability of reading and the 
physical structure of the book is especially evident in four 
of the [sic] books.

In Lena Wurz’s Compartment Days, a materialisation 
of written language is emphasised by relief-printed 
rectangular blocks replacing the text of the abbreviated 
weekdays, and the blind embossing on the back cover. 
The disrupted order is re-established on a loose sheet 
paper-clipped to the book, as is appropriate to the 
stationery aspect of the calendar and its lost day.

True Colours by Karen Blake is a pivoted swatch block 
for making new and yet equally arbitrary graphic 
formulations of nationhood, as the isolated elements 
of flags printed on transparent pages are overlaid in 
manifold combinations.

Rachel Smith’s Lines of Flight perversely forces a complex 
diagram that is rhizomatic in structure, and also takes the 
non-hierarchical as subject into the conventional linear 
and sequential format of a book.

For my own book, Ellipsis, I started by taking the square 
brackets of [sic] and reversing them:

]   [
The book consists of cloth-covered boards and a narrow 
spine. The inside presents only two sheets of paper pasted 
to the reverse of the covers, as if halves of endpapers. 
On the right-hand ‘page’ is printed a vertical slice of 
the first page of a story; this is cut off through lines and 
words by the edge of the sheet. On the left-hand ‘page’ is 
printed the right-hand third of the last page of the story. 
The missing words and pages are notionally somewhere 
in the space of time outside of the cover, as the text leads 
out, around and back. The story is Heinrich Böll’s Murke's 
Collected Silences (1955), whose protagonist collects small 
discarded pieces of audiotape containing moments of 
silence that have been excised from recordings. 

The uniqueness of AMBruno
Artists’ books are a form of art seen by thousands of 
people at artist's book fairs. Since 2009, AMBruno has 
been represented at most fairs in the UK, plus New 
York and Berlin. As a result, AMBruno books have 
been acquired for collections, private and institutional, 
both in the UK (V&A; Tate; Poetry Library, London; 
and British Library), and abroad (MICA, Baltimore; 
Kunstbibliothek, Berlin; and Bibliotheca Librorum apud 

Steve Perfect, Shunt

John McDowall, Ellipsis
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Above: Rachel Smith, Lines of Flight. Below: Lydia Julien performing Untitled,
made in response to Jane Grisewood’s Dancing with Sirius: lines of light.
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Artificem, Sydney). These institutions have acquired 
either individual books or complete sets.
 
The Tate’s vast archive includes book works by the 
members of groups and movements that defined their 
time, such as Fluxus. For artists, working as a member 
of a group has benefits: the artists feed from each other, 
compete, challenge, talk, and respond to each other. The 
book works in the Tate’s collection provide a portrayal of 
art and the context for art in 20th-century thought and 
culture; they reflect the world around them. 

It is our hope and ambition that AMBruno and our 
themed projects will similarly be seen in the future as 
portraying and characterising the world in the first 
part of the 21st century, and as a demonstration of 
the important role that artists play. As artists, we have 
freedom, but lack economic or political power. In 
order for our art to be seen, we have to create our own 
opportunities and initiatives - supported in this instance 
by the Archive at the Tate, which recognised that we have 
succeeded in creating a unique entity. This is a series 
of themed sets of book works that make visible ideas, 
emotions and ways of understanding the world. The 
books are both individual works of art and components 
of well-formed, complex and rich sets.

AMBruno’s uniqueness lies in our use of themes to create 
sets of book works. Perhaps we should label ourselves 
‘Themeists.’

Sophie Loss, Co-ordinator of AMBruno 

This article is based on the presentations given during 
Tate Britain's Library and Archive Show and Tell by 
AMBruno, which took place on 5th May 2017 in the 
Library and Archive Reading Rooms. The Show and Tell 
was curated by AMBruno, supported by Maxine Miller, 
Katie Blackford (Liaison Librarian) and their colleagues. 

Nine sets of AMBruno’s book works were on show: from 
Blue (2011) through to [sic] (2017), with seven other 
themed projects in between. In addition, two sets of 
limited edition prints and filmic works of 101 seconds 
duration were shown. During the Show and Tell, Philip 
Lee performed Peacock Unfolded; he read a poem by e 
e cummings, may i feel said he, while the zigzag book 
Peacock was unfolded by two assistants, and Lydia Julien 
performed Untitled, a performance made in response to 
Jane Grisewood’s Dancing with Sirius: lines of light.

This article - initiated and edited by Cally Trench, 2018.

Notes

1. Clive Phillpot, Booktrek, Selected Essays on Artists’ 
Books (1972-2010), JRP Ringier, 2013, p247.

2. Ibid, p83.

3. Contingencies of Light, The darkest I dare to go by Judy 
Goldhill won the 'Birgit Skiöld Award for Excellence' 
at the London Artist's Book Fair at the Whitechapel 
Gallery in 2012.
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Returning Burton’s Plunder, Tim Daly. 24pp silver nitrate/salt prints and inkjet on pulp paper, buckram cover with paper seal. 
Staple bound, 14 x 14 cm. 3 copies.

Hospital ledgers at the Surrey History Centre. The visit to the archive was a profound experience as I had the chance to re-encounter 
materials that I assumed were destroyed. The visit triggered a recollection about the material properties of seeing the same books 
in the hospital twenty years earlier– the copperplate script, ruled ledgers, laid paper textures, hand tooled leather covers, patinated 
by a hundred years existence but also from more recent damage caused by abandonment and vandalism. I made photographs of the 
ledgers, taking the decision to also photograph my hand in the act of touching the pages, prints and inserts.
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Book handling as a research method
Tim Daly

The physician Oliver Sacks1 when helping to restore 
sight to a previously blind patient, observed that ‘natural 
vision itself is a braiding and nesting of the optical and 
the tactile.’ Handling as a method for engaging with 
art is found within the discourses of material culture 
and museology, but less within the field of artist's book 
production. 

Unlike most visual art, touch is a fundamental aspect 
of interacting with books, especially artists’ books. 
Such works are made to be handled and scrutinised 
at close quarters in the personal space of the reader 
rather than behind glass in an art museum or library. 
As Serres2 suggests, ‘the eye has no weight to impose, it 
imprints nothing. On the subject’s front line is the skin.’ 
The prohibition of this knowing touch in museums, 
art galleries and even displays of artists’ books within 
vitrines, disables a fuller reception of the work.

During my recent practice as research doctoral study 
exploring the materiality of the photographic print in 
artists’ books, it soon became apparent that there was 
no obvious framework to describe my experience of 
handling books, yet this was a fundamental part of my 
research. 

While Serres suggests ‘fabrics, textiles and material 
provide excellent models of knowledge’,3 how do we 
conceptualise touch? What syntaxes are available 
to report our experiences of handling an artists’ 
publication? Can the material elements of a book trigger 
their own intertextual responses in the reader? While 
we can deconstruct the formal, visual and conceptual 
properties of a book and speculate on the intended and 
unintended narratives within – a rubric for handling 
seemed much less apparent. Touch does indeed present 
us with access to information4 but the way in which 
this is collected, synthesised and reported is not clear 
cut. Artists’ books have a rich and unexplored material 
narrative quoting and cross-referencing other books. 
Makers employ a wide variety of material strategies 
gleaned from handmade traditions to mass production – 
both inviting a haptic experience for the reader.

Like many practice as research PhD students, I was at 
first daunted by the idea of creating a written narrative 
of my practice and struggled to find a satisfactory form 
that didn’t sound too detached or too introspective. 
More importantly, I needed to evidence my findings and 
build to a convincing conclusion. Compounding this 
was a growing feeling that in addition to making my own 
practice, my experience of handling artists’ publications 
of all genres was not a separate literature field activity but 

an integral part of the practice. Developing a method of 
reporting my experiences of touch therefore, enabled me 
to enrich my research project.

While it can be straightforward to corral examples of 
books for a literature review, it is not until you have a 
physical interaction with the real thing that you can fully 
make sense of a book work. A thorough reading and 
reception of a physical book can only be undertaken 
by handling the object itself, as Hayles5 suggests, as it 
provides ‘the feedback loop from materiality to mind.’ 
In addition to directly informing my own practice, 
observations made from the experiences of handling of 
books also generated an additional way of contextualising 
works that lies outside existing fields of reference. 

So, in order to capture my reflections it became necessary 
to fuse aspects of material culture (for touch) and literary 
theory (for intertextuality) together into a discourse with 
handling set at its core.

A discourse for book handling
Could the physical presence of a book object with 
all its attendant provenance (unique, original, copy, 
facsimile, limited edition etc.) trigger a kind of souvenir-
like reception from the reader? The recent upsurge 
in facsimile publishing of artists’ and photographers’ 
notebooks, journals, and sketchbooks as kinds of 
material souvenirs from a pre-online world, suggests a 
renewed interest in and perhaps re-instatement of more 
haptic works that engage readers through touch. 
As Pearce6 suggests, souvenirs: 

become the vehicles for a nostalgic myth of contact 
and presence in which a selected view of the persona 
past is vaunted over the grey and difficult present.

Does the book object too also transmit an urge to touch, 
handle and hoard? In material culture, Claessen7 suggests 
that our desire to collect and touch an artefact may 
be linked to Western Christian tradition of accruing 
benefit by touching a holy object. Such items are seen to 
possess mystical powers, conferring knowledge, sanctity 
and personal blessedness, not to say also healing and 
restorative powers. 

Handling books inevitably bring to mind our previous 
experiences of the same and our interpretations involve 
weaving together new and old thoughts. In literary 
theory Kristeva8 and Genette9 suggest that “all texts 
(literary, musical or visual) are built like a mosaic of 
intertextual references.” Although these concepts of 
intertextuality were developed to explore literary forms, 
Genette suggested his theoretical tools could also be 
applied to visual art. Since then, literary theorists have 
sought to extend the range of this concept, suggesting 
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Neglected Dedications, Tim Daly. Inkjet on vintage paperback pages (12), altered cover. 28 x 15 cm. Unique book. 
This was constructed from dedication pages detached from paperbacks left by previous visitors to a Cornish 
holiday home. Unlike most books where the paper page disappears as an invisible carrier of words and image, 
each sheet documents its own transience, evidencing its exposure to light and handling by others.

Above left: Hardy Exotics Polytunnels, Tim Daly. 12pp, accordion fold inkjet on pulp paper, buckram over boards. 30 x 20 cm.
The first polytunnel book was created to explore the accordion fold format as an alternative to the stitched codex-form. To print 
on poor quality pulp paper required extensive testing and editing of the source image files, mostly to counterbalance poor contrast 
resulting from early prints. The first piece was printed in sections and held in a simple cover. The second and third pieces were 
printed on a continuous roll, creating a 4m long single print. Above right: Hardy Exotics Polytunnels detail.
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that imitation, variation, quotation, allusion and parody 
are part of an artistic strategy, and that, as a result, 
references to other works of art bear meaning.10  

Without handling a book, entire swathes of intertextual 
nuances are missed - the deliberate material choices of 
the artist and the reader’s own rich experiential past 
never get the chance to mix together.

Writing about book handling
While no research project ever occurs in a straight 
line, joining up my episodic practice (I was a part-
time student over six years), with my experiences of 
viewing and handling the works of others provided 
me with a much-needed structure. I created fifty 
practice narratives that described book handling and 
making, each undertaken with a specific rationale. The 
outcome of each experience I described as an insight, 
recounting my thoughts and observations which in 
turn were summarised by a short conclusion. Once 
completed, these fifty conclusion concepts were tabled 
and referenced as part of my thesis conclusion. These 
fifty instances were themselves sequenced together in 
a timeline to give a better sense of how book handling 
informed my practice throughout the duration of the 
my study. The literature field research element of my 

study was woven in and amongst my fifty narratives 
where appropriate, to evidence the breadth of the study 
and awareness of the field. This also enabled me to find 
the right place for those ‘epiphany’ quotations that you 
collide with along the way, which strengthen your resolve 
and impel your developing practice into new directions.

Sample narratives
Due to the nature of my research project, I explored 
a wide variety of artists’ books, small press publications, 
serial publications, editioned folios of prints, 
photographic prints, plus unique books in held in 
public archives. The following passages describe a book 
handling experience first, then a practice response soon 
after. 

Book Handling: William Eggleston’s portfolio Southern 
Suite (1981)11 at the V&A Print Room.

Rationale: The Victoria and Albert Museum has one of 
the twelve existing William Eggleston Southern Suite 
folios of dye transfer prints, available for personal 
inspection in the Print Room. Eggleston’s numerous 
portfolio editions consist of a small number of prints 
linked by a specific theme, and although intended for 
a moneyed, collector audience, the portfolio form does 
much to connect the reader with the artist’s unique 
vision. How does the form and materiality of the 
portfolio and loose-leaf work held within impact on our 
touch responses?

Insight: Touching the individual prints, feeling the weight 
of the paper support, scrutinising at close quarters the 
saturated dyes and the visible mis-registration of the 
matrix printing process and the uncommon distribution 
of colours, triggered a very different kind of response to 
seeing Eggleston’s work in the book or gallery print form. 
Whilst used to handling colour photographic prints 
through my own practice and family snapshots, the 
sensation of interacting with the Eggleston folio created 
different and an unexpectedly physical experience, 
seeing at first hand details and subtleties that are less 
obvious in any reproduced or mediated form of the work. 
Confirming Claessen’s12 suggestion that ‘an important 
advantage of touch lay in its presumed ability to access 
interior truths of which sight was unaware’, handling 
the prints was a unique experience and very different 
to seeing the same images in a monograph or website. 
The prints were housed in a box and the physicality of 
such a folio case impacts on our reception too – many 
are constructed from heavy board covered in buckram 
or more luxurious textiles, together with debossed text 
or hand-tooled lettering, presenting themselves as hand 
made receptacles rather than mass produced packaging. 
Their primary functional purpose is of a protective 
nature, preventing unnecessary exposure to harmful 

Archive folders at the Surrey History Centre. Sometimes you 
encounter materials and forms by chance, as these examples 
of archive folders, and they too can suggest alternatives to 
the codex.
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Above and below: A Street Name Desired Car, Tim Daly. 
Eleven unmounted C-type prints enclosed within a vintage wallpaper folder, 
letterpress label. 19.5 x 24.5 cm. Edition of 10.  
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light, atmospheric pollutants and physical damage. Such 
folios with a hinged clamshell design also provide a 
readymade reading container, with left and right hand 
compartments for the placement and juxtaposition of 
separate prints. Both of these shallow walled boxes are 
usually lined with fine papers simultaneously protecting 
the prints and also deliberately preventing visual 
interference by nearby objects or surfaces underneath. 
These simple constructional devices fundamentally alter 
the way in which we view and handle the work, perhaps 
triggering associations with a jewellery case, the velvet-
lined clamshell box of a Daguerreotype, or even a board-
game with it’s foldout cardboard playing surface making 
visual the otherwise abstract rules of gameplay.

Conclusion: Handling prints in a folio box creates 
a different kind of haptic experience to reading 
a book. High quality prints provide an enhanced 
optical experience too, which is in excess of our usual 
expectations from a book. The two-lid structure of a 
clamshell case also establishes it’s own rules for engaging 
with its content.

As a consequence of the reading in the V&A, I then made 
a piece of work exploring some of the ideas raised by the 
handling. For my practice narratives, I created a further 
‘process’ heading to contextualise the subject, materials 
and reprographies used.

Practice Piece: A Street Name Desired Car
Eleven unmounted C-type prints enclosed within a 
vintage wallpaper folder, letterpress label. 19.5 x 24.5 cm. 
Edition of 10.  

Rationale: This project reused images taken from my own 
photographic archive of plotland housing developments. 
Using my experience of handling the Eggleston portfolio, 
this piece explored a flat folio outer case together with the 
use of c-type photographic prints – uncommon in a book 
work, but richly saturated in colour and with a material 
link to vernacular, family snapshots. The concept was to 
present a set of single prints that need to be handled and 
navigated by the reader.

Process: Jaywick Sands, Essex is a unique estate on 
the north side of the Thames Estuary lying a small 
distance from Canvey Island. Like many other coastal 
developments in Essex, Suffolk and Norfolk, Jaywick 
became established through the plotland movement. 
The idea for the piece was triggered by a wordplay on the 
Tennessee Williams play, A Streetcar Named Desire, as 
all of the roads within the Brooklands estate in Jaywick 
are named after cars. I decided to use empty white space 
within the individual photographic prints to suggest the 
appearance of a page support, as would be expected in 

the book form. During the construction of the work, 
the print edges became an issue that required careful 
consideration, this resulted in rounded rather than 
right-angled corners. I felt that this would suggest an 
additional link to vernacular photolab prints and also 
providing an unexpected curve that might be explored by 
the reader’s fingertips. These rounded edges were created 
with a hand punch after receiving the prints back from 
the lab. On a practical level rounded corners would not 
show the signs of repeated handling that standard right 
angle corners would do.

Insight: Providing a set of individual prints instead of 
a sequence of pages in a codex or accordion fold book, 
created a more open-ended reading experience. Once 
the cover is opened flat, a single stack of prints sit on 
the recto waiting to be handled. When readers interact 
with the work, they explore the book by placing a print 
onto the verso, rebuilding the stack one print at a time. 
This results in each printed image being viewed in two 
different locations and being viewed as part of two 
different pairs or spreads. Watching different readers 
interact with the book was interesting too – as few chose 
to return the prints to the starting point, meaning the 
next reader encountered a ‘shuffled pack’. This kind of 
reading/ handling experience is much more linked with 
the examination of prints in a portfolio, than flipping 
pages in a codex-form book. As such, the very act of 
interrogating the material sets up a reader challenge 
rather than replaying a familiar experience. 
Conclusion: Reader reception of a loose-leaf work held 
within a folio-type container can be influenced by print 
size and shape and also by a reading support.

Aggregating my handling and practice narratives
Below is a selection of four statements taken from fifty 
book handling narratives – these were later folded into 
my thesis conclusions. 

1. Print-on-demand is emerging as the vernacular 
reprographic style of self-publishing
2. The recirculation of material artefacts within the book 
form provides an additional kind of documentation, 
providing a haptic engagement with the work recalling 
souvenirs, the museum and private collecting.
3. Loose-leaf books or folios allow readers to engage 
with the material in a more speculative and non-linear 
manner. 
4. The process of opening a loose-leaf work held within 
a folio-type container can be designed to reveal random, 
unordered content to the reader.

Touch, for Herbert Read13 provided an enhanced way of 
understanding sculpture. Read suggested that compared 
to vision, handling could reveal three additional 
elements: a sensation of tactile surface qualities; a 
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Above and below: A Street Name Desired Car, Tim Daly. 
Eleven unmounted C-type prints enclosed within a vintage wallpaper folder, letterpress label. 19.5 x 24.5 cm. Edition of 10.  
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sensation of volume and thirdly, a synthetic realization 
of the mass of the object. While the first two are self-
explanatory, Read’s third suggestion is pertinent as it 
describes the sensation of handling the object as a whole, 
like a souvenir, a wallet photograph or a netsuke. In this 
light, it can be argued that handling books provides a 
type of tacit knowledge that is unavailable from viewing 
alone. In conclusion, it now seems evident that handling 
artists’ books and artefacts is becoming less and less 
possible as Fiona Candlin14 observed, the diminishing 
opportunities to touch art in museums, so knowing by 
handling is increasingly only available to those who are 
part of art practice networks.

Dr Tim Daly teaches photography and artists’ publishing 
at the University of Chester in the UK and has a research 
interest in the materiality of the photographic print. 
Tim has written over twenty books on photography 
production and project development working with 
most US and UK publishing houses. As a photographer 
Tim Daly has exhibited his work widely, including The 
Photographers’ Gallery, London and with the NGBK 
Berlin. In 2017, Tim established Fugitive Press to 
launch his own and other artists' books that explore 
unconventional materials and touch. To see more visit: 
www.fugitivepress.co.uk

Bibliography

My book handling activities included field research at the 
National Art Library and the Print Room at the V&A; 
the Centre des Livres d’Artistes (CDLA) in St Yrieix-la-
Perche, arranged very kindly by Emmanuelle Waeckerle 
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Miguel Sbastida, Spain. (page 66, overleaf)
I am a visual artist working across sculpture, video 
installation and site-specific performance, in an 
investigation around the intersections of geological 
time, material cycles, cultural ecologies and climate 
breakdown. 

Over the last years, I have extensively researched my 
kinship with the geological world through material, 
epistemological, geopoetic, and vital-materialist 
perspectives. Stones that murmur memories; displaced 
glacial ice; scars in geological time; joining forces 
with the ocean; trying to become a rock. In my works, 
I seek to address connections between the biologic 
and geologic, the cultural and the natural; urging and 
persuading to look at the world through perspectives 
that reject the anthropocentric hierarchies we impose on 
nature, and its divisions between the vital and the inert.

Through on-site research, durational performance, 
specimen study (drawing, reproduction, examination, 
displacement), and object making (maps, sculptures, 
video, text), I strive to challenge traditional boundaries 
between the human/non-human spheres, activating 
spaces for critical thinking, environmental conservation, 
eco-feminism, and a possible re-evaluation of our 
relationship with the Earth Organism.

www.miguelsbastida.com
Instagram: @msbastida
msbastida@hotmail.com

ARTWORK CONTRIBUTORS

Kate Bernstein, UK. (page 62) 
This screenprint is part of a current exploration of spatial 
incongruities which play with our innate ability to read 
implied space. This interest has developed from an 
exploration of the work of the Renaissance artist Paolo 
Uccello, and his drive to understand perspective and 
achieve spatial perfection in his works. 

Recent artists’ books include Love and Toothache, a first 
aid book for the Wife of Bath made in response to the 
Bodleian’s competition, Re-designing the Medieval Book, 
and Confined to the Library a celebration of the physical 
book and library, commissioned for the Vice-Chancellor 
of Bristol University. www.katebernsteinbookartist.co.uk

Darren Marsh, UK. (page 64, opposite) 
Image: phase portrait [drawing in progress], 2017, 
ballpoint pen on trace [inverted]

If the dichotomy between digital and the real no longer 
carries any meaning, can we collapse this division and 
use its momentum to free ourselves to imagine new 
spaces of possibility.

What do digital technologies bring to the space between 
objective and subjective, between touch and measured 
distance? How do digital technologies affect our 
perceptions, our values and our sense of meaning? 
darrenmarsh.co.uk

Paul Minott, UK. (page 4)
As a graphic designer and occasional printmaker, I've 
always regarded jazz as the epitome of the creative 
process. 

A balancing act between playful improvisation and 
careful, deliberate composition. 

Chaos and order.

So I couldn't resist juxtaposing these two themes for a 
page inspired by the words Blue Notebook.

Or in this case, Bluenote Book. 

Dedicated to Bird, Monk and all those other four-letter 
words.

Paul Minott is a Senior Lecturer in Graphic 
Communication and Historical and Critical Studies at 
Bath Spa University. p.minott@bathspa.ac.uk
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I took the ice block and slowly untied the 

cotton rope used to fix it against my back. 

Around a third of the original mass of ice 

had melted, leaving its surface with curious 

grooves originated by the string.

My flesh was sore and my skin had been 

marked in dialogue with the weight and the 

unstopping friction. I was exhausted and 

I realized what had happened to the ice 

fragment had also happened to me, like in a 

mirrored symbiosis. 
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