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Welcome to issue Twenty-five of The Blue Notebook

Curated by Caren Florance, University of Canberra 

This issue draws upon a symposium called Poetry and the 
Artist Book, which was held at the University of Canberra 
(UC), Canberra, Australia, in April 2017. Organised as 
a component of the assessment process of my practice-
led PhD, the symposium featured myself, two of the 
assessment panel members, Lisa Samuels (University 
of Auckland, NZ), and Susan Wood (Charles Sturt 
University, Wagga), along with UC colleague, Monica 
Carroll, and my initial supervisor from my first year 
of doctoral study at Monash University, artist Marian 
Crawford. The missing panel member, Paul Uhlmann 
(Edith Cowan University, Perth), was not able to get 
to the symposium, joining the panel the next day to 
experience my graduating exhibition, Reading Spaces. 

Lisa Samuels presented a wonderful paper at the 
symposium, intellectually dense and splendidly cunty, 
called ‘Bioautography and Carolee Schneeman’s 
VULVA’S MORPHIA’; unfortunately because I was 
unable to contact any of the panel until the assessment 
process was complete, the paper had been published 
elsewhere by the time I requested it. You can find it in 
Chicago Review, volume 60:4/61:1 (2017): 154-174. 
I highly recommend it. 

My presentation at the symposium was a basic précis of 
the ideas that led to the exhibition everyone was about 
to see. My assessment structure was experimental for the 
university – and I am grateful to my primary supervisor, 
Distinguished Professor Jen Webb, for fiercely supporting 
and defending my plans – in that I showed my exhibition 
first, and then wrote the bulk of the exegesis post-
exhibition, braiding together a number of ideas and 
reflecting upon the exhibition’s structure and impact. 
What you read in this issue is a brief reflection of the 
outcomes rather than that initial presentation. 

Marian Crawford is a printmaker who has always worked 
with poets in her artist books but had not spent much 
time around the academic poetry community. Her 
presence at the symposium built some new relationships, 
and highlighted the Venn space between artist books 
and poetic approaches to book space. Her paper, 
Invented people who never existed (Javier Marias 2016): 
printmaking and the ghosts of letterpress, is steeped in 
the poetics of the letterpress process and its material 
contribution to the creation of contemporary books. 

Susan Wood is an artist who works with textile and 
printmaking processes: embroidery, quilting, collage 
and letterpress, to make objects and books. Her work 
often reworks stories and recycles materials, and her 
reflections here look at the concept of reciprocity as an 
ethical creative practice. She hooks onto my doctoral 
questioning of the use of poetry as source material for 
artist books and explores it for herself. 

All of the three sets of artist pages in this issue have 
relationships with the symposium and my research. 
Writer Monica Carroll fills the gap left by Lisa Samuels 
by sharing four pages from her own splendidly cunty 
doctoral thesis. An exploration of the philosophy of 
Phenomenology, each assessor’s version of Monica’s 
thesis was an individual work, not a reproduced copy 
of her research. They are unique manuscripts, with 
hand-stitching through the pages and exercises for 
the assessors (which sometimes meant responding to 
instructions to interact with pages by cutting, drawing 
and other interactions). After assessment, each copy was 
reluctantly returned, to form a deeply material collection 
of her research outcomes. Monica is now an artist book 
researcher, having made the connection that she is, to the 
core, an artist book maker. 

Paul Uhlmann has contributed images of himself 
wrangling his latest artist book. As a graduate of 
Canberra’s iconic Graphic Investigation Workshop, 
poetry and poetics are a natural component of his 
creative practice. 

Nicci Haynes (ANU School of Art + Design) started 
working with poet Angela Gardner when I introduced 
them during one of our working sessions for my doctoral 
work. Canberra is a small city, and one of the joys of 
working at two campuses is the chance to cross-pollinate 
artists and poets. Nicci’s work is deliberately absurd and 
chaotic, dedicated to asking real questions, like ‘what 
does this actually mean?’

Many thanks to Sarah Bodman for the chance to put this 
issue together, and thanks to you, too, for reading it. 

Caren Florance
carenflorance.com

The address for the PDF colour version of  this issue is: 
www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/tbn/x183/48ab/tbn25.pdf
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Fig 1: Example of original hand-painted signs on display during the exhibition Bespoke: 
Design for the People at the Museum of Australian Democracy, Old Parliament House, 
Canberra (2014-15).  

Fig 2: Be Spoken To (detail), Caren 
Florance and Melinda Smith, 2014. 
Letterpress and gold embossing 
powder on kraft stock, vintage 
wooden signposts, Perspex. In situ at 
the exhibition Bespoke: Design for the 
People at the Museum of Australian 
Democracy, Old Parliament House, 
Canberra (2014-15).
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Poetry, Collaborative Materiality and the Artist Book

Dr Caren Florance
Centre for Creative & Cultural Research 
Faculty of Arts & Design, University of Canberra

This paper is based on an exegetical précis presented 
to the symposium Poetry and the Artist Book (April 7, 
2017), which accompanied the exhibition Reading Spaces. 
The exhibition presented the body of research artwork. 
The précis has been edited in the light of further writing 
before the final exegesis submission for assessment 
in September 2017. The overall project is called 
Collaborative Materiality: poets/ poetry/ letterpress/ artist 
books. The doctorate was conferred in April 2018. 

Setting up
This project seeks to subvert traditional writer/printer 
relationships by using experimental collaboration with 
contemporary poets. It does this by situating the artist 
book1 as a flexible vehicle for collaborative research, 
a form that can act as a common ground for multiple 
creative practices. What started as a simple desire – 
to activate both my relationship to printing poetry 
with letterpress and the reader’s interaction with that 
printing – developed through this project into a series 
of questing negotiations with materials and studio 
processes that themselves open up broader questions 
about collaboration, the motility of ideas and the regional 
condition of Australian creative publishing. Note: 
while much of what follows has international breadth, 
observations about community (book and letterpress) are 
informed by Australian conditions. 

Creative publishing has a long relationship with poetry, 
and there are many crossovers between visual poetry and 
text art, both of which are instances of the actual writer 
engaging with the page visually, or the artist performing 
their own text. This project is more mediatory: I am a 
print-artist working creatively with a writer’s creative 
output, and my acts of mediation are simultaneously 
secondary yet primary. The core concepts are those of 
textual activity and the open work as championed by 
Barthes (1977(a) & (b)), Eco (1979) and McGann (1991), 
both ideas that have been tested over the last half century 
and still offer relevant pathways with which to approach 
the making of collaborative works.

Over the course of this project I have collaborated 
with a number of poets in different ways: transcreative 
reproduction; aleatory play; and cross-disciplinary 
shared composition. My methodology revolved around 
studio practice itself: I re-explore my letterpress studio 
as a co-responsible network of distributed cognition and 
examine the limitations and possibilities that it offers 
the work. Because the studio’s processes are material, 

centering upon paper and ink, I focus on the workability 
of the book format as a unifying research environment. 
However, book publishing is a broad realm, and while 
over the years I have worked with most forms of creative 
(and non-creative) book production, my special interest 
is in the artist book. It is a form that offers infinite 
flexibility, thanks to its ability to slip between the cracks 
of definition,2 and one of its dominant challenges is 
finding a satisfactory way to exhibit/present to readers.

Poetry use is an under-explored topic within the artist 
book field, though it is often used by visual artists as 
content because it is thick with visual potential and 
materially exciting. Barthes calls it a substance, carrying 
its own nature within itself (2012 (1967): 43). A tension 
arises, however, when the poetry used is not generated 
by the maker of the book: what is the status of the 
appropriated writer? What is the status of the poem? 
The research I have done into the use of poetry by 
Australian book artists (without collaborating directly 
with the poets) suggests that the writing itself is 
insufficiently credited as an equal creative component 
of the work.3  

It is rare to find artist books that predominantly feature 
poetry in its own right as a creative medium unless they 
are directly addressing visual poetry or are made by 
people who are also poets or collaborating with poets. 
Of the books that do use poetry, there are common 
characteristics: visual artists tend to find a poem to use 
as a starting point, a springboard for their imagery. 
Sequences or collections of poems are rarely used; artist 
books often feature one poem, with ‘borrowed’ lines 
or whole poems reproduced without acknowledging 
publishers or even the poets themselves. An interesting 
example is The Cartomancer in Exile by Joanne Wild 
(1999), where Emily Dickinson’s poetry is affectively 
integrated with the artist’s original text and images. 
The poet is listed on the cover but there are no details of 
the source or earlier publication in the colophon. 
The integration is unusual: often artists might include 
the entire poem at the start or end of the book, setting a 
context for the visual content, or they might break down 
the poem into its component parts, putting one line or 
stanza per page within or beside images. Distributing 
the lines of a poem across the pages of an artist book 
has a certain amount of logic when one compares the 
analogous nature of the two forms: an artist book tends 
not to be a collection of ideas, like an anthology; it is 
more often one concept, albeit with varying layers of 
complexity, sustained through book space. A poem does 
the same thing, compressed into page space. Another 
strategy is to use the poem’s title as the book’s title, 
and mention the connection in the book’s colophon or 
accompanying exhibition statement. I am no exception: 
I have done all of these things, throughout my practice. 
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Fig. 3: 1962: Be Spoken To (page 
detail), Caren Florance and Melinda 
Smith, 2014-17. Letterpress and 
screenprint on Magnani Avoria 
Vergata paper, 2 parts, handsewn in 
archival Tyvek ‘ghost bag’. Edition of 5. 
505 x 357 x 14mm, 8 + 48pp.

Fig. 4: Members Only, Melinda Smith 
and Caren Florance. Canberra: Recent 
Work Press + Ampersand Duck, 2017. 
ISBN 978 0 9953538 4 8
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After sifting through the available examples in Australian 
collections, I came to the conclusion that there is a tacit 
perception that poetry provides a service to visual art, 
that it is a freely-obtainable resource, with no strings 
attached. My doctoral project was initiated as a means of 
interrogating my own approach to using poetry and has 
connected my work with poetry communities and the 
fields of design and poetic representation, making it a 
broader, cross-disciplinary investigation.

Handset letterpress printing was instrumental in 
establishing the linear shape of poetry,4 but was only at 
the end of its commercial life used experimentally by 
poets such as Mallarmé and Apollinaire (and perhaps 
their struggles with the restraints of the line validated 
the use of printmaking, photography and the typewriter 
as a textual liberator).5 Since becoming commercially 
redundant, moveable type has moved into the realm of 
service provider and show-pony, shackled to nostalgia 
and elite performance. Currently there is a generational 
shift in letterpress practitioners, the majority of them 
emerging from the commercial design industry, who 
prefer to explore alternative matrices like 3D printing 
and cast relief plates, processes that allow the design to 
be digital, and the output to be analogue. Because these 
design practitioners are mostly interested in letterpress as 
market differentiation, and because few art schools have 
the facilities or trained staff, there is little experimental 
letterpress printing taking place in Australia apart 
from the work of a few artists who, like me, approach 
it more from a printmaking perspective.6 I persist with 
movable type because there is still room to explore how 
it can extend text in terms of material poetics and be 
conceptualised around its intensively material properties. 
Notions of time, labour, attention, mediation, constraint, 
disruption, deterioration, glitch, iteration, affect, 
embodiment and space can be explored by both the doing 
(experiential studio time) and the done (the resulting 
artefact).

Doing
The object of poetry is to display the textual condition. 
Poetry is a language that calls attention to itself, that 
takes its own textual activities as its ground subject. ... 
poetical texts operate to display their own practices, to 
put them forward as the subject of attention. That means, 
necessarily, that poetical texts – unlike propaganda and 
advertising texts, which are also highly self-conscious 
constructions – turn readers back upon themselves, make 
them attentive to what they are doing when they read. 
(McGann 1991: 10–11, my emphases)

Textual activity is a phrase I gleaned from McGann and 
co-opted to use within a stable studio environment; 
that is, treating studio practice as a creative constraint, 
and bringing a variety of poetry practices through 

its affordances. My role has been that of translator, 
sometimes in a design sense, and other times as visual 
artist, but constantly as reader. Each poet has their own 
particular aesthetics in terms of phrase and page; treating 
each individual collaboration as a bespoke experience (as 
opposed to the templated system of poetry publishing) 
has resulted in very different outputs and approaches 
to bookspace. As we work, each poet is required to 
turn back in on themselves and reflect upon their own 
compositional processes, which in turn inform the 
various material outputs. 

There are four focused collaborations with poets 
discussed in the exegesis, with particular attention 
paid to those with Melinda Smith and Angela Gardner, 
whose work with me, while certainly not positioned 
dichotomously, present two very different approaches 
(of many) to working with poetry in an artist book 
environment. My commitment to each collaboration 
was to foreground the poet’s own practice, using my own 
practice as a form of close reading (materially performing 
what McGann and Samuels call deformation (2001: 117) 
to let the poetry drive the material outputs. What has 
resulted ranges from book-inspired artwork to video 
animation to artist books that comfortably sit within 
contemporary artist book expectations and others that 
perhaps don’t. 

The work with Melinda Smith is an exercise in moving 
a single poetic concept through a number of formal 
iterations and outputs. Starting with a short collaborative 
residency in the Museum of Australian Democracy, we 
produced an in situ poetry installation in response to the 
Museum’s ‘sign room’ for an exhibition called ‘Bespoke: 
Design for the People’ (MoAD/Craft ACT, Nov 2014– 
Nov 2015) (Figures 1 & 2). Our work, ‘Be Spoken To’ 
(2014), turned the authority of the various signs back 
upon themselves in an act of democratic re-voicing. 
With the concept of re-voicing the history of the 
building, we built upon the many ideas that emerged 
from the exhibition to produce 1962: Be Spoken To (2015-
17), a hand-produced limited edition book that pushes 
and pulls at the border between fine press and artist 
book (Figure 3). It is a completely textual work drawn 
from primary sources such as Hansard and newsmedia, 
re-voiced and embodied within the architecture 
and temporal spaces created by the pages and their 
bibliographic codes. We then followed up with a 
commercial poetry volume called Members Only (2017), 
as an attempt to transcreate the artist book in a way that 
extends its reach to a wider audience (Figure 4). 

Angela Gardner is a practicing visual artist as well as 
an established poet. She is very open to active play with 
unstable outcomes, and so our project together is very 
true to my original urge for material textual activity. We 
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Fig. 5: Interference (page detail), Angela Gardner (etc), 2014. Laser-printed handsewn chapbook, 210 x 130, 24pp.

Fig. 6: Working Papers, hone and torrent (AG:CF:AG), Caren Florance & Angela Gardner, 2015–17. 
Letterpress and drawing on Gyokurya washi, unbound, housed in archival polyprop boxes. 350 x 250 x 
10. Variable edition of 3: AG:CF (x2), AG:CF:AG.
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started with a small chapzine project to ‘warm up’, where 
we began with a few of Angela’s resolved poems and 
disrupted them via autocorrected texting (Interference, 
2014) (Figure 5). Then we moved to a larger project 
that started with stream-of-conscious typography and 
exploded outwards, opening up spaces for new readings. 
Working Papers (2015-17) has seven hand-set ‘key 
texts’, representing a snapshot of Angela’s compositional 
headspace, which permute through two sections: hone, 
where the texts are quietly observed and teased out; 
and torrent, a streaming of disruption through print-
performance and press activity. Each section has 
two versions: the original printing, and a hand-drawn 
‘edited’ response from Gardner (Figures 6, 9, 10). 
The visual effects produced have in turn been pulled 
out and disseminated in various outputs in an attempt 
to extend their possibilities. One of these iterations is 
a commercial poetry volume, The Future, Un-imagine 
(2017) that combines a resolved outcome of Angela’s 
initial compositional play, augmented by the visual affect 
of the printed compositional play (Figure 7). 

Working collaboratively with these poets encourages 
what de Campos calls ‘transcreation’ (de Campos & 
Gibson, 2007/1963: 315), where a new work is created 
from re-thinking, redefining and translating another 
creative work. In this case, the transcreation is via the 
material means available to us. As my studio is a finite 
collection of objects, the physical and graphic resources 
available to me affect the visual connections I can 
make with the text. Where the letterpress studio differs 
substantially from computer design is its limitations. 
I have few typefaces with enough fonts and characters 
to produce substantial amounts of text, and many 
that are only available in one or two sizes. My wood 
type collection has very few fonts that have complete 
alphabets. Essentially, the studio itself is a creative 
constraint that in turn informs my computer decisions. 
It is also a network of physical constraints: the size of 
the press bed, the effect of the temperature and climate 
on the inks and papers, the availability of inks, the 
behaviour of the papers: each pushes and pulls the work 
and decisions affecting the work as it progresses. Ideas 
that are suggested by the text are sometimes unsuccessful 
– or are progressed – by the physical affordances of the 
process. 

For example, when Melinda gave me an erasure poem 
for our October page-spread about war, threat and 
espionage, she returned to our ‘key text’, a chunk from 
Wikipedia about ‘Stripped Classicism’; she developed the 
poem, as the term ‘erasure’ suggests, by subtracting from 
the original. Traditionally this would be done by crossing 
out text with a pencil or pen (or literally with an eraser), 
but Melinda worked with word processing software, 
using the text colour option to ‘white out’ the words: 
‘I kept a full copy up the top of the doc and experimented 
with different versions of the erasure underneath. Ctrl + 
Z is very handy when you want to retrace your erasing 
steps!’ (Pers comm, 3/3/17). 

My process was one of addition rather than subtraction: 
I set the entire text as a block, then inked up only the 

Fig. 7: The Future, Unimagine, Angela Gardner and Caren 
Florance. Canberra: Recent Work Press + Ampersand Duck, 
2017. ISBN 978 0 995353 85 5

Fig. 8: Classic Erase (production shot), from 1962: Be Spoken 
To, Caren Florance and Melinda Smith, 2014-17. 
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Fig. 9: Working Papers, detail of hone (AG:CF), Caren Florance & Angela Gardner, 2015–17. 
Letterpress on Gyokurya washi, unbound, housed in archival polyprop boxes. 350 x 250 x 10. Variable 
edition of 3: AG:CF (x2), AG:CF:AG.

Fig. 10: Working Papers, detail of torrent (AG:CF:AG), Caren Florance & Angela Gardner, 2015–17. 
Letterpress and drawing on Gyokurya washi, unbound, housed in archival polyprop boxes. 350 x 250 x 
10. Variable edition of 3: AG:CF (x2), AG:CF:AG.
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words that we wanted to highlight, blind embossing the 
remainder so that they are still present, legible when 
the paper is shifted to the light, allowing the reader to 
engage with the original in a way that this not possible in 
another printed format, such as the paperback version, 
where the text is instead redacted. (Figure 8)

With Angela’s key texts the aim was not to read into her 
words but to read around them, to see what could be 
done to them to suggest new readings. This was done 
two ways: by drilling down to suggest possible pathways 
(hone); and by making strange through spatialisation, 
using space blocks as obstacles, road blocks to legibility 
(torrent). Thus a simple cluster of words such as ‘cool 
morning attend’, when repeatedly disrupted spacially 
via space blocks and upended letters, extend outwards: 

c     o o  l   m      o  r  n     i nl  a  t l     e     n  d
c     o    o    l m o  r  n i      n   g    a  t  t     e  n       d
l  l    o      l m o  l  n l n l   a t l      e     l    d  

(See Figure 11 below)

The mirroring, individuating text hints at narrative, 
playing with itself and the reader’s eye, allowing shallow 
looking and close reading. The reader (still me, at this 

point) scans the page, snagging on clusters of letters, 
constructing their own constellations of meaning, 
unaided by graphic augmentation apart from the sense 
of bytes torrenting through space, connecting old and 
new technologies. 

AG: Torrent follows the strand of interest we both 
have in translation. The original aim with Torrent was 
visual, was obliteration of the text. As a writer and 
an artist I have always been interested in the border 
between text and image, between a literate reading 
and a visual reading of a work that contains both text 
and image, or that borderland where text may become 
image. My intention therefore became to enhance 
the visuality of the text by disruption. After all it is 
not necessary to completely obliterate to disrupt the 
reading of the text in a literate sense and an open and 
less resolved iteration could prove more interesting. 
(pers comm towards an artist statement, 28/02/2017)

Done: Reading Spaces
I am constantly questioning the sense of public spectacle 
that exhibiting work presents/demands; Stewart 
talks of spectacle as a distancing of lived reality, a 
separation of consumers from labour and the time of 
production (1993: 84-5). The physical labour involved 
in experimental letterpress typesetting prevents my 
printed books from being produced in large numbers, 
so they present as rare objects, but to engage with them 
fully they must be touched by the reader, an opportunity 
rarely presented with artist books, especially in Australia. 
Another problem articulated by Drucker is the ‘no 
introduction syndrome’, where the unfamiliarity of an 
unconventional book is ‘baffling to first-time readers’ 
(2012: 90). The inclusion of poetry increases the sense of 
unfamiliarity for many readers.7 

To explore and address this, I created an exhibition 
space that performed as a reading-room. Reading Spaces 
was envisioned as a further collaboration, awaiting the 
interaction of the next readers, the exhibition visitors. 
It presented a series of reception areas, with furniture 
specifically selected to perform a level of in/formality that 
encouraged a particular mode of interaction (Florance, 
2017:12) (Figures 12-15). A wide variety of work was 
presented, not just with the focus poets (who did 
readings in the space), but with peripheral collaborations 
and ideas as well as past work, all focusing on poetry 
and interactive material poetics. The actual venue was 
a serendipitous find, a space surrounded by national 
cultural institutions, on a public thoroughfare, forming 
architectural connections with the work that would be 
impossible to replicate anywhere else. My strategy was 
highly successful, with a combination of visitors who 
knew about creative publishing and those who walked 
off the street with no experience of such work, and most 

Fig. 11: scanned page detail from Working Papers, torrent, 
Angela Gardner & Caren Florance, 2015-17. 
Letterpress on paper. 
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Fig. 12: Reading Spaces exhibition, room views. 
At East Space, Commonwealth Place, beside Lake Burley Griffin, 5-12 April 2017. 

Fig. 13: Reading Spaces exhibition, room views. 
At East Space, Commonwealth Place, beside Lake Burley Griffin, 5-12 April 2017. 
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stayed for extended periods of time, rarely less than 
twenty minutes. 

Since that exhibition, individual book works have 
continued to iterate into sound works, film-clips, and 
performance. My favourite to date is the algorithmic 
‘reading’ of Working Papers by Canberra electronica 
composer Rueben Ingall as part of the 2017 You Are 
Here festival.8  

This project has been a chance to probe at the nagging 
questions and concerns that jostle in the making space 
of the studio. Using the artist book form to test ideas 
about poetry is a natural decision because it has always 
been a research space, a ‘transversality between streams’ 
(Cabau, 2014: 8), a cross-disciplinary vehicle that offers 
open space for reimaginings and inventiveness. Working 
collaboratively with poets has offered up new ways of 
contextualising my textual practice and is building up 
connective energy between the practitioners of visual art, 
poetry and design, particularly in my local community.9

I am interested in seeing what conversations and ideas 
could generate from this research in broader circles. 
 

Caren Florance is one of two 2018 Donald Horne 
Creative and Cultural Fellows in the University of 
Canberra’s Faculty of Arts and Design. She also teaches 
on the artist book at the ANU School of Art + Design. 
She has a private letterpress studio in Canberra. 
For more details visit www.carenflorance.com

Notes
1. The terms ‘artist book’, ‘artists book’, ‘artists’ book’ 
and ‘artist’s book’ are often used either interchangeably 
in confusing ways or with one form adhered to regardless 
of grammatical need. I will be using ‘artist book’ as an 
umbrella term to avoid wrestling with apostrophes. If 
an apostrophe is included, it will be within a quote and 
respecting the usage of the respective author.

2. A common working definition is: a book made by 
an artist. A self-driven need for collectors (institutional 
and otherwise) to make sense of the late-20th century 
proliferation of creative publication has resulted in 
innumerable attempts to neatly define the field and to 
categorise its activities. See Drucker, 2004: 2; Bright, 
2005: 3-4; Klima, 1998: 21-40 (whose chapter synthesises 
the US debate, including a lengthy account of Clive 
Phillpot’s campaign against non-codex book arts); 
Bodman and Sowden, 2010: 3; and Perrée, 2002: 12, 
as just a few examples.

3. This research consists of viewing books in major 
institutional collections such as the State Libraries of 
Queensland and Victoria as well as exhibitions and 
private collections.

4. See Jean Jacobson’s thesis, ‘How should poetry look? 
The printer’s measure and poet’s line’ (2008: 302) which, 
as well as giving an historical overview, shows how the 
printer’s measure still influences the look of poetry 
despite the contemporary ‘freedom’ of screen-space.

5. For a little more on Mallarme and Apollinaire and 
letterpress, see Florance, 2018.

6. I was commissioned to write about this for the State 
Library of Victoria (Florance, 2015: 63-75). 

7. Johanna Drucker in a 1997 interview with Matthew 
Kirschenbaum (Drucker, 2012: 90).

8. See: http://youareherecanberra.com.au/event/
sounding-working-papers/ and hear: https://
reubeningall.bandcamp.com/track/sounding-working-
papers (accessed 30/6/18)

9. See, for example, my article in Art Monthly on this 
(Florance, 2016: 34-37).
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Marian Crawford and Jurate Sasnaitis, Unstable edge 2016. Image courtesy Marian Crawford

Aby Warburg, Mnemosyne Atlas 1924-29
http://www.kunstkritikk.no/nyheter/aby-warburg-created-marvellous-theoretical-fictions/ Accessed 29/5/18
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Invented people who never existed (Javier Marias 2016): 
printmaking and the ghosts of letterpress

Marian Crawford
Monash University, Melbourne

Introduction
I am a visual artist and educator, and my research 
is driven by a curiosity about the pedagogic power 
of images and the image’s capacity to represent and 
convey knowledge, and to help us to know the world. 
My projects explore representations of loss, focusing 
on climate change and political conflict, and fine 
art printmaking processes’ critical engagement with 
repetition and multiplicity. I am also very interested 
in the relationships between the book, printmaking 
processes, and the printed image in contemporary 
culture, and I have a particular interest in letterpress 
technology, as a type of relief printmaking with a
 very rich history.

Settling and un-settling
As I work in my studio, setting type and printing from a 
variety of matrices, I often have a sense of a settling and 
an unsettling, a gathering, a dispersion, a distributing and 
sorting. These actions are inherent to the mechanical and 
technical process of printing type but have also given me 
cause to consider notions of history and of time as I work 
with these cycles of forming, dissolving and re-forming. 

My type already has a history of re-purposing and re-use. 
I inherited it from Sheree Kinlyside, she shipped it to me 
from Far North Queensland. And it had been given to 
her by a printer retiring their printery.

Models of art history and Warburg
There is a familiar model of art history that also posits 
cycles as a way of understanding art histories. This model 
is based on the cycle of life and death drawn - nature, that 
is, a cycle modelled on a rise, a decline into loss, followed 
by a renaissance that is in imitation of the lost ideal. Art 
historian Didi-Hubermann gives us an example of this 
model. He describes historian Johann J. Winckelman’s 
system of history as opening ‘a depressive chasm, linked 
to the loss of ancient art and to the impossibility of the 
return of that "object of wishes"; a chasm separating 
mourning from desire (Wunsch); a chasm separating 
the "originals" (Urbilder) of the Greek statues with the 
Roman "copies" (Kopien).'  It is imitation that bridges 
this chasm, linking original and copy and enabling 'the 
idea, the "essence of art" to revive... to traverse time.' But, 
Didi-Huberman warns against the 'crucial element of this 
achievement: imitation allows this renaissance to imitate 
only the ideal'.1 

In a study of the works and ideas of German artist Aby 
Warburg, Didi-Huberman posits that we might think 
differently about this ‘depressive chasm’ if we position 
the time of art history as an echo, a repeat or as a ghostly 
return. Warburg built a wonderful Library in which his 
volumes were organised rhizomatically as if to prove 
and test this thinking. In this system, Didi-Huberman 
writes, art history as an academic discipline underwent 
an ordeal of regulated disorientation: wherever there 
were frontiers between disciplines, Warburg’s library 
sought to establish links.’2 The books were organised to 
demonstrate good neighbourliness, as Warburg called it, 
and associations.

Warburg’s last work was his Atlas, which he named 
the Mnemosyne Atlas, and it also demonstrates this 
principal of association. Warburg’s aim in this work was 
to demonstrate that images of great symbolic power, 
and particularly images of Western Antiquity, would 
re-emerge in later eras, and he found images from 
Alexandrian Greece reappeared in Weimar Germany, 
for example.3

This is a disorientation - a steering away - from a 
chronologically organised sense of time. This shifts our 
attention from being fixed ‘on … objects …, (which is) 
to the detriment of the relationships that those objects 
establish, and by which they are established’,4 to a sense of 
the object as traversing time from one place to another, 
and being in more than one relationship to the context 
from which it is born.

Time and Type
This is how I feel about setting type, and this sense of 
weaving together and re-forming of relationships is 
particularly apparent when setting poetry perhaps, 
and it is in this context that I would like to speak 
about a couple of my recent projects, and hope that 
contextualising my research in this way will contribute to 
the breadth of the reach of this symposium. At this point 
I’d like to mention that setting type, printing from type 
and then distributing the type back to its resting place so 
that it can be used again, is a very slow process. 
It is time consuming, encompassing many senses of time 
- durational and chronological.

I have composed and printed many little lines of text. 
Letters are grouped together to form words, the words 
then cling to each other to construct phrases, and then 
when printed a sense of something new arises. Once 
printed, the type, letter by letter, is returned to its place 
in the tray. And then re-used for the next work. I can’t 
help but consider the histories of each piece of type as I 
do this. They have all been arranged and re-arranged and 
arranged again and again to form a myriad of meanings, 
which then dissolve back into the orderly space of 
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Above and below: Marian Crawford, Work in progress (setting Christopher Barnett's when they came/for you), 2016. 
Image courtesy Marian Crawford
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the type drawer, waiting for this potential to again be 
released.

Sense of Loss
Spanish novelist Javier Marias, in his 2016 novel Thus 
Bad Begins writes:

The photo I like best ... is like a still from a film, but one 
made not in 1961 ...but even earlier. It's yet another 
demonstration of the effect passing time has on reality, 
turning everything into fiction, and when we ourselves 
are long gone, any photos of us will suffer the same fate 
and we, too, will look like invented people who never 
existed.5 

I would argue that the multiplying effect of the 
possibilities and potential that reside both in the type 
and in the nature of the printed page contest this sense 
of loss. In this wonderful novel Marias describes how 
his protagonist - Juan de Vere - gradually discovers the 
histories of the other two main protagonists Muriel 
and Beatriz, and how he sometimes feels as if they are 
invented characters, or that they are fictitious images 
from a film still. And of course they are fictitious 
characters in a novel, and Muriel is cast by Marias as a 
film producer. But ‘young de Vere’ (as he is affectionately 
called by Muriel) counters this sense of absence and 
distance: 'yet I know that they did both exist and I know 
their tenuous history and have told it at least once.'6 
It is in the telling and re-telling of their story 
that acknowledgement of their existence resides.

Origins and destinations
Print processes are also characterised by this constant 
and uneasy dialogue around origins and destinations. 
The print is at once multiple while simultaneously 
remaining faithful to its singular origin (its matrix). 
I would argue that there are similarities in this nature 
of print processes to Derrida’s suggestion regarding the 
impossible and on-going reorganisation of psychic space 
that we must make to understand and acknowledge 
absence, alterity and difference, which he writes about 
in his book The Work of Mourning.7 It is this same 
reorganisation that young De Vere refers to when he tells 
and retells the tenuous history of Muriel and Beatriz.

The print can also be thought of as a re-organisation, a 
possibly endless iteration of its original fact, the matrix. 
And when, as happens in setting type, the matrix (the 
origin of the image or text) dissolves back into the drawer 
of type, what are we to make of the copy, the printed copy 
that remains?

Artists and archives
In a comparison of the works of UK artist Tacita Dean 
and German author GW Sebald, Hal Foster presents a 

discussion of loss, redemption and archives that might be 
instructive to this discussion. An exploration of Sebald’s 
employment of archival images within his narratives 
might add strength to this argument about the histories 
held by the printed page.

Foster writes:
Sebald surveyed a modern world so devastated 
by history as to appear 'after nature'; many of its 
inhabitants (including the author) are 'ghosts of 
repetition' who seem at once 'utterly liberated and 
deeply despondent.' … Dean also looks out on a 
forlorn world, yet for the most part she avoids the 
melancholic fixation that was the price Sebald paid 
for his courageous refusal of redemptive illusion. 
The risk in her work is different: a romantic fascination 
with 'human failing'. Yet...there is also an intimation 
of the utopian… as a concomitant of her archival 
presentation of the past as fundamentally heterogeneous 
and always incomplete.8 

To conclude, I’ll very briefly outline two of my recent 
projects that take these hypotheses and express them 
in the material form of the hand-printed book, testing 
these ideas about the present-ness and incompleteness 
of the past. 

Christopher Barnett is an Australian poet, based in 
France. Barnett’s text ‘when they came/for you…’
commemorates the life of Furkan Doğan, an American 
citizen and Turkish permanent resident killed in the 
2010 Israeli raid on a Turkish flotilla attempting to break 
Israel’s blockade of Gaza. My project, with Barnett’s 
agreement, is to hand-set his text with letterpress 
technology, and to publish the text as an artist’s book. 
This commemoration and mourning of the death of 
Furkan Doğan will become material as it passes through 
this slow process, in a critical transformation from 
quickly forgotten moment in the blur of historical 
conflicts to an object that demands slowness in both 
production and reading. 

The hand-made book is in this methodology is presented 
as a product which ‘in its uniqueness, (is) a stay against 
repetition and inauthenticity.’9 I am employed in an 
endless task as the poem is lengthy, a task as durational 
and interminable as the conflicts Barnett laments in his 
threnody.

Francesca Jurate Sasnaitis is a Perth-based poet and 
writer, and in 2016 we made the booklet Unstable edge. 
My childhood home was an island, now known as 
Banaba, to which I haven’t returned since leaving aged 
10. It is located in the Central Pacific Ocean, near Nauru, 
another site of intractable conflicts. Prompted by archival 
images I sent her - one of myself as a child floating in 
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a rock pool on Banaba, and the other of the rocky tidal 
pools of the coastline of the island that I found while 
searching for historical images of the island - Sasnaitis 
wrote the poem unstable edge. The text reflects on the 
liminal nature of memory that these archival images 
prompt. I set her text in Gill Sans 10pt type, and we 
printed the images using intaglio and relief printing 
methods.

The first page of her text reads:

You say, I wish I were
floating
still
and you are
in the timeless place
they call childhood
a photograph

In making this work together, the notions of 
indeterminacy, intermediacy and being on the edge were 
ever-present. For Sasnaitis the littoral and riparian, the 
boundaries between sea and land, are constantly shifting, 
and as we worked together it seemed that the island’s 
unstable edges, washed away by tides and erosion, also 
spoke to this transitional space of memory and history. 
As we exhumed the past it became more present, 
circling back and around itself as Warburg suggested. 
His hauntings were also ours, for a little while, as we 
distributed the type back to its drawer, after inducing the 
weight of the ink of its surface to remain, as a permanent 
record on paper, of our uncertainties.

Marian Crawford is a visual artist and lecturer in Fine 
Art at Monash Art Design & Architecture. Her recent 
research and projects centre around the relationships and 
histories between the fine art print, the book, and the 
print as work of protest. More info can be found at 
www.mariancrawford.com

This article was first presented as a paper for Poetry and 
the Artist Book Symposium, 7 April 2015, University of 
Canberra.
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4. ibid 23

5. Marias 272

6. ibid 
7. In The Work of Mourning Jacques Derrida describes 
the law of friendship and of mourning. He writes, “One 
friend must always go before the other; one friend must 
always die first.” (Derrida 2001: 1). The other is left to 
commemorate. Fidelity to the deceased friend consists of 
mourning and then mourning is “interiorizing the other 
and recognizing that if we are to give the dead anything 
it can only be now in us, the living.” But “interiorisation 
is never completed and, because of this reorganisation 
of space, remains in the end impossible.” We can never 
fully interiorise the other, and neither would we wish 
to do this, as it would be a reduction of the other, a 
narcissistic possession of the other. “Nothing we can say 
of or to them can touch them in their infinite alterity.” 
(pp 9-11). We are left with two choices in this question 
of responsibility and fidelity to the deceased. We can 
interiorise them as perfect and ideal, or remain in a state 
of impossible mourning, with the deceased at an infinite 
distance, leaving them their alterity. (Derrida, Jacques; 
Brault, Pascale-Anne; Naas, Michael. 2001. The Work 
of Mourning. Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press.)
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This is a soft

introduction to the

violence in our

naturalistic attitude

descriptions of flesh

body.

We were told regions

of our tongue detected

different tastes.

It is now accepted that

all regions of the tongue

taste all tastes. Fact re-

written. Re-write

unexplained.

Accustomed

The Tongue Map: a soft introduction to points, arrows and

soft parts

The Naturalistic Attitude

Obscure external

body in segments

Harsh lines ‘pointing’ that

cross and pierce

Division of a

whole by lines

An unnamed body

belonging to no one

Arrows may be used too

An oddness in this myth

that we learn to ignore
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Did you have an experience of a tongue map?

Did you experience your tongue map?

Pig

Pork

Slit

To abstract one
thing from another
is often butchery.
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This picture, while

typical, does not

represent the

experience of body.

Despite the long list on

the left, above, most of

what has been

dissected does not

comprise most of what

is present.

Large parts of this area

are unnamed. Those

named, labelled and

pierced with a black line

are named for whom?

Have we forgotten that

 view is the

distortion?

There is a hair-dryer on

full-blow outside the

frame of this page.

Anus never looks like that

A violence from the Encyclopaedia Britannica (2009)

Pig Pork Slit

Female external genitalia
mons pubis
prepuce of clitoris
glans of clitoris
unreal opening (meatus)
openings (skene)
vestibule of vagina
labium little
hymenal car uncle
labium lick
opening of (Bartholin)
vestibular (navicular) fossa
frenulum of labium
commissure
perineal raphe
anus

She is unnamed.
Let’s call her
Shane.
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The scientific map bears no relationship

to the sensory. For example, the firm

between anus and vestibule is -

vaginal.

Where world and cunt meet is an

undefined sensory region. This territory

experience differs from inner muscle

press and vase.

As they are

The monosyllable in givenness

 It is not “between the legs”; experientially it’s an inside

lower middle that spreads between hip brackets (     )

Sausage Filler

Vestibule, in Latin,
means entrance. But
isn’t the first person

experience of the
vestibule of vagina one
of ‘exit’, (if we restrict

ourselves to the domain
of the hearth)?

Attending to experience
(in a phenomenological

description) let us
rename (re-language, if

you will) from an
empathetic ethics (an

honest aesthetics).

der Kitzler
The tickler

labia   labium
lip   lips

Never put arrows
or pointy things to

the soft folds.

Be concerned with what
we do not say. Look for
what we have become

blind towards.
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Reciprocity and the artist book

Susan Wood 

In his essay ‘Reciprocity’ cultural ecologist David Abram 
suggests that humanity may learn from the wild salmon 
a different way of being in the world, a way based on 
mutual exchange rather than the exercise of power 
and control. In this paper I reflect on Abram’s view of 
reciprocity with reference to the artist book. Are the 
collaborations involved in the creation and reception 
of the poetic artist book a model of reciprocity? If so, 
can this form of art practice lead us away from our high 
speed, individualistic modern existence to a gentler, more 
thoughtful and ultimately more sustainable way of living? 
I first encountered David Abram’s ideas when seeking 
insights into the direction my own work was taking. 
Over several years I have been engaged in a slowly 
evolving project – textiles mainly, but some work with 
books. This body of work meditates on the lives of 
women, our place in the world, and life’s never-ending 
dance between order and chaos. In making this work 
I came to understand that the desire for order and 
control is a fundamental human trait. On one level it is 
a necessary response to the precariousness of human 
existence; but it has also brought us to a way of living 
that many of us are finding increasingly unsatisfactory, 
a fast-paced existence which is causing damage to 
our environment, our communities and our emotional 
well being. 

Abram is an environmental philosopher who is most 
interested in re-shaping the way we think about the 
relationship between humans and their environment and 
in what we might learn from about how to live in the 
world from deep reflection on this relationship. Abram 
begins his essay ‘Reciprocity’ with a reflection on his first 
encounter with spawning salmon. After describing the 
remarkable sight of a mass of salmon fighting their way 
upstream in a moonlit river, he writes: 

There seemed something strangely familiar about 
this - something weirdly familiar about this apparent 
readiness to multiply at all costs, and this consequent 
obliviousness to all other beings and species. It seemed 
so similar to… So much like, like - well yes, of course, 
so much like us, us humans! - our own species, Homo 
sapiens, steadily multiplying and multiplying these last 
several centuries without much noticing anything else... 
(Abram, 2004: 78).

Abram goes on to explain that difference between us and 
the salmon is that humans are inexorably multiplying, 
taking and not giving back, whereas the salmon live in a 
state of reciprocity with nature, their spent bodies feeding 
other creatures and returning nutrients to the waters in 
which they lived. Abram posits reciprocity as ‘a two-way 
flow, a reciprocal exchange between realms’ (Abram, 

2004: 81). His view of reciprocity is different from the 
kind of gift exchange where one person gives and another 
receives, which, in many cultures, is designed to create 
and maintain ties of mutual obligation. When Lewis 
Hyde refers to the salmon in relation to reciprocity in his 
seminal text The Gift he frames the death of the salmon 
as a sacrifice which comes with an expectation that the 
beneficiary of the sacrifice will respond in a certain way 
(Hyde, 2007: 33-35). Abrams framing of reciprocity is 
also different from the commercial transactions which 
underpin modern consumerist societies.  In commercial 
transactions the principle is, at best, an equality of 
exchange: the price paid is commensurate with the 
benefit received. However, in Abrams version the 
giving is free (inevitable really), unaccompanied by any 
expectation or obligation, and giver and receiver are both 
enriched by the transaction. 

I first reflected on my own work in relation to this idea 
of reciprocity. As an art historian I recognise the practice 
of history an example of reciprocity, when the giving 
of the source material is matched by the giving back 
which occurs when a previously hidden story is told, 
whether this story is told through words on a page or the 
making of objects. When I commenced a lengthy project 
involving bush dyeing I started to pay closer attention 
to seasonal patterns of growth and the weather. This led 
me to consider how I might compensate for what I was 
taking from the environment. I also considered whether 
my use of gifted or reclaimed materials, used for both 
wall panels and artist books, to draw attention to the lives 
of those who once owned them was a form of reciprocity.

Once I started to think about reciprocity in this way, 
I started to see examples everywhere, from the work 
of the British artist Debbie Lyddon, whose natural 
collaborator is the sea, to Clare Wellesley-Smith’s 
community dye garden projects, to my own colleague 
James Farley who uses the photographic process of lumen 
printing to make work with and about the environment 
with the goal of promoting and practicing a new form 
of ecological awareness. Farley’s most recent work 
The Rambunctious Garden, 2018 was created using paper 
made from a combination of his pulped PhD thesis drafts 
and sunflower seeds. The photographic emulsion used to 
create the images was made from the leaves and flowers 
of the same sunflowers. After being exhibited the work 
was given away, to be replanted in other people’s gardens 
so the sunflowers could start their cycle again. 

When Debbie Lyddon places a vessel in the sea and waits 
for salt to accrete on its surface, or Clare Wellesley Smith 
uses weeds to colour fabric, or James Farley makes paper 
and photographic emulsion from sunflowers, the sea and 
the plants impose no expectations on them. However, the 
work they make asks us as the viewer to slow down and 
reflect on our relationship to the world we inhabit. 
A reciprocal exchange has taken place.
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Turning our attention to the poetic artist book, can the 
collaborations involved in the creation and reception 
of the poetic artist book also be seen as a model of 
reciprocity, an example that operates on multiple 
levels, and one which enriches without obligation 
or expectation?

One kind of ‘collaboration’ is the exchange between 
poet/ poem and book artist separated by time and place. 
This model has been enacted ever since Edouard Manet 
illustrated Mallarme’s translation of Edgar Allan Poe’s 
The Raven in the late nineteenth century. Such exchanges 
between writer/poet and book artist are rarely mutual. 
In the traditional livre d’artiste the artist/illustrator takes 
the main stage and the relationship between image and 
text may be tenuous. In the contemporary book world, 
a maker will often use a text as hook on which to hang 
their own concerns, the words being relegated to the 
role of caption. A truly reciprocal exchange is something 
different. Consider, for example, Jen Bervin’s work in 
relation to Emily Dickinson’s poems. Bervin explains 
how explains how seeing the manuscript versions of 
Dickinson’s poems transformed her understanding of 
them (Mead, 2014). Is it too much of a stretch to say 
the manuscripts offered something to Bervin, expecting 
nothing in return? In response, Bervin made a body of 
work – quilt works first and then her artist book The 
Dickinson Composites, in which she focused attention 
on Dickinson’s poems by highlighting her unusual 
notation system and erasing most, but not all, of the 
words. Can we conceive of this as a form of reciprocity, 
taking and returning, prompting an audience to engage 
with Dickinson in a new and different way? This is 
certainly the case with Bervin’s follow up project - an 
artist book, The Gorgeous Nothings, which reproduced 
Dickinson’s fragmentary envelope poems alongside visual 
transcriptions. Although separated in time by over a 
century this is an example of reciprocity unbounded by 
obligation or commerce. 

Most artists would agree that solo studio practice always 
involves some kind of give and take – between artist and 
idea, artist and process, artist and materials. It may be a 
bit of a stretch to describe this as reciprocity, although I 
think this is an idea worthy of consideration, particularly 
in cases where someone is working with reclaimed 
materials and by doing so gives those materials a new 
life and meaning. In studio-based projects where two 
or more people work together to realise an outcome, 
the idea of reciprocity is not so fanciful. That said, the 
ways in which people work together on projects are 
very varied. At one extreme is the artisan working to 
directions provided by an artist, who has little or no 
opportunity to influence the final product, aside from 
the level of skill they apply to their work. The artisan is 
paid for their labour so there is an exchange involved, but 
Abram’s ideals of free exchange and the ‘giving back’ that 
benefits and enriches both parties is hard to see.

When it comes to the realisation of poetry in material 
form, there is a rich history of small press production 
of poetic texts. The traditional approach is for the book 
designer/letterpress printer to work in the service of the 
text. Their task is to use the affordances of the studio 
to present the text to best advantage. The poet, and 
the poetry, benefit from their efforts but, fee for service 
aside, the benefit flows in one direction. However, when 
people work collaboratively in the studio with both 
parties as equal participants, free exchange is implicit 
in the process.

Caren Florance explored this proposition in her project 
Collaborative Materiality where she collaborated with 
several poets (and her studio equipment and materials) 
over an extended period of time, to produce range of 
book and bookish outcomes. The way in which the 
collaborations occurred was varied. Sometimes printer/
book maker and poet worked in close proximity in the 
studio; at other time they were physically separated 
and relied on text, email or post to communicate ideas 
and experiments. What is common in every instance is 
mutual exchange. In Florance’s words:

As we work each poet is required to turn back in on 
themselves and reflect upon their own compositional 
processes, which in turn inform the various material 
processes. (Florance, 2017)

Close engagement during the process of realising a 
text in material form leads the poet to different ways of 
approaching their work and the printer to different ways 
of thinking about materials and processes. Ulises Carrión 
tells us that a book is not a container of words and the 
writer does not write books. When a sequence of spaces 
(the book) and a sequence of signs (the text – in the case 
of the poetic artist book, the poem or poems) is brought 
together each is enriched by the other.  Each gains in this 
exchange; nothing is given up or lost. I would argue that 
this kind of collaboration is a clear instance of reciprocity, 
as posited by Abrams.

Another manifestation of reciprocity occurs when an 
individual reader engages with the poetic artist book 
that results from such collaborative processes. I use the 
word reader deliberately because the poetic artist book 
is most definitely intended to be read, not just looked 
at.  I remember several years ago visiting an exhibition 
of artist books from the NGA collection. I was delighted 
to see books I’d read about and seen in reproduction, 
but disturbed by the way in which the folios of one book 
had been framed under glass and hung out of order, 
with the aesthetics of display taking precedence over 
their function as a book. A book is made for interaction. 
Unlike a painting or a drawing, an artist book is not fully 
actualised until a reader engages with it: until the cover 
is opened, the pages are turned, the words and images 
mulled over.
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That less than satisfactory viewing experience led to 
me to experiment with a different way of encouraging 
audiences to engage with artist books in a gallery context. 
In Secrets and Lives (Wagga Wagga Art Gallery, 2012) 
and The Days of Their Lives (ANCA Gallery, 2013) I set 
up a reading station where visitors could, and did, sit to 
read the books included in the show. Caren Florance’s 
exhibition Reading Spaces (East Space, 2017) operated 
in a similar, but much expanded, way. She provided 
small desks for ‘solitary reading’, a library reading table 
which reinforced the gravitas of two major collaborative 
projects, and a kitchen table where the visitor was invited 
to pick up tweezers and physically alter Touch 00100000, 
thus becoming a collaborator themselves. We are drawn 
to the physical book for the many haptic pleasures that 
accompany the act of reading. The awareness of scale, the 
texture of the paper, the sound as the pages are turned, 
the lingering scent of ink or the dissolving of text on an 
iPad screen all add richness to the reading experience. 
The structure and materiality of the poetic artist book 
asks us to slow down, to pay attention and in doing so 
be changed by the experience. Through their combined 
efforts the poet and the printer/book maker create a gift 
for the reader; when the viewer becomes a reader they 
give life to the book; and the book gifts them its meaning. 
All involved participate freely, each is enriched by the 
process, and nothing is lost. Reciprocity indeed.

So, to my final question: can this form of art practice lead 
us away from our high speed, individualistic modern 
existence to a gentler, more thoughtful and ultimately 
more sustainable way of living? 

In answering this question, I need to take a sideways step. 
Like other artists working in an academic context, 
I have struggled to come to terms with the need to 
frame my making in the context of research. Over the 
past decade much has been written on this topic – 
practice-based research, practice-led research and so on. 
Often it seems that we are trying overly hard to make 
what we do align with the way research is framed by the 
academy as systematic and ordered enquiry resulting in 
knowledge that is transferred in an unambiguous way by 
means of the written word. This seems so very different 
to my experience where studio practice is neither orderly 
nor systematic and the viewer’s response by no means 
guaranteed. However, I recently encountered Jaaniste and 
Hamilton’s concept of evocative practice research, where 
the ‘goal is to generate artefacts that produce affect and 
resonance through evocation’ (Jaaniste and Hamilton, 
2014: 234) This account of practice as research sits much 
more comfortably with me. It is what I aim for in my own 
work and an apt description for the artefacts which result 
from truly reciprocal collaborations.

But my own experience of making, and my observations 
of other people’s practice, the turn to slow making, 
the new appreciation of tacit knowledge, of discovery 

through doing and the examples of collaborative practice 
lead me to speculate whether there might not be two 
outcomes of evocative practice research, one being the 
creation of artefacts that produce affect and resonance 
and the other the production of affect and resonance 
through evocative practical activity. Abram tells us that 
reciprocity is only possible where there is some common 
ground, some common medium in which a mutual 
exchange can occur. Such exchanges do not occur in a 
hurry. The examples discussed here, and others like them, 
give me hope. Whether through ways of working that 
enable collaboration in the studio, workshops that take 
studio practice out into the community, or artefacts that 
ask the reader/viewer to slow down and ponder, 
I have come to believe that arts practice can play a role in 
changing the way we think about our place in the world. 
And the poetic artist book can surely play a part 
in bringing about such a transformation.

Susan Wood is currently Head of the School of 
Communication and Creative Industries at Charles Sturt 
University in Wagga Wagga, Australia. Her scholarly 
work focuses primarily on women’s art and craft, 
with a particular focus on Australian practitioners. 
In her creative work she uses stitched textiles and artist 
books as a means of reflecting on humanity’s interactions 
with the natural and socially constructed worlds.
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My varied practice attends to various aspects of text. 
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experience of the world into language is the focus. A zone 
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